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        The Many Lives of Cadence Lee

    
    
    
    
                Cadence Lee thought she was a normal girl, perhaps a little well to do, but not exceptionally so.  She had her college classes, she had her job that her uncle gave her, and she had a nice boyfriend who was sweet if a little awkward.

Except, when a mugger accosts Cadence and her boyfriend attempts to wrestle a gun away from the criminal, Cadence ends up shot.  A normal girl, with the kind of wound Cadence had, would die.  Cadence managed to do that part.  But a normal girl wouldn't then open her eyes again and learn that death is not as permanant for her as it is for other people.  She can be reborn again, and again.  Each time stronger and with new abilities.

The catch?  Any world she is born into, she can never return to.  She has infinite lives, but only one life for each.

So begins The Many Lives of Cadence Lee.

[participant in the Royal Road Writathon challenge]

            

    
        Chapter One - First Death

    
    
    
    
                  To be fair, I always knew he was an idiot.  Well, it would be more accurate to say that I knew he was the kind of guy who was an idiot around girls.  Honestly, I found it kind of sweet in an awkward sort of way, which is part of the reason I have ended up here.


  Lying on the concrete looking up at the night sky, light pollution having washed away the stars, and rather dispassionately noticing that I was feeling cold as my blood pooled under me.


  My boyfriend - we had definitely been dating long enough for me to call him that - was holding a scruffy looking man at gunpoint while talking into his phone.  Well, that makes it sound like my boyfriend shot me or something, but I think I can be excused if I am not able to properly communicate at the moment.  I can’t even speak right now, and my thoughts are wandering and hard to focus.

  It had been a nice night.  A movie date was a bit of a cliche, but one you have to put up with if you date a guy who honestly owns and watched the christmas special.  Obviously, he was going to go see the new movies, that was just a given.

  Actually, having a mugger accoust us on our way back to his car was a cliche as well.  I was surprised that my boyfriend actually had the guts to attack a man with a gun.  I suppose that he was the kind of guy who really wanted to live up to the cliches.

  Reality, however, is never so kind.  As my boyfriend tackled the man and wrestled him for the gun and I went for my phone, all it took was an accidental - at least, I would like to think so, I doubt even most muggers want to be killers - shot and here I was.

  I could hear the sirens now.  My boyfriend’s face entered my view of the sky and I could see his mouth moving, but I couldn’t understand the words.  He looked so worried, I really felt bad about it.  Maybe I could force myself to speak a few words.


  “Daniel, if you blame yourself for this, I will fucking come back to haunt you.”


  Not the most elegant of last words, but it wasn’t like I was going to be around to regret it.  The world was already fading away…


***


  I hadn’t expected to wake up, but I found myself looking up at a white ceiling.  It still felt like I was on concrete.  Well, not actually, whatever I was on was as hard as concrete, but it was smooth where concrete was rough.  These thoughts went through my head as I got up on instinct and looked around to see a bare white room that was very definitely not a hospital room.

  Before I even had a moment to catch my bearings, a screen like box appeared in front of me, causing me to jump in fright!


  “[Welcome Cadence Lee, and congratulations on completing your first life!]”


  So this was…  The afterlife?  Admittedly, as an atheist, I had not expected an afterlife at all, but an empty room would make for a pretty crappy eternity.  Perhaps, I had gone to hell and this is my punishment.

  Or, more likely, this was a final fever dream as my brain was deprived of oxygen.  I would have thought my dying brain would have come up with something more fantastic, but on the other hand, it was dying.  I should cut it some slack, at least it had come up with more text for me to read.


  “[Congratulations, you have been chosen to become an Incarnator!  Please, step up to the podium and have your life be measured!]"


  Well, the room had been empty.  I suppose I can only blame my possibly dying mind for the inconsistency in my hallucinations.  Now there was a black marble podium near the far wall.

    I swung my legs down and got down from the marble slab I had been lying on.  Getting up and looking around, yeah a boring white room and a black podium.  I wasn’t really comfortable being naked, but at least I could look down and see my skin was smooth and not punctured by a bullet.

  Approaching the podium, I see that there is a handprint outlined in silver on the top.  Taking the que, I put my hand on top and the room brightened as more screens began to pop up.


  “[Calculating your Life Accomplishments…]

  You survived nineteen years!  For surviving nineteen years you have earned nineteen points!

  You took part in being professionally educated in new subjects!  For going through thirteen years of professional education, you have earned six points!

  You learned multiple languages!  For becoming fluent in two languages and conversant in one, you have earned three points!

  You were socially active!  For having a combined total of friends and acquaintances between one hundred and two hundred people, you have earned one point!

  Your point total is: Twenty six points!

  Your grade for this life is: F

  For obtaining a grade of F, you gain no bonuses.

  For obtaining a grade of F, you have received a Strike!

  If you obtain three Strikes, you will no longer be reincarnated!

  You have Beginner’s Protection; one Strike removed!

  Your Beginner’s Protection will last: three more lives”


  Well fuck you too!  I think my life was fine while I had it, and in fairness it was cut a little short.  I would have thought my self-esteem was good enough for me not to hallucinate my own failure, but I also can’t really imagine that something like this would actually be the afterlife.  Well, I suppose it is just as likely as any other afterlife I have heard about.


  “[Congratulations Incarnator!  You have earned multiple Achievements!]

  For dying for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “First Run” and earned five points!  You have unlocked the Incarnator Menu!

  For dying a violent death for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Bloody Restart” and earned two points!  You have unlocked the Defense tab in the Store!

  For dying a violent death despite an earnest attempt to save your life by a loved one for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Sacrifice in Vain” and earned five points!  You have unlocked the Relationship tab in the Store!”


  ...That is honestly unsettling.  We had never said that we loved each other.  We were friends before we dated, but I had no idea his feelings were that strong.  My own feelings for him?  I can’t say if I loved him, but even if it killed me, he had risked his life for mine.  That is at least worth considering it, but I don’t think I can do that right now…


  “For learning basic math for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “It Adds Up” and earned one point!  You have unlocked the Intelligence tab in the Store!

  For learning algebra for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Letters Can Be Numbers Too” and earned two points!

  For learning geometry for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “The World Is Made Of Shapes” and earned two points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning trigonometry for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “How Far Away Is That” and earned two points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning calculus for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Area Of A Curve” and earned three points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning a great deal of math, you have earned the Achievement “Polymath” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning a language for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Speak Up” and earned one point!  You have unlocked the Communications tab!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning more than two languages, you have earned the Achievement “Polyglot” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence and Communication tabs!

  For becoming professionally educated in the art of writing itself for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Literacy” and earned two points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For writing more than thirty essays for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Minor Essayist” and earned one point!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For writing more than twenty poems for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Minor Poet” and earned one point!  You have unlocked the Arts tab!

  For reading a book for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “First Book” and earned one point!  You have unlocked Additional options in the Intelligence tab!”


  Holy fuck this is a long list.  Are any of these things even worth mentioning?  Honestly, I barely passed calculus.  Saying I “learned” it might be a bit of an exaggeration, because without my notes or a search engine I might as well give up.  I suppose since this is my first life, I would get a lot of first time Achievements?  Makes sense, I guess, as much as this probable hallucination can anyway.


  “For reading ten books for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Minor Reader” and earned two points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence and Arts tabs!

  For reading fifty books for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Reader” and earned three points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence and Arts tab!

  For reading one hundred books for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Great Reader” and earned five points!

  For reading two hundred books for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Avid Reader” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence and Arts tabs!

  For reading five hundred books for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Bookworm” and earned ten points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence and Arts tabs!”


  Jesus, I get it!  I read a lot of books!


  “For owning at least fifty books for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Minor Librarian” and earned four points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence and Arts tabs!”


  I owned a lot more than that, do they not count because they are E-books?  What is with the discrimination!?


  “For learning the basics of biology for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Look It’s Alive” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning advanced concepts in biology for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “That Is Alive Too” and earned ten points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning the basics of physics for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Force” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning advanced concepts in physics for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Applied Force” and earned ten points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning about the basics of health science for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “How To Keep Breathing” and earned five points!  You have unlocked the Vitals tab!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning about the basics of chemistry for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Acid Burns” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning about the basics of environmental sciences for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Minor Environmentalist” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning about the basics of economic science for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Small Money” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For learning about the basics of governance for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Politics” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence and Communications tabs!

  For qualifying for and participating in a large athletic tournament for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Athlete” and earned two points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Vitals tab!”


  I suppose that last one was for track and field?  We only made it to the state level though, I wouldn’t exactly call that large.  How is…  Who or whatever is in charge of this deciding what is what?  What counts as the basics of biology versus advanced biological concepts?  I only took a single biology class and it wasn't even Advanced Placement, who is this…  System?  Comparing my life to?


  “For having an income in the top fifty percent of your planet, you have earned the Achievement “Earner Global” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For having an income in the top seventy five percent of your planet, you have earned the Achievement “Big Earner Global” and earned ten points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For having an income in the top ten percent of your planet, you have earned the Achievement “Massive Earner Global” and earned fifteen points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

  For having an income in the top five percent of your planet, you have earned the Achievement “Elite Earner Global” and earned twenty five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!”


  Oh…  Wow, that is sad.  I mean, sure, I went to work for my uncle’s company - which is how I had a job that gave me a yearly income a few thousand below thirty grand when I was still in college - but it is depressing that ninety five percent of the world’s population makes less than I do.

  With all the protests against the top one percent, I suppose it is easy to forget that I was very fortunate to be born where I was.  When you start looking at it globally, I lived in nearly extravagant wealth.  But I had only thought of myself as being a few years ahead of my classmates because of family connections.

  Thanks brain and/or god like entity controlling this hallucination or place, getting shot hadn’t ruined my night enough, reminding me of the depressing sinkhole that is income inequality really helped me finish grinding away any last vestige of happiness.

  “For having more than fifty friends and acquaintances for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Lesser Conversationalist” and earned two points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!

  For having more than one hundred friends and acquaintances for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Conversationalist” and earned five points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!

  For having a romantic relationship for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “First Romance” and earned one point!  You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!

  For performing oral sex for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Tongue Magic” and earned one point!  You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!”


  I- That isn’t- Well fuck you, you fucking peeping podium!  I am a goddamn adult and you aren’t my dad, and I wouldn’t have listened to him give me crap about this either!  The relationship wasn’t exactly love - from my side yet, at least - but it was going well enough and I didn’t feel bad about making that decision!


  “For dying as a virgin in a romantic relationship after performing a sexual act, you have earned the Achievement “Returned Unopened” and earned one point!  You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!”


  I am going to break this fucking podium to pieces…


  “For having many devices and machines that do not use magic, you have earned the Achievement “Technophile” and earned three points!  You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!

  For dying, without ever using magic or interacting with mana, for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Manaless” and earned five points!  You have unlocked the Magic tab!


  “[Calculating Achievement total…]

  Your points earned from Achievements is: one hundred ninety seven points!


  Recalculating your Life Accomplishments…

  Your point total is: two hundred twenty three points!

  Your grade for this life is: D

  For obtaining a grade of D, you have earned a bonus fifty points!


  [Would you like to access the Incarnator Menu now?]”


  “I don’t know what the fuck is going on…  Sure, you bastard magic podium, show me this ‘Incarnator Menu.’”




            

    
        Chapter Two - Second Life

    
    
    
    
                   What is the difference between a hallucination and a delusion? Since this perverted peeping podium (ha, alliteration) took my clothes, I couldn’t exactly look it up. Still, I could only imagine that being able to feel my hand on the oddly warm, black marble-like podium, as well as the cool, white marble-like floor beneath my bare feet was not a good sign of my mental health.

   It didn’t help that I was staring at a floating box that was labeling itself as the “Incarnator Menu,” after having a friggin’ podium judge my entire life. It also didn’t help that the longer I was here, the more I was starting to worry that this actually was the afterlife. 


  It just felt so real.


   But I don’t want to think about that now, so I guess I will take a look at this menu.


   “Incarnator Menu:

   Points Balance: 273 points


   Stats:

   Strength: 0 (+)

   Endurance: 0 (+)

   Vitality: 0 (+)

   Agility: 0 (+)

   Dexterity: 0 (+)

   Perception: 0 (+)

   Acuity: 0 (+)

   Willpower: 0 (+)

   Charisma: 0 (+)

  Magic: 0 (+)

   Luck: 0 (+)


   Abillity Menu: 

   [Arts]    [Communications]   [Defense]   [General]   [Intelligence]

   [Magic]    [Relationships]   [Vitals]


   Records:

   [Life Records]    [Ability List]    [Achievement List]”


   “Well,” I let my breath out, noting that I can feel the air in my lungs and throat but that the room seemed to be sealed entirely. “I can guess what the stats mean, but I would rather not. A little help, Podi?”

   Another screen appeared after I asked, which made me feel a little better about having just given a podium - of all things - a name. If it worked, it worked right? I took a look at the floating box, muttering under my breath as I read it; the silence in this room was getting to me.

   “Strength means amount of physical strength, isn’t that a tautology? I don’t mind though, it was obvious enough to merit it. Endurance, affects how long you can perform physical actions or resist the environment. Again, pretty obvious I suppose. Seems like it would overlap with Vitals though, as that improved health and lifespan…”

   Agility improved speed and reaction time, Dexterity improved fine motor control - which seemed like it wasn’t really important compared to the others - Perception improved your senses, Acuity improved how fast you thought, and Willpower improved, well, willpower. The next three stats were a bit more complex than the ones before.

  “Charisma affects interpersonal relations and physical beauty, how would that even work? Beauty is subjective, so how would someone become objectively more beautiful?” I wondered aloud, rather hoping that Podi would give me an answer of some kind. No such luck though, so I just shrugged and moved on.

  “Magic improves your affinity with magic of all kinds, as well as your mana pool and mana regeneration rate. Sounds like that would be great, if magic existed. I am still waiting on my Hogwarts letter Podi, and every year that passed I lost a little more hope. If you can get me a wand, an owl, and a way into Ravenclaw, I might even forgive you for the peeping. Maybe.”

   The final stat, Luck, supposedly improved “the myriad paths of Destiny,” whatever the fuck that meant. After that, there was a brief note that stats purchased in the Incarnator Menu are added to your total stats at birth and that the average human had a score of one hundred in each category. Although that could apparently vary wildly depending on genetics and other factors.

   The last line told me that I could purchase one stat point for ten Incarnator Points.

   “Alright, thanks for the information,” I said, and the help screen disappeared, making me slightly more suspicious that Podi was actually intelligent and listening to me. Of course, I immediately dismissed that thought because I don’t want to think this could be real. “Let me take a look at that ability menu then. I might as well go through it as it is listed and start with Arts.”

   There were not many options, but considering I didn’t remember seeing many ‘additional options unlocked’ for Arts, I had not really expected all that many either. It was a quick read.


   “[Arts] Abilities Tab:


   [Rhymer]: This ability makes it far easier to find rhymes in any language! (25 points)

   [Relaxing Read]: When reading a book for entertainment, your stress falls away. (25 points)

   [Fanciful Speech]: When attempting to speak artfully, you will find it much easier to do! (30 points)

   [Stories are Life]: When reading a book for entertainment you require 25% less food and water, as well as become tired 25% slower! *Warning! This ability can only be used for entertainment purposes. Reading an entertainment book for the purpose of reducing consumption or sleep will result in this skill failing to activate!* (100 points)

   [Heroic Reading]: Reading an inspiring story improves one stat by up to 10% and for as much as five days. The amount of stat growth and the duration of the buff depend on the quality and length of the story. (250 points)

   [Never Stop Reading]: Vastly improves your ability to multitask while reading. Allows you to have multiple parallel thoughts, so long as one of those is devoted to reading an entertainment related book. (500 points)

   [Arts Librarian 1]: Allows you to create a copy of any entertainment or arts book you can see. Costs mana to use; mana cost is dependent on distance, book length, and material. (500 points)”


   A few of those sounded interesting, but they also seemed really limited. The most interesting ones were worth more than the entire value of my life apparently. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. On one hand, I would have said that human life was priceless. On the other hand, I might have considered performing human sacrifice for the ability to read and navigate my life at the same time.

   Not anyone who is good, of course, but I wouldn’t have minded tossing the mugger upon Podi to use as an altar. It obviously doesn’t work like that though. Aw well, next tab.


   “[Communications] Abilities Tab:


   [First Kiss]: Your first kiss in each life is improved. (10 points)

  [Better First Impression]: If you were going to give a good first impression upon meeting someone for the first time, your impression will be even better than before! (25 points)

  [Name To A Face]: If you know a person’s name, you are able to recall their name if you look at their face. (50 points)

  [Chastity Is A Virtue]: You gain the ability to consciously control your level of arousal. (50 points)

  [First Words]: When you are born into a world, you learn to understand your first language in that world much faster! (50 points)

   [Second Words]: When learning a new language past your first, you learn the language more quickly! (100 points)

   [Sexual Prowess: Oral]: Improves your ability to perform oral sex. (100 points)

   [Bureaucracy Navigation]: When interacting with government bureaucracy, your words and submissions will often be given a higher priority than normal! (200 points)”


   “So, what, like I’d get my tax return back faster?” I raised an eyebrow skeptically, and then had an unpleasant thought. “Or if I called the police, would they prioritze my call over people who might actually have more important issues? That seems dangerous, although considering I called the police because I was shot to death…”

   I also tried to avoid wondering what the [First Words] option meant by, “born into a new world.” I would really prefer this to be a hallucination or delusion Podi, and I completely ignored the romance parts. Shouldn’t they be in the Relationship tab anyway?


 
   “[Technology Intuition]: You have an instinctive understanding of how to operate simple to moderately complex technology. (250 points)”


   “And what does that even mean?” I complain out loud, “what counts as ‘simple’ or ‘moderate’ technology? Are we talking a lever, a car, a phone, or a friggin’ space shuttle!?”

   Next up is the Defense tab, which is thankfully short.


   “[Defense] Abilities Tab:


   [Dangersense]: Have a chance to instinctively know if you are in danger or if an action will cause you to be in danger. This chance is greatly affected by your Perception, Acuity, and Luck. (500 points)”


   Only one option, and an expensive one at that. It looks like it would be useful - for someone else. Admittedly, it would have helped a little bit ago, however overall my life has been danger free. I would like to keep it that way too.

   “Let’s open the General tab then, although I don’t remember unlocking it. I suppose I didn’t have to?”


   “[General] Abilities Tab:


   [Incarnator Construction]: When in the Incarnation Chamber, you gain the ability to manipulate the space and create any kind of structure you can imagine. (1000 points)

  [Incarnator Furniture]: When in the Incarnation Chamber, you gain the ability to create any furniture you can imagine. (1000 points)

  [Incarnator Clothes]: When in the Incarnation Chamber, you gain the ability to create any clothes you can imagine. (1000 points)”


   So my life isn’t even worth a set of clothes. If this is a hallucination or delusion of some kind, I am going to go find a psychiatrist when I wake up, because I must obviously have some serious issues. The other abilities seemed nice too; having a chair to sit on instead of having to stand here with my hand on the podium would be good. So would having something other than an empty white room to look at.

   Anyway, time to bite the bullet - I guess I have to be careful about saying that anymore - and read through the Intelligence tab. This is going to be a long one…


   “[Intelligence] Abilities Tab:


   [Steady Writing]: Your writing is always legible. (10 points)

   [Steady Reading]: You find it much easier to read otherwise illegible writing. (10 points)

   [Wealth Counter]: In a world with a system, your menu has an extra option displaying how much money you have on you. This skill is not effective in worlds without a system. (10 points)

   [Minor Analysis: Life]: When using an ‘analyze’ type skill on a living target, you gain extra information. This skills effectiveness increases with Perception and Acuity. (25 points)

   [Minor Analysis: Chemical]: When using an ‘analyze’ type skill on a physical target, you gain extra information about its chemical composition. This skills effectiveness increases with Perception and Acuity. (25 points) 

   [Fast Thought: Simple Math]: When performing simple math, your Acuity is doubled! (25 points)

   [Speak Easy]: When speaking a language, you always instinctively know correct grammar and pronunciation. (25 points)

   [Read Easy]: When reading language with unclear grammar, you instinctively know what the author meant. (25 points)

   [Healthy Thoughts]: Basic health practices are more effective. (25 points)

   [Safe Library: Minor]: Any book you own is 10% harder to damage! (25 points)

  [Knowledge Is Life]: When reading a book for an educational purpose, you require 25% less food and water, as well as become tired 25% slower! *Warning! This ability can only be used for educational purposes. Reading an educational book for the purpose of reducing consumption or sleep will result in this skill failing to activate!* (100 points)

  [Fast Thought: Algebra]: When performing algebra, your Acuity is doubled! (100 points)

  [Money Is Life]: When working on finances, you require up to 10% less food and water, as well as become tired 10% slower! This effectiveness of this skill is dependent on the complexity of the finances involved, as well as your Vitality and Acuity stats. *Warning! This ability can only be used when working with finances. Performing financial work for the purpose of reducing consumption or sleep will result in this skill failing to activate!* (100 points)

   [Fast Thought: Geometry]: When performing geometry, your Acuity is doubled! (200 points)

   [Practical Physics]: You gain a minor bonus to all actions. Bonuses decrease as the complexity and danger of the action increases, but increase with your Perception and Acuity. (200 points)

   [Fast Thought: Reading]: When reading, your Acuity is doubled! (200 points)

   [Fast Thought: Trigonometry]: When performing trigonometry, your Acuity is doubled! (200 points)

   [One Language To Another]: When you are trying to learn a new language, it is much easier to learn if it is related to a language you already know. (250 points)

   [Fast Thought: Calculus]: When performing calculus, your Acuity is doubled! (300 points)

   [Road To Self Improvement]: Reading a new book has a chance to randomly increase a stat by one! *Warning! Point totals reset on death and do not carry over to new lives!* (500 points)

   [Fast Thought: Finances]: When performing work on finances, your Acuity is increased up to double. Bonus is dependent on your understanding of the finances, as well as your Luck stat. (500 points)

   [Fast Thought: Physics]: When performing work in physics, your Acuity is increased up to double. Bonus is dependent on your understanding of the physics involved. (500 points)

   [Great Luck: Wealth]: After you are born you gain a bonus to your Luck that is applied when you are dealing with money. This bonus can be up to double your Luck. (750 points)

   [Perfect Memory: Math]: You are able to remember all mathematical knowledge you have ever learned. (1000 points)

   [Fast Thought: Governance]: When performing work in government, your Acuity is increased up to double. Bonus is dependent on your understanding of all involved factors and the complexity of those factors. (2500 points)

   [Money For Blood]: You gain the ability to spend your money to recover your Health. The amount of Health you regain is dependent on the value of the currency spent. Currency spent in this manner is destroyed. (2500 points)”


   “Wow Podi, that is a long list of things I can’t afford,” I comment and let out a low whistle. “I’ll admit that ‘Fast Thought: Governance’ doesn’t make me mad about how little my life is worth at least. Knowing that it would cost my life three times over to not mix up sine and cosine is kind of depressing.”

   I sigh, and then tell Podi just to hit me with all the rest of the lists at once. I want to get this done, whatever it is. However, I perked up when I saw the next list to open, and then immediately became disappointed. If there isn’t any magic, why would mana regeneration matter anyway?


   “[Magic] Abilities Tab:


   [Mana Sink]: Your mana regeneration is massively increased! This skills effectiveness is dependent on your Vitality, Acuity, Willpower, Magic, and Luck stats, as well as your current Health and on the amount of mana in the environment and the percent of your total mana you have. The more mana in the environment, and the less mana you currently have, the greater this skills effect. (5000 points)


   [Relationships] Abilities Tab: 


   [Gratitude in Death]: This skill massively and permanently increases the stats of a loved one who attempted to save your life if you die regardless. Stat improvement is dependent on your relationship, Charisma, and Luck stats. This skill also allows you to send a short message to the target of this skill from the Incarnator Menu after death. (100,000 points)


  [Vitals] Abilities Tab:


  [Improved Training]: The lower your physical stats are, the easier they are for you to raise! (100 points)”


  I closed the Relationships tab quickly. I didn’t want to look at it. If this is some kind of fantasy brought about by my injured mind, then there is no reason for me to worry by reading it. If this is - God forbid - real, then the cost of being able to send a message back isn’t something I want to look at.

   “So I can’t get clothes, I can’t afford most abilities, and the abilities I can purchase aren’t very interesting,” I sigh. “I’m not very impressed Podi. A small part of me almost hopes this isn’t all a dream, because I would hope my brain could do better than this!”

   Honestly, the longer I was here, the more nervous I was feeling. I was shifting my weight from foot to foot, agitation running through me just under the surface. I had been hoping that I would just wake up part way through some of this, and I obviously hadn’t.

   “So, how do I get out of here anyway?” I ask and a new screen appears.


   “[Would you like to ReIncarnate? You will be unable to spend Incarnator Points while in a World.] [Yes]/[No]”


   I hesitate, despite how uncomfortable I am starting to feel, I had a worse feeling about that option. I didn’t want to make it yet, so I chose no and went back to looking at my options. Should I just treat this like the novels my boyfriend likes? Well, I like them to, but it is easier just to pin the blame on him and it is funny to see his face when I do…

   “Ok Podi, give me [First Words], [Better First Impression], and then split the rest of the points evenly between Vitality, Acuity, and Charisma- there is an extra point left over right?  Add that one to Charisma.”

   There wasn’t any fanfare, my Incarnator Points just dropped to eight, and my Vitality and Acuity went up to six, while my Charisma went up to seven. I hadn’t managed to put my choice off for long.


   This isn’t real. My thoughts were blurring worse than they were when I was shot. This isn’t real. This isn’t real. It isn’t real!”


   “Podi? Reincarnate me now.”

 

 “[Beginning ReIncarnation. You currently are only allowed to ReIncarnate into worlds with a ‘system.’ World found. May your life be glorious, Incarnator.]”


   The world went black. For a moment, for an eternity, I felt nothing. Then I felt warmth, pressure and suddenly there was bright light that blinded me and I was pulled into a woman’s hands. I tried to blink and rub my eyes, but my body would barely respond. I heard a voice, a worried woman.

   My eyes clear enough that I can see the woman, and clear enough that I can look down on myself. The worried voices continue, but I can’t understand the language.

   I am a baby, a newborn.


   Oh God, this is real!


   Grief overwhelms me and I can’t help but scream as I begin to cry. The midwife smiles and the worried voices are filled with relief as I am handed to a new woman who is laying in a bed. After all, a silent baby is a terrible sign, and the wailing they hear is a sign of healthy lungs.

   My new mother rocks me in her arms as I cry. She doesn’t know I am grieving being unable to say goodbye to another mother. And a father. And an uncle. And a boy who loved me enough to risk his life for mine.

   My new body is exhausted, my eyes - blurry with tears - are heavy. My new mother is singing a soft lullaby in an unknown language and rocking me slowly. I don’t want to be awake, I let sleep take me.

 

            

    
        Chapter Three - Kidnapping

    
    
    
    
                   I think I would have let myself die in my first few months if it wasn’t for my new Mother. I didn’t scream and cry past that first day; I had never known that it was possible to have so much grief that I didn’t even have the energy to form tears. So much grief that I couldn’t feel hunger. So much grief that I was hardly even aware of where I was. Just grey, cloying, sadness consuming everything.

   But I couldn’t do that to Mother. Whatever happened to me, it wasn’t her fault. If I just let myself sink into that grey mass and slept until I passed away, I would hurt her - not beyond what I can imagine, not anymore, but now that I don’t have to imagine it is even worse - so much. For those first three months, Mother worried constantly that there was something wrong with me because I didn’t respond like a baby should.

   The desperate love of a worried mother for her child is a powerful thing. So she nursed me, I ate, and eventually I was able to contain my grief enough. It hadn’t gone away, but Mother deserved better than this. I smiled and laughed and played when she watched me, but silence found me quickly when I was alone.

   Which wasn’t very often because I was a baby after all.

   Today, Father was playing with me as Mother prepared dinner. If you can call him repeatedly poking my cheek as I try to stop him. Does my annoyance amuse you, Father? I actually know it does, because I can sort of understand the language. Just a few words so far, but enough to know that he finds my pout adorable.

   Maybe it is, I wouldn’t know, we don’t have a mirror in the house. Apartment? Tenement, that is a good word for our home.

   I wasn’t paying attention for the first bit of my new life, but now that I look around it becomes obvious that this world is at a medieval level of technology. Our home was a set of rooms in a wood and stone building thats’ windows had wood shutters instead of glass. It was a small place, without even a kitchen; Mother was cooking with a heavy pot over a hearth in the main room.

   We had two other, smaller, rooms. The larger of the two belonged to my parents, the smaller of the two belonged to my older brother and will eventually be mine too. And no, I wasn’t looking forward to sharing my bedroom with a brother six years my elder.

   It was pretty dark, I had never seen my parents use anything like candles, and the ceiling dripped in a spot near the common room’s window. The common room was small itself, you could toss it and one of the bedrooms into my former apartment in my previous world.

 

   I miss you all so much… It hurts…


   But there wasn’t any reason to think about that or compare. No, the important part was that Mother was magic! Despite it being like medieval Europe, our home was immaculately clean. I could watch Mother clean for hours, but she seemed to barely spend five minutes doing it. Even if Father comes home with mud on his boots! She spent more time scolding him than she did cleaning it up.

   Mother was a maid for one of the local nobles. No, that isn’t correct, it turns out that she was a [Maid]. It had just been a few days ago that I had discovered that the world I was born into had a system, exactly like Podi said it would. By thinking of opening up a menu, it would happen. And luckily, the menu seemed invisible to everyone else besides me. Which neatly explained why sometimes my parents would seem to stare into space at nothing at times and allowed me something to investigate and look at it while I was being a “good baby.”


   Character Menu:


   Name: Annora, Daughter of Elvid   Age: 0 

 

  Class: --    Level: --


  Statistics: 

   Strength: 4

   Endurance: 4

   Vitality: 10

   Agility: 6

   Dexterity: 2

   Perception: 5

   Acuity: 14

   Willpower: 3

   Charisma: 17

   Magic: 5

   Luck: 87


   Abilities:

   [First Words] (Incarnator skill, hidden)

   [Better First Impression] (Incarnator skill, hidden)


   Annora was, of course, me. And Elvid was my Father’s name, we didn’t have a family name, I was just Annora, Daughter of Elvid. I was honestly fine with that, despite the fact he was still poking my cheek. I had initially been worried about my incredibly low stats, but I had seen my Strength tick up just recently. It seemed that my stats were low because I was a child, except for my Luck.

   My Luck seems high compared to my other stats, but Podi told me the average for every stat was 100 and I have yet to see it go up… I am probably stuck with a Luck of 87 for the rest of my life, this one anyways. Ignoring Luck, my highest stat is Charisma, one of the stats that I added points to.

   I give up trying to use my pudgy hands to stop Father from poking me and try to bite him instead. Although, since I have forgotten that I don’t have teeth right now, it was not as effective as I would have hoped. I don’t know anything about baby development, would asking Mother for help be freakishly too early now? It is hard to form words with my mouth…

  HE POKED ME AGAIN!

  "MAMA!” I start crying, Mother rescue me from Father please!

  Of course, my first word blew up the room, and Mother rushed over while Father stopped poking me for a second out of surprise. Unfortunately, my gamble backfired as Father went from poking to messing up my hair.

  And it had just started growing in again!


***


  Being a baby got old fast and I might have rushed things a little. By the time I was a year old, I had mostly figured out the language. Trying not to talk was simply too hard, although I somewhat suspect that this feeling was influenced by my immature body.

  But that had been two years ago, I am three now and home alone. Well, my brother is here, but Kalvin is only nine. Really, I should be looking after him. Case and point...

   “Come on Annora, it will be fine, you don’t mind going outside with Mom or Dad.” Kalvin was a copy of Father. Both of them had dark blonde hair, both of them had sharp faces with hazel eyes, and they both were as skinny as a rake.

   Mother looked much softer than that Father did, although she was amazingly fit especially considering her children. Her eyes were a pleasant blue - green and her hair a rich brown. I can only hope I look as good as does when I grow up.

   Anyway, like any good two or three year old child would, I responded to my dear brother with eloquence and poise.

   “No.”

   “We are just heading out to the street! My friends are waiting for me!” Kalvin pleaded with me. “We are basically home, Mom and Dad won’t care.”

   Mother was a [Maid] working for a local noble and Father was a [Servant] for the same noble family. Mother had time off when I was born and for long enough afterwards that I was eating real food instead of breastmilk. I would say I am happy to be eating real food now, but I don’t think the mashed mush that I get to eat so I don’t choke to death counts.

   My Mother had a little lighter work for a while after that, but by a year and a half after I was born, she was back at work full time. This meant that Kalvin became my new babysitter, and as you would expect, he wasn’t exactly happy about it.

   He didn’t actually have to spend all day, every day with me, but because he had to keep checking up on me often he wasn’t able to go off with his friends.

   “No, I don’t want to.” I refused. I really didn’t like leaving home without Mother and Father. How could I feel safe in some weird medieval world like this? The only reason my brother and I were clean was because our parents had skills related to cleaning!

   “Ugh, they are gonna start Annora,” Kalvin stopped and looked at me, and I all of a sudden had a bad feeling. “You know what? I’ll just carry you out.”

   Well, no amount of “no” was going to help me now. Kalvin was more than twice my size, so I soon found myself outside blinking in the bright sunlight. Our home was so dark, going outside always blinded me at first. Not that there was much to look at.

   Vurden was, I am told, a larger city; an amazing city. The Duke of our province had his seat here, and while we lived with the commoners, we lived in some of the better parts of the city because Mother and Father worked for the nobility and had to be close enough to get to work. And to modern eyes, it was a pit.

   Most of the roads weren’t paved. It had rained last night, and the movement of people, animals, and carts had churned the road into a muddy mess. The buildings were stone and wood with stains from the smoke from cooking hearths; chimneys weren’t really a thing here. On the other hand, I was surprised by how tall the buildings were. The tenements were four or five stories tall, with the best rooms being closer to the road, and thus closer to the well.

   A sign of how well to do our family was that Kalvin only had to carry me down from the second floor.

   “Kalvin! You’re here!” Came a shout from someone among the group of boys that made up my brother’s friends, “Did you have to brin’ your sister with you?”

   “Dad’ll tan me if I leave her alone again Emil,” Kalvin winced at the memory.

   Like any good three year old and younger sister, I of course helped him move on from the memory of getting spanked by correcting his grammar.

   “You mean, ‘Father will,’” did I sound smug? Probably, I felt smug even though I was picking on a kid; I am a kid too, after all! “You need to speak properly brother!”

   Emil, a lanky - and dirty - boy with messy brown hair and rumpled clothes, just laughed as my brother groaned.

   “Well, forgive him today Annora.” Emil smiled as he spoke, “because today is a big one! My older bro is goin’ to be comin’ back from his Awakenin’ Ceremony soon!”

   Well that explains why my brother was so determined to be down here, the Awakening Ceremony every person goes through at ten years old allows them to choose a Class for the first time. Moreover, Emil’s older brother - Emyr, not the most inventive naming from their parents - was the oldest boy in my brother’s friend group, and so Kalvin looked up to him a lot.

   “Well, I won’t tell Father this time,” I cross my arms, although I doubt I look very distinguished considering my brother is still holding me and my feet are dangling off the ground. “But just this once!”

   “Wow, I dun’nt see her all that often, but your sis really talks well, huh?” Ian, another friend of my brother seemed surprised. I suppose my family was used to me, and I was still young enough that I haven't really interacted with others all that much. I probably stand out a bit…

   Eh, whatever, it isn’t like I am hiding.

   “It is because I am a magical being from another world,” I said casually as my brother set me down. “I am older than all of you and have experienced wonders you cannot even imagine!”

   My brother just rolls his eyes and says, “Mom and dad work for nobles, and they want us to as well, so they make us speak proper.”

   “Properly,” I correct him as I gingerly pick my way across the mud to the area right by our tenement door. The stones that make up the foundation also provide a place to sit down that is mostly dry. Now I just need to find a way to get the mud off my feet…

   “Haha, I wonder what her Acuity is? Maybe when she goes through her Awakening she will get a mage class or something.” Another one of his friends laughed. It was a fair sized group of boys, all between seven and nine years old. Well, seven and ten now with Emyr, although he might leave to start working now. They don’t exactly have child labor laws here.

   We didn’t have to wait long. Emyr, along with his parents - all dressed in their best clothes - came up the road. Emil probably hadn’t gone with them to the Church because they didn’t have another pair of shoes… They all had wide smiles though, and the boys immediately swarmed them.

   “Well, come on! Tell us, Tell us!” Emil was practically vibrating with excitement as he ran up to his brother. Most parents tried to convince their kids to choose the same Class that they had, but Emil and his family belonged to a group that believed that the child should choose for themselves. Which meant that the only one who could know what Class Emyr would get, was Emyr.

   Of course, peasants didn’t exactly have a lot of options usually. It wasn’t like Emyr was going to qualify for [Dragon Knight] or something and suddenly call a dragon down from the sky. Still, the occasional odd option popped up, apparently.

   “You are lookin’ at the newest member of Vurden’s militia,” Emyr thumped his chest and announced proudly. “I’m startin’ my trainin’ tomorrow as a new [Militiaman]!”

   The boys oohed and aahed; it seems boys in every generation are enamored with the idea of becoming a soldier, although chances are Emyr would evolve his class into [Guardsman] instead of [Soldier]. Either of them could be dangerous jobs, but they had decent pay and [Guardsmen] were rarely hassled by other guards. Considering it was an uncommon class for a peasant to unlock, there were certainly reasons for the smiles.

   I moved my legs to avoid being the way of a man walking nearby, seemingly trying to stay out of the muddy center of the street, and returned to watching the group.

   Suddenly, I was in the air. The man had grabbed me!

   “KALVIN!” I screamed as I tried to struggle, but I couldn’t even fight my brother off. The adult was able to hold me in one arm and cover my mouth with his other hand!

   “Annora!” My brother whipped around and I caught a glimpse of his wide eyed face before I was only able to see a blur of movement.

   “Stop! Kidnapper!”

   I think they ran after me, but this man is fast! And… Somewhat hard to look at. You would think people would notice a man running with a struggling child through a busy city, but no one did. A few minutes later, I was tossed into a carriage with my brother left far behind. I had just been snatched right off the street.

 

            

    
        Chapter Four - Escape

    
    
    
    
                   I had my head knocked against the carriage floor when I was tossed in, so I was a bit out of it when my kidnapper entered in after me and the carriage started moving.  Thankfully, I wasn’t knocked out, but my head wasn’t exactly clear at first.  Which was why I didn’t notice that there was another man in the car, even with my kidnapper talking to him.

   “I thought you were going to grab the boy?”

   “Does it matter?  She was outside and far easier to grab.” My kidnapper replied as he sat down, “either way they will have to do what we want or get her back in pieces.”

   “Who are you people?” I managed to croak out as I scrambled to sit up.  There were two men in dark cloaks, and I honestly couldn’t tell you more than that.  They were hard to look at, and even though I was at an angle that allowed me to look under their hoods, the area under them was unnaturally dark.

   “Just a couple of [Rogues] little miss,” my kidnapper answered me.  “If you swear to be a good girl and not scream or cry or try to run, I might not even have to have you beaten and gagged, understand?”

   “The girl is three years old, of course she doesn’t understand.” The other [Rogue] laughed.

   “No sir, I understand,” I quickly spoke up, obviously not wanting to be gagged and beaten.  “If you can promise not to harm me, or my family, I won’t cause you any trouble.”

   “Been a long time since someone called me sir,” the [Rogue] sounded amused.  “She is very polite, isn't she?”

   “Her parents are probably teaching her to serve House Felius when she gets her Class.  Bit of a waste now, isn’t it?”  My kidnapper answered.  I think he was looking at me, but because I couldn’t see his eyes I wasn’t sure.

   The rest of the ride was in silence, and I didn’t dare risk their anger by getting up onto a seat, so I just sat on the floor of the carriage the whole time.  Riding in a carriage was rougher and shakier than I would have imagined, but maybe that was just my perception considering the situation.  I wasn’t sure how long the ride was - maybe thirty minutes, but it might have been longer - but it eventually stopped and I was brought out of the carriage and into a warehouse of some kind.

   It looked like a part of it had been repurposed into a living space though.  There were two straw pallets, a small table with a pair of chairs and a candle, and, most worryingly for me, a chain attached to the ground.

   “Sirs,” I decided to risk trying to convince them to let me go, and tried to put together a good case.  “My family is poor.  We live well, but we have no savings; ransoming me won’t earn you much.”

   They walked me over to the chains regardless, chuckling darkly as they attached the shackles to my wrists.  I was able to walk a few feet before it grew taut, but I noticed that I wouldn’t be able to reach either of the straw pallets.  If I stayed, I would be sleeping on the dirty floor.  At least I was able to reach the table, for all that is worth.

   My kidnapper pulled out a small vial with a wax seal and showed it to me.

   “If we were ransoming you for money, that would be true,” his voice incredibly smug. “But all we need is for your parents to add this special seasoning to the food of their employers, House Felius.”

   “Poison?” I was surprised, and worried, “if they are caught, they will be hanged!  My entire family might be hung together!”

   “You had best pray that they don’t get caught then,” my kidnapper’s statement was cold as ice, completely merciless.  “In fact, you had better pray that they agree to do it fast so we don’t have to send parts of you to them to convince them.”

   He held out the vial again, saying, “All they need to do is get a single drop of this into their food, and everyone who tastes it will be dead.  This poison is worth more than your life.”

   With that, he and the other [Rogue] left.  For now, I was alone.  The shackles were heavy on my three year old body; I could barely lift my arms.  There was nothing for me to do but sit down, pull my knees up to my chest, and wonder if I was going to die again.  I didn’t want to die, not so soon.  I loved my family.  Even if they weren’t my first family, they didn’t know that and they certainly would love me anyway.  They were good people, and a wonderful family, and I had finally recovered from my initial malaise enough to enjoy being with them.

   Was there anything I could do to escape?  I’d need the key to my shackles, or a way to break them.  The second part was simply impossible for me.  An adult man with a physical Class might be able to do it.  Hell, Emil might be able to do it as a mere [Militiaman]!  But a Classless three year old girl?  No, I would need the key.

   Could I steal the key from my captors?  I knew absolutely nothing about pickpocketing or theft, and I could hardly lift my arms.  Even if I could lift my arms enough, I would barely be able to reach their pockets with how short I was, and the shackles would make a lot of noise if I tried.

   The only thing I had was a small sewing kit in an inner pocket - that I had sewn on myself - of my dress.  That, and the dress itself, which I couldn’t even take off because it would just end up on the shackles.  Not that I had a reason to take it off, but if one came up, I wouldn’t be able to anyway.

   My captors came back with a bottle and some cups.  It seems their part of the scheme was mostly done.  They just needed my parents agreement and they would give them the poison and everything would depend on what happened next.  It seemed a bit early to drink, but I wasn’t about to draw attention to myself by saying that.

   The entire day passed as I watched them talk and gamble.  I learned nothing important from listening, except that they were consummate professionals despite being criminals.  They never used their names, they never spoke about people they knew, and they never talked about their plans.  I had hoped to learn something that would help me, but all I figured out was that another man would be joining us tomorrow; the one who had driven the carriage that brought me here.

   It was a summer night, but it was still cold.  I curled up on the ground and tried not to cry or make noise.  I didn’t sleep; I couldn’t sleep.  I just couldn’t, even though I knew I should.  If a possibility to escape came, it would be all that much harder if I was sleep deprived.

   Still, I was awake when the sun peeked through the gaps in the shutters on the windows.  In a few hours, it would be a full day since I had been kidnapped.  By now, my parents would know I was gone and the [Rogues] have made their demands.  All that was left was to return and see if they agreed.

   If they didn’t, I’d lose a finger to “convince” them.  If they did, chances were they would end up swinging from the gallows.  I was feeling hopeless, and I was thinking that I should just resign myself to returning to the white room, when another man entered, this one without a concealing cloak.

   He was short, pudgy, and dressed like a commoner with a trade, which is to say, he dressed well.  Beady eyes, a pallid face with days old stubble, and messy brown hair finished his image.  Honestly, I thought he could have used one of those cloaks.

  "Only two cups?” He snorted, “Lucky I brought my own.”

   “Fuck man, I almost put a dagger in you,” one of the cloaked man groaned and sat up, stowing a blade that he had pulled from under his pillow when the fat man had come in.  “You should know better than to wake us up like that, just like you should know better than to drink.  You know you can’t hold your goddamn liquor!”

   “And that matters why?” The man shrugged, “what’s that little girl gonna do even if I get black out drunk?  Tickle me to death?”

   “It is the principle of the thing,” the [Rogue] grumbled.  And now all of my captors were in one room’ the Kidnapper, the [Rogue], and the Fat [Driver].  I still didn’t know names, so all I could do was label them.

   The three ate breakfast, not bothering to feed me.  Not that I asked, I just tried to stay as inconspicuous as possible.  I hadn’t eaten since yesterday morning, but I was more afraid of them than I was hungry.  And, of course, despite the immaturity that came with a young body, I did have an adult mind, and I knew that asking for food was just an invitation for abuse.

   “And you are already drinking the good bottle,” [Rogue] groused as he finished eating.  “Bring your own next time, I hate sharing with you!”

   The Kidnapper just sighed, and got up from the table.

   “I am going to meet the boss,” he said as he moved towards the door.  Despite everything, it was still hard for me to look at him.  It was like my eyes just slid away from him.  “You two think you can keep watch?”

   “I will probably end up doing most of it myself,” [Rogue] spoke under his breath, and then more loudly said, “Yeah, I’ll keep watch here, but I don’t think the girl will give us any trouble.”

   You mean that the girl can’t give you any trouble, I thought to myself.

   “I’ll leave the Nighthowler Extract with you two,” Kidnapper gave the vial to Fat [Driver].  “I’ll be back.”

   With that, the Kidnapper left.

   Not long after, [Rogue] turned to Fat [Driver] and said, “Look, we both know I hate you, and you don’t like me.  I’m going to keep watch outside, do you think you can manage not to get black out drunk.”

   Fat [Driver] just poured himself a drink and made a rude gesture to [Rogue], who shook his head in disgust and walked out the door.

   Over the next few hours, Fat [Driver] did nothing but drink, and drink a lot.  He went through one bottle and started another, with his face turning more red as noon approached.  I watched him drink in silence until…

   “Yah watchin’ meh gurl?” Fat [Driver]’s voice was slurred as he glared at me, “Yah find somethin’ inter-, intah-, uh, funneh?”

   “No sir,” I quickly shook my head and moved my eyes to the ground.  “I was just thinking, it meant nothing.”

   “So yah think meh ugly? Huh!?” Fat [Driver]’s voice got louder and his face redder as he got angry.  “Nothin’ interestin’ in lookin’ at ol’ Phil, huh!?  Figures a brat would jus’ be like tha’ bitch.  Always lookin’ down on me!”

   “I would never-”

   “Shut up!” Phil shouted, standing up, and I cringed back in fear.  But my chain didn’t let me run far.  “Bitch like yah, need teh teach yah ah lesson!  Imma go take a piss, an’ then beat teh piss outta yah!”

   I watched him stumble away towards a corner of the warehouse, my heart beating out of my chest in sheer terror.  I hoped he wouldn’t kill me, they needed me alive after all, but that didn’t mean they needed me healthy.  And honestly, with the little I had seen of this Phil, I wasn’t sure he would remember to leave me alive.  The only good thing was that I wasn’t old enough to be worth raping, or I am sure he would.

   I looked around desperately.  Looking for something, anything, that might help me.  There was nothing, I had known that last night, as I had investigated every possibility and nothing had chan-

   Phil had left the vial on the table…  I could just barely reach the table, could I use something to bring the vial close enough for me to grab?  No, there was nothing close enough, my only choice was to tip the table.

   The table was heavy, and my shackles were heavy, but the adrenaline pumping through my veins was enough.  I tipped the table, spilling food and drink onto the floor with a small crash and clinks.  From the floor, I grabbed the wax-topped vial.

   “An’ now yah spillin’ meh drink!” Phil roared, his footsteps thumping furiously as he approached.  “Yah ar’ gonna regret tha’ gurl!”

   I had the vial, and my little sewing kit had a needle.  I nearly fumbled and dropped the needle, but I managed to push it through the wax just as Phil reached me.  Looming above me and backhanding me across the face to send me sprawling onto the floor.

   It took all I had to keep my grip on the vial.  I barely managed it, and as he approached again, I whipped the needle out and stabbed it into his leg.

   “YAH WHORE!” He roared again, grabbing my throat in both hands, pulling me off the ground as I tried to loosen his grip.  I couldn’t breathe!  He was going to kill me!

   But then…  Phil’s eyes defocused, he dropped me and I scrambled away quickly.  He look confused for a second, then two seconds, before falling to his knees, and then face down on the floor, dead.  I had killed him.

   I didn’t have time to think of that now, in my head, a plan was forming.  It was rough, but it was all I had.  If it didn’t work, I didn’t even want to know what they would do to me for killing Phil.  Instead of letting my mind think about the fact I had taken a life, I took the needle back and wiped it off on Phil’s clothes and then put it back into the poison before moving as far away from the body as my chain would let me.

   “What the fuck is going on here Phil?” I was just in time for [Rogue] to come in, throwing the door to the warehouse open and seeing the mess.

   “He just started shouting at me, I didn’t do anything, I swear!” I start crying, “He hit me and choked me and called me a whore and then just fell over!  But I swear I was just sitting and being quiet, please don’t hurt me!”

   [Rogue] looked at me, then looked at Phil’s body, and just sighed in disgust.  Muttering under his breath that of course Phil had gotten black out drunk and messed up the place.  He walked up to Phil’s body, and as soon as he got into range, I launched myself at him and stabbed him with the needle too.

   “The fuck!?” [Rogue] yelped, then his eyes widened.  “Wait, the poi-, poison?”

   A few seconds later, he was on the ground, dead.  I desperately searched his body; hoping and praying that he had- and he did!  He had the key to my shackles!

   My hands trembled and shook so much that it took three tries to put it into the lock, but I finally managed it.  The shackles dropped to the ground and I ran for the door, stumbling out into the light and wildly looking around.

   I had no idea where I was, except that I was in the city still.  This place was rundown and I didn’t see anyone around.  But that didn’t matter, there wasn’t a part of Vurden that wasn’t close to some busy area.  I could hear the sounds of a crowd and I ran in that direction, running into an open market square and shouting at the top of my lungs.

   “Help!  Murder!” I screamed, “Someone help!”

   One of the things I was surprised to learn about medieval times was that there really wasn’t anything like the police.  There were guards, but they were almost exclusively at the city wall or at the entrance to the noble quarter.  Instead, things relied on the “hue and cry” system, where when a crime was committed, citizens were expected to drop what they were doing and work together to stop the crime.

   It didn’t always work, but there were two things that would always bring crowds running: murder and fire.  People came over immediately, demanding I explain.

   “They grabbed me and took me and now they are dead!” I wailed, obviously not mentioning that I had killed them.  I led a crowd of people to the warehouse and to the bodies, taking advantage of my apparent age to avoid explaining exactly what had happened other than that they had taken me from my family and that they had died.

   The guards were called and the questioning became a bit more professional, and more importantly, these were actual [Guardsmen] with skills.  One of them had a skill that allowed them to tell truth from lies, and he immediately realised I wasn’t telling the truth.

   “Little girl,” He glared down at me, most of his face hiding behind an incredibly impressive mustache.  “This is very serious.  You may be young and a girl, but I will take the rod to you if I have to.”

   “They said they would kill me or hurt my family if I caused trouble,” I said quietly, still playing the kid card for all it was worth.  In theory, I could just be honest about this whole thing, but the reality was that my parents probably had not reported the blackmail, which meant that they had technically been plotting to kill members of the nobility.

   It was best to try and get as much sympathy from as many people as possible.

   “They were going to cut off my fingers and send them to my parents,” I whispered, the shaking in my voice not entirely feigned.  I didn’t need to lie about my fear and terror after all.  “They were going to send them pieces of me until they agreed to put that stuff into the food of House Felius.”

   I tried to frame it in such a way that it sounded like my parents hadn’t been told yet, or may have even refused.  That statement resulted in me eventually being brought into House Felius itself, and there I saw…

   “Mom, Dad!” I shouted, tears in my eyes.  No acting in this, just pure relief and joy.

   “Annora!  Oh, gods, my baby!” Mother and I rushed towards each other meeting in the middle of the hall we had been brought to and clutching each other, breaking down and sobbing as we hugged.  My brother joined our group hug a second later, absolutely bawling and telling me that he was sorry again and again.  I tried my best to reassure him, muffled as I was against Mother’s chest.

   Father took a few steps forward, hesitated for a moment, and then turned and bowed deeply to a sharply dressed man that I hadn’t noticed.

   “My Lord Felius, please forgive my family for their outburst.  They are overcome from emotion and mean no disrespect.” Father said, and it was a true enough statement.

   Lord Felius just waved his hand and said, “I did not find any insult in it.  To expect a mother to do anything but put their children first is to expect the sun to rise from the North.  I will give them some time to gather themselves before asking my questions.”

   “Thank you for your forgiveness and wisdom My Lord,” Father bowed again, even deeper this time.  “We will not trespass on it.”

   With that, Father joined the group hug, whispering words to calm us down.  Despite our roiling emotions, we were not just before a noble, but the head of House Felius.  A titled and landed Baron!  He didn’t need a reason to do whatever he wanted with us.  We weren’t serfs, we were freepeople, but that difference rarely mattered when the nobles were the ones who enforced justice in the first place.

   I managed to calm myself and extricate myself from the group enough to curtsy to Lord Felius.  “Forgive me My Lord, and thank you for your mercy.”

   “Your parents are hard workers and good servants girl,” Lord Felius replied with a slight smile.  “And I understand that you are training to work with them when you Awaken.  I am more than happy to help them, and you might make a good personal maid for my daughter.”

   “I would be honored, My Lord,” I curtsied again, surprised by such a generous offer.

  Kalvin and Mother managed to get themselves together by this time and greeted the Lord.  Afterwards, Lord Felius had me tell the story of what happened to me, and I did, leaving nothing out.

   “You managed to kill these despicable kidnappers and assassins yourself?” He was quite impressed by my accomplishment, “And you are only three years old?”

   “Yes My Lord, I didn’t want to kill anybody, but I don’t think I had a choice…”

   Lord Felius didn’t care that they were dead.  Well, he would have prefered them to be alive to question, but that was obviously impossible and he was happy that those two men had died.

   “You know, this entire thing is somewhat amusing,” Lord Felius chuckled and sat back in an ornate chair that had been brought for him.  “It isn’t exactly a secret that I have the skill [Poison Immunity], so Nighthowler Extract does nothing to me at all.  And my family are visiting their cousins in the capitol for the season, so their plan was doomed from the start.”

   In the end, we received a reward from the Lord and returned home.  A bounty had been placed on my Kidnapper, who had escaped, and life moved on.  Officially, the guards had broken in and freed me, my role in my own escape was downplayed.  So hopefully the Kidnapper wouldn’t come back for revenge.

   Life moved on, a little more warily, but it still moved on.

            

    
        Chapter Five - Awakening to a Class

    
    
    
    
                   In the grand scheme of things, my kidnapping didn’t last much longer than a day, and in some ways it wasn’t a large thing. However, the trauma was a much larger thing and I don’t think my family has ever recovered from it. Mother and my brother found themselves having nightmares, Father seemed to withdraw from socializing with his neighbors and friends as much, and I found myself irrationally afraid of men I didn’t know. Even having a good idea of what was going on in my head, knowing that didn’t make it go away.

   I took up meditation - which I remembered from my last life, even if I hadn’t practiced it then - and taught my family to do it as well. It helped a little bit, but there was no magic cure, we just had to live with the memories, and the effect they had on us.

   A year later, Kalvin went through his Awakening Ceremony and received [Militiaman] as his class, determined to become a [Guardsman] instead of serving House Felius like our father did. He had apologized to me endlessly, and I never could convince him that I forgave him.

   And I absolutely had forgiven him, although I didn’t think of it as his fault in the first place. He was a mere nine years old; while he had no choice but to have responsibility because the medieval world didn’t have the concept of proper working hours. There was no one else to look after me, and our parents had to work.

 And there was nothing that could have stopped this kidnapping. If they hadn't grabbed me, they would have taken him. And, as far as I was concerned, I was the better choice.

  It had been seven years since then, and Kalvin had evolved his class into [Guardsman]. He had moved out and into his own home and a girl he had grown up with was looking more and more like she would become his fiance. From a gangly kid who was left in the dust by a [Rogue], he had turned into a tall and muscled young man, who had Skills that would allow him to chase a criminal tirelessly and relentlessly.

   I was told that our Classes and Skills depended on our most important parts of our lives. I never said anything, but I knew that his Skill was the result of his memory of failing to catch my Kidnapper festering in him. I was proud of my brother though. As sad as that was, he had turned it into his own strength and was a rising star in the city guard.

   Our family was doing very well, and I think there was no better evidence for this than today. Because today was my Awakening Ceremony, and the entire family (plus Caroline, my brother’s girlfriend) was here to watch. We all had shoes - boots in my brother’s case - and were dressed cleanly although not richly.

   The Awakening Ceremony took place in a large cathedral near the city center, and while most of Vurden was not impressive to someone with a modern eye, the cathedral took my breath away. A towering and gigantic white marble building with large stained glass windows depicting the gods and ancient heroes. It was covered in detailed carvings both outside and inside, with massive paintings on the ceiling illuminated by massive chandeliers that held magical lights. Even the floor was artful, with scenes depicted in mosaic throughout the entire building.

   Of course, we weren’t allowed to loiter long in the main hall and were shepherded off to a side room by a [Priest] soon enough.

   Before my kidnapping, I was too young to go anywhere. After my kidnapping, my family’s fear and my own fear kept me from ever wandering far. So I was something of a sheltered child, and most of the things my parents and brother talked about I had not seen myself. Today, I got my first taste of the inherent classism and Classism of my new society.

   Outside the cathedral I had seen a line of people that had been stopped by the [Temple Guard]. Serfs, or Freepeople too poor to have shoes and nice enough clothes, were stopped from entering the main doors. They had to wait and were allowed to enter only through a side door. The [Temple Guard] had merely given my family and I a lookover without bothering to stop us from walking up to the main doors.

   Another family had entered before us, equally well dressed, but I saw a [Acolyte] showing them to another side room where they could wait for a [Priest]. Despite them arriving sooner, we were to be seen first and it was probably because the [Priest] Class was able to see the Class of other people, and my parents had evolved their Classes.

   Mother was now a [Senior Maid], and while she didn’t like how it made her sound old, it was a very good Class for a commoner woman to have. Most people failed to evolve their Class unless they had some kind of apprentice class like [Apprentice Blacksmith] or [Militiaman]. Class evolution, even in a servant-type class, was considered proof of a superior individual. Having a [Senior Maid] was a point of pride for the nobility, and Mother now often attended nobles who visited House Felius as a way for House Felius to show off.

   Father, on the other hand, had gotten the Class [Faithful Servant], which had catapulted him to working as a personal [Servant] to Lord Felius himself. A [Faithful Servant] could be trusted with even the most sensitive tasks and performed them well, making him incredibly valuable to Lord Felius.

   And, of course, Kalvin was a [Guardsmen], which was considered a very respectable Class for a commoner. Caroline was an [Apprentice Seamstress], but considering my parents and brother, that didn’t matter. As a group, we simply had superior Classes and so we were treated better.

   Of course, our treatment wasn’t the best by a long shot. There was a reason we were hurried out of the main hall. A Freeperson could get a glimpse, but no one wanted us to actually hang around when actual important people might come through. Nobles didn’t even come down to the cathedral, instead they hired a [Priest] to tutor and Awaken their children from their manors. Wealthy merchants and those who were expert at their trades would pay to send their children to the cathedral to be taught by the [Priest]s, giving them a leg up in their Awakening and more of an understanding about how to get Skills and evolve their Class.

   Essentially, we had just enough status to not be treated like scum.

   “Greetings and welcome,” the [Priest] smiled at us. “You are here for an Awakening Ceremony?”

   “Yes, your Grace,” Father gave a light bow. “Our daughter has turned ten today, and we seek the guidance of the gods.”

   “Of course, of course! Come forward, young Annora, I am Reviri, a [Priest] of Exkathun. Today is an important day, the most important day of your life. Choose carefully, and choose slowly. Do not be afraid to ask and talk to myself or your parents, this will determine the path of your life.”

   No pressure, right? At the very least, I didn’t need to be afraid of Reviri because his ability to pull my name out of thin air was proof of his Class. I was still afraid, but I stepped forward anyway. Reviri held out his hand and an orb of light formed, floating off his palm to hang in the air in front of me.

   I took a breath, stretched out my hand and touched the orb. Suddenly, my Menu was visible to everyone for the first time, but with a bit of an addition...


   Character Menu:

   Name: Annora, Daughter of Elvid   Age: 10

   Class: --   Level: --

   Statistics:

   Strength: 46

   Endurance: 43

   Vitality: 53

   Agility: 61

   Dexterity: 55

   Perception: 101

   Acuity: 64

   Willpower: 52

   Charisma: 64

   Magic: 50

   Luck: 87

   Abilities:

   [First Words] (Incarnator Skill, hidden)

   [Better First Impression] (Incarnator Skill, hidden)


   [Congratulations! You are able to Awaken and Choose a Class!]

   [Available Class List: Choose Wisely!]


   [Commoner] (Common): The basic Class of a Freeperson. Commoner’s have few things they are exceptional at, but they have flexible Skills. Even a normal person can do more than what people would believe.


   [Cleaner] (Common): You clean, and you are good at it. The [Cleaner] Class will make you better at it. No dirt or stain can resist you and you clean quickly and easily! This Class is considered an apprentice-type Class and can more easily evolve.


   [Apprentice Seamstress] (Common): You might not be good at it yet, but you have a talent for sewing. A few more pricked fingers and you might be able to do more! This Class is considered an apprentice-type Class and can more easily evolve.


   [Laborer] (Common): There is always a need for someone to lift heavy things, and that is where you come in. A strong back and the will to use it is all you need to get through life!


   [Apprentice Dancer] (Common): So you might be crushing a few toes right now, but they didn’t need those anyways, right? You need to move, and you want to do it beautifully one day! This Class is considered an apprentice-type Class and can more easily evolve.


   [Apprentice Singer] (Common): Most people can’t carry a tune with a bucket, but you can. Eventually, you might even learn how to sing without people covering their ears and running away! This Class is Considered an apprentice-type Class and can more easily evolve.


   [Thief] (Uncommon): The easiest way to own something is often just to take it, and you see no reason why you should mess with that formula. This Class will help you move unseen and remain unnoticed while committing theft.


   [Maid] (Uncommon): You can clean the floor, serve a visitor tea, set the dinner table, dust a dozen rooms, and refresh your employer’s drink all at the same time. A [Maid] can do many things, and do them well. The ultimate housekeeper, this Class will make it possible to do the impossible when it comes to cleaning and service.


   [Assassin] (Rare): Sometimes, someone needs someone dead. Sometimes, they need them dead quietly or to die in a certain way to send a message to certain someones. Sometimes someone might be willing to pay for someone to do that service. The [Assassin] Class will help you remain unseen, move quickly, and strike powerfully for the kill.


   [Battle Maid] (Rare): The [Battle Maid] is equal parts housekeeper and bodyguard. Ensuring both the safety and comfort of their ward against any and all threats; a [Maid] can clean, a [Battle Maid] can clean up bodies. As a hybrid Class, a [Battle Maid] is not as powerful in combat as other (Rare) combat Classes, but they still retain the cleaning and serving capabilities of a (Rare) [Maid] Class.


   “That is quite the list Annora,” The [Priest]’s eyebrows rose as he read my options. “Although I confess I am a little worried by seeing [Thief] and [Assassin], you should be careful about the life you live to keep dark Classes away.”

   “You have two (Rare) Classes available,” my brother was awed, his mouth open as he stared at my Menu. “I can’t believe it…”

   Mother and Father seemed stunned too; they had told me before that chances are I would have one (Uncommon) Class, and that only because Mother had worked hard to teach me the duties of a [Maid] before I had this ceremony. Having a (Rare) Class was beyond the wildest dreams of a lower class child like myself. A child of a rich [Merchant] or of a [Noble] might have a (Rare) Class, but for me to have two options?

   “I know you told me to choose carefully Monsignor Riviri, but I think that there is really only one option for me here,” I spoke while my family was recovering from their shock. “I choose [Battle Maid].”


  [You have chosen a Class!]

  [You are now a [Battle Maid]! You have reached level 1!]

  [You have gained the Ability [A Maid’s Discipline]!]

  [You have gained the Ability [Alchemical Intuition]!]

  [You have gained the Ability [Chemical Intuition]!]

  [You have gained the Skill [Improved Cleaning]!]

  [You have gained the Skill [Work Is Never Done]!]

  [You have gained the Skill [Elegant Movements]!]

  [You have gained the Skill [Maid’s Sense]!]

   [You have gained the Skill [Dangersense]!]

   [You have gained the Skill [Weapon Proficiency: Short Blades]!]

   [You have gained the Skill [Menu Camouflage]!]

   [You have gained the Skill [Burst of Speed]!]


   “Monsignor Riviri, would you mind if I asked you what the difference is between an Ability and a Skill?” I ask as I am assaulted with a deluge of information, I’ll have to check what my new Skills do later; I hadn’t expected to get so many, but then, I hadn’t expected a (Rare) Class.

   “Mmm,” the [Priest] hummed as he watched my notifications with interest. “Abilities are exclusive to certain Classes and cannot be learned otherwise. In truth, they are much like Class Skills, except they are often far more restricted.”

   “I am sorry sir, what is a Class Skill?”

   “Ah, excuse me,” Riviri tore his eyes away from my Menu and turned to me again. “Now that you have a Class you can gain three things: General Skills, Class Skills, and Abilities. Anyone, in any Class, can learn a General Skill if they put the effort in to do so, whereas Class Skills can only be learned by specific Classes. Abilities, on the other hand, are not learned by the individual but granted by the Class. Every, um, [Battle Maid] that you meet will have the Ability [Chemical Intuition], for example. However, they might not have the Class Skill [Burst of Speed] and you could find a [Commoner] with the General Skill [Improved Cleaning].”

   “Thank you very much for your instruction,” I say as I remove my hand from the orb and my menu fades. I curtsy to the [Priest] and ask, “Is there anything else I need to do?”

   “No, the Ceremony is complete. Congratulations, it is always wonderful to see a (Rare) Class so young.” Riviri says as he moves to leave before he turns back saying with a laugh, “be a good girl and help your parents get outside, will you? The shock seems to have overwhelmed them.”

   That comment snaps them out of their daze, and my family begins making bows and curtsies towards the [Priest], but he has already left. Mother pulls me outside quickly, not even slowing down to admire the incredible cathedral hall as we leave. When we were finally outside, my Mother squealed in joy! She picked me up and spun me around like she had when I was a little baby!

   “I can’t believe it, I can’t believe it, I can’t believe it!” She shouted, not caring at all that we were attracting attention. My Father was smiling like a fool and my brother started thumping me on the back as soon as Mother set me down on the ground.

   Oh God, there were entire crowds staring at us. I hadn’t really been in crowds for a decade! How do I handle this!?

   “Mother, please stop,” I mumbled as I tried to hide my face. “I am embarrassed!”

   “My dearest daughter gets a (Rare) as her first Class and you expect me not to shout it to the high heavens?” Mother laughs out loud, “Today the gods smile upon us more than ever!”

   “That’s right Ann,” Kalvin joins in with a smile. “Plus, it is partially a fighting Class, so we don’t need to worry about you so much anymore!”

   “She still has a lot of leveling and growing to do before I will stop worrying,” Father interjected, but he also had a smile on his face. “Honestly, as a father I am not sure I will ever stop worrying, but it is a good start.”

   I hope he does stop worrying, I have barely explored this world and I am honestly going a little stir-crazy at home! Of course, despite the current celebration, it wasn’t like I would have much free time after this. No, our next stop would be the manor of House Felius, to talk to the [Head Maid].

   On the way, I checked my new Skills and Abilities.


   [Alchemical Intuition] and [Chemical Intuition] weren’t very interesting, the short version was that I could detect poisons mundane or magical. Which sounds useful, if not very interesting. [A Maid’s Discipline] was more interesting, but honestly I found what it did to be a little disturbing. As long as I was working - or fighting - I could ignore injury and exhaustion, although I would eventually collapse if I kept pushing myself. It seemed a bit dangerous to me.

   [Improved Cleaning], [Elegant Movements], [Dangersense], and [Weapon Proficiency: Short Blades], did exactly what it says on the tin. Even now, I could feel the difference as we walked. I walked into the cathedral, and then it seemed like I glided out because my movements were so graceful.

   No, the ones I were interested in [Work Is Never Done], [Maid’s Sense], [Menu Camouflage], and [Burst Of Speed].

   The first of which, [Work Is Never Done], complemented [A Maid’s Discipline] well. The Skill gave me a boost of energy and even health whenever I completed a task. It sounded so amazing I had to read it twice to make sure I had it correct. It was a workaholic’s dream, not that I was one.

   [Maid’s Sense] was like [Dangersense] but for [Maid] related things. It basically allowed me to sense dirty and unclean things, and I am honestly not mature enough to promise that I won’t use it to make jokes about my brother later. It also let me know if my employer wanted food or drink, or even if they were uncomfortable. It would be very useful in my new job.

   [Menu Camouflage] was also pretty interesting. Basically, any Class that could use some kind of an examination skill would see me not as a [Battle Maid], but as a [Personal Maid]. However, it didn’t work on my employer and it also only worked on people who were less than five levels above me, so it wasn’t very useful yet.

   Finally, [Burst Of Speed] was basically bullet time. I could spend my energy - which I wish I had a stat for on my Menu - to increase my personal speed and slow my perception of time. Which was pretty neat, but based on the name I guessed it wouldn’t allow me to become the Flash or anything like that.

   We use the servant’s entrance to the manor and soon I was talking to the [Head Maid], a severe looking older woman. However, she greeted Mother and Father with a warm smile and was happy to hire me. However, it turned out she had some kind of Skill that allowed her to see the Classes of the worker’s under her.

  Which was how I once again found myself in front of Lord Felius.

  “Well, well,” he seemed amused as he leaned back in his seat. We were in his study, and he was sitting behind an ornate desk. Behind him was a large window looking out over Vurden. “Little Annora, has it been so long already? Don’t get old, the years always seem to slip away.”

  “I am at your service, My Lord,” My curtsy seems to amuse him even more.

  “I can see that your Awakening Ceremony was blessed, that isn’t just a (Rare) Class, but it is also a rare one,” he chuckled as he saw the confusion on my parents and my own face. “Some Classes might be (Rare), but you can always just throw money at people and make those Classes appear. Other Classes are a little more tricky, and [Battle Maid] is one of them. It is odd to find an [Assassin] who wants to be a [Maid] or a [Maid] who wants to be an [Assassin].”

  I’m not surprised that the Baron already knew about my Class. More surprisingly, he remembered about his idea from years ago to assign me to his daughter. The plot to poison his family hadn’t been the end of the intrigue that he had been involved in, and my Class was absolutely perfect for me to become his daughter’s attendant.

  But that would be tomorrow, today I was going to explore. 

            

    
        Chapter Six - Whirlwind

    
    
    
    
                   Vurden is larger than I thought it would be.

  I suppose, prior to now, I hadn’t really thought about it much, but the image I had in my head of medieval cities was much smaller than this.  Of course, I say that like I have even seen a fraction of the city; we’ve just walked down a street.  Verdun’s main street, which was - to my great delight - paved.  With cobblestones, true, but that is at least something.

   Finally, I was free of our home!

   For a certain value of free, anyway.  Father had me hold his hand the entire time.  I can’t complain that much, because I am only ten years old.  Still, there are other children running around all over the place, or helping at their parent’s stalls.

   The city had many different market areas apparently, but the greatest of which was along the main road that connected the ducal palace to the outer gate.  House Felius’s manor was, as one might expect, close to the palace, and so it was only a short walk to the main street.

   My first shock was the sheer amount of people that there were around!  Crowds of people, divided only by the passing of cattle drawn carts or horse pulled carriages.  Some buying, some selling, some straight up stealing, but all of them moving about and making noise.  It was loud and the less that was said about the smell, the better.

   On the other hand…

   “Hey, what do they sell there?” I point to a shop with large, clear glass windows displaying items of various kinds, that were glowing.  “Is it magic?”

   “Maybe,” Father says as he sees what I am pointing at.  “But that isn't the kind of place we shop at.”

   “We can’t even go in and look?” I mean, I haven’t actually gotten to see any magic yet!  Minus Mother’s cleaning skills, which I still think are magic.

   “No Annie,” Mother says, “It isn’t for us.”

   I wanted to look, but there wasn’t any point in behaving like a child even if I was one.  However, for a fantasy world it is a shame not to be able to actually see the most fantastical elements in it.  Although, if I pay attention, I can see examples all around me.  The Class and Skill system is a fascinating thing to see in action.

   I saw a [Thief] appear - seemingly out of thin air - when my brother grabbed him, and then somehow escape from my brother’s grip and disappear into the crowd in barely enough time for me to blink!

   “I’d chase him if I was on duty,” my brother grumbled and spat off to the side.  “But there is always another one; you’d be amazed how many people have criminal classes.”

   That was just one example though.  I saw [Merchants] using skills to haggle or to display their goods.  I saw [Messengers] slip through gaps in the crowd that were certainly too small for them as they ran at full sprint.  A [Laborer] off on the side of the road picked up a giant crate without any visible effort and carried it effortlessly.

   “Wow, this is amazing!” I shouted, practically jumping with excitement.  “How does everyone even manage to live here?”

   My family just laughed as I gawked all around me.

   “Come on Annie,” Father said as he chuckled.  “We are almost there.”

   “Almost where?”  I asked curiously, I had just wanted to see outside of my home for once.  “Are we going somewhere?”

   “You don’t think we wouldn’t celebrate your Awakening Ceremony, did you?” Mother chided gently, “I have felt terrible about keeping you at home for so long, I’m sure you’ve been lonely, so I really wanted to make this day special for you.”

   Mother and Father guided me towards - instead of a stall like I expected - a shop, with glass windows and everything.  The wooden entrance was decorated and the building was wholly made out of quality stone.  When I saw it, I instinctively slowed down.

   “But…  Can we go in there…?” I asked hesitantly, but Mother encouraged me.

   “We won’t be there long, and today is a special occasion.”

   A bell rang as we opened the door, and we entered the cool interior.  Actually, it was almost cold inside, but despite that there were well dressed couples and individuals at small tables inside.  It kind of reminded me of a bar in the way it was set up, but it lacked that atmosphere.  Of course, it had been over a decade now since I had bluffed my way into a bar with a fake ID, but I had been in enough to tell the difference.

   The looks we were getting weren’t exactly approving, but Father confidently walked up to the counter with me in hand and spoke to one of the attendants.

   “Hello there,” Father spoke first and with a smile, “I was hoping to purchase a cup to celebrate my daughter’s fortune in her Awakening today.”

   The attendant hadn’t been precisely hostile before, but after Father said that, his face softened into a definitely welcoming smile as he said, “Well congratulations young lady, you have certainly come to the right place!”

   “What do you sell here?” I asked curiously, as I watched Father hand the attendant several silver.  That is so much money; they normally buy food and clothes with copper coins!  Father had just handed over two month’s worth of both my parent’s income to the other man!

   “This,” the man says with pride as he hands over…

   Oh my God it is ice cream!

   A small bowl of ice cream; a treat I never imagined I would see in this world.  With shaking hands and wide eyes, I reached out to take the bowl and then to take a taste.  The cold sweetness of real ice cream entered my mouth and it was an explosion of flavor compared to the bland food I usually ate.

   “It tastes so good…” I am nearly moaning in delight, and I have to force myself not to just shove the entire bowl in my mouth at once.  Seeing my parent’s smiles at my joy made me feel ashamed though.  After they had spent so much, I had not offered them a bite and there was part of me that didn’t want to!  Still, I held the bowl out and opened my mouth to offer, only for Kalvin to cut me off.

   “Any other day I’d steal that from you myself,” he said with a grin.  “But it isn’t every day you Awaken to a (Rare) Class, so just enjoy it.”

   I swore to myself that I would make enough money one day that we could enter an ice cream shop whenever we wanted and buy enough for all of us.  But for now, I just ate my ice cream and enjoyed the day.  Here is hoping that tomorrow is even half as good.

 

***

 

   I am in hell.  Podi is Satan and this whole “Incarnation” business is obviously an illusion to give me false hope and then yank it away.  I had thought that the [Head Maid] only looked severe and was actually nice because she had greeted Mother and Father so kindly.  I could not have been more wrong if I had tried, if Podi was Satan than Agnes the [Head Maid] was a demon he created just to ram a pitchfork into my backside.

   “If you think Awakening to a (Rare) Class will make this easy for you,” she had said on my first day.  “Then you are wrong.  The gods might gift you some Skills with your Class, but the rest you have to earn on your own, and a good [Maid] has many skills.”

   After that, Agnes gave me a look that brooked no compromise and said in a voice as cold and implacable as a glacier that it should go without saying that she only hired good [Maids].

   What followed was a training regimen that I would hesitate to demand a Marine go through.  The closest thing I had to a break was when I would shadow one of the [Maid]s who were serving Catherine Felius, who I would be assigned to in the future.  That was two hours out of my day, and while I said shadowing, it was more accurate to say the work was split between me and the [Maid] I shadowed.

   Most of the rest of the day was spent under the brutal thumb of the [Head Maid].  Clean that floor, set that table, dust the chandelier, take the laundry to the wash, and then wash that laundry!  And of course, only the very best would do.  God have mercy if the silver wasn’t polished when I set the table or if the floor didn’t shine like the sun when I was finished cleaning it, because Agnes had none.

   This country didn’t really have the concept of “human rights” let alone worker rights.  Instead, there line of thought went something like this: “If you didn’t want to get switched by the [Head Maid], then you should have moved faster, shouldn’t you have?”  At this point, I think I am more afraid of the [Head Maid]’s switch than I am of death itself.  However painful my death might be, at least I would escape the [Head Maid]!

   The last two hours of daylight were spent with the Baron’s [Knight]s, being trained to fight.  The first thing I learned from the [Knight]s was the chivalry really only applied to the nobility.  Commoner women didn’t really merit the same respect, which was saying something because a noble [Lady] was often treated like a trophy or ornament for her [Lord] husband.

   Rough treatment and rude calls to return when I was a bit older for some “real training,” was basically the best it got.  The only good thing I can say about the experience is that the one man who did leer at me ended up drawing the ire of the rest.  The [Knight]s were assholes, not pedophiles, and despite their incredibly rude and offensive jokes they did not take kindly to the real thing.

   That man disappeared, and I’m not sure what happened to him.  I am even less sure that anybody will ever go looking for him, much less find out what actually happened.  Good riddance to bad rubbish.

   Still, every night I found myself in tears at home.  Mother would try to calm me and soothe me, but she never suggested that I stop.  No, from her point of view - from this world’s point of view - this training was not a punishment but a privilege.  The chance to earn so many new Skills was something to celebrate!  Even if the [Head Maid] and the [Knight Captain] would push me harder than anyone else just because I had awoken to a (Rare) Class; I had taken to using [Burst Of Speed] just to complete my cleaning duties and relying on [Work Is Never Done] to keep me from falling over!

   But, I did gain Skills.  I gained a lot of them actually.  [Expert Cleaning], [Improved Laundry], [Improved Sewing], [Instinctive Etiquette], [Improved Cooking], [Improved Makeup Application], [Improved Styling], [Improved Gardening], [Enhanced Stamina], [Enhanced Recovery], [Stealth], [Detect Poison], [Enhanced Dodge], [Improved Footwork], [Improved Throwing], [Accurate Strikes], [Lightning Strikes], and [Counterassassin] were the easy ones.  The last two I learned made me question whether this job was even worth taking at all.

   “I don’t think I am comfortable with this…”  I did not even try to hide the unease in my voice, “is it really necessary?  Because I can’t say that I would have taken this job if I had known this was part of it.”

   “We have a healer standing by the whole time,” the nondescript man assures me as he straps my wrists down.  “You will be in no danger.”

   “I can honestly tell you that death scares me far less than this does.” I say, although it is a bit too late to back out now when I’m already strapped in.  At this point I can’t help but wonder what kind of maniac would go into a trade that involved teaching skills like this.  Behind that nondescript face is quite possibly a very functional monster in human flesh.

   “Interesting,” he says with all the enthusiasm of a man resigned to oblivion.  “My Skills tell me that you aren’t lying.  Would it help you to know that your future ward went through the same procedure two years ago?”

   I was stunned.  I was twelve years old now, and Catherine Felius was the same age as me.  The “procedure” I was going through today was to earn the Skill [Pain Resistance] and it involved being strapped to this table in my small clothes and then being tortured until I gained it.  And they had done this to Catherine at ten years old.

   “But, she is just a kid…” I say, which probably sounds ridiculous coming from my mouth as I am in the body of a twelve year old.  The [Torturer] nods however, taking my words completely seriously.

   “Oh yes,” he says as he pulls out various tools, my heart rate spiking up as he lays them all out.  “It is standard practice among the nobility to have the newly Awakened learn their resistance Skills as soon as possible so that they have them in the event they are ever captured by an enemy.”

   “Now, my Perception is unfortunately high, and I find young girl’s voices to be rather shrill,” the [Torturer] says as he pulls out a gag.  “We will be here for quite a while before you even have a chance of learning [Pain Resistance], so I am going to spare my ears from the first part of it.”

  It wasn’t until a little over six hours later that I got a notification saying that I had gained [Pain Resistance] and the pain…  Well, it didn’t go away, I just suddenly found that I could ignore it.  My throat was raw and my voice hoarse when I finally stopped screaming uncontrollably and the [Torturer] had smiled and said, “Congratulations on your new Skill,” and released me like nothing had happened.

   I fled the room.  I used [Burst Of Speed] all the way home and hid under the sheets weeping until Mother came home.  I clung to her and cried and cried and cried.  Not because of pain, but out of sheer terror.  What made it worse was that the man had just kept talking during the whole thing, ignoring my cries and begging whenever he removed the gag and simply prattled on about his Class and Skills.

   He told me about the Skills he wasn’t using, and how that [Pain Resistance] really only delayed the inevitable anyways.  There were ways around it and everyone broke eventually, which made the whole thing so much worse, because if it didn’t work then what was the point of going through it all!?  Even today, I still have nightmares about being on that table and wake up screaming

  I met the [Torturer] again to learn one other Skill, [Poison Resistance] and merely seeing his face had caused me to end up cowering in a corner of the room until Father was called over to coax me back to my feet.  The experience was just as bad as learning [Pain Resistance] was.

   I was fed poison after poison of all kinds.  Some painless, while others left me on the floor, begging them to just let me die.  While generally not as bad as the torture was, it took me a week to gain the [Poison Resistance] Skill and I was poisoned the whole time, even while I slept.

   Why did I put up with this?  After all, I was a Freeperson, and I could leave if I so chose.  I didn’t have to endure this, I could work for someone else.  However, the Class that I was so proud of turned out to be a trap in this regard.  Anywhere that I would go would see that I was a [Battle Maid] and want to use me as such, and that meant having a certain set of Skills.

   Conversely, if I tried to work at a different job I would likely be unable to gain the Skills I would need to compete with other workers, so there was no point in hiring me when they could hire someone with a specialized Class.  The only job that I could certainly get is the one job any woman with any Class could get, and I decided to take the pain and poison instead.

   That wasn’t the only reason for my decision to stay though, the other reason was that I had grown to like Catherine Felius herself.  [Lady] Felius was a bright girl and a model [Lady], educated in poetry and the arts and with a talent for both.  By the age of fifteen, I was truly her [Maid] and my training was done so I was with her from dawn until dusk.  In public, I was ever her loyal [Maid]; unseen and unobtrusive, yet always there to provide anything she needed and always watchful for any threat.

   In private, she would sometimes draw me into conversations about philosophies and ideas from my old world.  Of course, I was hardly an expert on any of them, but in this world I might very well be the first person to even mention the basics of some of these ideas, so it didn’t matter that I was more simplistic than I could have been.

   Surprisingly, I think I enjoyed being a [Maid].  As a modern woman, I wouldn’t have thought I would have, but then, this life is hardly what I would have imagined then.  For one thing, with [Expert Cleaning], [Burst Of Speed], [Work Is Never Done], [Elegant Movements], [Improved Stamina], and [Improved Recovery], I could walk into a dining hall after a feast for one hundred people - with the mess still on the table and floor and even the ceiling - and walk out five minutes later with the place looking spotless and not even be winded.  With the Skills I had, my job was mostly free time, and because Catherine had yet to debut in public, that essentially meant that I got to spend all day talking, reading poetry, and admiring art with a good friend.

   However, that debut was coming soon, and the society around us was starting to show some cracks.

            

    
        Chapter Seven - Debut

    
    
    
    
                Catherine Felius POV:

 

   Focusing on my breathing became easier after Ann taught me the [Meditation] Skill; it helped to calm my nerves and keep me focused as I sat in front of the mirror.  A proper [Lady] sat calmly and did not twitch or fidget, even when they were in private with their personal servants.  It was just that doing nothing was so hard!  

   My debut at Summer Solstice Ball was in an hour, and there was nothing I could do to prepare for it!

   Which wasn’t to say I wasn’t being prepared, Ann was buzzing around behind me like a particularly busy hummingbird.  She was arranging my hair, applying my makeup, and giving me something called a “manicure,” seemingly all at the same time.  Dad had introduced me to her as my personal maid and bodyguard, but Ann wasn’t a [Personal Maid] or a [Bodyguard], but a [Battle Maid] and my only friend.

   “Perhaps you might make some friends tonight,” Ann said, stopping long enough for me to see her smile before she blurred again.  “You don’t need to worry, you are a vision of loveliness even without me, but after I finish they will fall to their knees when they see you!”

   I appreciated Ann trying to encourage me, but it didn’t help the pit in my stomach.  I loved Ann - she was like the sister I never had - but she had no sense for politics at all.  While she could talk a surprising amount about philosophy considering the status of her birth, none of that seemed to translate over to the practical side of things.  The way life should be and the way people should behave for society to be as good as possible is not the way things actually are.  

   I ponder this as Ann stands me up and begins working on the ties for my corset.  Mom and Dad warned me about the increasing infighting at the Duke’s court, and that it was merely mirroring what was happening at the King’s court in Versaill.  Vurden, and my parents territory, had been mostly unaffected by the droughts in the southwest, but that hadn't stopped the economic ripples from reaching all the way to the northeast of the country. The skirmishes with Ibyra in those same southern territories had left them near bankrupt a decade ago, and Royalist nobles in the northwest and northeast had pitched in large amounts of coin to help rebuild the region.

   Then the droughts hit, and the investment evaporated like the region's streams.  Suddenly, many Royalists were bankrupt and the Noble factions were ascendant.  It had thrown the kingdom into chaos and everyone was scrambling for an advantage, and House Felius was no exception.

   "Annnnd, perfect!" Ann roused me from my musings as she guided me in front of the full body mirror.  I could barely recognize myself, but I was used to that with Ann.

   "Ann, there are nobles that would kill for a Skill like that," I sigh, and the beautiful doll in the mirror copied me. "I would be lost without you."

   "Nonsense!" Ann laughed, but she looked proud nonetheless.  "If we switched clothes you would still turn heads my Lady, and it really isn't so much a Skill as it is just skill."

   The girl in the mirror, soon to be a young [Lady], was stunning in her red and pink dress - mostly in red, to suggest maturity but with enough pink to remind of her youth - her face pale except for slightly rosey cheek and ruby red lips.  If you look closer at her face, you’d find more makeup skillfully and tastefully used; her eyelashes were long and she had eyeliner that made her green eyes pop out and seem to sparkle.  Her long blonde hair had been worked into a mix of braids and ringlets.  With a crown braid on top below that her straight hair was curled into soft waves that flowed down her back.  The crown braid had a small amount of rubies and diamonds braided into it so that her hair sparkled whenever she walked.

  And this girl in the mirror was me.  I looked less like a [Noble] or a [Lady] and more like a [Princess], and all because Ann had an eye for fashion that seemed to be far ahead of the court’s trends.  Her use of jewelry was inspired, and thankfully for my dear dad, far cheaper than the current trends.  Where gigantic jewels and large pieces were the current rage, Ann had scoffed at such things.

   “The purpose of jewelry is to show off the [Lady],” Ann had said.  “It is not the purpose of the [Lady] to show off the jewelry!  You should shine and always be the center of attention, not a rock!”

   A knock at the door and Ann flit from my side to the door to welcome my dad in and I saw him in the mirror and I turned to greet him.

   “Look at you my dear Cat,” he smiled widely as he saw me.  “You look absolutely stunning, no one will be able to take their eyes off you tonight; if only your mother were here to see this…”

   “Thank you dad,” I smiled. “Honestly, it doesn’t even feel real to me yet.  I am somewhat in a blur right now…”

   “If I know you my dear, you will not just be fine, you will be the star of the night.”




Cadence Lee POV (as Annora)

 

  If I had been in Cat’s place, I would have been a nervous wreck - not least because corsets are horrible torture devices, but also because her debut is far more important than I would have thought years ago.  A debut was not merely an introduction to society, but the event that would evolve her class from [Noble] to [Lady]!  Plus, the current political atmosphere was starting to look like Game of Thrones, just with less blood.  Less blood so far, anyway.

  Honestly, it wasn't so much that I didn't understand the politics of the situation - despite what Cat might think - as it was that I understood it too well.  I wasn't a particularly avid student of history, but I wasn't an idiot.  Anyone who has made it through my old world's education system could tell you how this story will go.

  Skirmishes and droughts in a feudal society?  The southern territories will inevitably have a famine.  While the [Lord]'s and [Lady]'s plot and play games of politics, marriage, and debt, the famine will weaken the immune systems of the people in those territories and disease will spread.  Disease and hunger will cause the population to flee, spreading disease further.

  The population will collapse and the [Noble]s, already in debt to the north, will be even more unable to pay their debts back.  Without money, their military forces will weaken.  They will have less soldiers with less training and lesser arms and armor; their forts and walls will decay from lack of upkeep; granaries to feed armies and guards will be empty.

  What happens then?  The neighboring countries to the south will scent blood in the water and invade.  Of course, being a feudal country themselves, that would overextend Ibyra as the new territories would be too far from the central authority to control and therefore, too costly and dangerous to garrison and arm long term.  And so they would be taken back and skirmishing would begin again, until the next opportunity presented itself.

  Of course, the ultimate solution to this is a strong central government with competent ministers and minimal corruption, which was basically the exact opposite of feudalism.  With the resurgence of the Noble faction, that had absolutely no chance of happening any time soon.

  This was mostly academic though.  House Felius was a Baron family; it was easier to count from the bottom of society than the top to find their rank.  They might hope to leverage the current instability into becoming Viscounts, but the overall political situation would be led by the Royal family, the Dukes, and coalitions of Counts.  House Felius simply have to do it's best to weather the storm in the future.

  Now, however, was not time for political musings.  I, as a servant, don't get to ride in the carriage along with Cat and Lord Felius.  Instead, I am sitting next to the [Driver] as we approach the ducal palace.  The palace alone is a powerful demonstration of the difference in wealth and power between a Duke and a Baron.

  House Felius was wealthy - obscenely wealth compared to the commoners - but their manor was roughly what you would expect from a medieval manor.  Which is to say, the average college apartment in my old world had a greater level of comfort and luxury then the manor had.  It was not overtly magical, even if the staff were Skillful.

  The ducal palace by contrast, shone with magic.  Quite literally in fact, as it made use of magical lights of multiple colors and the architecture was made of sweeping delicate arches and towers with massive glass windows.  It looked like something Disney might have built with modern technology, and seeing it up close brought me my first feelings of awe in this world.

  The grand entrance, lit by floating orbs of light in the dusk, was a path of white marble inlaid with designs, running straight through gardens to the manor and flanked by [Guard]s in the Duke’s livery.  The doors of the entrance itself were thrown open, bathing the area in light and music.  The [Driver] had produced an invitation to show the [Guard]s and we pulled up to that fantastical path.

   I used [Burst Of Speed] to appear by the carriage door, opening it for Lord Felius and Cat and bowing as Lord Felius stepped out, and then held his hand out to help Cat down from the carriage.  They would walk into the main entrance, but as a mere [Personal Maid] - as far as anyone who checked my Menu could see anyway - there was no way that I could walk with or even behind them.  Instead, after I closed the door and sent the [Driver] on his way, I was ushered to a side path.  I was - as always - thankful for the [Burst Of Speed] Skill, because other [Maid]s probably had to run for this next part.  Instead, I easily overtook the Felius duo and reached the servant’s entrance before they made it to the main doors.  I informed the [Herald] of the names and titles of Lord Felius and Cat so that he could announce them as they entered.

   After that, I entered the gigantic ballroom, seeing the explosion of color and culture that was the Duke’s court.  It was a breathtaking and stunning display of wealth and beauty, again lit by magical lights with [Servant]s in livery serving delicacies from silver platters to the elegant nobles.  Not long afterwards, the [Herald] announced their entrance.

   “Announcing, His Lordship [Baron] Felius and announcing and introducing the former [Noble], now [Lady], Catherine Felius in her debut to the court, his daughter!”  The [Herald]’s voice was clear across the entire ballroom, and if everything had gone correctly, that announcement had triggered Cat’s Class evolution.

   I would have to ask afterwards, because I probably would not talk to her until the party was over.  While I do wish I could have joined the ball, I would be instead off to the side and against the wall throughout the entire event.  The Duke’s [Servant]s would be handling the service tonight and I was mostly here as a prop.

   Mostly, because as a [Battle Maid] I was supposed to keep my eyes open for physical dangers to my employer.  Although, that was honestly pretty much pointless.  The Duke’s security was likely far better than I could provide, but it never hurt to be prepared I suppose.

   Funnily enough, after a while I found that even a magical fantasy ball filled with intrigue and the possible chance for assassination could be pretty boring if your only interaction with it was looking at it from the side.  I watched as Cat met a whirlwind of nobles and noticed she was catching eyes from all over the room.  There was a certain amount of pride in that, considering the effort I had put into her looks for the night.

   There were introductions, then dances, then drinks and more introductions, before more dances.  She accepted almost every dance, with only a few declined for political reasons.  House Felius’s relative neutrality was quite a burden for her to maintain.  I was pretty sure Cat didn’t have any stamina Skills, and I doubted that she had gained any with the [Lady] class, so it was doubly impressive that neither her posture or smile slipped the whole night.  Towards the end, the ball broke up into smaller groups in the side rooms where the fun of the ball turned more towards intrigue and backroom deals.

   This would be Cat’s greatest challenge, as her father ran in different circles than she would as a young [Lady] and for the next two hours she would have to navigate these waters herself.  Muffling enchantments in the room meant that I was not able to hear the conversations despite the relatively high Perception I had after I had gained Class levels.  Tonight, as it was her debut, all she had to do was smile and politely decline to participate in most of the intrigue around her.  Lord Felius had certainly given her some goals to accomplish, but the ultimate goal for the night was merely for her to be introduced to the court without scandal.

   It didn’t look like that would be easy though, as a young [Lord] was being rather persistent.  A tall, dark haired and dark eyed [Lord] whose style and fashion left something to be desired.  He certainly had fine clothes, but they were wrinkled and a mess and his hair is a mess too.  Worse, he was important enough that I had been taught to recognize him through his portrait.

   [Lord] Charleon Marcule was the grand-nephew of the Duke and because the Duke wasn’t a [Duke] but a [Prince] - the Duke’s father had been the brother of the previous [King] - that meant that despite being a non-inheriting member of a branch family of a branch family of the Royal family, he still had Royal blood.  The whole thing was complex, but the short version is that Charleon’s father was a [Count] who was deeply envious of his uncle and the Class of [Prince] and wasn’t afraid to use his family’s connections to crush who he didn’t like.

   Politically, socially, and probably even personally, Cat had no desire or reason to mix with someone like him.  His branch of the family was too entrenched in the Noble faction to allow House Felius to maintain its careful neutrality.  Charleon should know that, and yet there he was obviously pressuring Cat to drink-

   “Unfortunately, Milady,” I said as I gently took the wineglass from her, having used [Burst Of Speed] to appear by her.  “This cup appears to be tainted, and I could never allow a young [Lady] like yourself drink from it.  Please, allow me to get you another.”

   “That would be acceptable Annora,” Catherine said without a blink, despite Charleon nearly jumping out of his skin when I suddenly appeared beside her.  “A red this time please, properly watered as I still have a long night ahead of me.”

   “Of course, my [Lady],” I bow slightly as Charleon sputters and glares at me and then I am beside one of the [Guard]s, who jumps even more than Charleon did.  Honestly, making people jump will never stop being funny, but I have a job to do.

  “This cup is poisoned,” I show the wineglass to the [Guard].  When he takes it, I am gone again before he can ask anything, getting a new glass for Catherine.  I deliver it and am back at the [Guard] a second later.  “I will be informing [Baron] Felius of this, I was led to expect that I could expect more from the security around this event.”

  I am glaring at the [Guard] while keeping Cat visible in the corner of my eye.  This really was unexpected, although given the nature of the court, it might have just been a test to see if Cat had [Poison Resistance].  Merely a formality almost, a trial that the nobility go through, but I wasn’t about to believe that.

  “I- I- will inform my superior!” the [Guard] withered under my glare, which made me frown.

   “You do that,” I said, eyeing him carefully.  “Now, preferably.”

   Stuttering, the [Guard] quickly left, which convinced me - even more than the poison did - that something was wrong.  A [Maid] intimidating a [Guard]?  I didn’t believe it; I didn’t have any intimidation Skills and one would expect a [Guard] to have Skills countering fear.  On the other hand, it wasn’t uncommon for [Lord]s and [Lady]s to have Skills that allow them to see Classes, so the man probably was a [Guard].

   Unless most of the nobility were in on whatever plan this was or a [Mage] had used magic to hide their Class…  The night was nearly over though, so I could only hope that I was just being paranoid and that nothing more would happen.

   I wasn’t able to convince myself of that considering I had just prevented a poisoning barely a few minutes ago.

            

    
        Chapter Eight - War and Hate

    
    
    
    
                   Turns out that I was utterly wrong.

   The rest of Cat’s debut went swimmingly, with even [Lord] Charleon failing to be enough of a pest for me to justify stabbing him.  We had left a little before midnight, with the same [Driver] - I double checked - taking the carriage back to House Felius.  I was almost considering writing the whole thing off as some kind of bizarre mistake when my [Dangersense] started to tingle.

   The street was dark, but the shadows moved.  Of course, shadows don’t move by themselves and it didn’t take a genius to figure out that this was an ambush.  More fools them, in that case, because Lord Felius’s [Bodyguard] hadn’t been allowed into the palace and was back with us now.  Probably.  I have never actually seen his [Bodyguard] after all and I was very envious of whatever Skill it was that prevented me from noticing him.

   What I did know was that the [Bodyguard] was a last line of defence.  Relying as much on stealth and surprise as on strength for victory.  Which meant that I would be engaging the ambushers first.

   “It looks like we have some unfriendly folk up ahead,” I said as casually as possible to the [Driver].  “I might have to stop to talk to them for a bit, so you just keep driving, yeah?”

   He went from relaxed, if tired looking, to wary, to frightened and stiffly nodded back.  I started checking my knives and trying to prepare myself.  This would be my first real fight since I fought my Kidnapper all those years ago, that bastard.  I actually had the oddest feeling that I would see him again soon…  If I did, I would be sure to knife him.  This world - any world - didn’t need the kind of people who would grab kids off the street.

   The fight started with a crossbow bolt from the shadows, aimed at the horse pulling the carriage.  I moved, appearing on the horse’s back.

   “[Parry],” I used the skill, deflecting the bolt with a knife.  The force knocked me off the horse, but I had expected that.  I used the fall to disappear behind the horse and ran around the back of the carriage in an attempt to flank the crossbowman.

   I could see him reloading now, and I wanted to run up and stab him, but my [Dangersense] was flaring.  So I palmed one of my knives and threw it.  I knew that it wouldn’t be lethal, but he wouldn’t be using that arm and that meant no more crossbow bolts.  My [Dangersense] screamed and I barely dodged one slashed and blocked another before getting punched in the face.

   I tried to use [Burst Of Speed] to gain some distance, but the attacker kept up with me!  And there was another one as well, also keeping up with me!  [Burst Of Speed] and Skills like it were very rare, very powerful, and usually very limited.  My Skill synergies helped me offset this, and it might be the same for them, but it was more likely that they were considerably high level.  I was only level nine!

   I can’t run, so I am going to have to dodge.  Left, low, high, left, right; their strikes were a blur and I… Wasn’t fast enough, I was getting cut.  Not deeply, but it was happening.  They covered each other too well for me to counterattack with just [Burst Of Speed].

   “Give it up girl,” one of them spoke, his face hidden shadow - the shadow must be some sort of [Rogue] ability because it seemed like they all had it - “The [Noble]s aren’t worth dying for.”

   I chuckled, taking the small break in the fight to examine myself.  The wounds were shallow, I had barely been hurt yet.  I gave my ambushers a smile, and spoke with confidence.

   “I’ll turn that back on you,” I gave them a somewhat feral smile.  “Go away and I won’t actually start to try.  You have no chance against me.”

   “Bluffing?  I would say you need to work on that Skill girl, but you won’t be living long enough to do so.” They advanced again and I raised my knives.

   Living in a world with a System is rather surreal and confusing, I have to say.  Aside from the strangeness of Stats and Classes, Skills in particular were odd.  Even a simple Skill like [Expert Cleaning] had a ton of questions that had to be asked about it, but it seemed like the people in this world lacked the context to ask them.

   What exactly counts as “cleaning?” Spreading sand around a room to pick out rocks doesn’t sound like cleaning, but would it if it was happening in a sandbox?  Removing dirt sounds like cleaning, but would it work in a garden?  Or on a potted plant?  If there are a bunch of toys on the floor, does kicking them under a bed activate the Skill?  How would [Expert Cleaning] apply in such a situation, if it did activate?  What about using the Skill on a person?

   The System makes the world like a game, but even if most people play by the rules, some will exploit every loophole.  Considering my life - this one, anyway - was on the line, I didn’t mind showing these [Rogue]s exactly what a girl can do with a little bit of innovation.

   [Expert Cleaning] and [Burst Of Speed], using my shoe to swipe dirt off of the cobblestones - this was the noble quarter, so the streets were paved - gave me the bonus of both Skills making me move several times faster than with [Burst Of Speed] alone and seem to slide along the road.  [Improved Styling], [Accurate Strikes], and [Lightning Strikes], cutting into the hood and drawing a line across the man’s forehead, his [Dodge] barely preventing me from cutting out his eyes.

   “Agh!” He yelled, stumbling back as his friend moved forward to cover him.  “You fucking cunt!  I’ll kill you!”

   “You will try,” I laughed as I slid backward.  The second man followed and tried to cut off my movement by cornering me against a building, but I wasn’t about to let that happen.

   [Improved Footwork], [Enhanced Dodge], and [Improved Acrobatics] activated to allow me to run up the wall.  I kicked off it in a neat flip above the man’s head, using [Improved Throwing] and [Improved Styling] to throw a knife into the man’s neck.  He didn’t die immediately, but stumbled and gasped as blood began to fill his lungs.

   I could hear bells ringing, but all of my focus was on the last man, who had recovered enough to charge at me again.  More fool him, [Improved Makeup Application], [Improved Styling], [Accurate Strikes] and [Lightning Strikes] put a knife through his eye.  It was done.  I was breathing heavily, but I wasn’t tired because of [Work Is Never Done].  Nevertheless, the stress had me gasping for air as I became aware of my surroundings again now that the fight was over.

   There were bells ringing, and as I looked up, I saw that the buildings were casting shadows from glowing lights behind them.  [Improved Footwork] and [Burst Of Speed] allowed me to run up the side of the building, and on the roof I saw that the city was on fire in many places.

   “What the hell is going on?” I muttered to myself and then started running back to House Felius, praying that my brother was ok in whatever mess was going on.  Mother and Father should be safe in the Felius Manor, but my brother would be on the street.

   I sprinted through Vurden as the people woke up and the city became more chaotic.  In the distance I could hear the sounds of people shouting and fighting.  It almost felt like there was about to be a riot, but if there was I didn’t think it was organic.  Someone had planned this.

   I turned a corner and stopped dead.  House Felius was an inferno.  Outside, [Guard]s and [Servant]s were loading carriages directed by the [Baron].  The [Guard]s moved to stop me as I approached, but let me through as soon as they identified me.

   “Ann! Are you-?  You’re hurt!” Catherine rushed up to me, looking worried about the cuts on my arms.  Blood had soaked into my [Maid] outfit, but I didn’t care.

   “I’m fine!” I told her, “But what is happening?  Where are my parents?”

   She hadn’t seen them.  I was supposed to stay by her, but I couldn’t abandon my parents, I had to find them!  There were [Guard]s here, I felt Cat would be safe and I rushed off to find my parents.

   The manor looked like a vision of hell, all fire and smoke.  I could barely breathe, and I hoped that my [Poison Resistance] and speed would be able to keep me alive.  But it was hot, so unbelievably hot and I could barely see in the smoke, tripping over bodies in the haze.  I checked every one, but none of them were my parents, so I could hope that they were still alive.

   I could hope until I found them together, dead from the smoke in an upper room.  I don’t remember carrying them outside, I just remember Catherine hugging me as I wailed and cried on the grounds of the manor, my parents dead on the grass.  I didn’t want to leave them, but Catherine and her [Guard]s pulled me away, bundling me into a carriage with her.  She held me as we and the surviving staff of House Felius left the city.

   I cried and cried and cried, not even noticing as my Class upgraded.  I wouldn’t notice until morning, and I would hardly care for a while yet afterwards.

 

   [You have reached level 10!]

  [Congratulations! Your Class has upgraded!]

   [You are now a [Ninja Maid]!]

   [Your Skill [Burst Of Speed] has evolved into [Instant Movement]!]

   [Your Skill [Stealth] has evolved into [Unseen Servant]!]

   [You have gained the Ability [Loyalty Unto Death]!]

   [You have gained the Skill [Shadow Control]!]

   [You have gained the Skill [Shadow Strike]!]

   [You have gained the Skill [Parkour]!]

 

   As an adult by the System’s standards, my Menu now looked like this:

 

   Character Menu:

   Name: Annora, Daughter of Elvid   Age: 16

   Class: [Ninja Maid] (Very Rare)   Level: 10

   Statistics:

   Strength: 94

   Endurance: 102

   Vitality: 103

   Agility: 130

   Dexterity: 125

   Perception: 101

   Acuity: 101

   Willpower: 92

   Charisma: 112

   Magic: 63

   Luck: 87

   Abilities:

   [First Words] (Incarnator Skill, hidden)   [Better First Impression] (Incarnator Skill, hidden)

   [A Maid’s Discipline] ([Maid] Skill)   [Chemical Intuition] ([Battle Maid] Skill)

   [Alchemical Intuition] ([Battle Maid] Skill)   [Loyalty Unto Death] ([Ninja Maid] Skill)

   Skills:

   [Expert Cleaning]   [Elegant Movements]    [Improved Styling] 

  [Improved Makeup Application]   [Improved Gardening]

   [Work Is Never Done]    [Maid’s Sense]    [Dangersense]

   [Weapon Proficiency: Short Blades]    [Menu Camouflage]

   [Instant Movement]    [Unseen Servant]   [Improved Laundry]

   [Instinctive Etiquette]    [Improved Sewing]   [Improved Cooking]

   [Improved Gardening]    [Enhanced Stamina]    [Enhanced Recovery]

   [Detect Poison]   [Parkour]   [Enhanced Dodge]

   [Improved Footwork]    [Accurate Strikes] [  Lightning Strikes]

   [Counterassasin]   [Improved Acrobatics]

 

   A very impressive Menu for my age to go along with my good and stable employment that put my family and myself into a fantastic position for commoners in this world.  None of this had kept my parents alive and it didn’t help me find out if my brother had survived.  In the end, I was not nearly strong enough to withstand the instability around me.

   Catherine was as much a friend as a mistress, and comforted me on the road north to the Felius lands.  [Baron] Felius did not throw me out of the carriage either, and I am thankful for that.  The conversation between the two of them, as well as the [Baron] and his [Knight]s, gave me an idea of what was going on.

  The Royalist faction weren’t idiots, and they saw that the Noble faction was ascendant.  Instead of letting that happen, they struck.  [Assassin]s and [Rogue]s infiltrated Vurden first and while they struck, Noble faction forces moved to attack the city, accusing the Duke of treason to the crown.  Except they had not brought nearly enough forces, and the Duke had survived to begin rallying his forces.  Since the Duke was a [Prince], he had declared himself the rightful [King] in response and now the country was spiraling towards civil war.

   No, it was in a civil war.

   Of course, House Felius had been neutral in the struggle between the Royalists and the Noble faction, but it turns out that the Royalists didn’t see it that way.  Failing to openly support the Royalists was treason in their eyes, even if the House treated the Noble faction the same way.  So they had attacked House Felius as well, and pushed the House firmly into the arms of the Noble faction.

   The [Baron] was heading to his territory, the coastal city of Kallay.  There he would rally his forces to join the [Prince] and he would go off to battle.  Catherine, and therefore myself, would remain in the city.  There was a part of me that wanted to rush off to battle for revenge, but I would never really get it, would I?

   The men who started the fires either had been killed by someone else, or had escaped and I would likely never find them.  The people who had ordered the fires to be set were too far above my station for me to touch in a feudal society.  Additionally, while it was true that I had a powerful Class and Skills - especially when I combined my Skills together - there would be career [Soldier]s on the battlefield among the levys and conscripts.  I might be able to cut down any number of conscripts or common [Rogue]s, but there were true elites out there.  [Knight Champion]s and [Veteran Commander]s and [Farsight Sniper]s, any of which could cut down a [Maid] of any kind in a second.

   So after the carriage arrived and Kallay, I remained behind with Catherine.  Working as a [Maid] and bodyguard for her, and I have to admit that I was right to do so.  [Assassin]s and criminals crawled out of the woodwork to cause trouble.  Every week, a [Saboteur] of some kind would try something in the city, which had become an important port for the [Prince]’s forces supply lines.

   On the docks, using [Parkour] and [Instant Movement] to run up the side of a ship and jumping onto the deck with knives being thrown before my feet even touched down on the wood.  I had run all the way from Castle Felius - not as far as you would think, the castle was just above and overlooking the harbor - when I had seen the torches.  Kallay was under curfew and the [Guard]s were given lanterns, torches meant criminals or fools.  Later, I am sure I would regret my actions if I killed some fool instead of an actual criminal or spy of some kind, but so far I had only run into [Saboteur]s and [Spy]s.

   This was no different; the ship’s deck had been stacked with brush and kindling, I could smell oil as well.  By sacrificing a large amount of my stamina, I was able to use [Instant Movement] as a short teleport instead of a speed enhancement, allowing me to catch the torch before it hit the oil soaked deck.

   I tossed it overboard, the shadows flickering wildly as the torch spun into the air.  The group I had interrupted howled and attacked me and then found those flickering shadows had teeth.  [Shadow Control] and [Shadow Strike], until the torch dipped below the deck my shadow fought with me, keeping my foes off their guard.

   I struck with cold fury and without mercy.  Letting this new feeling of icy hate out on this world, I fought on as the civil war intensified.

            

    
        Chapter Nine - Second Death

    
    
    
    
                   Civil wars are naturally horrible. With all of the normal pain of war mixed with the worst of family fighting and all of it taking place on home soil. No matter who wins, everyone suffers. But this world of Classes and Skills exacerbates this.

   I had always found stealth in games to be amusing. A half-human, half-robot, cyborg hiding behind a barrel barely big enough for him to crouch behind? Yeah, anyone would spot something that out of place in a second. And if a security guards sees a crouchy man running around, they aren't going to wander over dumbly to allow you to knock them out. No, they would probably radio their boss and then carefully check. Even if you knock them out then, the game would be up because they would know you were there when the guard doesn’t call in again. And I often wondered how much people had really thought about how noisy choking someone out would be. Not that I ever had the chance to try it, but I don’t need to actually do something to realise it wouldn’t work in reality.

   But the System makes a mockery of reality. Low level [Rogue]s were hardly an issue, but higher level [Spy]s and [Saboteur]s were far more tricky. A high level [Saboteur] who had evolved into an [Arsonist] could use flint and steel in a random corner of a building and have an entire city block in flames within five minutes. A high level [Spy] might be literally invisible, or worse, unnoticeable.

   Kallay was the only port in rebel hands, and it was an important point in the rebel supply lines. In fact, as winter had set in, it had become the most important part of those supply lines. Which brought it, and House Felius, into the crosshairs of the Royalists.

   A high level [Assassin] after Cat might only give me a second or two to intercept them before they strike, their Skills masking their approach until they are in position. Or they might be far away with a bow and arrow, with only the slight whisper of the arrow as a warning. Or maybe they are only there to distract the [Guard]s and myself while their compatriots burn down a granary or pillage a warehouse.

  It was unending, and I was exhausted. I was kept moving out of anger for what had happened to my family, fear for what might happen to Cat, and pure determination to do my job.

   It was a frigid day, with a blizzard buffeting the city, when our paths crossed again. I had been tipped off to a ring of traitors in the city, and I planned to crash it with the [Guard]s at my back. I was through the second floor window of the warehouse and into the rafters without making a sound, moving quickly towards the circle of shadowy figures talking in hushed voices.

   I strained my ears, trying to listen in. We’d try to take some of them prisoner and interrogate them, but I might learn something more or faster if I listen. Except, I immediately became distracted - one of the voices seemed familiar… The [Guard]s smashed in the doors, and the figures immediately turned to face them.

   I dropped down in the confusion, planning to take advantage to take down as many as I could from behind. [Instant Movement] allowed me to touch down on the floor in an instant, and I immediately moved to strike, lunging forward towards the back of one of the men.

   Only to be intercepted! My knife struck against the blade of one of the cloaked men who had moved to cover his ally. With a scowl, I moved, attempting to overwhelm him with speed and he matched me, even when I began to combine my Skills! He must be high level…

   “You. Girl,” his voice was familiar, but I couldn’t place it. “You seem quite familiar, do I know you from somewhere?”

   “You sound familiar to me as well,” I answer, hoping that the [Guard]s will kill and scatter the others while I distract the high level enemy. “Perhaps we have met, although I generally remember the [Rogue]s I run into.”

   “As fun as it might be for us to sit here until we remember each other, you have been a real thorn in our side for some time,” he shifted his weight and tightened his grip on his short sword. “And it occurs to me that if you are here, you aren’t with the [Lady] Catherine Felius.”

   “Don’t you dare-” I started, but he blurred away. I swore and pursued. Cat had other [Guard]s and [Bodyguard]s, but it was true that I was her best. My level was relatively high and the quality of my Class allowed me to fight above my level especially when I combined my Skills. And of course, I never fought fair, always fighting with [Guard]s and [Soldier]s at my side.

   Now I was sprinting through the city, just barely behind what I was assuming to be a high level [Assassin]. When he turned a corner and I followed, I had almost no time to react when he had suddenly turned around and attacked. I blocked the blade, but the force threw me into a wall and he slammed me into it again before I could dodge. I was straining to prevent his blade from my stomach, my hand on his wrist.

   “I remember who you are now!” He didn’t sound like our scuffle was taking him much effort, instead he sounded delighted. “It has been more than a decade since we last met!”

   His face was covered by shadow and darkness, but the tilt of his hood made me think he was looking me up and down as he chuckled, “You sure grew up nicely!”

   Of course, that hint was all I needed to remember my Kidnapper. Was he this strong a decade ago? No, of course he leveled in the meantime, but this is my chance to get rid of him for good! I found myself showing my teeth in some combination of smiling and snarling.

   “I am going to kill you,” I spat out. “If you give up I’ll make it quick.”

   That was a lie. He deserved to die, and after the death of my parents and months of attacks on my best friend, I didn’t have a lot of kindness left in me. Just fury and hate.

   “Haha, like I am going to do that. Let’s see if you can catch me first!” He slugged me across the face and then sped off again. I staggered and ran after him; he was still heading towards House Felius!

   We ran and he began to pull away; he was faster than I was! But I wasn’t about to let him hurt her, and I had more tricks up my sleeve. I spammed [Instant Movement], the stamina drain hitting me like a truck as I used it to teleport in short leaps one after the other. Each place I touched, I used [Expert Cleaning] and [Work Is Never Done] to regain just the slightest bit of energy.

   With how exhausting this is, I will only have one chance. I catch up and he turns on a dime, charging at me. It surprises me, but it doesn’t matter, as I focus my [Instant Movement] into my hand. I had spent hours doing handstands and hand walking just to trick my Skill to work in a moment like this - my knife teleported out of my hand and into his eye, giving him only a fraction of a second to show his surprise.

  Our momentum carries us forward into crashing together, and his larger mass throws me backwards as something sharp cuts through my stomach. We both hit the ground, and my Kidnapper doesn’t move again. He is dead.

  I, on the other hand, find myself once again on the ground, bleeding out on the street. It was hard to breathe, but I didn’t want to die yet! I at least wanted to say goodbye to Cat, but the winter cold seeped in and I was so tired.

  I closed my eyes...


***


  I opened my eyes again, seeing a smooth white ceiling. A mix of emotions flooded me then. Anger, satisfaction, sadness, and relief. I had gotten my revenge on that bastard, and unlike me he probably wasn’t coming back. However, I would never see Cat again. I had a life that seemed ok, and then it all went up in smoke and I would never get a chance to put it back together again.

  And relief, because even though I died, I didn’t end. I had returned to this room, where I curled up on the marble slab and cried. I don’t know how long I cried, but I eventually stopped. There was something about this place, I think. Something that suppressed my emotions. It didn’t get rid of them, but merely reduced them until I was functional.

  I was angry about that; angry that I couldn’t even properly grieve, but I wasn’t able to get very mad over it. Instead, I got up and read the box in front of me.


  “[Welcome back Cadence Lee, and congratulations on completing your second life!]”


  “You know, saying ‘welcome’ in this situation is kind of disgusting.” I said, hating this feeling of being on the edge of overwhelming grief but being unable to be as sad as I should be. “In fact, saying ‘welcome’ when being in this room means I died - would it matter how I died? ‘Welcome’ is probably inappropriate under almost all circumstances.”


  “[Please step up to the podium and have your life be measured!]”


  I walked up to the podium saying, “Hello again Podi. Even if this room is making me feel strange, I am slightly glad to see you again. Even if I am just anthropomorphising a stone.”

   I place my palm in the silver outline of a hand on top of the podium.


   “[Calculating your life accomplishments…]

   You survived sixteen years! For surviving sixteen years you have earned sixteen points!

   You took part in being professionally trained in a trade! For going through eight years of professional training, you have earned two points!

   You defeated multiple enemies! For killing twenty six humans, you have gained twenty six points!

   You defeated multiple enemies above your level! For killing seven humans above your level, you have earned fourteen points!

   You gained two Classes! For gaining two Classes you have earned two points!

   You gained two Advanced Classes! For gaining two Advanced Classes you have earned four points!

   You gained fourteen levels! For gaining fourteen levels you have gained fourteen points!

   You have learned twenty seven Skills! For learning twenty seven Skills you have earned twenty seven points!

   Your point total for this life is: 105

   Your grade for this life is: F

   For obtaining a grade of F, you have received a Strike!

   If you obtain three Strikes you will no longer be reincarnated!

   You have Beginner’s Protection; one Strike Removed!

   Your Beginner’s Protection will last: two more lives”


   Yeah, I feel like I failed too. There must have been something else I could have done… I hope Cat will be ok, and I never did find out if my brother survived. What could I have done better? Does it even matter? I can never go back…


   “[Congratulations Incarnator! You have earned multiple Achievements!]

   For killing a sapient who killed you, you have earned the Achievement “I’m Taking You With Me” and earned four points! You have unlocked additional options in the Defense tab!

   For killing a sapient for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Killer” and earned one point! You have unlocked the Attack tab in the store!

   For killing a sapient much stronger than you for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Giant Killer” and earned two points! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For killing ten sapients for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Bloody Hands” and earned two points! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For earning a Class for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Classy” and earned one point! -option unlock prevented until additional prerequisites are met-

   For earning an Advanced Class for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Extra Classy” and earned two points! -option unlock prevented until additional prerequisites are met-

   For learning how to perform basic cleaning professionally for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Spit Shine” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the General tab!

   For learning how to use knives at a basic level for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Stabby” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

  For being kidnapped for the first time, you have earned the Achievement “Grabbed” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Defense tab!

  For living a life without any sexual interaction, you have earned the Achievement “Celibate” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!


  [Calculating Achievement total…]

  Your points earned from Achievements is: sixteen points!

  Recalculating your Life Accomplishments…

  Your point total is: one hundred twenty one points!

  Your grade for this life is: F

  For obtaining a grade of F you have not earned a bonus.”


   I have noticed that while my emotions are somewhat suppressed right now, it doesn’t seem like any of my emotions are added to. So while I am not too sad to move right now, I can’t bring myself to care about what I am seeing. I suppose I had done better before Achievements, if that matters, but as a commoner I didn’t really have nearly as many opportunities as Annora as I had in my first life.


   “[Would you like to access the Incarnator Menu now?]”


   “Sure Podi,” I sigh. “I just want to get this over with. At least I will be able to feel my emotions when I leave.”


   “Incarnator Menu:

   Points Balance: 128

  Stats:

  Strength: 0 (+)

  Endurance: 0 (+)

  Vitality: 6 (+)

  Agility: 0 (+)

  Dexterity: 0 (+)

  Perception: 0 (+)

  Acuity: 6 (+)

  Willpower: 0 (+)

  Charisma: 7 (+)

  Magic: 0 (+)

  Luck: 0 (+)

  Ability Menu:

  [Attack]   [Arts]    [Communications]    [Defense]   [General]

  [Intelligence]    [Magic]    [Relationships]   [Vitals]

  Records:

  [Life Records]    [Ability List]    [Achievement List]


  “Just show me the new ones Podi, I don’t want to bother with the whole list.”


  “[Attack] Abilities Tab:

  [Killing Blow]: When attacking a sapient with intent to kill you have 5% increased Strength and Agility! (50 points)

   [Fast Hands: Knives]: When using knives your Agility, Dexterity, and Acuity are increased by 15%! (200 points)

   [Rise To The Challenge]: When fighting an opponent stronger than you any Stat below your opponents can increase up to 10%. The amount of the increase is dependent on the difference in power between you and your opponent; this Skill cannot raise a Stat above your opponents. (250 points)


   [Communications] Abilities Tab:

   [Purity]: So long as you do not engage in a sexual act, you are more resistant to poison and disease. (100 points)


   [Defense] Abilities Tab:

   [Dead Weight]: When resisting a kidnapping attempt, your weight feels double to your kidnapper and you are harder to hold on to. (100 points)

   [Death Curse]: If you are killed, this ability permanently reduces your killer’s Luck by 100. (1000 points)


  [General] Abilities Tab:

  [Fast Hands: Cleaning]: When cleaning your Strength, Endurance, Agility, and Dexterity are increased by 10%! (150 points)”


  “Honestly…? I just can’t care Podi, just divide up my points evenly across all of my Stats,” I sound listless, maybe depressed. I’d like to sleep, but I don’t think I can here. “And just throw the extra into Strength, why not?”

  My points went down to eight and all my Stats went up by one. So I had eight Charisma, seven Vitality and Acuity, as well as two in Strength and one in all the rest.

   “Get me out of here Podi, I just can’t be here right now.”


   “[Begining Reincarnation. You currently are only allowed to Reincarnate into worlds with a ‘system.’ World found. May your life be glorious, Incarnator.]”

            

    
        Chapter Ten - Third Life

    
    
    
    
                   Darkness and a feeling of eternity, then warmth and pressure and then light. My emotions are overwhelming and I don’t try to stop them, crying as a woman pulls me away. Unlike last time, the worried voices do not stop and people are rushing around in confusion. My first surprise didn’t make much of a dent in my emotions, it was hard to care about the screen in front of me.


   [Congratulations, you are now a Level 1 [Imperial Princess]!]

   [You have learned the Skill (Imperial Decree)!]


   Even if I had cared all that much, I wasn’t given much time to do so, as I was hastily put into my new Mother’s arms. She… Didn’t look well. Her face was pale and her arms were shaking and I suddenly had a terrible feeling.

   She was trying to smile at me, and I was sane enough to try and hug her - to try and comfort her - because I had an idea of what was going to happen. She held me and I held onto her even as I thought, “I am sorry, I should have never been born…”

   “He- Hemetre…” She says, stroking my head with a shaking hand and then she seems to slowly fall asleep. I am not so naive as to believe that though, my Mother is dead. All I could do was cry.


***


   I think my grief was worse this time around, although it is hard to compare them, but there is something exceptionally painful in knowing that my second life had been worse than my first. With Mother already dead giving birth to me, my third life was shaping up to be worse still. My worries, long forgotten, that this was some kind of hellish afterlife had returned and I was terrified that this would be an endless loop of suffering where I could do nothing to end it.

   My new life was strange as well. I had a wet nurse and there were servants who took care of me and worked to teach me to walk and talk, but I don’t think I ever saw Father for the first few years of my life. My rooms - which I was too small to leave very much yet - were richly decorated and obviously part of a palace, but I wouldn’t describe them as comfortable. Everything was made of stone which had been painstakingly carved with decorations and painted, but all there were for rugs or bedding was thin linen. So everything was beautiful, but hard.

   It didn’t help that nobody gave me any clothes! I had jewelry - golden necklaces, bracelets, anklets, and armlets - adorned with rubies and sapphires, but not a single thread to my name. The very first question I asked in this new language was why they had clothes but I did not, and I was told I was too young and had to wait until I was six!

   Not that I was all that different than anyone around me, because no one wore all that much. Not because they were perverts or anything, but because it was unacceptably hot basically all the time. I learned I was in the Ra’Sharon Empire, which translated roughly to “Streams through the Sun’s Land.” It was a civilization in much the same kind of place as Egypt, stretching along a great river that wound throughout an otherwise inhospitable desert.

   Men wore little more than a linen skirt most of the time and women a linen dress and no one wore shoes. You could tell the class, but not the Class, of the people around you by their jewelry and the color of their clothes, with bleached white being reserved for some of the higher classes. In the distance, I had seen [Slaves] working, and they had worn nothing at all!

   Those thoughts distracted me from my misery, but I always came back around to it. I had [Servants] and [Tutors] and [Guards] but at the end of the day, I was alone. I had half brothers and sisters, and more than a few because our Father had a harem, but I had little in common with the younger ones and the older ones viewed me as competition. So I was alone, surrounded by people. At least it gave me time to think.

   Most of that thinking was just self pity, but I started to get a handle on myself after four years of self-loathing and depression. I was five years old when the realisation hit me like a bolt of lightning from a clear sky.

   Of course, it was my fault that my previous life had been so painful, how much effort did I really put into it? I didn’t leave my home for ten years and after that I had done nothing but drift through the years as a [Maid]. Oh, I certainly had purpose, but it was nothing that couldn’t have been provided by anyone else.

   I had occasionally had conversations with Cat where I brought up ideas from my world and time, but did I ever bother to put pen to paper and try to spread concepts that could benefit people? No, I didn’t. Did I ever try to invest, or get Cat to invest, in research towards technology I knew could exist? No, I didn’t. Did I ever even try to improve the health and safety of my family by teaching hygiene practices I had learned from a more scientific world?

   No, I didn’t.

   I could have shifted that world’s course and improved it for the better, and I simply didn’t. I should have remembered the dangers associated with medieval history, because when you take out the Classes and the Skills, the death of my family and myself was utterly predictable. Even if I couldn’t know the exact cause, I should have known about all the dangers lurking in the shadows.

   If I wanted my misery to change, I had to change and I had to do it soon.


***


   “Princess Hemere,” a [Servant] called out from behind me as I strode forth. “Please, wait!”

   “For what? My mind is set on this,” I didn’t stop walking, but they still caught up easily because my six year old legs weren’t that long. “I see no reason I shouldn’t gain the [Scribe] Class.”

   “It is beneath your station!” The [Servant] tries to explain, but he cannot stop me. If he were to lay hands on me, he would lose them soon after. It is a punishment I personally find atrocious, but that is the least terrible option I could choose - my siblings would likely have him executed instead. More mercy than that was not an option because it was Father’s decree, and in Ra’Sharon his words were inviolate.

   “You can already read and write Princess,” he protests. “What need have you for a lesser Class?”

   “I have no interest in competing with my siblings for the throne,” I reply, exiting the cool shade of the palace complex and stepping out into the harsh sunlight that bathes the city Shar. “Undoubtedly, one of my brothers will claim it and any rivals still alive will be purged at that time.”

   The [Servant] sputters as I say that. It certainly is true, but it isn’t the kind of thing you are supposed to say out loud. Palace intrigue hides behind euphemism, with the losers “retiring to an oasis” or “sadly returning to the Gods of natural causes.” Well, the last one is certainly true, as a dagger through the heart naturally ends one’s life.

   The Scriptorium is just across the plaza from the palace. It was a busy place, as the main temple complexes were also here as well. While the public couldn’t enter the palace, they could enter the plaza and visit the temples, and the area was crowded. And yet, I had no fear of being trampled or of being kidnapped.

   Where I walked, the crowd split for me. Men and women bowed or kneeled or prostrated themselves as I passed, because they believed I was descended from the Gods and that the blood of the divine flowed in my veins. It was a bitter amusement that I was more in danger from my own family than I from even the most criminal element of the lower classes.

   The commotion I caused was noticed, and there was a [Head Scribe] at the entrance to the Scriptorium awaiting me. His many bracelets were stained with ink and so was the linen skirt he wore, a sign that I had interrupted him at work, but that was always going to happen. The business of an empire never ceased.

   “Princess Hemere,” he said as he knelt down, as much to be eye level with me as to show respect to my station. “I greet you and ask that Emre and Thijo bless you this day.”

   “In Emre’s name and by His blood I bless you,” I reply, offering him respect in turn with a response that gave him honor by calling my line’s Patron - the king of the Gods and God of the sun, Emre - attention to him. “May his light ever illuminate the shadows and his wrath never strike you down, [Head Scribe] Djept. Rise, please, and let us discuss in the shade.”

   The Scriptorium is less decorated than the palace, but it is no less intricately carved. The difference between the two is that the palace is decorated with art for the pleasure of the viewer, and the walls of the Scriptorium are covered in writing. Stories, myths, legends, and history fill the halls here, although it can be difficult to tell which is which when it comes down to it. After all, this is a world where [Priests] can actually call on the Gods and be answered and where monsters prowl the desert and prey upon unwary travelers and unprepared towns alike.

   We were seated in a garden courtyard, meticulously maintained by [Gardeners] so that it was lush and green even in the brutal heat of the summer. [Servants] brought chilled drinks in cups of gold and ivory; wine, well watered in my case. [Scribes] were part of the upper class of society, equal to [Warriors] and below only the [Priests] and the Royal Family.

   I was grateful for the drink. The heat of this land was unlike anything I had known in either of my other lives. Even the cool, white linen dress I wore seemed oppressive during the day, although I blamed not being allowed to have clothes for years for that feeling. I was quite thankful that my skin was not pale like before, but an olive-bronze that resisted burning much better than my previous bodies. I was less thankful for my black hair, despite how excellent the straight black hair looked with gold bands and rubies woven into it, it was hot as hell in the sun. Why did men get to shave their heads? Lucky bastards.

   “I won’t take up much of your valuable time Djet,” there isn’t a table between us, so I hand off the drink to a [Servant] to hold for me as I speak. “I wish to gain the [Scribe] Class, and as soon as possible. You will help me in this.”

   Watching Djet bow and acquiesce to my request, I thought that I could understand why nobility lasted so long. A girl could get used to this kind of power.


***


   This world wasn’t like the one before it. Now there is an obvious statement. Next I might start thinking that the ocean was different from land, or some other outlandish insanity! The differences in the system were major though, and it changed things greatly.

   In the previous world, it was only possible to have one Class at a time and you had to be Awakened to it at age ten. In this world you could have multiple Classes at the same time and not only could they evolve like they could in my previous world, they could also consolidate. A [Warrior], for example, might evolve into a [Spearman] and that [Spearman] might evolve into an [Elite Spearman] or a [Veteran Spearman] or something else. However, if that [Spearman] was also a [Dancer], his two Classes might combine into a [Spear Dancer].

   Still, few people had the time or resources to gain and level multiple Classes. They had work to do, after all. The [Priests] were the only group that reliably could get consolidated Classes and it was still less than a third of them. The Royal Family was, of course, too busy leveling their main Class to worry about consolidation much. After all, how could combining an Imperial Class with a lesser one improve it?

   I found this shortsighted and foolish and as a six year old [Imperial Princess], I had both time and resources on my side.


***


   “Princess! Singing is for [Servants]! You need not lower yourself to entertain your lessors by becoming a [Singer]!”


***


   “[Dancer]? But such a thing is not even a religious dance honoring the Gods! Princess Hemere, please listen to reason and reconsider!”


***


   “Princess, forgive me, but you aren’t even tall enough to use that harp yet! Even if it was proper, you literally can’t become a [Musician] right now! What do you mean, ‘order a stool from the carpenters!?’”


***


   Four years later, I met my Father for the first time. I had seen him before now, at official functions and religious ceremonies, but I had never met him personally until he summoned me. At ten years old, I met what I suppose I would call the Pharaoh of Ra’Sharon, entering the throne room and kneeling down before him.

   Even as an [Imperial Princess], I was not allowed to meet Father’s eyes. Instead, I kept my gaze on the floor as the silence stretched on. For a few minutes, you could hear a pin drop in the throne room and anxiety started to grow in my chest. Then, the Pharaoh sighed.

   “My daughter,” his voice was powerful; the air shook when he spoke. His level was high, and his Class was very powerful. “I have to confess that I do not understand you. My other children, I know their desires despite how they think to hide them from me. My empire is well served by letting my progeny compete so that the best may rise to take my place when Emre calls me to the afterlife.”

   I kept silent. He had not invited me to speak, nor to stand, so I simply kept my gaze to the floor and my mouth shut. I was honestly afraid of Father, because he was less of a father to me and more of a Pharaoh. Calling him Pharaoh He’Umpet felt more right than calling him dad.

   “You, on the other hand,” he spoke again, the power of his voice causing me to shake where I knelt in front of him. “You started moving, and with purpose, so young. You act like you have a vision of where you will end up, and yet your choices seem random or at least unsuited to rule. Why have you chosen the Classes you have?”

   I swallowed, my throat dry and did my best not to stumble over my reply.

   “Great Father, I have no desire to rule,” I answer, hoping that the [Servants] listening in for my more ambitious siblings will relay it back to them. “And yet, I know my duty as one of the Blood of Emre, my duty to your empire. I seek to enlighten your subjects as Emre lights up the sands, and the Classes I have taken are in service to this.”

   “You are so arrogant as to believe that at a mere ten years of age, that you can enlighten anyone? The wisdom of Ra’Sharon is ancient child, what do you think you can bring to it?”

   “My soul sometimes feels older than my body, Great Father.” I hope he doesn’t have me executed, not as I am getting so close to starting. “Please, watch me, and I hope you will be impressed.”

   “We shall see.”


***


   The paper of Ra’Sharon was crude. Most writing took place on a papyrus like reed or on tablets of clay. Paper was not nearly so common as either of those, although that was partially because it had not been invented all that long ago. I had been eight years old when I had surreptitiously sold a piece of my jewelry and funded research into paper.

   I didn’t know enough to make it easy on them, but I also didn’t exactly mind if it took a lot of time. I had tons of jewelry of different kinds, possibly literally, and even a single piece of it was worth more than the average worker's entire family. That single bracelet I sold at eight would fund work for decades.

  It was three years later that I was able to present paper to the Scriptorium, and that moment was worth the wait. Already, I had done more to improve the people around me than I had in my previous past two lives combined. Admittedly, it would be a long time before paper found its way to the common man, but I knew with certainty that it would and that I had accelerated that process.

  I had kept up my studies of the arts over the years as well, and I had my first Class consolidation at only twelve years old, giving evidence to a theory I had been working on about how Class consolidation worked.

  My [Singer], [Dancer], and [Musician] Classes combined into the [Muse] Class. My theory on how Class consolidation functioned became my first “paper,” although I actually wrote that one on clay tablets to preserve it. Unfortunately, Father was less than pleased at my insistence that it be shared with the whole empire, lower classes included.

  My theory was, essentially, that Class consolidation was the result of intentional overlap. It wasn't just that two or more Classes could overlap, but that you wanted them to and used them in conjunction. It sounds obvious, I know, but if I could test it I might have been able to prove that any two Classes could consolidate.

  But Father had my notes taken and restricted to everyone but [Priests] and the Royal Family. He also took my work on researching Skill combinations, forbidding me from sharing them as I wanted to. I asked him, begged really, for him to share them with our soldiers, but was refused in that as well, despite the growing danger of monsters wandering in from the desert.

  It wasn't completely pointless though, as my [Scribe] Class advanced to [Scholar] by the time I was thirteen. Advancing one Class and consolidating three others would have made me threatening to my siblings, but my choice of Classes - and the fact that I hadn't advanced or consolidated my [Imperial Princess] Class helped to ameliorate that. Which was just fine with me, as I wanted nothing to do with their bloody intrigue or fighting in general.

  In fact, I spent much of my time arguing for peace. To the south and west was nothing but desert, and the east was nothing but sand until the coast, but the northeast, along the northern coast, there was a stretch of land between the two bodies of water that connected us to another continent. There, the Ra'Sharon Empire bordered the Hin'Tye Empire and the conflict was unceasing, if usually restricted to small skirmishes.

   Neither side could really win, after all. The Hin’Tye had qualitatively superior [Soldiers] and [Warriors], but our Empire had the desert on our side. So neither side was able to push into the other’s territory. And of course, I knew it wouldn’t matter if we did. An ancient civilization, still using bronze of all things, would not be able to maintain the level of communication needed to manage an empire much larger than we were right now. We would expand, and then contract or collapse. It would be far better to maintain our size and improve ourselves in defense and social stability.

   Still, when I learned why the Hin’Tye had such superior [Soldiers], there were more than just practical or moral concerns that drove my efforts. There was fear as well, because east of the Hin’Tye, between them and another empire whose name I did not know, were the Chasms of Hell. A name that I would have dismissed as hyperbole in my original world took on a new meaning here in a world with monsters.

   The Chasms of Hell spawned monsters, or at least the monsters crawled up from them. They were a series of canyons, miles long and whose depths were shrouded in mist, from which monsters of all kinds would climb out of and terrorize the countryside of the Hin’Tye. The Hin’Tye Empire, of course, garrisoned the areas, but monsters still slipped through.

   It had been a long time since we had tamed the Ra’Sharon Empire’s land. The desert was our shield, and while monsters did wander in from it, it was very few. So I pushed for peace, because I realised that if the Hin’Tye Empire collapsed, there would be a disaster in the east as the monsters spread unchecked. 

   I did not realise where my efforts would lead me when I turned sixteen.


  Character Menu:

   Name: Hat’he-Emra Hemere    Age: 16

   Class List: [Imperial Princess] (lvl 9)    [Muse] (lvl 14)    [Scholar] (lvl 11)

   Statistics:

   Strength: 87

   Endurance: 92

   Vitality: 103

   Agility: 162

   Dexterity: 130

   Perception: 99

   Acuity: 142

   Willpower: 111

   Charisma: 204

   Magic: 72

   Luck: 103

   Abilities (Incarnator Tab, hidden)

   [First Words] (Incarnator Skill, hidden)   [Better First Impression] (Incarnator Skill, hidden)

   Skills:

   [Imperial Decree]   [Eyes of the Empire]    [Loud and Clear]   [Perfect Pitch]  [Inspiring Voice]

  [Improved Footwork]    [Find the Rhythm]   [Dancer’s Grace]   [Always in Tune]   

  [Instrument of Bliss]  [Art is an Experience]    [Muse’s Inspiration]    [Magic Stylus]

   [Better Paper]    [Everything is a Record]   [Scholar’s Eye]


   [Imperial Decree]: Your voice carries the command of your station. Any commands you give or demands you make are harder for the target to refuse. This Skill is heavily affected by your Charisma Stat.


   [Eyes of the Empire]: You can immediately see and recognize those who attempt to harm you or your empire. This Skill is heavily affected by your Perception and Acuity Stats.


   [Loud and Clear]: You can project your voice over a great distance and be heard clearly even in loud environments.


   [Perfect Pitch]: You have a supernatural ear for pitch and instinctively sing in tune.


   [Inspiring Voice]: Your voice - especially when singing - inspires emotions in your audience depending on what you desire to to inspire. This Skill is affected by your Magic Stat and heavily affected by your Charisma Stat.


 

   [Improved Footwork]: You have improved balance and instinctively know where to place your feet while moving, fighting, and dancing. This Skill is affected by your Agility, Dexterity, Perception, and Acuity Stats.


   [Find the Rhythm]: You can instinctively sync your movements to the rhythm of music or combat, even predicting sudden shifts in tempo. This Skill is heavily affected by your Perception, Agility, Dexterity, and Acuity Stats.


   [Dancer’s Grace]: When dancing, your Agility, Dexterity, and Charisma stats are massively increased.


   [Always in Tune]: Any instrument you use will automatically be tuned correctly.


   [Instrument of Bliss]: Any instrument you play has a smoother tone and is easier to listen to for your audience.


   [Art is an Experience]: When combining artistic styles (singing, dancing, instrumentation, etc) it is easier to use them together and the relevant Skills have improved efficacy. This Skill is affected by all of your Stats, and heavily affected by your Agility and Acuity.


   [Muse’s Inspiration]: You can charge your art with emotion and your art will share that emotion with the audience when experienced. Those who view your art are more likely to have a feeling of awe and other artists may become inspired by your work, boosting their Acuity and Dexterity temporarily. The stronger the emotion used to charge this, the greater the effect. This Skill is heavily affected by your Charisma, Willpower, and Magic Stats.


   [Magic Stylus]: You can summon a stylus to write with. You can also create ink to use when writing on certain materials.


   [Better Paper]: Paper you write on becomes stronger and more difficult to damage. This Skill is heavily affected by your Magic Stat.


   [Everything is a Record]: Every day you can store your memories of the last twenty four hours perfectly by meditating. Stored memories can be recalled after a short amount of meditation. This Skill is heavily affected by your Acuity and Willpower Stats.


   [Scholar’s Eye]: You are able to examine any object you can see and obtain information about it. The amount of information you can obtain is dependent on your personal knowledge as well as your Class quality and level. This Skill is heavily affected by your Perception, Acuity, Magic, and Luck Stats.

            

    
        Chapter Eleven - The Beginning of Something New

    
    
    
    
                   “It is you who has pushed this so forcefully,” Father said as he looked down on me from where he reclined on his throne while [Servants] fanned him.  “So it is you who will carry the burden of arranging it Hemere.  To think I had once thought you to be without ambition, I suppose that shows that not even a descendant of the gods is above being confounded by their daughters.”

   You have thirty official children and Podi only knows how many unofficial ones, I thought to myself.  Perhaps you would be less ‘confounded’ by me if you actually spent time with me longer than the occasional glimpse at some feast or another!

   Of course, the words out of my mouth were quite different from my inner thoughts.  Father wasn’t close to me, and as much as that hurt - and it did, the older I became and the more alone I felt - it also meant that he wouldn’t be too pained by having my head chopped off for disrespect.  Well, as a Royal I wouldn’t be executed in such a barbaric manner.  I would be given the option to ingest poison or my hand would be forced into a jar with a poisonous snake that would bite me.  If I had to choose, I would take option one, but I’d rather not have to choose.

   “Of course Great Father,” I was kneeling before him as was usual when I was summoned.  Only the [First Prince], the [Second Prince], and [First Princess] were allowed to stand.  All three were here actually, standing beneath the throne with various amused or calculating expressions.  “I will devote myself to this and our empire will prosper as a result.”

   “That remains to be seen,” his humor was gone; his face, impassive.  “You are dismissed.  Go, and make certain to showcase the glory of my lands and name.”

   I bowed low and left, hiding my face lest anyone see that my jaw was stiff and I was nearly grinding my teeth in frustration.  Glory?  This empire was a static thing, thousands of years old and mostly unchanged in all that time.  The river which gave our lands life in the desert, so regular and predictable, made our lives too easy while the desert limited our resources.  Innovation was nearly non-existent, there simply was no reason to do so and the caste system made it unlikely to occur.  The lower classes were too restricted and the upper classes were bound by tradition and paranoia.

   “Aj, Sere,” I called to my two most trusted [Personal Attendants], while they would absolutely take bribes to tell my brothers and sisters about my actions, they at least had not been explicitly hired to spy on me.  That was not just a moral consideration, but a practical one because it meant that they probably didn’t have the [Spy] Class.

   “Princess,” the two hurried over from where they had been waiting outside the throne room, bowing and quickly falling in behind me as I walked away.  “How might we serve?”

   I didn’t answer immediately, merely fumed for a few seconds as I considered what I would need to make this happen.  The benefits of this were obvious, and yet it had been dumped in my lap?  True, I had proposed it - pushed for it even - but I was among the least of my siblings in power amongst my Father’s court.  Actually doing what would be required would be difficult for me, and my siblings would almost certainly interfere.

  “This is going to be a pain in the ass,” I groaned in a not very princess like manner as I considered the work ahead of me.  “We will be preparing the reception for the [First Prince] of the Hin’Tye Empire, who has come to negotiate a peace treaty.  My Powerful and Great Father, long may he reign in the sun’s glory, has decreed that I shall be responsible for the [Prince’s] entire visit to our empire.”

  I would need to have a lot more [Servants], [Cooks], and [Attendants] as a matter of course.  It would not do for the [Prince] to feel slighted in any way, he would have to be attended at all times.  Fuck, he obviously needed a place to stay and I couldn’t just throw him in a random room.  The palace complex was large, but I would need to find a place that fulfilled Father’s requirement to “show the glory of his empire,” and every place like that was claimed by my siblings.  I would probably end up having to beg one of my elder brothers or sisters, undoubtedly requiring me to promise them something in return.  My carefully crafted neutrality in the court would be shattered.

  Wait, it wouldn’t be enough to arrange things here, the [Prince] had to get here first!  I had six weeks before the [Prince] would visit, and that would be a hellishly short amount of time to plan and arrange his travel and itinerary.  He should be met at the border by someone important, preferably one of the Royal family.  Well, there is no use pretending that it will be anyone other than myself doing that.  It is probably for the best though, I will have more time to sell my ideas to him as we travel.

   “Pack my wardrobe and order the [Harbormaster] to prepare the fastest ship north for me,” I order the two [Servants].  “I am going to Al’a’xeria.”

   I can’t entrust this to anyone other than myself.  I will work my way backward from where the [Prince] will enter the country all the way back to the palace itself.  Preparing every step of the way so that not even a grain of sand will be out of place.  It might have been many years - two entire lives - since I last took a world history class, but I certainly remembered that a true and lasting peace between empires was a historic event if it lasted for any length of time.

   Podi help me, I would bring peace to this area of this world for decades if not centuries if I pulled this off.  I couldn’t let myself fail.

 

***

 

   Two hours later, with the Royal standard proudly displayed on the ship’s prow, I was moving north as fast as possible.  Which was actually pretty damn fast and was a demonstration of exactly what the right Classes could do when consolidated properly.  The ship’s captain was a [River Master] and the ship wasn’t moved by wind or oar, but rather pulled by two giant monsters who swam upriver with ease.

   While it was true that Ra’Sharon had few monsters on land because of the punishing environment, it was a different story in the water.  We called the river Sharon’An, which roughly meant the river of life, and its predictable flooding was much like the Nile.  Unlike the Nile, however, Sharon’An had much worse things in it than mere crocodiles.  One of the most feared kinds of monsters in the river were the horrendous Scale-Eaters.

   I thought they looked like six legged crocodiles with tails twice as long as their own bodies.  Well, they looked like crocodiles if you increased the size of crocodiles by six times or so and then gave them jaws that could unhinge and added two more eyes on the back of their heads as well.  They were capable of swallowing a person whole, but they rarely did that.  Mostly because when hunting on land they usually struck first with their tails, and their tails were powerful enough to bisect pretty much anything they hit.

   They were worse in the water, as that same powerful tail could push them through the water brutally fast.  When they inevitably caught up to whatever they wanted to eat, their jaws would snap open so fast that they would push the water out of the way faster than it could fill the space, forming a massive cavitation bubble between their jaws.  The bubble would collapse - which was devastating by itself, producing both light and heat and stunning whatever was unfortunate enough to be hunted by the monster - and then the jaws would snap shut again.  When Scale-Eaters hunt, the collapse of the cavitation bubble is easily audible from land and smart individuals stayed away from the water when they heard it.

   Obviously, the empire had a way to handle this; Sharon’An was the main artery of the empire and without the river the empire would collapse.  Its utility in moving goods and troops was the backbone of our entire system.  The answer to this was the [Beastmaster] Class.  Specially trained [Beastmasters] could gain a Skill that would scare monsters away, and their presence on ships and in harbors made the river safe for [Fisherman] and [Merchants].

  This ship’s captain was originally a [Beastmaster] and eventually came to be a [River Captain] on his ship as well.  Years later, the Classes consolidated into [River Master] and he went from merely scaring away the Scale-Eaters to harnessing them to pull his boat up and down the river.  He is in such demand that hiring him is basically impossible.

  I didn’t hire him, I ordered him to serve me first and compensated him for his lost work.

   Al’a’xeria was something like three hundred miles away, as near as I can convert the units of measurement anyway.  Our trip would take ten hours, which was quite fast, I presumed.  Aj and Sere certainly seemed to think so as they were cowering in the back.  It could be that they were afraid of the Scale-Eaters though.

   I wasn’t particularly bothered by it though, I didn’t need them for anything right now.  No, I was going to spend the travel time planning.  I was using [Magic Stylus] to write out notes and ideas on some paper, trying to work out exactly how this should go.  First, obviously, would be meeting the [Prince] at one of the eastern border forts.

   The problem was that those forts were functional, which doesn’t sound like a problem at first.  However, I couldn’t just greet a [Prince] in some poor mud and rock room; it would set entirely the wrong message.  No, I would have to bring luxuries and decorations with me to the fort.  I made a note to prioritize rugs and tapestries, to cover the bare stone.

   And we would need food for the fort and the journey back to Al’a’xeria!  Well, we could resupply in the towns- no, I’d have the supplies delivered from the towns while we were travelling, a [Prince] would want fresh food.  Admittedly, expecting fresh food while traveling in this era was a luxury, but that was exactly the point.

   I would also need soldiers.  The desert tended to kill bandits, so our empire rarely had to worry about raids and the like, but it would be best to be careful.  Maybe I could work the soldiers into it somehow?  Honor guards?  Yes, honor guards and saluting on parade.  Showing off luxuries without also making a point about our army would be a mistake anyway…

   I barely noticed the beautiful sights on the way north.  The green fields, the tended gardens, the statues and monuments, they were awe-inspiring sights.  However, I had seen them before and didn’t have time to care.  Instead, I thought and planned and wrote.

   Ten hours later, I was committing my plans to memory with [Everything is a Record].  This meant that with a brief pause to think, I would be able to perfectly remember my plans even without my notes, which was far more useful than having to rely on my unorganized notes and writing.  The harbor was lit well enough that I could not see the stars very well - which was a pity, because the night sky in a world without modern light pollution was an incredible sight to see - and the city’s [Governor] was waiting for me.

   He bowed as I came off the ship, giving the [River Master] my thanks, and then [Governor] Amalek spoke.

   “Greetings, Princess Hemere,” he said with a smile.  “Welcome back to the Verdant City, Al’a’xeria!  I am sure you are tired from your journey, please come with me and-”

   “Silence,” I interrupted him with [Imperial Decree], putting enough of a tune into my voice to activate [Inspiring Voice] and [Muse’s Inspiration] as well.  My command hit the people around me like a truck, or perhaps like a Scale-Eater, and the night went quiet with even the insects going quiet at my command.

   I had used [Inspiring Voice] to cause fear, and [Muse’s Inspiration] to share my frustration.  I was known as perhaps the most relaxed and kind of the Royal family, but while I usually didn’t mind some the slights sent my way as a result, nothing could risk this.  Amalek had spoken first, and while he was noble and highly ranked - as much as such things were ranked, the system was less official and more a complex web of favors and influence - he was not supposed to speak first.

   [Governor] or not, I could have his tongue cut out for this.  The political fallout would be catastrophic; my eldest brother, Ra’Sharon’s [First Prince] would probably have me assassinated, as he was the [Governor’s] backer.  But I could do it, and Amalek’s wide eyes told me he knew that.

   To the [Soldiers] and [Servants] nearby, it seemed that I was silently considering the [Governor].  In reality, I was using an interesting application I had found for [Loud and Clear].  The Skill allowed me to project my voice so that my audience could hear me and I had found, that if I just barely whispered - so quietly that my lips did not even seem to move - and treated a single person as my audience, the Skill could be used to whisper into their ear.

   “[Governor] Amalek, do not mistake how I have acted before for how I could act.  My Powerful and Great Father - may he reign forever in the sun’s glory - has given me a mission, one I believe in.  In this, my words are his.  Aid me, and this will make you wealthy beyond your imagination.  Hamper me, and you will see just how terrifying I can truly be.  Well, if Father doesn’t get to you first.  You should hope it is me and not him.”

   “It is late,” I said aloud, my voice as cold as the desert at night.  “My eldest brother has told me of your dedication to your city and the work you do.  So I will assume, [Governor], that the exhaustion of your effort caused your etiquette to lapse and I will forgive you tonight.”

   There was a collective sigh of relief from the [Soldiers] and [Servants].  Angry [Imperial Princesses] were not known for their moderation in assigning punishments.  Just being nearby could be a death sentence for the lower classes.  Although this was technically true, it actually almost never happened though.  My sisters and I were actually not very likely to punish a crowd for the sins of one man, but some of our ancestors ended up being very memorable.

   “I believe you were about to offer me a place in the city palace for the night?” I move to continue, reflecting that the etiquette codes in the empire need to be updated.  “I would very much like to rest.  Tomorrow morning, when we break our fast, we shall talk of why I am here.  There is much to discuss and much to do.”

   “Of- Of course, Princess!”  Amalek stuttered and bowed again, motioning to his [Servants] to help Aj and Sere with my luggage.  A palanquin was brought, and as a procession we headed to the city palace.

  The palanquin was open to the air, so for appearances sake I was not able to yawn, despite desperately wanting to.  Instead, I reflected on etiquette, and realized that I would need to find an expert to instruct me in Hin’Tye etiquette.  I hoped it wasn’t as complex as Ra’Sharon’s was.

  As a general rule, in most of my day-to-day situations, it was not particularly important who spoke first.  If I approached a [Servant], they could ask me how they could help or what they could do for me.  If I visited the [Scribes] or [Priests] they could greet and welcome me.  Hell, after this the [Governor] would be fine to approach me and speak without waiting for me to acknowledge him.  However, when an [Imperial Prince] or [Imperial Princess] visited a city, the [Governor] was supposed to wait for them to speak first on the first meeting.

  Technically, the reason for this is that even if the [Governor] governs the city, the Imperial family owns it.  When Royalty visited, they were not guests in the [Governor’s] city, the [Governor] was a guest in the Royal’s city.  The whole thing seemed idiotic to me, but it was what it was.

   We reached the palace, which looked like a box with the top slightly less wide than the base and the outer walls at a slight angle.  Of course, I’m not really doing it justice.  During the day, when you could see the carvings and the surrounding gardens and statuary, it was a sight to see.  But I was tired, and it was night, so it is a fucking box.

   I was guided up to my room by a nervous [Servant] and quickly found my way to bed and to sleep.

 

            

    
        Chapter Twelve - Politics and Plans

    
    
    
    
                   Morning came too soon.  Over thirty years without coffee and I still miss it dearly.  Not the taste, mind you, black coffee to me is basically a punishment game, but I ran on caffeine and I would take it however I could get it.  On the other hand, unlike my previous life, I didn’t actually have to do much to get up.  Aj and Sere more or less hauled my mostly asleep form over to help me bathe and then to help me dress.

   I have to confess that when presented with the power and riches of an [Imperial Princess] I wasn’t the type of girl to live modestly.  I somewhat felt bad about it, but on the other hand, I looked stunning.  In particular, I had commissioned a few pieces of jewelry based on a certain theme: the ouroboros.  I don’t actually remember much about the symbol, I just knew that was the name for the symbol of two snakes devouring each other’s tails.

  I had a couple of bracelets like that, with the eyes of one snake being rubies and the eyes of the other snake being onyx.  The dark onyx represented Podi and the rubies represented me, although after I had it made I started worrying about what Podi - or who or whatever had set this system up - got out of it from me.  Considering that I didn’t really have a choice, I shelved that existential crisis for now and just enjoyed the bracelets.

   They didn’t have anything like ouroboros in this world.  Not that I had seen so far anyway, so it sparked something of a minor trend after I had it made.  The poor reputation of snakes and the somewhat sinister look of the ouroboros stopped it from becoming very popular outside of certain [Priests] though.  Which was fine by me, it allowed me to keep it to myself.

   I wore a pure white linen dress -  there really wasn’t any variety of clothing - but was practically draped in gold and jewels.  I had gold bands woven into my hair again -  that was simply a part of my daily routine - and reflected on the fact that gold was really damn heavy.  I suppose it was easier to keep in shape when I more or less had weights attached to all my limbs.

   There were other pieces of my own design in my ensemble.  In particular, anklets with small bells on them that would chime as I walked.  I also had small bells woven into my hair and as earrings.  This was, however, not a fashion choice but rather a practical point.  My [Muse] Class was geared towards combining forms of art and expression, and I had evolved it in part from my [Musician] Class that involved the use of instruments.  I could hardly carry around a harp with me and I can’t sing and use a flute at the same time, but bells counted as an instrument and could be small enough to pass for simple decorations.

  And of course, what was a dance?  What was a song?  Dancing, at the end of the day, was artistic movement.  Who is to say that someone could not walk artfully?  Who is to say I couldn’t treat walking and turning corners as a dance?  And singing?  Artful vocalizations.  If I tried to tread the line between singing my works and speaking them, who is to say that my speech wasn’t a song?

   I had little reason to use my Skills before now.  What need have I to use [Imperial Decree] or [Inspiring Voice]?  Even if someone was rude to me, in the end they would have to give me what I want.  Such was the nature of power, those beneath me had no choice and no recourse save an appeal to my family.  Anyways, showing off my Skills would just make my siblings more wary of me.

   Now though, I had work to do.  Once I was sufficiently awake, I was guided to breakfast with the [Governor].  My bells rang with every step and my Skills were perpetually active. If I had brought attendants of sufficient rank, I might have been having this meal with his family as well.  As it was, as a point of etiquette to make sure I did not feel outnumbered or threatened, the [Governor] and I ate alone together.  The table set by the [Servants] showed off the wealth of Al’a’xeria, the strength of its trade, and the bounty of its location.  Sea caught fish brought fresh from the harbor, fruits from the orchards that were watered by the delta, wine from the lands across the small sea.

   I would have enjoyed it much more if there was not business to discuss, but needs must.

   “[Governor], while I will deny this if I am ever asked, I do apologize for last night.” I opened, knowing that a good relationship with the [Governor] would make my life far easier.  “As you well know from our former meetings and my reputation, I do not care much for propriety or slights.  I prefer to be relaxed and casual with those around me whenever I can, and from that I am sure you can understand that this is a time when I can’t.”

   “You need not apologize to me Princess,” the [Governor] bows his head slightly.  “I was in the wrong, but I will accept your apology and thank you for offering it.  From our… Conversation, last night I am quite interested to hear what you have to say.”

   I gave a bright smile at that, leaning forward in a way that just so happened to cause the bells in my hair to chime.  It should be easy to sell this Amalek, given the gains he stood to make.

   “I am sure you have heard of my arguments for peace with the Hin’Tye Empire,” I took a sip of wine, letting him speculate for a few seconds with just that piece of information before going on.  “My Great Father has agreed, may he reign in the sun’s glory.  As the [Governor] of a port city, as a [Governor] of THE port city at the entrance to Sharon’An, I don’t think I have to tell you what that might mean.”

   I could practically see the greed in his eyes.  A real peace with the Hin’Tyes?  Trade would increase massively between our empires.  Goods that we have never seen before will flow through Al’a’xeria and Almalek will be able to pocket a slice of all of it.

   It was certainly true that trade between Ra’Sharon and the Hin’Tye did occur already.  If we were honest, and the Royal family would never be on this, we depended on the Hin’Tye.  The southern reaches of our empire were thick with gold and copper, but tin?  Not a single source in our entire empire.  Obviously, you can’t have bronze - an alloy of tin and copper - without tin and that meant trade, and all of our tools for farming and building were made of bronze.  There was a bit of a catch though.

   See, our weapons were made of bronze as well, and there was friction on our border with the Hin’Tyes.  It didn’t take a genius to figure out that our supply of tin was choked, we would lose the ability to repair or make weapons.  We would be fighting with stone against armies of metal, and our armies would have trouble feeding themselves as we suddenly had trouble finding tools for our farmers.

   We could always trade through the civilization to the north.  The fortress palaces across the sea were epicenters of commerce and industry, but that was ultimately a lot more distance to go and far more costly.  Consistent direct trade would be far better for our pocketbooks, and there were a number of goods that were difficult to get secondhand.  Like monster parts harvested from the Chasms of Hell.

   “And he has sent me to prepare the way for the [First Prince] of the Hin’Tyes who will be visiting the capital Kaire itself.” I continued, “I hope, in view of the profits our empire stands to make, that we can put last night behind us and look towards the future together.”

   [Governor] Almalek snapped out of whatever daydream of wealth he was having, suspicion entering his eyes.  The problem for him was that it sounded too good to be true.  The fact that I had not been involved in politics before did not change the fact that I was an [Imperial Princess] and that my Class was known for its plots and intrigues.  I had just given him a glimpse of a huge pile of gold, and now he was wandering around it wondering what devious trap would spring when he reached his hand out to take it.  Now to show him just a hint of a dagger.

   “I was thinking that Al’a’xeria would be host to a free trade district in the harbor,” I said as I leaned back, my bells chiming again.  “Administered and garrisoned by Imperial troops from Kaire to guarantee your safety of course.  A special tax free zone to facilitate trade between our empires, I think offering such a deal to the Hin’Tyes will be a wonderful gift and sign of our goodwill, no?”

   Where of course, Almalek would only get the barest scraps from the trade that would go on.  Oh, it would still be even more wealth in his pocket, but it wouldn’t be but the smallest fraction of what he could have gotten and now that he had seen the jackpot, he didn’t want to settle for the chump change.  It might seem odd to be essentially threatening someone who I wanted to work with me of their own will, but it was all part of the game.  I had to have a knife to his throat in order for him to feel safe.  Because if he could see the knife and bribe me to take it away, he wouldn’t have to worry about a knife in the back in the dark.

   “Unrelatedly, you know how much I try to avoid the politics of the court,” I say with an obviously fake sigh of regret.  “Unfortunately, I worry that some of my more principled arguments may have ruffled the feathers of a few of my siblings.  I was thinking that there might be a space in the delta where I could take a long vacation from the court in the luxury of these green lands.  You wouldn’t happen to know a place like that, would you?”

   And finally, the bribe he could offer me to pull the knife away.  A way out of the bloodbath the court would erupt into as my Father aged.  Retiring to a countryside villa here in the delta would be viewed as my “surrender” in this situation.  My siblings would view this peace treaty as my move for power - which I suppose it could have been if I had secured support from the Hin’Tyes - and they would view this villa, which would put me squarely under the influence of my eldest brother, as an admission that I had overstepped myself and removed myself from power.

   [Governor] Almalek smiled, raising his cup to me as he said, “I actually know quite a few places that you might find particularly pleasing.  Truly, the Sharon’An Delta is a place of wonder, as close to paradise as the gods will allow.”

   “Oh, but that raises a bit of a problem,” I say in fake surprise at a fake realisation.  “A free trade zone would be a magnet for pirates, and as an [Imperial Princess] I cannot be exposed to such barbarism.  I suppose that I will have to propose the free trade zone after my vacation is over.”

   Translated out of political side speak, I had basically said: “Put me up in a nice villa somewhere and that free trade zone will never happen.”

   “True, the Flower of Sharon’An could never be exposed to such a thing,” his smile widened.  “It is a shame, but after this, who would blame you for a vacation?  A little delay won’t matter at all.”

   “Indeed, I am glad to have found an understanding man like yourself [Governor] Almalek,” I said with the chime of bells.  “Now, let us discuss how we can make this happen.”

 

***

 

   I had learned two things after finishing breakfast and beginning to plan with Almalek.  First, he let out a few hints that my eldest brother had put him up to his show last night as a way to gauge my plans.  In return, I intimated that I welcomed him passing the information on to my brother.  If I played my cards right, my eldest brother would help keep me safe with the presumption that he had me in his back pocket if he needed me.  I can’t really see a reason why he would, but if he did, I was there.

  The second thing I learned was something I had known all the way back in my first life.  But there is a difference between learning something in a textbook and experiencing it, worlds of difference in fact.  I am being punny to prevent myself from shredding these very valuable maps to pieces, because they were less an accurate representation of the area and more of a vague set of guidelines.

   I had imagined, in the back of my head, that Classes and Skills would make up for the lack of technology in this sector.  I was very wrong.  Being a [Mapmaker] or a [Cartographer] helped you make maps, sure.  But they actually had to go to the places and travel to make the maps, and between the desert and monsters that wasn’t as easy as it sounded at first.

   Regardless, with the [Governor’s] backing, I had the resources I needed for the journey.  Of course, the palace would reimburse him the cost of anything I needed but there were things that could not be purchased outright.  Namely, the support of the [Governor’s] staff.  Probably anyway, I haven’t actually tried bribing them, I would feel kind of awkward doing it.  It was a lot less awkward taking a bribe than offering one, to me anyway.

   I would be going out with a caravan, visiting the two towns between Al’a’xeria and the border fort and the border fort itself.  It would be a week there and a week back, burning a third of my time away in the desert sun.  Not to mention, I had to leave enough time to get back to the fort again to meet the [Prince], which was eight days from Kaire.  If I did my math right, despite my head spinning from the maps, I would have eighteen days in Kaire to arrange everything on that end.  I had to hope that would be enough.

   “And your [Messengers] can truly make the journey so fast?” I ask skeptically, as we talk about the supply plan.  “I mean no offense, but surely they can’t be such high level as to make the entire journey in a mere two days.”

   “Their levels are particularly high,” Almalek responded with pride.  “Away from Sharon’An, messages can only travel by land, so they get plenty of practice.  Additionally, for this I will have them supplied with stamina potions.”

   “Truly?  Are you not worried they will simply run away with them and sell them?” I was shocked, stamina potions are worth many times their weight in gold.  The ingredients for them could not be grown in Ra’Sharon and they were supposedly very difficult to make.  Trusting any single person, let alone one who could outrun anyone sent to pursue them, with such a treasure was madness.

   “As much as I dislike the practice, I will have their families held hostage at the time,” Almalek replied calmly, inadvertently reminding me that there were few problems that couldn’t be solved by the application of violence and suffering.  “If they do their job, they will be well paid for their work.  If not…”

   “Try not to choose any [Messengers] with marital problems,” I manage to joke, if barely.  As long as the [Messengers] do their jobs, nothing bad will happen to anyone.  “Still, before I leave from Al’a’xeria allow me to meet with them.  I have some Skills which might help prevent any problems, although by the time the [Messengers] are traveling the effect will not be terribly great.”

   “And, with so much depending on it, I would be amenable to loaning some of the army’s chariots to make certain everyone stays in line,” I finish, pained to say such a thing.  I had originally planned to order some of our most powerful force, our [Charioteers], to be in the area as a deterrence to bandits.  I would have to get Father’s permission, but a force of fifty was a paltry sum.  If I asked nicely, he might give that much to me as a simple gift instead of a loan.  However, the idea of them chasing down deserting [Messengers] was making me feel sick.  Ideally, however, with all of that to keep people in line, none of it would actually have to be used.

   “Princess, I hesitate to ask but have you ever travelled through the desert before?” Almalek asked rather hesitantly.

   “Yes, but never a journey like this.”  I answered, thinking of the uncomfortable “day trips” I had taken to various religious sites that were further away from Sharon’An.  Why anyone would do anything away from the river, I could not fathom.

   “Then you should take this,” he said, handing me a jar of something.  “It will help prevent your skin from tanning and burning during your travels.”

   “Thank you, you are most kind.” I accepted the… Sunscreen?  Aj and Sere probably had some…  Actually, the lotion they applied to me after the bath probably included this in it.  It would explain a lot about why my skin was slightly lighter than most peasants.  It wouldn’t do for them to realise that the blood of the gods could get burned by the representative of Emre after all!

   I would not, of course, be using the [Governor’s] gift.  For all I knew, it was an addictive drug of some kind.  It wouldn’t be the first time someone had given a cosmetic gift with such a trap in it in the court, and I might work with Almalek, but I would never be able to completely trust him.  He was the kind of man who would always want more insurance in addition to more wealth and power.

   For now though, I was heading out into the desert to visit the villages on the way to the fort.

            

    
        Chapter Thirteen - Slaves and Salt

    
    
    
    
                   Travelling in the desert turned out to be exceptionally unpleasant, and it was far worse when travelling with a caravan.  For me, anyway, I am sure it made sense for people who couldn’t afford a chariot and driver, which was most everyone except high ranking nobles and priests.  If we had to travel by donkey, I might have gone mad before we made it to the first village, but thankfully we were able to use mules which were much faster.

  Compared to donkeys, anyway.  I could have probably made it to my destination faster on foot if it wasn’t a desert.  Of course, I would need to carry water with me if I was on foot, and that would slow me down and I obviously wouldn’t be able to carry food or goods with me as well.  Hence, the mules.

  In a lot of ways, it put into perspective just how much the desert limited the size of our empire.  A lot of the land was simply so inhospitable that despite our power and wealth, we could barely reach a couple hundred miles away from Sharon’An.  The river that we lived on was our lifeblood away from which the sheer brutality of the sands would leave nothing but bleached bones.

  Each leg of this trip was around sixty miles in length.  Our caravan would be moving around thirty miles a day and that was with the Skills of our [Caravan Leader].  Traveling a few miles an hour on the back of a smelly animal with nothing to look at but open was mind numbing.  I swore that, after this business with the peace treaty was done, I would have a road built and carriages invented if it was the last thing I did.

   I spent most of my time singing, and lamenting the fact that I lacked a Skill that would help us move faster.  My only consolation was that I could try and use this as a way to test some of my theories about Skills.  I currently believed that every Class had a list of Skills that they could obtain and the higher the Class level, the more powerful and interesting Skills would be available.  That part was somewhat of an obvious point, but it was the basis for the next part of my theory.

  If there was a list of Skills that someone could get, what decided what they would get?  My observation - which is to say, my interrogations of [Servants] and [Laborers] - was that the largest basis for obtaining a Skill was whether or not you needed it.  If you were a [Warrior] having trouble staying alive and it was reasonably certain that your next real battle would kill you, you would be far more likely to gain a defensive Skill in training.

  How much you wanted a Skill and how much you tried to obtain a Skill were lesser factors, but they were also factors.  If you had no real “need” then the next most important factor was how much you tried or trained to get a certain Skill.  Of course, my data was contaminated by the fact that few people tried or trained for Skills that they didn’t want.

  Nevertheless, I certainly needed to reach my destinations on time; speed was imperative, especially because the faster we moved the more time I would have to prepare each village.  I also wanted, desperately, to have this end faster.  Which only left training, which I am fairly sure my singing counted as.  If I did level up, I would expect to get a Skill that would make this ordeal more tolerable.

  At least my singing probably made this trip more tolerable for the people I was travelling with, and it was a lot of people.  First, there was myself, but I was an [Imperial Princess] and so I needed both [Servants] and [Soldiers] to guard me and there was the [Caravan Guide], who had a couple of [Servants] and hired [Guards] with him.  I was bringing riches with me, in part to pay the villagers and in part to begin the process of decorating for the Hin’Tye [First Prince’s] visit.

   I wasn’t going to carry the gold myself, which meant more mules and more mules meant more [Servants] to take care of them.  Then we needed to have more [Guards] to protect the treasure and watch over the [Servants] to prevent theft and more [Soldiers] to watch over the [Guards]!  And all of these people have to eat and drink, which means more mules and even more [Servants]!

   Camping out in the desert was at least tolerable.  Cold, yes, but I had blankets and a tent.  I can always add more layers if I am cold, but there is only so much an [Imperial Princess] can remove in the heat.  It is a mark of [Slaves] to go about naked, and even then it is only the men usually.  Not that we had nearly as many [Slaves] as I expected, but that was an effort for another time.

   The food available for dinner and breakfast the next day only strengthened my conviction that my decision to plan for [Messengers] and [Couriers] to meet and supply us while we traveled was a good idea.  Not that it was particularly poor, but it was basically just bread and salted meat.  And by salted meat I meant jerky because anything that could spoil would spoil in the heat.  So to fulfill Father’s request - and coincidentally add to my own comfort - I was going to make even the travelling luxurious for the visiting prince!

   I had the [Map Maker] I dragged along mark the position of our overnight camp on the maps.  I would have [Laborers] brought out to construct some small structures.  Rooms for the upper ranks to sleep in, a dining area, and most importantly, latrines.  Plus, they could raise some poles that linen could be stretched between to make an impromptu structure if need be.  Actually, as I think about it, having a waystation like this built might just be a good idea in general.  Another thought to put in my back pocket for later.

   I had [Messengers] relay my orders back to Al’a’xeria; I wasn’t going to wait until I returned to the city to get this started.  One of the flaws in Ra’Sharon as an empire was that the backbone of our-  Well, our basically everything, was [Laborers].  [Builders] and [Masons] were skilled positions that we had far fewer of then one might initially imagine.  Not that we didn’t have a lot of them, but they spent more time doing detailed work than anything as mundane as constructing a stone room in the middle of nowhere.

   Back on Earth, this probably wouldn’t be all that important in the grand scheme of things.  It would be a waste to have a trained, educated, and skilled worker doing a job like hauling stone that an uneducated peasant could do just as easily.  In this world though, Skills were a thing and a [Builder] or [Mason] with a [Leader] Class or a consolidation of [Leader] and one or both of the other two leading a team composed of [Builders] could set up a basic structure in less than a day.

   [Laborers] would take a much longer time.  Although, compared to an Earth civilization with roughly the same technology and in a similar location, they were still incredibly impressive.  Much of the reason that it wouldn’t make much of a difference if the workers on Earth were skilled or unskilled for a project like this is that the project simply wouldn’t be possible in the time frame I desired.  I would probably be just making it Al’a’xeria now if it weren’t for Classes and Skills.  Instead, I was entering the first village.  

  Nater was a salt mine, which meant a couple of things.  First, an absurd amount of wealth was produced here.  Salt was an incredibly important commodity and was worth its weight in gold in some places.  It had surprised me to learn that the more educated people I had met were aware that salt was necessary to survive, especially in an environment like Ra’Sharon where the heat caused people to dehydrate quickly.  Salt was, in a quite literal sense, life.

   But it was also death, because the second thing about Nater was that it was a place where [Slaves] went to die.  Ra’Sharon didn’t have many [Slaves] compared to its population, but you would never know it here.  Nater was almost entirely made of [Slaves], [Overseers], and [Taskmasters] and was, essentially, a bunch of huts and a pit.

   Salt mining - something I had never even thought about on Earth where I was more worried about having too much sodium - was deadly.  It carried all the risks generally associated with mining but added extreme dehydration to the mix because the salt would suck the water right out of the miners.  Not to mention that the Ra’Sharon desert was hot as hell and that the [Slaves] were poorly treated in general.

   After meeting with the [Head Overseer] however, I decided that it had to change- partially, at least.  Ideally, there wouldn’t be slaves or [Slaves] of any kind, but I simply lacked the power to do such a thing.  Worse still, from the view up above, when considering the empire, it was somewhat hard to justify improving things in a place like Nater.  People died in Nater all the time, but if there was somehow a shortfall in salt, people would die all over.

   Regardless, some changes did have to occur.  Nater was close to the border and we had a history of skirmishes with the Hin’Tyes, which meant that a portion of the [Slaves] here were Hin’Tye [Soldiers] captured in battle or maybe even civilians that were in the wrong place at the wrong time.  It would be a poor start to our peace for them to see their people enslaved barely a hundred miles past the border.  Especially not when the area itself was also incredibly valuable commercially and strategically.

   “And so, I want you to make certain all Hin’Tyes in the mines survive until we pass through here,” I was saying to the [Head Overseer] over a cup of wine.  “More than that, treat them well.  I don’t want to see starving or scarred men when we pass through and I free them as a gift.”

   “Your Highness,” the [Head Overseer] wore almost as much jewelry as I did and it jingled softly as he set his cup down.  “A significant portion of the workers here are captured Hin’Tye [Soldiers] or similar Classes.  It isn’t like they lose their levels in [Soldier] or whatever else they have when they take up the [Slave] Class; for all the trouble they could cause if they revolt, these men are also our best workers.  There hasn’t been any skirmish of significance in weeks, the [Soldiers] are still alive because they are far hardier than some peasant sold into slavery by their parents.”

   “And you worry that salt production would suffer,” I sigh, knowing that this problem would have to be addressed and trying to think quickly.  Thankfully, my travel had given me an idea, one so simple I had to wonder why it had yet to be implemented.

   “I am uncertain that this would solve the fact that there would be an immediate dip in production,” I speak slowly, choosing my words carefully and constructing my arguments in my head.  “But my own studies and education have led me to some interesting ideas for how to apply the [Singer] and [Musician] Classes.  I believe that - with the correct stimulus - many of them could gain Skills that increase Strength and restore energy to those who listen.  A single [Singer] might be able to improve the efficiency of the entire mine, if everyone can hear him.”

   “Perhaps that is so, Your Highness,” he agrees readily as a [Slave] tops off his wine.  “Yet ideas that could work in the future really do nothing to solve the issue before us now.  A more practical solution would be to simply keep the [Slaves] out of sight.”

   But then I couldn’t get the goodwill from the [First Prince] by freeing his people for him, which I felt would be a great bonus to the start of negotiations.  Of course, on the other hand, the [Soldiers] could be a part of those negotiations.  A more acceptable proposal might be to offer to return the [Soldiers] in exchange for other [Slaves].  There would be less of a hit to the salt production but I would also be not nearly in as good a spot with the peace treaty than if I simply freed them at no cost.

   It would also require me to stomach being a more direct participant in the trade of [Slaves].  It already left a bitter taste in my mouth that I had to leave any slavery alone, but actually being part of the trade would turn my stomach.  I don’t think I could do it- is what I wish I could say, but salt was life and compromising the freedom of a few to aid in a peace between two large civilizations was a trade I would take if I had to.  I would hate myself and the world as I did it, but I would do it.  Still, I desperately considered what options I might have.  [Singers] and [Musicians] were not an option for now, and it wasn’t like there were any other Classes…  That had Skills… That…

  By Podi, I am a fool.  The answer was obvious, even if it was expensive and I was an [Imperial Princess] or Ra’Sharon!  If there was one thing I did not lack, it was gold.  I was wealthy beyond the dreams of most people, and that kind of wealth could move mountains.  Or at least get someone to travel to a salt mining town for a while, anyway.

  “I have already sent to Al’a’xeria to build a waypoint between here and the city,” I gave a victorious smile.  “It would be little trouble to send for additional [Masons].  Salt is essentially stone, yes?  Their Skills can make up for the loss of [Slaves] until more can be brought north.”

  “That would be… Costly,” the [Head Overseer] mulled the offer over.  “If Your Highness is truly willing to pay for such a thing, it might be enough to shift the balance.”

  “I will also have a [Quarrymaster] sent for,” I continued, thinking of how to improve further. “They will not likely be able to stay long - Father’s projects always require more stone - but unless I missed something when I checked, none here have that Class.  It would likely be a boon to your work here.”

  I had used [Scholar’s Eye] to check, and no one seemed to have the Class.  Although I certainly hadn’t seen everyone and the Skill was far from perfect, so I could be wrong about that.  It did allow me to see that the [Head Overseer] also had the [Warrior] and [Merchant] Classes though, which was something.  It was rare for people to accumulate too many Classes, and so I thought it unlikely that a Class like [Quarrymaster] had evaded my sight.

   “Unfortunately, in all likelihood I am too high level to be able to benefit much from another Class.  I simply would not be able to level it much.” the man shrugged, “but I will certainly try, and production will likely be boosted while he is here.  Still, the cost…  Are you sure you wish to do this, Your Highness?”

   “Yes, I am.” I was glad to have found a solution that involved freeing people instead of trading them, “have the Hin’Tye men taken care of.  I don’t care if they still work, but before our scheduled arrival with the prince I want them to have bathed the day before.  Lighten their work until then, feed them well and forbid the other [Overseers] from beating them.”

   One more problem solved, a seemingly infinite amount left to go.

            

    
        Chapter Fourteen - Bound Reeds and Sharpened Knives

    
    
    
    
                   ...thus, I believe my research has shown that where Classes overlap they are harder to gain or grow.  A [Laborer] will have difficulty gaining the [Farmer] Class just by working on a farm, because any menial labor will contribute far more to her [Laborer] Class than her possible [Farmer] Class.  Furthermore, when a person has two Classes and performs an action that can qualify for both Classes - for example, a [Soldier] who also has the [Leader] Class giving orders to a squad of [Soldiers] - the growth will be split between the two Classes, weighted towards the one most suited for the task.

   My conjecture is that this is the reason for the rarity of Class consolidation, but I also believe it implies that any two Classes that do overlap can consolidate into one.  Investigating the process has proven difficult given the time involved in training to provoke a Class consolidation, but it does continue.

   (-an excerpt from: “Second Treatise on the System” as translated by Dr. A. J. Heimler.  Believed to have been written by Princess Hemtra of Ra’Sharon two thousand years Before Descent.)

 



 

   The second village was just a village, only noteworthy for being built around an oasis having more fortifications and storage than most villages of the same size.  It served as a supply depot and fallback point for forts at the border and was far more military than civilian.  In fact, it seemed that many of the [Soldiers] at the fort had their families live here.

   I, personally, had very little opinion on the place.  As far as I could tell, nothing of importance was produced here.  The spring gave the oasis water, but the soil was more sand than dirt, so it was not farmed.  There was plant life, but it was all hardy desert plants that could survive even in the sandy soil.  There weren't rocks to quarry, clay to make pottery with, wood worth chopping, or basically anything else.

   Actually, on consideration, I suppose that is a noteworthy feature.  I decided this really wasn’t even a village, it was just a depot where some families of the soldiers happened to live.  I would have to import [Servants] here, the population was not up to the challenge of hosting the envoy even if I provided the food and decoration.

   The place certainly needed decoration though.  Construction throughout Ra’Sharon primarily only used two materials: stone and mudbrick.  Stone was expensive, and used exclusively by the upper classes.  Mudbrick, by contrast, was very literally dirt cheap, and was used to construct most of the cities in the empire.  It was this cheap because it could be made by mixing mud and straw husks and then packing it down, so [Laborers] could produce it all along Sharon’An.

   Now despite what you might expect from the name, mudbrick could look good.  Even the palace complex wasn’t entirely made from stone, it was actually mostly mudbrick produced and constructed with care.  The thing is, a lot of mudbrick was not produced or constructed with any kind of care and that was on display here.

   The village named Miol’D - which amused me personally because the way it was pronounced made it sound like “me old” in english and made me think at any time one of the people around me was going to say “me old dog was a gud dog an’ we’ve bin in this here town since furever” or something, I think the sun is getting to me - was not constructed with any particular care.  The name of the village literally meant “tower depot,” and that was all it was, so no one had ever bothered to make it look impressive.

   The buildings were asymmetrical and bumpy, looking rough even from a distance.  A lot of the bricks were oddly shaped or of random sizes, and there was no effort made to paint or decorate them.  Neither of those were things I had time to do probably.  Instead, I would just have tapestries and banners brought in and hang them everywhere as decoration.  It wouldn’t hide the mess perfectly, but I think it will look impressive enough that the ugliness of the buildings will be overlooked.

   Considering what I had seen at Miol’d, I had expected the border fort itself to be just as much of a wreck and I had expected that I would need to order similar preparations there as well.  With what I had already planned for, I had even started thinking that I would end up spending more on cloth than I would on metal decorations.

   However, after leaving Miol’D and enduring another desert trek, I was surprised to find that the border fort was actually very impressive.  The outer wall was quarried stone and the inner structures were made of well made mudbrick so you could hardly even tell the difference.  The outer wall even had casting stones!

   Rather than paint, the walls had been covered in limestone casing stones that had been highly polished to be smooth and bright, making the outer wall shine a pure white in the sun.  It was a very impressive effect, and I personally wondered if it was also a defensive tactic.  I found it hard to look at the fort as we approached it because it was so bright.

   When we arrived, I met with the fort’s [Commander].  To my surprise, the fort would require far less preparation than either village.  It was easy for me to forget, but our [Soldiers] were a favored Class and class in our empire.  While power was very much centralized with Father, there were nobles, although very few had the [Noble] Class - I wasn’t sure why that was yet, but I would like to find out.  More relevantly, inheritance among the noble class was decided by primogeniture, which basically meant that the first son inherited everything.  Second sons would often join the military as a result, either hoping to be rewarded with plunder and land for service or to rise in the rank and gain power that way.

   From my vantage point as an [Imperial Princess], there was very little difference between a [Servant] and a [Soldier].  Realistically though, [Soldiers] were part of the upper crust of society with status equal to [Scribes].  As a result, there was far more wealth here than I had expected.  The [Commander] was a third son from a relatively powerful family in the south of the empire, and so he was able to arrange a welcome without needing much of my input so long as I provided the resources for him to do so.  I was perfectly fine putting my trust in him because success here would be a strong boost to his career, and he would also know that if the peace failed because of him I would bury him even if I had to beg my brother to do it.

   With this, the first leg of the journey was accounted for.  Now I just had to travel all the way back and arrange the rest.  At the very least once I got back I would be able to take a proper bath and have a proper meal.

 

***

 

   One week later, I was arriving back in Al’a’xeria.  I had gained, over the past two weeks, an appreciation for the amount of effort that must have gone into exploring and traveling through the lands in ancient times.  If it was this uncomfortable for me, I can do nothing but pity the people who have to travel without the luxuries I have.  It also made me appreciate George Lucas’s writing from more than thirty years ago and two worlds away where I had watched the prequels.

   Because after that trip, I could fully understand devoting time in a multi-million dollar movie in a beloved franchise to complaining about sand.  Fuck sand.

   Again, [Governor] Almalek came to greet me, and this time he followed proper etiquette and allowed me to speak first.

   “[Governor] Almalek,” I smiled in greeting.  “On my return from the border I encountered your workers already constructing the waystations I had asked for.  I appreciate the prompt effort, you have done well.”

   He bowed in return, thanking me for the praise and offering me a chariot back to his palace.  I gladly accepted this of course, because while I cannot say I hated mules, I certainly did not want to spend more time than I needed to on them.  The temptation of a real bath was also a siren call and I simply could not resist.

  I probably should have, or at least given it some thought, because Aj and Sere were back with the rest of the caravan.  While I certainly could use the [Servants] and [Attendants] provided by the [Governor], those two were my [Personal Attendants] and their Skills reflected that.  They not only had Skills that helped them do things faster, but also ones that helped them do things better.

  It honestly made me feel like I was a poor [Maid] in my previous life, although the research I had done - before Father shut it down - had given me a little insight into that.  After all, a [Battle Maid] was both a fighter and a servant, so it was best at things that involved both but only ok at things that were purely one or the other.  The System was a bit different in that world, but I believed that the basic concept applied even in a world that only allowed one Class per person.

  “No, but thank you though,” I waved the [Attendants] away.  “I will wait for my own [Attendants], the Skills they have honestly make it worth the wait.”

  “As you with, Flower Princess,” the [Attendant] bowed and was about to leave before I stopped her.

  “Flower Princess?” I asked curiously, “why did you call me that?”

  The woman’s eyes widened, and she immediately flung herself to the floor, apologizing profusely.

  “Forgiveness, Princess Hemere!” She cried out in panic, “I did not mean to offend you!”

  “Oh stand up,” I rolled my eyes, having seen more than one scene like this.  “You haven’t offended me at all, I am just curious why you called me ‘Flower Princess.’”

  “Many call you the Flower of Sharon’An, Princess,” she said, only getting to her feet when I threatened to pull her up myself if she didn’t.  “Rumors of your beauty had always circulated, but after your visit and the people saw you…  Those who say you agreed that your beauty was like a precious flower grown by Sharon’An.”

  Now that I think about it, didn’t the [Governor] call me by that title when I first showed up?  I am not sure what to think about this.  On one hand, it is incredibly flattering, but on the other hand it is also creepy to think that some old man was calling me a “Flower.”  Either way, this was just a consequence of my Classes.  [Imperial Princess] primarily raised Charisma and Willpower, while [Muse] - as a consolidated Class - raised my Charisma massively.  I had over two hundred Charisma, and when you add that to the effort my [Personal Attendants] put into my appearance…

  “Calling me that doesn’t bother me,” that was mostly true, I think.  “It just surprised me, that is all.  You may go now, thank you for the explanation.”

   Even using my Skills, she was still nervous and fled from the room as soon as I gave my permission for her to go.  I decided that what she said wasn’t really important.  I wouldn’t be surprised if all of my siblings who were noticeable had titles or nicknames of some kind.  Gaining the Classes that I had originally consolidated into Muse had brought me into contact with parts of the population, and people had certainly noticed me when we left Al’a’xeria and returned.

   Aj and Sere arrived while I was thinking, and they began the preparations for my bath.  I let out a very happy sigh as I slipped in.  Aj was washing my hair - just like sunscreen, I was originally surprised that shampoo already existed - and even performing a scalp massage as well.  Sere, meanwhile, flitted around the room preparing my outfit - which was more difficult than you would think it to be considering the only clothing I wore was a white linen dress every day - arranging the jewelry I would be wearing.  Maybe I should have a circlet with the ouroboros theme made…?  

   “Have you ever heard me called the ‘Flower of Sharon’An,’ Aj?” I asked, as she continued to wash my hair.

   “I have Princess Hemere,” Aj replied as she began to rinse my hair.  “It is an appellation you deserve, to be sure.”

   “Perhaps, but I certainly wouldn’t without the help of you and Sere,” I leaned forward for her to wash my back.  “Your Skills and skill in applying my makeup and dressing me every day.  I really appreciate the effort, you two.”

   There was a pause at that, I think I had surprised her.  Admittedly, she knew that I knew she sold information on me to my siblings, which some might think would make me dislike Aj.  Realistically though, I was the seventeenth child of Father, my older siblings had been around for quite a while before I was born.  By the time I reached a reasonable age to begin having my own [Attendants] basically everyone was on the payroll of my siblings.

   But since I wasn’t hiding anything, I didn’t care about that.  So why shouldn’t I thank them for doing such a good job?  Honestly, I didn’t do it often enough.  I really had gotten used to being an [Imperial Princess], and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.  It was basic courtesy in my original life to thank people for doing things for me and my second life required me to have perfect etiquette at all times.  In this life though, I used my status like a sledgehammer and expected people to obey me.  It made me wonder how much my environment had to do with my behavior.

   But I shook those thoughts off as I was dried and dressed.  Despite how much I wish there was after riding on a mule for two weeks, there was not time for a massage right now.  I had still more arrangements to make, although I feel it was safe to say that the hardest part of my preparation was done.

   Not that the next part was easy.  Unfortunately, our shipbuilding technique was rather lacking.  Classes made up for a lot obviously, the [River Master] was proof of that.  However, Ra’Sharon did not have massive ships or barges.  It was, I believe, a result that is obvious when you consider the resource constraints our empire worked under.

   Wood was a precious thing in the desert.  For two lives, I had lived surrounded by wooden objects and never thought about them much.  In this life, I was wealthy beyond compare and royal, but I would have difficulty getting even a fraction of the wood I used to take for granted.

   For the trip downriver with the [First Prince] I had no intention to rush.  Along Sharon’An you could see some of our greatest works and the trip was the most beautiful sight in our empire.  So I wanted to show it off with a slow pleasure cruise that could handle prince and the people who accompanied him as well as myself and other Ra’Sharon elite.

   The elite wouldn’t actually stay on the ship, but visit it from the various cities we passed.  However, I could not delay too much bringing the [First Prince] to meet Father, so the ship would have to have a place suitable for sleeping.  While the ship would travel slowly, it would also travel constantly, without stopping at night.

   It didn’t take a genius to realise that six weeks were not enough time to build what I wanted; it possibly wasn’t long enough to even gather the raw materials.  So I would have to cheat.  I would have multiple smaller barges lashed together and a platform constructed on them, with structures built on top of that.  Wood would be used sparingly in construction with much of the material being used being woven reeds.

   I stopped by the docks to make certain construction would begin on time while also sending for the [River Master] to be prepared to bring me back to the capital tomorrow morning.  I would have dinner with the [Governor] tonight and be eating dinner in the royal palace tomorrow night.  After that…  Well, even the [Governor] was dropping hints that he knew what happened next, which I was taking as a subtle message from my eldest brother.

   “The court has been astir since you left,” the [Governor] was showing off his wealth again, as both our plates featured Charol meat.  Charol being a monster found far to the north that resembled a lion with three heads.  Much like a cerberus, which was also a thing but not particularly edible. “No one had expected your request to be approved, most everyone is scrambling around to see how this will change things.”

   “Most everyone is not everyone,” I take a bite of the meal, savoring the meat and herb taste before continuing.  “I believe there are at least some who see as Father does and understand the gains that we stand to make.”

   “To be sure, Princess, but even if everyone is not scrambling, everyone is certainly making moves.  The [First Prince] has even decided to spearhead a few projects in the southern reaches, to reinforce the province and keep it in line.”

   “Truly? Well I hope he will return to meet the Hin’Tye [First Prince],” I had to work to prevent my eyes from narrowing.  There was a lot to unpack there.  “I had hoped for the two of them to form a friendship.”

   “Ah, and there is a message from him to you as well,” the [Governor] said, motioning for a [Servant] to bring it to me.  “I apologise for not mentioning it before, but the [First Prince] asked me to wait until now.”

   I wasn’t listening to the [Governor] anymore, instead I was scanning the message.  It was short and to the point:

   “The palace is yours on loan.  Succeed and I will come north to join and your way out is guaranteed.”

   It wasn’t signed, but my eldest brother had a Skill that allowed him to “stamp” his writing in a way that made it impossible to copy.  The stamp was present, which means that this was the guaranteed words of my brother and that the pressure had just gone up immensely.

   My elder brother going south could mean a lot of things.  It could mean that he expected to be able to relocate troops from the northeastern border to the south to help hold and pacify the territory.  Alternatively, it could mean that he wanted to make sure that the fortifications in the south were strong enough to survive attack even if he removed troops from them to march north.

   It certainly meant that he didn’t want to talk to me, and that was bad.  He was worried, probably that I had a Skill that would allow me to control him somehow.  I doubted it, his Willpower would be quite high, but on the other hand, my Charisma was very high as well.  If he was worried about me, then that would mean I might be considered a threat to be eliminated, so I would have to allay his fears as soon as possible.

   Perhaps I should get a [Priest] to send him a copy of my Menu?  That was personal and invasive, but so was getting stabbed and I had already tried being stabbed once.  The real question was, why was he worried?

   “Because I could silence the [Governor] with a single word and was manipulating him with my Skills throughout our meetings…” I thought to myself, realising that I was a fool.  I knew that the [Governor] was reporting to my brother, so of course he would have told him.  There was more to politics and intrigue than Skill, and I had precious little skill because I had refused to participate.

   “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” I muttered under my breath as I sat back in my chair.  Well, I had secured a palace for the Hin’Tye prince without having to beg, so silver linings I guess.
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                  [First Prince] Uppilimus Sut of the Hin’Tye POV:


   The further south I had traveled, the drier the land had become, with the scrub finally giving way to sand on the final leg of the journey south of Bilos. I had left Hasa weeks ago, and was looking forward to finally reaching Ra’Sharon. Originally, I admit, I had been looking forward to visiting the legendary kingdom simply to visit such an ancient land. Now, I just wanted to stop travelling for a change!

   “My Prince,” Shati spoke from where he drove the chariot I was traveling on. “You seem impatient again.”

   “How can I not be?” I sighed, “yet you will advise me to remain calm despite there not being anyone who can even see us yet.”

   “It is my job and Class your Highness,” [Advisor] Shati replied, his eyes scanning the desert around them. “And we can never be sure what Skills might exist; they could have eyes on us already.”

   “Is that even an issue if they do?” I shrug, not particularly concerned by the thought. “Ra’Sharon will soon be our allies, but even if they weren’t despite its age, the Ra’Sharon Empire’s military is lacking.”

   “That makes it more of an issue, my Prince. Our battles will no longer be with the spear and arrow, but with words and trade. Appearance is your armor in this, and we risk ambush because you are feeling petulant. Look, their fort is just ahead.”

   Indeed it was, you could hardly miss the structure with how it shone. I straightened up, fixing my robe - which I was coming to hate in the sun - and did my best to look regal. Honestly, I felt that one of my younger brothers should have come down here. I could do far more for the empire in battle against the monsters that rose from the chasms. Regardless, my father gave a command and refusal was not an option. Besides, we could use the soldiers from Bilos in other places.

   It still took time for us to arrive, even though we were travelling purely by chariot. Given the distance involved, doing anything else would take far too long. I expected that we would be spending the night at the fort, which would at least be an improvement on camping in the increasingly hostile terrain.

   A brief exchange of [Messengers] and we were waved through the gate. It certainly looked impressive, to the untrained eye at least. I doubted laying siege to this fort would be very difficult, presuming we had access to water. Of course, that was Ra’Sharon’s largest advantage. When moving an army to fight them, a [General] had to expect to lose many soldiers to the heat and the sand.

   Ra’Sharon could often afford to lose battle after battle, doing little besides delaying their enemies. They would win the war as the land did the fighting for them, so it shouldn’t be a surprise that their forts looked like a stiff breeze would knock them over. Inside however…

   [Soldiers] were arranged in an honor guard to welcome them in the courtyard. [Servants] rushed forward to look after their horses and guide them to their hosts. Banners of linen flowed from some of the windows, and their hosts came forward to meet them. Mostly [Soldiers] and the base [Commander] and…

   My breath caught in my throat, the words I had planned to speak flew from my mind. She was tall, only barely shorter than I was and her straight, long, and glossy black hair contrasted against her white dress that ended just above her ankles. Barefoot, but adorned with gold and jewels. Bracelets, anklets, armlets, necklaces, and even woven into her hair, she wore more wealth than even my father did, but it didn’t look tasteless. No, against her olive skin her jewelry stood out and shone, sparkling in the bright sun.

   A perfect face, with bright red lips and wide brown eyes that a man could lose themselves in. I had to admit, when Shati cleared his throat to bring me back the present, that I had. It wasn’t illusion magic, it couldn’t be that or mind magic. The [Priests] had provided me amulets that were proof against that. No, she was just that beautiful, and she was now coming up to meet him.

   “My greetings to you Uppilimus Sut, [First Prince] of the Hin’Tye,” her voice had a musical quality as she spoke and she bowed to me. “I welcome you to Ra’Sharon. I am Hat’he-Emra Hemere, seventeenth princess of Ra’Sharon and your guide while visiting our empire. Please, allow our [Servants] to guide you to where you can refresh yourself after your travels before we meet and sup.”

   I was in a bit of a daze, but I am fairly certain I managed to stutter out a somewhat reasonable response before I was guided away. Immediately after I was away from her, I cursed myself for acting like a fool. Was I some child to be distracted by a woman!?

   Yes… Yes, damnit, I was.

   “Shati…” I asked when we were in private for a moment, “did she use a Skill on me?”

   “She was calming the entire crowd, yourself included your Highness,” Shati replied. “This is a grave insult. Sending such a low rank member of the royal family to meet you and then her using her Skills so openly?”

   These emotions were what I was feeling when I was being calmed? Her decision was clearly the correct one, my heart might have stopped if she had encouraged my emotions!

   “Shati,” I say, still somewhat breathless. “You must be made of stone to not react to her, if I wasn’t calmed…”

   “This Princess Hemere must have an incredibly high Charisma,” Shati looked thoughtful. “She certainly seemed beautiful to me, but your reaction reminds me of the reactions people have when their Willpower is overwhelmed.”

   “I am a [First Prince] and a [General!]” I gasp, considering what it would mean for her Charisma to be that high, but on the other hand… “But for a reaction like this, she must actually like me herself and want me to like her…”

   Shati just groaned, “Of course she does, if I recall correctly this whole thing started as her idea. She wants to forge connections with you to aid her own power, clear your head. You know damn well you have the Willpower to resist this. Your Willpower was overwhelmed partially because she is just plainly beautiful even without the Charisma, you just let yourself become struck by her!”

   “I’m not even surprised that your tendency to womanize has already caused problems,” Shati muttered as he shook his head. “You don’t even see this as an insult, do you?”

   “Is it one?” I challenge, although I know he is correct in some ways. I won't allow myself to be overwhelmed again, I was merely surprised to see pure water after so long traveling in a desert. “Who would you rather be welcomed by: her or some random official or [Prince]?”

   Shatti just rolled his eyes as he helped me to clean up properly. I wouldn’t allow anyone else to act like this around me, and even him only in private, but his counsel was always sound. I valued his thoughts far more than his attitude; I had given up even trying to fix that.

   After we had rested some from our travels, a [Servant] invited us to eat with the [Princess] and [Commander]. I was looking forward to something more than travel rations, although I didn’t expect much from a border fort. However, when we were led to the dining hall I was surprised to see a table laid out that would put many smaller cities to shame.

   “Greetings and welcome again [First Prince],” the music of the [Princess’s] voice didn’t cloud my mind this time. Nor did her graceful movements, so complimented by the bells, as she showed me to my seat. “Your presence here fills me with joy as it shows that the effort I have put into the peace between our empires is not in vain.”

  “I am quite happy to be here,” I gave her my best smile as a [Servant] served my wine in a highly decorated glass cup. Now that I was more focused, I saw that her Skills weren’t beguiling in nature, rather they worked to inspire emotion; an important difference. “But from your words am I to take the meaning that you are the architect of this peace treaty?”

  “I would not dare take full credit,” she demurred. “The negotiations are in the hands of my Great Father and your own, Your Highness. I merely pushed for them to happen in the beginning and take responsibility as your guide during your visit.”

  “Fascinating,” I took a drink of the wine, which was quite good, to give myself time to think. That she was the person behind this peace proposal from Ra’Sharon changed things. It certainly explained why she was here to greet us and it also meant that there was a lot more to this woman than a pretty face. “But your father, the [Pharaoh], is the only one who can negotiate with us, correct?”

  “Indeed,” gods even her movements while seated felt like they were part of some dance. “No one would dare usurp his authority in Ra’Sharon. His words are law for our entire empire.”

  Hot bread was served, along with cuts of seasoned meat served with a mix of vegetables and fruit. All of it was fresh; even the leafy greens had not yet wilted! They were served on ivory plates and came with ivory utensils. I hadn’t seen utensils quite like these before, but their use was immediately obvious and convenient for cutting and eating the meat especially.

  “I do apologize for the poor fare today,” Princess Hemere bowed her head towards them. “Unfortunately, it is hard to bring proper meals to the border. I hope you find it acceptable.”

  “I do, more than, in fact.” It was wonderful to eat proper food finally after travelling, “Will you illuminate our itinerary for the rest of our journey?”

  She smiled, slightly showing her pure white teeth and said, “I would be glad to do so, [High Prince].”


***


  The journey to the city of Al’a’xeria was far more pleasant than our past travels. Camps had been built in advance between the villages and they had been stocked and staffed as if they were miniature palaces. To my surprise, Princess Hemere was having fresh food run to us every meal by [Messengers] with advanced Classes.

  The villages themselves were decorated with banners and gold, with honor guards clearing the way ahead of us. At the second village - a salt mining village - the Princess freed a group of our [Soldiers] who had been taken as [Slaves] in previous border conflicts, giving a small speech that she said she hoped would commemorate the end of such conflicts between our empires. She also presented them with a small fortune of gold as compensation for their enslavement.

  As we traveled, we conversed, and I found her to be rather learned. Surprisingly so, and to the point she even had the [Scholar] Class! She could speak with eloquence on many topics - although admittedly I think she could make the coarsest swearing seem eloquent if she wished - with an eye towards the future repercussions of actions.

  I had thought she was more than just a pretty face when I had learned that she was behind the peace treaty, but I had very clearly underestimated her. Perhaps I had underestimated Ra’Sharon in general. She thought in terms of centuries and millennia, and Ra’Sharon was such an ancient empire that I felt that kind of consideration made sense for them. It was something I felt that the Hin’Tye lacked in comparison, my countrymen tended to think in the now. When I brought that topic up, however, she only laughed.

  “In many ways, you aren’t wrong.” she said with a wide smile on her face, “but consider it in reverse: Ra’Sharon is so focused on stability and legacy that we fail to adapt to the present. Our age is worthy of pride, but it brings us to hubris. It is too easy to look at an empire like the Hin’Tye and see you as a passing thing; something that will be swallowed by the sands of time like all the others who have risen and fallen around us.”

  “Sharon’An gives us abundant food, such that famine never touches our cities. The desert is nigh impenetrable to armies who would seek to conquer us if we put up even token resistance. All we do is build, and although much of our work is magnificent it might be all that is truly left of us one day if we fail to adapt to the times around us.”

  “The ideal I have envisioned is that we work together. Ra’Sharon will provide the Hin’Tye the stability of food and population, while the Hin’Tye provide us innovation and adaptation. We have few who can challenge us alone, who would dare challenge us together?”

  Vision, that is what she had. A vision of a future that I had never conceived of. It seemed… Naive, in many ways. [Pharaohs] and [Emperors] were supreme, the very concept of an equal was anathema to them, yet this would require exactly that. On the other hand, the benefits were obvious. Wealth and security beyond what either empire could have dreamed.

  Al’a’xeria gave a taste of that wealth. The Sharon’An - they insisted that it was not “the Sharon’An river” but merely “the Sharon’An” or even just “Sharon’An” - split into its delta here, turning desert into a paradise. The city was huge and densely populated, perhaps even larger than Hasa, with monuments scattered all around the city.

  At the city’s palace, we were welcomed with open arms by a [Governor] named Almalek. Shatti would later tell me that he had been approached in secret by the man, who hinted at possible bribes in return for certain additions to a possible future trade deal that might follow the peace treaty. That was only to be expected, and I had seen the knowing - if amused - glance towards Shatti and Almalek from Princess Hemere later.

   The feast that night was truly grand, especially since it was being thrown by a mere [Governor]. The meat of fish monsters cooked in butter and herbs, red meat imported from the Mycans, even dishes that we would have found at home should we wished them. Wine flowed freely and there was honey by the jar to drizzle on bread. Fresh fruits, pre cut and arranged into decorative symbols were served on plates of silver and gold.

   [Dancers] and [Performers] provided entertainment, and music was played throughout the meal. Though it only made me wish that I might see and hear Princess Hemere do the same, something that I knew was unlikely to happen. Still, it was a sight to see, one that I might have expected to see in the capital itself.

   The excitement lasted into the night, and I found myself exhausted when I was shown to my rooms. This turned out to be a good thing, because the beds were incredibly uncomfortable. Who made a pillow out of carved wood!? It was certainly decorated beautifully, but I would have been better served by bunching up my robes and using them instead.

   In the morning, I found Hemere giggling as I rubbed my neck.

   “I think you can immediately tell just how much we could benefit from a trade agreement later down the line,” she seemed amused by my pain, but I found I couldn’t be mad at her. “I’ve been trying to get people to try linen pillows for some time, but I’ve barely convinced even a few to use linen covered wood.”

   “Do you not have animal products here?” I asked, “Leather, or fur? Wool stuffed pillows are very comfortable!”

   “They are also quite warm,” She answered, and I could immediately understand why that would be an issue. “It may surprise you, but many of the lower classes go without clothes at all during their work to try and avoid the heat.”

   “Surely the sun would burn them?” Unless their Vitality or Endurance were very high, and they might have that with a labor based Class. Still, the sun here was incredibly harsh, so it might take higher Stats than I thought. My Vitality and Endurance were rather high, a consequence of my [General] Class which came from the [Soldier] line, but I still had burns from our trip through the desert.

   “In general, our people don’t burn as quickly or as much,” Princess Hemere answered. “However, we do have creams that can be applied to the skin to help protect against the sun.”

   She paused for a second, a look of realisation on her face. Then she became worried, and began speaking quickly.

   “I am a fool!” Hemere bowed slightly to me, “I hope you can forgive me for overlooking this. I will have the substance provided before we depart up the river. We will have pavilions set up so that there will be shade the whole time, but Sharon’An reflects the sun’s light and it can still burn.”

   The [Imperial Princess] immediately sent her [Attendants] off to retrieve the substance, as I assured her that I took no offense. It was the first crack in her composed mask that I had seen. Of course, as a fellow Royal - even if I was from a different empire - I knew that she would be putting on a face of some kind. This was merely part of our lives, part of the nature of power.

   In this, she was an amature though. Her effort, her worry at the smallest issue; she needed this to succeed. Given the strength of her reaction, I was willing to bet her life depended on this.

   There really wasn’t a way to tell her how to fix her mask though, I had already seen past it. Beyond that, explaining how to lie about who you are is a strange and foolish thing. It is far easier to play up parts of your personality than it is to try and fake a different one. I should know, considering I was playing up my flirtations and revelry on purpose to hide the violence of the [Soldier] and [Warrior] within me.

   I wonder how I should use this information, and whether I would even be happy with myself if I did.


            

    
        Chapter Sixteen - An Order and an Opportunity

    
    
    
    
                Cadence Lee (as Hemere) POV:


 

   The [First Prince] of the Hin’Tye was not what I was expecting. He flirted with anyone who had a pretty face and was quite intelligent once he started to speak. I had been expecting a far more martial personality considering the constant conflicts that the Hin’Tye were in. Whether it was monsters or wandering tribes or other empires like Ra’Sharon, the Hin’Tye were always in battle.

  Sut was quite refreshing to talk to actually. Perhaps because our rank was relatively close but we didn’t have the same kind of competition that existed between myself and my siblings. Plus, he was only a few years older than me, so his flirtations were more welcome than the advances of lecherous old [Priests] and nobles who were often three times my age. After all, only old and powerful politicians that were secure in their positions could decide to take a woman as a wife from the Royal family with the kind of baggage I had.

   These thoughts had suddenly become rather pertinent as I knelt before Father.

   “You will continue acting as a guide for the Hin’Tye [First Prince] while he is here,” Father spoke, his Skills causing me to tremble. I wasn’t going to be given much of a choice in whatever he wanted, it seemed. “However, you will also be acting as hostess for him during this time.”

   I was surprised, shocked even. There were very specific implications from such an action, which was why I had avoided them despite technically being the prince’s host. For Father to order me to do so… 

   “Great Father,” I spoke hesitantly. “Is your plan to have me married to [First Prince] Sut..?”

   “I had considered your Classes useless,” Father mused, leaning back on his throne. “For you to waste your talents in such a pathetic way… You should be among the top few of my children. You are intelligent, well-spoken, and your ideas have merit Hemere, but you are the least of my progeny.”

   I can’t say I was remotely close to Father, I didn’t really like the man. However, I would have liked to be close to him and for him to tell me that he saw me as worthless was unpleasant. It was not surprising, but it still hurt.

   “And yet,” Father continued, “I may have been too hasty. If your beauty can earn my empire a better deal it is a trade worth a great deal.”

   Part of me wanted to excuse him. The choices that a leader must make are not always kind choices. In every world I have lived on, marriages were often used to seal deals and negotiations. After all, what could be more binding than becoming a single family? In the games between empires, a beautiful daughter is a precious resource to be traded for peace.

   On the other hand, the truth was that my own Father was ordering me - even going so far as to use his Skills - to seduce a man I barely know so that he could save some gold. My time as a maid and being servile towards often rude nobles who thought of me as nothing but a commoner was less demeaning, at least I had a choice in what I did.

   “Better still, this entire thing is your idea. You are the best option to go with them to maintain it, and what is a better show of commitment than giving my own flesh and blood? With you, they gain a connection to the blood of the gods themselves!”

   I could see his logic; I could understand exactly why this was happening. I couldn’t refuse, not here and now while under Father’s Skills, and did I even want to do so? This was a perfect chance to escape the deathtrap closing around me here in the palace. I would cease to be a threat to my siblings and would instead become a valuable ally in another empire.

   As for the Hin’Tye, well I would have all the same enemies that the [First Prince] would have, but I would also be the wife of the [First Prince]. I would not need to worry about my head unless the entire Hin’Tye empire was collapsing, although political games would undoubtedly continue.

   I was nervous about it though. If you counted my lives together, it had been over thirty years since I had last had a relationship and that had merely been a boyfriend. Marriage, was that something I was ready for? In my first life, I had been encouraged to marry for love and in my second life Cat had occasionally mentioned that she was envious that I, as a free commoner, could marry someone I loved instead of having it arranged for me.

   The choice between death and marriage was harder for me than it would be for others, I think. I knew what would happen after I died, death was just a restart button to me. On the other hand, I still instinctively avoided death. I’d like to die peacefully of old age for once instead of being murdered

  I didn’t hate Sut… He was likable, a good conversationalist, and handsome as well. I suppose I could at least try. Maybe Sut would turn Father’s offer down anyway, and then the problem would be moot.

   “I will do my best, Great Father,” I said as I bowed my head lower. “I thank you for this opportunity.”

   I was dismissed, and I hurried to leave. I had arrangements to make, and plans to change.


***


[First Prince] Uppilimus Sut of the Hin’Tye POV:




   Negotiations with the [Pharaoh] were difficult, but rewarding. He had wanted to delay certain things for tomorrow however, which I found somewhat suspicious. The [Pharaoh] clearly had a plan, something he had to show me that would change my stance on the tariffs on copper imports or perhaps the export limit for textiles that I had proposed.

   Shatti agreed with me on this. He expected the banquet we were going to attend was going to show off something, to make an offer of some kind. I was skeptical of this, what could he show off that he couldn’t just say? What would require him to showcase its value.

   Arriving at the hall things were strange to start, with Princess Hemere herself showing me to my seat instead of an [Attendant] or [Servant]. I was almost shocked when she poured me my glass of wine herself. She had greeted me with the small talk one would expect during a banquet, but now Hemere met my eyes.

   I still felt I could lose myself in her eyes, but I had to keep my calm here. Instead, I merely raised an eyebrow to express my curiosity while keeping my faith in a neutral smile. Taking a taste of the wine, another delicious vintage.

   She seemed to search my face for a second, but I was confident in my practice; there was nothing to find there. In the end, she simply let out a sigh, and began to speak. This time, she did not quite meet my eyes.

   “Prince Sut, I am not good at this kind of thing.” She said, looking off to the side, “Some of my sisters might be more practiced in this kind of interaction, but I am not. My first instinct when making deals and talking politics is to be open about everything. I think you can understand Father’s offer, and I didn’t object.”

   I had noticed that about her, intrigue was clearly foreign to her. Instead of hiding her goals and working to create networks of allies to achieve them, she seemed to be the kind of person who tried to choose a goal that everyone would agree on and be happy with anyway. But you can’t please everyone, and if I asked her, I am sure she would agree with me on that.

   The disconnect between how she acted and what she said; I have not known her for long, but I would guess that she doesn’t want it to be true. Still, my instincts from my [First Prince] and [General] Classes make me wonder if I have simply fallen into a trap with that thought. It would not be the first time that someone has played games within games and laid plans within plans…

   On the other hand, it would serve as a guarantee of the treaty. In the future, when her brother was on the throne - probably anyway - her connections to his court would be invaluable. And of course, the offer was tempting just by her sheer beauty. It was that temptation that made me wonder where the knife was in the deal.

   “I will just be honest, I suppose,” Her lips didn’t move, yet I could hear her whispering in my ear. A useful Skill to be sure. “I tried to be non threatening to my siblings, and I failed. I spent so long away from them that I just didn’t think when I proposed this peace and didn’t think that it would be any threat to them. Vision is perfect in hindsight, but now my only choices are marrying you or dying alone. So… Please?”

   “I… Can’t answer that now,” I took a breath and said words that hurt coming out. If this really is a mask, I have fallen for it. I desperately want to accept her appeal, but I am a prince. For all that I love women, I would never throw my empire away for one. “There are discussions to be had and negotiations to make, it is no simple thing.”

   She seemed to deflate, her shoulders and face falling, before she pulled herself up and a smile returned to her face.

   “At the very least, your Highness,” she spoke, the music returning to her voice. “I hope you can enjoy my company during these negotiations. Later tonight I myself will be providing the entertainment with dance and song. It will be my first time in front of an audience, but I think you will enjoy it.”

   Well, I can hardly say that I would be unhappy when seeing a beautiful woman, and if she dances like she moves then it is something to truly look forward to. The banquet continued with the princess herself serving me, and I could see the glances and the whispers around the table. It was amusing to have traveled so far and to be in such a different place, and to find that things haven’t really changed at all.

   Regardless, she was excellent company. The banquet progressed smoothly until she slipped away towards the end. It wasn’t long before I saw her again, seeming quite small on the stage meant for an entire troupe of performers. I wondered if she would even be heard over the banquet, and I thought it would be a shame to miss her singing.

   I needn’t have worried. Her voice reached over the banquet with ease, just like when she whispered to me, it was if she was right next to me singing clearly. When her dance started, she dominated the stage; twirling and leaping to the sound of bells and singing. It was absolutely mesmerizing, and soon all sound other than her song had been silenced and all movement other than her had stopped. The entire crowd had fallen under her spell along with me.

   I could feel her Skills at work, she had let them off the leash. The minor emotional tricks she played somehow were woven into her voice, her dance, and her bells to become something more. Waves of emotions ebbed and flowed through the crowd, with different feelings waxing and waning as the performance continued.

   The song itself described a story of their chief god tricking their war goddess to end her rampage and I swore that I felt every emotion the story told. Utter devotion, implacable rage, quivering fear, and unspeakable horror as the goddess did her duty and lost control of herself to her anger, destroying friend and foe alike. Impatient anxiety, brave determination, humourous trickery and finally relief as the goddess was tricked, ending her rampage after drinking an entire lake of wine.

   I stood up, nearly knocking my seat over in my haste to applaud the performance. I had seen [Dancers], heard [Singers], and listened to [Storytellers] recite epics, but I had never seen them combined in such a way before. Even if I had, I wondered if it would compare. The emotions she created, the exquisite mixing of feelings and sound was something I had difficulty imagining being replicated.

   Damn the [Pharaoh], that wily old snake! He had gotten my measure far faster than I had gotten his. He was probably laughing right now, knowing exactly what I would do.


***


Cadence Lee (as Hemere) POV:




   I continued to be the [First Prince’s] hostess, but that subject never came up again. I was too nervous to bring it up, although after time to think I had decided that I really would prefer it over death. Still, I think that my mind was still too wrapped up in my original life.

   I didn’t treat myself as if I was Hat’He-Emra Hemere, Seventeenth Princess of Ra’Sharon. No, I acted as if I was Cadence Lee, in the shell of the princess. It had been thirty two years since I first died back on Earth. Thirty two years… I am fifty one years old, even if it isn’t contiguous, and I act nothing like it.

   Part of it, I feel, has to do with the maturity of my bodies. I might be more mature than my age in some ways, but I had been more childish as a child and I certainly did act like a teenager as well. However, that was overlooking the main issue. I didn’t change because I looked down on the people around me. They were beneath me.

   Why should I enter a feudal medieval society more than I must? Look at it! Until they break the bonds of serfdom, begin to centralize power, start the industrial revolution, and learn the concepts of human and worker rights they are little more than barbarians compared to me. I might play the part of Annora the [Battle Maid], but I would never sink so low as to be Annora the [Battle Maid].

   As for Ra’Sharon? They were in the bronze age, they didn’t even have cast iron much less steel! The power was centralized, but it was also in a highly rigid caste system that denied liberty entirely. Even as a princess, at the peak of that caste system, Father could order my obedience in anything and there was nothing I could do about it. I had no right to say, “no.” It goes without saying that such a society is almost humorous in how behind it is.

   I am not entirely sure that this is absolutely wrong. I am Cadence Lee, even when I am Princess Hemere, and this society is backwards and barbaric. But I don’t have the power to change these societies from the outside. Maybe - someday far in the future and after many lives - I might have the power to act without needing to be part of the society I am changing.

   I could and would change how I acted from now on. I will work to convince the Prince to accept the marriage and I will restart in the Hin’Tye court. I need to make allies, convince people of my views, and work to build a coalition of people who want me to succeed whether because they truly believe in my purpose or out of greed and fear.

   The viewpoint I had was unique, what I could do was unique, and if I wanted my lives to be long and pleasant, I needed to make them that way. I couldn’t know what world I would be born into next, for all I know it could be worse than whatever world I leave, so it would be better for me to improve the world around me instead of running away.

   For now, that meant dancing and singing. Leaning in towards Prince Sut, and always giving him my fullest attention. I used makeup techniques - learned long ago on youtube - that improved upon Ra’Sharon’s standard, even going so far as to risk poisoning myself by using cinnabar as a rouge for my cheeks.

   I did everything I could to show my interest, and it wasn’t entirely feigned. The longer I spent with him, the more I was fairly certain that I would have accepted if he asked me out on a date on Earth or if he had attempted to court me in my second life. I had to accept that this wasn’t Earth, and here things are different for now.

   I knew friends, back on Earth, who had arranged marriages even in the modern age. I had always thought the phrase, “I will learn to love him,” was horrifying. And perhaps it was, but I could try.

            

    
        Chapter Seventeen - Marriage

    
    
    
    
                   I had a few more surprises in the following days.  The first, and largest, was that Prince Sut was already married.  I have to confess that was a real blow to my determination to live as Princess Hemere, it seems even in my introspection I was naive.  What, after all, was I expecting?  Father had many wives, concubines, and mistresses.  Even if I had been Sut’s first wife, I was unlikely to be his only one.  As it was, if we were married, I would be his second wife.

   I was instinctively put off by this, but after I thought about it I realised it was not as much of a big deal as I had initially felt.  I wasn’t marrying for love after all, so why would it matter if my husband didn’t give me his full attention?  If anything, this was ideal; the more wives there were, the more time I had to myself, right?

   …

   I think that, but I don’t really feel it.  I wouldn’t be happy with having to share a husband, even in this situation.  I think I can tolerate it, so long as there aren’t too many and I keep a certain emotional distance from Sut.  Emotionally, I would need to be able to like the man enough to share a bed with him but not be so in love that I became jealous of the others who did as well.

   I think that I would find this far more intolerable if this wasn’t my third life and there were many more ahead of me supposedly.  In that context, I’m not making such a big choice, am I?  Except, that if I did only have this life, the threat my siblings pose would essentially mean that I could either choose to be the Prince’s second wife or I could choose to drink poison and end it all.

   In the end, the treaty was finished and my marriage to [First Prince] Sut was announced.  It was strange to hear news of my marriage from a [Crier] before I had been told, and it worsened my nerves considerably.  Ra’Sharon didn’t have a practice of marriage ceremonies, which I had always found odd, and as a result - as far as the law was concerned - I was now the second wife of Prince Sut.  Just like that.

   I had Aj guide me to where Prince Sut’s quarters and found him on a balcony overlooking Sharon’An, with the wind lightly blowing his robes as he stood watching the bustling docks.  I wasn’t sure what to say now that I was here, and so simply approached him slowly while trying to work out how to greet him.  He turned towards me, and I stopped when he met my eyes.

   “I suppose you have heard the news, Hemere?”  He asked, as he walked over to me.  I still wasn’t sure what to say, so I simply nodded and he continued, “I must confess, I find Ra’Sharon to be strange in many ways.  When we return to Hasa we will have to have a ceremony and a celebration of our marriage.”

   He walked right up to me, reaching his hand out to brush my hair away and trace his fingers down my face to just under my chin so that he could tilt my face up so that I was looking in his eyes.  Sut had a sharp face, somewhat softened by his short, curly beard.  His hair was long, but above his shoulders, and fell behind his ears, held back by a golden circlet.  His dark eyes seemed to search mine as we stood there.

   “I am aware that I am probably not your first choice,” Sut spoke softly.  “This is not a match of love - no, it is your fear, my own desire, and your father’s desire for a stable deal.  Yet, I hope that you are not unhappy with me.”

   “I am not unhappy,” I almost whispered in my reply.  “I also want this treaty to work and I am not opposed to marrying you…  As for love, who knows what the future might hold?  From what I know of you, I believe I can come to love you as we become closer and I hope that you can come to love me as well.”

   That got me a smile as Sut let his fingers trail down my neck and I shivered despite the heat.  Then, suddenly, he pulled me towards him and kissed me.  I was surprised, but as Sut held me my confused feelings melted away.  There was more to a relationship than just love and marriage.  There were feelings and intimacy before that point, and my confusion over the latter parts didn’t need to distract me from the former ones.

   So I closed my eyes and leaned in to the kiss, my arms going over his shoulders and his arms going around my back.  He guided us back towards the bed and our lips only parted when my calves touched the bed frame so that he could pull my dress off and toss it to the floor.  There Sut paused, allowing his eyes to take me in from head to toe and then back up to my own eyes with a look of hunger on his face.  A second later he had swept me off my feet and was gently guiding me down onto the bed.

   “I- Shou- Shouldn’t I take off my,” I try to gasp out as Sut starts to kiss his way down my neck.  “My jewelry…?  Ah!?”

   He had kissed his way past the nape of my neck and collarbone down to my breasts.  When he reached the nipple of my left breast, my thoughts became even more scattered than before.  Sut seemed to enjoy causing me to stutter and I could feel his wicked smile against my skin, flicking his tongue over my nipple to make me gasp.  Moving from my left breast to my right breast, he paused for only half a second.

   “That would take far too long,” his voice came across as a low growl as he met my eyes from between my breasts.  “And I am not a patient enough man to wait that long…”

   “But…  I…” I didn’t manage to complete a thought before he began again on my right breast.  Sut’s left hand reached up to my other breast and his right hand trailed down my stomach, taking a moment to trace my belly button, before moving down between my legs.

   And he knew what he was doing; stimulating my clitoris before slowly inserting a finger inside me.  He had me shuddering under him, panting and moaning.  The tingling feelings of pleasure began to build within me as I clung to him.  I felt his fingers moving inside me, the fingers on his other hand on my breast and the feeling of his lips on my other breast and I started to breathe faster and faster, my heart pounding in my chest.

   “Su…  I…” The intensity of those feelings continued to build, my breaths coming out in short gasps, my muscles tightening.  “I- I think…”

   Then the intensity peaked and the sudden release ran through me as every muscle in my body spasmed.  Pleasure wracked my body and I couldn’t speak or move or think and I could do nothing but hold on until the end.  I collapsed back on the bed panting, a fuzzy feeling of a pleasure warming my body.

   While I was just laying there, limp, Sut stood up.  Before I could figure out how to form thoughts and words, Sut began to pull off his robes.  He was impressively muscled, more than he would be if he was just a [First Prince], and he had a scar that went from his left shoulder to his right hip as if some great beast had clawed him.  As for what was lower down…  All I can say is that it seemed…  big.  It isn’t like I had many points of comparison, but that is just what it seemed to me.

   I did try to sit up; to try and voice a protest of some kind- although I am not sure what I would protest - but my limbs were like jelly and his lips met mine before I could say anything.  I suppose I could have stopped him if I really wanted to.  Thinking was hard, but I could have ignored the ecstasy that had melted my limbs to liquid and cleared my thoughts if I had tried.  I didn’t try.

   Our skin touched as he was on top of me again and I reveled in the feeling.  I ran my hands along his scar, feeling the difference in texture where his skin met the scar tissue itself.  I was getting excited again, intoxicated and yet nervous.  I could feel him against me and the heat of it ratcheted up my apprehension and anticipation.

   I am not sure I would call him gentle.  Sut certainly wasn’t rough or uncaring, on the contrary I was able to tell that he was trying his best not to hurt me and to make me feel good.  However, that hunger was still in his eyes.  A hunger that told me that he was going to take me and that my only choice was to enjoy it.

   Sut entered me slowly, and I bit my lip against the pain.  It didn’t hurt nearly as much as I thought it would, although it did hurt at first, but after that was just a feeling of fullness and warmth.  He felt big and hot inside me, in a wonderful way.  Almost too much, but not quite; right on the edge of what I thought I could possibly handle when his full length was inside me.

   Before I could gather my thoughts, Sut withdrew and thrust back in causing me to gasp and my thoughts to scatter to the winds again.  He paused again for a moment, looking me over and making certain he had not hurt me, before beginning again.  I gasped and moaned with every thrust as I writhed under him.

   I felt the tingling pleasure build up again, waves of it increasing with every thrust.  It wasn’t long before I found release again, but all Sut did was pick up his tempo.  I was too sensitive and his every movement sent electric feelings through me; it was too much, and my thoughts went from scattered to blank as I lost myself to the sensations.

   For the third time, that feeling came again.  I was so sensitive, the feeling came faster - almost overwhelmingly so - and Sut was also going harder and faster.  Our breathing mixed as we moved against each other, my eyes half lidded, clouded with lust.  His eyes wide with hunger and victory.

   Finally and suddenly, Sut thrust deep inside me and pulled me close.  I felt the pulsing and warmth within me, and that set me off again.  I cried out and held on feeling the waves of euphoria and fullness and warmth that dominated my mind.  Finally, it ended and I collapsed back on to the bed in exhausted bliss.

   Sut rolled off of me to lay beside me on the bed and I cuddled up to him.  Muscled it was, his upper arm was still somewhat softer than putting my head on wood and I was far happier to do so.  I slipped my arm across his chest as he lay on his back, resting against him in the afterglow.

   “How was it?” he asked softly, lightly using the arm I was lying on to gently stroke my hair.

   “Amazing,” I responded with a happy sigh.  “Almost indescribable, I have never felt anything remotely like it before.”

   It isn’t like I hadn’t been touched or mastrubated before, but both solo activity and the inexperienced and clumsy attempts of my first life failed to compare to this.  Even the aftermath was incredible.  I felt bliss and contentment that simply filled my entire body.

   I tilted my head up to look at his face, noting that he looked similarly content but also satisfied as he looked back at me.  Satisfied wasn’t quite the right word though, it was more like…

   “Don’t you look proud,” I am amused by that, and can’t help but trying to tease him a little.  “As amazing as that was, I will expect an even better performance next time.”

   “Is that a challenge?” He is equally amused by my attempt, and his words contain that thrum of a low growl that sends a shiver of excitement down my spine, “because you should be careful, lest I decide to take you up on it.”

   His hand glided down from my hair along my spine to my buttocks, grabbing a cheek as he said those words with a grin on his face.  Sut seemed to enjoy the little “eep!” sound I made, but relaxed his grasp and went back to stroking my hair again.  I admit, there was a part of me that wanted to take him up on that, but it was the middle of the day and he had already tired me out.  My schedule wasn’t exactly full right now, but I did have dinner to attend tonight.

   Instead, I reluctantly turned my thoughts elsewhere.  Tracing his scars and feeling the muscle beneath them I asked, “You must have another Class giving you this boundless stamina, a [Soldier] or a [Warrior] type Class?  It must have been difficult to obtain considering how combat overlaps with being a [First Prince].”
 “Both, actually.” He replied lazily, “I am a [General] and a [Champion].  The effort will be worth it when I ascend to the throne and consolidate my Classes.  My father and I have been working towards this goal for a long time now.”

   “Oh!  I can help with that,” I thought, recalling my research from four years ago.  “When I was younger I did some work into understanding how Classes and Class consolidation worked!”

   I was excited to explain, but in the end all I got was a chuckle.  Sut went on to explain that what I had thought of as a breakthrough was well known by anyone who mattered.

   “Usually,” he said.  “This kind of knowledge is passed from parent to child in the upper classes.  I suppose no one ever brought it up to you because by the time you would have been told, you had already figured it out.  That is amazing, to have already understood the mysteries of the System so young.”

   I was disappointed to learn that my knowledge wasn’t as valuable as I thought it was.  Father hadn’t confiscated it because it was new knowledge, but rather because I had desired to share it freely with everyone.  Personally, I doubted he would have ever explained to me if I hadn’t figured it out for myself, but that is perhaps just my own cynicism talking.

   “Well, regardless, I can’t say I am entirely happy with that idea,” I said, pouting slightly at his amusement at my own disappointment, but then continuing on seriously.  “A consolidation with a [Champion] Class…  That will put you on the front line of conflict.  It puts you at risk.”

   “True, but it also makes me much harder to kill,” he replied.  “You don’t need to worry about me, Hem.  I have Endurance and Vitality like you have Charisma.

   “Besides, the synergy between the Skills of my Classes give me the ability to turn the [Soldiers] around me into warriors without peer.  I might be leading the charge, but the weight of it is in the army behind me.”

   I can’t say I know anything about battlefield tactics, so I cannot really argue with him.  In the future, that should be something I make sure to learn though because I imagine it will be useful for me in one life or another.  Still, the idea of a [General] leading a charge just seems wrong to me.

   I let my thoughts wander for a while, just relaxing at Sut’s side for a time.  Eventually, I heaved a sigh, noting that the angle of the sunlight pouring into the room indicated that it was getting later in the day.  We had to get up, despite how much I would rather not.

   “Don’t worry my dear Hem,” Sut said, noting my reluctance and watching my naked body with renewed hunger as I got up to find my dress.  “We will have the entire night together as well, and many nights from here on out.”

   Despite the heat, I shivered at his words.  Perhaps this would be far better than I had thought

 

  [Class Consolidation!  [Imperial Princess] and [Muse] have Consolidated into [Siren Princess] lvl 15!]

   [You have gained the Skill [In the Eye of the Beholder]!]

   [Your Skill [Inspiring Voice] has upgraded into [Siren’s Song]!]

   [Your Skill [Muse’s Inspiration] has upgraded into [Siren’s Inspiration]!]

 

   [In the Eye of the Beholder]: If someone finds you attractive they only are able to use two thirds of their effective Willpower against your Skills.

   [Siren’s Song]: Your voice - especially when singing - inspires emotions in your audience depending on what you desire to inspire.  Allies listening to your voice will gain boosts to their Endurance and Willpower while enemies who hear your voice may experience hallucinations.  This Skill is heavily affected by your Charisma and Magic Stats.

   [Siren’s Inspiration]: You can charge your art with emotion and your art will share that emotion with the audience when experienced. Those who view your art are more likely to have a feeling of awe and friendly viewers may become inspired by your work, boosting their Acuity, Dexterity, Willpower, and Endurance temporarily.  Enemies who experience your work may be caught in an illusion or experience hallucinations for a short period of time. The stronger the emotion used to charge this, the greater the effect. This Skill is heavily affected by your Charisma, Willpower, and Magic Stats.

            

    
        Chapter Eighteen - Departure

    
    
    
    
                   The Peace of Flowers is often cited as one of the most single important treaties in the ancient world.  While it is true that the treaty laid the groundwork for the formation of the Imperial Confederation nearly a thousand years later, modern archaeologists and anthropologists have found evidence that the marriage of [Princess] Hemetra to [Prince] Suth may have been the more significant event.

   Neither the treaty nor the marriage seemed to have been treated with much importance at the time.  Before The Descent, Dungeons had yet to form and the eastern Hin’Tye lands were riddled with spawning pits.  Ra’Sharon was more concerned with rebellions and conquest in their southern territories and had little interest in conquest past their northeastern border.  This treaty was merely a formalization of the disinterest the empires held in fighting each other.

   However, many of the advances and philosophies that came out of the Hin’Tye empire have been traced back to [Princess] Hemetra herself.  New techniques have allowed us to more accurately date artifacts and have lent evidence that the first prototypes of the famous Hin’Tye armor were pioneered by Hemetra’s [Personal Guards].  Those [Personal Guards] also were likely to be the origins of the [Hin’Tye Elite Soldier] Class which allowed the Hin’Tye empire to dominate the eastern border of the Imperial Confederation.

   (-an excerpt from: “The History of the Imperial Confederation: an analysis of pre-Descent politics in the near east” by Karen Smith.)

 






  I seem to have gotten into the habit of sleeping late these days, and I can’t imagine why.  Sarcastic thoughts aside, having busy nights made it truly difficult to get up in the morning.  For myself anyway, it was to my great displeasure that I learned I was suffering alone in that regard.  Having high Endurance, Vitality, and Willpower meant that Sut had a lot more energy than I did.  He confessed that the lack of sleep would eventually catch up to him, but it wouldn’t be for another day or two at least.

   There was also a Skill involved in there somewhere, but knowing that my Stats could influence how much sleep I needed made me rethink my Stat distribution choices a bit.  Not that I could change them while I was alive, although my latest Class consolidation had effectively reduced my total levels so it was possible for me to get another Class relatively easily right now…

   Well, that was a thought for later, my current thoughts were wrapped up in yet more preparations.  Before I even considered travelling, I had to come to some sort of terms with my siblings.  Surprisingly, it was not nearly as hard as I had imagined it would be; my brothers and sisters were far more friendly than they had ever been and on reflection it was obvious why.

   It is a sad fact that I think all of my siblings actually wanted to be a family together, but were too paranoid or scheming for anyone to ever feel safe in each other’s company.  We didn’t hate each other, but everyone was always aware that they could be stabbed in the back at any time.  I had tried, over the years, to seperate myself from this and now I had succeeded.

   I was safe to talk to now, because my path to potential power no longer rivaled their own.  Indeed, I was now a valuable connection to the Hin’Tye on top of not being a rival any longer, so it made sense to seek me out.  As a result, I ended up meeting and speaking with almost all of my siblings before I left.

   Throughout these meetings, I expressed my desire: to see our two empires work together and grow together.  Insofar as I could - or would - lend support to my siblings here in Ra’Sharon during their various power plays, I would support those whose plans and ideas benefited that goal.  Admittedly, I doubted my support was worth all that much right now, but I suppose they were investing in me on the basis that as a wife of an [Emperor] in the future, I would at least have his ear.

   My eldest brother even came north finally to meet Sut, the two [First Princes] sizing each other up as I introduced them.  Presuming the political winds did not shift, these two would be the rulers of their empires in the future and the treaty would be in their hands.  I suppose, in that sense, this was a historic meeting.  The impressions made here and the discussions the two held might influence the world for centuries to come, perhaps even millenia.

   Of course, all of this was only on the political side of things, there were many other - more practical - preparations to make for the long and arduous journey.  I wasn’t just joining the Hin’Tye contingent alone, it wouldn’t be proper for a [Princess] to travel alone in a group of men, even if one of those men was her husband.  No, Aj and Sere would be accompanying me to Hasa.  Undoubtedly they would continue to serve as informants, but the distance would limit their capacity to do so immensely.  They would be my [Attendants] first and foremost.

   Three more people meant three more people’s worth of food and water had to be brought along, and I didn’t exactly travel light.  Clothing was easy, I didn’t wear anything but white linen after all, but my jewelry collection was extensive.  Add my dowry and the various gifts that had been given to Sut by my Father and other nobles to that and suddenly we were carting a mountain of treasure with us.

   As problems one could have, the problem of carting a mountain of gold home is one of the better ones, but it is still a problem.  Fortunately, my decision to free the Hin’Tye [Slaves] earlier turned out to be a useful one.  Many of the [Slaves] were [Charioteers] and after Father - rather generously - gifted us a few additional chariots and horses we were able to transport the entire party with gifts included.

   It was not going to be a very comfortable journey, but I had never expected it to be.  Although that is a bit of a lie, my nights were probably going to be very comfortable and I had a sneaking suspicion that I might be tired enough to sleep easily during the day.  Maybe, anyway, because sleeping in a moving chariot is probably incredibly difficult.  I remember how badly carriages had shaken in my last life, and I imagined that chariots would be even worse once they were off the desert sand.

   On the other hand, I would finally be free of the desert and sand!  Don’t get me wrong, the desert was beautiful and the gardens around the Sharon’An were breathtaking, but I would kill for a cool forest or a mountain or even just a grassy field to break up the everyday sights.  It might be worth staying up even if I was exhausted just to see some variation in the environment.

   In addition to saying goodbye to my siblings, preparing transportation, and securing food, I also met with the rest of the Hin’Tye who had accompanied Sut to Ra’Sharon.  Most of them were [Royal Guards] or [Royal Charioteers], but the man named Shatti was an [Advisor], which was a Class we didn’t often see in Ra’Sharon.  Usually, advisors had Classes that overlapped with the [Advisor] Class, making it rather hard to obtain and it was rarely the first Class mentioned during an introduction.

   Shatti, however, broke that mold.  He was an [Advisor] first and foremost, but I was fairly certain he wasn’t a pure [Advisor].  It was hard for me to put my finger on why, but there was just something off about him.  When I brought my feelings up with my new husband, he laughed and said he would explain when we were on the road.  That made me all that much more curious, but I didn’t have an option except to wait.

   Our route to Hasa was planned out well.  First, we would retrace our steps.  We would travel up the Sharon’An by boat to Al’a’xeria and then travel east to the border.  From there we would travel northeast to the city of Bilos and then northeast again to Kadess.  At Kadess we would once again travel by boat, taking the river north through the town of Katnah and then further north before docking and taking a short trip west to the coast to visit Ugareet and the minor [King] who ruled the area under the auspicious of the Hin’Tye empire.

   After visiting the [King] we would return to our boats on the river and follow it up to its source before heading west to the coast and following it west to Taros.  There we would get on yet another boat and travel north again to the city of Cunamini.  From there it was a relatively short jaunt northwest to Esh and another short jaunt north to Kuwa where we would take another boat that would bring us, finally, to Hasa.

   It was a journey that was both long and perilous, or rather, a long journey that would be perilous to anyone else.  Travelling with a contingent of [Royal Guards] and [Royal Charioteers] led by a [General] and a [Champion] meant that we should be safe from bandits or other criminals.  Monsters were a different problem, the less intelligent or the more strong a monster is, the more likely they are to attack even a large group of humans.

   As we would be passing by more than a few of the Chasms as we head north - especially between Taros and Cunamini - there would likely be more than a few monsters to deal with.  I was actually somewhat excited to see them.  I had yet to see a monster that wasn’t a piece of art or on a plate and there was something that just screamed “fantasy” about them.  From conversations about monsters that I have had, I know that I am likely to be disappointed by them though.  Most lesser monsters are fairly mundane and the truly fantastical monsters are not the kind of creatures that you can take the time to enjoy looking at.

   “So what kind of monsters come out of the Chasms?” I asked Sut one night before we left.  “How does it even work, are they breeding inside the Chasms or do they come from elsewhere?”

   “Our [Priests] say that they crawl out of the underworld,” he replied.  “Monsters lack souls, and so are invisible to Lels, the goddess who rules the souls of the dead.  When a [Warrior] dies, they serve Lels as a guardian of the border between life and death for one hundred years.  After that, they are granted an eternal reward, however, there are never enough [Warriors] to guard the way up.”

  “Huh,” I wasn’t exactly sure what to make of that.  On one hand, as someone who had died, I could say that I certainly had not experienced an afterlife or met any gods - unless Podi counts.  On the other hand, the [Priests] had to get their power from somewhere right?  “I’m not sure what to say about that, the [Priests] of Ra’Sharon give a very different account of the afterlife.”

  Sut just shrugged in response to that saying, “our [Priests] also say there are thousands of gods who often are worshipped and defended by a single people.  Who are we to say that there are not many underworlds?  Such a thing is beyond even the reach of an [Emperor] and best left to the gods and [Priests].

   “As for what kinds of monsters you might see at a chasm, there is not a limit.  Some kinds may be more common, but on any one day anything could crawl out.  You could find a pack of direwolves or a massive griffon or a murder of flesh eating crows, but you also could run into a weak little horned rabbit that runs away as soon as it sees you.  Sometimes, the creatures are formless, manifesting as clouds or liquids and a few being shapeshifters that can assume the shape of a man to lure you close by.”

   “That sounds terrifying,” a vision of shapeshifting murder crows forming in my mind.  “Can’t they be sealed off somehow?”

   “They are far too large for that, and the monsters would dig through any obstruction besides.” Sut sighed as he leaned back, “and there is no magic strong enough to hold them back, we certainly have tried.”

   “I don’t know much about magic,” to my sorrow.  “The [Priests] and the [Pharaoh] are the only ones who are allowed to learn and use magic.  Maybe our [Priests] might be able to help somehow?”

   It is kind of a glaring hole in my education, but knowledge of magic and religion were heavily monopolized in Ra’Sharon.  I could have become a [Priest] if I had wanted to learn, but I wasn’t able to learn if I didn’t take the Class.  I was rather wary of that though, because what if the gods are real and they take an interest in me because of being an Incarnator?  I thought it was better not to risk it.

   “Perhaps,” Sut didn’t sound like he believed that.  “Personally, I believe that the best solution is spears and forts, with [Charioteers] patrolling between them.  It is not perfect, but it works well enough.”

   I am not sure what “well enough” is in the context of containing monsters.  Maybe this is just my previous lives talking, but I would have thought that the only acceptable amount of monsters to have escaping to terrorize travelers was zero.  Still, I hadn’t even left Ra’Sharon yet; it was easy to judge people from afar, but if I understood the situation fully that might change.

   I didn’t have much sentimental attachment to the palace, so when we left it to go to Al’a’Xeria, it wasn’t a very emotional moment for me.  No, my only friend, the [Scribe] Djet, had died last year.  Still, I did turn to take a look at the palace complex one last time.  Even if it had never truly felt like home, I could never deny its beauty.

   Nor could I deny the beauty of Sharon’An and the gardens and farms that lined its banks.  The fertility of this land was due to the river, and it was not hard to see how people who lived in a desert would come to see it as sacred.  The delta, where Al’a’xeria was situated, was truly a vision of paradise.  A natural garden that stretches for miles with flowers and fruits in abundance, I would be lying if I would not miss this place.  My original plan to retire here was not really an imposition on me.

   In Al’a’xeria, I ate dinner with [Governor] Almalek one last time before heading east into the desert.  I took Sut’s advice to savor the meal, because it would be the last decent meal until we reached Bilos.  Considering it was a plate of sea caught fish, I might not taste anything like it for a very long time because Hasa was far inland.

   Almalek was giddy, of course.  Everything had gone exactly as he wanted and Al’a’xeria was poised to become the richest and most influential city in Ra’Sharon.  He showered Sut and myself with gifts, which we had difficulty finding room for but had to accept to avoid insulting the [Governor].  If you had told me in my first life that one day I would be trying to refuse being given gold and gems because it was just too much to carry, I would have laughed and said that I wished that were true.

   Somehow, we managed to find room for it all and finally left  the city and went east.  It didn’t take as long to travel to the border because it was done entirely by chariot and we soon were approaching the border fort where this had all begun.  There, we rested overnight, and the next morning I took my first step out of Ra’Sharon and into the Hin’Tye empire.

            

    
        Chapter Nineteen - The City of Ugareet

    
    
    
    
                   It was around a campfire that we had made - stopping for the night south of Bilos - that I finally learned what Shatti’s second Class was.  To my surprise, his second Class was [Court Mage].

   “Why hide it though?” I asked as I warmed myself by the fire during the cold night.  “I know that magic is monopolized by the [Priests] in Ra’Sharon, but I don’t think they would harm the [Advisor] of a [Prince].”

   Sut and Shatti just chuckled, and explained that magic had a complex relationship with society.  The [Priests] of both empires claimed that magic was a gift from the gods, but the common man feared magic and many nobles were suspicious of it.  Blasphemous magic was supposed to be an affront to the gods, and witchcraft was considered an evil worthy of death.

   “I know that people often fear what they can’t understand,” I poked at the fire with a stick.  “But surely magic is no more strange than any Skill, right?  I can cause people who I feel are my enemies to hallucinate with only my voice and I know there are Skills with far more powerful effects.”

   “But we know where our Skills come from,” Shatti explained patiently.  “They are gifts from the System; rewards for our effort and a representation of our lifestyle.  The power of a [Mage] might come from elsewhere.  Rumors of blood sacrifice and curses are persistent, and they aren’t entirely wrong.  [Blood Mages] and [Witches] often commit heinous crimes to further their strength.”

   “You would think that people would want their government and protectors to have their own [Mages] to defend against these criminals then,” I reason, but that only earns another laugh.

   “Because the masses are so well known for their logic and common sense,” Sut said sarcastically.  Frankly, I had to agree with the sentiment.  I had lived in a world with the internet and even with all the world’s knowledge in their pockets, people still clung to conspiracies and lies.

   “And if I wanted to learn magic myself?” I asked hopefully, “I mean, at the very least it would be something to do while traveling, right?”

   “Why would you want to?” They looked at me oddly, and I admit that it was hard to explain why I would still want to learn magic after hearing how poorly it was viewed.  I certainly couldn’t say, “because I am tired of waiting for my owl from Hogwarts and I am not sure if they can even find me in another world.”

   I suppose the real reason for why I wanted to learn magic was because it was magic.  I didn’t associate magic with negative things like curses and blood sacrifice, instead I associated it with one world’s pop culture and positive feelings like wonder and amazement.  If someone had seriously offered to teach me magic, I would have jumped at the opportunity as I imagine any other person would have.

   “Well, I am a [Scholar],” I say instead.  “How can I miss an opportunity to learn?  Who knows what is there to be discovered?  Just off the top of my head I wonder: if a [Blood Mage] can turn life to power, can another mage turn power to life?  Healing that does not rely on [Priests] and the whims of the gods would be a boon when fighting with monsters for sure.”

   “My father wouldn’t want me to let you learn,” Sut mused.  “But I am not my father, and I don’t believe in restricting my wives, and I have to confess that I like the idea of having more healers.  Shatti?”

   “Your Highness,” Shatti sighed, rubbing his forehead.  “I had hoped we would at least make it to Hasa before making some kind of unreasonable demand, but that was obviously just a dream.  As your [Advisor], I cannot recommend that Her Highness learn magic.  Her Classes already have an association with illusions and beguilements; we already will never be free of rumors that she controls you, if she practices magic those whispers will become all that much more dangerous.”

   “Then why not allow everyone to learn magic?” I think aloud, “create a school for teaching magic and put it under the supervision of the [Priests].  If I am merely one person among many, then I can hardly be picked out as singularly bad.”

   “It would be unpopular in many places,” Sut answered, but his face was thoughtful.  Then he shook his head and continued, “it would be unpopular among the [Nobles] as well.  Allowing commoners to have that much power is dangerous.  It leads to rebellions and discontent.”

   “My experience in Ra’Sharon is that rebellion - from the commoners - is mostly a matter of economics,” I say this although I am thinking of my history lessons from long ago.  “If you give the people bread and circuses to keep them satisfied at home and an enemy to unite against abroad then stability is quite very nearly assured.”

   “That is very easy to say, but it is not easy to achieve.” Shatti quickly countered, “In Ra’Sharon, Sharon’An provides a consistent and grand harvest that can be relied on.  Outside Ra’Sharon, the harvests are at the whims of the gods and they punish whom they wish.”

   “This only provides more reason for why magic should be studied,” I think my argument here is sound, so I make it with confidence.  “If you can curse with magic, why not bless with magic?  Bless isn’t really the right word here, maybe bolster would be a better descriptor?  Either way, who is to say magic couldn’t be used to improve crop yields?”

   “It probably could,” he admitted.  “But would it be worth it?  I am less sure of that.”

   “I am sure of it,” mostly anyway.  These empires are basically in the bronze age, so it is likely that anything that they know how to do can be done better.  For fucks sake, I just left an empire where even an [Imperial Princess] had a pillow made out of wood.  “I know there is more to discover, things we could not even imagine now.  The faster we start down that road, the quicker we shall arrive at the destination.”

   Sut looked at me oddly when I said that, and Shatti looked at me sharply.  I had forgotten that both of them had abilities that helped them know if someone was telling the truth.  Sut’s Skill wasn’t really all that strong, but Shatti’s was far more powerful and nuanced.  Saying, “I know there is more to discover,” would have come across as true, but the “things we could not even imagine now,” was a lie, I certainly was able to imagine the future.

   “Perhaps I should rephrase,” I quickly say before they can interrupt.  “There are things to discover that you would not be able to imagine, and I would never be able to explain to you.”

   I had made it over a decade and a half living in the palace of Ra’Sharon, surrounded by people with Skills that can tell if someone says a false statement, and I hadn’t tripped up.  Ten minutes into a conversation where the possibility of magic is dangled in front of me I slip up and make it obvious that I am hiding things.

   “Shatti, we would only be risking a little extra discontent among the people and the nobility, yes?” Sut asked, “because if that is all, I have to confess that I am rather curious now to see what will happen.”

   This time, it was Shatti’s turn to sigh, and I gained my first magic teacher.






 

   Learning magic turned out to be a massive pain in the ass.

  If I remove the parts that I am fairly certain are just superstition, the steps in the process are fairly clear.  The first step is to learn how to sense mana, the energy used in magic.  This makes sense, because if you can’t sense magic, learning to manipulate it is nearly impossible.  The second step is, as I expected, learning to manipulate that mana and I can only describe the feeling as trying to flex a muscle that doesn’t exist.

   Shatti’s method of teaching me how to sense mana was pretty straight forward; he just flooded the area around me with mana until I noticed it and then had me memorize the feeling.  As we traveled the next day, he had me try to focus on that feeling and try to identify mana in the environment and in myself.  It was frustrating and I made little progress as we passed through Bilos to Kadess and got on a boat.  It wasn’t until we reached Katnah that I was able to reliably sense mana around me at least fifty percent of the time I tried.

   Our next stop on our trip was Ugareet, a place that intrigued me somewhat.  It seemed odd to me that Ugareet could be ruled by a [King] who was also subservient to the Hin’Tye [Emperor].  Yet, this is exactly the arrangement for many territories around the edges of the Hin’Tye empire.

   To reach Ugareet, we had to stop at a small little dock on the river and head west from there.  However, it was immediately apparent that something was wrong when we got close.  We could see smoke off to the west, where Ugareet was supposed to be.

   The faces of our [Charioteers] and [Royal Guards] tightened, and Sut began barking orders.  Preparations to get our horses and chariots off the boat as soon as we docked were going around me.  The only question was…

   “What do you want me to do, Su?” I asked.  In this life I hadn’t chosen a combat related Class, asking to be in the thick of things wouldn’t necessarily make sense.  But at the same time, I am not sure where the safest place for myself as a non-combatant would be.

   “There is a hill outside the city,” he replied as he prepared his chariot, I wouldn’t be riding with him now.  “I will have a couple of the [Royal Guards] with you there while I take the rest into the city.”

   “Will you be safe?” I ask nervously.  I don’t know much about war, but the idea that chariots wouldn’t do well in a city seemed pretty obvious.

   “Of course I will,” Sut replied.  “I have the [Champion] Class and Shatti will be accompanying me.  To be honest, I am more worried about you.  I don’t want you to come closer to the fighting, but leaving you here alone…”

   There wasn’t anything else to say.  The horses galloped out of the little town, churning up clouds of dust behind them.  The desert had given way to scrub, but the ground was still covered in grit.  But if I understood the distance correctly, would we even make it in time?

   That was answered immediately, when Sut growled out two words: “[Rapid Reinforcement],” and the world blurred around us.  We were travelling as fast as we might have if we were in a car!  Aj and Sere were screaming, but I was focused on the smoke ahead of us.  As fast as we were moving, it seemed to take all too long for the coast to come into view and the city of Ugareet on it.

   The city was burning.

   The pillar of smoke we had been riding towards obviously implied as much, but it does nothing to illustrate the horror that I saw.  Flames sprouted tens of feet into the air, covering entire sections of the city; even at this distance I could hear screaming and see people fleeing the city.  In the harbor there were many ships and a few pulled up on the shore outside the city proper, the raiders had come from the sea.

   Aj, Sere, a few guards and myself separated from Prince Sut, Shatti, and the main force of our [Royal Guards] here.  I felt helpless, standing on that hilltop and watching him ride to the city and entering the open gates.  I hated that feeling, but there was nothing I could do.  Or was there…?

   I had never actually tested the limits of my Skills.  If they improved with my Classes and levels, since I have consolidated and advanced my Classes so much, might I be able to do something, even from here?  I usually used [Loud and Clear] to whisper, but just how loud could I go?

   “I am going to try and use my Skills,” I warn Aj, Sere, and my guards, and then I begin to sing.






 

[First Prince] Uppilimus Sut of Hin’Tye POV:

 

   I dismounted my chariot as soon as I passed the gates, sending my [Charioteers] to attack the boats I had sighted on the coast outside the city earlier.  My [Royal Guards] took up their spears and I drew my sword as we moved into the city.  Shatti didn’t have a weapon, but then again, he didn’t need one.

   It was absolute chaos.  People were trying to flee and smoke was in the air, obscuring my vision.  Any part of the city not made out of stone was on fire and I could hear the sounds of screams and fighting not far ahead.  I took my guards towards the sounds of fighting running down the street and into what in better times would have been a market square.

   Now, it was the site of a desperate last stand.  The city’s garrison was outnumbered and at risk of being surrounded by their attackers who fought with wild abandon.  Their armor and decorations were not like any tribe or civilization I was familiar with, but figuring out who they were could wait until they were corpses in the ground.

   “[Aura of the Champion], [Weighty Charge]!” I activated my Skills as we ran into the fray.  The first Skill blanketed the square, filling our foes with fear and boosting the strength and courage of our allies so long as I was alive.  The second Skill gave our charge much more weight behind it, so that when our line hit the invaders we crashed them aside like a bull charging through grass.

   My sword clashed with one of them, but I outleveled my opponent and was simply able to shove him to the ground where I casually finished him off by putting the point of my sword through his chest.  I dodged another attack from the side and unable to retaliate with my blade I chose to slug my attacker in the face, causing him to stumble.

   My sword took his arm and then his head.

   Around me, my [Royal Guards] were showing their strength and their Strength, but the enemy had numbers on their side.  Even if they lacked in quality, the quantity was a power of its own.  They slowly pushed back my [Aura of the Champion] with a collection of Skills from many individuals and more of them continued to enter the square to join the fight.

   If it was not for Shatti, blasting waves of fire that immolated five or six enemies at a time, we would have been overrun.  Despite his seemingly unstoppable power, I knew that the reality was that Shatti was not able to keep up using his magic that much.  We would have to pull back, but the garrison we had come to reinforce was disorganized, and probably would not be able to withdraw with us.

   If we found a better spot to defend, this city might not be lost, but if we stayed here or lost the [Soldiers] of the garrison…

   An arrow struck me in the shoulder and I pulled it out with a snarl, tossing it to the ground.  My Endurance and Vitality were high, plus I had the Skill [Heroes don’t Bleed], so the wound was very shallow and barely bled at all.  More importantly, they were starting to bring their [Archers] to bear on this fight.  If we didn’t retreat now we would die!

   I was about to give the order when I heard it.  It wasn’t something I had not heard before.  No, Hemere was happy to sing for me during our travels and even when she was just talking her voice had a wonderful musical quality.  This time was different though, her voice filled the air; I could hear her song easily over the fire and the screams and the fighting.

   I felt like I had a bit more energy; like I could think just a bit faster and wield my sword just a bit more flexibly.  Hemere must be using her Skills to raise the Stats of every one of our [Soldiers] in the city!  And if she had fully and honestly explained her Skills to me…

   Yes, now the sound of bells chimed in time with her song, and the invaders became confused.  Some struck out at empty air or attacked their allies, and those ones that resisted whatever visions Hemere was showing them seemed hesitant.  Their great numbers became nothing but a mass of chaos, and rather than retreat, we were able to push forward.

   I struck them down as we moved forward, rallying the [Soldiers] to me.  Eventually, the invaders broke and ran.  The exhausted defenders raised their weapons in a cheer, but now wasn’t the time to celebrate.  I organized the [Soldiers] into squads to begin to sweep the city.  There were undoubtedly pockets of both the garrison and the invaders fighting throughout the city.  Every group we were able to aid would add to our numbers as we worked to push the invaders back into the sea.

   The fighting was fierce, and the heat was even worse than the desert sun of Ra’Sharon.  The air was full of smoke, stinging the eyes and choking the throat.  Yet I drove my men forward giving Shatti one order in particular.

   “Shatti,” I shouted over the din.  “Save your strength, don’t use your fire unless you have to.  When we get to the harbor, burn their boats out from under them.  I won’t let any of these bastards escape.”




            

    
        Chapter Twenty - Travels

    
    
    
    
                   The arrival of the “Sea Raiders” is one of the most mysterious parts of the time before the Imperial Confederation.

   The Myca Kingdoms were completely destroyed at this time, while Ra’Sharon and the Hin’Tye empire were greatly stressed. The pressure had a powerful effect on the two surviving empires, forcing them to change and evolve. Much of the Hin’Tye dominance during the Pre-Confederation Era can be directly attributed to policies and traditions adopted during the time of the Sea Raiders.

   While there was a mix of other dangerous instabilities and problems that arose and were addressed around the same time, the Sea Raiders remain one of the only unexplained parts of those years.

   We know that before the knowledge of crop rotation took hold, the Hin’Tye empire had slowly declining crop yields over centuries. We know that the Myca, the Hin’Tye, and Ra’Sharon depended heavily on international trade, relying on each other for the copper and tin that made bronze, and that when that trade network was threatened they lost the ability to maintain tools and weapons. We know that their most powerful weapon, the chariot, was both expensive to maintain and hard to use by anyone but high level [Charioteers] and that any significant loss of these soldiers would take decades to replace. We know that for millenia, magic was seen as dangerous and suspicious, mired in superstition and tradition instead of research and reason.

   However, we have almost no idea who the Sea Raiders were or where they came from.

   They hit the coasts like a storm, and like a storm departed shortly afterwards.


   (-an excerpt from: “The History of the Imperial Confederation: an analysis of pre-Descent politics in the near east” by Karen Smith)







Cadence Lee (as Hemere) POV:


   I woke up on a bed- one with actual cushions!

   While that was admittedly nice, I wondered how I had gotten here. The sun was shining through an open window and the room looked rather nice. If it wasn’t for the smell of smoke in the air, it would be quite a nice and peaceful morning.

   I jolted fully awake a second after I had that thought, the memories of yesterday flashing through my mind. The smoke in the sky, the ride to Ugareet, watching Sut enter the city, and then singing on the hill… That reminded me of the pain in my throat and I flinched, raising a hand to my neck.

   I was glad that there was a pitcher of water by my bedside, because I was parched. The water was lukewarm and it hurt to drink it, but I still gulped it down greedily to slake my thirst. I could taste blood as I drank and nearly spilled a cup of water all over myself when Sere surprised me with a hand on my shoulder; I hadn’t heard her approach.

   For some reason she was whispering, asking how I was doing. I tried to respond but before I could make a sound I flinched from the pain again. Trying to speak was too painful, and I was starting to suspect that Sere was not whispering to me… No, her mouth was far too animated for her to be whispering, I had gone deaf.

   Yesterday I pushed my Skills to their limit like I never had before. I stood alone on the hill above Ugareet because Aj, Sere, and the [Royal Guards] assigned to me were unable to stand near me. I could feel my voice vibrating the ground beneath my feet as I sang to an entire city. My ears had hurt, then they bled; my voice would have cracked as the sound ravaged my throat if not for my [Perfect Pitch] Skill.

   I tried to talk again, just to whisper, and the pain felt like a hot knife being shoved down my throat. It occured to me that I might never be able to talk or hear correctly again because I had pushed my body far beyond what a human was supposed to be capable of. I tried to fight down the feelings of panic as tears began to fill my eyes.

   Sere was saying something, but I couldn’t understand what. Soon afterwards, a familiar pair of hands clutched my shoulders as Sut knelt by the bed, saying something with a concerned look on his face. I could only tap my ear and shake my head. He said something else and I could only open my mouth, point to it, and then shake my head again. Sut seemed to understand, because Sere left and then came back with clay.

   Sut took the clay and a stylus from her and wrote, “are you ok, Hem?”

   I took the clay from him and summoned my [Magic Stylus], replying, “I am alive, but I cannot hear and it hurts to speak.”

   I didn’t write down my fears, but anyone could see that I had them and it was easy to understand what they were. When Sut took the clay gently from me, he wrote, “do not worry, I will spare no expense to have [Priests] and [Alchemists] heal you,” to reassure me. That might make me feel better later, but right now I was still devastated.

   Except, when I looked up - wiping the tears from my eyes - I was shocked to see that Sut was not in his customary robes. No, he was bare chested. Or he would have been if not for the bandages; he had clearly been injured in the fighting. I instinctively tried to gasp in surprise, but only ended up flinching as I grabbed the clay back from him.

   “What about you, are you ok? You were injured!” I wrote quickly, my handwriting suffering from my impatience.

   “They are just flesh wounds,” was his reply and I found out that attempting to laugh also hurt. After a few minutes of writhing in pain as I tried to laugh and cry out from the pain of trying to laugh at the same time, I managed to gain control of myself long enough to take the clay again and write out: “Don't. Make. Me. Laugh!”

   Honestly, I didn’t even find that part very funny, but the relief coursing through me had made me want to laugh uproariously. I had Sut write out an explanation of what had happened in the city after he had gone in, and how I had gotten into this bed. Having only the clay to write on and having to wait to read was incredibly frustrating, and I hoped this wouldn’t be what I had to do for the rest of my life.

   He praised my singing, and wrote about how it had helped him and the [Soldiers] as they had cleared the city of the invaders. I think he skipped most of the details - either because he thought he needed to spare me the imagery or because he just didn’t feel like writing it out - but even reading about it after the fact, I had anxiety imagining the close quarter battles on the streets and inside the twisting alleys of the city. Slowly rescuing and gathering pockets of [Soldiers] and [Guards] before pushing towards the harbor where Shatti lit the enemy's boats on fire and the invaders were killed to the last.

   The [King] had survived and had been rescued from his palace that had been under attack by a large force. I was in a room of the palace now, the building was made of stone and hadn’t been burned in the slightest. The [King] had offered to let us rest here and recover, but Sut did not want to wait. The attack had made him nervous and he wanted to get back to the capitol as soon as possible.

   I couldn’t really hear or speak, but I could stand, and I have to confess that I was not keen to remain in a city that had just been attacked. I would prefer to be inland and with a small army between me and an attack like that, so I was not hard to convince. Also, the [King’s] [Priests] were busy saving lives and didn’t have the time or energy to heal me, but Hasa had many [Priests] and [High Priests].

   Taros might even have a [Priest] that could help me, so I might not even have to wait to reach Hasa. Regardless, if I wanted to be healed I would be best served by moving on. We left as soon as we could, returning to the boats and resuming our journey. It was an interesting and frustrating experience to spend weeks without speaking.

  The only real kind of entertainment available on the road was conversation. I would have killed for a smartphone, but I suppose the joke would have been on me if I had been able to kill someone to obtain a smartphone, because there wasn’t a network for it anyway. That was how bored I was, that I was coming up with nonsense like that!

   I couldn’t even listen to the conversations around me, so the boredom would have been mind-numbing if I hadn’t been able to practice with magic. Or rather, if I hadn’t been able to practice sensing mana and nudging it around. It really wasn’t practicing magic anymore than picking up a paintbrush and moving it around a blank canvas without paint was practicing painting! Although - continuing in the vein of my useless, strange, and bored thoughts - it did occur to me that people often took holding things and moving them for granted. Having been a baby thrice, I can tell anyone who asks that grabbing things is hard. 

   The entire time we were travelling to Taros, I was occupied with practicing those skills and making dumb jokes to myself in silence. It wasn’t until after we left Taros - the city unfortunately lacked a [Priest] that could heal me - that I finally saw a reward for my effort.


   [Congratulations, you are now a level 1 [Mage]!]

   [You have learned the Skill [Minor Mana Sense]!]

   [You have learned the Skill [Crude Mana Manipulation]!]


   For all that Skill was called “[Minor Mana Sense],” it was actually quite a change from my attempts to sense mana before. Whereas I had to try to feel mana before I got the Skill, now it was like all my other senses: just a passive part of the way I saw the world around me. It was actually quite distracting, especially because sensing mana involved some minor synesthesia. I could see it in the air, feel it on my skin, and to a lesser extent taste, smell, and even hear it.

  It was extremely odd, but it also turned my deafness into a benefit, because I seemed to be more sensitive to vibrations travelling through mana as a result. Everyone and every living thing had a small amount of mana in them, and it helped them stand out from the air and environment around them. Shatti, meanwhile, stood out like a bonfire. He seemed to shine when I looked at him, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up when he was nearby. I could see what seemed like half visible eddies of mana in the air preceding him when he moved and even somewhat heard him through the mana!

  This was how I ended up noticing it first, because it created powerful eddies that I could hear I was turning when it burst onto the river bank.

   The first monster I ever saw looked like someone had taken a dog and cross bred it with a dragon. It was a quadrupedal creature with fur in some places and scales in others. Its face was like a very vicious wolf, maybe two and a half meters tall at the shoulder and covered in coarse and spiky black fur that transitioned into scales on its neck and body - except for a small strip of fur down its back along its spine until it reached the tail, where it became a bumpy ridge that went down to the tail’s tip. The scales were a blackish-green and covered the neck and body, and they seemed to flex and overlap as the monster moved. The top tenth of its front legs were scaled as well, but became furred for most of the rest of its length until it reached the monster’s front claws, which were also covered in scales. In contrast, the back legs were entirely covered in fur down to its paws.

   A couple weeks south of here, we would have seen it coming from a mile away. But as we had gone north and climbed in altitude, the environment had changed. The scrub had turned into a grassland, with bushes and trees beside the water and those had provided it the cover it needed to get this close.

   At first I thought we were safe, considering that we were on a boat and it was on the shore, but the monster didn’t seem to agree. To my horror I saw it preparing to jump and for a second I wondered if it could possibly cover the distance between itself and us. I couldn’t even scream out. My throat no longer hurt, but I was still mute!

   A second later, it seemed to sprout arrows like pins in a pincushion and fell over dead. The [Charioteers] - who also happened to be consummate [Archers] - began putting their bows away again with a bored look on their faces. I looked wildly from face to face, and no one seemed to care; they just went back to whatever they were doing before!

   Sut raised an eyebrow at me in question and I went hunting for the clay I used when I needed to say something. When I found it, I tried to write but with the adrenaline draining from my body I was starting to shake terribly. I nearly jumped out of my skin in surprise when Sut put his arm around my back to comfort me, but ended up leaning into him and taking some deep breaths. It took a few minutes, but eventually I calmed down enough to write.

   “That was a monster, wasn’t it?” I wrote, acknowledging it was a kind of obvious question.

   “A Wolfdrake,” Sut wrote in reply. “Annoying creatures, they don’t even have useful materials and they taste awful.”

   “It was the first monster I had seen that wasn’t controlled by a [Tamer] of some kind,” I thought about the river monsters that were tamed in Ra’Sharon. They had not scared me nearly as much, despite probably being the more dangerous monsters overall.

   “It isn’t strange to see monsters here,” I read over his shoulder as he wrote. “There are Chasms only a few days to the east of here; maybe not quite a week by chariot.”

   “Doesn’t that make it dangerous to camp on the shore here?” I was concerned about sleeping at night with that kind of knowledge. Waking up to a Wolfdrake standing over me would probably kill me out of terror. Sure, I had fought in my last life, but that had been people, not monsters.

   Sut’s answer was: “Not particularly, it is very rare for any truly dangerous monster to make it past the forts. Our usual night watch is more than enough to keep us safe.”

   I admit, that sounded like a challenge to the universe and that I wouldn’t have been surprised if a three-headed dark fire spewing dragon had come out of the clear sky to take that challenge on. However, it never happened. Apparently, there were some monsters sighted and killed by the night watch, but I only ever saw one more personally: one of the horned rabbits, which looked temptingly fluffy.

   Cunamini was a fairly fortified place. There were walls very far out from the city proper that separated the wilderness from farmland, and the farms themselves had piled stone fences dividing them. Even from the river, I was able to see [Guards] patrolling the area as well, although I certainly wouldn’t want to live or work on those farms myself. The city proper had another wall, much taller and more fortified than the outer wall. Everything on the ground outside the wall had been razed for twenty feet, leaving nothing that a person or monster could hide behind.

   From the information about Cunamini Shatti had written out on the clay, I knew that this city was both a city and a major garrison and supply depot for the nearby forts guarding the Chasms. It was a very militarized city, and it showed at the harbor. However, as we went to leave the city the parts we passed through it became far more residential.

   Finally, we were on the last leg of the journey, although it was admittedly quite a long leg. The distance between the Ra’Sharon border and Bilos, Bilos and Ugareet, Ugareet and Taros, as well as Taros and Cunamini, were roughly the same - and roughly the same as the distance between Cunamini and Hasa. So that meant we only had around one fifth of the journey left to go.

   This journey had done nothing to change my mind about travel. This world desperately needs roads and way stations and I didn’t want to travel again until those things existed. Maybe some canals too. We had traveled by boat several times on several different rivers, and it would have been a lot more efficient if they were connected. Well, that might be asking too much. I didn’t know anything about building canals, but I bet it was a lot of work and I had a sneaking suspicion that doing so would cause problems with the water level in the rivers I wanted to connect.

   No, it would be far better just to stick to roads for now. As I had sworn back in Ra’Sharon, I would have roads built even if I had to fund it myself! Just as soon as I was able to hear and speak again...



            

    
        Extra - Ancient Aliens, Maybe.

    
    
    
    
                   Timothy had not taken the recommendation to wear sunscreen and sunglasses seriously enough.  He had thought, “I won’t be in the sun long enough for it to matter.  I am just walking from the airport to the car picking me up, and from the car to a hotel.”

   If he had a Class that granted him increased Endurance or Vitality, that might have been true.  However, a [Student] who recently evolved his Class into a [Archaeologist] had very little of either to spare.  [Archaeologists] certainly get some of those Stats, but he hadn’t had the chance to level it yet.

   And now, he worried that he might never get that chance, because Timothy learned the hard way that he was one of the ‘lucky’ few who suffered from Devil’s Itch sunburn.  He had come to Huet’Ke’Pah to meet with Dr. Karen Smith and to study the ancient ruins of Ra’Sharon that existed throughout the desert, but now Timothy could do nothing but writhe on the floor of his hotel and suffer!  How could he meet with Dr. Smith tomorrow morning like this!?

   It was difficult for Timothy to even describe how horrible the feeling was.  His worst burns were located in a small area of his neck and shoulders, but it was impossible to ignore.  His shoulders itched and they itched deep.  It felt like the itching feeling was under his skin and he desperately wanted to scratch it despite all the advice that said to not to do so.  It wasn’t due to his self control or that advice that stopped Timothy from scratching though.  No, what stopped him was that the first time he tried it had hurt terribly.

   The itching was so bad he half-wanted to stab the location to relieve it, but at the same time he avoided touching the place at all cost because doing so hurt worse than what he imagined being stabbed would normally feel like!

   It was in desperation that he ended up ordering a potion to be delivered to his hotel room, despite the exorbitant cost of doing so.  He had to spend another half an hour in abject misery, but after the potion was delivered and he drank it, Timothy felt a wave of relief that could only be described as pure bliss.  

  “Surely,” Timothy thought to himself as he finally was able to get into bed without torturing himself.  “This is what paradise would be like.”









   He was exhausted the next morning, but Timothy felt it was nothing that a liberal application of coffee couldn’t cure.  He had taken to drinking the stuff by the pot during his time at the University; the competition for this spot on Dr. Smith’s team had been brutal and he had many sleepless nights under his belt.  He also made sure to liberally apply sunscreen as well, because last night had been pure hell and he didn’t want to pay for a health potion again.

   He took a taxi to the local museum where Dr. Smith was based, nervously checking his outfit in a haze of caffeine induced anxiety.  To the Taxi driver, Timothy might have looked like he was worrying over his appearance for a date rather than for his first meeting with his boss and mentor, but Timothy felt his anxiety was justified.

   This was the Dr. Karen Smith after all!  Dr. Smith was a world famous [Archaeologist] and [Historian]; a household name that could be heard on the news or read in any textbook on history or magic!  Her work had rediscovered lost Dungeons, unearthed buried Artifacts and hidden Relics, and contributed massively to the modern understanding of both the Imperial Confederation and the Pre-Confederation Era!

   She was an idol for everyone with a specialised research Class, especially ones related to history or archaeology!  Dr. Smith had taken a Class that was often looked down on as useless and impractical - yet was tolerated because the vast majority of people did realise that history was important - and showed that it could not only produce useful results, but tangible ones too!

   When they reached the museum, Timothy paid the taxi driver and stepped out, looking at the grand architecture of the building in front of him.  The [Architect] had modeled it after ancient Ra’Sharon temples, and the large statuary that stood in the front of the museum gave off an air of imposing majesty.  Taking a deep breath and squaring his shoulders, Timothy walked under the reconstructed gaze of [Pharaohs] and gods immortalized in stone into the building proper.  There he introduced himself to the [Receptionist] and was told to wait for a few minutes while Dr. Smith sent someone to bring him back into the labs.

   He watched the crowds while he waited, recalling fond memories when he saw a [Teacher] escorting a group of [Students] on a field trip.  One of the Doctor’s [Assistants] found him a minute later and guided him back into depths of the building, where the public would never see.

   As much as that conjured images of hidden wonder, Timothy ended up meeting Dr. Karen Smith in an ordinary conference room.  The Doctor, rather than wearing the stereotypical lab coat of a [Researcher] or the carefully tailored suits that she wore when she appeared on television, was wearing jeans and a t-shirt.  She was a short woman with ruddy, tanned skin and whose only sign of age was the few streaks of grey in her long black hair that she wore in a loose ponytail.

   She stood up with a smile and walked over to shake Timothy’s hand, greeting him warmly.

   “Timothy!  Welcome!”  Karen Smith’s voice was full of energy, far more than one would expect from a research-type Class whose age was in the eighties.  “It is wonderful to meet you, your research papers were absolutely inspired.”

   Timothy tried to return her greeting but ended up tongue tied and stuttering, his face turning red when she laughed merrily at the sight.

   “I would love to talk more, but there is one thing that we have to do first.” The Doctor brought out a set of papers - no, the paper was slightly glowing, it was a magical contract!  “Please read this carefully and make certain you can accept it before you sign.”

   Timothy accepted the contract and began to read it.  At first, he was somewhat flippant about the contract, he certainly wasn’t going to get on a plane and leave now that he was already here!  Soon though, he noticed that the level of secrecy that the contract bound him to was especially high and the penalties…

   “Death!?” Timothy blanched, “not even a warning?  A slip of the tongue could kill me!”

   “Some of the secrets we have dug up over the years aren’t the kind of things that can be shared with the public,” Dr. Smith said seriously, her tone brooking no argument.  “And we take our secrecy very seriously.”

   There had always been rumors that Doctor Smith had discovered more Artifacts and Relics than were publicly acknowledged, and that either the Doctor or some government had taken some of them because of their power.  Timothy had dismissed most of those rumors as conspiracy theories.  It was certainly true that there occasionally were Artifacts or Relics that were more powerful than what modern society could create, but on the whole magical theory had advanced far beyond the ancient civilizations poor understanding.  The few items that were superior to their modern equivalents often were things that required cruel and evil methods to produce or use, like human sacrifice.

   It was incredibly and insanely rare to find something that was both more effective than modern magic and that also was ethically made.  Timothy could count all of the Artifacts and Relics that fit that category with both hands, and could count the ones that were not the result of some unique Skill or Class on a single hand.  As a result, he had never taken the whispers of [Conspiracy Theorists] seriously, but…

   In the end, Timothy steeled himself and signed the contract, which burst into motes of light that signified it was a true magical contract.

   “Wonderful,” the Doctor said as she smiled.  “Now we can talk about why you had to sign that contract and why you were chosen to come here.”

   “I have to admit that I am curious…”  Timothy said timidly, “although I was under the impression that I was chosen due to my research paper?”

   “Oh you most certainly were chosen because of your paper,” the Doctor laughed.  “Here, follow me back to our workspace and it might be easier for me to explain and for you to understand.”

   The Doctor led Timothy through the halls and into a room filled floor to ceiling with shelves that held plastic bins that contained various artifacts and items that had been bagged and tagged for reference.  Navigating through the messy space, Timothy followed Dr. Smith to the back where he could see a stone stela.  The stela, it turned out, was their destination and the Doctor merely gestured for Timothy to look at it.

   Timothy took a step closer and curiously looked at it, only for his brows to furrow immediately.  What he saw, and what his Skill was telling him, was impossible!

   “I…  I have a Skill called [Age Range],” Timothy said, nearly struck dumb by what he was looking at.  The Doctor just nodded, she knew he had the Skill because he had said as much on his application.  “It isn’t perfect, but it is telling me that this stela is nearly four thousand years old, so how..?  Is this somehow a fake or is someone tricking my Skill somehow?”

   “How indeed?” The Doctor mused, looking over the stela again herself, “No, your Skill is correct.  This stela is somewhere around three thousand six hundred years old and four thousand years old.  I found it myself in a previously unopened tomb that hadn’t seen a visitor for just as long.”

   The implications stunned Timothy, because what he saw on the stela…

   Images of airplanes, with a diagram of how a wing functioned; a crude description and diagram on how buoyancy worked; an explanation of germ theory and the benefit of sanitation; a very rough description of a motor and electricity; a drawing of what was obviously a modern city and another description of the combustion engine along with warnings about the danger of pollution.

   “Your paper discussing the sudden emergence of new concepts in the Hin’Tye empire was impressive in many ways,” the Doctor began to speak as Timothy stood in front of the stela in shock.  “It was definitely in the top five of the papers we received, but it was not the best written of the bunch.  Still, your meticulous documentation of publicly available evidence to lend credence to the idea that there was interference from some outside source was excellent.  Your analysis of possible sources that the interference could have come from was likewise excellent.  With the data available to you, your conclusion that there is a yet undiscovered Skill that granted the bearer intuition on possible advances was absolutely perfect, but now that you have seen this stela, what do you think now Timothy?”

   “An [Oracle] or [Seer] of some kind…?  No, their limitations are well known.  Precognition could explain the images of the planes and city, but not the information on germ theory or how planes worked…” Timothy’s mind began to whirl, and despite his groaning about his low Endurance and Vitality last night, he was now incredibly happy with his two hundred plus Acuity Stat.  “Godly interference?  But their limitations were even more strict until the Descent…  It can’t be a unique Skill either, there is too much and too little information for that, so a visitor of some kind?

   “But from where?  Another Plane?  The Fae don’t use technology, Elementals can’t comprehend technology, and Celestials are restricted from giving information that isn’t known by at least one living person.  Not another Plane then, but it certainly isn’t alien life either, any creature that could reach the planet across the void of space has a grasp of magic or technology that far outstrips the information on this Stela…”

   The more he thought about it, the more impossible this seemed.  It would make far more sense if Timothy had passed out in the hotel and was dreaming all of this.

   “Your thinking and reasoning is quite sound,” Doctor Smith assured him.  “Which shows that I was right to choose you.  Regardless, whatever you decide is as valid as anyone else’s opinion here, because I cannot tell you how the information on this stela found its way onto the stone all those millenia ago.  I have my own theories, but I have yet to find any evidence one way or another.”

   “Where was this found?” Timothy asked, stumbling back into a chair as the shock caught up with him.

   “Inside the tomb of Princess Hemetra,” Doctor Karen Smith answered with a smile.

            

    
        Chapter Twenty One - Metal and Prayer

    
    
    
    
                   There are not only many gods in the world, but many kinds of gods.  First, there are the Primordial.  Primordial gods are those that existed first; creators and builders which are responsible for the existence of the Planes.  We know nothing about where the Primordials came from, but we do know that there was nothing here before them.  More precisely, there was no “here” at all.  They made the universe, the Planes, and the Major Gods, but we know precious little about them, because they left for elsewhere.  Despite the reverence they are held in, the Primordials are not truly worshipped and answer no prayers.

   The Major Gods were created directly by the Primordials to maintain the world.  Major Gods are naturally powerful, requiring no external power to fuel their actions and blessings.  However, all Major Gods are tied to a single concept or a specific set of rules each and will rarely act outside of their Domain.  It is just as rare that they will empower [Priests], because they care little for prayer and worship.

   Minor Gods are a diverse bunch, containing several subcategories.  Broadly though, they can be divided into two main groups: the Ascended and the Faithborn.

   Ascended are the rarer of the two, consisting of mortals who have shed their mortality and transcended their shells to become Minor Gods themselves.  Like the Major Gods, they have their own power and require no external power to maintain themselves.  Ascended require no worshippers to exist, but they often gather worshippers to expand their power and influence.

   Faithborn Minor Gods, in contrast, rely on their worshippers for their very existence.  They are born from the faith of their worshippers, literally coming into existence as a result of being prayed to even when they didn’t exist.  There are a countless amount of Faithborn, but the vast majority are relatively weak.  When you hear a tale of a high-leveled individual facing down a god, they are almost always fighting a Faithborn.  Although it is worth noting that only the highest level individuals armed with powerful armor and weapons can do such a thing; only a legend among legends can fight even the weakest of gods.

   While the vast majority of Faithborn are weak, the minority of strong Faithborn are incredibly powerful.  Some Faithborn, particularly those that are worshipped by a large congregation for millenia, reach a state of immortality where even the elimination of their worshippers can no longer kill them.  

  The pantheons of Ra’Sharon and the Myca Kingdoms are a prime example of this.  Even now, where their worshippers have dwindled to mere cults, they maintain the ability to bless their most devoted followers with incredible power.

   Even more incredibly, a few Faithborn have even reached a level of power that they were able to challenge the Major Gods and win.  The War of the Gods occurred soon after the Descent and lasted several centuries as some of the most powerful Faithborn fought the Major Gods for dominance.  This war shook the Imperial Confederation to its core as the institutions of faith within the Confederation became a destabilizing factor for the Empires.

   (-an excerpt from: “The Many Gods of Humanity” by [Cardinal] Alexi Ricardo)

 






  Hasa was…  Not very impressive, to be honest- not compared to the cities of Ra’Sharon.  Still, it certainly was a large city and a welcome sight for my weary eyes for a multitude of reasons.  When we had left Kuwa, we had sent a [Messenger] ahead of us, so our arrival was anticipated.  I would be visiting the temples and the [High Priests] to be healed before going to meet Sut’s family, which was also my family now.

   An odd thought that; counting Sut’s family, I’ve had four families over three lives.  I even had a good relationship with my first and second, and that thought was not just odd but also worrying.  It feels wrong to group the families I’ve had into good and bad as if they were days.  A family was not supposed to be just a tally in a column, but perhaps thinking that way would be an inevitable result of my existence.

   The pessimism I was feeling was likely because of my anxiety about meeting my husband’s family.  Meeting my first boyfriend’s family was bad enough and it had nowhere near the same kind of consequences for my life.  Of course, on the other hand, it wasn’t like any consequence had real weight either.  Being…  Well, not immortal - I have died too often to be called immortal, which is saying something considered I’ve only existed for a bit over fifty years in total - but eternal, every negative experience would lose their value as well.  If I was thrown into a prison and tortured until death, it would be terrible, but in ten thousand years would I even recall the event?

   Wow, I was cynical today.  Probably because this life and my last life had me dealing with people who could have me killed without much thought about it.  A [Maid] dealing with [Nobles] could be tossed aside like trash at any time, and the daughter of a [Baron] was hardly capable of protecting a mere [Maid] from someone like a [Duke] or a [Marquis].  In this life, my brothers and sisters also could have pulled off killing me if I had misstepped, and by Hin’Tye laws my life was very much in Sut’s hands right now.

   I hope in my next life I am reincarnated into a world where the consequence of being rude to someone is something more proportional.  It would be nice if I didn’t have to worry about a headsman or a poison dagger in the back but instead just have to deal with whomever I offended calling me an asshole.

   I was lost in my thoughts for a while as we went through the market.  There really wasn’t much to look at here because impressive architecture and art was reserved for the nobility, priesthood, and particularly rich [Merchants].  The vast majority of everyone else had what amounted to huts, with the only real difference between any one city and another being the materials that the huts were made out of.

   Or so I had thought, but an item in a stall caught my eye.  It was, I suppose, a near worthless item in this market, with no real value except its rarity.

   Because to a bronze age civilization, what was iron but an ugly and useless metal?  It was brittle, it rusted, it was hard to work and expensive to heat; iron was simply not worth the effort to mine it.  No one had even known what I was talking about when I had first tried to ask about it as a child and to be honest I had forgotten about it as time went on, but I could recognize it on sight.

   I got Sut to stop the chariot and excitedly jumped out to see the merchant.  Of course, I can’t actually hear or speak right now, which makes explaining my actions a pain in the ass and also makes purchasing anything just as big a problem.  I can’t tell him what I want and he can’t tell me the price.  The poor man looked terrified actually; he looked like just a simple [Trader], with a rough wooden cart and some assorted low-value wares.  Being approached by an obvious noble riding in a chariot with a noble man - after guards had cleared the way, announcing the presence of the [First Prince] - nearly drove him into a panic.  I couldn’t even say anything to calm him down.  I was just a silently smiling noble woman approaching him excitedly, which even I admit is kind of creepy.

  I didn’t bother to try miming or explaining, instead I merely removed one of my rings - a golden piece with small rubies - and tossed it to the [Trader], who fumbled and very nearly dropped it, and I grabbed the iron bauble.  I cheerily went back to the chariot while getting amused looks from Sut.  He probably thought I was just interested in something unique and that the iron amulet had caught my eye for that reason, but here was something practical I could do to improve the world around me.

   While it is true that I can only wish I had paid better attention in my History and Chemistry classes all those decades and lives ago, I had some very basic knowledge from my first world that no one else had in this one.

   I knew that iron was the main ingredient in steel.  I was fairly certain that the other ingredient was carbon, and I kind of knew how charcoal was made.  I think.  I was pretty sure that you just had to heat wood without burning it to make charcoal, and while that was an issue in Ra’Sharon, there were actually forests near Hasa!

   Sure, there were quite a few kinks to work out, but even if I wasn’t very knowledgeable about the process I certainly knew enough to grab a dozen [Miners] and [Smiths] and start them experimenting.  I mean, how hard could it actually be?  People figured out how to make steel before they figured out that shitting in the same water you drank was a bad idea, so it should be easy enough.

   There was a reason that I was so particular in what I drank when I could be.  I had Aj and Sere use a tool from an [Alchemist] called a retort to purify the water I drank.  Well, actually I was even more careful than that.  I had alcohol added to the water first, then simmered to boil off the alcohol and then ran through the retort to leave the water as pure and clean as possible.

   The point here is, that I am confident that I can figure this out, or that I can hire some people to figure it out anyway.

   I was lost in my fantastical daydreams of revolutionizing society and have working toilets when we reached the temple.  Hin’Tye [Priests] were a weird bunch in my opinion.  Most of my three lives had been spent in places where religion was fairly organized and centralized, but the Hin’Tye worshipped dozens or hundreds of gods.  Every random village seemed to have their own weather or storm god and the empire had [Priests] and [Shamans] scattered pretty much everywhere.

   Personally, I believed there was a link to the disorginzation of the Hin’Tye religion and the relative weakness of their [Priests].  After all, you can hardly have a [High Priest] without having other [Priests] for them to be “high” over.  So it would stand to reason that the larger a religion was, and the more [Priests] it had, the more [High Priests] it would be able to maintain.  At least, that is my theory anyway.

   This disorganization is also reflected in the temple’s construction.  It was…  Unimpressive; by comparison, anyway.  The grandeur of Ra’Sharon is perhaps an unfair comparison though because the grand workings of Ra’Sharon are impressive even by the standards of Earth.  Sure, the modern society I lived in could build skyscrapers, but that was a fairly recent development.  Prior to those there were few places that could match Ra’Sharon and all of the places that could were well known.

  The building was made of piled stone, not even properly cut blocks.  There were statues and decorations, but they were rather few and far between.  The temple seemed rather drab to me, maybe it would look better with flowers and greenery?  That might go along well with the piled stone style, making it look more natural.

  It seemed my thoughts had wandered again, because I hadn’t even noticed the group of [Priests] that had come to greet Sut and myself.  I blame my inattention on my deafness; without anything to listen to, it becomes really easy for me to get lost in my own head.  Hopefully, that will be done with soon.

   An older man came up to me and seemed to greet me happily.  He had a smile on his face, somewhat covered by his grey beard, and from the colorful designs on his robes - and the situation I was meeting him in - it was easy to guess he was a [Priest].  Possibly the [High Priest] himself, that would make sense considering that I was visiting with the [First Prince] and that the [First Prince] was my husband.

   Actually, when the old [Priest] leaned in close and put his hands over my ears, my initial reaction - quickly suppressed - was to pull myself back and push him away.  I mean, sure I was here to be healed, but it wasn’t like he warned me; admittedly he couldn’t have if he wanted to though.  His lips moved, and I guessed he was saying a prayer when his eyes glowed and then…

   “...and bless this woman with your healing, praise to you and the heavens above!” I was able to hear the [High Priest] finishing his prayer, and the bustle of the city around me.  I was healed!

   “Thank you,” I said, finally able to speak again as well, and bowed to the [High Priest].  “I am incredibly grateful for your help.  I was worried that I would be stuck in silence forever.”

   “There is no need to thank me [Princess],” the old [High Priest] gestured for me to stop bowing.  “I merely channeled the will of the Goddess Camursypa, and She granted me the ability to heal you.”

   “Then please, allow me to thank the Goddess.” I mean, to a certain degree I was nervous about interacting with religion.  Getting the attention of a capricious non-human entity of vast power seemed like a bad idea, and I was somewhat worried that they could somehow find a way to stop me from returning to Podi.  On the other hand, I certainly was grateful that I could speak and hear again.  “Should I make an offering?  I apologize that I am not entirely familiar with the gods of your lands.”

   I wonder if anyone is.  They have so many gods that I wouldn’t believe anyone who told me they actually knew them all.  Someone should catalogue them and make a single temple for all the different storm and weather gods.  After all, they all do fundamentally the same thing right?  If they worked together they would be far more effective, I would think, although I have no idea what the gods are actually like.

   “If you truly desire to do so, it is traditional to sacrifice a ram when thanking Camursypa,” the [High Priest] recommended.  “You do not need to wield the blade yourself, although that would be for the best.”

   I would rather not kill an animal if I could help it.  I mean, I had killed people in a previous life, but this life was different and there is something about killing animals.  I guess, on reflection, that it is not about whether what I am killing is animal or human, but rather how “innocent” whatever I am killing is.  I don’t think I could kill a loving mother of three, but I could kill an [Assassin].

   “No, [High Priest], so long as I can be guided into doing it correctly, I will wield the knife myself.” At least that way I can kill it as humanely as possible.

   I wouldn’t be doing the sacrifice now, but I should do it soon.  For now though we had to go to the palace; I still had to meet my Father-in-Law and Mother-in-Law, as well as my husband’s other wife.  My anxiety had returned in full force now that I didn’t have much to distract me, or I didn’t until Sut pulled me into a one armed hug as he drove our chariot towards the palace.

   “I’m relieved that you can hear again, Hem.” He said with a smile, “I was worried that they wouldn’t be able to help you.”

   “I am relieved to be able to communicate properly again,” I agreed emphatically.  “It was intensely frustrating especially when I had questions and no way to ask them!  It isn’t like I can properly write while bouncing around in a chariot, or that you could read what I wrote while driving one!”

   Sut laughed saying, “well I have a question for you first, why did you get so excited buying that trinket earlier?  It is a symbol of a northeaster weather god, I think, and it isn’t nearly worth the ring you traded for it.”

   “Because it is iron,” I didn’t know the word for iron and ended up using the english word for it.  “You have no idea what can be done with this metal.  Iron is the gateway to a whole new world of possibilities.”

   “Eye-run?” Sut asked in confusion, “do you mean iron?  It is nearly worthless because of its fragility, what would you use it for?”

   “Iron,” I tried out the Hin’Tye word for it, before explaining.  “It is fragile because you are forging it wrong.  Properly made, iron is stronger than bronze, but I am not interested in that really.  No, I want to make steel.”

   “St-eel?” Sut quirked an eyebrow at me, “I’ve never heard of that before, is it something you had in Ra’Sharon?”

   “Oh no,” I shook my head immediately.  “Steel requires iron to make, like bronze requires copper, and we had no iron sources in Ra’Sharon.  Bronze is made from copper and tin, while Steel is made from iron and carbon.  Steel is many times stronger than bronze, and if it is made properly it does not rust as iron does.  Admittedly, I have no idea how to make it so that it doesn’t rust, but one step at a time, right?”

   “So if Ra’Sharon has neither iron or steel,” he asked slowly as the chariot pulled up in front of the palace.  “Where did you learn of it?”

   Oops.  I was too excited about finding iron and being able to talk again.  Thankfully, a group from the palace was coming to greet us because I had no idea how to explain this one.  I could only hope Sut would forget, but I doubt he would.  My work to create steel would remind him even if he did forget...

            

    
        Chapter Twenty Two - Acceleration

    
    
    
    
                   “Of course the people don’t want war. But after all, it’s the leaders of the country who determine the policy, and it’s always a simple matter to drag the people along whether it’s a democracy, a fascist dictatorship, or a parliament, or a communist dictatorship. Voice or no voice, the people can always be brought to the bidding of the leaders. That is easy. All you have to do is tell them they are being attacked, and denounce the pacifists for lack of patriotism, and exposing the country to greater danger.”


  — Herman Goering, Nazi Reichsmarshall and Luftwaffe-Chief speaking to American psychologist to Gustave Gilbert during the Nuremberg Trials

 



  The Hin’Tye were less formal than I was used to, or perhaps I was just unfamiliar with the etiquette of my new empire. When Sut’s first wife greeted him, it was more of a leaping tackle-hug than anything else. He had the physical Stats to catch her easily, but Sut did that little spin with her in his arms that you see in movies where this kind of thing happens - because before this moment I had never thought that people actually did this. Of course, there was no way Sut could know that his movements were a cliche from a different world, and I was reasonably certain that his movements were practical.

   With Sut’s Stats, he might as well be a brick wall. If he hadn’t done that little spin to reduce her momentum, the woman might have hurt herself with that move. Regardless, the whole scene was very strange to me and I wasn’t sure how to react.

   I suppose, in the back of my head, I had always imagined a sort of… Distance? Between them. Not that I expected Sut to treat myself better than her. On the contrary, I imagined that I would be treated with the same distance when I was no longer “new and interesting,” so to speak.

   To be honest, the potential for real closeness kind of spooked me. Sure, I had imagined that it would be possible for me to fall in love with [Prince] Sut, but love is quite a loose word in a lot of ways. What I had hoped for was essentially a professional relationship that evolved into mild affection and then over time into a kind of gentle intimacy. What I was looking at reminded me more of a “head over heels” love that you would see in a romance movie.

   Or maybe I was looking at this all wrong, and Sut’s first marriage wasn’t political and I was intruding on a perfectly loving relationship. Would it even be seen as intruding? Polygamy was more common among the Hin’Tye than in Ra’Sharon, and as [First Prince] Sut would be expected to have multiple wives.

   “[Princess] Hemere,” Sut began to introduce his first wife to me formally after he set her down. “Allow me to introduce my first wife, [Princess] Malnia of Amor.”

   Seeming to discard formality immediately, Malnia then walks over and hugs me saying, “It is good to meet you Sister, I hope we can get along well!”

   “It is certainly good to meet you too, and I very much hope the same,” I reply, but I am bewildered by her behavior. Even as I am replying, she is already half dragging me into the palace.

   “She has been traveling for over a month!” Malnia was scolding Sut as she guided me towards what I presumed were the baths. “Of course she needs time to be ready to meet your father, no woman would dare offend the [Emperor] by coming in covered from the dust of the road!”

   Well, she isn’t exactly wrong, I suppose. And a bath would feel absolutely wonderful right now, so I tell Aj and Sere to unload - at least enough for me to get dressed after the bath - and to meet me at the baths. Malnia left one of her [Servants] to guide them after us even as she pulled me onwards.

   While she was doing this, I took the time to examine her. [Princess] Malnia was a short woman with slightly paler skin than my own and was maybe a few years older than me. She had long, slightly curly, hair that ended just below her shoulders and wore a colorful dress that was decorated in much the same way as Sut’s robes. Malnia was very pretty, but she also seemed rather agitated. As if her happy and energetic behavior was just a mask for what she was really feeling.

   I turned out to be correct about that, because once we were out of sight her face morphed into a determined and aggressive glare. Malnia rounded on me, scowling and suspicious and speaking in a clipped tone.

   “I am going to be [Prince Sut’s] [Queen],” she announced in a hiss. “Not you. So if you think-”

   “I have no interest in becoming [Queen],” I interrupt her, deciding to skip the threats. “I also have no intention to put my children forward as a candidate for [Emperor].”

   Taken aback by my sudden announcement, she scrutinized my face intently. Her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed as she searched my face for any hint that I was lying. All she would find is unsurprised exhaustion though. I was expecting a conversation like this eventually, although admittedly not so soon.

   “The [Messengers] wouldn’t have carried much information about me, I suppose,” I start talking to fill the silence. “But I have no real interest in politics or status and I do not want to fight. I am fine acknowledging you as Sut’s first wife and future [Queen], even publicly if you want.”

  “You… Aren’t lying.” Malnia’s reply was a statement, not a question. I wonder if she had a Skill that could detect lies, I imagine most royalty and nobles did have a Skill like that. “You truly have no desire to become [Queen]?”

  “None, why should I?” To a certain extent, this discussion amuses me. While I could understand why my siblings back in Ra’Sharon might think I would want to become [Pharaoh], with the perspective I have it is difficult to understand why anyone would want to be [Queen] in my position. Malnia looks like she doesn’t quite understand the question, so I expand upon my thoughts.

  “What would I gain from becoming [Queen]?” A rhetorical question, I already know the answer. “Wealth? As [Queen] or [Princess] my wealth is exactly the same: whatever Sut decides to give me. Power? All power is vested in the [Emperor], so when Sut takes the throne his [Queen] won’t actually gain power unless he gives that power to her.

   “And the last thing I want is for any child of mine to get involved in the battle for political power. I don’t want to find a son dead from poisoned wine or a daughter bartered away for political favors. I’ve seen too much of that in my former home already.”

   Anyway, the political wrangling would keep me away from other projects.

   “I… See…” Malnia seemed somewhat lost, I guess she had been building herself up for some kind of fight since she had known I existed. She probably wasn’t even sure what to do now.

   “So about that bath…?”


***


   I met with the [Emperor], but honestly he didn’t seem to care much about me or even really be slightly interested in talking to me. Sut’s brothers - the other [Princes] - were, but their interest was exactly the wrong kind. I would have to watch my interactions with them and it would probably be better not to do so at all.

   Anyway, as far as the [Emperor] was concerned, I was the receipt for the new peace treaty. Which, to be fair, I was. There were far more important issues for him to deal with, namely the attack on Ugareet. They had not been the only attack, reports from towns and cities up and down the coast told tales of unknown sails and raids. [Messengers] had come from the Myca Kingdoms warning of cities burning. Refugees had not reached the Hin’Tye borders yet, but it was only a matter of time. At the same time, the Chasms of Hell were unusually active and monsters were crawling out of them more and more every month.

   Food from Ra’Sharon would mitigate some of the issues, but the Hin’Tye empire was essentially preparing to fight a war on two fronts. Maybe it would be better to call it two separate wars, or even a war and a natural disaster. In both cases it was an attritional battle, which the empire could least afford. Thankfully, the [Emperor] was able to redistribute [Soldiers] from the Ra’Sharon border to other locations, but that wouldn’t be enough.

   Being at the [Emperor’s] court was a sobering experience, the Hin’Tye had none of the stability of Ra’Sharon.


***


   “Thank you for meeting me,” I spoke to the two dozen or so men who had gathered to hear me speak. “I am sure you are all very busy, so I won’t take up much of your time. If you have any questions during this meeting, feel free to ask - don’t worry about social status.”

   “Well if that is the way you want it,” one man spoke up to the incredulity of the people around him, who clearly were not about to speak up to someone of such higher status. “You should know none of us are busy, we can’t do anything without metal to work.”

   Sut was humoring me by allowing me to do this - gathering bronze workers for my steel project - and I doubt he believed my claims about steel at all. However, it was just as true that there was a metal shortage, so what would be the harm in letting me borrow them?

   “This meeting will address that,” I say holding up the iron trinket I had bought last week when I arrived here in Hasa last week. “I am sure you know what this is, and I am sure you are aware that with your current methods that it is weaker than bronze. However, much like copper can be made into bronze with tin, iron can be made into a far stronger substance by adding charcoal.”

   “I am aware that many consider iron to be borderline unworkable because of its high melting point,” I said, although if I was honest I had only become aware of it a few days ago and had just managed to throw together a hodgepodge solution yesterday. “But that is a problem I believe we can surmount by using certain techniques from my homeland.”

   Is that a lie? I guess it depends on if Ra’Sharon or Earth counts as my homeland.

   “So what do you need us for,” the man from earlier asked. “If everything was going fine you would be commandeering everyone in the city; what is the catch?”

   “I know iron and charcoal can be used to make steel,” I answered. “However, I have no clue what the ratio is.”

   That got a groan from the whole room. The exact mix of tin and copper varied from bronze worker to bronze worker depending on what they knew and what they had on hand, but everyone was aware that the ratio was critically important. A small change in the amount of tin would make a massive difference in the quality of the bronze.

   “I know, I know,” I use my Skills to placate them slightly. “However, if made correctly steel is several times stronger than bronze, and iron is a far sight easier to source than either copper or tin. I will need you to help me make steel for the first time.”


***


   “Switch them,” I ordered with a hint of exasperation in my voice.

   “But my family has-” the [Farmer] angrily tried to interrupt only to be struck across the face and sent to the ground by my new [Guards].

   “I will explain this one more time, because I am a generally nice person.” I let my anger resonate in my voice and instill fear in the idiot arguing with me, “but I do not need your agreement for this. It is an order from a royal, and your place is to obey it.”

   He alternated between cowering from my [Guard] and sneaking glares at me. Which very nearly earned him a kick in the head from my [Guard] before I signalled him to stop. Considering that I had decided to recruit my [Guards] from the refugees that were just starting to arrive, the men tended to be both very grateful and have very few compunctions about using violence. I was happy about the first bit, but the last was a work in progress. It was useful at times though.

   “As you well know,” I said after gathering my thoughts. “I am from Ra’Sharon. I am sure you have heard the legends of the abundance along the banks of Sharon’An, which flows through the empire granting life to the entire land. What few know is that Sharon’An does more for us than simply irrigate our fields and provide water for our thirst.

   “It floods regularly every year and when it does so it rejuvenates our soil and blesses it so that it may produce food for us again. Because when you grow your crops, you take from the ground, and while Sharon’An returns what the earth needs for life back to it, nothing does so here.

   “You complain about my demand that you change where your family has farmed for generations, but that is exactly the problem. You have taken and taken from the soil without ever returning to it.”

   All I wanted him to do was switch where his fucking goats grazed and his crops were grown for a year. Was that so hard to ask? Apparently it was a lot of work - I wouldn’t know, I have never farmed - but the leading edge of refugees from the Myca Kingdoms were reaching us now, with tales of more to come. The one thing we wouldn’t lack was hands to work the land unless we couldn’t feed them

   The Myca refugees told a daunting and unpleasant tale. Raiders from the sea attacking the trade cities and palaces of the coast and invasion on land from the Dors that lived further north were exacerbating a drought. The same Sea Raiders were also interrupting trade by sea, so a famine was expected to occur in the region and become worse over the next few years.

   Introducing the most basic form of crop rotation - the only one I could put together from memory - would help, although I was not sure it would be enough. If I could remember the more advanced forms of crop rotation I would be more confident, but I would have to work with what I had.


***

   “Orphanages and homeless shelters are a must,” I argued with the [Priest]. “And the temples are the best choice to set them up.”

   “But the cost…” The [Priest] whined, shrinking back as my Skills overwhelmed him. The [Priests] were well aware of how my Skills worked, but with my Charisma being so high only the [High Priest] could actually resist them. As a result, when I came to talk I usually ended up talking to whichever [Priest] was in disfavor that particular day.

   “What cost?” I barely prevent myself from a very un-princess-like snort. “We have food right now, but the future isn’t known. What we can predict though, is that refugees and war orphans will be increasing. We might as well use the extra labor to create places for them to live, if for no other reason than to keep an eye on them.”

   “Here is what we do,” I say, slightly starting to hate myself for this. “We provide the families a place to live and food to eat while we can, as poor a place to sleep as it might be and even though it is just enough food to avoid starvation. If these attacks intensify, we decry the situation and make them afraid of losing what little they have left. They were refugees previously, they will know how bad it is to be without shelter and to be hungry. So we whip them up into a frenzy, and promise the men that we will take care of the families of any man who volunteers for war. We reduce the resources for the ones that don’t volunteer and give them to the people who do and insinuate the ones who don’t volunteer are cowardly and might even be working with the enemy.”

   “We acknowledge that we cannot arm them properly, but say that we refuse to send them into battle unarmed. Our ancestors used stone and so will we, arming them with stone axes and clubs. We have to make sure to arm some of them with metal to make them feel like we are trying, but at the end of the day we will have a fanatical force willing to die for us to use as shock troops.”

   In other words, I am sending off the refugees to die horribly on the claws of monsters or to the weapons of the far better equipped and supplied Raiders all to give an advantage to the main Hin’Tye troops. We get more troops in the field, less mouths to feed at home, less malcontents in our cities, and at the end of the day they thank us for it because we assure that their loved ones are safe.

   “And these ‘schools’ you want to create…?” the beleaguered [Priest] looks over my written proposal, “this is also an expensive-”

   “Are you a [Priest] or a [Miser]? The cost will be worth it, believe me. We can’t just let the children run around without supervision and this will provide the perfect opportunity to have them take in our culture and philosophy. More importantly, we can teach them the Classes we want and have a supply of whatever kind of worker we need whenever we need them.”

   As much as my ideas make sense, I can’t help but think that if my plan is taking inspiration from the Nazis, I must have done something wrong somewhere. Next time I died I was going to take a long look at the memory related abilities; if I could remember everything I was taught, I am sure I would be able to come up with better solutions than this.

            

    
        Chapter Twenty Three - Many Unexpected Things

    
    
    
    
                   By the time a year had passed since I had arrived in Hasa things were far worse and were unlikely to get better for a long time.  I had greatly underestimated the amount of refugees that would be coming south as well as the difficulty of the projects I was working on.  Hell, I had underestimated the difficulty of merely communicating with the refugees.

   I, as a royal and a former [Scribe], was well educated and spoke multiple languages, but I was the exception and not the rule.  The vast majority of the population spoke Hin while the refugees spoke Mycan and anyone who could speak both was in high demand.  The schools I had founded were helping to teach Hin to the refugees, but it was only in Hasa and only for a fraction of the refugees.

   To make matters worse the coast had become far more volatile.  My plan to turn the refugees into [Soldiers] and [Guards] certainly helped hold the major cities on the coast, but every few months news came of another minor city or town burnt to the ground.  Moreover, the casualties among the refugees were brutal and their morale was dropping fast.  Concerns were raised about the potential for the refugee troops to mutiny and the [Generals] were of the opinion that it was not a matter of “if they mutiny” but of “when they mutiny.”

   Many of the refugees were starting to suspect they were being sent out to die, and they weren’t even wrong in thinking that.  I had hoped to allay their fears and increase their effectiveness by giving them old bronze armor and weapons from our army as we replaced bronze with steel, but the development of steel was progressing far slower than I anticipated.

   I had thought that steel would be fairly easy to develop.  I knew the ingredients, even if I didn’t know the ratio, so all that should need to be done is to create one hundred batches of an iron and carbon mix each one with one percent more iron and less carbon and then test the results to find the strongest.  Actually, it was even easier than that, because I knew that steel was mostly iron.  So only eight nine batches would need to be made; starting from fifty one percent iron and progressing to ninety nine percent iron.

   However, creating a process for purifying iron and removing waste metals from the ore turned out to be far more involved than I had imagined.  First, the iron ore had to be run through a “bloomery,” which was more or less just an oven.  The entirety of my contribution to that effort was explaining - badly - how to make bellows.  However, the bellows were what allowed iron to be smelted in the first place, otherwise the bloomery simply wouldn’t be hot enough.

   So after that, the end result was a mix of iron and slag.  The second thing you had to do was take the entire mess, heat it up, and then beat it to remove the slag.  It was only after doing this that the third step could be taken, which was sealing the iron in clay with charcoal in an attempt to make steel.

   The entire process took far longer and was far more labor intensive than I had thought it would be, although progress was certainly being made.  The last batch had been reported to be about as strong as bronze and I had high hopes that they would produce real steel within the next month.

   That wasn’t to say that their work had not been useful yet.  Making bronze required copper and tin, the former of which was not available in all regions and the latter of which was actually fairly rare.  We had our own source of tin here in Hin’Tye, but it wasn’t enough to meet demand for bronze and both we and Ra’Sharon relied on trade to obtain the tin we needed.  However, that trade went through the Myca Kingdoms which were in various states of collapse.

   As a result, replacing bronze weapons and tools was becoming far more difficult and bronze was used pretty much everywhere in society.  It was becoming difficult to obtain copper as well, as much of the Hin’Tye supply came from a large island offshore and the Sea Raiders were choking shipments from the island.

   If farmers had to return to using stone and wooden tools our food problems would become far worse, especially since this would affect Ra’Sharon as well.  Before we attempted to turn it to steel, iron in the second step could be wrought into all kinds of tools.  It wasn’t as strong as bronze, but wrought iron was far more available and the nobility was working to increase the production of wrought iron even as bronze production was falling.  Discussions were already taking place on the topic of exporting iron tools to Ra’Sharon, as they were also likely suffering a bronze shortage.

   I was pushing for the tools to be sent for free or nearly free, despite the fact that Ra’Sharon could certainly pay in gold.  There were a number of reasons for this, not the least of which was signalling to my family back in Ra’Sharon that I was “loyally on their side” because appearing to be that way would be very useful in any future negotiations.  The Hin’Tye took the implication that they owed me - and Ra’Sharon - for the information I was giving them rather well; far better than I thought they would.

   Eventually, I found out that it was not just because of the support of Sut, but also because of Malnia’s support.  Her homeland was also suffering from the bronze shortage, although it was far more stable than we were.  Essentially, we would be trading iron to Ra’Sharon and Amor in return for food and reinforcements respectively.  At least, that was what was going on above the surface, but below the surface…

   Well, who was to say those “reinforcements” from Amor would pull all the way back whenever this chaos ended?  The Chasms prevented them from grabbing much land, but the leverage Amor could gain from having a foothold to potentially expand from could be used in many different ways.  On the other side, if Ra’Sharon found its own source of iron, well they could be an island unto themselves then.

   Ra’Sharon agriculture supplied the world even before the Hin’Tye trade deal, mostly fueled by Ra’Sharon’s hunger for tin.  Now, iron would replace tin, but if Ra’Sharon had their own source they would not need to trade their food at all.  The change in the balance of trade had implications that no one could foresee.

   Admittedly, most of my work had effects I couldn’t foresee.  I certainly hadn’t predicted that my offhand attempt to make sense of the myriad gods that were scattered throughout Hin’Tye lands would result in the creation of a new grand temple - that wasn’t near finished - dedicated to the worship of the storm and weather gods of the region as a whole.

   The whole, gods are real, thing was difficult for me to comprehend and deal with in the first place.  The fact that they - and by extension, their [Priests] - could actually affect the weather had meant that they were critically important to agriculture in the empire.  However, I was aware that you couldn’t just change the weather in one place without affecting an entire region.  Furthermore, I knew that these local gods and their [Priests] were rather weak because they only had a few worshippers each even if their total number was huge between all of them.

   All I had wanted to do was to get the [Priests] of all of those gods to coordinate so that we could have weather more conducive to agriculture while taking less energy to do so.  Somehow, that had snowballed into the creation of a council of the [Priests], and from that into the “Council of the Storm Gods” themselves.  A couple of offhand comments about weather, climate, and the water cycle later and I had somehow landed myself with a Skill called [Blessings of the Storm Gods] bestowed upon me by those gods.

   The Skill increased my affinity with Water and Air by a lot, however it also reduced my affinity with Fire and Earth by an equal amount.  Apparently, it increased my mana regeneration as well but honestly that didn’t matter much because the closest thing I had to a magic teacher was Shati, and he was most familiar with Fire.

   That blessing was the first time I had even heard about the elements of mana because I never had any time to train my use of magic and I could barely throw out what Shati called a “magic missile.” Actually learning how to use the elements was far beyond my current Skill level and now Shati wouldn’t even be able to teach me anything but the utter basics!

   I couldn’t even politely refuse, because I was too afraid to even hint that I was unhappy with a group of beings that could smite me with an errant thought.

   Thinking of magic, my introduction to sensing mana in the schools I had founded also had unexpected effects.  Well, they weren’t unexpected for me; I was fully aware that odd things would happen if I tried to introduce magic on a large scale.  For one thing, the [Students] did not get the [Mage] Class, rather they got the Skills for [Minor Mana Sense] and [Crude Mana Manipulation] as part of the [Student] Class.

   More importantly, nearly all of the [Students] were adults who had leveled their main Class quite a bit or had multiple Classes, and learning magic had resulted in new Skills popping up.  A [Soldier] had gained the Skill [Infuse: Weapon], which allowed him to push his mana into his weapon making it stronger and sharper.  A [Miner] had learned [Vein Sense] which allowed him to send out a pulse of mana that would cause concentrations of metals to shine in his vision, even through the ground.

   If anything, I was more surprised by the rarity of these Skills than their existence.  I could not, for the life of me, understand why one [Soldier] gained the Skill [Infuse: Weapon], another one learned the Skill [Infuse: Armor], and another two dozen [Soldiers] gained no special Skills at all.  Neither Skill was needed in the classroom and both of them had wanted Skills that would protect them from injury.

   In the end, the special Skills that some people learned when they found out how to sense and manipulate mana were too rare to matter much.  Maybe two percent of the population gained a Skill and few of them could be called world shatteringly important because no one had enough mana to make good use of them.

   My plan to expand the Hin’Tye body of knowledge regarding magic was a simple one.  If everyone could sense and manipulate mana at a basic level, by sheer stint of the numbers some would take the next step and the next step beyond that.  It was an undeniably crude method, but [Mages] were few and far between and most were [Priests] first.

   As for my other projects?  Road building was stalled because of issues delivering food to the work sites, which is exactly the kind of problem the roads were being built to solve.  It almost felt like we needed roads to build roads!  Sut also axed the waystation idea, citing the possibility for [Bandits] or [Raiders] to use them.

  Sut was doing most of the ruling in the empire right now, which was how I was able to get most of my projects moving in the first place.  His father, the [Emperor] was sick, and it was the worst time for that.  If there were any issues during the succession it could tear the empire apart and burn it to the ground.  Maintaining central authority during the chaos was a must.

  There was happy news though.  Seven months after I arrived in Hasa, Malnia had given birth to a healthy baby boy.  As strange as it was to have a step-son, it was definitely something to celebrate.  Mother and infant mortality was horrifically high in this world and even though Malnia had received the best care available, that had not amounted to much at all.

   However, with the [Emperor] sick and Sut looking more and more like he was going to take the throne soon, Sut having an heir born to him already was seen as a good sign.  Obviously, his son would not be ready to take the throne himself for a long time, but the existence of an heir was still a guarantee of stability to the masses.

   Plus, little Arnu was cute!  Who doesn’t love a baby that you don’t have to take care of personally?  All the cuteness and none of the work!

   It was good to remember that even in trying times like these, there was joy and humor to be found.  The Hin’Tye had a fairly dark sense of humor, the [Emperor] especially as his health failed.  Actually, the [Emperor] had become far more relaxed as he had come closer to death and Sut took up more of the ruling of the empire, cracking dark and sometimes bawdy jokes whenever he felt like it.

   It would be difficult to articulate how embarrassing it was for me to hear my husband and my father-in-law - who also happen to be future ruler and the current ruler of the country respectively - joking that my father-in-law’s death and my husbands subsequent coronation would be the best time to convince Malnia and myself into a threesome.  Both Malnia and I had been too embarrassed to eat dinner with the [Emperor] for weeks after that.


***


   Now, I was waiting to see the latest attempt by my [Smiths] to create steel.  I was very hopeful for this one, and so were the other [Smiths] I was working with.  The introduction of wrought iron had led to metal armor becoming more available to the average [Soldier], and my [Smiths] were interested in trying it with the much stronger steel.  I could almost see the visions of invincible [Warriors] striding through battle whenever they got a faraway look in their eyes.

   “Princess?” A [Smith] calls out to me, “I think we have it.  Steel.” 

   “Well let’s begin the tests then!” I say with a smile, “this could be a revolutionary moment for our empire!”

   The tests we were doing were not very sophisticated.  It really just amounted to, “make a bar out of the metal and then whack it against stuff until it breaks.” If you knew how fast a bronze bar would break under those conditions, and a different metal lasted longer, it was the stronger of the two.

   It was horribly imperfect, but it was what we had.

   Either way, the test of the newest material that I was watching was simply the [Leed Smith] smashing a bar against a rock.  He was trying his best to break it, and he was not succeeding, which was perfect.  The man’s Strength stat was over two hundred; he was one of the strongest men in the empire!  And he still was unable to break the bar!

   I was so excited I could jump for joy, but instead I held my stomach, turned to the side and threw up.  I had no idea where the sudden nausea had come from until a thought struck me.  Even as the [Smiths] were worrying around me, I was ignoring them as I counted.

   It wasn’t exactly easy to be regular in a civilization with this level of technology; health was hardly understood here at all.  However, I was far further overdue than I should be and that could mean that I was…  Pregnant.

            

    
        Chapter Twenty Four - Third Death

    
    
    
    
                   As incredibly stupid as it sounds, I hadn't really been expecting to become pregnant. I wasn't stupid though, I certainly was aware where babies came from and it wasn't like we used protection. However, I just hadn't really thought of the consequences of it.

   In hindsight, it was surprising that it had taken me this long to become pregnant, really. Still, my first reaction was a mixture of terror and shock. Many women would be happy; joyful to have their first child. I was panicking and panicking hard. 

   Even if I didn't look like it, by this world's standards I would be considered an old woman if people knew my total age. And while I barely ever experienced more than a slice of what each world had to offer, I had experienced more than what most would ever experience. I had know freedom and servitude, war and peace, authority and submission. I had known technology that is so far beyond the wildest dreams of the people around me that even an explanation of what the technology did - much less how it worked - would be incomprehensible to them.

   All of that experience meant nothing, because I had never experienced this before.

   Worse still, this was a terrible world to give birth in. Leaving aside the geopolitical instability, this world lacked both of either the technology or the magic to make the birth safe. My child and I could die, it wouldn't even be surprising if we did. My own life was unimportant - I couldn't die, not really - but the thought of my unborn child dying froze my heart solid.

   First things first though, I had to tell Sut. I left the [Smiths] immediately and went directly to the palace with my thoughts and feelings in turmoil. I had to prepare, I thought, for the possibility that I wouldn’t survive. I didn’t want my child to be raised without their mother, but it was better to prepare for the worst.

   I found Sut in the throne room, and despite the importance of the meeting I pulled him aside.

   “Hem, dear, I heard the news about the steel by messenger,” he said with a partially bemused and partially annoyed tone. “You didn’t need to pull me out of the meeting to tell me.”

   “This isn’t about the steel,” I took a deep breath, wondering why I was suddenly nervous about telling Sut. He wasn’t a boyfriend who I was afraid would leave me if he thought I was pregnant and indeed, the common sense of this world was that my job in this relationship was to get pregnant in the first place. Sut was waiting for me to explain, so I let out the air in my lungs and took another deep breath before continuing.

   “Sut,” I say as I look him directly in the eyes. “I am pregnant.”

   At first, he didn’t react at all. It seemed to take a few seconds for my words to register with him, and I saw his eyes widen when they did. I had braced myself - more of that semi conscious fear shining through - but his outburst that followed was not in anger, but happiness.

   “That is wonderful news, Hem!” Sut said, pulling me into a tight hug. “It seems that the gods have not finished blessing us today; we need to celebrate! I’ll have the servants put together a feast, although you will have to limit your wine now…”

   Listening to Sut excitedly planning out a celebration for our child soothed me quite a bit. Unlike my Father, I would never have to worry about Sut doing anything but showing love for our child. With that worry out of the way, after the feast I would begin writing down an explanation of who I was - what I was - and every idea I could think of.

   Just in case the worst was to happen.

 

 

  [First Prince] Uppilimus Sut of the Hin’Tye POV:


   I have seen the chaos of battle, felt the insanity of men killing men as cities burned. I have felt the terror of monsters, of being stalked by an apex predator that knows neither fear nor failure. I have felt the creeping hopelessness of governance, watching as things fall apart around me despite my best plans and efforts.

   And yet, never have I felt so helpless before today when my wife was giving birth.

   My first child born to my first wife had an easy birth. Malnia had been in pain, but never was the survival of her or the child in doubt and she recovered quickly afterwards. My second wife - my beautiful, brilliant, and often incomprehensible Hem - had been far less convinced that things would go well for her.

   She was right, as she usually was. In the latter half of her pregnancy, she had bled often and none of the [Wise Women] had known why. Hem had been in pain and had easily fallen ill as the months progressed, and I had learned that even with all the strength of an empire behind me, some answers simply couldn’t be found.

   Now, she was in labor and I didn’t need my Skills to know what was going on when I could simply see the worried faces on the [Midwives], [Wise Women], and [Priests]. Traditionally, I would stay outside the room as my wife and there were only two reasons that they would call me in. The first, was that the birth had finished and the second was to say goodbye, probably to both mother and child.

   I hurried into the room, ignoring the blood as I quickly approached the bed and clasped Hemere’s hand. She was breathing fast, and her eyes were filled with pain. Yet, they were also clear and held determination along with a vague air of victory…

   “Hem, I-”

   “Sorry, Su,” she interrupted with a gasping breath. “But I need you to do something for me, could I borrow your knife for a second?”

   “Don’t give up!” I panicked at her request, my mind immediately jumping to what she would use the kni-

   “Stop thinking like that!” She snapped, weakly hitting me. “I know better than most what it feels like to be close to death and all that matters is that I die alone and not with our child. Now give me your damn knife and one of you get ready to pull our child out!”

   I had started to hand her the knife I always carried with me before she had finished her statement, but before I could ask what she meant, Hem had already plunged the knife into her own stomach!

   “Hem!?” I shout, reaching for her as she screams and yanks the blade through her. My mind is blank, and most everyone is shocked into stillness, but a single [Wise Woman] gasps and moves pulling my wife’s stomach open!

   The [Wise Woman] pulls the child out - the umbilical cord wrapped around its neck - and there is a small feeling of relief when I hear the child cry. Our child is alive, but my wife…

   “Sorry Su,” she says as her voice starts to go quiet and her eyes become unfocused. “I left a… letter. For you. More to, just promise me… Love our child, even though I’m gone…”

   “I swear it upon my very soul,” I give the oath with tears in my eyes. “I love you, Hem.”

   “It… Kind of snuck… Up on me, but I love you too Su.” Hem answered with a smile, and then closed her eyes and passed away. It was a while before I was well enough to read the letter she left; before I saw the notes she left me and the goals she had wished to accomplish.

   But I swore another oath when I did: I would see her will done, even if I had to shift the heavens themselves. I might not see her in the next life, but I would at least know that she was never truly gone.


***


  Cadence Lee POV: 


   I opened my eyes to see the same smooth, white, ceiling again. I took my time getting up, taking some deep breaths as I considered my last life. I was not as grief stricken this time as the previous ones, although the grief was still there. I imagine that it always will be unless I live a life completely alone and never have to worry about the inevitable separation that will occur.

  I hadn’t really expected to survive giving birth and I had spent the months leading up to that making my peace with it. I spent the time I could with Sut, and when I couldn’t I took up pen and parchment to write down everything I could think of. Hopefully he will be able to use them…

  Not being able to be with my own child hurt as well; I didn’t even know if I had given birth to a boy or a girl. That pain was sharp as a knife even with my emotions being dampened here. However, there was nothing I could do but embrace that pain and move on. I had to be content that I had at least saved my baby’s life, and honestly, what more could I wish for?

  ...A lot more, actually. But if I wanted more, I had to be stronger. So I got up off the marble slab and acknowledged the box floating ahead of me.


   “[Welcome back Cadence Lee, and congratulations on completing your third life!]

   [Please step up to the podium and have your life be measured!]”




   “Hello again, Podi.” I said, taking a moment to stretch. I had been a mess the last time I was here, and I don’t think I had noticed that I was back in my very first body whenever I returned here. It was a bit strange to have my body change so suddenly. Going from nine-months pregnant to normal in an instant was an odd experience.

   I still wasn’t comfortable with being naked, but living as Hemere had made me feel a lot more comfortable being barefoot than wearing shoes, so I suppose that was a plus. I walk up to the black podium and place my hand within the silver outline saying, “I guess I didn’t manage to live very long this time either. I should really try harder next time, I would rather die of old age after a fulfilling life than like I just did.”


   “[Calculating your life accomplishments…]

   You survived eighteen years! For surviving eighteen years you have earned eighteen points!

   You took part in being professionally trained in a trade! For going through four years of professional training you have earned one point!

   You took part in being professionally trained in several arts! For going through a total of twenty years of professional training between three arts you have earned five points!

   You defeated multiple enemies! For killing one hundred thirty four humans and forty two animals, you have earned one hundred forty four points!”


   “Hold up a second Podi,” I interject. “How exactly does the math work on that?”


   “[Human lives are worth one point. Animal lives are worth one quarter of a point. All decimals are rounded down to the nearest full point.]”


   “So a mouse and a wolf are worth the same amount of points? That doesn’t seem to make much sense Podi.”


   “[Small animals are worth zero points. Dangerous wild animals are worth variable amounts of points depending on the animal.]”

 

   “Huh,” I pause as I think about it. It still feels like there is lots of room for weird exceptions here, but what do I know? “Well thanks for telling me that Podi, please continue.”


   “You have defeated multiple enemies above your level! For defeating two humans above your level, you have earned four points!

   You gained nine Classes! For gaining nine Classes you have earned nine points!

   You gained three Advanced Classes! For gaining three Advanced Classes you have earned six points!

   You gained forty one levels! For gaining forty one levels you have earned forty one points!

   You have learned twenty two Skills! For learning twenty two Skills you have earned twenty two points!

   You learned multiple languages! For being fluent in three languages you have earned three points!

   You were socially active! For having a combined total of friends and acquaintances between one hundred and two hundred people, you have earned one point!

   You were married! For being married for two years you have earned two points!

   You had children! For having one child you have earned five points!

   You were politically active! For negotiating one peace treaty and one trade treaty you have earned twelve points!

   You advanced technology! For introducing three simple technologies to the world you have earned sixty points!”


   “Hey now, I introduced a lot more than three pieces of tech, Podi.” I glare at the podium under my hand, “I left my notes with Sut and they had things like flight and sanitation in them!”


   “[To qualify for Incarnator Points, an introduced technology must fulfill the following factors: First, it must be introduced prior to the Incarnator’s death. Second, to qualify as introduced, a technology must either be spread widely throughout society or taught to a proxy that is both capable and likely to do so. Third, the technology must be able to be implemented without the Incarnator present. Technology that relies on knowledge that the Incarnator alone has - and thus becomes unusable once the Incarnator dies - will not count. Fourth, the technology must not be available in the geographic region. Technology that exists elsewhere in the world, but is not within the same geographic region and is out of reach of the average sentient may still qualify for Incarnator Points at a reduced rate.]”


   “So my notes wouldn’t count anyways,” I mused aloud. “Because a lot of the stuff in there were things that I wasn’t actually able to implement yet, oh well. It sure is worth a lot of points though…”


   “You have advanced society! For introducing two new concepts to the world and engaging in three large public works projects you have earned twenty nine points!

   You were famous! For being well-known by more than one third of all sentient creatures in your world you have earned twenty points!

   You were religiously active! For helping to found a new temple and pantheon you have earned one hundred points!

   You were blessed by the gods of the world! For receiving a collective blessing from multiple gods you have earned ten points! 

   Your point total for this life is: four hundred eighty eight points!

   Your grade for this life is: D

   Your Beginner’s Protection will last: one more life”


   “Well at least it isn’t hard to avoid getting a strike from failing,” I say and then pause. The majority of my points came from killing so many people, introducing technology, and unifying the storm god temples… “Actually, I was really lucky that life, wasn’t I? None of that is easy to do, if their society had been just a bit more advanced I would have probably gotten an F…”

  Then I had another thought and asked aloud, “hey, Podi. Is getting an ‘F’ grade for a life the only way to get a Strike?”


  “[An Incarnator may receive a Strike in the following ways: 1) By earning less than two hundred points and earning a grade of ‘F’ for a life. 2) -information withheld until additional prerequisites are met- 3) -information withheld until additional prerequisites are met- 4) -information withheld until additional prerequisites are met- 5) By attempting to damage the Incarnator System.]”


   “That is a lot of information you are hiding from me Podi…” I sigh, “Can you tell me what the prerequisites I need to meet are at least?”


   “[To view this information you must complete your Beginner’s Protection Lives.]”

   “So next time I see you I will get to know the other requirements… At least it can’t hurt me until after that point anyway, so show me my achievements Podi. I imagine I got a decent amount this time, right?”


   [Congratulations Incarnator! You have earned multiple Achievements!]

   For dying to save the life of another you have earned the Achievement “Sacrifice” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Relationships tab!

  For dying to save the life of your child as a mother you have earned the Achievement “A Mother’s Love” and earned three points! You have unlocked additional options in the Relationship tab!

   For killing yourself for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Voluntary Restart” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the General tab!

   For killing an animal for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Hunter” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For killing ten animals for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Culling” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For killing ten animals in a single attack for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Slaughter” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For killing one hundred sapients for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Bloody Footprints” and earned five points! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For killing two sapients in a single attack you have earned the Achievement “Two For One” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For killing ten sapients in a single attack you have earned the Achievement “Overkill” and earned two points! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For killing one hundred sapients in a single attack you have earned the Achievement “Massacre” and earned five points! You have unlocked additional options in the Attack tab!

   For learning how to perform basic singing professionally for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Out Loud” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Arts tab!”


   Perform basic singing professionally? I was the greatest singer anyone had ever heard or heard of in four countries! I just got achievements for killing one hundred people with my voice alone! On second thought, that doesn’t seem like a good thing for a singer…

   “Hey Podi, why did I only get the Achievement for basic singing?” I complain to Podi, “What do I have to do to reach an expert level, or a master level?”


   “[Achievement hints are currently unavailable.]”


   “There are Achievement hints!? Well how do I make them available?”


   “[To view this information you must complete your Beginner’s Protection Lives.]”


   “You know Podi,” I complain with a sigh. “It makes more sense to give beginners this information while they are beginners instead of waiting. Not that you will change your mind, I mean, you are just a podium… Just… Go on.”


   “For learning how to perform basic dancing professionally for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Fancy Feet” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Arts tab!

   For learning how to use a musical instrument to a basic level professionally for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Music Player” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Arts tab!

   For learning how to sense mana for the first time you have earned the Achievement “First Spark” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Magic tab!

   For writing an original research paper for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Abstract” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

   For bringing technological knowledge from one world to another for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Kingdom Building” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

   For helping a civilization to develop Wrought Iron for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Dust to Rust” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

   For helping a civilization to develop Steel for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Hard As” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

   For helping a civilization to develop Crop Rotation for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Soil Renewer” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

   For helping a civilization to develop universal education for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Students for Teachers” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

   For helping a civilization to develop its infrastructure for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Roadbuilder” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

   For obtaining an ‘analysis’ type Skill and using it over 100 times for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Examiner” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!”


   “My [Scholar’s Eye] Skill was practically useless.” I groused as I was reminded of how hopeful I was about it, “It basically was only able to tell me things I already knew!”

 

   “For leaving a written record filled with otherworldly knowledge for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Incarnator's Legacy” and earned two points! You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!

   For being a member of royalty for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Royal” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!

   For helping to negotiate a diplomatic treaty for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Global Politics” and earned five points! You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!

   For being involved in a political marriage for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Treaty Obligations” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!”


   Wow, I am getting a lot of Achievements for this life. I suppose it makes sense because I actually did things this time. Or rather, I actually did new things this time. After all, I can only get an Achievement once, so I suppose that eventually - after enough lives - I would stop getting them for anything less than truly amazing feats.

   By the same token, I suppose as my point totals went up I would be more able to perform amazing feats. I wonder what it will be like to be a baby with a few hundred points in each stat, I’d basically be a superhero. Honestly, that seemed kind of fun.


   “For getting married for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Tie the Knot” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Relationships tab!

   For having a male child as a woman for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Its a Boy!” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Relationships tab!

   For dying during childbirth for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Maternal Mortality” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Vitals tab!

   For becoming crippled from a self inflicted wound during an attack you have earned the Achievement “Spite the Face” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Vitals tab!

   For performing a surgery for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Chirurgeon” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Intelligence tab!

   For performing a self-surgery for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Mad Chirurgeon” and earned two points! You have unlocked additional options in the Vitals tab!

   For having vaginal sex for the first time you have earned the Achievement “Hip Magic” and earned one point! You have unlocked additional options in the Communications tab!”


   “...I am not even going to comment this time Podi, you pervert.”


   “[Calculating Achievement total…]

   Your points earned from Achievements is: forty eight points!


   Recalculating your Life Accomplishments…

   Your point total is: five hundred thirty six points!

   Your grade for this life is: D

   For obtaining a grade of D you have earned a bonus fifty points!


   [Would you like to access the Incarnator Menus now?]”


   “Yes Podi, I would.”




  “Incarnator Menu:


   Points Balance: 594

  Stats:

  Strength: 2 (+)

  Endurance: 1(+)

  Vitality: 7 (+)

  Agility: 1 (+)

  Dexterity: 1 (+)

  Perception: 1 (+)

  Acuity: 7 (+)

  Willpower: 1 (+)

  Charisma: 8 (+)

  Magic: 1 (+)

  Luck: 1 (+)

  Ability Menu:

  [Attack]   [Arts]   [Communications]   [Defense]   [General]

  [Intelligence]    [Magic]    [Relationships]   [Vitals]

  Records:

  [Life Records]    [Ability List]    [Achievement List]


   “Wow, that is a lot of points.” I let out a whistle at my windfall, although as I think more it might not really be that much. “Stats are way cheaper than abilities are, I wonder why?”

   Podi didn’t offer any information this time, so I could only shrug and let it go. I would at least check out the new abilities that are available, but I was pretty set on sinking my points into Endurance, Vitality, and Luck. I actually wanted to have a long life and if I had children again, I wanted to live to raise them.


   “[Attack] Abilities Tab:

   [Hunter’s Strike]: When attacking an animal with intent to kill you have 5% increased Strength and Agility! (25 points)

   [Accurate Hunting]: When attacking an animal with intent to kill you have 5% increased Dexterity, Perception, and Acuity! (30 points)

   [Thinning the Herd]: When attacking a group of animals you regain a small amount of health and stamina for every animal you kill in a single attack after the first! (100 points) 

  [Wild Blow]: Attacks that hit multiple enemies restore a small amount of stamina! (100 points)

   [Friend and Foe 1]: Your area of effect attacks deal 5% more damage to enemies and 5% less damage to friends! (200 points)

   [One vs One Hundred, One at a Time]: When killing a sapient you have a small chance to gain one point from your victims highest stat. (2500 points)

   [One vs One Hundred, All at Once]: When attacking a group of over one hundred enemies your attacks deal 10% more damage! (2500 points)


   “You know, I don’t even know how I killed that many people in the first place.” I remembered the only battle I had taken place in, “Admittedly, my Class was simply better than most, but it really seemed almost too easy to do…”

   Honestly, I doubted that I had killed as many as I was given credit for, at least not directly. I was at ground zero, and I only went deaf, so I can’t imagine that I was shattering skulls or something. Maybe confusing people into attacking each other counted? Or if someone was heavily wounded and died later, did that count? I wasn’t sure.

   “All right, show me my new Arts abilities then.”


   “[Arts] Abilities Tab: 

   [Perfect Tuning]: You can instinctively tune any musical instrument! (20 points)

   [Perfect Pitch]: You always have perfect pitch! (50 points)

   [Sure Feet: Dancing] You have 5% increased Acuity, Agility, and Dexterity when dancing! (50 points)”


   “[Perfect Pitch], huh?” I had that same Skill from my Classes before… “What happens if I have the same Skill from being both a world and from being an Incarnator? Do I get something special, Podi?”


   “[-information withheld until prerequisites are met-]”


   “Yeah, that figures. At least answering that way implies that eventually I will get something interesting for duplicates eventually.” Well, hopefully interesting anyway. I suppose that the “withheld information” could be that I don’t get anything and I just get ripped off, but I can’t think of a reason why information like that would be withheld.

   Of course, I can’t think of why any information would be withheld. The idea of Podi having an agenda is… Well, the only agenda I think he has is to perv on me.

   “Well speaking of perversion, go on then; Communications is next, yeah?”


   “[Communications] Abilities Tab:

   [Sexual Prowess: Vaginal]: Improves your ability to perform vaginal sex! (125 points)”


   “Yup, I still have no idea why this is in the Communications tab. Or why it is a thing at all.” I have difficulty imagining why I would ever spend points on that.


   “[Royal Presence]: Increases the efficacy of Charisma and Willpower based Skills based on the status of your family! (500 points)

   [Political Marriage]: When involved in a political marriage, the family of the other party will find you much easier to like! (500 points)

   [Minor Analysis: Diplomat]: When using ‘analyze’ Skill on a target that is subject to a diplomatic agreement you may gain extra information on the target’s likelihood to adhere to or violate the agreement! This Skills effectiveness increases with Perception, Acuity, Willpower, Charisma, Luck and your familiarity with the target. (2000 points)

   [Incarnator Legacy 1]: This Skill allows the Incarnator to imbue an object that has knowledge from the Incarnator with 10% of their Stats and up to three Skills. After the Incarnator dies, a sapient who accesses the information will receive the Stats and Skills as a Blessing. (100,000 points)

  

   [General] Abilities Tab: 

   [Restart Option]: Allows the Incarnator to return to the Incarnation Chamber by instantly committing suicide whenever they wish! (1000 points)”


   “I probably should get that Skill someday…” I could only think that I would be forced to use it someday, in some life. “Although you would think it would cost less. Your pricing is bullshit, Podi.”


   “[Intelligence] Abilities Tab:

   [Minor Analysis: Farming - Rotation]: When using an ‘analyze’ type Skill on a crop you gain information relevant to crop rotation! (25 points)

  [Research Writer]: When writing a research paper your Acuity and Dexterity are doubled! (50 points)

   [Examine]: A basic analysis Skill. Provides very basic information about the target! (100 points)

   [Iron Age]: When teaching how to make wrought iron, the people learning from you require up to 10% less food and water and become tired up to 10% more slowly. The efficacy of this Skill is dependent on your Charisma and the quality of your teaching. (1000 points)

   [Educator]: When teaching your student’s Acuity is increased by at least 100% and can be increased by up to 200% depending on your Charisma! (1500 points)

   [Infrastructure Planning]: When working on infrastructure, you require up to 10% less food and water and become tired up to 10% more slowly. *Warning! This ability can only be used while working on infrastructure. Working on infrastructure for the purpose of reducing consumption or sleep will result in this skill failing to activate!* (1500 points)

  [Fast Hands: Self-Surgery]: When performing self-surgery you have 15% increased Perception, Dexterity, and Acuity. (1000 points)

  [Steel Age]: When teaching how to make steel, the people learning from you require up to 10% less food and water and become tired up to 10% more slowly. The efficacy of this Skill is dependent on your Charisma and the quality of your teaching. (2000 points)

   [Kingdom: Advancement]: Populations in polities aligned with you gain a bonus to Luck based on how advanced they are! (1,000,000 points)”


   “One million points? Well, I suppose it is probably a powerful Skill…” I am not really sure how important Luck is though, so I can’t say how powerful it is. The Skill also doesn’t mention how much of a bonus it is, or how advanced a polity has to be to trigger the Skill, or how much more advanced a polity has to be for the bonus to increase.

   Actually, as I am looking over the Skills I unlocked, I had to wonder: “Hey Podi, are these all of the Skills I have unlocked? The Achievement notifications all say ‘options,’ which is plural.”


   “[Skill selection is limited until Beginner’s Protection is over.]”


   Interesting. Confusing, for sure, but interesting as well. After my next life is over, I would definitely have to try and interrogate Podi some more. Considering this is my existence now, and as long as I don’t screw up it looks like it will continue forever…


   “[Magic] Abilities Tab:

   [Minor Manasense]: Perceiving Mana is 10% easier! (200 points)


   [Relationships] Abilities Tab:

   [Married Life]: When married, your spouse will find it easier to like you! (100 points)

   [One Life For Another]: When sacrificing your life for another, after your death the one you sacrificed your life for will have .5% of their health and stamina restored per second for the next 30 seconds. (1000 points)

   [A Mother’s Love]: When sacrificing your life for your child as a Mother, after your death your child will have 1% of their health, Mana, and stamina restored per second for the next 600 seconds. (2000 points)

  [A Healthy Boy]: When giving birth to a male child that child inherits 1% of your Vitality! (2000 points)

 

   [Vitals] Abilities Tab:

   [Double-Edged Defense]: You take 5% less damage from your own attacks! (200 points)

   [Doctorless]: When performing a self-surgery you experience 25% less pain! (250 points)

   [Maternal Vitality]: You gain a bonus to Vitality when you are pregnant that grows until birth! This bonus starts at 1% and can reach a maximum of 33%. (1000 points)”


   “Well, that is a lot of Skills, Podi.” Some of them look useful but, “I think it probably makes more sense for me to invest in my Stats instead.”

   On the other hand, there certainly were some Skills that I could probably use… The analysis Skills really stand out in that regard. Purchasing [Minor Analysis: Life], [Minor Analysis: Chemical], [Minor Analysis: Farming - Rotation], and [Examine] would cost me one hundred seventy five points, but I could understand how useful they could be now. [Minor Analysis: Diplomat] was out of my price range, but having spent over a year of my last life struggling to produce steel, being able to get chemical information out of an analysis Skill seemed absolutely perfect.

   The only question was: would I be doing things like that enough for the Skills to be worth it at this point? Or rather, for them to be worth more than the twelve Stat points I could get instead. Vitality was an absolute must for me, I think, and so was Endurance. I have died twice from violently being killed and once from what you could generously call “medical complications.” I haven’t managed to hit even half of my life expectancy in any of my lives!

   “Podi,” I decide to add to my Vitality before anything else can tempt me. “Put one hundred thirty points into my Vitality and bring it up to twenty.”


   “[Request Denied. 130 Incarnator Points spent on Vitality bonus Stats would bring your Vitality Stat total to: 15. To reach a total of 20, you will need to spend 230 Incarnator Points. Would you like to do so now?]”


   “I would not,” I quickly deny. “If each bonus Stat costs ten Incarnator Points, why do I need to spend two hundred thirty Incarnator Points to reach twenty bonus Vitality?”


   “[The cost of a bonus Stat point doubles for every ten points purchased in that particular Stat. Bonus Vitality Stats 11 - 20 cost 20 Incarnator Points each.]”


   Well. Fuck. That would mean that twenty one to thirty would cost a total of four hundred Incarnator Points, and from thirty one to forty would cost eight hundred. Past forty, each individual point would cost more than all the bonus Stats cost from zero to ten.

   So it probably wasn’t very efficient to try and dump all my points into my Stats like I had originally planned on… However, I might as well bring a couple up to ten at least; Vitality and Endurance for sure, maybe Strength too because it probably overlapped with Vitality considering that organs like the heart were muscles.

   More importantly, I doubted I would be born as royalty again for a long time. My second life would have benefited a lot from having some extra strength. Maybe I wouldn’t have died so easily? Hard to say…

   “I understand. In that case, please raise my Strength, Endurance, Vitality, Charsima, and Acuity to ten each. That should cost me two hundred fifty Incarnator Points, correct?”

   It did, which left me with three hundred forty four points remaining. Should I drop another ninety on Luck? Probably, I might as well. Once I did that, I had two hundred fifty four points left. Time to bite the bullet and buy those analysis Skills I suppose…

   “Podi, I’d like to get [Minor Analysis: Life], [Minor Analysis: Chemical], [Minor Analysis: Farming - Rotation], and [Examine] for one hundred seventy five points.” As for the remaining seventy nine, hmmmm… “I’d like [Killing Blow] and [Healthy Thoughts] as well.”

   I don’t like killing people, but I have ended up having to do it anyway. It is better to be prepared, I think. My Incarnator Menu looked better now, at least; more full.


  “Incarnator Menu:


  Points Balance: 9

  Stats:

  Strength: 10 (+)

  Endurance: 10(+)

  Vitality: 10 (+)

  Agility: 1 (+)

  Dexterity: 1 (+)

  Perception: 1 (+)

  Acuity: 10 (+)

  Willpower: 1 (+)

  Charisma: 10 (+)

  Magic: 1 (+)

  Luck: 10 (+)

  Ability Menu:

  [Attack]   [Arts]   [Communications]   [Defense]   [General]

  [Intelligence]    [Magic]    [Relationships]   [Vitals]

  Records:

   [Life Records]    [Ability List]    [Achievement List]


   Purchased Abilities:

  [Minor Analysis: Life]: When using an ‘analyze’ type skill on a living target, you gain extra information. This skills effectiveness increases with Perception and Acuity.

  [Minor Analysis: Chemical]: When using an ‘analyze’ type skill on a physical target, you gain extra information about its chemical composition. This skills effectiveness increases with Perception and Acuity.

   [Minor Analysis: Farming - Rotation]: When using an ‘analyze’ type Skill on a crop you gain information relevant to crop rotation!

  [Better First Impression]: If you were going to give a good first impression upon meeting someone for the first time, your impression will be even better than before!

  [Healthy Thoughts]: Basic health practices are more effective.

  [First Words]: When you are born into a world, you learn to understand your first language in that world much faster!

  [Killing Blow]: When attacking a sapient with intent to kill you have 5% increased Strength and Agility!

   [Examine]: A basic analysis Skill. Provides very basic information about the target!


   “Well, I don’t suppose there is any point waiting around here.” I said with a sigh, my thoughts instinctively turning back to the world I just left. The family I just left.

   “Hey, Podi…” My voice is quiet, “Is there really no way I can return to them? To my son? I know… I know that I can’t, but I can’t help but ask you anyway…”


   “[...Unfortunately, not yet Cadence.]”


   “I understand,” I am nearly crying, but I pull myself together. If I think about what I have lost, I will be a mess again. Podi hasn’t taken me away from my child, I was simply too weak to stay with them and Podi is giving me a chance to be better.

   “Thank you for answering, Podi.” I hadn’t expected an answer like that; maybe my anthropomorphising of Podi was more correct than I had thought. “I am ready to reincarnate now.”


   “[Begining Reincarnation. You currently are only allowed to Reincarnate into worlds with a ‘system.’ World found. May your life be glorious, Incarnator.]”


   The world went black for another moment, another eternity. I felt nothing, and then warmth and pressure. There was light, but it was muted this time, and I felt confined and desperate to stretch. I followed those instincts without thinking, stretching my body and whatever was containing me opened!

   I was in… water? Is this a swamp? Why is everything so huge, where is my mother? Wait, if I look at my own body…

   “PODI,” I try to roar. “WHAT THE FUCK IS THIS!?”

   And in the middle of a warm and shallow pool, the baby toad that was me let out an infuriated squeak.

            

    
        Chapter Twenty Five - Fourth Life

    
    
    
    
                 Third Person POV:


   Tens of kilometers away from civilization, deep into the forest and close to the mountains to the west, there was a very particular piece of geography. Thousands of years ago, it would have been a crater lake, where a meteorite slammed into the hills and punctured into the aquifer beneath. However, over thousands of years the water that filled the crater wore down the wall of the crater and now a small stream flowed out from the spring in the crater out through the small valley and into the lowland.

   All that remained of the former lake was a small area of swampy, shallow, water surrounded by centuries old trees that had claimed the interior of the crater for the forest. It was spring, and the area was teeming with life. Were it somewhere else, an observer might see squirrels or deer or various amphibians but some places in this world were special.

  The mana in this forest was high, which made it the perfect place for monsters to give birth. Even among monsters though, there was predator and prey. Along the edge of the swampy pools a lizard - about the length of a human forearm - was stalking its next meal. It was young, hatched only a week ago, and was months away from growing into the dog sized monster that adventurers were sometimes called to hunt.

  Most prey tended to be quiet, but the lizard was following the sound of one prey monster in distress. Approaching one of the pools, the lizard catches sight of its prey, a small toad thrashing around in the shallow water. It was smaller than a closed fist, but a knowledgeable sapient would know it as the hatchling form of one of the species of giant toad monsters, some of which grew large enough to eat humans whole.

   The lizard monster, of course, knew nothing of this. It only saw its next meal, and an easy one at that. It had eaten this kind of creature before and knew them as weaker than itself, it was an easy meal without risk. It took a second to prepare itself, and then jumped into the water, charging at the toad and attempting to bite down and end the hunt in one go.

   Unlike the other hatchling toad monsters it had eaten, this one didn’t try to run. No, it jumped at the lizard monster! The lizard was surprised, but not worried. Its little lizard brain was far from intelligent, but it had little problems with its food jumping into its mouth. It had no reason to be afraid of something so much weaker tha-

   The toad slammed into the lizard’s face and sent it sprawling! The lizard tried to right itself in the water, splashing around as it attempted to get its feet under it. The toad didn’t give it a chance, slamming into the lizard again and hitting the lizard’s head into a small rock that was in the pool.

   The first time this happened, the lizard was disoriented. The second time, it was stunned. The third time, everything went dark.


***


Cadence Lee (as a baby toad monster):


   Holy fuck, where the hell did that thing come from!? I had just been cursing out Podi and suddenly a Podi-damned dinosaur came out of nowhere and attacked me! I was so surprised I accidentally jumped into it instead of away from it, and had been shocked to find that despite it being something like six times my size it was shockingly weak!

   I had to admit, being attacked like that was probably my own fault. Thrashing around and making noise had probably been a bad idea, but on the other hand, I was a FUCKING TOAD!

   On the bright side, I had gotten some interesting notifications from that fight…


   “[You have defeated a Lvl. 4 (Hatchling Green Lizard) and earned 10 xp!]

   [For killing a higher leveled monster than yourself, you have earned 50% extra experience! You earned 5 xp extra!]

   [Congratulations! You have reached Level 1!]

   [You have gained +1 Strength, +1 Endurance, and +1 Vitality!] 

   [You have learned the Skill: Jumping! Jumping is now Level 1!]

   [You have learned the Skill: Charge! Charge is now Level 1!]”


   Since when was something like “jumping” a Skill, and since when did Skills have levels? I guessed I needed to check my menu, and I found the layout was different than I was used to. It also had new categories.


  Character Menu:

  Name: -   Species: Hatchling Boreal Toad   Level: 1/5   Experience: 5/20 

  Class: -locked-    Health: 39/39    Mana: 0/0   Stamina: 84/100

  Statistics:

  Str: 14    End: 13   Vit: 13    Agi: 9    Dex: 5

  Per: 15    Acy: 20   Wil: 3    Cha: 12   Mgc: 1

  Lck: 163

  Abilities:

  [Breathes through her Skin](racial)   [Toxic Skin](racial)   [Minor Analysis: Life]

  [Minor Analysis: Chemical]   [Minor Analysis: Farming - Rotation]   [Better First Impression]

  [Healthy Thoughts]   [First Words]   [Killing Blow]   [Examine]

  Skills:

  Jumping: 1   Charge: 1


   Opening the menu confirmed for me a couple of things. First, foremost, and worst: I was a toad. Second, I was both nameless and Classless. Attempting to name myself ended up doing nothing, so I decided to leave that alone for now. The fact that my Class was locked was a lot more worrying to me. In my last two lives the majority of my personal abilities had come from my Class or Classes. Classes were powerful and I would be safer if I had one.

  Third, I was able to double check and see that my Skills did in fact have levels, and that they were fairly common things. Moving away from the dead lizard, I decided to do a quick test as I started to swim in a slightly deeper part of the pool. Half a minute later I got a notification:


  “[You have learned the Skill: Swimming! Swimming is now Level 1!]”


  Huh, it worked. Not only did it work, but I was able to feel the difference between when I had the Skill and when I didn’t. My movements felt easier and I moved faster after I got the Skill, which was certainly an interesting thing. As to what that meant…

   Honestly, I wasn’t able to say yet. My thoughts felt like they were moving through mud; except not like moving through mud, because I actually found that when I got out of the pool my toad body was very well suited for travelling in mud. The point was that my thoughts were slow, and while I didn’t feel less intelligent it seemed to take me longer to reach conclusions than before.

   Maybe this did make me dumber overall though, because I found myself very easily distracted. My eyesight was rather poor when it came to color and detail, but even the smallest movement stood out to me and grabbed my attention. With my thoughts constantly being grabbed by a moving leaf or a ripple, my thinking was constantly interrupted.

   That was probably why it took me so long to realize that I wasn’t just a toad, I was a fucking weak toad. If I subtract the Stats I gained from leveling and my Incarnator bonus, my species apparently had a mere three Strength, two Endurance, and two Vitality! Well, I suppose I was a hatchling, but still…

   I wish I had more information… It would be nice if [Examine] worked on the menu…

   Well, after I had thought that, I eventually managed to realize that I had never actually tried to use the ability on the menu. So I opened it again and tried to use it on the Class part of the menu, hoping - despite the fact I lacked any Ability that might supplement [Examine] for this - that it would work and give me useful information.

   To my surprise, it did work! But before I could read the extra information I was interrupted by another notification!


   “[Congratulations you have learned the Skill: Inspect! Inspect is now Level 1!]

   [Incarnation Skill overlap detected! Local System Override in progress…]

   [Local System Override Complete…]

   [All relevant Incarnator Skills and Local System Skills will be merged.]

   [Error! Skill removed: Inspect!]

   [Error! Abilities removed: Error! Ability names not found!]

   [Congratulations you have learned the Skill: Analyze! Analyze is now Level 1!]

   [Merge complete. All merged Skills will be reset on Incarnator death.]

   [Resuming Local System control…]”


   Dafuq!? If this could happen, why the hell didn’t Podi tell me when I asked? Well, if Analyze is better than Inspect and [Examine], then I can’t get too mad. Of course, I have no way to tell if it is or isn’t, because all of the Incarnator Skills I purchased relating to inspection type Skills are gone from my menu. Presumably, based on what I think Podi said, they were merged with Inspect to form Analyze and I will get them back when I die.

   So back to my Class then…


   “[Class: -locked-]

   [Your Classes are locked. Pure Monsters may not gain Classes.]

   [Demihuman Monsters may gain Classes. Classes that have already been acquired remain unlocked during Evolution, however if a Demihuman Monster evolves into a Pure Monster they will be unable to gain new Classes. All species have an inborn limit on the amount of Classes they may acquire.]”


   I instinctively knew that the second part - the most informative part - was a product of my new Skill. Admittedly, the extra information just raised more questions. Specifically, what Evolution was. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to Analyze my own Analysis, which was the first thing I tried to do.

   The next thing I Analyzed was my Level. It was strange for me to have a Level without a Class, and I was curious as to why it was shown as 1/5.


   “[Your Level. You are Level 1. At your Evolution Stage each Level requires 10 xp more than the previous one. At your Evolution Stage you gain 1 xp per day automatically.]

   [Reaching Level 5 allows you to Evolve. At your Evolution Stage you will be able to Evolve into a more developed version of your species. Fulfilling certain requirements may unlock the possibility to Evolve into different species.]”


  Oh fuck yes, there is a way for me to stop being a toad! I wonder what kind of requirements there are?

  First though, I have just noticed that I am hungry. My adrenaline had finally calmed down, and now I have noticed that I was ravenous. Except, what do I eat; what do toads eat? Fuck this though, my last meal was prepared by [Royal Chefs] and now I am considering whether or not I should go back to the lizard I killed and seeing if I can eat it!

  I don’t have teeth though, so I don’t think it would work. Unfortunately, as I was thinking in the mud, a beetle of some kind wandered by. The movement caught my attention and… It actually looked really appetizing… Instinct took over and I snapped it up without thinking.

  “Oh my Lord Podi,” I thought to myself in horror. “I just ate a bug! And it tasted good!”

  At least I was small, so I wouldn’t have to eat much. Hell, apparently the bug wasn’t even worth xp. Which really was just adding insult to injury. I am now eating bugs, and the bugs aren’t worth eating!

  What would I even do now? I could hardly see, and I already knew there are giant (to me anyway) lizards wandering around that see me as their next fancy French meal. I am fairly certain that the blurry shapes around the edge of this pool are trees, and I was a bit scared to leave my pool to go check. I guess I need a home; a place I can feel safe.

   I looked down at my forelimbs, I can’t build anything with these! Of course, I have no idea how to build anyway so it might not even matter that I couldn’t build with these limbs anyway. Maybe I could hide under a bush?

   There was a bush that was growing in the mud by the pool, and I hopped over to it. I guess I felt somewhat better once I was under it? Was I so nervous because of my new body? Probably, it makes sense for baby toads to be a bit apprehensive about the world around them. I wasn’t even feeling completely safe hiding under this bush!

   Maybe I should dig a little burrow?


   “[You have learned the Skill: Digging! Digging is now Level 1!]”


   Yeah, that felt much better. It was the middle of the day, but I was feeling tired, so I ended up falling asleep in my new little home. I woke up at night, and found myself able to see just fine. Maybe I am a nocturnal toad?

   The only question is: what should I do tonight? No, that isn’t the only question, I should extend that into: what should I do with this life? I do not want to be a toad living in a muddy hole, and that means I need to evolve. To evolve, I need xp and I can get xp from killing things or from simply waiting.

   I would have to spend over two weeks to get to level two if I took the latter option, but if I killed another one of those lizards I could get the xp I needed in one go… Was it worth the risk? Was it even a risk at all? That first lizard had ambushed me and I had smacked it around pretty easily.

   I guessed it really wasn’t too much of a risk. Even if I fucked up and got eaten, I still wouldn’t earn a strike for this life. So I snuck out of my bush and into the night.


   “[You have learned the Skill: Stealth! Stealth is now Level 1]”


   Well, that is useful. I’d like to get the jump on them instead of the other way around, so getting the Stealth Skill was very welcome.

   I awkwardly walked away from the pool and once I got closer I was able to see that the shapes around the pool were trees. Giant ones, although that might have been a trick of my new perspective.

   I didn’t really have a plan beyond, “walk around and find lizards while eating random insects that I come across.” Thinking was too hard right now, although I was certainly aware that there were more holes in my plan than in a block of swiss cheese. Not the least of which was my poor eyesight.

   In fact, my eyesight was poor enough that I apparently walked past one of those lizards without even noticing them, only for them to bite me in the butt! I kicked the fucker off, but that hurt! I even lost nine hp from that!

   However, just like before, the lizard was weaker than me. My kick surprised it, and I repeated my tactic of throwing my body into the lizard and smashing it against the nearest solid object. Honestly, this is just too easy! If it wasn’t for my piss poor eyesight I could slaughter these things like bugs!

   Except that when this lizard let out a cry, it was answered by two others and two more lizards came by. Suddenly, it was three on one.

            

    
        Chapter Twenty Six - The Importance of Acuity and Willpower

    
    
    
    
                   With two more lizards approaching rapidly, I had to finish the first one quickly. Actually fighting three versus one might be a bit much for me, so I slammed the lizard into the tree again, and again!

 

   “[You have defeated a Lvl. 4 (Hatchling Green Lizard) and earned 10 xp!]

   [For killing a higher leveled monster than yourself, you have earned 50% extra experience! You earned 5 xp extra!]

   [Congratulations! You have reached Level 2!]

   [You have gained +1 Strength, +1 Endurance, and +1 Vitality!]”


   Perfect! I have just enough time to jump out of the way of the lizards charging at me from behind! I hop to the side and the monsters ram into the dead body of their comrade and into each other. They almost seem to forget about me for a second as they start hissing at each other, and for a nanosecond I wonder if I can sneak away. No such luck though, as they turn on me again.

   The closest one lunges at me again and I hop over it to hit the one lagging behind. I need to keep one of the lizards between me and the other one and not let them surround me. Unfortunately, without something to knock them against the lizards are hurt but not disoriented by my attacks and the lizard tries to claw me! I dodge once but get scratched by the lizard’s second claw!


   “[You have learned the Skill: Dodge! Dodge is now Level 1!]

   [Jumping has Leveled up! Jumping is now Level 2!]

  [You have been scratched! You lost 4 hp!]”


   I ignore the notifications for now as my opponents turn on me. I am forced to dodge again almost immediately as one of them tries to bite me again. I try to evade in such a way that the same movement allows me to slam into the slightly more injured one again. I don’t feel like my body slams are doing much damage right now, but what else can I do?

   I don’t really have any weapons, natural or otherwise. Clearly, the lizards don’t care about my [Toxic Skin] racial Skill either because they are immune or too stupid not to try and eat me anyway. I could try and kick-!?

   Before I even finish that thought, one of them knocks me over. It is now or never, I either kick or die! A lizard is about to pounce onto my exposed belly and I kick out as hard as I can- and it tosses the lizard into the air… My thoughts are, but right now, at Level Two, I am five times stronger than a normal Level one Hatchling Boreal Toad, three times stronger than a Level three Hatchling Boreal Toad and only a little less than one sixth as strong as the average human!

   I might not have enough mass to really hurt them much when I Charge into them, but I have more than enough Strength to toss them around! The only issue is that my toady anatomy isn’t exactly suited for this, so I need to get creative. I manage to scramble back onto my feet and launch into my newest plan: hopping on top of the lizard’s head!

   I immediately jump off, the force of my movements cracking the lizard’s head against the ground. I aim my jump at the other lizard, slamming it off its feet again. If I keep this up, I will undoubtedly win!

   Fifteen minutes later I stood alone in the forest, victorious over the bodies of my enemies!


  “[You have been scratched! You have lost 3 hp!]

  [You have been scratched! You have lost 4 hp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 3 (Hatchling Green Lizard) and earned 10 xp!]

   [For killing a higher leveled monster than yourself, you have earned 50% extra experience! You earned 5 xp extra!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 4 (Hatchling Green Lizard) and earned 10 xp!]

   [For killing a higher leveled monster than yourself, you have earned 50% extra experience! You earned 5 xp extra!]

   [Congratulations! You have reached Level 3!]

   [You have gained +1 Strength, +1 Endurance, and +1 Vitality!]

   [Jumping has Leveled up! Jumping is now Level 3!]

   [Dodge has Leveled up! Dodge is now Level 2!]

   [Charge has Leveled up! Charge is now Level 2!]”


   ...Yeah, I might have won, but it had hurt to do so. I had lost twenty health in that fight, and I was exhausted now as well! I decide to slowly head back to my burrow; I’d rather not rush right now. My head won’t turn enough without me turning my body, so I can’t tell for certain, but I am fairly sure I am bleeding a little bit in a couple of places. I need to take some time to recover.

   On the bright side, my updated Character Menu definitely showed progress!


  Character Menu:

  Name: -   Species: Hatchling Boreal Toad   Level: 3/5   Experience: 0/40 

  Class: -locked-   Health: 25/45    Mana: 0/0   Stamina: 35/100

  Statistics:

  Str: 16    End: 15   Vit: 15   Agi: 9    Dex: 5

  Per: 15   Acy: 20   Wil: 3   Cha: 12   Mgc: 1

  Lck: 163

  Abilities:

  [Breathes through her Skin](racial)   [Toxic Skin](racial)   [Better First Impression]

  [Healthy Thoughts]   [First Words]   [Killing Blow]

  Skills:

  Analysis: 1   Charge: 2   Digging: 1   Dodge: 2   Jumping: 3   Swimming: 2

  Stealth: 1 


   Wait, how do I heal? Hopefully I will do it naturally? What if I am dying right now!? Analysis, help me!


   “[Your Health. When your Health reaches 0, you die. Your current Health is 25/45. You are healing at a rate of: 1 hp/day.]

   [Base Health is equal to your End plus 2 times your Vit. (h=(e+2v)). Base Health Regeneration is equal to 1 plus your Vit divided by 100 rounded down to the nearest whole integer. (⌊(1+(v/100))⌋=r). You heal 2 times faster while sleeping.]


   How the hell was I supposed to know those mathematics abilities would suddenly be useful for my survival as a toad!? Creeping through the forest on my way to my little hole, I have the time I need to think. And I really do need the time.

   I had never really considered what it meant to have low Stats before. Sure, every time I was reborn as a baby my Stats were pretty low, however I rarely had to use them. Babies don’t often need to fight and their only real job was to learn things. My low Acuity would be a problem, except that my ability [First Words] made it easier to learn a new language, which was the only difficult thing to really learn!

   Otherwise, what did I have to use my Acuity for as a baby? What danger could I be in if my low Willpower means I am distracted easily? Plus, if you combine low Acuity and Willpower, that just exacerbates my inability to think! Not only do I think slowly, but I get distracted easily. It has been incredibly hard to keep up this train of thought during my walk even.

   My low Endurance and Vitality is also screwing me over as well here. Those lizards could probably barely hurt me if I had the average human’s Endurance, and the damage wouldn’t even matter because I’d have around three hundred health! Plus, I would heal twice as fast. As it is, it will take me somewhere between ten and twenty days! Doing the math to actually figure out how many days is too hard right now.

   I finally made it back to the pool, having eaten a few more bugs along the way so that I wasn’t hungry, and made my way back to the bush and my little hole in the ground. I hunkered down inside and went to sleep.


***


   I’m not sure how long I was asleep. It was daylight, but my xp had yet to tick up- presumably it would go up by one when twenty-four hours had passed since I hatched. My health had yet to go up as well which left me in a difficult situation. There was a part of me that wanted to hunt - to fight - but I was also terrified to do so when I was just a little bit above half health.

   I learned, from reading the Analysis of my species name, that I wasn’t just any old toad. No, a full grown member of my species could swallow people whole. Actually, it made me wonder why I didn’t see one of my parents around. You would think it would be hard to miss a giant toad like that. More importantly, my species was described as “highly aggressive carnivores,” which explained where my constant and ill-advised desire to hunt came from.

   If I just sat here, I would probably be overwhelmed by my instinct, so I had to do something. In the end, I decided to make my home a little more homey. First, by digging out a bunch of mud and creating a little wall around my little hole beneath the bush. I gathered sticks to help hold the inside together and fetched pebbles to go around the outside.


   “[Digging has Leveled up! Digging is now Level 2!]

   [You have learned the Skill: Crafting! Crafting is now Level 1!]”


   Shouldn’t it be construction? Is this discrimination against toads!? Don’t make me make Podi slap you again System!

   A few hours later, I got another notification.


   “[You have gained 1 xp!]”


   Woohoo, I’ve survived one whole day! I even built myself a home in that time; I feel very productive right now. Of course, when I step back to look at my new “house” I have to admit that it might just be a pile of muddy sticks and rocks, but what matters is that it is my pile of muddy sticks and rocks!

   I did my best to sleep and rest in Toadhome, but by the time I had recovered a single point of health, I had to admit I was incredibly bored. I wanted to hunt so bad! Sitting still when I wasn’t tired was simply impossible, I just couldn’t do it. I ended up hopping around my little home for hours, desperately trying to expend enough energy that I could go back to sleep and heal.


   “[Jumping has Leveled up! Jumping is now Level 4!]”


   The worst part was when a snake came to the pool to drink water and my instincts were to just attack it immediately. Watching it drink, apparently unaware that I was even here, was driving me to madness! I barely had the wherewithal to Analyze it before I leaped out.


   “[Young Glass Lizard, Lvl 1]

   [Often confused for a snake, the Glass Lizard is - as its name implies - a legless lizard. They can move surprisingly fast.]

   [Quite cowardly; Glass Lizard’s tails can be detached and when detached will thrash around to distract predators. While carnivorous, they cannot unhinge their jaws as snakes do which limits the size of their prey. Adult Shatter-Glass Lizards are capable of regrowing their main body from their broken off tails, but most other varieties are incapable of doing this.]”


   It is lower level than me. As long as I am not distracted by its tail, I should be fine! Weird that it is a lizard though, it really looks like a snake. Either way, it is going to be my first victi- I mean, test subject - for an idea I had for hunting. At some point, I noticed that I didn’t have to always look forward or move my head to shift my eyes.

   I could actually somewhat look behind me without even moving! Although my depth perception became pretty shitty, which might be very relevant in a second because my grand plan was to “kick” some of the small stones I gathered at my opponents.

 ...Yeah, I missed and the lizard ran - slithered? - away. It really was quite fast! On the bright side, it didn’t seem interested in trying to eat me, so I think I can call that encounter a win and pat myself on the back. The only issue was that I was back to square one, unable to sit still!

   I decided to try and play the ambush predator. I feel like it should be easy with my racial ability [Breathes through her Skin] allowed me to breathe underwater, and in mud? That bit seemed strange to me, but I will think about it when I am smart again.

   Thoughts were hard, so I kept my plan simple. I sit under the water, creatures come to drink, I jump out and murder them. Easy! The only problem was that the first monster to come to the water was huge.


   “[Young Green Lizard, Lvl 2]

   [A highly aggressive and common Lizard monster. Known for attacking just about anything that moves.]

   [Only growing to the size of a large dog and often unwilling to share territory with others of its kind when it reaches the Young and Adult stages, Green Lizards are considered a “nuisance” monster and do not have a posted bounty from the Guild. In fact, because they tend to suppress the younger forms of much more dangerous monsters, it is generally advised to try and avoid killing them whenever possible.]”


   “Suppressing the younger forms of much more dangerous monsters,” isn’t that just a euphemism for, “it eats other monster’s babies before they can grow up!?” It is a lower level than me, but it is four times the size of the Green Lizards I’ve seen so far! Is it because it is “Young” instead of a “Hatchling?” Does that mean that the Young Glass Lizard I scared away probably could have turned around and murdered me!?

   I am just going to stay under the water of this pool and just let it drink. I am not ready to fight something like this, especially not when I am injured.


   “[Stealth has Leveled up! Stealth is now Level 2!]”


   I wait for a while after the big lizard leaves and then pick a different spot for my ambush. It is, for the most part, an utter failure. Monsters come and drink, and I am almost always too far away to do anything! It was incredibly frustrating, although it kept my instincts down enough for me not to actually try and hunt the lizards down, so I guess you could call this a day of rest and relaxation. At least I managed to level up my Swimming…


   “[Swimming has Leveled up! Swimming is now Level 2!]”


   As soon as dusk hit though, I no longer was content to just sit around in the pool. I had to hunt; the most I could manage was to try and be far more careful this night. The area was swampy, so I decided to try and stick to the shallow water instead of just wandering into the woods.

   I had a lot more success sneaking around when I hid under the water. My first attack, on a Level 2 Infant Blood Squirrel, was a wonderful success! I even learned the Skill Ambush! Unfortunately, it was barely worth any xp at all. I only gained a single point from it because there was a fifty percent xp penalty since it was below my level! I suppose it shaved a day off the time until I could evolve out of being a murder toad, which was something I guess.

  I did get a better idea of the wildlife that lived in the area. Considering that most everything was trying to kill everything else, it was pretty diverse. Monsters were fighting each other everywhere. I guess monsters are born and then fight amongst each other until the strongest evolve and go somewhere else?

  Most of them looked like things I would have seen in a forest on Earth, just dialed up to eleven. However, some things were distinctly not Earth like, the slime being one of them. Slimes, as far as I can remember, were supposed to be some of the weakest creatures in a lot of fictions. Here? I watched Spawnling Common Slime slaughter a whole nest of Blood Squirrels. Anything that tried to attack it just got stuck in it and eaten!

  It wasn’t until a Hatchling Glass Lizard managed to break - out of pure luck or maybe pure Luck - an orb floating in the slime that the thing died, and it was basically dead and half digested anyway. I, not wanting the xp to go to waste, finished the Glass Lizard off and gained six xp for my trouble.  It was level three so I didn’t get a penalty or a bonus for my effort.

   Counting the xp I gained passively, I only managed to gain five xp today and recover a single point of health. If things kept going at this rate it would take me a long while to evolve into something else. From an xp point of view, the only prey worth hunting was at or above my level.

  I would head back to Toadhome tonight, but tomorrow I think I will have to take some risks. Perhaps, as hard as it might be, it was time to stop thinking like a murder toad and start thinking like a person. I didn’t need to be stronger than my opponents if I fought smarter, and my Acuity might be causing me trouble but I still was far more intelligent than lizards that charged ahead with their mouths open and their eyes closed! 

            

    
        Chapter Twenty Seven - (relatively) Big Game Hunting

    
    
    
    
                   One thing I found interesting was that I seemed to level some Skills faster than others.  Specifically, the Skills Swimming, Digging, and Jumping leveled much more quickly than Crafting or Analysis.  Perhaps it was because they were Skills that a toad would use, and I am a toad?  Hard for me to say, but I am at least happy that I am leveling my Digging right now.


   “[Digging has Leveled up!  Digging is now Level 3!]”


   In fairness, I was doing a lot of digging.  My plan was simple: dig hole, bait lizard into hole, collapse hole, lizard dies.  Since I could apparently breath in mud - which is still such an odd thing to be capable of - I figured I could just collapse the trap on top of myself and then dig my way out again.  Meanwhile, the lizard - or whatever I catch - suffocates and dies.

   Thing is, even though I am large for a toadlet, my prey was far larger than I was.  That meant I had to dig a big hole.  For me, anyway; if I had a human body and a shovel I could finish this in a few minutes.

   I even got to test my whole “breath in mud” thing when my trap collapsed on me by accident!  I panicked a bit, but it mostly worked!  It was very strange, but apparently I didn’t really need to breathe all that much anyway.  I could probably hold my breath for a long time, but it would be hard to test since I can’t exactly stop my skin from breathing.

   So I had to dig the whole thing out again!


   “[Digging has Leveled up!  Digging is now Level 4!]”


   This time though, I dragged sticks over - like I did for my wall - to help try and hold the ceiling up.  It turned out that it was a lot more complex to prop up the top of my trap than just sticking sticks into it though, and it collapsed again.  So I dug my way out and started again!

   This time, I tried mixing plant material into the roof.  I tried to make it work well with my stick supports, but that didn’t work either at first.  So I had to dig. My. Way. Out. Again. And. Try. Again.


   “[Digging has Leveled up!  Digging is now Level 5!]”


   I actually ended up going back to Toadhome for the morning and going to sleep.  I woke up and started working again, now trying to use horizontal sticks and plant material to help hold up the top of the trap.  Doing all of this without hands was rough, I had to move everything by biting them and dragging them into place!  On the bright side, I recovered one more point of health and gained one more point of xp.  Woohoo?

   To make it worse, I had to hide more than a few times when my would be predator and prey came by before I was ready.  That lengthened my construction time considerably, but slowly and surely, I finished my trap.


   “[You have learned the Skill: Trap Making!  Trap Making is now Level 1!]”


   Huh.  I didn’t get the Skill until I actually finished the trap.  Just trying to make one wasn’t enough.  Probably.  I suppose I could have been getting some sort of hidden experience and gained some on every attempt only for this trap to put me over the limit for level one.  There really isn’t any way for me to tell for sure.  I guess it isn’t important right now.

   No, what was important was baiting my prey!  Of course, the bait was me so if I messed this up I would get to go back to Podi via a lizard’s digestive track.  Maybe this wasn’t the best idea?  I suppose it is a better plan than fighting them head on, but I probably would be far safer by just hunting Hatchling Green Lizards.  But I don’t want to be a toad for a month or two, so here we go!

   …

   I said that, of course, but the reality was I still had to wait for one of them to come by.  Sitting still was just not something my species was made for though, so my wait was very nearly unbearable.  It was just hours of sitting on top of my Toadhome wall, peeking out from the leaves and waiting for my chance.

   I actually fell asleep, and when I woke up one of the Young Green Lizards was at the water!  Adrenaline flooded my body as I hopped out of my hiding spot, moving to the front of my little trap.  It hadn’t noticed me yet, so I guess I should try and catch its attention.

   “SQUEAK!”


   “[You have learned the Skill: Taunt!  Taunt is now Level 1!]”


   ARE YOU MOCKING ME, SYSTEM!?  FUCK YOU!  IT IS YOUR AND PODI’S FAULT THAT I AM A SQUEAKY TOAD!

   I almost forgot about what I was doing when I got that notification.  Fortunately, having a lizard that was the size of a small dog charging at me helped remind me of what I was doing.  I turned and hopped my way down the hole with the lizard right behind me; it was fast!

   It was very fast and big and strong, so it very easily broke my crude supports and the ceiling collapsed on us both.  I started to dig my way out, feeling the vibrations of the struggling lizard behind me.  I made it to the surface and proudly turned to observe my handiwork.  The lizard’s tail was sticking out of the dirt and wiggling, so I just had to wait…  For it…  To…

   ...Is it digging its way out?

   Oh, fuck me, it is!  I need to run away before it gets out and murders me!  I flee to Toadhome, sealing myself in my hole and hoping that the now probably incredibly angry lizard doesn’t find me.  I can feel the vibrations and just barely hear the hiss of a very furious monster.  I have a moment of terror when I feel the mud that covers me get pressed down, something large must have walked over me and it wasn’t hard to guess what!

   I can’t really be sure how long I waited under the mud, but after a long wait I went up to the surface again.  It was night out and Toadhome was in ruins.  My wall had done absolutely nothing to stop the rampaging Young Lizard and I had a few holes in it now.  First things first, I cautiously hopped around and made sure that the lizard was gone.

   After that, I started to rebuild my little home under the bush.  It wasn’t a nice feeling to realise that my home - as painfully crude as it was - was so easy to destroy.  While I was working, my thoughts turned to my failed plan.  I suppose that I had never considered that they could just dig themselves out and now I felt like an idiot.

   I either had to dump enough dirt and mud onto whatever I trapped that they couldn’t escape because of the weight, or I had to find another way to stop them from escaping.  I had no idea where I would even begin to do either.  I was probably at the limit of what I could make as a toad when it came to pit traps, the lack of hands was just too problematic.

  So what could I do?  Could I weaponize my poison somehow?  An Analysis of my [Toxic Skin] Ability made me doubt that I could do a whole lot with it…


   “[You secrete poison through your skin]

   [Many, if not most, frog monsters use poison in some way.  In most of these monsters the toxins are relatively weak, but in some they are lethally potent.  Your toxin is very mild and causes irritation to eyes and nose on contact.  Significant consumption may result in cardiac arrest in small monsters.]”


   Admittedly, the “may result in cardiac arrest,” bit looked promising, but it was qualified by the “significant consumption” part.  I could read between the lines enough to know that “significant consumption” meant eating me.  Presuming my poison had any effect on these lizards at all, which I doubted it would.

  Although, I didn’t have to hunt lizards, did I?  There was a whole ecosystem out there, and there had to be something that was weak to my toxin.  Or, of course, I could just hunt weaker monsters.  I had nine xp right now, so I need thirty one more to level up.  After that I would require another fifty xp to level up enough to evolve.  So, if I can hunt three monsters below my level every day I would need to spend three weeks to evolve.

  For some reason that just feels unbearably long.  I need to invest in Willpower after this, if I had some patience this wouldn’t even be a problem!  Worse still, in the back of my mind I could just feel that I already had all the tools I needed and I just had to put them together!  It wasn’t until I ended up kicking a pebble out of frustration that the answer came to me.

  To properly throw rocks at a monster, I needed to use my back legs.  But I couldn’t aim very well, so I would need a spot that I could hit if I practiced and a monster that wouldn’t dodge.  Obviously, no monster would just sit there and let me throw rocks at it, but if they were caught in a trap…

  It would be dangerous, but I had already accepted the danger.  It would also take a lot more digging and working, so there wasn’t any time to waste!  I dug up my old traps to salvage the materials I had used, planning to make a more traditional pit trap.  My hope was that if I angled the sticks downward in the pit, when the lizard put its leg in it would have difficulty pulling it back out.

  If it got out easily…  Well, I wouldn’t necessarily be fucked, but I would probably be fucked.  I would much prefer that the lizard just stayed put and died from me tossing rocks at it, although this latest failure had shown that I probably shouldn’t bet on that happening.  I should plan around the idea that it would escape the trap before I killed it.

  If I could get my toxin into the lizard’s eyes that would really help my chances after it does escape.  If it couldn’t see me, it wouldn’t be nearly as much of a threat.  I wasn’t sure if my poison would work on the lizard, but even if it could ingest my toxins just fine it probably didn’t want them in its eyes.  Actually getting the poison to its eyes would be the difficult part though, maybe I should just rub myself against everything I was using as part of my trap.

  I’ll just make everything poisoned and hope that it gives me an edge when I try again.  I do discover that one stick in particular makes a good back scratcher though and get distracted by that for an hour though.  Low Willpower is difficult to deal with…

  My preparations for my second attempt take me another two days.  I would kill for hands and a shovel right now, although if I had both of those I would just whack the lizard over the head with the shovel instead of doing any of this crap.  With two more hp and two more xp in the bank, I got my pile of stones ready and got ready for my second attempt.

  I had to wait a while, but eventually the Young Green Lizard returned.  It was more careful this time, warily looking around as it approached the water.  I, of course, demanded its attention with my determined and powerful warcry!

  “SQUEAK, SQUEAK!”  I proudly taunted my opponent, and it seemed to remember me!  It hissed angrily and charged me, because that worked so well last time.  Just like last time, it ran right into my trap without even a second thought and a second later…

  “Crack!”  The sound of my kicked pebble hitting its scales was actually pretty loud, and more importantly it seemed to hurt it!  Although, it didn’t look very hurt by it.  No matter, I brought a lot of rocks for this.


  “[You have learned the Skill: Throwing!  Throwing is now Level 1!]”


  It wasn’t that easy though, after a dozen rocks to the face the lizard finally managed to break its way out of the trap and charge at me again ...only to fall into the second trap I had made.  Mwhahaha, now you know the depths of my genius!  Now die for me, you fool!

  My confidence was ill-founded however, as I was not able to kill it before it broke out of the second trap!  I would have liked to say that I had prepared a third, but honestly, I didn’t think I would need a third…  Live and learn, presuming I survived the next few minutes!

   Fortunately for me, a few dozen rocks thrown into the lizard’s head made it a little punch drunk.  It wasn’t able to charge in a straight line and I easily dodged it, hopping off my wall to kick some of the random pebbles that I had used to make my ramshackle structure at the lizard.

   I decided to call the fact that I had used rocks on the outside of my wall “future planning.”  Who is to know that it wasn’t all part of my grand plan?  Podi isn’t going to tell anyone!

   The next minute followed a pretty easy pattern.  Throw rocks at the lizard, dodge its shaky charge, and throw more rocks at the lizard.  It is really tough!  Or maybe I am really weak…  It doesn’t matter I suppose, since it can’t actually hi-

   Halfway through that thought I got smacked by the lizard’s tail and was tossed into the air.


   “[You have been hit!  You have lost 20 hp!]”


   Holy fucking shit, by Podi that hurt!  I was down to a mere ten health!  Another hit like that and I would die instantly!  I almost decided to cut and run into the water, but the lizard didn’t look any better than me.  It wasn’t pursuing me for some reason and it actually seemed to be struggling to stand.  So I hopped - painfully - over to a rock and kicked it at the lizard to start our dance again!

   I am not sure how long it took, but eventually I squeaked out a win.

   “[You have defeated a Lvl. 2 (Young Green Lizard) and earned 31 xp!]

   [For killing a monster in a higher evolution state than yourself, you have earned 100% extra experience!  You earned 31 xp extra!]

   [Congratulations!  You have reached Level 4!]

   [You have gained +1 Strength, +1 Endurance, and +1 Vitality!]”


   It didn’t feel like a win though, I was basically dead.  My instincts were driving me towards suicidal decisions and it had nearly cost me this life.  The main benefit of this fight wasn’t the experience, but the fact that now that I was so injured my instincts had quieted down enough that I could really consider just hiding in my home and eating bugs instead of trying to hunt creatures dozens of times my size.

   I limped home, dragged my wall back into some semblance of what a wall is supposed to look like, and went back to my little hole in the ground.  I checked my menu, and while the gains did make me happy, the ten hp I had reminded me of how close I came to death.


Character Menu:

Name: -   Species: Hatchling Boreal Toad   Level: 4/5   Experience: 32/50 

Class: -locked-   Health: 10/48   Mana: 0/0   Stamina: 03/100

Statistics:

Str: 17    End: 16   Vit: 16    Agi: 9   Dex: 5

Per: 15    Acy: 20   Wil: 3    Cha: 12  Mgc: 1

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Breathes through her Skin](racial)  [Toxic Skin](racial)  [Better First Impression]

[Healthy Thoughts]  [First Words]  [Killing Blow]

Skills:

Ambush: 1  Analysis: 1  Charge: 2  Crafting: 1  Digging: 5  Dodge: 2 

Jumping: 4  Swimming: 2  Stealth: 2  Taunt: 1 Throwing: 1  Trap Making: 1 


   How long would I be able to rest though?  How long would I have before I got dragged around by my instincts into another idiotic decesion?  I honestly felt a strange sort of terror with the realization that without Willpower I was less a toad with a human mind and more a toad with a human looking through its eyes while it went on about its life.

   Sure, a regular toad wouldn’t have been digging traps, but a reasonable human wouldn’t be thinking about hunting when they were half dead!  Could I work on my Willpower somehow?  Maybe try to take up meditation?  I had no clue, but I was going to have to try during my convalescence or I probably would die trying to kill a dragon with a bit of dirt or something equally stupid.


            

    
        Extra - Spooky Ghost

    
    
    
    
                  "Very few things happen at the right time, and the rest do not happen at all: the conscientious historian will correct these defects.”


  -Mark Twain, on the historian Herdodotus




   For all [Historians], there comes a point where there simply is no more knowledge that can be found on a subject through anthropology and careful study. Indeed, few things can obscure facts worse than time and with over three millennia having passed even [Linguists] couldn’t be sure they were pronouncing the names of the ancient people they were researching correctly. Add to that the chaos of the Descent, the collapse of the Imperial Confederation, and the imperfect record keeping over the years and any [Historian] would be stymied - even with Hintystan itself allowing access to its records!

  Fortunately for history - and unfortunately for Timothy’s concerns about legality - Dr. Karen Smith could call upon.

  The Hin’Tye Empire had renamed itself a thousand years or so after the Descent to Hintystan, but it was still functionally the same Empire as before. The Imperial Republic Triumvirate of Hintystan had a government designed to maximise governance based Skills. Most of that was unimportant, except that the Imperial portion of the triumvirate could trace their family line back to [Emperor] Suth. They were more than just his descendants, they were his family. 

  A week ago, the distinction would have been lost on Timothy. He, as anyone with a [Scholar] derived Class would, had a basic knowledge of magic. He had a small selection of spells that were useful to his Class and a general knowledge of the basics of all the important Schools and their history.

   What he had not had was practical experience in Necromancy, the School of magic widely considered to be the most highly regulated in the world. Even Blood Magic was considered a less dangerous and distasteful magic, and Blood Magic required some kind of harm to function! And on the subject of Blood Magic…

   Dr. Smith had somehow convinced a member of the Imperial Family to join them in this dark, underground, room. That man, that [Prince], was currently helping to apply his own blood to the circle being drawn by several high-level [Necromancers] and [Blood Mages] in this almost certainly illegal summoning chamber. Timothy wasn’t aware of the specific laws, but he was well aware that having a specially prepared and made summoning chamber was something regulated and generally not hidden behind a rock on a random hillside well away from civilization.

   He sighed, thinking that it had been going so well.

   After Timothy had seen that stela, he had been overwhelmingly excited to help start unravelling the mystery it presented. He was ready to grab his tools and get to work, no matter how hard that work might be! Except that they weren’t able to find anything more at all. [Princess] Hemetra was, as far as Timothy could tell, a complete non-entity in ancient Ra’Sharon.

   Sure, she had existed and been born in that desert kingdom, but prior to her involvement in the Peace of Flowers she had done nothing at all. Well, that wasn’t entirely true, there were several treatises on Classes and Skills that were believed to be written by [Princess] Hemetra while she lived in Ra’Sharon. It was just that those documents came from the Hin’Tye and that Ra’Sharon barely mentioned the [Princess] themselves. At most, she was noted as excelling at music.

   Considering how much Dr. Smith was able to definitely attribute to the [Princess] and how much she believed probably was attributable to the [Princess], the lack of records in Ra’Sharon was suspicious to her. Timothy, if he was honest, was less suspicious of that. The bloodbath that was the Ra’Sharon succession at the time was well known and his personal theory was that - if Hemetra was responsible for the shift in the Hin’Tye Empire’s behavior - she had been unable to do anything in Ra’Sharon due to pressure from her siblings.

   Yes, that was supposed to be how [Historians] worked. Find as much evidence as they can, and then form opinions based on that evidence. If they sometimes disagree, well, who can really say what happened for certain?

   “We call upon you, the spirit of [Emperor] Suth!” Intoned the [High Necromancer], because the answer to Timothy’s rhetorical musings was simple: someone who was there at the time. “By the blood of your family, willingly given, we call out to the land of the dead!”

   Cold mist began to gather, but it wasn’t wet or damp. In fact, the formerly slightly damp room had become bone dry as the mist slowly flowed from the edges of the room into the center of the circle. Soon, it took the shape of a man…

   “Family, you say?” the mist twisted, becoming more and more detailed as the features of [Emperor] Suth became sharper. “I should be glad that my family still walks, but I can’t imagine you have called on me for merely a social visit.”

   “Actually, in a way, we have.” Dr. Smith said with a smile, “There is no crisis or issue we need help solving, save that of people whose curiosity and desire to know the past was simply too great for us not to try and speak to you.”

   “Truly?” The [Emperor] seemed a bit amused by this, “to go so far just to ask some questions, I suppose I don’t mind indulging so long as you answer some of mine in turn.”

   “But of course,” Dr. Smith said smoothly, “though please allow me to introduce you to [Prince] Cunyet first.”

   “Your Imperial Highness,” Cunyet stepped forward and bowed. “It is an honor and a delight as your descendant to speak with you, Ancestor.”

   “There is no need for titles,” Sut said, waving his hand to accentuate the dismissal of formality. “They are of no use to me here in Death and it seems that my empire has an [Emperor] now still. To refer to me as such undermines his authority, you may call me Sut.”

   Timothy mentally corrected himself, having always believed that the ancient [Emperor’s] name was pronounced “Suth,” before turning his attention back to the proceedings.

   “I am honored,” Cunyet bowed slightly again before continuing. “Sut, it has been over three thousand years since you passed. In that time the empire has waxed and waned, built and rebuilt. In addition to providing my blood to link to you, I am here to attest that what Dr. Smith - a world renowned [Historian] - says next was done with the utmost care and respect. When the city expanded, we did not know what we had stumbled upon until she investigated.”

   Sut turned to the doctor, giving her a silent invitation to speak. Even dead for so long the [Emperor] still commanded the flow of the conversation with ease. Timothy could only envy how naturally the man was able to take control with something as simple as a gesture and a look.

   “I was asked to evaluate and catalogue a site found when construction crews broke the ground,” Dr. Smith answered the unasked question, “and found the burial chamber of [Princess] Hemetra.”

   Sut’s face instantly became guarded, and the dynamic suddenly changed. The [Emperor], who had subtly asserted dominance over the conversation was now on the back foot as Dr. Smith advanced.

   “There we found something astonishing: a stela, ancient yet showing scenes and knowledge that was a mere couple of hundred years old.” Oddly, the spectre relaxed at that statement.

   “A couple hundred years old, you say?” Sut seemed to contemplate that thought, letting his words out slowly like he was considering everything he said deeply before he spoke. “Has society truly advanced so far?”

   “Admittedly, it wasn’t quite that long ago that we figured out all the dangers involved in pollution, but otherwise yes. However, we were curious how that information got onto that stela in your wife’s - Hemetra’s - tomb, curious enough that we decided to ask.”

   “Her name is Hemere,” Sut chuckled. “I suppose you already tried to call her?”

   “Correct, we did try.”

   Timothy hadn’t actually known about that, but given that this ritual involved a [High Necromancer] was over level fifty, he couldn’t believe that they had failed. Yet the doctor obviously had or Timothy wouldn’t be here now.

   “It never had a chance of working, you know? She isn’t dead.”

   At that statement from Sut, Cunyet burst out saying, “I knew it! I just knew it! My Skill, [Hunch], is never wrong!”

   Timothy hadn’t even been surprised to find out that the [Prince] had [Conspiracy Theorist] as a secondary Class. After working with Dr. Smith for months, he felt that there was very little that could shock him at this point. The claim that [Princess] Hemere of Ra’Sharon was not dead definitely could though.

   Of course, “not dead” could mean a lot of different things. The [Princess] could be undead, or somehow transformed, perhaps even Ascended somehow. Timothy had seen the woman’s body - what was left of it - so that limited the options a great deal, but it would seem that Hemere’s spirit was still in the world.

   “Is she ok? Does she need help?” The [High Necromancer] interrupted here. It seemed that despite being involved in illegal acts, the man was not amoral. A dead spirit, bound to the material realm for thousands of years, would be in immense torment. Enough that it would not be surprising to see the criminal [High Necromancer] go to the authorities himself for help free one if he needed it.

   “Ha! I doubt it,” Sut laughed. “But you couldn’t help her anyways, although I appreciate your concern for her. But as I said, she isn’t dead.”

   “While we did treat her body with the utmost respect, it was removed from the tomb.” Dr. Smith said carefully, “It was confirmed as the body of [Princess] Hemere.”

   “It would, because it was. She died, but she isn’t dead. Whether or not I explain more… I haven’t decided yet.”

   “Dr. Smith can keep a secret,” Timothy was shocked to find himself speaking, suddenly occupying the full attention of the ancient ghost of an [Emperor]. “Aside from the people who work with her - all of whom, myself included, have signed magical contracts that will kill us if we share these secrets - the only person who could share your secret is your own descendant. But I shouldn’t think that would be necessary, I have thought about it for a long while and I believe I know why the stela was only carved on one side and why it was in [Princess] Hemere’s tomb.”

   “Oh?” Timothy got no clues from the neutral response of Sut, but steeled himself and kept talking anyways.

   “I believe it is unfinished, and was left unfinished because you found information that you decided was too dangerous for people to have,” Timothy had worried he might pick up the [Conspiracy Theorist] Class himself which how much he had thought that. “I even think, considering when our society discovered the information on that stela, I know what it was. If I were to ask you about a great explosive that poisoned the land it was used on, what would you say?”

   “Smart kid.” Sut replied, “although the notes and letters she left me did not contain information on how to create something like that, it did contain warnings not to let them be created at all. My wife warned me that they could destroy the world. There were many things she only knew vaguely how to create, and a few she wanted me to steer humanity away from ever developing.”

   Sut chuckled again, “I love her dearly, but my wife was truly naive. Sure, her descriptions were far from detailed, but telling people what not to do is basically the same thing as giving them a rough guideline of how to do it. Although my biggest fear had nothing to do with those ‘bombs.’ Instead, I worried about ‘germ theory,’ because I realised that most of the technology restrictions she spoke of could be bypassed by someone with the right Class. Her warnings, meant to save lives, would have undoubtedly given someone the idea to weaponize it even though we would also lack the technology to defend against it.”

   That was… Terrifyingly more reasonable than atomic weaponry. Biological warfare was - in comparison - easy and cheap. Sut wasn’t wrong that there were Classes that could utilize microbes to horrendous effect - just having the [Plague Mage] Class was considered grounds for execution in most countries. But you didn’t even need a Class to spread infected blankets or contaminated water, and the ancient world would have had no medicine and only basic priestly healing.

   “I suppose that you would be interested in learning about my wife then?”

   Dr. Smith’s smile was all the confirmation anyone needed.

            

    
        Chapter Twenty Eight - Evolving

    
    
    
    
                   Skill Aptitudes are strange things.  You won’t ever see the system acknowledge them even if you hire a [Diviner] and have them use a Perfect Appraisal spell.  However, they most certainly exist.

   A Skill which you have an Aptitude for will level far faster than your other Skills.  It will level from even the most minimal effort and continue to level far into your life.  Finding these Aptitudes are important, because everyone and everything has some.

   Yes, that includes monsters as well.  Ever wonder why Blink Toads are so good at jumping even though they teleport more than they hop?  Every species has its Aptitudes and their Skills in those areas will be high even if they were born the day before.


   -an excerpt from, “How to Survive: a companion to the Adventurer Training Guide” by S-rank adventurer Dre the Massacre







   Aside from the fact that I was an inch from death, I found it was rather easy to survive as a toad now that I didn’t have my instincts driving me to attack monster lizards.  Food?  There are bugs everywhere.  Water?  I don’t need clean water like a human would.  Shelter?  Ha!  I built my house in a few hours because I am so tiny that I can use a shrub for a roof and some muddy sticks for walls!  Plus, I was able to dig out a bedroom in a few minutes!

   Admittedly, my easy survival involves me eating bugs, drinking dirty water, and living in a hole in the ground under a bush.

   Those same instincts that had driven me to fight were also the same ones that had allowed me to feel relatively ok about my current situation, and now they were mostly silent.  Sitting in my little den, I was finally hit by a wave of horror and disgust.  Every time I had to eat an insect I very nearly threw up and I had become paranoid about parasites in the water.

   I did start trying to meditate in the hopes of maybe gaining some more self control in the future, and I even got a Skill out of it!  However, it was very difficult to keep my focus on my meditation.  I wanted to use meditation to improve my focus, but I couldn’t focus enough on my meditation to improve my focus…

   It was maddening!

   Each day, I recovered a single point of health and gained a single point of experience.  Each day, my instincts came back a little more.  By the time ten days had passed, I was struggling not to try and wander and explore.  After fourteen days, I was hopping around my home in laps while trying to meditate at the same time.  At sixteen days, I only managed to hold myself back because I was so close to Level five, and eighteen days later, my experience ticked up from forty nine to fifty.


   “[Congratulations!  You have reached Level 5!]

   [You have gained +1 Strength, +1 Endurance, and +1 Vitality!]

   [You have reached the limit for your current Species and Growth stage!  You may Evolve!]

   [Would you like to see your available Evolutions now?  Warning: deciding not to choose an Evolution will result in the System choosing for you.]”


   Well I definitely wanted to choose for myself rather than let the System choose for me, so I acknowledged that I wanted to see the possibilities.  I was somewhat excited, actually, I wondered what kind of options I would get?

   A new screen popped up, one that looked more like my Character Menu and less like the general notifications.


  Evolution Species:


  Young Boreal Toad: (Common) The Young Boreal Toad  has survived the difficult competition of a Boreal Spawning and is stronger for it.  These large toad monsters are highly aggressive and known for actively seeking prey even when their hunger is sated.  +15 to all Stats, +1.2 to Str, End, Vit, Agi, and Dex per level, [Torpor](racial), [Salutivore](racial).

  Unlocked by: Being a Hatchling Boreal Toad.


  Young Horned Toad: (Common) Aggressive, poisonous, and generally unpleasant, the Young Horned Toad does not actually have horns.  Instead, it is covered with sharp spines that secrete toxins and it has a penchant for ramming itself into its enemies to impale them.  +25 to End, +5 to all other Stats, +2 Str, End, and Vit per level, +1 Agi and Dex per level.

  Unlocked by: Killing an enemy with repeated slams by your body, having the Skill Charge, purposely trying to use your skin’s poison in a fight.


  Young Kalif Toad: (Common) A slightly less aggressive cousin of the Boreal Toad, the Young Kalif Toad is better suited to dry environments.  The Kalif Toad is more agile than the Boreal Toad, but correspondingly less durable.  +15 to all Stats, +2 to Agi and Dex per level, +.8 to Str, End and Vit per level, [Torpor](racial), [Water Retention](racial).

   Unlocked by: Have the Skill Jumping above Level 3


  Young Toxic Frog: (Uncommon) Young Toxic Frogs can be just as dangerous as the Adults of their Species.  While their toxin is not yet fully developed, it is more than enough to kill anyone without a high amount of Endurance and Vitality or access to healing magic or alchemy.  While not particularly aggressive, they are extremely territorial and will often attempt to Ambush any creature that trespasses.  +40 Agi and Dex, +3 Agi and Dex per level, +.4 to all other Stats per level, [Intense Toxin: Toxic Frog](racial)

   Unlocked by: Having the Skill Stealth above level 1, having the Skill Ambush, purposely trying to use your skin’s poison in a fight.


  Young Burrowing Frog: (Rare) Burrowing frogs are ambush predators and are known for digging holes and then waiting at the bottom of the pit for prey to fall in, whereupon they eat them.  They rarely move, preferring to spend their days in [Torpor] as they wait for their next meal.  +20 to all Stats except Agi, +1.4 to all Stats except Agi and Per per level, +.2 to Agi and Per per level, [Torpor](racial), [Fast Riser](racial), [Salutivore](racial).

   Unlocked by: Having the Skill Trap Making and using traps multiple times, having the Skill Ambush, having the Skill Stealth, staying within a 1m square area for at least two weeks.


  Hatchling Kalif Newt: (Uncommon) The bright orange Hatchling Kalif Newt is considered quite pretty to look at, but the color is a warning that any monster or adventurer would be wise to heed.  Although not particularly aggressive, merely touching a Kalif Newt is enough to paralyze a man’s hand.  Prolonged exposure quickly leads to death if the adventurer does not have [Poison Resistance] or a very high Endurance and Vitality.  +3 to all Stats, +1 Agi, Dex, and Mgc per level, [Intense Toxin: Kalif Newt](racial), [Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial).

   Unlocked by:  Having the Skill Taunt, purposely trying to use your skin’s poison in a fight.


  Hatchling Witch’s Newt:  (Rare) The Witch’s Newt is a rare, but highly prized, magical monster.  While useful for its alchemical components, the Witch’s Newt is often preferred as a young magic users first familiar.  Relatively docile, they are known for their many toxins that have multiple effects.  +3 to all Stats, +1 to Wil and Mgc per level, +.4 to Cha and Agi per level, +.2 Dex per level, [Toxin Control: Minor](racial), [Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial).

   Unlocked by: Having a magic Skill.


  Hatchling Hunter Newt: (Very Rare) Hunter Newts are extremely aggressive predators that are more than capable of killing new adventurers with ease.  They are known for their tendency to prefer eating human children and have been hunted to near extinction as a result.  Very few are born naturally with most resulting from evolution.  +1 to all Stats,  +8 to Str, End, and Vit per level, +1 to all other Stats per level, [Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial), [Salutivore](racial).

   Unlocked by: Killing an opponent at least one evolution stage higher than you, killing more than you can eat, killing without the intention of eating.


  Note: Horizontal Evolution (Evolution into a new species but not into a higher Evolution stage) will not reset level experience costs.  You will retain all Racial Abilities you currently have after Evolution.

 

   Huh, well those are some choices.  Considering that some of the unlocks are from Skills, it is probably likely that I missed a lot of them, but then how was I supposed to know that?  It isn’t like I have ever been given a tutorial for any of the worlds I have landed in.  My complaints can wait though, for now I have to think this through.  The question is, what do I need?

   I would love to be more durable, and a few of the toad and frog Evolutions seemed to be head and shoulders above the others in that regard.  The Horned Toad and the Burrowing Frog would make me strong, but the Horned Toad was described as aggressive and the Burrowing Frog as basically a lazy jack in the box murderer.

   Considering how I was and am being dragged around by the nature of the Boreal Toad body I am inhabiting, I take the statements about their behaviour seriously.  What I would really like is Willpower, but only a few Evolutions gained Willpower per level - or even have it as a bonus.

   But do I actually need to worry about Willpower and durability if I don’t ever need to fight directly?

  The Toxic Frog and the Witch’s Newt both seemed to be able to use their poisons to do their fighting for them.  However, neither were particularly durable and the newt was a Hatchling stage evolution, so I wouldn’t get a large immediate bonus for evolving into it. Although the newt does have a [Regeneration] Ability.

   What the hell does [Regeneration: Minor](lesser) even mean?  Analysis isn’t working on this menu, so all I have to go on is the words.  So it is a lesser version of minor regeneration?  Would a “greater” [Regeneration: Minor] be equal or beneath just plain regular [Regeneration]?

   For that matter what is [Salutivore]?  I hadn’t even thought about the fact that my menu is in English, but it is.  My opinion is that if there is going to be bullshit magical fuckery it should keep itself consistent, why have some random latin in my options?  I haven’t thought about latin for decades.

   The “vore” suffix means eating, so if I can figure out what “saluti” means I can probably guess what the word is supposed to mean.  It is probably the origin of the word salute, but while I know what a salute is, I am not sure what the word means.  Language is a pain, especially when I haven’t used it for so long!  Wait, it is probably the root word for “salutation,” which is essentially a positive greeting, hoping some is well?  So…  Health?  Maybe?

   “Health Eating” does seem to make sense in the context of this world, but I have no real idea what it would mean to be “Health Eating.”  Perhaps it means to regain health by eating, which would be damn useful.

   No, no, this is my low Willpower fucking me over again.  I need to focus, what do I definitely not want?  I don’t want anything aggressive, so that takes out the Boreal Toad, the Horned Toad, and the Hunting Salamander.  Aggression isn’t my only danger though, I don’t want any Species with any kind of extreme behavior.  So that takes out the Toxic Frog for its territoriality and the Burrowing Frog because I don’t want to sleep all day and do nothing.

   This leaves me with three choices: the Young Kalif Toad, the Hatchling Kalif Newt, and the Hatchling Witch’s Newt.

   The Kalif Toad is not very interesting, but it isn’t a bad choice.  The fifteen bonus Stats exceed the total value of the Stats I would get from leveling either of the newts.  However, both newts have [Regeneration] and enhanced poison, which makes them very attractive.  It would be hard to choose, but there is one deciding factor between the Kalif Toad and the newts: I don’t want to be a fucking toad!

   A newt isn’t much better, but it is better!  So should I choose the Kalif or Witch’s Newt?  There really isn’t a question, is there?  The Witch’s Newt can gain Willpower, so choosing that one is a no brainer.  Plus, it probably has some interesting Evolutions I would think.

   With the decision made, I chose to Evolve into the Hatchling Witch’s Newt and I began to feel very sleepy.  A wave of the purest exhaustion hit me and before I knew it, I had settled down to sleep in my little hole.

   I woke up at night and stretched.  I immediately felt the difference in my body and tried to get a good look at myself.  I wasn’t able to, so I would have to wait until morning to see my reflection, but more importantly I felt healthy!


Character Menu:

Name: -   Species: Hatchling Witch’s Newt   Level: 0/5   Experience: 00/60 

Class: -locked-    Health: 57/57    Mana: 2/2   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 20    End: 19   Vit: 19   Agi: 12    Dex: 8

Per: 18  Acy: 23   Wil: 6    Cha: 15   Mgc: 4

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Breathes through her Skin](racial)   [Toxic Skin](racial)   [Toxin Control: Minor](racial)

[Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial)    [Better First Impression]   [Healthy Thoughts]   [First Words]    [Killing Blow]

Skills:

Ambush: 1   Analysis: 1   Charge: 2   Crafting: 1   Digging: 5   Dodge: 2 

Jumping: 4   Meditation: 1   Swimming: 2   Stealth: 2   Taunt: 1   Throwing: 1 

Trap Making: 1


   I had healed!  Was it from Evolving or from my [Regeneration]?  Probably from Evolving, I wouldn’t think my [Regeneration] would have been working until I had finished.  I feel great!  My head is clearer, my senses are sharper, I am stronger, and I am faster and that was only with a mere plus three to all my Stats!

   Presumably I feel so much better because - compared to my former Stats - even an increase of as small as three is a large amount.  Plus, my health is full for the first time in a long time.  I have spent more of this life hurt than whole, so this is just excellent!

   I moved out of my little burrow, noting that I was larger now than I was and that I would have to expand Toadhome.  Newthome?  No, I will keep calling it Toadhome.  Wait, why the hell did my pool look like it was boiling!?

            

    
        Chapter Twenty Nine - Toadpocalypse

    
    
    
    
                   I had a deep suspicion about new things in this world. Aside from tiny insects, I had yet to see a single creature that did not want to kill me. Who knows, maybe those insects wanted to kill me as well but they were simply too small for me to notice their aggression? For all I knew an ant would Evolve and become the size of a small boar before proceeding to step on me. 

   The point of my ridiculous musings here was that seeing my pond bubble put me on edge. Why was my pond bubbling? Was I on top of some kind of geothermal formation? I didn’t know anything about geysers and the like, but I kind of feel like I would have seen some sort of sign in the three weeks I had lived by the pool before today.

   I put my newly increased Perception to work and backed a few meters away from the water’s edge. Considering there was no steam or water vapor above the surface, I felt like the bubbling wasn’t because of heat but because air was somehow being released from under the mud at the bottom of the pool. Maybe swamp gas was actually a real thing? I had always thought of that as a myth or urban legend or something.

   My cautious musings were interrupted with a sound I had become quite familiar with: “SQUEAK!”

   That wasn’t me! I wasn’t even a toad anymore!

   “Squeak!?” 

  “SQUEAK!” 

  “Squeak.” 

  “Squeak, Squeak!”

   Dozens, no hundreds, of squeaks began to fill the air. From the water’s edge, bodies began to emerge. In the pool, eyes peeked out from the water’s surface. Analyze confirmed what I had already guessed:

  My brothers and sisters had emerged!

  An uncountable number of Hatchling Boreal Toads began to make their way to land. All of them squeaking at each other as if all the squeaky toys in a pet store came to life and vowed to take revenge upon the world! That thought was humorous, but being another small creature in the path of that toadlet army was terrifying.

   I had just Evolved out of being a Boreal Toad, would they still recognize me as a sibling?

   A few dozen war cries from some very angry toads as they spotted me answered that question quickly. Clearly, I was now in the “enemy” category and maybe even the “food” category. I didn’t exactly have feelings for my siblings, but I would rather not fight them and be turned into a group meal.

   Not that they were very dangerous individually or even in small groups. I was well aware of exactly what the Stats were for a Hatchling Boreal Toad and knew I could beat them down in the dozens, but against hundreds or maybe even thousands? Nope, fuck that; I’m out!

   I turned and ran into the woods.


   “[You have learned the Skill: Sprinting! Sprinting is now Level 1!]”


   Had I really never ran before? I suppose not, I would have hopped before. The gigantic swarm of my family was not exactly fast, so I really didn’t have to worry about them catching me. However, they did present something of a problem. Namely that this place was about to become a squeaky bloodbath and I would need to find a new home. I was going to miss Toadhome though…

   Actually, I really needed a new goal. Well, aside from Evolving into something that is not slimy. Being a newt was an improvement over a toad, but I have standards. So that meant hunting, except that as soon as I thought that I ran head first into my instincts again.

   “I don’t wanna do stuff!”

   I guess this is what the Species description meant by “docile.” I had a strong negative feeling about doing things like hunting, or even moving more than I must to get away from the flood of Boreal Toads. I kind of just want to sit under some moist leaves and… that is it.

   Of course, I am not dumb enough to actually just throw a couple of leaves on top of me and call that a home! Despite dismissing renaming Toadhome to Newthome, I did need to find a Newthome now. I would, of course, studiously ignore the pun in that thought; I might be a monster, but I am not that monstrous!

   Bad puns aside, I need to find a safe place or make one. I’ll also have to build a new wall. A better wall; a magnificent wall; a beautiful wall to keep out all of the monsters. I’ll never be able to think of a wall without being reminded of that, am I?

   I had never been so far from the water before. While my eyesight still left much to be desired, I was still able to see enough to call the forest quite pretty. Every so often the wind would push aside the branches of the trees and a shaft of light would reach down from the sun to the mossy ground. Bushes and shrubbery formed a dense undergrowth, broken up by rocks and fallen trees that the moss had taken over. Just past a few trees I was just barely able to see a sunny and flower filled clearing.

   It was a beautiful sight only somewhat tarnished by the sight of a Slime eating a Blood Squirrel in that same clearing.

   Yeah, I’d rather not go somewhere so exposed myself. That said, that fallen tree looked really appealing. The mossy fallen tree tickled both my Witch’s Newt instincts and my human aesthetics. The newt part liked the moist and shadowy space and my human part just didn’t think lying in moss was as disgusting as living in mud, so I went over to inspect it.

  As I started to climb up the fallen tree - which was at an angle - I got another new Skill that I would never have gotten as a Boreal Toad.


  “[You have learned the Skill: Climbing! Climbing is now Level 1]”


  And that felt good. Maybe I could make my goal to acquire Skills and Level them? I’ve never had Skills level before, but I bet that Podi will give me some points for that and I know that I gain one point for each Skill I have. I had intended to take my lives more seriously, or rather to take gaining strength in my lives more seriously, before I was turned into a toad and ended up throwing what basically amounted to a month long tantrum.

  The tree had a lot of little hollows that I might be able to use, but I didn’t feel like I could really fortify something this large. However, not far away there was a broken off part of the trunk that was leaning against a large rock that might be better. Maybe this time I could get the Construction Skill, presuming that there was a Skill like that. I definitely needed a better wall because I was sure that there were larger predators around somewhere and that I just hadn't seen them yet.

  I eventually decided to use a little mossy hollow in the smaller piece of the trunk as my new home and started to consider how I should protect it. I don’t think I can really build a wall strong and large enough to hold back anything in the Young Evolution Stage, so maybe I could use some traps? My new racial Ability, [Toxic Control: Minor], might allow me to make traps that could kill without me directly being present. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure that I would get experience for that, but even if I didn’t it would contribute to my safety. With enough traps I would be able to hang around here and hunt the insects that lived in the larger trunk when I needed to eat.

  Yeah, that is definitely my newt instincts there. Now that I know to look for these instincts I am a lot more aware of how they twist my thoughts. Witch’s Newt instincts are a lot more subtle than Boreal Toad instincts, but no less powerful. Maybe they are more powerful because of their subtlety.

  The basic gist of my new instincts seemed to be, “find a safe place and stay there.” It is difficult for my human thoughts to disagree with that kind of notion. I liked safety, I liked safety a lot. However, if I wanted to level, hunting is my best bet. Although I wouldn’t want to fight another Young creature again…

  Maybe that is a good enough reason not to go out hunting? I mean, sneaking around the forest seems like a good way to get ambushed and eaten. However, with the advantage of my traps I can handle a Young Lizard, if just barely. I needed four hundred experience for my next Evolution, so I would need to hunt things in the Young tier if I wanted to Evolve in any decent amount of time.

  I guess I would need to test my poison soon to see what options I have…


***


   It took me a much longer amount of time to put my home together this time. Seeing as how I wanted to try and get the Construction Skill, I put a lot more effort into my thinking here. I decided to make something of a palisade, which required me to gather a lot of sticks. More than I thought I would need, even though I only had to make a half arc from the rock to the trunk that was leaning on it.

  I dug a trench, stuck the sticks vertically in it, and then filled the trench with debris and rocks. I still didn’t get a Construction Skill, though did I gain one Level in Crafting. Maybe I need to do something larger? As much effort as I expended doing this, it really isn’t a large or impressive thing.

  Newthome essentially was a somewhat rotted log on a rock with a bunch of sticks pushed into the ground in an arc. I maybe had a half meter squared of space as a yard? It wasn’t like I had built myself a three story house with a water slide and a pool. Still, my new home had a better bed than my last. Moss beats dirt, I think.

  Tired from the work, I decided to take a nap using some leaves as blankets.


***


  I woke up to the same familiar sound that had chased me from my last home.

  “Squeak.”

  It was dark, but I could see just as well in the dark as in the light. Which is how I could see that I had made a mistake, one obviously driven - once again - by my instincts. Because Newthome was surrounded by dozens of wandering Boreal Toads.

  Obviously, now that I think about it, I should have gone much further away. I doubt I was even a quarter of a kilometer away from my old home because the Witch’s Newt’s instincts were to hang around its territory. As a former Boreal Toad, I was well aware that their instincts were to wander and hunt. Of course they spread out from the pool and that was presuming that the pool was the only place they had hatched.

  The toads had not noticed me yet, and I decided to just stay under my leaf blankets for now. Hatchling Boreal Toads didn’t have the best Perception, after all, so if I didn’t move they probably wouldn’t notice me. But would they be gone in the morning? That was doubtful, this whole area was crawling with toads now and I had missed my chance to get further away.

   Well, that wasn’t entirely true. I could leave right now, but I didn’t want to or rather, the newt didn’t want to. My human brain understood that I could run right past the toads and Dodge around them with ease. Even if they did hit me they lacked the Stats to hurt me much, and even then if they somehow did manage to hurt me I had the Skill [Regeneration: Minor](lesser).

   But the newt part of me didn’t want to run out in front of a predator and I found myself struggling against my own irrational fear. Eventually, I started thrashing around my little den in frustration and that, in turn, attracted the toads. While I was still involved in my internal turmoil the squeaking grew in volume as the toads gathered, trying to find a way in.

   It was when their little toady brains eventually decided that there was no way in besides breaking down my wall that I finally returned my thoughts to what was happening in the real world. It looked like something out of a zombie movie, just with toads. Maybe a hundred toads were hopping over and on top of each other, pushing and throwing themselves at my walls. Instead of the groaning agony of those damned to a living death, there was the squeaking of toads that seemed to think that they were invincible predators.

   My wall was stronger this time, but not that strong. The sheer weight of the toad horde was already breaking it down in places which meant that as much as I wanted to avoid it, I had to fight. I gathered my Willpower and jumped down to attack the first Boreal Toad that made it past the wall.

 

  “[You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]”


   Sorry sister. Or brother? I wasn’t going to check, but I am sorry either way and either way the toad was shockingly weak. One good hit was all that it took to take one down! Another one got over the wall and that one I didn’t have the height advantage to pounce down upon so I spun my body around and hit it with my tail. It didn’t go down in one hit, but the second one ended it.


  “[You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]”


  The fight was hardly over though. As the walls were broken down more and more, more of the toads made it through to fight me. None of them were above Level one, and even the Level one toads only took two hits to take down, but I was sometimes fighting two or three at a time!


  “[You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 1 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]”


   My Skills and Stats were superior, but quantity has a quality all of its own. I simply was not able to stop them from hitting me because they were simply everywhere. They didn’t hurt much, but it could add up over time…

 

   “[You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]

   [You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 1 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]”


   The bodies themselves were becoming a wall of sorts with the toads having to push past their dead siblings - my dead siblings - to reach me, squeaking in absolute rage the entire time.


   “[You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]

   [Dodge has Leveled up! Dodge is now Level 3!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]”


   My stamina is falling pretty quick and I am not sure that I can keep fighting for much longer. Eventually, I end up retreating further and further back up the log. There are less toads able to get up onto it at the same time and they aren’t able to fight well on the uneven surface.


   “[You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]”


   If I had to fight every toad in the forest, I was fucked, but out of the corner of my eye I was able to see the crowd thinning. I might actually have a chance of winning this! So I fought on.

 

   “[You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]

   [You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 1 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [Congratulations! You have reached Level 1!]

   [You have gained +1 Willpower, +1 Magic, +.4 Charisma, +.4 Agility, and +.2 Dexterity!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]”


   Almost… There… Just a few… Left…


   “[You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [You have been hit! You have lost 1 hp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 1 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

   [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]


   The last Boreal Toad fell off the trunk, squeaking one last time before it hit the ground and died. How many had I killed? I missed a lot of notifications in the fight, the only way I could tell was by comparing my experience before and after.


Name: -   Species: Hatchling Witch’s Newt   Level: 1/5   Experience: 32/70 

Class: -locked-    Health: 22/57    Mana: 2/2   Stamina: 002/100

Statistics:

Str: 20    End: 19   Vit: 19    Agi: 12.4   Dex: 8.2

Per: 18    Acy: 23   Wil: 7    Cha: 15.4   Mgc: 5

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Breathes through her Skin](racial)   [Toxic Skin](racial)   [Toxin Control: Minor](racial)

[Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial)    [Better First Impression]   [Healthy Thoughts]   [First Words]    [Killing Blow]

Skills:

Ambush: 1   Analysis: 1   Charge: 2   Crafting: 2   Climbing: 1  Digging: 5   Dodge: 3 

Jumping: 4   Meditation: 1  Swimming: 2 Stealth: 2   Taunt: 1   Throwing: 1   Trap Making: 1


   I had killed almost one hundred of them, and now I was so tired, so exhausted that I ended up just going right back to sleep. 

            

    
        Chapter Thirty - Eye of Newt

    
    
    
    
                   Why don’t intelligent Demihumans Evolve into other Species more often to take advantage of their racial abilities?  Ha!  Everyone asks that when they learn how Horizontal Monster Evolution works!  From the smartest [Wizard’s Apprentice] to the dumbest [Thug], everyone gets an image in their head of a monster with enough racial abilities to make them invincible and the brains of a Demihuman backing it up.  Nevermind that many Demihumans find the idea of Evolving into a monster repulsive - even if they can Evolve back into their own Species - there is actually a very, very good reason why they don’t do this more often.

   Every Level costs more than the last, and that counts for Species as much as it does Classes.  Sure, a powerful and smart enough Demihuman could Evolve through several different races to pick up racial abilities, but they would undoubtedly stunt their future growth.  At a certain point, the lower Evolution state monsters just stop giving experience altogether for the higher stage Demihumans.  They have to hunt stronger and stronger monsters to get a single point of experience and that means that even an extra fifty points of experience might mean months of work.

   Anyway, it is never as easy as that.  No Demihuman or Monster besides Dragons are born strong and smart enough to do something like this until they have Evolved a couple times, and the increased experience costs are far worse than a mere fifty by then.

 

   -part of a lecture from S-Rank Adventurer Dre the Massacre given to new Adventurers.







  In the morning, I had two problems.  The first was my health, although I had restored a fair bit last night.  [Regeneration: Minor](lesser) was a lot better than it sounded just from the name.  The actual Skill read:


   “[You heal faster and can regenerate limbs and organs!  This is a lesser version of the Skill, so you heal slightly slower than the full Skill.]


   [Your natural regeneration has increased to (1 hp + 1% of missing hp) per hour.]”


   I heal more than twenty four times faster, and in the past nine hours I have regained ten health!  I’d be at full health in less than a day, and that was an incredible relief.  I wouldn’t have to spend weeks being mostly dead anymore.

   However, speaking of the dead, my second problem was that I had ninety-two dead Boreal Toads lying around.  What the hell was I supposed to do with them?  Obviously, I couldn’t leave them where they were.  Aside from the fact that it would be disgusting to let them rot outside my house, I could already see a couple of Green Lizards eating them.  Obviously it makes sense that they would attract predators.

   They were just hatchlings though, so a couple of minutes later I had another two experience in the bank.  The only question now is, what the hell do I do with them?  It would take me all day to drag them away and who knows how long it would take if I tried to bury them all.  There was nothing for it though, it had to be done.  Which meant a trek through the forest, dragging a corpse behind me, while trying to avoid being ambushed by literally everything that moves.

   Fun, fun, fun!  This life really is excellent Podi, thank you so much for giving me the opportunity to do this!  Oh by Podi, I got their blood in my mouth!  At least my poison abilities mean that the Boreal Toads aren’t dangerous to me.  Those two lizards actually had red and swollen eyes, you’d think they would have stopped eating the toxic corpses before that.

   Of course, it isn’t like Hatchling Boreal Toad toxin is deadly.  So maybe they don’t care?  My [Toxin Control: Minor] allows me to make my poison more deadly, among other effects, but since I have to focus to use it I don’t have a use for it outside of traps.  Unfortunately, I don’t think I can make the poison deadly enough to kill on skin contact or make a trap that can get the poison inside my targets.

   ...I feel like I am missing something, but I keep getting distracted before I can complete the thought.  Hmmm…  I wonder if I could try Meditation again to try and see if that helps?  I can take a few minutes to try and figure out this niggling feeling inside my head.


   “[Meditation has Leveled up!  Meditation is now Level 2!]”


   Oh Podi, I am an idiot.  I am surrounded by bait and I almost didn’t realise it.  I just need to add my toxin to the dead toads and then the monsters will just eat them and die!  How the hell didn’t I think of that sooner?

   Right, new plan.  I am going to drag these bodies off into random places, poison them all, and then let the idiocy of lizards and slimes do my work for me.  Well, presuming toxin works on slimes, I have no idea about that.  Worth a shot anyway.

   [Toxin Control: Minor] was a frustrating ability for me to use though.  Most of what I could do was through instinct.  I don’t know how I do it or why it works, and I am certain that if I could understand either I would be able to do a lot better.  As it was I did something and that changed something with my skin which allowed me to secrete a toxin that I knew did something deadly from my tail, which I then wiped on the dead toad.

   This was after a good half an hour dragging the toad body through the forest that had made me realise: even if I didn’t poison them, it would still take me days to dispose of all the bodies because of how small I was.  If nothing else, this life would instill in me a great respect and appreciation for hands.  I never thought about how useful they were until I had to drag a dead toad through some woods for half an hour using my mouth.

   Between dragging the toads away, poisoning them, and then coming back each trip took me nearly an hour.  I often came back to find more monsters at Newthome, which added to the amount of bodies I had to move.  Plus, my stamina wasn’t up to the task of working constantly, I had to stop to rest every so often.

   At least I got [Trap Making] Levels from my work.  I had a suspicion that I got more of whatever hidden experience ruled the Skill from making complex traps, but the amount of “traps” I was making made up for the difference.  After two days of work I had reached [Trap Making] Level three.

   I also was getting a good amount of general experience as I worked.  My plan was killing a lot of creatures, even some Young stage ones.  Ever since I Evolved, I stopped getting any bonus experience for monsters above my level - although I still got the penalty for the ones below it - and I only ever got bonus experience for Young monsters.  When one of them died in my trap, plus a few extras, I was able to Level up again!

   At the rate I was going, I might be able to Evolve again within a week!  My excitement over that though was helping me keep working despite my newt instincts, although I suspect it only worked because it caused my instincts to conflict with themselves.  All monsters, I think, wanted to Evolve.  So my newty brain was trying to decide between hiding under some leaves and working to Evolve more quickly.

   I spent the monotony of my work thinking about what Evolutions I could get.  My plan was to pick something not naturally slimy, if one was available, because I was confident that I could activate my poison if I needed to.  After all, apparently I kept all my racial Skills when I evolved into something different.

   It was hard to think strategically about it, mostly because of my low Acuity and Willpower, but also because I didn’t have a way to check what Evolutions were or could be available.  How was I supposed to plan for the future without any information?  Eventually, I gave up thinking of the future entirely for now, instead redirecting my efforts to meditating while I worked.  I knew that improving my skills could give me more Evolutions, after all.

   Another Species, [Trap Making], [Stealth], and [Crafting] Level later, Newthome was finally free of bodies and repaired.  In total, it had taken me five days of constant work, but now all I would have to do is sneak around and check my traps every so often.  Then I just add more poison to the dead bodies and let these idiotic monsters donate their experience to me.  Really, it was almost too easy.

   Nine days later, I hit Level five again.


  “[Congratulations!  You have reached Level 5!]

  [You have gained +1 Willpower, +1 Magic, +.4 Charisma, +.4 Agility, and +.2 Dexterity!]

  [You have reached the limit for your current Species and Growth stage!  You may Evolve!]

  [Would you like to see your available Evolutions now?  Warning: deciding not to choose an Evolution will result in the System choosing for you.]”


   Oh hell yes I want to see my available Evolutions!  Hit me with it you pathetic Podi rip off!  I’ve broken your system now, this world is mine!


  Evolution Species:


  Young Boreal Toad: (Common) The Young Boreal Toad  has survived the difficult competition of a Boreal Spawning and is stronger for it.  These large toad monsters are highly aggressive and known for actively seeking prey even when their hunger is sated.  +15 to all Stats, +1.2 to Str, End, Vit, Agi, and Dex per level, [Torpor](racial), [Salutivore](racial).

  Unlocked by: Being a Hatchling Boreal Toad in your past Evolution.


  Young Witch’s Newt: (Rare) The Young Witch’s Newt is just as prized as a familiar and for its alchemical reagents as its Hatchling form, but few [Alchemists] would want to kill one.  Once a Young Witch’s Newt Evolves into a Juvenile Witch’s Newt their value increases exponentially.  +10 to all Stats, +2 to Mgc and Wil per level, +1 to all other Stats per level, [Regeneration: Minor](racial).

  Unlocked by: Being a Hatchling Witch’s Newt.


  Hatchling Kalif Toad: (Common) A slightly less aggressive cousin of the Boreal Toad, the Hatchling Kalif Toad is better suited to dry environments.  The Kalif Toad is more agile than the Boreal Toad, but correspondingly less durable.  +3 to all Stats, +1 to Agi and Dex per level, +.4 to Str and End per level, +.2 Vit per level, [Water Retention](racial).

  Unlocked by: Have the Skill Jumping above Level 2


  HypnoToad Tadpole: (Very Rare) The HypnoToad is a quite rare monster that tends to only be found in Dungeons.  While Young HypnoToads are considered a C-Rank threat because of their mental abilities, HypnoToad Tadpoles have yet to unlock them.  The Adventurer’s Guild posts hunts for HypnoToad Tadpoles during HypnoToad spawning times which is every ten years.  +5 to Wil and Mgc, +2 Wil per Level, +.2 Vit, Per, Acu, Cha, and Mgc per Level.

   Unlocked By: Being able to breathe underwater, having the Skill Swimming at or above Level 2, Having the Skill Meditation at or above Level 2, having above 15 Charisma, having above 10 Willpower, having above 6 Magic, having been at least two amphibian Monsters, being in the earliest development stage of your current species.


  I stopped part way through the list to read that entry twice.  The HypnoToad Tadpole had a long list of requirements and also had the Willpower I desperately wanted and needed.  Plus, from the description, I could guess that it would become very strong when it hit the next state of its evolution.  It was a tempting choice, but one I quickly decided against.  Being a tadpole would make my life ridiculously hard, especially with how much experience I would have to gain.

   As an aside, I wonder if the Incarnator reading Skills applied to reading menus?  If they did, maybe I should consider buying them next time I see Podi.  Or rather, I should buy them so that I can test to see if they do work.


  Carnivorous Lungfish Fry: (Uncommon) Lungfish are not monsters, however when exposed to significant amounts of Mana they can mutate into monstrous versions of themselves.  The Carnivorous Lungfish is not considered an especially dangerous monster, and its fry even less so.  +2 to all Stats, +1 Vit and Agi per Level, +.4 Str and End per Level, +.2 Dex per Level.

   Unlocked By: Being able to breathe underwater, being able to breathe in mud, having a Swimming Skill at or above Level 2, having above 12 Agility, have had an entirely carnivorous diet.


   I beg your pardon!?  I will have you know I have been an insectivore!  There is a difference - I think?  It has been a while since my last biology class, ok?


  Young Kalif Newt: (Uncommon) The bright orange Young Kalif Newt is considered quite pretty to look at, but the color is a warning that any monster or adventurer would be wise to heed.  Although not particularly aggressive, merely touching a Kalif Newt is enough to paralyze a man’s hand.  Prolonged exposure quickly leads to death if the adventurer does not have [Poison Resistance] or a very high Endurance and Vitality.  +10 to all Stats, +1.4 Agi, Dex, and Mgc per level, +.4 Str, End, and Vit per Level, +.2 Cha per Level.  [Intense Toxin: Kalif Newt](racial), [Regeneration: Minor](racial).

   Unlocked by:  Having the Skill Taunt, purposely trying to use your skin’s poison in a fight.


  Young Hunter Newt: (Very Rare) Hunter Newts are extremely aggressive predators that are more than capable of killing new adventurers with ease.  They are known for their tendency to prefer eating human children and have been hunted to near extinction as a result.  Very few are born naturally with most resulting from evolution.  +10 to all Stats,  +12 to Str, End, and Vit per level, +2 to all other Stats per level, [Regeneration: Minor](racial), [Salutivore](racial).

   Unlocked by: Killing an opponent at least one evolution stage higher than you, killing more than you can eat, killing without the intention of eating.


  Hatchling Green Lizard: (Very Common) Green Lizards can be found throughout large parts of the world but are considered a minor threat at most.  Even in their Adult stage they do not pose a threat to even D-Rank adventurers and their younger Stages help to suppress more powerful monsters from reaching adulthood.  They are very aggressive towards anything smaller than themselves or anything that seems injured, but will avoid attacking things bigger than themselves.  +2 to all Stats, +1 Str, End, and Vit per Level, [Scale Armor: Minor](racial).

  Unlocked by: Having above 4 Endurance.   


  Hatchling Black Lizard: (Common) Black Lizards are related to Green Lizards and for the most part are largely the same.  Aside from the difference in color, the only notable difference is the rather weak toxin that the Black Lizard has in its bite.  +2 to all Stats, +1 Str, End, and Vit per Level, [Scale Armor: Minor](racial), [Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Black Lizard](racial).

   Unlocked by: Having above 4 Endurance, having used poison to kill an enemy.


  Hatchling Komadus Lizard: (Very Rare) The Komadus has a fearsome reputation for aggression and toxicity, but this is not entirely warranted.  While it is true that the Komadus can and will hunt and kill both humans and monsters considerably larger than itself, they will generally avoid hunting humans unless humans go deep into their territory.  While the Adult Komadus will display a standoffish attitude when confronted, Hatchling and Young Komadus will generally go out of their way to avoid humans.  +4 to all Stats, +2 Str and End per Level, +.4 to all other Stats per Level, [Scale Armor: Minor](racial), [Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard](racial), [Poison Resistance: Major], [Disease Resistance: Minor].

   Unlocked by: Having above 15 Strength, Endurance, and Vitality, having above 10 Agility, having the Skills Ambush, Charge, Digging, Swimming, and Taunt, having used toxins to kill, having killed an opponent twice or more your size.


  Note: Horizontal Evolution (Evolution into a new species but not into a higher Evolution stage) will not reset level experience costs.  You will retain all Racial Abilities you currently have after Evolution.


   It is interesting how much stronger the Very Rare Evolutions are compared to the other ones.  The HypnoToad, the Hunter Newt and the Komadus Lizard were head and shoulders above my other choices in terms of Stats and racial abilities.

   Honestly, it made my choice pretty easy this time.  I chose to be a Komadus without hesitation; finally I would get to stop being slimy and I would get a lot of other bonuses as well!  Just like last time, I blacked out and when I woke up I eagerly checked my menu.


Name: -   Species: Hatchling Komadus Lizard   Level: 0/5   Experience: 000/110 

Class: -locked-    Health: 69/69    Mana: 6/6   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 24    End: 23   Vit: 23  Agi: 18    Dex: 13

Per: 22    Acy: 27   Wil: 15    Cha: 21   Mgc: 13

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Breathes through her Skin](racial)   [Toxic Skin](racial)   [Toxin Control: Minor](racial)

[Regeneration: Minor]  (lesser)(racial)    [Scale Armor: Minor](racial)

[Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard](racial)   [Poison Resistance: Major]

[Disease Resistance: Minor]    [Better First Impression]   [Healthy Thoughts] 

[First Words]  [Killing Blow]

Skills:

Ambush: 1   Analysis: 1   Charge: 2   Crafting: 3   Digging: 5   Dodge: 3 

Jumping: 4   Meditation: 2   Sprinting: 1   Swimming: 2   Stealth: 3   Taunt: 1 

Throwing: 1   Trap Making: 5

 

   I was starting to feel strong now.  Confident that I could take on whatever the forest had to throw at me!  It was time to explore without fear.

            

    
        Chapter Thirty One - I could have been a Youtube star

    
    
    
    
                   I, of course, squashed my wanderlust as best I could immediately. It helped that it wasn’t a very strong instinct, but I was glad that my Willpower was growing enough for me to get something of a hold of myself. Just barely, anyway. I doubted I’d be able to stop myself from wandering off for all that long.

  However, there were really obvious things that I just hadn’t done. My Analysis was probably so low because I have barely even examined my menu. It occurred to me that I barely had any idea what my Skills and Abilities did, and it was clear that my Skills were very important for me to get better Evolutions.

  How much had I missed because I hadn’t tried to raise the Skills I have or gain new ones? If I was going to have an instinct to explore I might as well try to channel it into exploring my own Skills! I mean, if Sprinting and Swimming were Skills, then practically anything could be, right?

  I was an expert in dancing and singing in my last life, were those Skills I could gain? Admittedly, I currently was a lizard - I probably should have tried to get Singing as a toad and Dancing as a newt - and that made it a bit strange for me to try and dance, but it wasn’t like I couldn’t arrange a dance for my new body. A shame I didn’t have Youtube to upload to, a dancing lizard would be pretty popular I think.

  My low Acuity made it a bit rough to try and arrange, but half an hour of steps and twirls later…


  “[You have learned the Skill: Dancing! Dancing is now Level 1!]”


  I also took the opportunity to Analyse my new Skill and see what it actually did. I would have to examine all my other Skills at some point soon too.


  “[This Skill improves your ability to dance!]

  [For every Level of Dancing the amount of effort and resources required decreases by 2.5% Additionally, for every Level of Dancing you have your effective Agility, Dexterity, and Charisma improved by .5% while Dancing.]”


   Oh, wow. That is actually one hell of a useful Skill. In my last life I had worked dancing into my everyday movements, so presumably if the System had worked like this in my past life it would have improved basically everything I did. I doubt I can really do the same as a lizard because of how the body works, but it definitely is something for me to remember in the future.

   Singing was much harder for me. The Komadus Lizard species did not apparently have a large vocal range. Their range was basically from “hiss” to “HISSSS” and that didn’t leave a lot to work with. Funnily enough, I got a completely different Skill before I got Singing.


  “[You have learned the Skill: Composing! Composing is now Level 1!]

  [This Skill improves your ability to compose music!]

  [For every Level of Composing you have your effective Perception, Acuity, and Willpower improved by 1% while Composing!]”


  That was… Far less useful for me. I suppose it would be useful to a composer, but it does make me wonder why there wasn’t a Skill for dance arranging. Did the System just not have one or did I just not earn it? I guess I’ll have to try again later and see if I get a Skill for it. I suppose it did help me finish my new song which I titled, “hiss hiss hiss.” Truly, I could have been a social media star.


   “[You have learned the Skill: Singing! Singing is now Level 1]

  [This Skill improves your ability to sing!]

  [For every Level of Singing your lungs hold 1% more air and your body requires 1% less air at all times. For every Level of Singing you have your effective Perception and Charisma improved by 1% while Singing.]”


   To my surprise, Singing came with a passive that worked even when I wasn’t using the Skill. It was a useful one too, not just for singing but for daily life. My daily life, anyways. Fighting involves some heavy breathing, so this is a serious improvement. It makes me wonder if people - wherever they might be - train Singing even if they plan to be [Warriors] of some kind.

   Probably not. They likely had more important Skills to train, but I would think that the most serious and dedicated of the lot would try and train the Skill. Maybe people just had the Skill; what child hasn’t sang at some point in their life? I would think they reached their personal limit in childhood and probably couldn't go much further without professional help, but that is just conjecture.

   Given that surprise passive, I think I should check my other Skills now. Who knows what I missed?


   “[This Skill improves your ability to ambush your foes!]

   [For every Level of Ambush you deal 1% more damage and take 1% less damage for an amount of seconds equal to the sum of your Ambush and Stealth Skills when you Ambush a foe who is unaware of you.]


   [This Skill allows you to analyze the world around you!]

   [For every Level of Analysis your effective Perception and Acuity are improved by 1% at all times. For every Level of your Analysis Skill you receive more information about your target.]


   [This Skill improves your ability to charge at your foes!]

   [For every Level of Charge you move 1% faster, take 1% less damage, and deal 1% more damage while Charging.]


   [This Skill improves your ability to craft things!]

   [For every Level of Crafting anything you make takes 2% less effort and time to make, is 2% more durable, and is .5% more effective.]”


   What does “more effective” mean in that context though? If I craft a basket with Level ten Crafting, does it hold five percent more? How would that even work? It probably is just added to the durability in that case, but I can’t help but wonder if I could make a bag that would hold more than its size. Probably not, although maybe if I knew more magic…


   “[This Skill improves your ability to dig!]

   [For every Level of Digging it takes 1% less effort to dig and you dig 2.5% faster.]


   [This Skill improves your ability to dodge blows!]

   [For every Level of Dodging your effective Perception and Acuity is improved by 2% in combat. Also, for every Level of Dodging your effective Perception, Agility, Dexterity, and Acuity is improved by 1% while actively dodging.]


  [This Skill improves your ability to jump!]

  [For every Level of Jumping you are able to jump 5% higher and further. For every Level of Jumping it takes 1% less effort to jump.]


  [This Skill improves your ability to meditate!]

   [For every Level of Meditation your effective Perception, Acuity, and Willpower is improved by 1% at all times. For every Level of Meditation your Perception, Acuity, and Willpower is increased by an additional 2% while actively meditating. For every Level of Meditation your Mana restores itself an additional 10% faster, your Health and Stamina restore an additional 5% faster, and your body requires 2% less resources while meditating.]”


  Well, now I feel like an even bigger idiot. My old newt instincts didn’t want me to move, so I could have easily Leveled Meditation. It was way more useful than I thought with several effects, one of which worked even when I wasn’t meditating! It wasn’t a big improvement, but every little bit helps.


  [This Skill improves your ability to sprint and run!]

   [For every Level of Sprinting your effective Agility is increased by 1% at all times. When actively Sprinting your Agility and Dexterity are improved by an additional 1% per Level and Sprinting requires 5% less effort.]




   [This Skill improves your ability to swim!]

   [For every Level of Swimming your body requires 1% less air at all times, additionally it takes 5% less effort to swim and you swim 5% faster per Level.]


   [This Skill improves your ability to use stealth!]

   [For every Level of Stealth your effective Perception, Agility, Dexterity, and Acuity are improved by .5% at all times. When trying to hide, you are 5% harder to detect per Level of Stealth.]


   [This Skill improves your ability to taunt your foes!]

   [For every Level of Taunt your effective Charisma and Willpower are improved by 1% while taunting your foe.]


   [This Skill improves your ability to throw things!]

   [For every Level of Throwing your effective Strength, Perception, Acuity, and Dexterity are improved by 1% when throwing things.]


   [This Skill improves your ability to build traps!]

   [For every Level of Trap Making your traps are 2% harder to detect, 1% more effective, 1% faster to build, and .5% more durable.]”


   I might as well check my new racial abilities too. Although I am not sure how useful they will be. After all, [Toxic Skin] and [Toxin Control: Minor] provided immunity to any poison I could make and resistance to any poison related to the ones I could make, so I wasn’t sure if having [Poison Resistance: Major] mattered much. 

  [Disease Resistance: Minor] also seemed fairly useless. After all, I had the [Healthy Thoughts] Incarnator perk and I was aware that the best way to avoid disease is to improve my Vitality. Still, it was probably more useful than my [Poison Resistance: Major].

   [Scale Armor: Minor] I was also skeptical of. After all, I had been killing monsters with that ability for the majority of my experience, so how powerful could it actually be? The only ability I was really happy to have was [Envenomed Bite] because that meant that I didn’t have to rely on my skin to deliver toxins to my prey. Now I could just bite them and they’d be screwed.


   “[Poison Resistance: Major]

   [You strongly resist damage by poison!]

   [All poisons deal 80% less damage to you, all poisons spread throughout your body 66% slower, and all poisons are removed from your body 200% faster.]


   [Disease Resistance: Minor]

   [You somewhat resist disease and infection.]

   [You are 15% hard to infect with disease. Disease symptoms are 10% weaker and your body adapts to and fights off disease 10% faster.]


   [Scale Armor: Minor]

   [You are covered in tough scales!]

   [You have an extra 10% effective Endurance against all attacks and 15% against cutting attacks. You take 10% more damage from frost and cold but resist fire and heat 10% better.]


   [Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard]

   [You can inject venom through your bite! You have access to immature Komadus Lizard venom!]

   [This ability is modified by the ability [Toxin Control: Minor] allowing you to use a wider range of toxins.]”


   [Scale Armor: Minor] isn’t even wholly good! Weaker against frost and cold, does that include winter!? Did I just screw myself over in my last Evolution? Probably not, otherwise the Green Lizards wouldn’t live here, I presume. Other than that my abilities weren’t particularly interesting, but they certainly were useful.

   I wonder what other Skills I could get though? Thinking through my past lives, one of the first that comes to mind is Cleaning. That should be easy to get, I would have thought I would have gotten it removing the bodies from Newthome. A quick look around makes it obvious why I hadn’t though.

   The ground was stirred up, there was blood everywhere, and I hadn’t done a thing beyond fixing my stick palisade! Using a piece of moss as a cloth I started trying to clean up the blood, and it really was not easy to do! Letting blood set into things makes it a pain in the ass to remove, and I should have known better. I used to be a maid; thinking about how I have been living recently is a blow to my pride as a former servant!

   I got so worked up in my thoughts and so absorbed in my effort cleaning that I forgot I was trying to get a Skill until I actually got it.


   “[You have learned the Skill: Cleaning! Cleaning is now Level 1!]

   [This Skill improves your ability to clean!]

   [For every Level of Cleaning you are able to clean 10% faster and it requires 5% less effort. Additionally, for every Level of Cleaning you have anything you clean is 2% more resistant to becoming dirty.]”


   Not exactly impressive, but I remember how I used my extra cleaning speed as a [Battle Maid]. I’m not sure how I could take advantage of this as a lizard - or even if I can do that in this world - but I wouldn’t be surprised if it worked once I figured it out. Considering how Skills were gained in this world, who knows what I could combine and use if I tried?

   What else could I try from my days as a maid? Hmm…


   “[You have learned the Skill: Etiquette! Etiquette is now Level 1!]

   [This Skill helps you to use proper manners at all times!]

   [For every Level of Etiquette you have 2.5% increased Charisma while using proper etiquette. You find it easier to remember proper etiquette and will often use proper etiquette instinctively.]”


   I was actually surprised that worked. All I did was try and convert what I remembered into a lizard form and I managed to get another Skill! The Charisma bonus would actually be very strong, if I ever had cause to use it. I wonder if I could get a Skill for Cooking without using fire?

   I mean, sure, Cooking implies using heat, but a [Chef] doesn’t just use fire and cook. If I made a salad, would that count? Probably not considering I can’t actually eat it, so I will leave that alone for now.

   Since there was a Taunt Skill, there probably was some kind of Skills for Intimidation and Charm, but I would need to find some other monsters to try that on. Or did I? Maybe I could practice in front of my reflection in some water, but if I made my way to the water I’d run into monsters anyway.

   I guess I might as well go out and try. It was only a few minutes from Newthome that I ran into a Boreal Toad that immediately squeaked its displeasure and started hopping towards me. In response, I pulled myself onto my back legs to make myself bigger and hissed loudly with my mouth open.

   The toad actually stopped for a second!


   “[You have learned the Skill: Intimidate! Intimidate is now Level 1!]”


   Unfortunately, the toad wasn’t really all that afraid of me and resumed its attack. One swat later and I had one more point of experience. Poor little toad, they just aren’t smart enough to know better than to attack me. Sorry little sibling, but your older sister won’t just let you eat her.


   “[This Skill improves your ability to intimidate your foes!]

   [For every Level of Intimidate you gain 1% effective Charisma and Willpower while trying to intimidate your foes!]”


   Interesting. My experience as a [Imperial Princess] makes me wonder if I can combine Intimidate and Taunt. It would be nice to goade my opponents into an attack but intimidate them at the same time so that they don’t use their full effort when fighting me.

   I kept moving back to the pool, noting that Toadhome was still standing. I was oddly happy about that, even though - if there was a toad living in there now - they would try and attack me. Maybe I should make a Lizardhome, just so I can leave little habitats around every time I evolve.

   Wow my mind is weird. I am pretty sure this isn’t my lizard brain, it just kind of wants to wander around and see different things, so I guess that is all me.

   I had a few fights by the water, but Hatchlings are barely even worth me noticing at this point. Between my Strength, Endurance, Vitality, scales, [Toxic Skin], and venom I was practically invincible from anything I had seen so far in this forest. Minus the slimes, but they weren’t exactly dangerous to me.

   There was, in fact, a Charm Skill, but it took me hours to finally get.


   “[You have learned the Skill: Charm! Charm is now Level 1!]

   [This Skill improves your ability to charm others!]

   [For every Level of Charm you gain 2% effective Charisma while attempting to Charm others.]”


   That is a pretty good bonus! I obviously don’t have any use for Charm now, but I am sure it will come in useful at some point. Even beyond helping to unlock new choices for my Evolution.

   Looking at the mud by the water, I had another idea for a possible Skill. I started following one of the footprints of what I think was a Green Lizard. I’m not sure how long it would take, but if my theory is right…

   It took me half an hour to gain my first Level of Tracking.


   “[You have learned the Skill: Tracking! Tracking is now Level 1!]

   [This Skill improves your ability to track creatures!]

   [For every Level of Tracking your effective Perception and Acuity is increased by 1% at all times. For every Level of Tracking your effective Perception, Acuity, Agility, Dexterity, and Luck is increased by 1.5% while actively Tracking!]”


   Another good set of bonuses, including one to Luck! I had a lot of Luck in this life, so that bonus would be even more useful for me. It probably won’t be hard to Level this Skill either, so long as I do some active hunting. Since my instincts are pushing me to see and do new things, I might as well. Maybe I could even make a map and get a Map Making Skill while I was at it? 

            

    
        Chapter Thirty Two - Small Grind

    
    
    
    
                   “Dungeons! Every adventurer wants to go dive dungeons! What is it about those man-eating caverns that causes people to lose their wits!? Oh sure, there are rewards for the lucky and the victorious, but the vast majority of adventurers who challenge them die on their first dive. Of those that survive, around three in five don’t earn enough to cover their expenses - including their medical costs - and end up destitute and broken. Of those that do earn enough to cover their expenses, maybe one in one thousand actually strike it big and come out with riches and powerful artifacts. 

  Then a bunch of idiots see that one party and decide they should become adventurers themselves, starting the whole cycle again.

  Better they had all gone out and killed goblins or something. At the very least, they would have been doing something that helps the world as a whole instead of gambling with their lives for nothing.”


  - Vice-Master of the Dorywnville Adventurer’s Guild, complaining - drunkenly - in a local tavern.







  My efforts in exploration were not particularly rewarding. Oh sure, I got the Drawing Skill and the Cartography Skill, and those were good.


   [You have learned the Skill: Drawing! Drawing is now Level 1!]

   [This Skill improves your ability to draw pictures!]

   [The greater your Drawing Skill the easier you find it to remember things you have seen. For every Level of Drawing your effective Dexterity is increased by .5% at all times. Your effective Perception, Acuity, and Dexterity are increased by an additional 1.5% per Level while actively using the Skill.]


  [You have learned the Skill: Cartography! Cartography is now Level 1!]

  [This Skill improves your ability to make maps and recall terrain!]

   [For every Level of Cartography your effective Perception is increased by 1% at all times. Additionally, your effective Acuity and Dexterity are increased by 1.5% while making a map.]”


   However, it was soon becoming apparent that I was living in a bowl. Even with my Leveling and the bonuses from my Skills, I have a pretty terrible Perception. When you throw in the fact that there are trees and shrubs all around and add to that the fact that I am small and so my point of view is only a few centimeters off the ground, it would be fair to say that you could hide a cliff face a few dozen meters from me without me ever noticing it.

  I had decided to explore to the north of Newthome and it hadn’t taken me long to run into a rocky cliff face. At first, I thought I was in a valley, but a couple hours of walking made the curve of the cliff clear. The water that fed an actual pond, which itself fed the swampy area where my little “pond” was and a stream which flowed away from it, came from a spring about halfway from the center of the bowl and the western edge.

  Given that I wasn’t underwater right now, that water had to go somewhere, and following the stream eventually allowed me to discover a gorge that the water had carved through the rock. It led out east and was probably my way out of here, if I wished to leave. I had to admit that I somewhat did, but what would be the point?

  There might be people out there, but given that I was a toxic lizard monster I doubted I would exactly be welcomed into society. No, it would be better to continue to explore here for now, Level a bit more, and learn a few more Skills. I left it alone for now, but marked the area on my map for the future.

  My full map was not a very impressive thing; I had difficulty drawing with my front claws and nose. But I was able to read it, and that was what counted. I was in a bowl-like valley area that was maybe a couple of kilometers in diameter. At the very center there was a small pond that was fed from the spring in the west and had a stream leaving it to the eastern gorge. North of the pond was a swamp that made up the majority of the northern part of the area but gave way to forest as the ground got higher closer to the valley edges.

   The southern half of the valley was a dense forest, much denser than the one to the north because it wasn’t broken up by water as much. It was hard to explore because the entire area was a bloodbath and I was ambushed multiple times from the dense undergrowth. The only exception to this was a portion of the southwestern edge of the valley near where the spring was.

  That area was rocky and only had a few plants. The sun was nice and warm and felt really good on my scales, but the lack of cover meant that even though there were less enemies there I ended up fighting quite a bit anyways. It was also here that I was disabused of my belief that I was the apex predator in the area.


  [Juvenile Stone Lynx, Lvl 3]

  [A relatively shy monster that combines the speed of a hunting cat with the endurance of stone.]

   [While not particularly aggressive, the Stone Lynx is considerably dangerous to adventurers who lack blunt weapons. The fur of the Stone Lynx is literal stone and while it is not a golem itself, the same tactics apply to the Stone Lynx as do to golems. Sharp and piercing weapons are generally useless while blunt weapons like maces are vastly more effective.]


  It was, for whatever reason, uninterested in killing me - because I have no doubt it saw me long before I noticed it - and seemed far more interested in sunning itself and grooming its “fur.” Its fur seemed to be actual stone, despite the fact it flexed and moved like hair would.

   The grey-and-white feline was the size of a smaller puma from Earth but far fluffier looking, except that the fluff was leaving scratch marks on the rocks underneath the cat whenever it shifted. The cat’s eyes appeared to be actual topaz gems and the claws obsidian and I slowly backed away and decided to avoid that area as much as possible from then on.

   It wasn’t the only apex I ran into either. The southeastern forest contained another monster I would prefer to avoid if possible.


   [Mature Blood Moly, Lvl 12]

   [A rare herb that is used in various resistance potions. This individual has been exposed to a high amount of mana and mutated.]

   [Moly is an herb that is known for its incredible magic and mana resistance properties and is mostly immune to mutation from mana exposure. However, the Blood Moly has been grown in ground watered by mana rich blood which bypassed its natural immunity causing it to become a Blood Moly. It retains its near total immunity to magic and will implant itself into nearly any recently dead creature and reanimate them to seek more prey.]


   I wouldn’t call the Blood Moly a walking plant; it didn’t have anything like legs itself. What it did do was implant itself into other monsters and use them to hunt down its prey. Its roots were more like black, barbed tentacles that would restrain and constrict and burrow into whatever monster it catches before it implants itself into the body. After the creature died, it would then seemingly reanimate as the plant’s vehicle and go hunting for more.

   It had actually had a very pretty white flower, but it was a truly terrifying monster to see in action. It had wanted to kill me, but it was only as fast as the body it was on and so wasn’t able to catch me. Honestly, I was just curious how the hell it saw me. Did it use the monster’s eyes? The thing was creepy and I was glad it seemed content to stay in the south.

   Returning to Newthome, I made notes to avoid those places gaining me another Skill that I honestly should have thought to gain earlier.


  “[You have learned the Skill: Writing! Writing is now Level 1!]

  [This Skill improves your ability to write!]

   [For every Level of Writing your effective Acuity, Dexterity, and Charisma are improved by .5% at all times. Additionally, your effective Acuity and Dexterity are improved by 1% per Level of Writing while you are using this Skill.]”


   There probably was a Reading Skill as well, but the only thing to read was my own writing and I wasn’t sure if that counted. Well, that wasn’t quite true, I also had my menu. My trip to the southern part of the bowl had resulted in a few of my Skills improving, the most important of which was the Analysis Skill reaching Level two. Unfortunately, Level two Analysis was mostly useless when I tried to use it on other monsters, but I was able to get a few more bits of information out of my menu, namely from the Species entry:


   “[Species maturation varies from Species to Species. As a Komadus Lizard your Evolution maturation stages are: Hatchling, Young, Juvenile, Adult, Elder, and Ancient.]”


   The important part of this was that I realized that the Stone Lynx was probably two stages above me and the Blood Moly was three stages above me. This meant that the Lynx had Evolved as many times as I had, but upwards, and so had probably had incredible Stats. The same was almost certainly true for the Moly as well, although that was a bit more uncertain.

   After all, from the description of the Blood Moly it didn’t seem like they were monsters from the seed on up, but mutated into monsters under certain conditions. So for all I knew the Adult Blood Moly was a pushover that I could easily kill with a single bite. I didn’t feel like testing it though.

   What I did test was whether or not it was immune to poison, because I left the corpses of every monster that attacked me as a poisoned trap as I did my exploration. Unfortunately for me, the Blood Moly seemed to be and the Stone Lynx too. Either that or they didn’t want the bodies I left.

   I did get a massive harvest of experience from other creatures though. Of course, that didn’t matter much given how much experience I needed for every Level now. Next time I Evolved, my first Level of whatever I Evolved into would cost two hundred ten experience. Unless there was some Evolution that I simply couldn’t let pass by, I think I will go up to the next stage this time. If for no other reason than that I would be closer to contending with the southern alphas.

   Of course, I still continued to raise my Skills in the hope that I would find something too good to pass up. After all, if it was too good to pass up it was literally too good to pass up!

   ...The thought made sense to me, anyway.

   Two Levels of Writing later, I managed to gain Reading and - because I had started writing limericks out of boredom - Poetry.


   “[You have learned the Skill: Reading! Reading is now Level 1!]

  [This Skill improves your ability to read and the speed of your reading!]

   [You find it easier to read other’s handwriting and to understand other writer’s meaning at all times. For every Level of Reading your effective Endurance, Acuity, and Willpower are increased by 1.5% while reading.]


   [You have learned the Skill: Poetry! Poetry is now Level 1!]

   [This Skill improves your ability to compose and read poetry!]

   [You find it easier to find rhymes and you find it easier to remember the poetry of others at all times. For every Level of Poetry your effective Acuity and Dexterity are increased by 1% while composing and writing poetry. Additionally, your effective Acuity and Charisma are increased by 1% per Level while reading poetry.]”


   Podi help me, but the people of this world must be ridiculously strong. Given just how many Skills there are, I doubt that there are not weapon Skills and the like. Since I presume that Classes give abilities as well, Adventurers must be superhuman at the higher Levels! Just imagining how a person might combine Sprinting, Charge, a weapon Skill, and whatever else they could on top of it - their effective stats would be ridiculous!

   I had, after discovering the Stone Lynx and the Blood Moly, considered leaving through the gorge. However, now I was fairly certain that outside of my little area this world was a deathtrap. At least there were no people here, and no reason that I could think of for them to come here, and I couldn’t say that outside of this place that would be equally true.

   Better the devil I know, I guess.

   I wasn’t too worried about them coming north anyways. The stream was pretty fast moving, so the Blood Moly wouldn’t be able to cross even with an amphibious monster. It would just end up washing away downstream, which would be problem solved as far as I was concerned.

   The only way around the stream was through the Lynx’s territory, and the Blood Moly likely couldn’t kill the Lynx. I wasn’t sure if the Lynx was likewise unable to kill the Blood Moly, but the stone fur of the Lynx made it immune to the Blood Moly’s roots. At least, that was my theory.

   As for the Lynx itself, well, the northern part of the bowl was mostly water and swamp. It would sink and drown rather quickly, so I didn’t have much to worry about from it. I suppose this made me the apex of the northern part of the bowl? Was… Was I becoming territorial?

   I was, wasn’t I? That desire to explore earlier, it was the same desire to explore any animal would have when establishing a territory. I explored, decided that a place was mine, and now I wanted to defend it.

   The mere thought of a monster of equal power coming through my territory made me angry, furious even.

   I still didn’t have nearly enough Willpower, although I don’t think this instinct was as bad as the other ones. It was easier for me to twist to my own desires. My instinct wanted me to explore and see new things? I was able to turn that into exploring new Skills for a decent amount of time, and now that it wanted me to defend my portion of the valley I could twist that into improving my Skills!

   Better Skills meant better Evolutions, which meant better defense!


***

  Weeks later...


Name: -   Species: Hatchling Komadus Lizard   Level: 4/5   Experience: 137/150 

Class: -locked-    Health: 80/80    Mana: 7/7   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 32    End: 31   Vit: 24.6   Agi: 19.6    Dex: 14.6

Per: 23.6   Acy: 28.6   Wil: 16.6   Cha: 22.6   Mgc: 14.6

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Breathes through her Skin](racial)   [Toxic Skin](racial)   [Toxin Control: Minor](racial)

[Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial)    [Scale Armor: Minor](racial)

[Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard](racial)   [Poison Resistance: Major]

[Disease Resistance: Minor]    [Better First Impression]   [Healthy Thoughts] 

[First Words]    [Killing Blow]

Skills:

Ambush: 2   Analysis: 2   Cartography: 1   Charge: 3   Cleaning: 1   Climbing: 2

Composing: 1   Charm: 1   Crafting: 3   Digging: 5   Dancing: 1   Dodge: 3 

Drawing: 1   Etiquette: 1   Intimidate: 1   Jumping: 4   Meditation: 2   Poetry: 1 

Reading: 1   Singing: 1   Sprinting: 2   Swimming: 3   Stealth: 5   Taunt: 1   Throwing: 1   Tracking: 2 Trap Making: 6   Writing: 3


   Tomorrow - hell, maybe even tonight if my traps catch enough - I will Evolve again. The anticipation, the desire to be stronger, I can hardly get myself to go to sleep. I can’t wait!

            

    
        Chapter Thirty Three - I HAVE HANDS!

    
    
    
    
                   Sorry little sibling, but I need your experience.


  “[You have defeated a Lvl. 4 (Hatchling Boreal Toad) and earned 1 xp!]

  [Congratulations! You have reached Level 5!]

  [You have gained +2 Strength, +2 Endurance, +.4 Vitality, +.4 Agility, +.4 Dexterity, +.4 Perception, +.4 Acuity, +.4 Willpower, +.4 Charisma, +.4 Magic!]

  [You have reached the limit for your current Species and Growth stage! You may Evolve!]

  [Would you like to see your available Evolutions now? Warning: deciding not to choose an Evolution will result in the System choosing for you.]”


  I worked hard for this one, so hit me with it! Let’s see what my effort over the past month has gained me!


  Evolution Species:


  Young Komadus Lizard: (Very Rare) The Komadus has a fearsome reputation for aggression and toxicity, but this is not entirely warranted. While it is true that the Komadus can and will hunt and kill both humans and monsters considerably larger than itself, they will generally avoid hunting humans unless humans go deep into their territory. While the Adult Komadus will display a standoffish attitude when confronted, Hatchling and Young Komadus will generally go out of their way to avoid humans. +25 to all Stats, +4.5 Str and End per Level, +1.2 to all other Stats per Level, [Scale Armor](racial), [Envenomed Bite: Young Komadus Lizard](racial), [Disease Resistance].

   Unlocked by: Being a Hatchling Komadus Lizard.


  Young Witch’s Newt: (Rare) The Young Witch’s Newt is just as prized as a familiar and for its alchemical reagents as its Hatchling form, but few [Alchemists] would want to kill one. Once a Young Witch’s Newt Evolves into a Juvenile Witch’s Newt their value increases exponentially. +10 to all Stats, +2 to Mgc and Wil per level, +1 to all other Stats per level, [Regeneration: Minor](racial).

  Unlocked by: Having been a Hatchling Witch’s Newt in your previous Evolution.


  Hatchling Kalif Newt: (Uncommon) The bright orange Hatchling Kalif Newt is considered quite pretty to look at, but the color is a warning that any monster or adventurer would be wise to heed. Although not particularly aggressive, merely touching a Kalif Newt is enough to paralyze a man’s hand. Prolonged exposure quickly leads to death if the adventurer does not have [Poison Resistance] or a very high Endurance and Vitality. +3 to all Stats, +1 Agi, Dex, and Mgc per level, [Intense Toxin: Kalif Newt](racial).

  Unlocked by: Having the Skill Taunt, purposely trying to use your skin’s poison in a fight.


  Hatchling Hunter Newt: (Very Rare) Hunter Newts are extremely aggressive predators that are more than capable of killing new adventurers with ease. They are known for their tendency to prefer eating human children and have been hunted to near extinction as a result. Very few are born naturally with most resulting from evolution. +1 to all Stats, +8 to Str, End, and Vit per level, +1 to all other Stats per level, [Salutivore](racial).

  Unlocked by: Killing an opponent at least one evolution stage higher than you, killing more than you can eat, killing without the intention of eating.


  Young Green Lizard: (Very Common) Green Lizards can be found throughout large parts of the world but are considered a minor threat at most. Even in their Adult stage they do not pose a threat to even D-Rank adventurers and their younger Stages help to suppress more powerful monsters from reaching adulthood. They are very aggressive towards anything smaller than themselves or anything that seems injured, but will avoid attacking things bigger than themselves. +10 to all Stats, +1.6 Str, End, and Vit per Level.

  Unlocked by: Having above 4 Endurance. 


  Young Black Lizard: (Common) Black Lizards are related to Green Lizards and for the most part are largely the same. Aside from the difference in color, the only notable difference is the rather weak toxin that the Black Lizard has in its bite. +12 to all Stats, +1.6 Str, End, and Vit per Level, [Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Black Lizard](racial).

   Unlocked by: Having above 4 Endurance, having used poison to kill an enemy.


  Young Giant Monitor: (Uncommon) The Giant Monitor is, as the name implies, giant. Growing to nearly eight meters high in its Adult stage, the Giant Monitor can compete with lesser Draconoids for territory. Although it very rarely wins those contests. +50 to Str, End, and Vit, +10 to all other Stats, +2 to Str, End, and Vit per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level, [Scale Armor](racial), [Torpor](racial).

   Unlocked by: Having above 30 Endurance and above 20 Vitality.


  Young Mutant Alligator: (Uncommon) The Mutant Alligator is what happens when an alligator becomes exposed to too much mana. With its powerful jaws and tough hide, this monster is a considerable danger to anyone who explores the swamps and marshes it makes its home. +20 to all Stats, +4 Str per Level, +2 End and Vit per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level, [Scale Armor](racial), [Tough Hide](racial).

   Unlocked by: Living in a swamp or marsh for most of your life, having above 15 Strength, Endurance, and Vitality, and eating an entirely carnivorous diet.


  Young Lesser Toxic Gator: (Uncommon) The Lesser Toxic Gator is an even more heavily mutated version of the common Mutant Alligator. Although they are not physically as strong as the Mutant Alligator they do have toxic breath and are considerably dangerous to lower rank adventurers. +20 to all Stats, +3 to Str per Level, +2 End and Vit per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level, [Scale Armor](racial), [Tough Hide: Lesser](racial), [Toxic Breath](racial).

   Unlocked by:  Living in a swamp or marsh for most of your life, having above 12 Strength, Endurance, and Vitality, eating an entirely carnivorous diet, and using poison as a weapon.


  Young Greater Toxic Gator: (Rare) The Greater Toxic Gator is an even more heavily mutated version of the common Mutant Alligator. Incredibly powerful, violent, and toxic, the Greater Toxic Gator is easily noticeable because the very environment dies around it due to its powerful toxin. +40 to all Stats, +6 to Str per Level, +4 End and Vit per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level, [Scale Armor: Major](racial), [Tough Hide: Lesser](racial), [Toxic Breath](racial), [Intense Toxin: Greater Toxic Gator](racial).

   Unlocked by:  Living in a swamp or marsh for most of your life, having above 12 Strength, Endurance, and Vitality, eating an entirely carnivorous diet, and using poison as a weapon.


   The list went on for quite a while after that. Most of it was not particularly interesting, with a lot of commons and uncommons that either lacked decent stats or were so specialised that they weren’t worth it. There were a good amount of rares and very rares mixed in as well, but most of them sounded like something that I wouldn’t want to be.

   Eventually though, one entry caught my eye.


  Infant Kobold: (Very Common) Kobolds are one of the weakest of Demihumans - only slightly stronger than goblins, but without goblins ability to breed - and yet they continue to thrive on every continent in the world. While the younger kobolds are not very dangerous, older and variant kobolds can be very powerful. They have a preference for using the stone spears that they craft. +1 to all Stats, +1 Agi, Dex, and Wil per Level, +.4 Per and Acy per Level, +.2 to all other Stats per Level, [Infravision](racial), [Salutivore](racial), [Strong Stomach](racial).

   Unlocked by: Having more than 3 Sentient Skills.


   The Kobold’s Stats were utter trash, too much so to make it worth taking for the abilities. Compared to most of the choices I had, it looked terrible. Moreover, I had no idea what a kobold was, although the name sounded somewhat familiar. However, “they have a preference for using the stone spears that they craft.” Did… Did that mean they had hands!? Oh fuck yes I am choosing this species!

   Was that an impulsive choice? Very much so. Was it the best choice? I have no idea, but it is too late for regrets when I am already blacking out.


***


   I wake up with a yawn, rubbing my eyes before stretching and then stopping in shock as I look at my - paws..?

   Well, they aren’t exactly paws, but the fur made me think that for a bit. I now had fur that came out from under my scales and was layered so that you couldn’t even see my scales except on my face and palms. Instinctively, I stood up to check out my new body - I was bipedal again!

   Sort of!

   I actually felt equally comfortable on two legs or four legs, although I was much faster on four than on two. On two though… Well, I had so many options now because of my hand/paw/things! The very fact that I could reach down and grab a loose bit of dirt was wondrous to me right now. Having lived as a human, I had never appreciated just how useful hands were until I was without them, but I had one more notification to check before I put them to use.


   “[Congratulations, you have Evolved into a Demihuman Species! As a Demihuman you may now access the Class functions!]

   [You have 1 open Class slot.]

   [You have Classes available, would you like to see them now?]”


   I hadn’t even thought about that before I Evolved, but it was obvious once it was spelled out to me: Demihumans got Classes.

   “Kikikikiki!” I gave my best evil laugh, which wasn’t very intimidating, as I fantasised about defeating the southern alphas once and for all! With tools and a Class, who knows how powerful I could be!? Surely I had unlocked some truly special Classes given what I had been through! Now show me my available Classes!


  Class Menu:


  Commoner: (Very Common) A basic Class. There is nothing noteworthy about this Class in any way. Commoners raise all Stats except Magic slightly. +1 to all Stats other than Mgc per Level.

  Unlocked by: Basic Human Class.


  Tribesmember: (Very Common) A basic Class for Kobolds and Goblins. Tribesmembers gain slightly in Strength and Endurance. +1 to Str and End per Level.

  Unlocked by:  Basic Kobold Class.


  Warrior: (Very Common) The basic Class for a fighter. Warriors focus on the Strength and Endurance Stats. +2 to Str and End per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Having engaged in at least 25 fights.


  Scout: (Common) A Class dedicated to reconnaissance. Scouts focus on Agility, Dexterity, and Perception and are more focused on obtaining information than causing harm. +3 to Per, Agi, and Dex per Level, +2 to Str and End per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level, [Eagle Eye](class).

   Unlocked by: Having scouted hostile territory and made a map of the area.


  Hunter: (Common) A Class for someone who stalks and hunts prey through the wilderness. The Hunter focuses primarily on Perception, Agility, and Endurance to help them quickly track their prey over long distances. +3 to Per, Agi, and End per Level, +2 to Str and Dex per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level, [Prey Sense](Class).

   Unlocked by: Having the Skills [Trap Making] and [Tracking].


   …

   Oh come on, this System is even more stingy than Podi is! I’ve spent months as a monster, killed hundreds of other monsters, Evolved three times all the way from a toad to this weird rat-lizard creature that is capable of having a Class, and learned and Leveled a ton of Skills! And this is all I get!?

   I haven’t been this angry since I was turned into a fucking toad!

   Fine, have it your way you piece of shit System! Make me a [Hunter] then!


   “[Congratulations! You have chosen the Class: Hunter!]

   [You have used up all of your open Class slots, you will not be able to gain another Class until you have another open Class slot!]

   [Note: As a Demihuman experience will be split between your Species and your Class wherever that is applicable.]”


   My experience will be split…? 

  “You are fucking with me you piece of shit system!” I scream out in broken Hin’Tye, taking advantage of the fact I now have a throat capable of expressing my anger at the world. In fact, I spend the next hour cursing the world in every language I know, partially out of anger and partially out of joy to have a voice again. Squeaking and hissing just isn’t the same.

   Eventually, I get too tired and stop, slumping back against the log that makes up Newthome. Idly, it occurs to me that since I have hands now I should build myself a better home. Maybe I could finally get that Construction Skill.

   As for my anger… Well, this had effectively doubled the amount of experience I needed for my Species Evolution, hadn’t it? I need to Evolve into something stronger, something in a higher stage. If I want to feel truly safe I need to have Stats that can actually allow me to compete with the monsters around me. Clearly, the area I am in just simply lacked anything that had Evolved into a threat. What had probably happened, I imagine, was that every time something have Evolved to the third stage it had wandered down south and been killed, leaving this area free of major predators.

   Hopefully my Class will make up the difference, but I don’t see how it could as it is. Maybe my Class can Evolve as well? But my Class Level doesn’t have a max like my Species Level does. At a guess, I can probably gain more abilities as I Level it.

   A small consolation was that everyone had to deal with this. Humans probably didn’t have a Species Level - at least, that was what I felt that the description about Demihumans implied - and I bet that they had a lot more Class slots, but that they shared experience between them. That would make sense to me anyway, a [Warrior], [Scout], [Hunter] would actually be fairly strong as Stats go, and maybe they could consolidate into a single Class?

   I sigh, and then decide to go make myself a new home, one that is more than just a hole in the ground or a hole in a log. I can’t spend any more time feeling sorry for myself.

   On the north side of the stream, right before it enters the gorge that leads out of the valley, there was a small area that was somewhat like the southwestern part of the valley - the forest gave way to rocks and bare ground. The dry and mostly flat ground was perfect for what was going through my mind: mudbricks!

   Well, not just mudbricks. It didn’t rain too often here, but it did rain, and that was obviously not great for mudbrick building. The second part of my plan depended on my ability to make fire though. It was fortunate that I had spent two lives in pre-industrial civilizations, or I would never be able to do this step. Now though, I could recognize flint on sight and so was able to perform that most incredible technique: banging two rocks together to make a spark.

   My plan, such as it was, was to use mudbricks to form the shell of my new home. Then, I would cover it in unfired clay to keep water away from the bricks, and after that I would use fired clay “shingles” to help keep the elements from wearing away the clay!

   I would build a mudbrick wall the same way and then I would be perfectly safe from most monsters and be able to live in peace!

   Of course, the problem with my ambitious plan was that I was slightly larger than a human infant. A few hours of work into the project, it was clear that I had bitten off way more than I could chew. This project was going to take a while. On the other hand, it wasn’t like I had any pressing appointments…


Name: -   Species: Infant Kobold   Level: 0/5   Experience: 000/160 

Class: [Hunter]   Class Level: 0   Health: 83/83    Mana: 7/7   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 34    End: 33   Vit: 25    Agi: 20    Dex: 15

Per: 24    Acy: 29   Wil: 17    Cha: 23   Mgc: 15

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Prey Sense](class)   [Breathes through her Skin](racial)   [Toxic Skin](racial) 

[Toxin Control: Minor](racial)   [Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial)  

[Scale Armor: Minor](racial)   [Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard](racial) 

[Infravision](racial)   [Salutivore](racial)   [Strong Stomach](racial)

[Poison Resistance: Major]   [Disease Resistance: Minor]    [Better First Impression] 

[Healthy Thoughts]   [First Words]    [Killing Blow]

Skills:

Ambush: 2   Analysis: 2   Cartography: 1   Charge: 3   Cleaning: 1   Climbing: 2

Composing: 1   Charm: 1   Crafting: 3   Digging: 5   Dancing: 1   Dodge: 3 

Drawing: 1   Etiquette: 1   Intimidate: 1   Jumping: 4   Meditation: 2   Poetry: 1 

Reading: 1   Singing: 1   Sprinting: 2   Swimming: 3   Stealth: 5   Taunt: 1   Throwing: 1   Tracking: 2 Trap Making: 6   Writing: 3

            

    
        Chapter Thirty Four - Passing Seasons

    
    
    
    
                  The vast majority of monsters you will run into out there are just regular animals mutated by mana. Well, that is a lie, most of the monsters you will run into are actually Demihumans because Goblins basically live everywhere, but aside from them, most monsters are mutant animals.

  Oh, sure, most of them breed true, but at their core they are more animal than monster.

  Real monsters? If you run into a Gryphon or a Chimera you will truly understand what a monster is, and those are on the low end of the scale. Wailing Maidens and Elementals and Spirit Swarms; the world is full of creatures that are mysterious and dangerous in ways that a big ass toad could never be.

  Well, except for the HypnoToad. That thing is one hell of a fucker.


  -part of a lecture from S-Rank Adventurer Dre the Massacre given to new Adventurers. 









*Four and a half months later*


   Fall was starting, and it had come as a bit of a shock. I hadn’t had to live through a real winter since my second life, my life as Hemere had mild winters at most. I haven’t seen snow in nearly two decades at this point…

   Of course, I haven’t seen snow here yet either, but preparation would be vitally important. I would need to stockpile wood and food, and neither of those were easy for me. Gathering food was easy, but preserving it would be a challenge. Unfortunately, I just didn’t have a good source of salt or another preservative.

   Wood, despite the fact I was surrounded by it, was also hard to gather. My stone axe was not nearly enough to cut down anything but the smallest trees, not when wielded by my weak and short limbs. Not just that, but after cutting a tree down I have to cut it up, and it was over a week of work to do the whole thing.

   In fact, everything I did seemed to take forever. I was just too small and too weak to really work. My home - including my new wall - had taken me three months to build. The entire thing was a five meter square block, with two and a half meters between the floor and the ceiling. I had divided it into three rooms with an entry, then a “living” room of a kind, and then my bedroom.

   The doors were makeshift, made of sticks bound together. The living room had small windows with little shutters that I made for them. Well, I call them windows and shutters, but they were only about a human’s fist in size and they had dividers that split that “fist” in half. They couldn’t be large enough for even a small monster to sneak through, after all. The entire thing was covered in my fired clay shingles - which had taken forever to make - and as a result my house kind of looked like a giant pangolin had rolled up and been partially buried. I had no confidence that it would remain warm throughout the winter.

   I was padding the inside of my home with Blood Squirrel leather - another thing that took me forever to get right - and furs, and testing a way to preserve meat without salt. I was very hopeful that my plan would work. After butchering, I cut the meat into strips and smoke cooked it. Then, I took the meat and sealed it in clay before baking the clay. My line of thinking was: the smoking would help to preserve the meat and then by baking it in clay I would be doing a bastard version of pasteurization. The clay would prevent any oxygen or microorganisms from getting in and whatever did survive wouldn’t grow very much because I stored it in my cool cellar. Well, it wasn’t really a cellar, it was a hole in the ground that I had put a little wooden top on, but it isn’t about what you have, it is about how you sell it.

   It helped that my standards for “edible” food were far lower than they used to be.


   “[Strong Stomach]

   [You are able to eat things few others can!]

   [Any poison you consume deals 50% less damage to you, spreads throughout your body 25% slower, and is removed from your body 100% faster. Any infection or parasite that you consume has its symptoms reduced by 50% and your body adapts and fights off disease and parasites from food 100% faster.]”


   It was not, sadly, additive with my other abilities. I had hoped that it was, because that would have made me immune to any poison that I ate, but it was multiplicative. So if a poison I ate was going to deal ten damage a second to me, my [Poison Resistance: Major] would reduce that to two damage a second. Then, my [Strong Stomach] ability would reduce that to one damage per second.

   This meant that I could eat even rotten food, although I would very much prefer not to if I could help it.

   A lot would depend on just how cold it got. If it was a mild winter, then most of my preparation would be meaningless but I wouldn’t mind too much because it meant I’d survive the season with ease. If it was a Minnesotan/Canadian/Russian winter… Well, leaving my home would be impossible and that meant eating whatever I had stored, in whatever condition it was.

   There was a part of me that was actually quite curious how “death” from environmental factors would work in this world. Did it deplete my Health? And if it did deplete my Health, did that mean I couldn’t die from cold so long as I ate enough because of [Regeneration: Minor] and [Salutivore]?


  “[Salutivore]

  [You heal while eating!]

  [Consuming food causes you to heal quickly. The exact amount you heal and the duration that healing lasts depends on the quality of the food you eat.]”


  I was thinking that the cold would likely impede my regeneration, if it was to get cold enough for me to be worrying about dying of it anyways.

  Idle musings aside, my preparations continued.


*Two and a half months later* 


   It was cold. Brutally cold.

   Admittedly, I had expected as much, which was why I was toasty warm in my home! Calling it toasty might be a bit of an overstatement, I was perpetually cold and I had to ration the fuel for my fire carefully. Every night, I curled up into a little ball and dreamed of warmer days and every morning I woke up in such freezing cold pain that I could barely add fuel to the fire that I never let go out.

   Outside, the wind was howling and the snow was so deep that I had to burrow out of my front door and clear space on my roof so that the smoke from my fire could get out of my house! This, of course, meant that my walls were useless right now, so I was terrified that some monster might attack me whenever I left my home. Who knows what kind of creatures might be wandering through the perpetual blizzard? I didn’t want to find out.

   I spent most of my days working on my Meditation Skill and trying to sense mana again, which I was having some trouble with. I could remember what it was like before, but translating that to this life was much harder than I would have thought.

   It was before I had managed to succeed that one of my worst nightmares happened; the loud noise of a predator scratching at my home’s walls. With my makeshift leather armor, a poisoned spear, and a torch, I went to confront the monster outside only to find…


   [Juvenile Stone Lynx, Lvl 4]


   Of course, even though it probably had to tunnel through the snow due to its weight, with the ground frozen it was actually able to range north, and now it had found me. Of course it had, I was the only spot of warmth and food for Podi knows how far. I couldn’t run this time either, I needed that warmth and food for myself! Which meant that I had to fight.

   I exited out my door and the Lynx heard me despite the fact that I was under the snow, I had barely left before a pair of sharp paws came down and collapsed the tunnel’s ceiling! My torch went out with a hiss and I was blind for a second before my [Infravision] kicked in.


   “[Infravision]

   [Allows you to see heat!]

   [Infravision allows you to see heat gradients instead of usual light whenever you want. Useful for seeing in the dark.]”


   I wasn’t a fan of [Infravision], using it too much gave me a headache and I very much preferred to see normal colors. However, the Lynx easily stood out against the cold snow, its body radiating heat. It thought it had me trapped in the collapsed tunnel, but it didn’t have the intelligence to take my spear into account.

   I very nearly was able to spear it through the mouth right then, but it pulled back before I managed it. I scrambled to my feet, spear held in both hands between me and the Stone Lynx. The snow was dense enough in areas for it to walk on top of it somehow, but there were a few places I had tunneled under that I might be able to trick the Lynx into.

   However, the only way I could win this fight is by cutting the Lynx in the mouth. Every other part of its body was covered in its stone fur! Having it fall into a sinkhole in the snow wouldn’t help me do that, I needed the cat to be getting ready to pounce on me if I wanted to kill it.

   I tried to bait the Lynx by thrusting forward, but a bat of its paws broke my spear! I went to grab my knife but it was already on top of me and I screamed as it took my entire arm in its mouth and bit down! By Podi it hurt so much, but I had to have the clarity of mind to use my natural toxins and make a scratch inside the mouth…


   [You have been bitten! You have lost 30 hp!]


   The Lynx bit my right arm off. I very nearly passed out right there, but I couldn’t let myself do that here! Passing out in the snow would be death, much less in front of the Lynx! The Lynx though was gagging and wheezing; it might be able to eat poison, but it wasn’t actually resistant to poison entering its blood!


   [You have suffered massive trauma! You have lost 40 hp!]


   I was basically dead, but so was the Lynx. I charged and knocked it into one of the areas where I had tunneled, and it fell into the snow. I was falling in and out of consciousness, but I managed to bury it alive in snow. Between the toxin and the lack of air, I had to hope it would die.

   Myself? I stumbled back to my house and collapsed inside, hoping that my regeneration could keep me alive long enough for me to wake up and eat to activate [Salutivore].


  “[You have defeated a Lvl. 4 (Juvenile Stone Lynx) and earned 200 xp!]

  [For killing a monster two higher Evolution stages above yourself, you have earned 200% extra experience! You earned 400 xp extra!]

  [Congratulations! You have reached Hunter Level 9!]

  [You have gained +15 Perception, Agility, and Endurance; +10 Strength and Dexterity; +5 to all other Stats!]”

  [Congratulations! You have reached Level 5!]

  [You have gained +2 Agility, Dexterity, and Willpower; +.8 Perception and Acuity, and +.4 to all other Stats!]

  [You have reached the limit for your current Species and Growth stage! You may Evolve!]

  [Would you like to see your available Evolutions now? Warning: deciding not to choose an Evolution will result in the System choosing for you.]”


   I was barely conscious at this time. No, I wasn’t fully conscious by now. I knew I chose something, but I didn’t know what I had chosen. I just knew I had chosen something (very rare), because I had just chosen one of them at random.

   Minutes later, I was unconscious.


*Some time later*


   I was surprised to wake up! I stretched my wings and yawned, happy that I had managed to sur-

   WINGS!?

   I had evolved before I passed out, what the hell did I evolve into!? I was bigger, I would be barely able to squeeze out my door. I didn’t have hands anymore, but two large wings and two powerful legs with giant and sharp claws. My head was wedge shaped, and I could feel my many large and sharp teeth with my tongue.

   I quickly opened up my menu page and saw:


Name: -   Species: Hatchling Lesser Wyvern   Level: 0/5   Experience: 000/210 

Class: [Hunter]   Class Level: 9   Health: 168/168   Mana: 14/14   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 47    End: 56   Vit: 57    Agi: 56    Dex: 42

Per: 57    Acy: 44   Wil: 36    Cha: 37   Mgc: 29

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Prey Sense](class)   [Hunter’s Rest](class)    [Breathes through her Skin](racial) 

[Toxic Skin](racial)   [Toxin Control: Minor](racial)   [Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial)  

[Scale Armor: Minor](racial)   [Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard](racial) 

[Infravision](racial)   [Salutivore](racial)   [Strong Stomach](racial)

[Lesser Wyvern Hide](racial)   [Poison Resistance: Major]   [Disease Resistance: Minor]    [Better First Impression]

 [Healthy Thoughts]   [First Words]    [Killing Blow]

Skills:

Ambush: 4   Analysis: 3   Cartography: 1   Charge: 5   Cleaning: 3   Climbing: 3

Composing: 1   Construction: 3   Cooking: 4   Charm: 1   Crafting: 5   Dancing: 2 

Dagger: 1   Digging: 6   Dodge: 4   Drawing: 1   Etiquette: 1   Intimidate: 2 

Jumping: 4   Leatherworking: 2   Meditation: 6   Poetry: 1   Pottery: 2   Reading: 1 

Singing: 2   Spear: 3   Sprinting: 4   Swimming: 4   Stealth: 6   Taunt: 1 

Throwing: 4   Tracking: 4   Trap Making: 7   Weaving: 2   Writing: 3


   What the hell is a Lesser Wyvern!?


   “[Hatchling Lesser Wyvern]

   [Wyverns are the lesser cousins of dragons, and so even a Lesser Wyvern is a powerful threat. Highly resistant to the elements, magic, and weapons, the Lesser Wyvern can absorb incredible amounts of damage. Worse, its powerful jaws and talons are capable of biting through all but the best steel armor. Wyverns of all kinds are also known for mutating into magical varieties, so it pays to check and be sure you know what kind of Wyvern you are fighting. +4 to all Stats, +3 Str, Vit, and Agi per Level, +2 End, Wil, and Mgc per Level, and +1 to all other Stats per Level, [Lesser Wyvern Hide](racial).]”


   Fucking awesome, apparantly. I should check out [Lesser Wyvern Hide] too.


   “[Lesser Wyvern Hide]

   [You resist damage of all kinds!]

   [You gain 20% resistance to all elemental damage and 10% resistance to all weapon damage.]”


   Is that why I feel warmer? [Scale Armor] must actually make me more vulnerable to winter! How the hell do the lizards survive the winter!? I guess it doesn’t matter right now, all that matters is that I survive.

   I squeeze my way outside and drag the Stone Lynx back in. Butchering it is a lot harder without hands, but helped quite a bit by my sharp talons. Actually, I probably wouldn’t have been able to butcher it with my hands considering how hard its fur is. 

  Once this terrible winter is over I will be able to test my wings out!


*Two months later*


   Over the winter, I had managed to get the Skill: Manasense, which allowed me to sense mana like I had before. After that, it took a month of work to get the Mana Manipulation Skill. By that time, Spring had come! The snow was melting, the birds were singing, and a very awkward Wyvern was trying to learn to fly.

   Flying, as it turned out, was a bit harder than just flapping wings and jumping. It took me days to actually manage to get into the air and stay there!


  “[You have learned the Skill: Flight! Flight is now Level 1!]

  [This Skill improves your ability to fly and glide!]

  [For every Level of Flight you find it 5% easier to fly, you fly 10% faster, and it takes .2% less effort. Additionally, your effective Strength, Agility, Perception and Acuity are increased by 2.5% per Level of Flight while flying.]”


  Flying was hard, but amazing! Suddenly, I could leave the valley whenever I wanted without having to go through the gorge. Scouting the area would be a breeze from above, in fact, I was able to see where the gorge ended and the surrounding hills gave way to plains!

   What, in the name of Podi, is that thing at the entrance of the gorge though!?

   I was too far away to use Analyze, and I had no intention of getting closer. It looked like someone had taken a snapping turtle and quartered its shell without removing it. And instead of the little tongue that snapping turtles had to attract prey, this monstrosity had tentacles that came out of its mouth that were meters long.

   As I watched, it was eating what looked like a buffalo whole. What the hell is wrong with this world!?

            

    
        Chapter Thirty Five - Transitions

    
    
    
    
                   There was something incredibly hypnotizing about a giant snapping turtle crossed with a tentacle monster eating a buffalo creature whole.  I mean, it was absolutely horrifying to see - I hadn’t even known that a buffalo could scream - but on the other hand, it was not that the kind of thing you can look away from.  How, by the grace of Podi’s shiny stone, does a monster Evolve into that!?  This thing is even more freaky than the Blood Moly!

   I guess, in a lot of ways, that it isn’t anything I need to worry about.  I can, after all, fly now and it wasn’t able to get through the gorge into my valley.  However, I was starting to get the feeling that this entire world was just a patchwork of powerful monster’s territories.  Flying away probably wouldn’t help me much.

   To the east, if I ignore the titanic death turtle, was an open flat plain.  Given just how open it was, I was leery about going out there.  First, I did not like places that I couldn’t wall and defend easily.  Second, now that I had wings, I liked having places to launch myself off of.  Admittedly, a lot of that was my instincts talking, but my mind agreed with that idea.  It made sense to live in places where I could keep myself safe.

   To the north and south of my valley, as well as some kilometers to the west before the mountains, were forested hills.  That seemed much more like where I would like to live, except that I wasn’t exactly sure how it would be different than my valley.  Undoubtedly there were alpha monsters who had already claimed their own territory.  As it was, with the Stone Lynx dead I almost had claimed the entire valley.

   ...I wasn’t sure why that was important.  These instincts were even more territorial than the Komadus ones were.  I suppose I could rationalize it fairly easily.  The higher my Level got, the larger an area I needed to hunt to gain experience.  Presumably, most monsters in this same situation also had become larger and required more food as well.

   Regardless, I couldn’t see a real reason to go north or south.  As for west…  Well, the mountains actually terrified me more than the turtle.  I hadn’t actually seen any monsters there, but I had a sneaking suspicion that flying monsters would get more powerful in the mountains.  After all, there was less tree cover in the mountains but lots of altitude differences that allowed flying monsters to easily exploit the terrain.  While that was tempting for me, as a flying monster myself, I also suspected that there would be powerhouses already living there.

   Aside from the freedom my new ability to fly granted me, the only other reason for me to leave my valley was to avoid the Blood Moly.  Now that I killed the Stone Lynx there was no reason that it couldn’t range into the northern part of the valley.  However, if that plant was killed I would be the undisputed ruler of this valley and I wouldn’t have much to fear.  The valley walls were far too tall and steep for anything but powerful or flying monsters to make it down to the valley floor.  The only way into the valley for most would be the gorge, which was blocked by turtlezilla over there.

   The Blood Moly seemed to kill mostly by strangulation, and I rather doubted it would be able to come close to choking me given the size of my neck.  Plus, [Scale Armor] and [Wyvern Hide] meant it was very difficult to cut or crush me.  How hard could it be to kill a plant with my talons and teeth?

   Well…  The Lynx never managed it and it had the same advantages I did, but I did have other advantages.  How much would or could my toxin and venom work on a plant piloting zombie monster corpses though?  My next thought was to throw rocks at the plant monster from the air, but the same question came up: how much would that affect a plant?  As for other tools, I didn’t have hands to use them anymore.

   I suppose I also had magic, but my magic was pretty pathetic; it was worse than it was in my previous life!  I could shoot a single bolt of mana - what Shati had called a “magic missile” - but doing so drained my entire anemic mana pool because of how inefficient I was.  I had also managed to gain the Skills General Magic and Air Magic, but that had not helped me very much at all.  

  Traps wouldn’t work well either, not against the zombified monsters.  Although maybe I could modify a trap to work?  Maybe submerging the Blood Moly in a small pool of toxic water might work, although I doubt it would work quickly.  If I could make a fire trap of some kind, that would be the best, but I couldn’t start a fire with magic and I didn’t have hands anymore.

   Maybe I could combine them?  Trap the plant in a trap and then bombard it with rocks and flammable things and then light a fire elsewhere and toss it in, perhaps.  I could also take sand and gravel into my mouth, submerge it in my toxic spit, and then blast it into the plant with a magic powered toxic sandblast.  It would be a bit disgusting, but it would allow me to spread the poison over the body of the plant, because I wouldn’t have to worry about if the plant’s lesser circulation failing to spread the poison.

   Yeah, that might actually work quite well!  My current body wasn’t very well suited to digging, but my Digging and Trap Making Skills would make up for the difference.  I could stockpile large rocks, flint, and tinder nearby to make ready.   It wouldn’t actually take me very long to prepare, the hardest part would be scouting out the Blood Moly so that it didn’t ambush me while I was building and the second hardest part would be luring the thing into my trap.

  For all that I could fly, the valley was still decently large and the Blood Moly wasn’t exactly large.  Nor, for that matter, was it easy to see in the undergrowth.  My Class ability, [Prey Sense], would help, but I doubt it would help all that much.


  “[Prey Sense]

  [You are able to sense where prey might be!]

  [The higher your Perception, Acuity, and Magic Stats, the more accurately you are able to predict where your target could be.  This ability is most effective when tracking either general prey or a particular prey monster you have just seen.  The longer between when you have last seen a particular prey monster and when you use this ability, the less effective this ability will be.]”


  I had tested it out and it was a lot like playing hot and cold; which is to say: quite frustrating.  All I really got was a vague idea what the direction of whatever prey I was tracking was in, and I didn’t get much of an idea how far away that prey was.  I could have a Hatchling Boreal Toad gnawing on my tail and my [Prey Sense] seemed to think it was ten or twenty meters away at least.

  Still, it was somewhat better than nothing and it would save me time, if nothing else.  Not that time was really a worry of mine.  While I wasn’t entirely sure, I was fairly certain that I was not yet a year old yet.  I could afford to take my time if I wanted to and I still would Level up just fine.

   ...Nah, I would die of boredom if I did that.  Besides, I wanted to kill the Blood Moly because it was the last real threat in the valley, not for the experience.  However, I do have to admit that the experience was incredibly tempting.  I wasn’t sure what its Evolution stages were, but if it was what I thought it was I would get three hundred percent bonus experience from it on top of massive base experience.

   Killing it might give me enough experience to Evolve immediately again!  Wouldn’t that just be wonderful?  I might miss hands, but I expect that the stats of the Young stage of the Lesser Wyvern might be too much for me to pass up.  Giving up my wings would be a hard sell as well.  Being able to just fly away from my problems was a massive advantage, after all.

   Well, all of this was neither here nor there.  For now, I would get to work.  Flying across the stream was easy enough, although it wasn’t always easy to find a branch that could hold my weight in the trees.  After a small incidence where a family of Blood Squirrels attacked me, I began my hunt for the Blood Moly, half hopping and half flying from branch to branch.

   The forest was much more quiet this year.  Instead of being dominated by lizards and toads, Blood Squirrels and Common Slimes were the most common monsters.  In fact, there were very few toads or lizards at all.  After some consideration, I supposed that the Ctuhulu-turtle hadn’t been at the gorge entrance last year and so Adult monsters had been able to enter to lay eggs.  This year, any monster that tried to do that was just eaten by that giant monster outside.  So the only monsters that were here were the ones that could breed and live inside the valley or were here beforehand.

  Of course, that does make me wonder where the Hatchling Boreal Toads and Hatchling Green Lizards that were around came from.  I had no way to find out, so I let the question go and focused back on my hunt.  The lesser amount of monsters made my hunt a lot easier because I didn’t have to check nearly as many creatures as I would have last year to see if they were meat robots being driven by a killer plant.

   I needn’t have worried about finding it though.  A Blood Squirrel crawling around the ground really stands out if you are familiar with their behavior, especially with a flower growing out of its head.  I would have worried because Blood Squirrels would be able to climb out of my traps, but the Blood Moly can’t control the monsters with that level of coordination.

   The next few hours were spent digging, gathering, and waiting as I prepared my trap.  Every so often, I would stop and check on the plant monster’s location.  A couple of times, I had to stop and wait for it to move away so that I wouldn’t start the fight early, so it was late afternoon before I finished.

   I suppose I could wait for tomorrow, but darkness was not really an impediment to my sight and patience was not one of my strong suits.  In the end, my plan worked perfectly.  Two hours later I was staring down into my pit trap where the burning Blood Moly was currently located - there was only one problem.

   The thing wasn’t dying!

   Poisoned, pummeled, and on fire, and still the thing just would not die!  I really was not sure how to react to that besides my current abject confusion.  I suppose I could bury it?  For all my Trap Making Skill was rather high, the reality was that I really could only make pit traps and leave poisoned bait out for creatures.  That left me with burial as my only back up option when confronted with something like this, and frankly I had not found burial to be very effective.

   I was fairly sure it would be even less effective against the Blood Moly which was, at its core, a plant.  True, plants needed light and air, but they could go without far longer than most other organisms could and I would imagine that the Blood Moly would be even more hardy.  Besides, the fire was hurting it, even if it was just a little bit.  How long would it realistically survive anyway?


*Six hours later*


   The Blood Moly has now spent eight hours in the fire.  On one hand, it is even more stuck in the pit than it was at the start because the monster body has burned away.  On the other though, this is quite possibly one of the worst nights around a campfire I could have imagined.  The thing just won't die!

   At this point I think my best option is to let the fire burn out and then try and rip it apart myself.  Sure, I didn’t really want to engage it in melee, but I have to imagine that eight hours of fire, toxins, and bludgeoning had weakened it somewhat.  So I stopped adding fuel to the fire and a little less than another hour later, I pounced down with my talons leading the way.

   Its roots reacted instantly, wrapping around me with startling speed.  At first I was able to rip out some of its roots with ease, but while the tendrils were weak on their own there were a lot of them and they were much stronger together.  I was secreting toxins and moving my jaw down to take a bite out of the flower and leaves of the Blood Moly, hoping that my venom might help if I injected enough of it.

   This was going to be a long fight.


Rei’Reihammara Solily POV:


   Our party made it to Evergold late at night.  Rauvin, our leader and vanguard, had insisted that Evergold “was just one more mile away,” for maybe two dozen extra miles before the town came into sight.  Honestly, I hadn’t expected any different, even for one of the shorter lived races Rauvin was especially impatient.  There was an upside to arriving so late however:

   “You’d think they had never seen an Elf before,” I mused as we passed the slack-jawwed guards at the gate and entered the town.

   “They probably haven’t Ray,” Chaurl, our cleric said with a tired sigh.  “How many elves have journeyed to Varrskya, and of those who have, how many have left the coastal cities?”

   It was a rhetorical question, of course.  Though the answer was one, namely myself.

   “How many people have ‘journeyed’ out this far at all?” Ylma, our party’s mage sniffed in disdain as her eyes looked over the dark town.  “Given how large this town is, more than I thought, but even so I would be hard pressed to say we were in civilization.”

   “So long as one of the people who has is an innkeeper, I don’t care about the rest,” Chaurl complained.  It was a sentiment I agreed with wholeheartedly.  I might love nature, but I do prefer to sleep in a bed at the end of the day!

   The guard had recommended an inn called “The Miner’s Rest” and had given directions, so our party made their way to it in good time.  I heard Chaurl muttering a prayer of thanks to his god when he saw that the common room was lit and that the innkeeper was still awake.  Having to wake up - and then negotiate with - an innkeeper was never a fun chore, and it almost always fell to Chaurl.  After all, people had little trouble getting mad at a warrior but tended to be a lot calmer when talking to a cleric or priest!  We got two rooms, one for men and one for women, and pretty much collapsed into them as soon as we could.  I was asleep almost as soon as I hit the pillow.

   Unfortunately, morning came all too soon.  All of us were in various states of unkemptness - Ylma was particularly bedraggled, she never did well with mornings - as we gathered around the table, enjoying the meal prepared by the innkeeper.

   Rauvin had that look of a born leader and although he also happened to be somewhat of an idiot when it came to non-lethal things, he was always serious when the situation was dangerous.  Standing at just over six feet tall, with short blonde hair and a trimmed goatee, even having just rolled out of bed he was already being eyed by the waitress.

   Aside from being the party leader, Rauvin was our vanguard and even had the Class [Vanguard].  He also had the [Heavy Infantry] and [Officer] Classes from his time in the army and had left with enough money to afford a full steel plate, which made him the perfect kind of person to lead from the front of the battle.

   To his left was Chaurl, who almost seemed the precise inverse of Rauvin.  Where Rauvin was tall, Chaurl was short; where Rauvin had short blonde hair, Chaurl had long black hair gathered in a ponytail; and where Rauvin wore plate, Chaurl was dressed in robes.

   Chaurl was a cleric of Jakkus, the god of ambition, one of the lesser gods in the human pantheon.  He provided healing when we were injured and was capable of armoring himself with blessings and wading into the fray himself when it was warranted.  His primary Classes were [Acolyte] and [Brawler], although he also had the [Chef] Class from before he joined the Jakkus faith and became an adventurer.

   Between the healing and the cooking, it was a running joke that we all would prefer the food.

   On Rauvin’s right was Ylma whose fiery red hair was sometimes literally on fire because she was the party’s mage and preferred to use fire magic when fighting.  Originally from a nameless village in the Old Lands, she had been thought of as cursed for her hair and ostracised.  Through some various events though, she ended up with a scholarship to a prominent mage academy and lived most of her life in the lap of luxury.  Her pale skin and soft hands had never seen a day of work until she was sent to get practical experience with magic and became an adventurer herself.

   As a [Witch] and [Fire Mage], Ylma blew away our enemies with blasts of fire.  Whenever that didn’t work, she would curse them and weaken them for the rest of the party.  Her Strength was low, but her Magic was very high and she could melt the armor right off a bandit.

   Next to her was Karlin, another one of our frontliners.  He was the eldest - if you didn’t count myself - of the adventurers, although he was still under thirty.  His dark brown hair and beard were messy, but other than that he was rather nondescript.  If it weren’t for his steel studded leather armor and the sword on his belt he would be easy to mistake for a homeless bum on the street.  He was a quiet man who rarely cared to speak more than necessary, but competent enough at what he did.

   Karlin was a [Rogue], [Swordsman], and [Skirmisher].  When Rauvin pinned our enemy down, Karlin would dart in and take advantages as they came.  It was easy not to think of him as a threat compared to Rauvin in his heavy armor, but any bandit who made that mistake rarely got to make the same mistake again.

   Tamlin was something of a midliner.  A young man with sandy hair who wore it in the same fashion as Rauvin - out of a slight case of hero worship - despite the fact the hair on his face was too wispy for him to really pull of a beard, Tamlin also wore leather armor but carried a spear instead of a sword.

  As a [Spearman], Tamlin helped to hold enemies away from the back line and was able to thrust forward whenever an opening presented itself.  However, he wasn’t a very high level yet so Karlin usually capitalized on those openings before Tamlin could.

  And then there was me.  I was very, very young for an elf, only a mere one hundred thirty one years old.  I had the golden hair that was the sign of an elf descended from the Sol family line that I wore in a braid, letting the sharp point of my ears be visible to whomever looked.  Other than that, I looked like an oddly tall and thin fourteen year old human girl; I was too young to have the truly sharp features of an adult elf.

   Like Tamlin, my youth meant that I didn’t have the best Classes.  I was a [Warrior], [Hunter], [Scout], [Archer], and [Herbalist], and anyone who saw that list of Classes knew what I was going for.  Of course an elf would be going towards the [Ranger] Class, it was such an incredibly common stereotype!

   The explanation for that was a bit less mystical than elves just being attuned to nature though.  Having grown up in the Elven Groves, I had lived among some of the best [Rangers] in the world for longer than the rest of my party had cumulatively been alive.  Once you see a millennia old [Far Ranger] whose Level might be in the hundreds practice their craft, of course any child would want to be like them!  Regardless, I provided scouting, tracking, and ranged attacks for my party, and I think I did it well despite my basic Classes.

   I shook my head to clear it; I needed to pay attention.  We had come to Evergold for work and so today was likely to be a busy one for us.

            

    
        Chapter Thirty Six - Birds of Prey, But Not Birds of a Feather

    
    
    
    
                   Now I know that you came to these lectures to learn about killing monsters and becoming a better adventurer, but today’s lecture is about the Races.

   No need to groan kiddos, this is important information for any adventurer. Many of you will travel to exotic places and meet all kinds of individuals, some of which won’t be human. So you need to know the basics of how to interact with them. Since all of you are humans - I think anyway, I’m not about to strip you and check - we are going to mostly skip talking about humans in this overview.

   The Races are divided into Demihumans and Sapients, and confusing the two is a good way to get yourself killed. Demihumans are monsters. They have Classes and they can be as smart or smarter than you, but they level their Species and Evolve. Sapients, on the other hand, do not have a Species Level but can take many more Classes.

   The Sapient Races are Humans, Elves, Dwarves, and any half breed between them. Despite what you might think, there isn’t a “superior” Race - among the Sapients anyway, Half-Elven Dragonkin are qualitatively better than pretty much everyone else - but rather each Race has its own talents and flaws.

   Humans gain experience much faster than any other Race or monster. If you feel that you aren’t Leveling fast enough, you aren’t working hard enough. What takes an elf one hundred years to do might take the average human only ten years, while a talented and determined human might do it in one.

   Of course, elves can afford to spend a hundred years gaining a Level. Those rumors of elven immortality you have undoubtedly heard? They are pretty damn accurate. Elves naturally gain Vitality over time, so they never actually grow old. They also have monstrously large Health pools and can survive injuries that no human would.

   If you stab an old elf in the heart they can just pull it out and walk away without a care in the world.

   And they very well might, because the oldest elves tend to become less and less interested in the world as they age. Eventually, they stop moving altogether and enter a meditative trance called “reverie.” These ancient elves in their reveries rarely ever interact with the world again, completely uncaring about their surroundings. People can and have walked up and slit their throats without them bothering to react.

   For the record, slitting their throats came nowhere close to killing the ancient elves.


  -part of a lecture from S-Rank Adventurer Dre the Massacre given to new Adventurers.










Rei’Reihammara Solily POV:


   “-just didn’t think we would be traipsing up and down hill sides to hunt toads of all things!” Ylma was complaining as she blasted another Juvenile Boreal Toad away. “These things are hardly even a threat, so what is the point?”

   “They pay in gold,” the normally quiet Karlin growled out as he skewered one of the smaller Hatchlings on his sword. “That is the only point that matters.”

   “Well of course they pay in gold, Evergold is a gold mining town! Gold is the only thing they have!”

   “If it helps Ylma, there is a good reason to have us do this,” I interject before Ylma can start ranting again. “Even though these monsters are weak, they serve to give experience to stronger ones. The more experience in the ecosystem, the more powerful monsters it can support.”

   “...so if we cull the weaker monsters we prevent the more powerful monsters from Evolving,” Ylma was able to figure out the rest from what I had told her. Giving her just enough to figure things out for herself was much better than telling her something; Ylma would argue against anything that she hadn’t thought of herself.

   “That might be true, but I’m with Karlin here,” Chaurl - who was doing absolutely nothing but standing by watching us kill swarms of toads - said. “Do we really need a reason beyond, ‘they pay in gold?’ We’d be unlikely to get silvers for work like this anywhere else, they’d pay us in coppers.”

   “Nah, this wouldn’t be a coppers job,” Rauvin didn’t even bother to stab the smaller ones, dispatching them with a single kick instead. “Sure, the lower stages are just trash, but the babies have to come from somewhere. The Adult Boreal Toads would be a threat to many adventurers.”

   “One of them could kill me, for sure.” Tamlin spoke up, taking a moment to wipe his brow. “Most people don’t have Rauvin’s durability or your firepower Ylma.”

   It certainly was true that we had expected a bit more out of the “savage south,” but I can’t say I am disappointed to have an easier time than I had thought I would. For that matter, we were only a couple of hours out of Evergold; for all I knew, there were rampaging Elementals right over the next hill.

   “If you have this swarm handled,” I certainly thought they did, toads were hardly dangerous for Adventurers like us. “I will scout ahead and get an idea of the lay of the land.”

  Rauvin waved me ahead and I dodged away from the toads and ran off into the trees. I might not have an advanced Class, but with both the [Hunter] and [Scout] Classes and my Elven heritage it was easy to fade into the forest and avoid fighting the monsters that prowled around.

  Our party was out on a basic three day “clearing” quest. We would travel one day away from the town, kill everything we could find for a day, and then come back. We would have to take a trophy from every kill and turn them in at the local Guild to get our pay, and this kind of job usually paid poorly except in very dangerous regions.

   This was, supposedly, a very dangerous region and Evergold had gold to spare, so we could expect a very nice paycheck for our efforts. Personally, I planned to use the money we earned here in Evergold to receive training in becoming a [Tamer], as the Class would help me in my goal to become a [Ranger]. It was far more efficient to have a professional train me in the Class than it was for me to just abduct a toad or something and try to teach it how to behave.

   That was a few decades away though. It would take time to learn the Class and I wanted to stay with my party for as long as they were adventuring. I might be young and yet to feel the weight of time on my shoulders, but I knew well enough that a decade or a century here or there wasn’t really important. I would still be considered barely above a child by other elves long after my current comrades were dust.

   For the most part, my scouting was uneventful. Although the further out I traveled the more dangerous the monsters were; the town guard likely helped to clear the areas around the town itself. Stone Lynx were some of the most common and in some places I even saw Wisps, which meant there had to be a place with a very high mana density somewhere nearby. Wisps themselves weren’t particularly dangerous, but their presence could mean that Elementals and elemental monsters might be nearby.

   I was fairly sure that was further west though, and not in the direction we were heading. I would still mark it on the map and ask about it back in town, it would be best to deal with it before it started spawning monstrosities and twisting the local monsters into more dangerous creatures.

   Other than that, everything looked clear. I was able to head back and say as much to Rauvin and eat a delicious lunch prepared by Chaurl.

   “The innkeeper back in Evergold took me aside to ask if you ate meat, you know.” Chaurl chuckled as he ate his stew. “If we had a copper for every time we were asked that question we wouldn’t even need to work.”

   “It always surprises them when I say that I prefer meat over greens,” I muse, admittedly I preferred fresh fruit to either of those though. “I have no ideas how these rumors spread so much, although at least he didn’t think I ate human children raw or something.”

   After lunch, we continued on our way while killing all the monsters in our way. It wasn’t until we had descended down into one of the valleys and were following the path up the other side when my [Dangersense] twinged and I threw myself to the side just in time to avoid a bolt of lighting striking the ground where I had just stood!

   “MONSTER IN THE SKY!” Rauvin called out as I scrambled back to my feet and knocked an arrow, squinting against the glare of the sun while I tried to see the threat. It didn’t take long to see, I have no idea how we missed a massive eagle like bird that seemed to be partially made of lightning but none of us had noticed it until it had struck.

   I had an arrow flying and another nocked in a second, meanwhile I heard Ylma shout: “It is a Thunderbird! But I thought they only lived in the Far South!?” 

   My arrow struck the monster in its shoulder, it looked like barely a pinprick but I was actually glad that my arrow was able to penetrate the monster’s feathers and skin at all. This battle was all up to Ylma and I, and this was proof that our fight wasn’t hopeless! But my [Dangersense] started to scream again and Ylma started shouting for everyone to run as all of the frontliners scrambled for cover.

   The Thunderbird responded to my arrow with a blast of lightning like nothing I had seen before! I was half blinded, but I could feel the ground shaking; the path had been buried by rubble!

   “Shit, we need to run!” I shout to everyone, “we can’t fight this thing, but if we can get to cover…”

   The only way to go was along the bottom of the valley, going back the way we came would leave us too exposed. Rauvin cursed, hauling Tamlin to his feet, and started running. Meanwhile, when I thought the monster was going for another bolt I sent another arrow into it and the lightning dissipated. I could make it flinch!

   Our fighting retreat down the valley eventually led us to despair; the valley opened up into the plains! If we went there we would be hunted down with ease, there was only one option left…

   “Rauvin!” I called to him as I shot another arrow at our pursuer, “We need to split up, I’ll lure it away!”

   “No! You can’t risk your life like that! You-”

   The Thunderbird had dodged my arrow and another bolt descended from the heavens like the fist of an angry god. It didn’t hit us, but it did collapse another part of the valley, we would have to go out on the plains and worse…

   “Shit, the damn thing is intelligent!” Karlin growled and I cursed in my head as we were forced to run out of the valley.

   And now we get picked off, one by one. I thought to myself, seeing the Thunderbird swoop down and - get grabbed by a giant tentacle!

   “The hell is that!” Tamlin shrieked as the Thunderbird fought against the giant tentacles wrapping around it.

   “No time to ask questions, one of those tentacles is coming for us!” Ymla yelled, throwing a fireball at a tentacle snaking towards the party. “Don’t let it grab you!”

   The tentacle came close to Tamlin who struck out with his spear only to be thrown back in a shower of sparks!

   “Fuck, the lightning is being conducted through the thing!” Chaurl shouted as he rushed to the fallen Tamlin. “Ymla, can’t you do something about this?”

   “Warding against lightning is difficult, I could if I had time but it would take a while!”

   The Thunderbird had managed to fight its way free and was now screeching at… Well it looked like a turtle with octopus tentacles coming out of its mouth.

   “Nevermind, the bird is running. Grab Tamlin and get out before that thing sends those tentacles after us!” Rauvin ordered, but the tentacles were fast and didn’t seem to care about my arrows at all, no matter how many I hit them with! Tamlin seemed to be unconscious and there was no way they could drag him away in time, the tentacles were already closing in and about to strike-!

   They were knocked away by a blast of compressed air, yet another monster had joined the battle!

   “That is a Gale Wyvern,” I shouted, recognizing the species as one that lived in the upper boughs of some of the Great Oaks that also contained Elven Groves. “What is it doing here!?”

   Was it… protecting Tamlin? That was crazy, but the wyvern had even landed! Who had ever heard of a Gale Wyvern landing in the middle of a battle!? The fact that it was fighting against whatever the hell that was instead of trying to grab one of us was a good sign in my opinion.

   “Come on, back into the valley!” I shouted, sending another arrow into a tentacle as the others ran back into the valley before following them myself after I saw the wyvern take off and get away from the other monster.

   “Chaurl, how is Tamlin?” Rauvin asked as soon as he could catch his breath. Tamlin did not look good, he had taken a massive shock and was still smoking.

   “Bad.” Chaurl said tersely, his hands glowing with power. “Too bad for me to handle, Jakkus is powerful but I am not; he needs to make it to the healers in Evergold and fast.”

   I saw Rauvin glance at the collapsed rubble. Now that we weren’t being chased by a murderous Thunderbird, we could climb it but… There was no way we would be able to get Tamlin to Evergold quickly.

   I heard a small sound and immediately whipped my head around, fearing the worst only to see a curious sight. The Gale Wyvern was sitting on a nearby boulder, watching us intently. Suddenly, I had a wild idea. Wyverns were smart although they weren’t really sentient, but it would have known what it was doing when it helped us.

   The others had turned a little after I had, prepping their weapons with hard looks on their faces. I, however, set my bow down and slowly walked forward with my hands up to show my empty palms.

   “Hey there,” I tried to say calmly, praying to whichever god that would listen that I was able to get the idea across. “Can you help us?”

   The Wyvern cocked its head, looking at me intently as I approached.

   “Ray, I know you want to be a tamer but now is not the time,” Rauvin said quietly, warily. “And Wyverns are Dragonoids, they are basically untamable by anyone but an expert anyway.”

   “Will you help us,” I asked again. “Please?”

   The Wyvern responded by rolling over, which was not quite the response I had hoped for, but it wasn’t a dangerous one. I have no idea what proper Wyvern behaviour was, but there was no way that it was anything but an invitation to come closer and I did. I inched forward until I was able to touch it, feeling its scales and feathers beneath my hand.

   Getting it to get back on its feet and allow me to climb on its back took all the courage I could muster, but it let me do it! It even let me guide it!

   “Chaurl, you know what I am thinking,” I said, as I looked down at Tamlin. “Would it work?”

   “The risk-” Rauvin began, but was immediately interrupted.

   “It is our only chance,” Chaurl replied grimply. “Take him to Evergold, we will make it back as soon as we can.”

   The Wyvern allowed us to get Tamlin onto its back, where I held him as we took off. The ground that it had taken us hours to traverse melted away as we sped through the air, and soon Evergold was in sight. Alarms were sounded almost immediately, so I had the Wyvern set down in front of the gate - to do otherwise would risk us all being shot down.

   “Guards!” I shout from the back of the Wyvern, “We need help, we have an injured man here!”

   To their credit, the guards quickly managed to understand that the Wyvern was under my control. Kind of… Technically it wasn’t, but I had no intention of telling them, at least at first, but after Tamlin was rushed away to the healers…


   “[You have met the requirements for the Class: [Tamer]!]

   [You have 4 open Class Slots.]

   [You have Classes available, would you like to see them now?]”


   I quickly chose [Tamer] and gained a new ability: [Wild Pact], which I immediately used. I felt the bond, the link, reach out to the Wyvern and the Wyvern accept it!


  “[You have met the requirements for the advanced Class: [Ranger]!]

  [You have met the requirements for the advanced Class: [Wyvern Rider]!]

  [You have 3 open Class Slots.]

  [You have Classes available, would you like to see them now?]

  [Note: [Ranger] is a consolidated Class. Classes combined into [Ranger] will have their Slots opened again.]”


  I immediately chose both, uncaring about the Classes that were combined into [Ranger]. With a chance like this coming by, I was sure it was something I would never regret.

            

    
        Chapter Thirty Seven - Babel Town

    
    
    
    
                  Cadence Lee’s (as a yet nameless Gale Wyvern) POV:


   I had no clue what anyone around me was saying, but it did look like I wasn’t about to be attacked. Sure, I wasn’t particularly careful with my life - although I blame a lot of that on my monster instincts - but I would rather not die so long as not dying was an option. I would risk my life for another, but that was just good economics, wasn’t it?

   They had one life; I had many lives. Ergo, their life is worth more than mine.

   ...Yeah, no. Calling my life worthless in comparison to other’s lives seems kind of… Wrong? I can’t really articulate why right now, because I also feel it is right too. It was too much to think about right now.

   Which might be a good thing, because this was hardly the time for philosophy. A mix of monster instincts and human impulses had dropped me into the middle of a bit of a mess. I had no idea this town was even here before today, and now I was in the middle of it being watched by a few men dressed in light armor and carrying bows - guards, I presumed because their armor was all the same like a uniform.

   The town was situated north of a large hill that had hid it from my view, but it is still shocking to see just how much I had missed while I was flying. That was probably a good thing, because I really had not noticed just how lonely I had been and I would have tried to interact with the town and gotten shot for my trouble.

   Now I was here and not shot, so everything worked out for the best!

   ...I may have also entered into a magical contract I don’t know anything about to an elf that I also know nothing about and can’t understand.

   In my defense, it didn’t feel like it was designed to take control of my mind or even control me. No, I had gotten a feeling of communication - which is incredibly odd, because I don’t even know what a feeling of communication is - and I had accepted it without thinking about it much. Now I was linked to this elf girl and could somewhat sense her feelings and desires in a corner of my mind. I am pretty sure she had the same from me.

   If the worst happened, the link did not feel particularly strong. I am pretty sure I could break it just by deciding to do so, but why would I do that? My entire goal for this life was to do better than my previous ones - to try and gain points - and I think I would be more effective working with someone. Not that I had been giving much consideration to that goal this past year, but after fighting the Blood Moly and evolving into a Young Gale Wyvern I felt I had a bit more wiggle room to worry about that goal instead of just worrying about survival.

  The little elf girl caught my attention, asking me to follow her. It actually was a somewhat fascinating experience. I could not understand her words, but she made expressive gestures and our link gave me a glimpse of her feelings and desires. She felt… Nervous and scared, but mostly hopeful with a pinch of determination. I could tell she wanted me to be near her, but she was moving away.

   I obliged her; following her through the streets while internally debating exactly how I should behave. I didn’t have to let them know how intelligent I was, although the cat might be out of the bag with that. Still, it was somewhat tempting to pretend to just be a relatively intelligent creature. Although that was probably a really stupid idea…

   I noticed that the guards were shadowing us as we walked, and my wyvern instincts really hated that. It felt like being stalked by a predator but it wasn’t so hard to ignore when I focused on the feelings Ray sent over our link.

   (Hey, could you have the guards back off a bit more? They are really making her nervous.) Ray said something and the guards made a face and backed off a couple of feet more. It wasn’t much, but it was something, and it was nice to have some confirmation that she could feel my emotions and desires like I could hers!

   The building we stopped in front of was three stories tall and had a bunch of interesting looking people in front of it as well as peering out from the windows. They weren’t soldiers or guards, but they had weapons and armor - often mismatched - and some definitely seemed to be magic users. All of them were staring at me, but I had gotten over that being an issue in my last life.

   A gruff, well dressed, man stepped outside, along with a terrified looking young woman. I imagine that the man is in charge of whatever this is and the young woman was probably some kind of secretary or administrative assistant. She probably hadn’t expected to meet a monster today and I certainly could bite her head off, but weren’t humans supposed to taste bad? I feel like I had read a clickbait article back on Earth to that effect, but I have no idea how accurate it was.

   I suppose I could test the taste of a criminal, there has to be bandits around somewhere, right? But bandits don’t exactly have a reputation for bathing, so eating them would be disgusting. More importantly, why don’t I feel worse about the thought of eating people?

  (A runner came by and told me of the situation; was hoping for a quiet day. Is there even a point to this? It is following the gal, I don’t see how doing a Status Check will make it less likely to flip out.) The older man sounded a bit like an asshole, whatever he was saying. The poor assistant next to him looked about to faint and he didn’t seem to care at all!

   (She is very smart,) the little elf was praising me! I think… (I would ask for a Status Check regardless of what the Guard wishes, just to be sure.)

   (Well let’s get this over with.) He just pushed his assisstant forward, rude! Maybe I should try eating him first!

   Poor girl, don’t worry I won’t eat you. I might not have the same instinctive revulsion I am used to, but I do still have morals. Anyway, I am curious what this is all about. Is it a test of some kind?

   Eventually, the terrified girl was coerced into coming close to me and laying her hand on one of my wings. She held a stone in her other hand and after a second a magical picture was projected from it! I recognized it even though it was in a different language than I was used too, that was my Status!


(Name: -   Species: Young Gale Wyvern   Level: 0/10   Experience: 000/260 

Class: [Hunter]   Class Level: 26   Health: 415/415   Mana: 48/48   Stamina: 42/100

Statistics:

Str: 136   End: 157   Vit: 129   Agi: 182    Dex: 121

Per: 153   Acy: 103   Wil: 108   Cha: 99   Mgc: 96

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Prey Sense](class)   [Hunter’s Rest](class)    [Breathes through her Skin](racial) 

[Poison Spice](class)   [Blood Trail](class)   [Endless Hunt](racial)

[Toxic Skin](racial)   [Toxin Control: Minor](racial)   [Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial)  

[Scale Armor: Minor](racial)   [Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard](racial) 

[Infravision](racial)   [Salutivore](racial)   [Strong Stomach](racial)

[Aerokinesis](racial)   [Gale Wyvern Hide](racial)   [Lesser Wyvern Hide](racial) 

[Poison Resistance: Major](racial)   [Disease Resistance: Minor](racial) 

[Better First Impression]   [Healthy Thoughts]   [First Words]   [Killing Blow]

Skills:

Air Magic: 1   Ambush: 4   Analysis: 3   Cartography: 1   Charge: 5   Cleaning: 3

Climbing: 3   Composing: 1   Construction: 3   Cooking: 4   Charm: 1   Crafting: 5 

Dancing: 2   Dagger: 1   Digging: 6   Dodge: 4   Drawing: 1   Etiquette: 1 

Flight: 3   Intimidate: 2   Jumping: 4   Leatherworking: 2   Mana Manipulation: 2

Manasense: 3   Meditation: 6   Poetry: 1   Pottery: 2   Reading: 1   Singing: 2 

Spear: 3   Sprinting: 4   Swimming: 4   Stealth: 6   Taunt: 1   Throwing: 4

Tracking: 4   Trap Making: 7   Weaving: 2   Writing: 3)


   I had evolved after the Blood Moly, and wasn’t that a slog of a fight? For all my apprehension about jumping down to fight it, it turns out that there was a good reason for it to inhabit corpses like it did. It had basically no way to hurt me.

   Of course, the damn thing also refused to die for hours of me struggling to cut it up with my claws, so I can see why the Lynx had avoided it. If I didn’t have my human mind I doubt my monster instincts would have wanted to engage in what - from start to finish - was a ten hour fight.

   Anyway, the most interesting and powerful Evolution I had seen was the Young Gale Wyvern.


   Young Gale Wyvern: (Very Rare) Wyverns are known for adapting dramatically to mana and their environment. The Gale Wyvern is an example of a Wyvern that lives at high altitudes and has adapted to be one of the most dangerous predators in the sky. Although lacking the powerful offensive capability of Blazing Wyverns or the defensive hide of a Stone Wyvern, their [Aerokinesis] racial ability allows them to move through the air in ways that seem impossible. +60 Agi, +40 to all other Stats, +6 Str, End, Vit, Per, Mgc, and Agi per Level, +5 Dex and Wil per Level, +4 to Acy and Cha per Level, [Aerokinesis](racial), [Gale Wyvern Hide](racial) Note: Draconoid Evolutions have extra Level and Experience requirements!

   Unlocked By: Being a Hatchling Wyvern, having the Skill Air Magic.


   (Look! It has a Class!) Apparently my Status was interesting to the crowd. It was pretty impressive compared to what it was, but I suspected that most people who could fight could crush me easily. (Is it a Demihuman then!?)

   (Nah, look at it. One Class, no open Class Slots. Probably was a monster that stumbled on a Demihuman Evolution and then Evolved back into a monster. One Class Slot means it happened in the First Stage Evolutions and not later.) The old man just snorted and shook his head before drawing a pipe out.

   I, as a moral and upstanding individual, tried to blow the pipe out of his hands with air magic because smoking kills. Unfortunately, his grip was too strong. He just snorted again and lit the pipe with a flick of his finger. Everyone else freaked out, and suddenly there were a lot of weapons being pointed at me!

   (Calm your tits, you wimps. You saw its Stats, I could kill it by petting it too hard and you weaklings who call yourselves adventurers outnumber it a hundred to one.) Thankfully, my stupidity doesn’t seem to have gotten me killed. I could feel the worry pounding through the bond right now, I need to take this more seriously. Admittedly, it is hard to pay attention when I have no idea what they are saying.

   (So? How intelligent is she?) The little elf asked a question anxiously, but the emotions were a bit too complex for me to catch in their entirety.

   (Hard to say. Can’t tell what Demihuman it Evolved into, but since it only has a single Class Slot it probably is about as smart as a five year old child at most. Wyverns aren’t dumb either, so it could possibly be pretty smart in some areas when it gets older.)

   (Then… I can keep her?) Oh, now that is a lot of hope coming over the bond! That is probably a good thing for me.

   (Yeah, but you could’ve anyways. Everyone around here is acting like they’ve never seen a gods damned [Tamer] before.)

   (Few [Tamers] can handle a wyvern. It was best to be sure.) Oooh, a guard in a fancy outfit! Their captain, presumably? He doesn’t seem agitated so I am pretty sure I am home free now.

  The crowd seems to be dispersing, and the secretary had fled back inside the building, so it seemed the show was over. Fancy Pants Guard was sending the other guards away, so it was just me and the little elf left.

  (Ray) She made a sound and then pointed at herself. Her name?

  I tried it out but my current body wasn’t made for speech so it came out as, “Rawgh?”

  (My name is Ray. Name. Ray.) She said with a bit of a giggle. I could feel her through the bond. The sudden relief of her stress from fighting, helping to rescue her teammate, and then dealing with me had left her in a kind of giddy high and apparently my attempt at her name had amused her greatly.

  (You. Name. Is?) Curiosity now, over the bond; the desire to know about me. She was asking my name! But I don’t have a name in this life yet. I can’t even name myself, which was frustrating in the extreme. I pushed my feelings to her and I think she understood.

  (Then I will call you Hewka, how does that sound?)


  [Rei’Reihammara Solily is attempting to name you Hewka. Do you accept this name?]


   Sure, why not? It was sure a lot less to say than “Rei’Reihammara Solily.” I can easily see why she said to call her Ray.


   [You have accepted a name from Rei’Reihammara Solily. You are now Hewka.]


  ***Cadence’s New Team!***

  Note: There are many possible ways to unlock every Class. The unlock requirements that are shown are the ones that the character unlocked them with.


Name: Rei’Reihammara Solily   Species: Elf

Classes: [Ranger] Lvl. 25, [Wyvern Rider] Lvl. 0 

Open Class Slots: 6

Health: 890/890   Mana: 82/82   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 240    End: 190   Vit: 351   Agi: 290    Dex: 220

Per: 280   Acy: 185   Wil: 175   Cha: 185   Mgc: 165

Lck: 122

Abilities:

[Prey Sense](class)   [Hunter’s Rest](class)    [Thrill of the Hunt](class) 

[Forrest Cloak](class)    [Eagle Eye](class)   [Awareness](class)

[True Shot](class)   [Elven Archery](class)    [Long Shot](class)

[Fortitude](class)   [Power Strike](class)    [Herb Sense](class)

[Herbal Remedy](class)   [Deadly Poison](class)   [Wild Pact](class)

[Longstride](class)   [Dragonheart’s Ember](class)

Skills:

Air Magic: 2   Alchemy: 13   Ambush: 25   Archery: 53   Cartography: 18    Charge: 10

Cleaning: 16   Climbing: 24   Composing: 11   Cooking: 12   Charm: 7   Crafting: 11

Dancing: 18   Dagger: 21   Digging: 2   Dodge: 22   Drawing: 7   Earth Magic: 1

Etiquette: 20   Gardening: 22   Interrogation: 5   Intimidate: 2   Jumping: 22   Leadership: 2

Leatherworking: 1   Mana Manipulation: 5   Manasense: 18   Meditation: 22 

Mercantilism: 2   Painting: 5   Poetry: 15   Pottery: 2   Reading: 20   Riding: 2

Sheild: 5   Singing: 23   Spear: 13   Sprinting: 27   Swimming: 14    Sword: 16

Stealth: 34   Taunt: 5   Teamwork: 13   Throwing: 12   Tracking: 30   Trap Making: 26 

Unarmed Combat: 3   Water Magic: 1   Weaving: 2   Writing: 21


---


Name: Rauvin Kassid    Species: Human

Classes: [Heavy Infantry] Lvl. 20, [Officer] Lvl. 11, [Vanguard] Lvl. 16, [Merchant] Lvl. 3

Open Class Slots: 6

Health: 966/966   Mana: 81/81   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 372  End: 382   Vit: 297   Agi: 225    Dex: 198

Per: 210   Acy: 217   Wil: 258   Cha: 238   Mgc: 162

Lck: 96

Abilities:

[Fortitude](class)   [Long March](class)   [Armor Instinct](class)

[Stamina Recovery: Major](class)   [Armor of the Victor](class)   [Voice of Command](class)

[Forward!](class)   [Weighted Charge](class)   [Stunning Impact](class) 

[Lead the Charge!](class)   [Value Sense](class)

Skills:

Ambush: 10   Archery: 11   Cartography: 7    Charge: 21   Cleaning: 12

Climbing: 9   Composing: 1   Cooking: 9   Charm: 14   Crafting: 16   Dancing: 1 

Dagger: 25   Digging: 15   Dodge: 11   Drawing: 2   Etiquette: 29

Interrogation: 15   Intimidate: 20   Jumping: 8   Leadership: 22   Leatherworking: 1

Meditation: 2    Mercantilism: 25   Poetry: 2   Pottery: 2   Reading: 22 

Sheild: 35   Singing: 10   Spear: 27   Sprinting: 20   Swimming: 11    Sword: 22

Stealth: 11   Taunt: 30   Teamwork: 40   Throwing: 19   Tracking: 22   Trap Making: 1 

Unarmed Combat: 9   Writing: 18


---


Name: Ylma deVon Jassui   Species: Human

Classes: [Witch] Lvl. 19, [Fire Mage] Lvl. 21, [Noble] Lvl. 3, [Commoner] Lvl. 6 

Open Class Slots: 5

Health: 793/793   Mana: 258/258   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 181   End: 191   Vit: 201   Agi: 219    Dex: 248

Per: 268   Acy: 337   Wil: 311   Cha: 244   Mgc: 517

Lck: 67

Abilities:

[Witch’s Eye](class)   [Reap what you Sow](class)   [Wicked Curse](class)

[Mana Guard](class)   [Fire Resistance: Major](class)   [Ignition](class)

[Manaburn](class) [Everything Burns](class)   [Noble Bearing](class)

[Hunger Resistance: Moderate](class)

Skills:

Air Magic: 11   Alchemy: 24   Ambush: 11   Cleaning: 7   Climbing: 6   Composing: 9

Cooking: 3   Charm: 2   Crafting: 2   Dancing: 15   Dagger: 1   Divination: 11

Dodge: 2   Drawing: 17   Earth Magic: 17   Enchanting: 12   Etiquette: 25 

Fire Magic: 24    Gardening: 15    Interrogation: 1   Intimidate: 8

Jumping: 3   Mana Manipulation: 21   Manasense: 40   Meditation: 32 

Mercantilism: 1   Painting: 15   Poetry: 8   Reading: 29   Ritual Magic: 9 

Sheild: 1   Singing: 16   Sprinting: 9   Summoning: 5    Swimming: 18  

Sword: 1   Stealth: 3   Stealing: 11   Taunt: 5   Teamwork: 11   Throwing: 3

Tracking: 1   Trap Making: 12   Water Magic: 13   Writing: 28


---


Name: Chaurl Kent   Species: Human

Classes: [Acolyte] Lvl. 16, [Brawler] Lvl. 15, [Chef] Lvl. 20 

Open Class Slots: 7

Health: 782/782   Mana: 86/86   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 272   End: 334   Vit: 224   Agi: 180    Dex: 203

Per: 178   Acy: 168   Wil: 280   Cha: 178   Mgc: 172

Lck: 111

Abilities:

[Prayer](class)    [Ambition is Life](class)   [Journey to the Peak](class)

[Pride in Accomplishment](class)   [Drunken Fury](class)    [Pretty Face](class)

[Brutal Knuckles](class)   [Food Sense](class)   [Unusual Ingredients](class)

[Campfire Cooking](class)   [Monster Cooking](class) 

Skills:

Air Magic: 1   Alchemy: 21   Ambush: 4   Archery: 1   Cartography: 5  

Channeling: 29   Charge: 13   Cleaning: 11   Construction: 1   Climbing: 5

Cooking: 32   Charm: 11   Crafting: 7   Dancing: 9   Dagger: 1   Digging: 1 

Dodge: 32   Drawing: 1   Earth Magic: 1    Etiquette: 31   Fire Magic: 1   First Aid: 20

Gardening: 3   Interrogation: 15   Intimidate: 12   Jumping: 15   Leadership: 3

Leatherworking: 1   Mana Manipulation: 1   Manasense: 3 Meditation: 22   Mercantilism: 6

Painting: 1   Poetry: 11   Pottery: 1   Reading: 30   Riding: 7   Ritual Magic: 22

Sheild: 1   Singing: 17   Spear: 1   Sprinting: 32   Swimming: 1   Sword: 1

Stealth: 5   Taunt: 12   Throwing: 3   Tracking: 1   Trap Making: 1 

Unarmed Combat: 29   Water Magic: 1   Weaving: 1   Writing: 30


---


Name: Karlin   Species: Human

Classes: [Rogue] Lvl. 27, [Swordsman] Lvl. 17, [Skirmisher] Lvl. 18, [Gambler] Lvl. 9

Open Class Slots: 6

Health: 859/859   Mana: 121/121   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 326   End: 275   Vit: 292   Agi: 419    Dex: 436

Per: 323   Acy: 281   Wil: 242   Cha: 335   Mgc: 242

Lck: 299

Abilities:

[Fortitude](class)   [Fast Hands](class)   [In the Shadows](class)

[Knife in the Back](class)   [Shady Dealings](class)   [Underhanded Combat](class)

[Shadow Stalk](class)    [Sword Handling](class)   [Swift Strikes](class)

[Power Strike](class)    [Fast Turns](class)   [Perfect Throw](class)

[Bleeding Edge](class)   [Roll the Dice](class)   [Ace up your Sleeve](class)

Skills:

Alchemy: 9   Ambush: 32   Archery: 11   Assassination: 2   Cartography: 2 

Charge: 19   Cleaning: 1   Climbing: 25   Cooking: 3   Charm: 9   Crafting: 18

Dagger: 45   Digging: 5   Dodge: 30   Etiquette: 2   Interrogation: 15   Intimidate: 21

Jumping: 16   Lockpicking: 22   Mercantilism: 16   Reading: 7   Sheild: 5

Singing: 23   Spear: 21   Sprinting: 34   Swimming: 3    Sword: 41   Stealing: 32

Stealth: 57   Taunt: 30   Throwing: 40   Tracking: 21   Trap Making: 15 

Unarmed Combat: 15    Writing: 6


---


Name: Tamlin Mare   Species: Human

Classes: [Spearman] Lvl. 14, [Warrior] Lvl. 9, [Farmer] Lvl. 16, [Commoner] Lvl. 11

Open Class Slots: 6

Health: 812/812   Mana: 65/65   Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 272   End: 270   Vit: 271   Agi: 153    Dex: 147

Per: 134   Acy: 115   Wil: 191   Cha: 133   Mgc: 130

Lck: 91

Abilities:

[Fortitude](class)   [Power Strike](class)   [Better Balance](class)

[Piercing Thrust](class)   [Boar Spear](class)   [Lunge](class)

[Breaking Dirt](class)   [Fast Sprouts](class)   [Weed Prevention](class)

[Disease Resistance: Minor](class)   [Pain Resistance: Minor](class) 

[Hunger Resistance: Minor](class) 

Skills:

Ambush: 3   Charge: 7   Cleaning: 5   Climbing: 6   Cooking: 6   Crafting: 20 

Dagger: 1   Digging: 21   Dodge: 12   Etiquette: 5   Farming: 21   Gardening: 14

Jumping: 12   Meditation: 2    Mercantilism: 1   Reading: 4   Singing: 5 

Spear: 20   Sprinting: 27   Swimming: 2   Sword: 3   Stealth: 34   Taunt: 1   Throwing: 1 

Weaving: 2   Writing: 1


   Ranger: (Uncommon) Mankind likes to think of itself as the ruler of the world, and it is easy to do so inside their cities and ensconced in civilization. But step outside those walls and you enter a different world, a world that the [Ranger] is perfectly at home at. Moving quickly and quietly through the wilderness and using knowledge, understanding, and guile to avoid and discourage monsters, the [Ranger] can be as safe inside a cave with a grumpy bear as another might be in their bedroom. But ware their bow if you should draw their ire. +6 Str, Agi, and Per per Level, +4 Dex, End, and Vit per Level, +3 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Acquiring five Classes that can evolve into [Ranger]


   Wyvern Rider: (Rare) [Riders] are everywhere, and every one of them has dreamed of riding something more dangerous than a horse. Some gathered their courage and mounted regular monsters, but you had to go a step beyond. [Wyvern Riders] have partnered with one of the most dangerous monsters in the sky; the cousins of dragons that still retain a shard of that power. +6 to all Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Riding a Wyvern and surviving.


   Archer: (Common) A girl with a stick that throws other sticks far away. +3 Str, Agi, and Per per Level, +2 Str and End per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Being trained in Elven archery.


   Herbalist: (Uncommon) The [Herbalist] is both healer and killer in one. Although looked down upon compared to [Alchemists], they can still cure ills and poison weapons with what nature has given them. The best friends to have tea with, but the worst enemies to get a toast from. +6 Per, Acy, and Dex per Level, +4 Mgc and Vit per Level, +3 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Learning to identify over 50 herbs.


   Tamer: (Uncommon) The [Tamer] does not fight monsters, but instead makes monsters fight monsters. Capable of controlling and raising monsters, [Tamers] are only as powerful as the companion they bring to the battle. +6 Cha, Wil, and Acy per Level, +4 Mgc and Str per Level, +3 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Convincing a Wyvern to help you.


   Heavy Infantry: (Uncommon) With heavy armor and heavy weapons, [Heavy Infantry] make an impact on the battlefield as they grind their opponents to dust. Although their Agility is low, their Strength and Endurance are nothing to scoff at. They can take a hit and deal one out twice as bad. +6 Str and End per Level, +4 Vit and Wil per Level, +2 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked By: Being an [Infantry] Class, wearing heavy armor in at least 2 battles, engaging in active combat in at least 5 battles.


   Officer: (Uncommon) An army without a leader is just a mob, but even the most capable [General] would be helpless without the [Officers] beneath him. [Officers] are leaders on the battlefield, keeping up the morale of the men while directing them to victory. A good [Officer] can turn [Conscripts] in warriors capable of withstanding any storm. +6 Cha and Wil per Level, +3 Str, End, Acy, and Per per Level, +2 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Having the Skill: Leadership, being promoted by a superior [Officer], leading soldiers in battle successfully.


  Vanguard: (Uncommon) First into the fray, always leading the charge, the [Vanguard] exists to break the enemies lines and draw first blood. With their superior Strength, Endurance, and Vitality they force their opponents to deal with them because they simply do not go down easily. +6 Str, End, and Vit per Level, +4 Agi per Level, +2 to all other Stats per Level.

  Unlocked by: Volunteering for the vanguard of an army, serving as the vanguard for an army, surviving battle.


  Merchant: (Common) Gold is the blood of society, and [Merchants] are the hearts that pump it through the world. Buying, selling, trading, the [Merchant] is always looking for a better deal and the next big thing. +3 Per, Acy, and Cha per Level, +2 Wil per Level, + 1 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Buying and selling multiple tons of goods.


   Witch: (Rare) [Witches] are some of the most disliked magic users among the populace. While there is nothing inherently evil about a [Witches] power, the association is so deep that many [Witches] are forced into using darker sorcery just to survive. Their powers are subtle, but can be terrifyingly powerful. +10 Mgc per Level, +6 Wil and Acy per Level, + 3 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Having the Skill: Alchemy above Level 20, having the Skill: Mana Manipulation above Level 20, having the Skill: Manasense above Level 30, having used magic to curse a person in revenge, having used magic to bless a person in secret.


   Fire Mage: (Uncommon) The [Fire Mage] is one of the most sought after magic users in the world. Their sheer utility in monster suppression is nearly unmatched and their talents can earn them top coin anywhere in the world. +8 Mgc per Level, +4 Wil, Acy, Per, and Dex per Level, +2 to all other Stats per Level

   Unlocked by: Lighting a person on fire.


   Noble: (Uncommon) Whether by blood or merit, you are elevated above the lesser masses. The [Noble] guides and leads their lessers and reaps the rewards of their efforts. +6 Cha and Wil per Level, +3 Acy, Per, Mgc, and Agi per Level, +2 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Being granted a noble title.


   Acolyte: (Uncommon) You have devoted your life to the Gods themselves. Take care you do not disappoint. +10 Wil per Level, +3 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Dedicating yourself to a religious order and being provisionally accepted.


  Brawler: (Common) You have taken a few punches to the face and thrown a few yourself. You don’t need fancy weapons to take on your opponents, instead you’d rather just smash a tankard over their head and slug them in the gut! +5 Str, End, Vit, and Agi per Level.

  Unlocked by: Engaging in over ten tavern brawls. 


   Chef: (Common) Everyone loves good food, and you know how to make it! A [Chef] makes better food faster, and gets all the kisses as a result. +3 Per, Dex, and Vit per Level, +2 Str and End per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Loving food too much.


   Rogue: (Uncommon) Rogues are a strange breed. Most of those familiar with the dark and seedy side of society tend towards being [Thieves] or [Cuththroats], and in truth, a fair number of [Rogues] are those too. However, some [Rogues] have a sense of honor and ethics. For all they act in the darkness, they are not on the side of darkness itself. They are on no one’s side but their own. +6 Agi and Dex per Level, +4 Str and Cha per Level, +2 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Giving up your [Thief] Class but still interacting with the underground of society.


   Swordsman: (Common) The swordsman is a man with a sword. Obviously. +4 Str, Agi, and Dex per Level, +3 End and Vit per Level, +2 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Training with a sword for 3 months.


   Skirmisher: (Uncommon) Skirmishers are the masters of the hit and run. Constantly on the edge of the fight, always waiting for an opening to drive their blade home. They put their enemies off balance through superior positioning and ambush tactics winning battles through finesse instead of strength. +6 Agi and Dex per Level, +5 Per per Level, +4 Acy per Level, +3 to all other Stats per Level.

   Unlocked by: Attacking an opponent, running away, attacking them again, running away again, then attacking and killing them all within half an hour.


   Gambler: (Rare) Let a roll of Chance’s dice alter the board. +4 Per, Cha, and Acy per Level, chance to gain or lose a point of Luck per Level.

  Unlocked by: Gambling away 1000 gold total.


  Spearman: (Common) A man with a pointy stick that keeps others at a distance. +3 Str, End, and Vit per Level, +2 Wil and Agi per Level, +1 to all other Stats per Level.

  Unlocked by: Being trained in the use of a spear by an [Officer].


  Farmer: (Common) [Farmers] are the backbone of the world. Without their effort cities would starve and civilisation would collapse. [Farmers] have great Strength, Endurance and Vitality for a Common Class and can pack more of a punch than most would expect. +5 Str, End, and Vit per Level, +2 Wil per Level, +1 Agi and Dex per Level.

  Unlocked by: Being raised on a farm. 

            

    
        Chapter Thirty Eight - Everyone Needs a Friend

    
    
    
    
                   Why are Adventurer Guild Masters so bad at politics? Isn’t the answer obvious? A Guild Master has to keep Adventurers in line, so the minimum requirements to become a Guild Master is to be able to put down a C-Rank adventuring team by themselves and to be able to win a fight against most individual B-Rank Adventurers.

   Which means that the minimum requirement for a Guild Master is to be an upper B-Rank Adventurer; which means that your average Guild Master is stronger than ninety percent of the entire world.

   Which means that when you have a really big hammer, all of your problems start to look like nails.


   -S-Rank Aventurer Dre the Massacre, talking to the King of Lam.







Rei’Reihammara Solily POV: 


   “Wait a second before you head off to meet your team.” The Guild Master Ivano asked me to talk to him after the crowd dispersed, and anything that this man asks is basically a command from heaven. Worse even, because Ivano was far more likely to smite you than the Gods were.

   Evergold was a gold mining town sitting on what might very well be the largest and richest gold vein in the entire world. That meant that a lot of people would want to steal that gold for themselves, but it also meant that Kolaro - the country Evergold was situated in - could easily afford to hire the best. Ivano was a man who had a Class beyond Very Rare: the Epic Class, Pyroclast Mage.

   The smoke from his pipe hung above his head, occasionally throwing off sparks. Rumor had it that he could kill a person simply by breathing his pipe smoke out on their face. In all out combat he was described as “disastrous,” or “calamitous.”

   The former S-Rank Adventurer, Ivano the Apocalypse.

   And for some reason, Hewka was mildly annoyed at him. At least, I think it was annoyance; the wyvern clearly wanted him to go away and bother someone else, but she also more clearly had no clue that she was looking at a man who could have roasted that Thunderbird with a casual wave.

   “Please, please don’t try and knock his pipe away again,” I whisper to Hewka under my breath, trying to push calm through the bond. “For a creature with an Inspect-style Skill, you would think you’d know not to poke this sleeping Dragobear!”

   “It's fine,” Ivano waved his hand and the smoke formed a dome around us, turning the world outside opaque. “As I said, the little gal can’t actually hurt me. It’d be like getting mad at a kid for doing something dumb. They are kids, of course they are going to do something dumb.”

   “Thank you for that sir,” I felt some relief, but I was still a little bit wary. No, it was Hewka who was wary; she didn’t know that the smoke was a privacy screen and was nervous about it. I should get her out of here as soon as possible. “How can I help you then?”

   “I had to do a pretty bit of magic to hide that gal’s Status,” Ivano admitted and I felt my eyes widen; he could interfere with a Status Check!? “My own fault for doing it in public like an idiot. I suppose it's true what they say: you learn something every day for your whole life and still die a fool. Or I will anyway, an Elf like you will be around a bit longer.”

   I swallowed, ignoring his tangents for the moment and asked the obvious next question: “Why did you hide it? What was in Hewka’s Status?”

   I needed to calm down. I could feel my anxiety flowing into Hewka, and that just made her more wary and then that wariness flowed back into me, making me more anxious! If I didn’t get a grip soon I’d probably start to panic and Hewka would try and attack a one man disaster. Even now, she was crouching down slightly, bending her legs in preparation to pounce forward.

   She paused though when the smoke formed an image of her status again, but this time I noticed that it was longer…

   “Cartography… Etiquette… Poetry?” I was surprised to see those Skills and a couple others were on the list now. 

   “Yeah, she’s smarter than she is letting on,” Ivano chuckled. “Doesn’t speak Common though and doesn’t have the Acting Skill, though I bet she will get it soon.”

   “Wait, then is she…? I can’t imagine a Demihuman pretending to be a monster!”

   Ivano sighed and then a ripple of magic struck Hewka and myself. Calming magic, clearly, as all my worries just melted away. Hewka calmed down too, with the bond between us becoming still.

   “I just went and told everyone she was about as smart as a five year old, yeah?” He spoke as he puffed away on his pipe, the smoke from his mouth went to add to the privacy screen around us. “A monster that becomes a Demihuman retains their Demihuman intelligence when they Evolve into a monster again, but there is a little known extra bit of trivia here. If an intelligent monster Evolves into a Demihuman, they keep their intelligence from before and have to deal with the instincts of whatever body they are in, but if they Evolve again they take both their original intelligence and the Demihuman instincts with them into their new form.”

   He took his pipe in his hand and gestured towards Hewka saying, “That wyvern right there? Probably has three different sets of instincts wrestling around inside it, one of which is a Draconoid’s that probably wants to eat us right now.”

   I had been aware of that quirk of monster evolution, but I had never really thought about it. I had lived longer than most humans ever would, and even though my development was slower I still had picked up a lot of knowledge over the years. The real question was:

   “So what does this all mean?”

   “It means the wyvern is probably very intelligent, but can’t use it beyond immediate tasks.” A look of pity crossed his face as he looked at Hewka, “she probably isn’t even entirely sure why she is here or why she does anything. I can’t be sure how intelligent she is, but given the breadth of her Skills I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a person’s level of intelligence locked behind instincts that she cannot understand or control.”

   “Now a lot of people have different ideas on what deserves ethical treatment and a lot of people don’t think that monsters - even if they are intelligent - deserve to be treated like people. I am not one of them, so I am going to ask you something:”

   “Can you be this girl’s friend? Because I don’t think she is a beast to master, but a person in a difficult place.”

  

*30 minutes later*


   After Ivano had stopped calming us, both Hewka and myself had our emotions slam into us like we had been struck by a giant. Or I did anyway, Hewka seemed oddly unbothered by the event - more curious than anything else - but my mind was thrown into utter chaos. While I had promised to look after Hewka, too much had happened to me today for me to handle it.

   For now, we went to check on Tamlin who was at the main Temple Complex. I had to find a way to ask Hewka to wait, but Ivano was right - she was smarter than she was letting on. But I also could tell exactly what he meant by calling her a child trapped in her own head. If I paid attention to our bond I could see exactly how mercurial her emotions were.

  Her feelings and desires shifted from moment to moment. Anger to amusement to introspection to annoyance to boredom to curiosity to happiness to confusion; Hewka could barely seem to keep her mind straight. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. I could feel a constant will behind it all, she wanted to be here for some reason but it took all of her Will to keep herself on track.

  It… Was not a good idea to leave her by the Temple entrance, but I didn’t have a choice if I wanted to check on Tamlin. I need to know if he would live or die and frankly, I feared the worst. Although Chaurl could heal and was decent with his Alchemy, he was a far cry from a dedicated [Priestess] or [Alchemist]. He might not have been able to do enough to keep Tamlin alive through the journey here…

  I tried to keep those worries to myself as I attempted to ask Hewka to wait, but she didn’t even need to be asked. Instead she just plopped down near the temple entrance. I pushed gratitude through the bond and went inside the building.

   The main Temple Complex was much the same as it would be anywhere else, just a large hall with alcoves dedicated to various Gods and Goddesses. There were temples to individual deities, but only a larger city would have a temple to every one of them. Evergold has two other temples, one to Marrina the Goddess of Prosperity and Hamel the God of the Underground. Neither of them were very useful for healing, but luckily the main Temple Complex held a few [Priests] of Arlsan, the God of Life.

   An [Acolyte] led me back through the temple to the infirmary where Tamlin laid in bed, still unconscious. Yet, he was looking a lot better - to my relief - with a [Priest] on one side of the bed and a [Healer] on the other. He no longer looked like a charred mess, although he hadn’t gotten his hair back.

   A separate [Healer] pulled me aside saying, “please don’t disturb them while they are working. I know it is hard to be in the dark about someone you care for, but healing is no easy matter.”

   “You are right…” I nodded before saying, “I just had to see if…”

   If Tamlin was dead.

   “You should get used to it, little Elf.” A stern voice from behind me spoke and the [Healer] stiffened, before hastily fumbling out an excuse and scurrying away. I turned to see an older woman with severe features and short cropped gray hair striding towards me. For all her apparent age, her back was straight, her steps steady and quick, and her eyes bright.

   Too bright. The telltale mark of a [Priestess] of Alet, the Goddess of Truth, were their piercingly bright eyes. Even had the older woman not been wearing the robes, her eyes would have been an instant give away as to whom she had pledged her service and soul.

   She stepped close to me and started inspecting me closely, her face completely neutral and yet still giving off a critical air of disapproval.

   “Ca- Can I help you, Ma’am?” I stuttered, intensely uncomfortable under the scrutiny. It felt like she was peeling back my skin and spirit to study what lay underneath, and I knew that wasn’t actually too far from what was actually happening. 

  The many Gods and Goddesses granted their followers many different powers and abilities. Every Class has an ability that you are guaranteed to obtain when you take the Class. [Hunters] gained [Prey Sense], [Warriors] gained [Fortitude], and a [Mage] gained [Mana Guard]. [Acolytes] would obtain an ability based on the deity they worshipped. For example, Chaurl, as a worshipper of Jakkus, gained the ability [Ambition is Life] which allowed him to shore up his other Stats with his Willpower. He could survive - for a time - with his Health at zero, refusing to die while he had yet to accomplish his goals, or sprint and fight at zero Stamina, or lift more than his Strength should allow.

  An [Acolyte] of Alet would also gain an incredibly powerful ability: [Eyes of Truth]. They could see lies and secrets, even abstract ones like self delusions, half truths, and obfuscation. Given enough time, they could even read the details of a person's secrets without them having to say a word. Nothing could be hidden from them.

  But while the Gods grant incredible power, that power also comes with its downsides and restrictions. Chaurl, should his ambition ever falter or his goal seem too petty to Jakkus, would find himself weaker than before as his Skill sapped the very life from his body. If he lost his ambition, Chaurl would almost certainly die.

  Alet on the other hand, for all her incredible power, had been cursed by the God of Secrets. She could see the truth, but never speak of it - save to her younger brother, Scalus, the God of Justice. The restriction also applied to her [Acolytes] and [Priestess], but that didn’t make that any less awkward to talk to them.

  Who wanted to talk to someone who could ferret out every single thing you have wanted to hide? Of course, nothing made people more suspicious than someone running from a [Priestess] of Alet. After all, what did they need to hide that desperately?

  “Hmmmmm,” she continued to look at me without saying anything.

   It occurred to me that there was an obvious reason she was here. Ivano had asked me to keep a secret because Adventurers tended to be very wary of intelligent monsters, and I suppose a secret that is held by a Guild Master and former S-Rank Adventurer that might have a life hang in the balance would probably qualify as large enough to attract the [Priestess].

   On the other hand, she might be able to help! It would go a long way to making people happy if Hewka could be declared safe by a [Priestess] of Alet! So I started to explain the situation and asked the [Priestess] to come with me and see Hewka.

   Fortunately, Hewka had not wandered off while I was inside, she just seemed to be… humming? I turned to introduce Hewka to the [Priestess] and immediately knew something was wrong. The [Priestess] had stopped dead, staring at Hewka. A few seconds later, she started shaking and blood started to leak out from her glowing eyes before collapsing!

   I slammed the door to the Temple back open, calling for another [Priest] or [Healer] as utter confusion poured through the bond.


            

    
        Chapter Thirty Nine - A Quick Peek Behind the Curtain

    
    
    
    
                [Priestess] Ophia POV:


   To serve Alet was to see the Truth in all things.  Although I lack Her sight and so it takes me time to pierce every barrier, eventually they always fall.  To see the world with Her blessing is to see the workings of existence, to look at a grain of sand and see the parts that make up the parts that make it up.  To see its long history and the many paths of its future.

   [Priestesses] of Alet were trained with a grain of sand inside the Empty Room at Alet’s main temple.  To survive, you had to be able to ignore the infinite knowledge that poured from that single grain of sand because otherwise it would drive you mad.  Once you made it that far without becoming a gibbering wreck, the [High Priestesses] would begin to send you to find information.  First, broad things like the age of the piece, but then more and more specific pieces of information.  A [Priestess] of Alet must be able to pick out a single grain of sand’s worth of information from the infinite amount of knowledge that lies within a grain of sand.

  I had passed that trial and now could see the workings of the world.  I could see particles in motion, know their velocity and direction and see how they all worked together to form the marvel of reality.  In Truth, for I cannot lie to myself, I understand almost nothing of what I see.  It might be possible, but to try and peer into the minutia of creation was to lose your mind.

  It was a tradition for servants of Alet to attempt it just before they died.

  I knew better than to look too deeply, to try and understand the strange and small mechanics that inhabit every single mote of the universe.

  I knew better than to look too broadly, to try and understand the whole of creation itself is to try and go beyond the Gods themselves.  A mortal who could understand and imagine such a universe might as well be a God, able to create an entire reality in their own mind.

  What I did see I could never speak of, save to a servant of Scalus and even then only in service to justice and Justice.

  And I greatly appreciated that restriction, because I would never be able to explain what I saw when I looked at that wyvern - no, that Incarnator.  Cadence Lee.

  She stood out like a beacon and the Truth itself rippled from her touch.  The many lives - the many worlds - that I saw were shocking enough, but what I saw running through them was terrifying.

  There are no words to describe the breadth of the Truth, nor any human mind that can withstand it without couching it in metaphor.  

   Her very existence was pierced by a megalith, one that not only dwarfed her meager years but my entire world.  I looked deeper and saw the workings beneath, the infinite and depthless machinery of gears churning without rest.  Turning, ever turning, grinding worlds to dust and gathering the dust of worlds to make them anew.  Infinite suns going dark and lifeless, endless stars being ignited in the void.

   Time had no meaning: a world was born, lived, and died and the gears merely reversed themselves and the unending march of time was halted effortlessly and rolled back.  The calculations ran, a variable was changed, and the world did not end again.

   I could not stop looking.  I could not stop seeing how the Truth I had seen my entire adult life was bent and broken by the gears of a machine, only to be remade anew, yet different, reality bending second on second.  I could feel my part in the Truth be fed to those gears,

.  I could feel myself being shattered like glass and reforged, again and again and again every moment.  There was so much, there was so much, there was too much, TOO MUCH, TOOOOO MUCCCHHH, OH GODDESS HELP ME!

   A pair of hands covered my eyes and there was blissful nothingness.

   “Some things are not meant to be seen, child,” I heard the voice of Aleth, but I could not reply.  “And there are some things that must be hidden even from the other Gods, for merely knowing draws attention from Beyond.  Now sleep little one; sleep and do not dream.  I shall borrow your body and speak to the servant of my younger brother while your spirit recovers.”


Cadence Lee’s (as Hewka) POV:


   Well, now this is awkward.

   I’ll admit, my first thought when I saw the [Priestess] faint with blood leaking from her eyes was, “Oh, come on - I’m not that ugly!”

   I mean, really, what else am I supposed to do here?  Yes, the human part of me wanted to help her, but this really wasn’t a situation that could be helped by adding a wyvern to it.  The wyvern part of me was considering eating her, but given the woman’s advanced age I didn’t think she would taste all that good.  Other than that, I was only wondering if this would jeopardize my safety here.

   I was now at the center of a crowd again, which I wasn’t much of a fan of, and the guards looked halfway ready to try and kill me.  I couldn’t even speak in my own defense, although I could fight in my own defense.  That would be an incredibly stupid move, even for me in this life, because I wasn’t exactly a small target that could escape with ease.

  Besides, sitting here has given me time to think and plan.  My recent Evolution to a Young Gale Wyvern had given me an extra forty Willpower and Acuity, and the difference was incredibly obvious.  My thought process was still shot - half way through a thought I might start wondering if the [Priestess] had collapsed because Podi had turned me into an eldritch abomination and my very existence was anathema to…

  Yeah, my ability to reason really was shot.  However, I felt like I was waking up from a long dream and I had put together a provisional plan.  One that required me to interact with people for a while at least.

  But then this woman just had to come along and ruin it!  Several people were crowding around her now, and I could see her sitting up, but she was very clearly avoiding looking in my direction.  She was speaking to a [Priest] who was wearing a blindfold, who went and talked to Ray and Ray eventually came over and led me away from the temple.

   I honestly couldn’t tell what her emotions were through the bond, they were too complicated.  Relief, fear, anxiety, hope, sadness, and happiness were all mixed together, so I mostly just tuned it out.  The bond was nice, but it was no replacement for language.  That was step one of my plan: learn the language.

   Now, there wasn’t any guarantee about my second step, but I had some hope that it would work out.  Over the last year, whenever I had the ability to do so, I had considered what Podi awarded points for.  So far, Podi seemed to award the most points - aside from Achievements - for killing things and for introducing technologies.  Well, that whole pantheon business from my last life was worth a ton of points too, but I don’t think I could reproduce that reliably.

  However, Podi also gave points for Classes, Levels, Skills, and abilities.  So I could probably gain a lot of points simply by Leveling my Skills in this life, and I think that the people around me could tell me about Skills I didn’t know about yet!


  [You have learned the Skill: Acting!  Acting is now Level 1!]

  [The Acting Skill helps you pretend to be someone or something else!]

  [For every Level of Acting your effective Charisma is increased by .5% at all times.  Additionally, all of your Stats are increased by an effective .5% while acting.]


   Like that one!  Sweet!

   I also wanted to learn more about Evolution, although I doubt they would be willing to tell me that kind of information.  I would be very hesitant to tell the magic air shark how to become a better magic air shark, were I them.  So I needed to earn their trust.  It shouldn’t be too difficult, I am actually a good person; or wyvern, anyway.

  Step three was: murder the fuck out of all the monsters in the wilderness with the strength I gain from working with humans.  I am sure that I have the tools to launch poison gas attacks, so I should just be able to fly over a forest and kill very nearly everything once I figure out how.

  Environmental ethics were so much easier in a world with monsters in it.

  My grand plan…  wasn’t really all that grand.  In my defense, thinking was still hard.  I kept getting distracted and having to force my thoughts back on topic.  It is an incredible pain in the ass!  

  On the bright side, it does make the time fly by, we were already at our destination!  I was fairly sure it was an inn and Ray was talking to the innkeeper.  I could see what looked like a stable just behind the building, and I was fairly certain that I would have to sleep there.  Doors were kind of an issue for me right now and I don’t imagine wyvern sized beds would be a common thing.

   Ray seemed upset, but resigned, after the conversation.  My prediction was correct as she led me to the stable, but Ray seemed particularly unhappy about it.  I’m not sure why, where else could I realistically sleep?  Besides, it was better than my little hut in the valley and my last life had gotten me used to sleeping on hard surfaces.

   Although, my home in the valley - Kohome?  Boldhome? - didn’t smell like horse manure, but [Aerokinesis] solved that issue quickly.  I expected the horses to freak out, but instead I felt the bond between myself and Ray stretch to include the horses briefly and Ray projected calmness and friendship through the bond to the horses until they calmed down and then withdrew the bond.  I wonder if the horses had to agree to it like I did?  I somehow doubt it.  Something for me to think of later, I suppose.

  I curled up in the hay, expecting Ray to head back to the inn, but she sat down and leaned against me.  Well, I won’t say no to the company, especially when she started to point to things and start to name them!  Step one of the plan was already going well!  

  Ray stayed with me the entire night, only leaving to grab a meal for both of us and a blanket for herself.  Getting to eat real food after so long was wonderful, I could feel her amusement at my own excitement about the food, but there was no way I could help myself!  Yes, as a kobold I was able to cook, but my maid training did not cover how to cook lizards over a campfire using a rock!

   I got a cooked breakfast too!  Forget my plan, I’ll swear myself to you as a pet for eggs with hot sauce!  I haven’t had hot sauce for nearly forty years and finally I’ve been able to eat it again!  Ah, Podi I take back every bad thing I said about you for making me a toad.  Bringing me into this world, even if it had to be as a toad, was fantastic.

   Curiously, by the time Ray’s party made it back to the inn, I was already starting to understand the language a bit.  I suppose that [First Words] was usually activated when I was a human baby and had basically no Acuity and my much higher Acuity now was making it easier to learn?  Or perhaps the bond was helping me to understand what Ray was teaching me.  It could be both.

   Everyone, aside from Ray, left to go to the temple - at least, that is what I think they were doing - but she stayed with me.  They came back without the kid, so he was probably still healing.  I was actually pretty impressed, the kid would have died in Ra’Sharon or the Hin’Tye Empire because of the weakness inherent in healing magic.  They seemed much more advanced here.

   It seemed that they were going to wait for him to recover before they left again, so I got a lot more lessons on the language over the next few days.  It was day three when I realised that my “act” had failed hard.  They - the low B ranked adventuring party, Seeking the Horizon - were perfectly aware that I was as intelligent as a person and had been pretty much the entire time.

   I would have been terribly embarrassed, but for once my instincts were quite helpful because wyverns were pretty much shameless.  Instead, I focused on trying to use my [Aerokinesis] and Air Magic to talk.  It…  wasn’t going well, even with Ylma helping me learn to better use magic.  Still, I had gained a couple Levels out of it, so that was good.

   It was five days in total before the kid - Tamlin - returned.  

   “Hewka, thank you,” he came straight to me and bowed.  “You saved my life; I owe you my life.”

   He bowed to Ray and repeated that to her - don’t think I don’t notice that slight blush kid!  Probably the entire team did, because they all had very high Stats.  They never mentioned their exact numbers, but I had watched Rauvin help a cart get unstuck from some mud.  The man lifted the cart like he was Podi-damned Jean Valjean!

   Ylma and Rauvin started teasing Tamlin almost immediately, with Ylma leading the way.  I couldn’t quite understand it all, but I did see him go from a slight blush to bright red!  Even if I don’t always know the words, understanding tone and body language is easy enough.  Ray’s are slightly different from the human’s, but it wasn’t different enough to make much of a difference.

   Karlin - who barely ever talked - threw in a dry comment of his own, and Ray started to blush as well, hiding her face by turning to me and inspecting my scales.  The whole group was laughing and I had to say it was a nice atmosphere.  I think I could stay here for a while.


*Two Days Later*


  “-an equal part of all gains, plus repayment for costs incurred while working with the party.” Rauvin was reading the contract to me, with that [Priestess] from before - Ophia - in attendance to guarantee his truthfulness.  She very conspicuously refused to look at me and wouldn't - couldn’t, apparently - tell me why.  “In the event this contract is broken or canceled during an officially issued Adventurer Guild quest by the Contractee, the Contractee will forfeit all claim on their share of the issued reward except that which is otherwise required by-”

  So it turned out [Lawyer] was a Class and Rauvin had paid one to draw up a legally binding employment contract for the party.  Officiated as it was by a [Priestess] of Aleth - when I learned what they could do it became really obvious why Ophia had fell over screaming earlier.  Podi does seem like the kind of ass who would be very big on his own privacy rights, despite not giving me any - it could be confirmed by a servant of Aleth and enforced by a servant of Scalus anywhere in the world.

   After much miming and difficulty, I had managed to ask and apparently there wasn’t a God or Goddess of Law in this world.  I found this interesting, because personally I didn’t see how there could really be a God of Justice without a deity for Law.  Apparently the law was completely in human hands though, which seemed a very poor choice but was more functional than I was used to due to the influence of Aleth and Scalus.

   I was asked if I understood the terms of the contract, which was a fair question given that it was written in fantasy legalese.  The contract didn’t have any real surprises in it, in my opinion.  I didn’t sign away any rights except claims on treasure (treasure was to be divided equally after costs had been paid) but I couldn’t actually use any “treasure” anyway.  I wasn’t even sure what I would spend the money I’d be paid on, but I am sure I could find something.  So I agreed that I understood the contract and agreed to it.

   [Priestess] Ophia signed on my behalf and I became the newest member of Seeking the Horizon.

            

    
        Chapter Forty - First Quest, Part I

    
    
    
    
                   The problem with Nuave - the country I was apparently located in - was that it was a very new country.  This continent, Varrskya, had only been discover a couple centuries ago and powerful, high Level, but politically restricted Sapients and Demihumans had rushed to the continent to break free of old power structures and start their own kingdoms.  It had, as anyone could obviously guess, been a bloodbath.

   It was also mostly irrelevant, except that these new kingdoms were only resisted by primitive, lesser Demihuman tribes and so expanded far faster and to a far greater area than they could support.  While this meant plenty of work for Adventurers who fought the omnipresent monster population, it also meant that kingdoms like Nuave lacked any real infrastructure away from their capital city.

   Now I, being a flying creature, heard this and dismissed it.  Why should I care if there is a road or not?  How would things like waystations and forts help me?  I expressed this opinion and was promptly lightly scolded by Ray - who was teaching me about Cartography - for ignoring their usefulness as landmarks.

   I think I could take our current hunt for a troublesome goblin tribe as a practical example.

   While I had hoped to take part in a fight against turtlezilla - officially known as an Eldritch All-Eater Snapping Turtle - apparently Guild Master Ivano had flown over and roasted it himself.  It was really disappointing, but then again, the reason why he was in the town in the first place was to keep the bigger monsters away.  Why send over an army of lower rank Adventurers and lose half of them to turtlezilla when Ivano could just as effectively kill the thing by himself?

   Lower rank Adventurer’s time was much better spent doing what we were doing now: hunting the lower rank monsters that infest the area.

   “I would have thought it would be hard to miss an entire tribe of goblins,” I spoke through [Aerokinesis], allowing Ray to hear me over the sound of the air rushing past my wings as we flew above the forested hills.

   “Well aside from Hobgoblins and Redcaps your average goblin is barely larger than a human child,” Ray responded as she scanned the woods below.  “They don’t build permanent structures and whether or not they can even use fire is hit and miss.  They don’t leave much of a trace.”

   “Is there even a point to scouting from the air then?  They could even be in a cave or something.”

   “Yes, but this way we can prescout the area and get an idea of the lay of the land.”

   “I don’t really like the idea of you scouting on the ground anyway…” I could speak through a mix of Air Magic, [Aerokinesis], Singing, and Poetry, but my pronunciation still left a lot to be desired.  The only person who could reliably understand me was Ray because she had the advantage of our Bond that gave her an idea of my feelings, desires, and intentions.

   So she also probably knew that a small part of why I didn’t want her to scout on the ground was that I wanted to be useful on my first quest with Seeking the Horizon.  I was a little worried I would be kicked to the curb if I didn’t pull my weight and my only real contribution to the party was my ability to fly.  In a straight fight, even Tamlin was stronger than I was!  I mean, I would never take part in a straight fight.  I would just poison him and fly away because there really wasn’t anything he could do to stop that.  It was an interesting example of how little Stats actually mattered in certain situations.

  Even though my motivations were somewhat selfish, Ray didn’t mind.  She seemed to be amused by that actually, asking how flying, by itself, wouldn’t be enough to add value worth having in the party.  Ray had a point, I could provide the team a lot of maneuverability and do other things like resupply the team while they were in the field.  But I felt that would essentially relegate me to a pack animal, and while I wouldn’t have minded that when I was thinking that I would need to pretend and hide my intelligence, it would be a very different thing to be treated like that when they knew how intelligent I was.

  Tricking them is different than-

  “There,” Ray spoke suddenly, peering down at the hills below.  “I see them, I don’t think they are a very large tribe.”

  “How do you want to do this?” My heartbeat sped up and I had to focus on the professional calm that came steadily through the Bond.

  “I’ll have you drop me off over there and then shadow me from above,” Ray said, pointing at a location I could land nearby.  “If something goes wrong while I am scouting, you can dive down and back me up.”

  “I understand.”  I don’t like it, but I understand.  So I fly down and she jumps off, disappearing into the forest like a ghost.  I can still feel her location through the Bond, and take off again and raise my altitude, flying higher and higher into the air.  It was a good thing that I could fly, because Ray was fast.

  Ugh, honestly I was envious.  Why couldn’t I have Incarnated into an Elf?  I’d have earned so many points!  Gaining Vitality as they aged, what kind of bullshit cheat is that!?  Admittedly, Elves were not exactly prolific.  A single Elf might be born every five or six decades in the entirety of the species, which was probably part of the reason I wasn’t an Elf.  Hard to be born as something that isn’t being born when I am Incarnating, I suppose.

  I shook those thoughts out of my head and tried to focus on my job.  Admittedly, there wasn’t much to focus on.  My eyesight was good compared to most everyone, but even though my new team was low B-rank, they still were B-rank.  My vision was only slightly better than Tamlin’s, Ray and Karlin seemed to have telescopes for eyes in comparison.

  So where Ray saw signs of goblins, I saw trees, and really, once you’ve seen one tree you have pretty much seen them all.  So my thoughts would wander away to think thoughts like: it is interesting how such a magnificent view can fail to move me when I see it all the time.  After which, my mission anxiety would rise up and I would wrench my mind back on track.

  After spending some time with relatively normal people and now that I had over one hundred Willpower again, I was starting to realize that my mind is far more messed up than I had originally thought.  I had more Willpower than the average person without a system, and yet I couldn’t even keep myself from thinking about things like that instead of focusing on my mission!

   A slight twinge through the Bond pulled my attention to a small clearing and I flew down to pick Ray up.

   “Already done?” I asked, a bit surprised that her scouting hadn’t taken longer.

   “[Longstride] really makes a difference,” Ray responded and although I couldn’t see her smile while she was on my back I could feel it through the Bond.  “It is an incredible ability.”

   “Eh, wings are better.” I reply.

   “Don’t think I didn’t notice your envy through the Bond,” she took the opportunity to tease me.  “Just admit that you miss running.”

   Nope.  Not happening.  I am absolutely not unhappy about how I move when I am on the ground.  I have a very intimidating and ferocious way of movement that makes me appear to be stalking prey even when I merely walk, and in no way do I look like a three-legged chicken being electrocuted when I try to run.

   “Jokes aside, we will need to get back to Rauvin,” her tone turned serious.  “The tribe is a lot larger and better equipped than we thought.”

   “Hobs?”

   “Worse, Redcaps.”  Again, I couldn’t see Ray’s face but I could feel her grimace through the Bond.

   “What are Redcaps?  A Hobgoblin Evolution?”

   “No.  Well, I suppose technically?  But Redcaps Evolve from Gremlins; a second-tier Evolved monster.”

   Monster categorization was a difficult and contentious field of study.  Merely studying monsters was difficult enough.  Researchers either had to rely on corpses cut up and butchered by Adventurers or venture into the wilderness themselves and quite possibly end up as a meal for the monster they wished to observe.  Add to that the many monsters that were either partially or entirely made of synthetic or inorganic material and the ones made of various kinds of mana and the ones that are undead spirits and more than a few people who dared enter the field have ended up throwing up their hands and quitting.

   However, there are a couple of agreed upon classifications.  There are the broad species classifications - like Dragonoid or Goblinoid; there are type classifications - like Elemental or Undead; and there is the origin classification - born, mutated, or Evolved.

   A “born” monster is a monster that can breed and usually replenishes its numbers through reproduction.  There is some overlap between “born” and “mutated” because of the fact that all mutated animals breed true, but a true “born” monster has no natural analogue.  

  Goblins are born monsters.  The vast majority of Goblins that exist were born naturally and an incredibly small minority of them Evolved from other species.

  Gremlins, Ray explained, were in the last category: Evolved monsters.  Gremlins cannot breed and they only exist when a Goblin Evolves into them.  This almost never happens, because it requires a Goblin to have a higher Magic Stat and to learn some magic, without becoming a [Goblin Shaman].

   “Redcaps are also Evolved monsters.  They are called a second-tier Evolved monster because they only Evolve from Gremlins, who are themselves an Evolved monster.”

   “Is that important?” It might be interesting trivia, but does a monster’s specific classification matter much once you’ve established that you can actually kill it?

  “Gremlins are basically magic Goblins,” Ray explained.  “Minor telekinesis, blink teleportation, slight magical camouflage, and some other tricks.  They are more dangerous than Goblins, but that isn’t saying much, your average Gremlin can still be killed by basically anyone who has a pulse.”

  “Redcaps on the other hand…  They are natural assassins, and often end up gaining the [Assassin] Class.  Imagine if a slightly smaller man popped out of nowhere in front of you already swinging a hatchet towards your neck - that is a Redcap.”

  How would you even fight that?  Short range teleportation - called “blinking” - would be ridiculous to defend against.  With how Ray described it, an experienced user could probably start swinging their blade and then blink forward so that the blade edge was just about to slice into their target’s neck!

  I flew to our party’s camp and set down, far enough away to not throw embers from the fire because of the air my wings move.  Ray slipped down from me and went to make her report to Rauvin.

  “Did you find them?” Rauvin walked over to greet her and myself, acknowledging me with a nod of his head.

  “Of course,” Ray said with a grin, before becoming more serious.  “And I found Redcaps.”

  Rauvin scowled at that and spat on the ground, “Redcaps.  Well no wonder that Goblin tribe was able to cause so much trouble, how many are we looking at?”

  “At least four, although you know how it is with Goblinoids.”

  “If you see one, chances are there are a dozen waiting in the bushes behind it, but that hardly applies to Redcaps.  If you see four Redcaps in a single small tribe, you have probably seen them all.”

  Ray gave Rauvin a rather impressive look.  I was going to have to remember that one for when I had a humanoid face again. It really got across the feeling of, “please, stop being an idiot,” so perfectly!

  Rauvin raised an eyebrow, but Ray just kept up her look and he eventually gave in with a sigh and admitted defeat.  “Yeah, yeah.  I won’t make you say that you are going to have ‘Don’t worry, there are only four Redcaps!’ added to my tombstone as an epithet if I die to a hidden number five.”

  “Are we still going to attack them?” I asked, although Rauvin lacked Ray’s Bond to me and so he only had my words to go by.  For the record, I was well aware that how that question had actually sounded was: “Awwgh weuuh hssseughhh grrrooahhegh ooo ahack ehhmmmh?”

   Rauvin looked at Ray in confusion, “I’ll just be honest and admit that I have no idea what Hewka is trying to say here.”

   “She wants to know if we are still going to attack the Goblins,” Ray responded easily, reaching out to pat my head.  “We are, Hewka.  You saw us get beat up by the Thunderbird and that freaky turtle, but against monsters that aren’t city destroying calamities we do pretty well.”

   I mean, sure they aren’t scary, nigh-on-mythical monsters, but teleporting [Assassins] sounded pretty damn bad to me.  My skepticism must have leaked through, because Ylma scoffed from where she had been sitting and reading a book which she shut with a snap.

   “You’ve just gotten to see a single part of how a team like ours handles a quest, Hewka.” She explained with a kind of slightly haughty arrogance that she actually pulled off quite well.  “Ray gathers information for us, and then we use that information to prepare.  In this case, I think I can prepare a particularly nasty surprise for our Redcap friends.”

   Ylma tossed her hair back and smiled wickedly, “after all, even though teleporting without an ability might be hard, messing up someone else’s teleportation is quite easy.”

   Chaurl, of course, took this opportunity to take his teammate down a peg and bring up the story of how Ymla learned to interdict weak teleportation.  A tale that involved a Blink Dog, Rauvin only wearing only the clothes and armor on the top half of his body, several jugs of alcohol, and a scar that Rauvin still had in a private place.  To add insult to injury, the Blink Dog had gotten away and then been adopted by a rich [High Noble] who dabbled as a [Tamer] for a hobby and now lived in luxury that the likes of the party could only dream of.

   Thankfully, my poor ability to speak stopped me from making a pun involving the word “hindsight.”

   Still, despite Ylma’s magic, the Redcaps would still be strong monsters.  Technically, Goblins were Demihumans, but even most pedants generally just called them monsters.  The distinction was theoretically important - Goblins could gain Classes after all - but practically Goblins rarely had a Class beyond [Tribesmember], [Cook], or [Scavenger].  Even [Warrior] or [Hunter] were generally beyond them.  Although [Chief] and [Shaman] were not rare in larger tribes.  Gremlins, likewise, often gained Classes like [Prankster] or, at worst, [Thief].

   Hobgoblins, on the other hand, would often have more powerful Classes and older Hobs could have Uncommon or even Rare Classes.  Redcaps were like Hobs in that they also had better Classes, but while Hobs would have Classes like [Warrior Chief] or maybe [Berserker], a Redcap might have [Assassin] or [Cutthroat].  So they would be cunning and strong and also supported by the regular Goblins in the tribe.

   “So Hewka,” Rauvin spoke to me.  “Let me tell you how we kill Goblins.”

            

    
        Historians - The Jump

    
    
    
    
                   Ghosts are all around us.  Look for them, and you will find them.

 

   -Ruskin Bond







   “The modern world is truly amazing,” Sut whispered in the back of Timothy’s mind.  “I can see why Hemere wanted to guide society towards this and I can also see why she didn’t have enough knowledge to do so.”

   Timothy reflected on how surprisingly easy it was to get used to sharing your head with the ancient ghost of a famous [Emperor].  He would have thought that it wouldn’t be the kind of thing a person could go about their day and just be fine with, but here he was!  It helped that Sut was rather quiet and seemed content to observe.

   According to the [High Necromancer] that was rather normal for a well-adjusted spirit.  He had told Timothy that while he was attaching Sut to Timothy’s soul, “like stapling two pieces of paper together.”

  It had earned him a new Class, one that wasn’t listed on the official Class lists online.


  [Soul Archivist]


  It also came with the Skill, [Strength of the Ancients], which allowed Timothy to channel the Classes and Skills of a soul that he held within him after fulfilling certain conditions.  For a brief period of time, Timothy could wield enough power to smash the bus he was riding into junk and then order the police to just let him go.  Classes with that kind of strength were usually restricted and regulated, but with Dr. Smith’s contacts in the Hintystan doing so was a breeze.  So now Timothy was riding the bus to Dr. Smith’s office at the museum in Huet’Ke’Pah and Sut was riding along with him.

  “It seems odd that these vehicles seem to use very little enchanting,” Sut remarked.  “Wouldn’t it be far more efficient to pair science and magic?  That was Hemere’s speculation in the notes she left.”

  “Well, she wasn’t wrong,” Timothy replied to Sut in his mind.  “Magitech automobiles are far more efficient.  A few models require so little fuel and so little maintenance that they are advertised as requiring nothing from the purchaser in terms of upkeep.  The problem is that they are very expensive, we still haven't figured out a way to automate even moderately complex enchanting, so detailed magitech is made by hand.”

  Timothy got off the bus and headed inside, nodding to the museum employees as he headed into the back.

  “So strange to see our lives put on display like this.  So much of what we thought was wrong, why devote so much to primitives?”

  “Primitive?” Timothy actually chuckled out loud at that one, “Sut, even with our education system most people still end up ignorant and stupid.  Ignorance is the natural state of humanity, what makes history worth looking back on is seeing the great minds that managed to push against the weight of humanity enough to advance it.”

   The back rooms where Dr. Smith - and now Timothy - worked had been cleared of most of their samples.  In their place were glass cases that held the carefully preserved notes of [Princess] Hemere, including the letter she had written early in her pregnancy, to be read if she did not survive.  A letter that made wild, insane seeming claims.

 

   “To my dear husband,


   Sut, if you are reading this letter I am probably dead.  In truth, while I hope to survive this pregnancy I very much worry that I will not.  The [Priests] can help, but they lack the skill and power to save lives in dire circumstances unless one of the Gods reaches down through them for a miracle.  I have not yet even begun to try and create a medical system yet, and so I fear that my survival will depend on me.

   What will happen, will happen, and since you are reading this now, it already has.

   I had not expected to come to care for you like I have.  An arranged marriage for political purposes to a man with another wife - if I had been told that I would fall in love, and believe I was loved in turn, I would not have believed it.  I had imagined our relationship far more like a business transaction and I want to thank you for making it anything but.

   Which is why I have to apologize, because I have kept a secret about myself from you.

   I have thought for hours about if and how I should tell you; I have tried to just walk up to you and tell you, but lost my nerve every time.  Even now, this is my last chance and I will never face your questions over it, but I still hesitate to write it down.  As much as I wouldn’t have believed that I would come to love you in our marriage, I can’t imagine you taking my word on this, but I still want to try and tell you.

   The truth is that I am, well I guess you would call me immortal.  This won’t be the first time I’ve died just as this wasn’t the first life I lived.  This is my third life and I have no idea how many more lives are ahead of me.  Our world - your world - is not the only one, but one of many.  I cannot return to this world once I die, but I will be reborn into another world to live another life.

   In my very first life I lived in a world without magic or monsters; without a system or Classes or Skills.  I lived in a world of science and technology, where the mind of humanity had accomplished feats that our [Mages] and [Priests] couldn’t even imagine.  I wish that when I lived there I had paid more attention to what was around me, but it was only afterwards that I realized just how ignorant I truly was.

   I have left you my notes.  They contain everything I can remember - anything that I thought might help.  I hope that it does.

   I want you to know that I will remember this life - and you - always.


   With love for you and our child,

   Hemere


   The rest of her notes though…  They read like you would expect if you had grabbed a random person off the street and thrown them back in time.  Dr. Smith and Timothy had poured over the notes and compared them to various developments in history and Timothy started to wonder, how far would this world be if they hadn’t been given these notes?  By themselves, they were nothing special, but they were like giving hints to a puzzle.

   Would they have built the Lunar City and the Lunar Warp Gate yet?  Or have developed clean magitech yet?  Maybe, maybe not, but the world was undoubtedly changed by these words.  But all of that was just the historical perspective, and that letter opened up a whole lot more possibilities than just knowledge of the past.

  It hinted at an infinite future potential.

  Timothy, however, was not sure if that potential was something they could seize.  The team was made up of [Archaeologists], [Historians], and [Anthropologists] - some of which also happened to be [Necromancers] - but they weren’t [Systemologists] or [Physicists].  Chasing a trail past the border of this world - how were they qualified to even attempt it?

   Dr. Smith believed that this was a necessary step to unravel the greatest mystery of all: the origin of the system itself.  She wanted to understand the history of the system itself and she had talked Timothy into accepting Sut into his soul for that purpose.

  “Ah, Timothy.” Dr. Smith greeted him as he walked in but hardly looked up from the documents she was pouring over, “Good morning!  How are you and his highness fairing today?”

  “I am well enough,” Sut said to Timothy, who repeated it to the Doctor.  As for himself…

  “I don’t have a lot of hope in this,” Timothy replied.  “What makes you think this goal is even possible?”

  Dr. Smith set her documents down and looked at Timothy as she steepled her hands.  Her eyes were bright and focused and Timothy felt uncomfortable as they scrutinized him, it almost felt like she was peeling him back, layer by layer.

  “Timothy, what do you think the system is?”

  Timothy blinked at the question, but answered readily enough, “No one knows, but the current best theory was that it was a semi-conscious akasha that connected mana subunits to quantum particles.  Frankly, as far as near as I can tell, it is basically all guesswork.”

  “Hemere believed that the system was responsible for the existence of mana and magic, but she wasn’t very sure.” Sut remarked, and that was another theory admittedly, but it wasn’t the most accepted one.

  “A working description, I suppose that it is good enough for the purpose of this conversation.” Dr. Smith leaned back in her chair, although her eyes never left Timothy.  “So let me pose a question to you: with historical related Classes like ours, could we change the past of the akasha?”

  “I suppose?” Timothy paused to think, “The akasha can be changed, Classes have come into and gone out of existence as society has evolved.  However, I am not really sure how that would matter.  Anything that is ‘current’ would be unchangeable unless we could change everyone’s opinions as well.  All we would be able to do is change things in the past - a past we can’t reach or effect.”

  “Can’t we though?” She rebutted with a smile, “Chronomancy is a magical School, what is stopping us from reaching the past?”

  “You know as well as I do that the Need Paradox makes time travel all but useless,” Timothy answered.  “If you go back in time to change something and succeed, the change will mean that you don’t have to go back in time to change it which will mean that you won’t change it, and the whole timeline repairs itself effectively instantly.”

  “True, time travel to the past is effectively impossible,” Dr. Smith smiled suddenly.  “However, we don’t need to go to the past to reach it.  The Need Paradox doesn’t apply to personal time.”

   “That just results in the person who tries disintegrating.” Timothy noted, “The inherent stability issues of time travel due to the users molecules being in the wrong location are exacerbated and they just turn to dust.”

   “Yes, if we send molecules back in time.”

   “Ah, I see.  She wants to send her own akasha back in time while using her abilities in the present to alter it.  That is genius.” Sut sounded impressed, but Timothy still doubted it would work.

   “So, what, you are trying to turn yourself into a Primordial?  Has this become a cult now?  The akasha would reject it, just as it has rejected every attempt to take control of it humanity has ever attempted.” Timothy replied, for indeed history was full of attempts to gain control of the system.  It never worked.

   “It never worked before because everything was within the akasha,” Dr. Karen Smith’s smile widened.  “There was nothing and nowhere that could avoid the touch of the akasha, but now…”

   “Dr. Smith, let me speak frankly,” Timothy sighed.  “Everything you have just said is built on hypothesis and vague ideas.  It is possible that the system isn’t an akasha at all, or that it can’t be moved through time, or that it won’t cause a paradox and disintegrate you, or that everything you do works and you find out that the system is limited and you aren’t able to do more than - I don’t know - change your class or something!  This is not good science and it has almost nothing to do with history!”

   “And yet, I will be going through with it.” Dr. Karen Smith’s smile turned manic, and Timothy decided that maybe it was best not to argue any more.  He was starting to realize that there was more to his hero than he had ever believed.


*Six Months Later at an Island Ritual Site*


   Timothy shivered as the blizzard intensified.  Why the ritual had to take place on an island near the north pole, he had no idea.  Over the past six months he had watched the professional and impressive workforce of one of the most famous scholars in the modern age had evolved into something resembling a doomsday cult.  The hundreds of robed individuals chanting in unison didn’t help deny the comparison.

   “Well, we will know soon whether or not she is a genius or a madwoman.” Sut mused, not entirely concerned by what he was seeing.  Of course he wasn’t concerned, Timothy though.  He had already died so what did he have to lose now!?

   Smith stood at the center of a gigantic ritual circle, drawn in the blood of dragons and guided by several [Chronomancers] and [Systemologists].  Timothy was watching the power gather; if he payed attention he could almost see the folds in the mana where time was twisted.

   “Here we go.” Sut said with anticipation as the ritual reached its crescendo.

   It exploded, and worse than Timothy had ever thought that it could.  The mana rushed outwards and struck Timothy in a sudden blast.  A bright white light blinded him for a moment, and when he opened his eyes instead of the wintery northern island, he saw a pleasant grassland as far as the eye could see.


   [Ding! You have earned the Achievement “Otherworldly Traveler!”]


   “What the fuck!?”

 

            

    
        Chapter Forty One - First Quest, Part II

    
    
    
    
                   What? Never seen an A-Rank [Goblin Hunter] before? You might think it is overkill, but I think I’m not enough. Think about it, Goblins are hunted worldwide - slaughtered by the hundreds of thousands each year. Tribes big and small are wiped out and exterminated whenever and wherever they are found.

   And yet, if you step outside a city - any city - chances are you can find a Goblin tribe within twenty miles. 

  That probably sounds like a lot to you city-folk, but for an Adventurer that isn’t even a light jog. A D-Rank team of Adventurers can cover that distance, slaughter a Goblin tribe, and be back within a day - so long as there aren’t any Evolved Gobs. The Guild actively posts bounties on Goblin tribes within fifty miles of a settlement, not to mention a general bounty for their ears wherever they might be taken, and has for the past three millenia.

  Three thousand years of trying to wipe Goblins out and we haven’t even been able to get them out of walking distance of the Royal Capital.


  -Gerak, A-Rank [Goblin Hunter] having a conversation at a bar two days before the beginning of the First Goblin War. 







  It was very strange not to be in the air, but my part in the strategy was even more strange.

   I had suggested just letting me poison the lot of them, but it turned out that Goblins also had the [Strong Stomach] racial ability. While I personally didn’t see that as too much of a problem so long as I used a toxin that worked on skin contact or something, Rauvin said that depending on how effective the poison was they would probably out breed it. Frankly, that sounded a bit ludicrous to me, but what do I know?

  With poison off the table, my next thought was to stay in the air and let Ray rain arrows down from above. However, the tree cover meant that it wouldn’t be very effective. If I was going to carry Ray into battle I would have to do it from the ground, but I was well aware that I was not exactly built for ground combat.

  Wyverns - myself included - with our powerful bodies and legs have clearly evolved (wait, how does Darwinian evolution work in a world like this? Does it work? I think I will just ignore that thought…) to dive down onto prey from above and land directly on them. The weight of the wyvern’s body slamming into and stunning larger prey while rending them with their large claws before bringing the jaws into play. A wyvern on the ground has difficulty bringing its claws into play and certainly can’t make the most of its strength and mass.

  Rauvin’s plan for me essentially split the difference between being in the air and being on the ground. After such a long time, I will be going back to toad roots and “hopping.” He wants me to combine my jumping and flying to make long, high jumps as a way to pounce on my opponents while helping Ray reposition. I was less than enthused about the idea, but I wasn’t about to argue over it.

  Rauvin, Tamlin, and Karlin were going to attract the Goblins' attention and tempt them into swarming them. Ylma will be hanging back - although within reach of Karlin - to fry them as they grouped up. Ray and I, meanwhile, would serve to disrupt any attempt at organization; attacking Hobs and Redcaps that tried to command the lesser Gobs. Her arrows and my flight would allow us to strike anywhere on the small battlefield and although a full grown Hob would be stronger than me right now, together with Ray - and my toxins - there shouldn’t be any problems.

  “Well, aside from the fact that you almost certainly are going to get hit,” Rauvin admitted with a grimace. “I could understand if you didn’t want to do this, especially if the Gobs have real weapons.”

  “She doesn’t think they can really hurt her all that much,” Ray translated my attempt at speech. “So long as she isn’t stuck in a fight alone, she is confident that she is tough enough to handle even Hobs given how you have described them.”

  Rauvin frowned at that, “You shouldn’t underestimate Hobs. Admittedly, Ray didn’t see any and Redcaps are generally not as focused on brute strength, but Hobs can have upwards of three hundred Strength.”

  Sure, but unless they have some kind of poison resistance and a way to actually stop me from flying away, it doesn’t really matter unless they can kill me in a single hit. Given my racial abilities and Stats I am confident that three hundred Strength would not be enough to kill me instantly unless my enemy was very lucky. Still I decided to let the point drop. Making Ray translate my arguments seemed rude, and why am I arguing that I can handle even more dangerous positions anyway?

  Probably because moving along the ground made me nervous in general. My instincts are frustrating like that, but they are easier to handle in a group like this. Ray’s calm through the Bond is incredibly helpful for maintaining my composure as we hike through the forest. We run into far less monsters than I thought we would. Apparently my valley had a higher than normal monster density because it was an ideal place for many monsters to spawn and it also kept that spawn in a relatively small location.

  And of course, the local Goblin tribe was also hunting the local monsters for food and experience. As a result, our hike was quick and quiet, allowing us to reach the Goblin encampment relatively quickly. Calling it an encampment seemed a bit wrong though…

  Den, maybe? No, that has too much of a cozy connotation. Perhaps nest would be a better word, because Goblin construction was more of a messy nest than it was anything that I would call an encampment. A generous woman might call their piles of sticks and hides crude lean-to’s, but at least for this life I am a wyvern so I am calling it them nest-like piles of junk. Rotting junk, because they haven’t treated the hide to make it leather; they hadn’t even removed all the bits of meat!

  For once, I was happy to have low Stats; what I could smell just now was already bad, I do not want to know what it was like for my teammates with higher Perception.

  According to Ray, the Redcaps had claimed a cave - well, more of an indent in the side of the hill - towards the back of the camp. This was good luck, because without a more Evolved Goblin around to keep the lesser ones in line they hadn’t even bothered to set a watch. We could have walked right into the camp, but Rauvin had a better idea.

  “Ylma, would you mind letting them know we are here?”

  “With pleasure Captain!” Her smile was downright evil as fire leapt from her hands.

  Fwooom! A fireball landed among the lounging Goblins, many of which died immediately and many more of which were injured or stunned. Screams of pain and anger sounded out and soon every single one of the Goblins were screeching and scrambling to their feet, looking for something to attack.

  Rauvin provided them a target. He Charged forward, activating multiple abilities at once, and literally running over multiple Goblins before crashing into the mass of them with a roar. He blew the mob of them apart, sending the Gobs that weren’t crushed flying with the strength of his Charge.

  I thought that they might break right then and run away, but a screech from the back of them seemed to put some spine into them and they tried to mob Rauvin - only to run into Karlin’s blade and Tamlin’s spear. More were incinerated by Ylma who strode in behind the three warriors.

  Another screeching order came from inside the mass and I felt a surge from Ray through the Bond. I launched myself into the air, rising above the battle near instantly. I had no idea where I was supposed to land, but I had to put my trust in Ray’s superior Perception and the impressions I got through our Bond.

  [Aerokinesis] and Air Magic at the peak of my flying leap threw me down to the ground, talons extended as I landed on - empty dirt, the Redcap I would have crushed beneath me had blinked out of the way and was now in front of me! I lunged forward with [Envenomed Bite] and the Redcap’s eyes widened and glanced to the side. Redcaps need line of sight to blink, and while it was able to dodge my bite it was not able to dodge the arrow from Ray who had expected the teleport.

  What neither she, nor I, expected was for the Redcap to simply grab another Goblin and use it as a shield. The smaller Gob took Ray’s arrow in the belly and the Redcap simply tossed the screaming creature away before blinking again, this time appearing in the air at Ray’s height to try and strike at her! While alarming, it wasn’t actually dangerous to us. Taking your feet off the ground when fighting a Gale Wyvern is just like asking to be smacked down and I immediately used [Aerokinesis] to that effect.

  The Redcap blinked away again but we had other problems to deal with. The Goblins surrounding us had regained their courage with our failure to kill their leader and were beginning to try and swarm me! Unlike Rauvin, who was also swarmed by Goblins, I didn’t have armor. Being bitten by a Goblin was like… Being bitten by a dog? A small dog though, not a big one.


  [You have been bitten weakly! You have lost 2hp!]


  I mean, really, does that deserve exclamation points, system? It is probably going to d-


  [You have defeated a Lvl. 3 (Juvenile Goblin) - Lvl 4. (Scavenger) and earned Party xp!]


  -ie anyway, my skin is toxic. Our party has the Alchemy expertise to whip up an antidote for my poisons, so they all drank it ahead of time and I am free to go wild with my toxins. Seeing how effective it is, I feel like I could have just done my usual trick of leaving poisoned bait for them, but what do I know?

  I can see why regular Goblins are looked down upon so much. I can sweep the area around me clear just by spinning around in a circle and smacking them with my tail. They are mostly naked too, so the toxin will likely kill all of them as well.


  [You have defeated a Lvl. 2 (Young Goblin) - Lvl. 3 (Warrior) and earned Party xp!]

  [You have defeated a Lvl. 2 -]


  I’ll just ignore those for now, although it occured to me that Goblins were probably profitable - in terms of xp - to hunt because they had both a species and a Class. More importantly, Ray and I knew where that Redcap had run off to. Both of us had [Prey Sense], the basic Class ability that any [Hunter] would have. In general, it gave us a vague idea of where the thing we were hunting was. Somewhat useful, but not very accurate.

  However, between the two of us it worked a little differently. Because we both had [Prey Sense] and could share our feelings across the Bond we were able to narrow down the Redcaps location by comparing our senses and focusing on the spots they overlapped. 

  I launched myself into the air again, but not at our target. No, I didn’t want to alert it to the fact that we knew where it was until the apex of our jump when I flared my wings upwards to obscure vision of Ray giving her time to twist, draw and fire an arrow at where the Redcap was, just barely missing my wing.

  The arrow took it through the eye.

  I landed heavily, crushing another Goblin beneath my talons, only for something large to slam into my side and bowl me over. Ray was knocked off me and came to her feet in a roll while I turned to face this new threat. A Hobgoblin.

  Meanwhile, I noticed Rauvin and the others had also been engaged by the Goblin elites. A Redcap appeared out of thin air next to Tamlin only to be intercepted by Karlin’s blade. It attempted to teleport away, but instead of blinking, it merely flickered and Tamlin planted his spear in its gut and nailed it to the ground. Ylma’s anti teleport magic was working!

  Of course, that distraction cost me as the Hob attempted to club me over the head.


  [You have taken a heavy blow! You have lost 10hp!]


  Ow. I tried to bite him, but unlike the regular Goblins the Hob had a crude shield which he used to block me, or so he thought.

  Wyverns have absolutely gigantic mouths compared to the kinds of predators I knew about from Earth. Instead of thinking of them like a puma or a lion, it would be better to think of them like a shark or a Tyrannosaurus Rex. Their wide heads were basically ninety percent jaws.

  So when the Hobgoblin raised his shield - a small buckler - I just decided to chomp down on the whole thing. I was not, unfortunately, strong enough to break it or large enough to swallow it whole, but I certainly could hold it and that was all it took for Ray to dart in with her blades.

  The Hob let go of the buckler and tried to block her, but I was so close all I had to do was step forward to throw it off balance and give Ray an opening. The Hob’s crude armor was not nearly enough to protect it as Ray sliced it up. A single knick would have been enough - I had lent my poison to her weapons - but she didn’t take any chances and stabbed it repeatedly. Having been a knife user in a previous life, I can appreciate the technique.

  Sure, it makes you sound crazy, but the proper way to use a knife is to get in close and stab and stab and stab. You’d think that being that close to your opponent would leave you open, but most people are surprisingly bad at reacting to being stabbed repeatedly and usually fumble their defense.

  “Ray, Hewka, kill that last Redcap!” Rauvin shouted over the fray, “it is directing the others!”

  Saying kill “that” Redcap gives us no idea where the damn thing is of course, and since Redcaps are smart enough to understand speech it has probably moved after being called out like that anyway. Still, Ray and I moved towards the location Rauvin indicated smashing and biting, cutting and slicing our way through the crowd.

  In some ways, I felt invincible as we slaughtered our way through the Goblins who just barely were occasionally able to bite or scratch me, but for all that we had killed the crowd of them had yet to thin. Even Ylma’s fire wasn’t enough to make a dent in their numbers it seemed!

  I caught a glimpse of our target through the crowd: a slightly larger Redcap flanked by two Hobgoblin bodyguards. I could see it shouting and pointing, ordering the Goblins about. Rauvin had explained that Goblins were simultaneously suicidally brave and utterly craven at the same time. They would die for their leaders - generally Evolved Goblins - but without their leaders they would not even take a fight they would win anyway. So if we killed that Redcap and Hobs this tribe would likely break apart and flee.

  Which, ultimately, was our goal. Because actually killing every Goblin was widely considered to be impossible, general practice with Goblins was to kill their leaders and scatter the tribe. Most of the ones that ran would be picked off by wild monsters because a lone Goblin is a dead Goblin. Personally, I had difficulty imagining living in a country that would tolerate any amount of monsters. Were it up to me, I’d have taken armies and scoured the entire world of monsters. Don’t get me wrong, I am kind of liking being a badass wyvern, but if I wasn’t a mass of teeth, toxin, claws and magical death I would be less happy about the whole thing.

  Ray vaulted onto my back and we took to the air again. I was kind of getting the hang of this now and was able to snag a Hob when I landed! For all that Hobs were stronger than regular Gobs and that my Stats were low, the physics of gravity and sharp claws were still mightier than the numbers of the system.


  [You have defeated a Lvl. 0 (Adult Hobgoblin) - Lvl. 13 (Scavenger) - Lvl. 6 (Warrior) - Lvl. 2 (Bodyguard) and earned Party xp!]


  The other Hob clubbed me in the head hard in recompense, and I stumbled dazed. Ray ignored the Hob for now and tried to shoot the Redcap before Ylma’s spell wore off. This Redcap was better than the other one though and while the arrow hit, it took the blow in its shoulder instead of through its throat. Meanwhile, I was still trying to get my bearings as the Hobgoblin advanced. A blast of compressed magical air pushed it back slightly, but it had both feet planted and was able to resist. My [Aerokinesis] could stand to be stronger, I think. The only reason I was able to knock the turtle tentacles away was because it tussled with Thunderbird beforehand.

  I tried to move forward and bite this Hob but it was smarter than the other one, merely taking a step back and to the side while swinging its club at my head again. 


  [You have taken a heavy blow! You have lost 20hp!]


  Why do they keep hitting me in the head!? Oh, yeah, because I have to put my head out to bite them. The Redcap was advancing - it had an actual sword - and I was too unsteady to allow Ray to aim properly so she jumped down. I could feel her worry through the Bond, but I sent reassurance through it. If she left to fight the Redcap I would take the Hob.

  She did and I got my feet back under me as I faced my foe again. This Hob really was different from the others. Even the first Redcap hadn’t fought with any technical skill, it had just taken advantage of its bullshit racial ability. This Hob, on the other hand, was in a fighting stance. It seemed to know how to fight properly!

  It had higher Stats, equipment - including armor - and knew how to fight while I had toxins, some magic, sharp teeth and claws, as well as the ability to fly. My best bet would be to try to poison it and run, but given that it wore clothes and armor that wouldn’t be so easy. My best bet would be to not fight this enemy at all, but if I did that it would join the Redcap fighting Ray.

  No, I had to fight and I would have to fight this battle straight up, but I had one last advantage. Sure, this Hobgoblin knew how to fight, but so did I. As a [Battle Maid] I had been trained to fight whereas this Hob would have had to learn from observation; it wasn’t just facing some wild wyvern, it was facing me.

  And I had killed far better warriors than this.

  I spun, bringing my tail to bear. The Hobgoblin dodged and then moved forward to take advantage of the opening, only to be caught by my suddenly extended wing! [Aerokinesis] brought the off balance monster to the ground and I pounced. It struggled underneath my claws as I tried to bite it, eventually using its great strength to throw me off but as far as I was concerned I had already won. Cuts from my claws could be seen through tears in its clothes, leaking blood where the armor had failed to protect it.

  Except, it didn’t fall. No, it was still standing and watching me warily, but it was shaking now. Apparently my toxin was not enough to kill it, at least not yet. It advanced again, cautiously, and I decided to Jump into the fight talons first. It rolled out of the way, striking me painfully but not strongly - but I had expected this. I used [Aerokinesis] to blow myself off my feet, knocking me into the Hob.

  It could have hurt me very badly - perhaps kill me - when I did that, but I knew it wouldn’t. This Hobgoblin was smarter than the others, but intelligence could be a weakness in battle. It had Evolved from a Goblin and knew what it was like to be stupid, it knew that it was better to fight smarter, but it had yet to learn how to control the more complex emotions that went along with that.

  The average Goblin wouldn’t really be smart enough to understand that my poison would eventually kill it if it kept fighting me. Oh sure, your average Goblin could figure it out in a non-combat situation, but figuring that out in the middle of a fight was a bridge too far. This Hob, on the other hand, was aware of the danger.

  It was too aware.

  It was afraid of being poisoned more.

  It was afraid of death.

  And I was not.

  In its haste to get away I was able to bite down on its arm and push my venom into its blood. It screamed in agony and tried to force me to release it, but it was getting weaker and I wasn’t about to let it go. In fact, I took it with me as I spread my wings and took off.

  It had dropped its weapon, so it was trying to claw at me with its own free hand as we rose into the sky. I took damage, but not enough for me to stop, it was too ineffective in its panic. It hadn’t realised that we had gotten too high for realising it to be a good thing.

  I, on the other hand, did and decided to finally oblige the Hob and let go. Poisoned and bleeding, it dropped sixty feet to the ground.


  [You have defeated a Lvl. 14 (Adult Hobgoblin) - Lvl. 19 (Warleader) - Lvl. 15 (Barbarian) - Lvl. 12 (Raider) - Lvl. 4 (Skirmisher) and earned Party xp!]


  In a way, I have to feel sorry for that Hob. With better equipment and a modicum of training it could have beaten me without trouble. If Ray had known it was that strong she probably would never have let me fight it alone, but it probably couldn’t even use its full Strength without breaking its weapon.

  Plus, while the lesser Goblins threw themselves at me without a care, it treated me far more carefully because it recognized me as a dangerous type of monster. However, it didn’t know that I was actually weaker than it was. It didn’t need to dance around and try to avoid me, it could have just waded in and beat me to death.

  Ray was far more better matched with her opponent. No, she was better than the Redcap and was ending the fight now. I flew down to her side as the Goblins backed away. It took a little while longer for the rank and file Goblins to notice, but soon they were fleeing into the trees, leaving behind piles of their dead.

  “That Hobgoblin was actually quite strong,” I noted to Ray. “I was surprised by it.”

  “I saw the notification,” She smiled at me, patting my head. “I am amazed that you were able to fight a Hob like that, let alone kill it. It is incredibly rare to see one like that, and incredibly worrying…”

  I couldn’t really see why. I mean, isn’t one of the basic monster strategies to have a lot of offspring and let the best rise to the top? Given how numerous Goblins are supposed to be, I would expect that even rare exceptions would appear often. Not my problem either way, hopefully.

  We cleaned the area, in the sense that we executed any wounded or pretending to be dead Goblin, recovered as much of the raided goods as we were able to find, and put out Ylma’s fires (which she could do pretty easily, so we didn’t have to worry about a forest fire) and set off back to Evergold. There, we would be questioned regarding the recovered goods, myself included. Considering that bars of gold were part of what we recovered, I can see why they would be careful with that questioning and use magic to confirm.

  It was a tiny bit tempting, but gold was useless if you couldn’t spend it and what I wanted to purchase was from the Adventurer’s Guild itself: information about Wyvern Evolutions. The Guild didn’t give out information for free - unless it was directly related to a request above a certain level of danger or value - but you could purchase information on monsters from them. To an Adventurer, it was useful information that might save their lives; to a monster like me, it literally was my life.

  Although I thought that withholding for payment what I viewed as critical information from Adventurers was probably bad for the Sapient and Demihuman races of this world overall, the information was not expensive. I just wouldn’t have any money until I got my share of the reward for this request.

  On the way back to Evergold, I did ask Rauvin - through Ray - about the Hobgoblin, because with how things generally worked out for me I presumed it would become my problem regardless of what I hoped. The answer I got was surprising though:

  “Well, I have to correct you a bit first,” Rauvin began as we hiked, or everyone besides Ray and Ylma hiked. I was carrying them because I thought it was hilarious when Ylma told Tamlin that only plebs had to walk. They would have to get off soon, I was too tired to carry them for long, but it was worth it for the laugh.

  Turning my attention back to Rauvin he began to explain a bit about the Hob I fought.

  “[Warleader] sounds like an intimidating Class, but it really isn’t great.” Rauvin began, “same with [Barbarian]. The images that pop into your head when you think of that are - wait, how do you know what a barbarian is? Whatever, the point is that the Hobgoblin probably wasn’t as strong as you are imagining it to be. [Warleader] is a combination of [Warrior], [Leader], and [Tribesmember] and it is an ok Class, but it really isn’t great. And [Barbarian] is actually a lot like [Commoner] or [Tribesmember], just a basic Class that some groups of Sapients and Demihumans can have. It might have broken three hundred Strength, but I doubt it would have gone much over two hundred in most others.”

  That seems plenty strong to me. Over three times stronger as a human? Plus twice as fast, durable, and perceptive? Of course, the average here would be higher. Even someone who is merely a [Commoner] would have at least some Stat benefits from their Levels, but I suspect twenty points here or there wouldn’t make much of a difference.

  But I do get Rauvin means by that, because when he was talking about the Classes he was talking about more than just Stats. Pure Stats don’t make up for abilities unless the difference is massive, and I have three defensive abilities that improve my hide. It would be different if the Hob was armed with better weapons - a battleaxe might have allowed it to kill me in a single blow - but bludgeoning me to death was simply not easy to do.

  “What Ray was worried about…” Rauvin seemed to think for a second and then shook his head, “Nah, I just can’t see a Goblin Swarm happening here - not with just that. The area around Evergold is too wild and that mass of Goblins would attract a monster that they weren’t capable of dealing with. Like the Thunderbird.”

  “Why did you think that Hob might be a sign of a Goblin Swarm?” I asked Ray, “and what exactly is a Goblin Swarm?”

  “It is exactly what it sounds like, but no amount of imagination can really compare to seeing one,” it was Tamlin who answered, I was surprised he was able to understand me! However, I didn’t interrupt him because he was very grim and serious about this topic.

  “Everyone knows that Goblins breed. They breed like crazy, but they usually die just as fast to monsters or Adventurers or just your average guards. It might sound obvious, but more Goblins means more Goblins breeding which means more Goblins, so if Goblin numbers aren’t kept low they can eventually explode out of control.”

  “Goblins are true omnivores; it's a racial ability - they can eat very nearly anything and everything, but when they hit that tipping point and their population climbs there isn’t even enough dirt to keep them all full.”

  “So they go looking for more. Spreading out and breeding out of control, they can scour a land down to the bedrock if given time. Just an unending wave of green that eats everything in its path and doesn’t even leave bones behind!”

  Karlin put his hand on Tamlin’s shoulder and the kid nearly jumped out of his skin. There was a story there, but I knew better than to pry - it was a story that I didn’t need to be told to be able to guess what it was about.

  The rest of the group changed the subject while Ray filled me in - quietly - why stronger Hobs could be a sign of a Goblin Swarm. Goblin Swarms happened when Goblins began to suppress the monsters around them. When that happened, more Goblins lived, which meant more Goblins Leveled. So a high Level Hobgoblin - especially in a tribe that had multiple Evolved Goblins - could be a sign that too many Goblins were surviving too long.

  However, Rauvin had a very good point. There were monsters here that wouldn’t give a damn about numbers and could turn almost any amount of Goblins into a buffet. I can’t imagine any amount of Goblins bothering that turtle, for example. Plus, even if there was a Swarm, Ivano would just wave a hand at it and it would go away - along with everything in that general direction.


*The Next Day*


   [Dancing has Leveled up! Dancing is now Level 3!]


   ...Yes, I’ll admit I was dancing in place with excitement. How could I not? I had purchased - or Ray had purchased for me, using my money - information on Wyvern Evolutions! Ray and I had simply walked down to the Guild and bought it! I had not honestly expected them to hand it over; I sure wouldn’t have done so if I had to decide whether or not to give the flying magic shark information on how to become an even more deadly flying magic shark!

  Perhaps it was because it was printed with magic into a packet, and the [Guild Receptionist] was well aware that I didn’t have the ability to turn the pages! Ray had to do it for me! Well, Ylma was doing it now actually. Ray, Ylma, and Tamlin had all been interested in my future Evolutions - although I think Tamlin was mostly interested because Ray was.

  “Wow, there are a lot of Evolutions,” he was saying with a whistle.

  “Wyverns are considered one of the most adaptable monster species that exist,” Ylma noted as she scanned each page quickly before turning it. “They can live just about anywhere and their eggs are easily affected by high mana concentration - although I do have to agree, this is a lot more than I expected as well.”

  It had cost me a lot more than it would have if I had asked about another species because the Guild had to print multiple pages, and magic printing in this world was not nearly as convenient as the scientific one was.

  “Volcano Wyvern, Lava Wyvern, Magma Wyvern - how are they even different!?” Ylma started muttering, “Even if we just stick to Evolutions that come from Gale Wyverns, there are so many!”

  “Why not just pick the strongest and head towards that?” Tamlin asked, and frankly it wasn’t the worst idea. However, I could tell Ray was about to respond to that.

  “‘Strongest’ isn’t something so easily measured. Consider yesterday’s fight,” Ray pointed out. “Hewka already has her own strength; she should choose something that enhances what she already has.”

  “Poison and/or durability then,” Ylma says, passing the booklet to Tamlin who begins to leaf through it. With her eyes closed she begins to recite from memory, “So for poison you’d want a way to deliver it from range. Let me think… Smoke, Ash, Mist, Fog, or Cloud Wyverns would be the best bet there. As for durability… Dust maybe? Honestly, starting from Gale you don’t have many choices in that unless you want to aim for a triple Element Elder stage Evolution, but only Ray and you would be alive to see something like that.”

  “She could do a horizontal Evolution,” Tamlin suggested, shrugging as Ylma’s face twisted into a scowl. “Sure, it adds a lot to her needed xp, but it opens up a lot more options, doesn’t it?”

  “The issue with that would be that my Stats would still be low,” I said, with Ray and Tamlin nodding in understanding while Ylma was still confused as to what I said. “They don’t show the exact Stats in this information, but based on what I have seen I am expecting a large boost from my Juvenile Evolution. Enough that I won’t have to worry about a random Hob braining me.”

  Ylma though, once it was explained to her, had an idea.

  “You were a Lesser Wyvern, and now you are a regular Gale Wyvern,” she said smiling at me suddenly. “But you could be a Greater Wyvern if you did a horizontal Evolution, right?”

  She grabbed the booklet back from Tamlin and flipped to the page she needed, “You could Evolve into a Young Greater Lake Wyvern, I think. You have that ability called [Breathes through her Skin], right? It would take some effort, but with proper training you could meet the requirements for that and it would probably be a better Stat boost than the one that you got for becoming a Young Gale Wyvern, plus it would set you up for a dual-element Juvenile Evolution!”

  At first I wasn’t so sure, but for all of Ylma’s flaws, being unpersuasive was definitely not one of them. 

            

    
        Extra - Tamlin

    
    
    
    
                   Why does the Adventurer’s Guild rank teams different from individuals?  Because a proper team working together can handle way more than their Stats would indicate.  Meanwhile an individual is utterly dependent on their own ability so they have to be much stronger in order to handle even half of what a team of the same rank could.

  Sure, they get a lot more experience and money because they don’t have to split either, but most people who go it alone die before they reach C-Rank.


  -A [Guild Receptionist] speaking to a new D-Rank Adventurer six hours before he died alone in the wilderness.







*Kingdom of Gracel, Two Years Ago*

[Farmer] Tamlin Mare’s POV: 


  The sun was hot, but then the sun was always hot in Gracel.  I was used to it and yet I was never unbothered by it.  I would pray for rain, but the storms of Gracel were as unpleasant as they were short.  The rain often seemed to come from nowhere at all with the sun still shining and not a cloud in the sky even as rain fell down like a waterfall.  Fifteen minutes later, the squall would end just as abruptly.  The combination of rain and sun made Gracel ideal for farming year round.

  I was ploughing one of our fields, guiding the oxen and using my ability, [Breaking Dirt], to ease the difficulty.  I was - like many a young man just reaching adulthood in the area - bored and unsatisfied with my work.  I didn’t want to be a [Farmer] my whole life like my dad was.  No, I wanted to go to faraway places and see new things; I wanted to be an Adventurer!

  Neither dad nor mom took my goal seriously, barely even acknowledging me when I brought it up!  I had learned the Spear Skill practicing with a broken hoe behind the house, I am sure I could gain a real Class and slay monsters!  Or I would have if my little sister hadn’t tattled on me and I ended up getting a lecture from dad.

  “Son,” he said to me with a stern look on his face.  “You don’t know how good you’ve got it.  Before your granddad moved the family down here to Gracel we lived in Balkus, and Balkus doesn’t have the same kind of security against monsters as Gracel does.”

  He told me that I had no idea what monsters were like, but I wasn’t like him - I didn’t want to run, I wanted to fight!

  The sun was hot that day, when the village bell rang.  I stopped ploughing and started to take the ox back to the barn.  I moved slowly; I wasn’t worried about why the bell was ringing, it was probably just some proclamation or another from the lord, but I did want to milk as much time away from working out of this as possible.  It struck me as odd that the bell was still ringing, but nothing more than that.

  What was there to worry about in Gracel?

  The first inkling I got that something was truly wrong was when I saw the small village - more a collection of farmhouses than a proper settlement - and the people fleeing it.  People were shouting, running, taking whatever they could carry and loading it onto wagons or backs and leaving for the east.

  “The hell are you dawdling for Tam!?” My dad’s shout startled me, “get the wagon out, we are leaving now!”

  “What is happening?” I asked in utter confusion.

  “NOW TAMLIN!” My dad bellowed and I jumped to do what he asked me even as he was running around grabbing supplies of various kinds.  Mom and Tessa - my little sister - were doing likewise as I started hitching the oxen to the cart.

  “Mom, what is going on!?” I was bewildered, and starting to feel the anxiety creeping up on me.  The icy feeling of terror freezing even the heat of Gracel’s sun.

  “It's a Swarm,” she answered while loading as fast as she could.  “Get the cart moving now, your dad and I will catch up.”

  The last thing I wanted to do was be separated from my parents, but I nodded and did what my mom asked.  Tessa and I started the cart moving towards the main road - a part of me was worried that I would never see my parents again, but I didn’t push the oxen and they did indeed catch up.

  To my surprise, my dad was carrying a spear.  A real spear with a long blade, and it seemed to belong in his hands.

  “Dad, where did you get that?”

  “Balkus was a more dangerous country than Gracel,” he gave me a nonanswer, and yet it did indeed answer the question as well as it needed too.  “Was, at any rate.”

  I hadn’t had time to think yet.  I had been too rushed and stunned to think much about what was going on, but now I did.  A Swarm was coming; what would happen to our farm?  I had wished to leave it all my life and now I was heading away from it realizing that I might never see it again.

  “Are-” I swallowed, trying to wet my dry throat as I croaked out, “Are we moving fast enough?  Will we be safe?”

  My parents…  didn’t answer me.  Their grim silence terrified me, but I tried to get a grip on my fear.  I had always wanted to be a hero, and now I had to be one.  Not for me, but for my sister who was shivering on the seat beside me, her arms wrapped around her body as if she was cold.

  The sun was hot that day, though it cooled down at night.  We joined the camp of others who were running east and I was relieved to see soldiers and guards around the camp.  They looked us over, noted my father, and let us in easily.  Others who were running were rejected and I could see why.

  We had brought our own food, our own water, and dad was armed and seemed ready to fight.  Others had fled with nothing and no one was willing to share when they had to look after their own.  I thought it was wrong, but what could I do?  I wanted to be a hero, and already I was willing to throw people away who might have been my neighbors and friends just yesterday.

  I couldn’t be that kind of person - so I approached one of the soldiers.  They watched me warily, although I had no idea why.  I was less a hero right now than a fool trembling out of terror.

  “Sir?” I asked one of them, “could I ask a question?”

  “Kid, I bet I know what you are going to ask.  We can’t let just anyone into this camp.” The soldier answered, his tone was regretful but it was also unyielding.  “Even just to sit.  Desperation turns honest men and women into thieves and cutthroats.  I don’t blame them for it, but neither can I trust anyone who can’t look after themselves.”

  “That was my question though, sir,” I couldn’t meet the man’s eyes.  “Couldn’t they be armed with farm tools?  A couple of hits with a hammer and a hoe is a spear and any mallet can be used as a club.  They can fight!”

  “It won’t work out kid.  It's a Swarm; in two months the Goblins will be dead but there won’t be a scrap of food for two hundred miles.” 

  I balled up my fists, but that was that.

  “Then, would you teach me how to fight?” At the very least then, I would be able to do something.  The request seemed to amuse him somewhat.

  “Hey kid, what is your name?” He asked me.

  “Tamlin,” I answered.

  “I’m Rauvin,” he replied, holding his hand out for me to shake.  “Happy to meet you, although I wish it was during a better time.”

  I took his hand and shook it.


*Four Days into the Goblin Swarm*


   I hadn’t seen any Goblins yet, just more and more desperate people.  I was starting to wonder if we had needed to run so quickly, couldn’t we have gathered more supplies; prepared better?  Were the Goblins really that close behind us?

   The answer was yes.

   We were attacked that night by what felt like countless Goblins pouring out of the darkness that waited where the torchlight ended.  I watched the fight, holding a makeshift spear I had scavenged from scrap we had come across.  On the surface, there seemed to be no reason to worry.

   My father slaughtered the Goblins like he was helping the local butcher.  A single swing of his spear - which was a thrusting weapon anyway - would kill two or three at a time.  Other [Farmers] also fought with whatever they had on hand.  They weren’t as good as dad, but they still killed Goblins by the dozen every minute.

   But the Goblins kept coming, minute after minute, and then hour after hour.  People were pulled down and torn apart, exhaustion and numbers grinding them down until they died.  Dad had fought more carefully than the others, more like the soldiers, saving his Stamina.

   Three hours later, it ended just as abruptly as a Gracel rain.

   That wasn’t even the edge of the Swarm, just a wandering group that broke off from it.  How many Goblins had attacked?  How many were killed?  No one stopped to count, and in the coming days countless more attacked.  More people died, supplies ran low, and even with the threat of Goblins the group began to turn on each other.  The soldiers and guards were hired by a lesser lord, and were more concerned with the welfare of their charge than what happened in the rest of the camp.

   Theft and fights became common.  The first blood I ever spilled in my entire life was not that of a Goblin, but of a man who tried to sneak food away from our wagon.  I planted my spear in his stomach and watched as he stumbled back, disbelief on his face.  He didn’t die quickly, not until dad put his spear through the man’s heart.  I should have finished him off instead of letting him suffer, but I had not wanted to kill him!  I hadn’t even wanted to hurt him, but…

   The man’s family was put out from the camp.  A young woman and a young girl, if the world had been different it could have been my mom and my sister.  The resigned grief on the young woman’s face would haunt me for the rest of my life.  I hadn’t personally put a blade through them myself, but I knew that I had killed three people that night.


*Six Days into the Goblin Swarm*


   We knew, of course, that this day would come.  The city of Plyae was only a few days away, and our food wouldn’t last that long.  Dad spoke with Rauvin quietly, and came back to tell us not to worry.  He had made a deal with Rauvin - our oxen would be butchered at Plyae and my dad and I would work as [Warriors] for the lord - and we would be somewhat taken care of.

  It wouldn’t exactly be enough, but where others would have nothing we would have something.

  That night was when I saw my first Hobgoblin.  The monster was as large as a man - larger than many - and broke the shaky line that the fatigued [Farmers] had been holding.  Goblins flooded into the camp and the soldiers pulled back to protect the lord.  Even they were hard pressed as well, more Hobgoblins were emerging from the shadows of night to challenge them.

  I had trained, and I had watched, but I was not prepared to fight.  I did anyway, because my mother and sister were behind me.

  It might sound foolish, but in my mind I kept telling myself to be a hero; that I was a hero.  Heroes don’t run, heroes don’t back down, heroes don’t fall!  I was stupid kid, telling myself I was a hero as if that would make it so.  But I wasn’t one.

  I don’t know how many I killed, but it wasn’t many.  I wasn’t my dad, I wasn’t Rauvin; a few Levels of [Spearman] and [Warrior] did not make me a fighter.  And the Goblins just kept coming, and eventually I was too slow.  They grabbed me, pulling me down, and I struggled as Tessa screamed.  They bit and scratched me - eating me alive even as I fought - but I wasn’t going to give up until I bled my last.

  Suddenly, they were pulled off me.  I saw my dad, standing tall with his spear in hand.  He was bloody, he was hurt, and he didn’t care at all.  He neither slowed or stopped as he killed the Goblins that had swarmed me.  He shouted at us to follow him and we did, although I had lost my weapon in the clamor.

  At the edge of the battle, dad handed his spear to me, my mom hugged Tessa and myself, and he told us to run.  My parents turned back and fought the Goblins that would have followed us while I grabbed my sister’s hand and ran.  I wasn’t thinking, the significance of what had happened wouldn’t hit me for another minute, but I didn’t turn around when it did.

  That was the last time I saw my parents.  I will never forget it.  I will never forget the overwhelming grief that scene inspires in me, neither will I forget the overflowing love that they showed for me and my sister.  It would have been so easy to sink into that grief and hate, but a hero doesn’t do that.  A hero is driven by the weight of the sacrifices they carry with them, not broken under their weight.

  I would not throw away my parent’s sacrifice, I would take care of my sister and live.


*Three Weeks into the Goblin Swarm*


   [Congratulations!  You have reached Commoner Level 5!]

   [You have gained +1 to all Stats other than Mgc!]

   [You have gained the Class ability: [Hunger Resistance: Minor]!]


   I started giggling hysterically at that notification.  Of course!  Of course I got that now!  Requiring less food would have been so useful two weeks ago when there was food to ration, but now?  Now it would only prolong my suffering.

   Both Tessa and I were thinner, sickly even.  Tessa rarely talked, barely making a sound except when she started screaming at night.  She couldn’t concentrate and nearly stabbed me when I startled her on accident.  She turned eleven years old on the streets of Plyae, hungry and wary that someone might try to take the little nook of an alley we called home now.

   I never wanted to give her a knife.  My happy, joyful, playful but ultimately peaceful, sister?  I could never have imagined her picking up a weapon, but things happened to the vulnerable on the street.  Even a girl as young as my sister wasn’t safe from cruelty of all kinds.  Without food or shelter, mankind devolved into monsters themselves.

   Three weeks ago, that man mugging another homeless and impoverished person was probably a good person.  Three weeks ago, he would have had a family to talk him out of something so cruel - or perhaps he still had his family and he was doing whatever he had to do to take care of them.

   I never told my sister, but I had unlocked several Classes over the past two weeks.  [Thug], [Cutthroat], [Burglar], [Prostitute]...  Unlocking a Class was supposed to be a reason to celebrate, but there was nothing good or heroic in how I unlocked those.  I wouldn’t take them, but they would always be in my Status as a reminder of what I had done.  My only comfort was that Tessa did not have to unlock them herself.


*Five Weeks into the Goblin Swarm*


   Monsters are hated because they prey on man.  They kill, rip apart, and consume humans.  It turns out that there really isn’t much of a difference between a man and a monster.


*Seven Weeks into the Goblin Swarm*


   The sun was hot that day, I can never forget how the heat baked the putrid stench of the city into my nose.  It was the smell of death; death and sickness and rot and heat.

  For the last seven weeks, Pylae had been surrounded by a sea of Goblins.  They couldn’t get through the wall - although there were areas they had tunneled under - but neither could the human forces in the city do anything to face the solid mass of Goblins outside the gates.  There were so many Goblins that you couldn’t see the ground, the land had been a writing mass of screeching monsters for as far as the eye could see.

   But in the seventh week, that changed.  Explosions rocked the city even though the blasts did not land inside it or even near it.  Fire fell from the sky like rain drops on the Goblins on one side of the city, on the other the writhing mass was stilled as ice crept through their ranks.  The [Archmages] had come and delivered the opening strikes that would break the siege of the city.

   I didn’t see it personally, but the tales spread like plague.  S-Rank Adventurers sweeping Goblins aside by the tens of thousands, mages directing walls of fire to consume the beasts, the armies of man driving the Goblins away.    No, I didn’t even try to watch what was likely a legendary display of power.  I was aiming for some of the food that this army must be carrying with them. I prayed to all the Gods of the world that they could help feed the city.

   Tessa was sick, and I had seen others die of the same wasting illness.  If she didn’t eat, she would waste away into nothing but dry and pallid skin stretched over her bones.  I was desperate, willing to do whatever it took for even the smallest bit of food.  The vanguard entered the city first, and I approached to beg or barter whatever I could.  I held onto my father’s spear, which I had managed to keep this long, willing to barter away his memory if that was what it took.

   “Hey, that spear…” A familiar voice called out, “By the Gods!  Tamlin, is that you?”

   But I was too late, because the city was already full of Goblins.  Everywhere.  I saw Hobs killing my father, Goblins ripping my mother apart and eating her, torturing my sister and laughing with their awful lau-


*Present Day*


   “Hey, wake up,” A soft hand on my shoulder and soft voice woke me with a start.  “You were having a nightmare.”

   Yes, I had been.  I took a moment to catch my breath, before looking into Ray’s concerned eyes.  I raised my hand, brushing a fallen stand of her hair back behind her ear.  How I had ended up here, with her next to me, I could hardly fathom.  A farmboy pining after an immortal, he might as well wish to become a hero, yeah?

   “I’m fine now,” I say as my heartbeat calms.  “Thank you.”

   She doesn’t say anything more, there is nothing to say.  The weight of her head against my chest is reminder enough that I am free of that part of my life.  Things have changed so much and even after a nightmare like that I was able to chuckle at a thought it brought up.

   “Something funny Tam?” Ray murmured sleepily.

   “Just wondering how my sister will react when I introduce you to her,” I say with a smile.  “It is a good thing she is already in a temple, because she will probably need a [Healer] for the shock.”

   I watched the stars for a while as Ray fell asleep again, thinking about how life changes.  From a farmboy who knew nothing of the world to an Adventurer with an Elf lover who was taking a Wyvern to a lake so that it could be half-drowned to unlock an Evolution.

  Maybe hero wasn’t impossible after all. 

            

    
        Chapter Forty Two - Evolution Requirements

    
    
    
    
                Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV:


   So it turns out that just as physics still kicks ass even in a world with a system and magic, biology also still applies. It is a bit bent out of shape compared to what I used to know, but it isn’t gone. Which is why, despite having the racial ability [Breathes through her Skin], I could still drown.

   Admittedly, I didn’t drown easily. The ability did still work, but I think my current body needed more oxygen than the water around me could provide. Maybe if there was more oxygen in the water I wouldn’t need to breathe at all. Or maybe not, I could be just too large and energetic for that ability to fulfill my oxygen needs.

  I probably would never know and I had more important things to focus on right now, like my magical battle against Ylma.

  A half naked Ylma - who had taken off some of her clothes to avoid getting them wet and was just wearing a slightly longer tunic and a manic smile - was standing in the shallows of the lake we had hiked to. The issue for me, I thought as I sat under the water and glared at her, was how to use the water to block the firebolt she would throw at me as soon as I surfaced. As part of the plan to unlock the Greater Lake Wyvern Evolution, I needed to use water to fight - but I didn’t know how to use water magic yet.

  Ylma had given me a brief lesson, but then said that it would be better for me to gain the Skill in combat instead of from a lecture. The lectures would come, but a combat unlock could help gain new future Evolutions and Classes. So here I was, mostly using [Aerokinesis] and Air Magic to blast the air out of my lungs hard enough to throw water at her. I had yet to block a firebolt doing that and even though she was holding back a ton, Ylma’s fire hurt.

  Plus, I had learned that behind that snobbish noble exterior was a complicated young woman. And by a complicated young woman I mean to say that she is a pyromaniac and a sadist. Possibly even a sadomasochist given how much she was shouting at me to hit her.

  Wait. I had agreed to this, am I a masochist!? No, no, I don’t actually enjoy this. I am just doing it because it needs to be done for my Evolution.

  “Stop hiding and come out Hewka!” Ylma shouted with a wicked smile, “I promise I’ll tone this one down!”

  Liar. My Perception might be relatively low, but I can see the crazy gleam in your eye, Ylma! You are just happy to have a punching bag to use your spells on!

  Yet, I did have to surface. Not just because I did eventually need to breathe - although I could sit underwater for a very long time - but because this was the whole reason we were here. I needed to spend significant time underwater, fight underwater, fight with water, be hurt in water, rest and heal in water to unlock the Greater Lake Wyvern Evolution. That was why Ray and Tamlin were just sitting on a nearby rock and watching the torture session that Ylma called training instead of helping me - although Tamlin was wise enough to only be watching me and not Ylma. Smart kid.

  Well, there was no use delaying any more…

  I tensed my legs against the lake bottom and spread my wings sluggishly through the water, using them to shove the water down and throw me to the water’s surface. I tried to insert my mana into the water even as I opened my mouth to exhale the compressed air I was holding when I reached the optimal depth, causing a geyser of water to erupt in Ylma’s direction.

  I burst out of the water just in time to see Ylma’s fire evaporate the water I sent her way and another firebolt pierce the steam and slam into my stomach.


  [You have been burned! You have lost 10hp!]


  Ow. Can’t she hold back more!? That will take hours to heal! She would have shot me again if I hadn’t dived back into the water. Firebolts landed on the surface of the lake behind me as I dived underwater. Swimming was difficult, but I managed. I had to manage because that was one of the Skills I was hoping to train today.

  “Oh no, I’m not letting you run and make me wait this time!” Ylma shouted as she cackled, “You won’t Level if you don’t really put effort into this Hewka!”

  The pressure from the explosion that followed buffeted me underwater; Ylma hadn’t held back with that one! Would her mana  even be able to keep up with her expenditure? More importantly, is she trying to kill me!?

  “Oh Podi, please don’t let me be sent back to you by a sadomasochistic pyromaniac who got too into training,” I prayed silently, yet fervently. “I promise I won’t call you a pervert anymore! ...well, I won’t for at least one life - but no more, because you know what you’ve done!”


  [Dodge has Leveled up! Dodge is now Level 5!]

  [Swimming has Leveled up! Swimming is now Level 6!]


  Woohoo? That was the first time Dodge had Leveled up and the second time Swimming had Leveled up today. Yet somehow, it didn’t feel quite as good to gain a Level when I was hiding underwater from a one woman artillery barrage. Another wave of pressure shook the depths of the lake as Ylma continued to laugh. This time I was able to use the water around me to alleviate it slightly.


  [You have learned the Skill: Water Magic! Water Magic is now Level 1!]


  Hahaha! Now I shall have my revenge!


*15 Minutes Later*


   “Thank you for healing me,” I whimpered to Chaurl, who was kneeling next to my smoking form, restoring it to some form of normality with the power of his God.

   “She is thanking you,” Ray translated for me, looking far more amused than concerned. “I have to confess that feeling that sudden burst of confidence from her only to see her slapped down so quickly was kind of hilarious though.”

   How was I supposed to know that the sadomasochistic pyromaniac psycho would barbeque me if… I… Right, because she is a sadomasochistic pyromaniac psycho, of course.

   “It did take you a while to notice that Ylma likes fire a bit too much Hewka,” Ray, who could feel the direction of my thoughts, said and started laughing. “I thought you had noticed during our last request or I would have given you a warning.”

   “Are you still planning to continue this training, Hewka?” Chaurl asked mildly, “you don’t have to do this, you know.”

   Well yeah, I don’t have to do any of this and it sure as hell isn’t pleasant. It hurts and it hurts a lot! However, I’ve felt a lot worse pain and I want what I get from this a lot more than I am worried about pain. I need to become stronger, I don’t want to die so easily this life! And when I do die I want to rake in those points; there is no way I’ll give up!

   When I say as much - minus the part about Incarnation - to Chaurl, he grins and his magic flares.

   “Well said,” he watches as my healing speeds up. “And it looks like Lord Jakkus approves of your ambition as well.”

   I will take that as a good thing - so long as Chaurl doesn’t fall over screaming, anyway. I don’t really expect him to though. I don’t know much about the Gods, but Chaurl was more than happy to tell me about Jakkus when I asked through Ray, who promptly left me to his lecture and went off to do something else.

   The short version of that lecture was that Jakkus didn’t particularly care about why someone was motivated towards their ambition. The God only cared about how motivated you were and how ambitious your goal was; he wasn’t about to check the details. Admittedly, that wasn’t exactly true based on what Chaurl said, but it was more or less accurate. Enough that I wasn’t worried about giving my healer a stroke.

   A few minutes later, I was back on my feet, and my self-imposed torture began again.


*One Day Later*


   I was exhausted. We were heading back to Evergold, having probably accomplished enough to unlock the Greater Lake Wyvern Evolution. I had thought that we would have to do more, but apparently I was wrong. In fairness, I can’t imagine many Wyverns that would sleep in a lake on purpose. Or that they would be able to breathe underwater long enough to take a nap and have allies to watch over them during that to make sure they didn’t drown.

  However, unlike my days as a toad, I was not very comfortable sleeping in the water. I had gotten very little sleep last night and it was making the journey back home hellish. While some of it was spent in the air carrying Ray and scouting the land ahead, a good chunk of it was spent being forced to carry my tormenter - Ylma - who was lecturing me on basic magical theory.

  She figured that as long as she was teaching me, she shouldn’t have to walk. Frankly, I didn’t disagree - although part of my agreement was out of fear. Regardless, her lecture was quite informative and also apparently a massive oversimplification.

  “I am trying to explain one of the prime forces of existence,” Ylma said when I asked for the complete version. “Do you honestly think that it is so easy to explain?”

  Well, yes actually. I mean, she had learned it, right? So clearly it could be taught - or so I thought.

  “Most mages or [Mages] you meet won’t know more than the most basic bits of magical theory.” Ylma explained, “a lot of them are reliant on their Class abilities to do much beyond the most basic magic. Even someone like myself, who received a professional education, was only taught a small portion of the knowledge on the subject.”

  That sounded… Incredibly stupid. Why would someone want to go to a magic school that didn’t teach magic!?

  “Oh, but it does. What they teach takes decades for your average [Hedge Mage] to figure out,” Ylma revealed. “However, higher knowledge is reserved for higher Level individuals. Once you learn the basics you are required to leave and gain experience in the real world for a time.”

  I was less than convinced of this system’s efficacy, but it wasn’t like I would be allowed into that magical academy so it wasn’t an issue really. Still, getting information second hand like this… Most of the information on how magic worked was either definitely unknown or restricted to higher tier mages than Ylma and she instead focused on what worked.

  I did get to learn some mana theory, namely how it took on properties based on the area it was in. Fundamentally, one unit of mana was always one unit of mana, whether it was fire element or water element or something more esoteric like swamp element. In fact, calling them “elements” was something of a stretch because the properties were so affected by the location.

  “While a mediocre and uneducated magic user might think that the existence of the Air Magic Skill means that air elemental mana is a thing and just one thing,” Ylma lecuted. “They are wrong. The air on our hike is different from the air in a city. The air in a cave is different from the air on a mountain peak. The air on the coast of the sea is different from the air on the coast of a lake. If you were to compare the mana you found at one lake to that of another, you find subtle differences between them because there are no elements. Merely mana, and the properties it takes.”

  While I had almost no experience with magic in my last world, this seemed absolutely nothing like what I had experienced there and I suspected that magic was different from world to world. Similar enough that I could use it, but different enough that I would have to learn as well.

  “So would the mana we carry in our own pool be attuned to our own properties?” I ask, suspecting the answer.

  “Indeed it is! That is how we recover mana, by converting the properties of the mana around us into our own and absorbing it.”

  “So then if we found mana that was similar in property to our own mana,” I focused my limited Acuity and Willpower to keep my train of thought until the end. “Would we be able to use that environmental mana as our own?”

  Ylma started laughing and it took her a while to calm down, taking deep gasping breaths of air as she bent over.

  “I’m sorry,” she said, still giggling. “I’m not laughing at you so much as laughing at myself. I asked the exact same question and was told by my teacher that someone always does ask it every year.”

  “The short answer is: yes. The slightly longer answer is, it will never occur so why think about it? The best anyone can do is find mana that has properties close to their own because that will increase the rate at which they recover.”

  Yeah, this was nothing like my last world at all. But it had to be, at least slightly, because I had been able to learn magic before I had met Ylma, right? Why was I able to pick up Manasense, Mana Manipulation, and Air Magic using the knowledge I had before if magic here is plainly so different?

  Or is this like asking why biology still seems to function for animals and Sapients here when every monster relies on the system for growth?

  Maybe… Maybe there are some basic rules that always apply to every world, or perhaps there are rules that would apply to every world but something - the various systems, perhaps - bends them out of shape to make new rules so that every world is different. I haven’t the expertise or the knowledge to know for sure, as far as I know Podi rolls a dice every time I am born and randomizes all the possibilities on the spot.

  It is something to keep an eye on for the future.


*Back in Evergold*


   [Dancing has Leveled up! Dancing is now Level 4!]

   [Singing has Leveled up! Singing is now Level 3!]


   So I might have drawn a bit of a crowd with my performance. It was kind of embarrassing, but how am I supposed to raise my Skills without practice!? Knowing Podi that there are two points in the bag right there and I can’t imagine it would be hard to Level them, just time consuming.

   Wait… Can I Level my Acting Skill if I perform in front of an audience? I guess I’ll find out! Now playing, “The Life of Princess Hemere,” with me, Hewka the Wyvern, as the lead actress!

   Is it silly to pretend like that? Yes, it feels stupid and idiotic, but that is part of the point. If I am trying to portray two roles at once, and one of which is a silly and very not dangerous wyvern that absolutely no one should worry about, acting like a fool is kind of useful. Plus, no one can understand me anyway, so they don’t know what I am Acting as or even that I am.

  It is still incredibly humiliating, but it kills multiple birds with one stone so I will let it pass.


*Later That Night*


  Before I go to sleep, I decide to check my Stats. Over the past five days I have been trained and lectured in magic, Writing, and Reading by Ylma; Tracking, Sprinting, and Stealth by Ray; and learned about Teamwork from Rauvin. Even Chaurl, Karlin, and Tamlin had helped out and taught me the basics of several random Skills.


Name: Hewka  Species: Young Gale Wyvern  Level: 2/10  Experience: 195/320 

Class: [Hunter]  Class Level: 27  Health: 454/454 Mana: 54/54 Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 148 End: 172 Vit: 141 Agi: 197 Dex: 111

Per: 168 Acy: 111 Wil: 118 Cha: 107 Mgc: 108

Lck: 163

Abilities:

[Prey Sense](class) [Hunter’s Rest](class) 

[Breathes through her Skin](racial) [Poison Spice](class) 

[Blood Trail](class) [Endless Hunt](racial)

[Toxic Skin](racial) [Toxin Control: Minor](racial) 

[Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial) [Scale Armor: Minor](racial) 

[Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard](racial) [Infravision](racial) 

[Salutivore](racial) [Strong Stomach](racial)

[Aerokinesis](racial) [Gale Wyvern Hide](racial) 

[Lesser Wyvern Hide](racial) [Poison Resistance: Major](racial) 

[Disease Resistance: Minor](racial) [Better First Impression] 

[Healthy Thoughts] [First Words] 

[Killing Blow]

Skills:

Acrobatics: 1 Acting: 3 Air Magic: 4 

Ambush: 4 Analysis: 3 Cartography: 2 

Charge: 5 Cleaning: 4 Climbing: 3 

Composing: 2 Construction: 3 Cooking: 4 

Charm: 3 Crafting: 5 Dancing: 6 

Dagger: 1 Digging: 7 Dodge: 7 

Drawing: 2 Earth Magic: 1 Etiquette: 3 

Fire Magic: 1 Flight: 3 Gardening: 1 

Intimidate: 2 Jumping: 6 Leatherworking: 2 

Mana Manipulation: 7 Manasense: 10 Meditation: 9 

Poetry: 1 Pottery: 2 Reading: 4 

Singing: 6 Spear: 3 Sprinting: 6 

Swimming: 6 Stealth: 7 Taunt: 1 

Teamwork: 3 Throwing: 4 Tracking: 5 

Trap Making: 7 Unarmed Combat: 1 Water Magic: 2 

Weaving: 2 Writing: 8 

            

    
        Extra - Ylma

    
    
    
    
                   Talent. The whole of our society is obsessed with Talent in our youth, and yet it so often doesn’t matter. We humans tend to think of ourselves as superior to the other Sapients in some ways because their Talents are limited, and ours can be anything. However, how many people actually discover their Talents and of those how many have Talents that are useful?

   Every child hopes to be Talented in the Sword and to become a great Adventurer and rarely does a child manage to pick up a sword and learn the Skill to check. This is an example of the great weakness in human Talent - there are thousands of Skills, and few have the time or resources to find what they are Talented in among them. How many ever get the chance to learn how to sense mana, much less manipulate it? How many go beyond that to ever learn a magic Skill?

   Trying to find all your Talents is lunacy. You are better off working hard to raise the Skills you want than chasing dreams.


   -a shopkeeper talking to his son who wanted to learn the Sword.









*Kingdom of Balkus, City of Sier, Twelve Years Ago*

[Commoner] Ylma Zhotova’s POV:


   If there is one thing I have learned, it was that the world was hateful.

 

   [You have been struck! You have lost 3hp!]


   That good will be met with evil and kindness with cruelty. Mercy is the luxury of the strong and no one is strong enough to be able to afford it indefinitely.


   [You have been struck! You have lost 4hp!]


   “She’s running that way!” A child yelled with malicious glee as he picked up another stone. “In the alley, get her! Get her!”


   [You have been struck! You have lost 1hp!]


   Weakness is not pitied, or even ignored - it is seen as an invitation to take.


   “Fuck! The little bitch could fit through a gap that small?” An older child - Kievus - spat and tossed his stone aside. “Just proves she's a [Witch].”

   “A bitchy [Witch]!” Another called out and they all laughed. As if no one had ever thought of that insult before. As if I had never heard it before.

   “...I’m not a [Witch],” I whisper into the shadows of the empty alley. The world is hateful though; it does not care and neither do the kids who chased me with stones. I was just another orphan girl, and one who had the misfortune of being distinguished from all of the others.

   “You got your beautiful red hair from your father’s side of the family,” she used to tell me with a smile. “Even though your dad doesn’t have it, all of his brothers and sisters do. You should be proud to be connected to that heritage.”

   What heritage that was, I will never know because the world took my mother away from me a week later. Dad had died a year before, but that is just how it was in Balkus if you lived in one of the small towns. Monsters were everywhere, and it was only a matter of time before some kind of disaster occured.

   In the end, I was brought to Sier to be placed in the orphanage here. It burned down barely a month after I arrived and was never rebuilt. The other children blamed me for the fire and even though I swore before a [Priest] of Alet that I hadn’t started the fire, they still believed I caused it somehow.

   Mom was a [Healer] and had started to teach me magic so that I could follow after her; I had the Skills Manasense, Mana Manipulation, and Fire Magic; I had foolishly thought to be helpful and use my magic to help light cooking fires and hearth fires in the orphanage; and I had red hair, so I must be a [Witch] who tricked the [Priest] with my evil magic!

  As if that was even possible. Even the [Secret Priests] who worshipped the God of Secrets could only hide the Truth for a time from the clergy of Alet. No one could hide from their sight forever, and someone like me wouldn’t be able to hide at all.

  My aching stomach brought me back to the present. I could ignore the pain of being hit by rocks, but the pain of an empty stomach was far more insistent. How long had it been since I had not been some degree of hungry? As long as I had been on the streets, so at least two years, I suppose.

  It would have been easy to beg or to steal or to whore myself. As young as I was, people would take pity on me even with my hair. That same youth and hair would make me particularly attractive to the disgusting freaks that prey on orphans. As for theft? I had magic that I could use to start distractions and even grab things from a distance.

  But I couldn’t let go of my parent’s lessons.

  “There will always be people who say or do bad things,” Dad had said to me, so many years ago when I came to him crying from other kids teasing me. “But you don’t need to sink to their level. Rise above it and be better, and if you are better than them, why should their words matter at all?”

  “Everyone has an ideal they strive for,” Mom told me one night after Dad had died. “But they make excuses for why they can never reach that goal. Don’t make excuses Ylma. Be the best you and let others be the worst them.”

  I would not beg, I would not steal, I would not sell my dignity for a mere bite to eat! I was better than that, better than those who chased and harassed me! I had survived these past couple of years by working as I could.

  A scrap of wood, a bit of paint, and I had made a sign to advertise what I could do. Every so often the kids would chase me down and break it, and I would have to make a new one, but it served its purpose. Where others made signs begging for a copper and prayed to the Gods for the generosity of passerby, mine said:

  “Teaching Skills! Manasense, Mana Manipulation, Reading, Writing and Arithmetic! Will work for food or copper!”

  All Skills a [Healer] needed, all Skills my mom had taught me and that I had wished to ignore in favor of playing. I say a small prayer for my dead mom and dad for making me stay and learn. Unlike so many other parents, they had given me tools to survive even should the worst happen to them.

  Hopefully today I would find someone who wanted to learn from me for a while and could provide food for a couple of weeks. I never asked for much, I can survive being somewhat hungry. A shadow blocked the sun for a moment, and I wrenched myself from my thoughts to smile politely at whomever had stopped before me, only to blink in surprise.

  “Oh? You are teaching Skills, little girl?” the lady spoke, her voice like music.

  I barely looked at her before bowing my head, knowing to always respect my betters. And this woman, dressed as she was in a silken robe - rich in dye and design - with jewelry glittering on her fingers and in her hair, was undoubtedly a noble.

  “Yes my Lady, although I wouldn’t dare claim to be able to teach someone like you.”

  “You speak quite well too,” She mused, “tell me, where did you learn all of this?”

  “My mother and father taught me. My mother was a [Healer] and my father was an [Alchemist].”

  “Was? No, don’t answer - I know enough,” the noble glanced to her side and gave an order to a man who I hadn’t noticed. “Bertrand, take her.”

  Noble or not, when I heard those two words I turned and ran. I didn’t even make it three steps before a gloved hand caught my wrist. I twisted, fire in my other hand and as I tried to escape - but my fire died before I could use it! In fact, I couldn’t use my magic at all! And without my magic I was nothing but a starving child…

  I slumped, there was no point to struggling. I was brought into a carriage by the lady’s servant and sat across from the lady herself. I was probably going to be taken as a [Slave]. Slavery was illegal in Balkus, but that was never enforced with the kingdom in constant chaos. A lady like this… She could do pretty much whatever she wanted with me and no one would care.

  “Oh, Bertrand, look at her! She looks like a criminal consigned to the gallows!”

  “Lady Hanette, you did just have me abduct her off the street without an explanation…” The servant next to me sighed, “anyone would believe that you had some nefarious goal.”

  “True, true.” Lady Hanette returned her focus to me and asked, “what is your name child?”

  “Ylma Zhotova, lady.” I answered quietly. There was no point staying silent, she would undoubtedly get whatever answers she wanted from me eventually.

  “Well little Ylma, I am Maria deVon Jassui, a [Countess] from Frakus.” She said with a smile, confirming her aristocratic origins. “And you, Ylma, give me a particularly good feeling. So I have an offer to make you.”


*Kingdom of Frakus, Royal Academy of Magic, Eleven Years and Six Months Ago* 


   I couldn’t help but be nervous as I looked at the Academy. It seemed more like a palace out of a dream than a school to me. I watched in awe as I gazed open mouthed at the building floating above my head - no, the buildings, because the palace-like entrance was the only building actually on the ground. The rest of the campus was in the air, the buildings enchanted to fly and connected by bridges of light.

  This was supposed to be my home for the next eight years. [Countess] Jassui had brought me here to Frakus, tested me, and then adopted me. I was now Ylma Jassui, although I was not a noble and I was going to be one of the only [Commoners] in an academy that was made for [Nobles] and royalty.

  I took a deep breath and then made my way inside. I was greeted by the servants and directed to my quarters, which involved taking a floating platform up past the roof and stepping out onto one of the light bridges. I did my best not to look down, but my eyes were drawn down to the mostly transparent bridge.

  I hate to admit that the first challenge that I wavered at was merely walking across the bridge to the dormitory. Suddenly, I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs and I felt like the world was spinning. This only increased my terror, because now I wasn’t sure I could take a step without falling.

  I think I might have collapsed right there if someone hadn’t caught me.

  “Careful there, miss. The bridges can take some getting used to. Here, let me help you.”

  I was shaking as I was gently guided onto solid ground again - albeit solid ground that was also floating in the air. It was only there that I was able to get enough air to thank my rescuer.

  “Than-” I started to speak, but as I looked up at the person who had helped me there was one thing I noticed above all others. It wasn’t his fine clothes - although they were nicer than any I had ever seen even with the [Countess] - and it wasn’t his handsome face - although that was enough to make me blush considering he had his arm around my waist - no, it was the golden circlet glinting on his head.

  I immediately tried to bow and almost fell over as I started to stammer, “My Pr- Prince! I- I didn’t realize - I mean - I am sorry for my rudeness!”

  He merely laughed, gently grabbing my shoulder and making me raise my head. “Rudeness? What sort of man would I be if I left a young lady in distress?”

  Of course, it would surprise nobody - not even myself - that Prince Luoes of Frakas would end up being my first crush. Foolish, of course. He was a [Prince] seven years my elder, and I was a foreign [Commoner] from a war torn country who was only nine years old. I wasn’t good enough for him and I knew it, but I wanted to be.

  I threw myself into my studies with a passion, determined to be better still. It wasn’t like I could make friends here. I was here because I was Talented in Manasense and Meditation, but in the end I was still just a [Commoner]. In fact, if it weren’t for the continued kindness of the [Prince] I might have been bullied nearly as bad as I had been back in Sier.

  He graduated a year later, but by then I had established something of a reputation in my class year. There was no one as hardworking, no one as dedicated, and no one as skilled or knowledgeable than me at our age.

  “You may not be a [Noble], but you are better than the rest of the rabble,” my [Noble] classmates would say.

  Of course I was better than them. My contempt for other [Commoners] was legendary.

  “Anyone, even those without Talent, can learn Manasense and Mana Manipulation,” I would say. “Every single human can learn at least some magic that would improve their daily lives. Yet most don’t, because they are lazy or because they are stupid or because they have allowed themselves to be brainwashed by superstition. How could I fail to be better than them?”

  I picked up Alchemy and studied some of the more esoteric magics in my second year. In my third year I had learned enough of Enchanting to cast a blessing on the [Prince] - who was getting married to a [Duke’s Heiress] later that year. My youthful fantasies were broken, but I still felt I owed him anyway.

  Even though it still hurt, I was better than the other girls who gossiped about the heiress and just barely hid their distaste.

  After my fourth year, I was able to take a vacation and I decided to return to Sier, just to see where I had come from again.


*Kingdom of Balkus, City of Sier, Seven Years Ago*


   I suppose that a young, wealthy-looking, lady would be a tempting target to the desperate types that lived on the streets that I was visiting. Perhaps someone might have tried to stop and rob me if it wasn’t for the [Bodyguard] generously lent to me by the [Countess]. I would like to imagine that I could handle myself, but the truth is that the various criminals here undoubtedly outlevel me right now.

   The years had not been kind to Sier - not that they were ever kind in Balkus - and the city was both larger and more poor than it was when I had lived here before. It looked different, seeing it now that I was older. I can’t even say that I recognize the streets because the ramshackle buildings had been torn down and rebuilt, shifting the very roads themselves.

  The [Countess] thought it was amusing when I talked like that, always telling me that I was far too young to talk like I was so old. My thoughts turned to her as I walked down the street she had picked me up on. It still remained and I couldn’t help but flip a few silver coins to a beggar who was sitting at the spot where I used to offer training. The spot where the [Countess] had seen me for the first time.

  “Oh! Thank you my lady!” He was an older man with scars and he was missing a leg, “May the Gods bless you ma’am, surely!”

  “They already have,” the Gods have nothing to do with it. “I am just passing the favor on.”

  I smiled of course, hiding my true thoughts. My own apathy, or quite possibly antipathy, towards the Gods was not a common sentiment and I was not so petty as to spit on someone’s well meant gratitude just because I had my own personal issues with the Gods. I was better than that.

  The tensing of my [Bodyguard] was all the warning I got before they spoke:

  “And maybe you would be so kind as to pass some of that blessing our way, hmm?” I turned around to see a group of young toughs, led by a familiar face. Although I doubted Kievus recognized the young belle before him as the filthy orphan he had last seen as he chased her into an alley with rocks.

  “These streets are dangerous anyways,” Kievus continued. “And us here gentlemen would be happy to escort a lady around safe.”

  “Why Kievus, you and I both know that you are about as much of a gentleman as a Goblin is an Elf.” I replied with a light tone, “I guess it shouldn’t surprise me to find you here, and still attempting to bully girls no less.”

  “Who the hell are you?” Kievus snarled, looking around warily now. Clearly he suspected a trap of some kind, “how do you know my name?”

  “A poor memory to go along with your other faults… Well, I guess I am not surprised,” I heaved a dramatic sigh. “I would have hoped that you would remember me, given my hair color.”

  Even with that hint, there was only confusion on his face. I suppose, thinking about it now, that what was a major and traumatic part of my life was likely just an amusing few hours of diversion for him. It is fascinating, I feel - in a detached way - that something so important to one person can be so meaningless to another.

  “Enough riddles,” he drew a knife and showed it off menacingly. “How do you know who I am? Who are you?”

  “You used to call me ‘the bitchy [Witch],’” I spoke lightly, raising a hand to my hair. “You would call me that as you and your gang chased me, throwing stones and laughing. Does that ring a bell?

  His face was blank for a moment, but then it scrunched up as he started to think - a unique experience for him, I am sure. He lowered his knife slightly, as he squinted at me and looked me up and down. I am not sure if I should be glad that at least he wasn’t leering at me given my age or mad because he clearly hadn’t even considered it despite not being all that much older.

  “You know her, K?” one of the toughs behind Kievus asked.

  “Yeah…” Kievus answered slowly, “she was a refugee girl from a few years back… I thought she had died on the street somewhere.”

  “I am surprised you even thought of me that much,” I was impressed he had even bothered to wonder. “But the real question is: what happens now, Kievus?”

  His eyes narrowed and his jaw set and I had my answer even before he spoke. I began to prepare myself for a fight, gathering my mana for an attack.

  “We weren’t friends or nothing,” he said aloud. “But I think I could give you a discount on your safety ‘contribution.’ Call it a congratulations for having made it.”

  I lost my grip on my mana out of sheer surprise. I knew how the gangs worked, and unless Kievus was a high ranking member - or at the very least, a highly favored member - they’d make him cover the difference out of his own pocket. He actually was… being nice!?

  “Yeah, I threw some rocks at you with some other kids, but I ain’t a kid anymore.” He had noticed my surprise and replied to my unspoken question. “Not scared of magic anymore neither. You couldn’t have done nothing back then anyway or you would’ve beat the lot of us then. ‘Sides, refugees from the towns and villages bring business for us; they aren’t competition.”

  I was gaping in surprise at this point, and consciously had to close my mouth. That wasn’t precisely an apology, but anyone could read between the lines and see that Kievus was basically admitting that he was wrong. Poor grammar aside, he even had some things rather well thought out too!

  I was tempted - oh, so tempted - to curse him. I had planned - no, it might be better to say that I had dreamed and fantasized - about returning and casting a real curse on him. I had not actually sought him out, and was never going to seek him out, but if I came across Kievus in my visit… It would not be wrong to say that I had hoped for this scene to play out, but it had gone off script.

  Now I had a decision to make. I could forgive him, pay what he asked, and move on - perhaps even doing something for him before I go, just to help incentivize kindness a little bit - I could decide not to forgive him, but still pay what he asked and avoid a fight; or I could attack him and curse him like I had planned to do.

  Mom and Dad had told me to be better; to be the best, even when others were at their worst. My Mom had been a [Healer], and she had always worked to make things better around her by helping others. But… It was just so hard… Why should I need to be better than others? Why do I have to carry that burden when others simply half-ass their lives?

  “How much are you asking for me to ‘hire’ you gentlemen?” I asked, even though it grated, because I was better than the part of me that wanted to set him on fire. The reason I wasn’t on the street and the reason that I had gone from a hungry orphan in an alley into a [Mage] eating at the same table as the nobility was because of my mom and dad’s words.

  Why should I do it? Because it works, I am better than my Luck Stat. My life is not determined by my Stats, it is determined by me. I had never imagined that I would spend my vacation teaching my old tormenter the basics of Manasense and Mana Manipulation, but sometimes life was strange.


*Kingdom of Frakus, Royal Academy of Magic, Four Years Ago* 


 

   “Did you hear about the new proposal from the [Prince]?” One of the younger girls in a group of them at a nearby table asked the rest.

  I might have been above gossiping myself, but surely there was nothing hypocritical if I was just listening, right? I normally wouldn’t even listen, but even now I was still soft on the [Prince]. I think that my impossible feelings were dying slower because they were impossible. After all, what is the difference between the impossible task of a [Commoner] marrying a [Prince] and the impossible task of a woman marrying an already married man?

  If anything, the latter was the more possible of the two. It was my common birth that made it impossible, not his own marriage.

  “I did!” Another answered, fanning herself. “Shocking, wasn’t it?”

  I was in the library’s common area, which didn’t have any restrictions on noise unlike the study rooms. I generally used the study rooms, but sometimes I just felt more comfortable when surrounded by ambient noise. Today was one of those times, and despite my current distraction I had gotten a lot done.

  “But it does make sense,” one girl spoke slower, calculatingly. “Why shouldn’t the nobility control Class choice among the [Commoners]? We have education and knowledge that they do not, surely we know better than they do.”

  Huh. Well, given the content of their discussion, it sounded like the [Prince] had proposed to take away the right of the low born to choose their own Classes. I could see why it was shocking and controversial, nearly every kingdom considered it a natural right belonging to all Sapients and Demihumans. On the other hand, the concept of a “natural right” only stretched so far. A [Noble] might not be able to order someone to take up the [Farmer] Class, but they could order them to work on a farm. They could conscript someone into a militia, even if that conscript refused to take a [Militiaman] or [Soldier] Class.

  Personally, even though my own freedom was on the line, I was somewhere between approving and ambivalent to this idea. Few people ever filled all their Class slots, and they could always abandon a Class later, so why would it even be a problem if they were forced to take a Class? If they aren’t using that Class in their daily life it won’t Level and therefore won’t be useful, so a [Noble] would only order a Class taken if the person was going to use it. Refusal to take a Class in that situation just seemed foolish.

  The next line jolted me out of my thoughts: “But the [Serf] Class? Isn’t that basically a slave Class?”

  When I heard that, I had to get up and walk over to the table where the girls were speaking. They were fellow students here, [Ladies] a year or two younger than myself.

  “Apologies [Ladies],” I greeted them with a slightly strained smile. “But I couldn’t help overhear your conversation; would you mind if I joined in?”

  I was a far better student than most of the gossips - some of whom I suspected were actually [Gossips] - and that, plus my slightly older age, gave me just enough prestige that they let me join the conversation with only slight reluctance. Reluctance which faded as they dug into the news about the [Prince].

  Myself? I became quieter and quieter, eventually excusing myself and leaving the library. I couldn’t trust the word of a single woman, especially one of the gossips. No, I had to double check and that meant talking to someone connected and informed. Someone connected, informed, and willing to speak to and answer a [Commoner’s] questions.

  Fortunately, despite the difference between my status and theirs, the [Teachers] and [Professors] here had high opinions of me. For the most part, anyway. Regardless, it didn’t take me long at all to get that confirmation.

  The [Prince] wasn’t just pushing to allow [Nobles] to demand their [Commoner] populations take certain Classes, he wanted to eliminate [Commoners] and replace them with [Serfs]! Something he might be able to do without anyone elses consent when he becomes [King] simply by ordering it to be so. [Kings] could already forcibly change some Classes, and changing the law of the land might be enough to enforce it on all citizens who acknowledged him as their [King]!

  The [Serf] Class was one of the slave Classes. You couldn’t choose to be a [Serf], not really, it could only be forced on you. No one would choose it anyway, because like all slave Classes it enforced certain rules and behaviors on the Class holder, the most noticeable of which was the inability of a [Serf] to leave the land of the [Noble] that ruled them. [Serfs] would find that the edge of that [Noble’s] territory to be an invisible, but impenetrable, wall.

  Other things that were enforced by the Class? Obedience for one, although not as strongly as the [Slave] Class did. A [Serf] could be ordered to do things in a general sense, but they had the autonomy to act as they wished so long as they were technically accomplishing the assigned task while a [Slave] had to follow orders to the letter. Although this difference was mostly academic, because from the perspective of a [Serf] it wouldn’t feel much different.

  I wrote a letter to the [Prince] that night, unable to understand how the kind [Prince] I used to know had changed into the kind of man who would enslave every free person in what would be his kingdom. It wouldn’t even be very efficient! Slave Classes were well known for giving mostly survival related Skills, their low Stat growth outside of Endurance, and their tendency to stunt the growth of other Classes.

  I pointed as much out in my letter, not content to merely appeal to his conscience. If his kindness wasn’t a lie and it hadn’t changed, that would mean that he had made this proposal despite his feelings and so appealing to his feelings alone would likely get me nowhere. I sent the letter and spent the next two weeks avidly following any gossip about the [Prince] and anxiously waiting for his reply - hoping that he would send one and hoping that he would change his mind.

  Two weeks later, I got my reply and my hopes were dashed. Moreover, I was shocked by what I read.


  Dear Mrs. Jassui,


  It was good to hear from you again, despite the content of your letter. I understand why overhearing my proposal second or third hand would alarm you, yet you are the basis for my proposal in the first place. You once told me that the difference between the average [Commoner] and yourself was nothing but the motivation to be “better.” This stuck in my mind and I found myself agreeing.

  What separates the successful from the pathetic? Effort. Even the lowliest [Servant] can seek to improve themselves and improve their lives either by Evolving their Class or by raising their Skills or even just finding ways to improve their efficacy and efficiency in their day to day life. Yet how many do even the smallest amount of this?

  I have access to the numbers and Classes of the people in Frakus, as best as we are able to count anyway. Relatively few people Evolve their Classes before they die, and yet many are able to Evolve their Class without much effort. They could do better, but they won’t do better.

  You taught me that Willpower is not willpower. The Stat might make your willpower stronger and make hard choices easier, but if you are willing to hurt to accomplish a goal you can push past even a low Will Stat. If you stake your identity on a concept, that concept can be stronger than your Stat shows.

  Were I someone else, I would do naught but praise you, but I will be a [King]. As a [King] I have to do what I think is best for my kingdom, and I believe that serfdom is the best choice for now.

  It is a hard choice and a choice that I likely won’t ever forgive myself for, but the people can do better. They will be better, even if I have to make them better at the point of a sword.


  Sincerely, yet sadly,

  [Prince] Luoes


  P.S. My great Father has adopted another one of my proposals. I remember you were quite a good student, and now the top three students that graduate the Academy will be granted an honorary noble title if they don’t already have one. Study hard, and next time we meet you might be a [Noble] yourself.


  I… Understood what the [Prince] was doing. I didn’t like it, but I could see why he was doing it. In the proposal he outlined, the [Serf] Class would be a stepping stone. An easy way for him to force people to improve themselves and once they saw the benefits of self-improvement they would not need the [Serf] Class anymore. The average Level and quality of Classes would rise, and the kingdom would prosper from the royal family all the way down to the poorest orphan.

  It made me uneasy, but [Prince] Luoes was not wrong that the best choice sometimes hurt. I wrote back, saying that I understood and thanking him for taking the time to reply to me.


*Kingdom of Frakus, Royal Academy of Magic, Three Years Ago* 


   “-and on behalf of the [King] - long may he reign with wisdom and grace - I grant you, Elma Jassui, an honorary noble title. From now on, you are Elma deVon Jassui!” There was applause from the seated crowd as the [Headmaster] presented me with a noble title, even though he said my name wrong. Hopefully that wouldn’t be too annoying to correct when I mingled at the party afterwards.


   “[You have met the requirements for the Class: [Noble]!]

   [You have 7 open Class Slots.]

   [You have Classes available, would you like to see them now?]”


   I had graduated at the top of my class, and gained a new Class for it. Unfortunately, I was not better than making that pun, but I allowed myself to feel a little giddy as I opened up my Menu and took the [Noble] Class.


   “[Congratulations! You have chosen the Class: [Noble]!]

   [You have gained the Class Ability: Noble Bearing!]”


   I immediately felt more comfortable in my formal dress and it was easier for me to keep my back straight. I don’t know what the Ability did in its entirety, but I would read it later - staring into space right now would be ill taken. It was important for me to make a good impression today. It had been nine months since [Prince] Luoes proposal was accepted, and many [Commoners] had their Classes changed to [Serf].

   Near as I could tell, things were not going according to plan. The temples had come out hard against the proposal, but had not outright forbidden it and the nobility was already starting to exploit the power they had over their people.

   While I would be employed by the [Countess] - who had not followed the [King’s] decree and allowed her [Commoners] to remain [Commoners] instead of becoming [Serfs] - I would have time to travel around the country. I would help the [Prince] by keeping an eye on some of the more troublesome [Nobles]. I didn’t like this, but I would help to make it work.

   However, it wasn’t going to be easy. Kievus wasn’t a good man, but he had become a better man than he was at first. He had the face of a gleeful and sadistic bully as a kid, and he still showed a lot of that swagger - but it covered exhaustion, desperation, and resignation and he was happy to see someone else escape that life.

   The [Nobles] I had for classmates had gone from arrogant to cold and calculating at best, and at worst had gone from arrogant to more arrogant. Most had been going for a Class like [Mage Lord], but since the advent of serfdom in Frakus a couple of inheriting [Lords] had gained the Class [Magister]. While the [Magister] Class wasn’t inherently linked with slavery Classes, but it was heavily associated with them. Slavery was sinking into the [Noble] culture faster than anyone expected.


*Kingdom of Frakus, Royal Palace, Two Years Ago*


   I had an audience with His Highness, [Prince] Luoses. It had been nearly two years since the [King] had accepted his proposal, and I was here to beg the [Prince] to reconsider. His plan had failed in just about every way it could have. After witnessing the depravity that people could sink to if given the chance, I realized the horrible naivety that underlay this plan.

   It presumed that the nobility were good people and that they were able to help and guide the people under them. Unfortunately, the amount of good [Nobles], [Lords], and [Ladies] was far less than what I might have hoped, and having such power over their [Serfs] corrupted even decent [Nobles] quickly. The good ones? Well, most of them refused to allow their populations become [Serfs] and the few who actually tried to follow the [Prince’s] plan were mostly incompetent and unable to improve their people meaningfully.

   It was only a fraction of a fraction of a fraction that managed to succeed and they represented too small of a population for it to matter. It wasn’t worth it.

   “Ah, Mrs. Jassui,” the [Prince] entered the room with a smile on his face, followed by a young [Servant] girl. “It is wonderful to see you again!”

   “You honor me, Your Highness,” I stood up and smoothly knelt. “I am overjoyed that you were willing to see someone like me.”

   He laughed, “you don’t need to kneel - you are a [Noble] now, a bow will suffice!”

   “Your Highness, I kneel out of respect to the Crown and the Royal Family,” I answered, although I smiled back. “Despite my honorary title, I am still a [Commoner]; it is right that I should show respect to royalty.”

   “And I accept your respect,” the [Prince] walked up to me and offered his hand. “Yet, here in private I would have my former classmate stand.”

   Did I take his hand because of my feelings for him? If I was honest with myself, yes. In a more formal setting I probably should have remained on my knees until he asked again and then stand by myself. I was almost never around men of my station, so I had ended up continuing to cling to old feelings even years later.

   “Thank you my [Prince], you are too kind.” I said, attempting to keep my voice steady despite my fast beating heart. “Yet I fear I must rely on your kindness once again, because I am here to beg you to convince His Majesty to rescind the [Serf] decree. I am sorry to say it, but it hasn’t worked.”

   “Yes, I know,” his voice hardened and he glared at his [Servant], who flinched away from his gaze. “You are special, it seems. Most of the peasantry are useless fools, unable to advance even with guidance and resources!”

   “Please, Your Highness,” the [Servant] girl whispered. “I’m sor-”

   [Prince] Luoses turned on his heel and strode over to the [Servant], interrupting her by slapping her across the face hard. As an adult man hitting a young girl, he knocked her to the ground.

   “Sorry? You stupid fool,” I was shocked to see the [Prince], a paragon of virtue in my mind, proceed to kick the [Servant] who curled into a ball to protect her head. “Even in this, you fail! You could have Leveled your Etiquette simply by standing there and doing nothing, yet you can’t even do that!”

   “Your Highness, please, stop.” I spoke up as soon as I gained control of myself again, “there is no need to beat her, I am sure she can be guided without resorting to that…”

   “Ha! This is just another in a recent string of failures for her,” he kicked her one last time before turning back to me and smiling again. “No matter what I do, I cannot motivate her. Even with her family or purity on the line, she still messes up again and again. And she is hardly the first one I have tried with! No, the low born are just that. A few special people like yourself might arise on occasion, but most are just scum.”

   I was horrified and terrified. What had happened to the [Prince]? How could he be so kind to me, but so cruel to another? And from what he said…

   “Forgive me, Your Highness,” I had to ask, “but when you said ‘purity,’ did you mean…?”

   The answer horrified me, and I did something I never thought I would: I took hold of the blessing I gave him all those years ago and twisted it. Under normal circumstances, I would never be able to do this. The [Prince] also had a [Mage] Class and wore protections against hostile magic, but he had accepted my blessing years ago and I had blessed him for his kindness. Things like that mattered to magic like this.

   “Ylma?” [Prince] Luoses could see the mana flowing, but since it was partially inside of him it was hard for him to see it perfectly. He would have to rely purely on his Manasense to understand, but it was too late. “What are you doing?”

   “My [Prince], not even twenty minutes ago, I thought I loved you,” I answered with tears in my eyes. “But now I know that what I loved was just a figment of my imagination, and I have seen who you truly are. [Prince] Luoses, once I blessed you for your kindness and now I curse you for your cruelty. Should you raise a hand against another again save in self defense, you will suffer for it.”


   “[You have met the requirements for the advanced Class: [Witch]!]

   [You have 6 open Class Slots.]

   [You have Classes available, would you like to see them now?]”


   He merely snorted, saying, “It is impossible to curse me through my protections. Here, watch.”

   He turned and kicked the young girl, only to start screaming when fire leapt from the candles and set him on fire. [Guards] rushed in as the [Prince] thrashed and shouted and clawed at his burning clothes and hair.

   “[You have met the requirements for the Class: [Fire Mage]!]

   [You have 6 open Class Slots.]

   [You have Classes available, would you like to see them now?]”


   The fire was put out soon; the [Royal Guard] did not lack for magic users nor [Healers]. Then, the [Prince’s] hate filled glare settled on me.

   “She did this!” He told them, “Arrest her and have her executed! Now!”

   The [Royal Guard] drew their weapons and began to approach me, but I stood there feeling a strong sense of calm settle on me. I stood by what I had done.

  “I demand a trial by Alet and Scalus,” I invoked one of the God given rights available to all Sapients by the Gods themselves. “Justice is not law, nor is law, Justice, and I would put my case before Scalus for his Judgement.”

  The [Prince] was still yelling for my arrest and execution, but the [Royal Guard] hesitated. I had cursed the [Prince], but ignoring the edicts of the Gods would bring down a curse that made mine look quaint. Alet would know, because Alet always knows, and she would tell her brother and they would feel the wrath of the Gods.

  They arrested me, but they called for the servant’s of the Gods. I was not taken to the dungeon, but instead was dragged before the [King] himself. I knelt without having to be forced, because the [King] was not his son. I was unsure if the [King] was good or evil, so I could only offer respect to the institution.

  I was better than the people who could not tell the difference between the throne and the person on it.

  Given the gravity of the situation, it was unsurprising that we did not have to wait long for the [Priestesses] to arrive. The [Royal Guard] offered no explanation, because none was needed. The [Priestess] of Alet looked at me and knew, looking at me for a few seconds before whispering in the ear of the other [Priestess].

   “You have asked for, and will now receive Judgement from the Gods themselves, as is your ancient right.” The [Priestess] of Scalus spoke, “know, that by the grace of Alet, that Scalus can weigh not just this moment, but the entirety of your life - past, present, and future.”

   Now that was strange. Normally, the [Priestesses] would only rule on what they were called for. It strained the [Priestesses] to Channel that much of their God’s power, and it was rare that they would bother to do so.

   “Scalus has, in his wisdom, decided not to Judge you,” the [Priestess] continued, to the shocked mutters of everyone in the room. “As such, our role here is done.”

   Scalus had decided not to Judge me.

   If it was rare for the Gods to weigh a person’s entire life, it was even more rare for Scalus to decide not to make a Judgement at all. When Scalus refused to Judge, it was a declaration that someone had done the wrong thing for the right reason. A [Thief] stealing a loaf of bread from a [Merchant] for a starving friend would be Judged by Scalus - although Mercy would almost certainly interfere there. However, a [Thief] who saw that [Merchant] steal his location from another by using [Thugs] to intimidate them and decided to steal from the [Merchant] after seeing that would often have Scalus refuse to Judge.

   How do you steal from a [Thief]? How dare someone declare “justice” in hanging a [Thief] who stole from another [Thief]? How dare the powerful shield themselves in law and call their acts Just? Yet, acts of vengeance and vigilantism are not Justice either. Even if the system is corrupt, a criminal is still a criminal. Wrong is still wrong, and Justice is always Justice; absolute beyond human ken.

   And in that confusing mass of possibilities and potentials, there is a thin line that divides right and wrong. Today, I walked that line.

   “Ylma,” the [Priestess] spoke quietly to me as the people around erupted in protest and argument, “would you like to come with us? I doubt you will be welcome here anymore.”

   I nodded, still stunned by what had happened and was guided out of the Palace and to the Temple. The Gods themselves had weighed my entire life and decided that I was neither good nor bad. I… Wasn’t sure how to react to that… There was no point in denying it, Truth and Justice had made the declarations. If they say it is so, then it is so.

   I was lost in my thoughts, simply sitting in the temple, when an [Acolyte] approached me with a smile.

   “Hello there Ylma, my God asked that I find you.” He held his hand out and I shook it, somewhat numbly. “Ah, how rude of me, I forgot to introduce myself. I am Chaurl Kent, do you have a moment to hear about Lord Jakkus, God of Ambition?”

   It was then everything crystalized for me. I didn’t need to be good or bad, I would simply just be better.

            

    
        Chapter Forty Three - A Discussion on Evolutions

    
    
    
    
                Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV:


   “So what are my options for Juvenile Evolutions anyway?” I asked, having realized that just following Ylma’s advice - as well meaning as I believed it to be - might not be the best idea. “Presuming only a single horizontal Evolution beforehand in the Young stage.”

   I was, currently, sprawled out on the roof of the inn as Rauvin, Chaurl, Tamlin and Karlin were handling a quest inside of town. In what was certainly the most egregious oversight ever to occur in any world, the buildings in the town weren’t built Wyvern sized, and so I was sunning myself while I waited for my teammates to handle the quest.

   I was joined by Ylma and Ray because Ylma was about as subtle as lighting someone’s hair on fire and Ray stood out in the purely human population. We were talking about monsters and Evolutions, and I decided to ask about my own. I had been swept up before, but really this requires more thought.

   “Oh there are quite a few,” Ylma answered. “If you choose one of the three basic elements for your horizontal Young Evolution you have a ton of options. Although I do think the Lake Wyvern Evolution is far better than the others.”

   “I agree with Ylma,” Ray spoke up from where she lay with her eyes closed, enjoying the warm sun despite the cool air. “Plus, the Lake Wyvern requirements were pretty easy to meet, whereas a lot of the others would require a bunch of work.”

   “I’m not really arguing about whether it is the best choice, but I am curious on what my other choices are.” I do admit that I suspected that they were hiding something from me, but Ray just started giggling when she felt it through the bond so I don’t think it was that much of an issue. “I mean, I can guess what you mean by an ‘elemental Evolution,’ but I am still just guessing.”

   “It is pretty self-explanatory,” Ylma agreed. “An elemental Evolution is simply an Evolution associated with one of the primary mana elements: Fire, Water, Air, and Earth. So you, as a Gale Wyvern, are associated with Air and a Lake Wyvern would be associated with Water.”

  “And presumably an Ocean Wyvern would also be associated with Water?”

  “If they existed, yes.” Ylma nodded before explaining that strictly speaking there were no Ocean Wyverns, but there were Coastal Wyverns and Deep Wyverns.

  “Wouldn’t a Deep Wyvern be stronger than a Lake Wyvern?” I mean, “Deep” sounds more powerful than “Lake” to me. Admittedly, a Deep Wyvern would probably lose to a Lake Wyvern if they fought in the air, but that isn’t really saying anything about their power but instead about their adaptation.

  “Yes and no?” Ray felt thoughtful, although she looked rather serene; Elves seemed to be Talented at Meditation. “It depends on what you mean by ‘power.’”

  “A Deep Wyvern has a more powerful [Hydrokinesis] ability,” Ylma pulled out the information we had purchased and was reviewing it. “They have different racial hide Abilities, but the key difference for you - and for us - is that the Lake Wyvern still has a Talent for Flight.”

  Makes sense, I suppose. A Deep Wyvern, by the sounds of it, didn’t exactly need to fly much. That said, a more powerful [Hydrokinesis] did sound nice…

  “More importantly,” Ylma continued on as she read. “Becoming a Deep Wyvern would have a significant impact on your Juvenile Evolutions. Options like the Cloud Wyvern would be off the table, which would prevent you from becoming a Storm Wyvern as an Adult without taking another horizontal Evolution somewhere.”

  “Hmmmm,” I distracted myself as I noticed that when I, presumably out of human habits, used “hmmm” as an interjection it sounded like I was growling. No, Cadence, stay on topic! “What about the other elements?”

  “I have to admit I have a personal bias towards Fire,” Ylma unnecessarily admitted. I knew she was a pyromaniac, so that didn’t surprise me at all. “But becoming something like a Blaze Wyvern would be problematic anywhere near flammable objects. Unfortunately, I know from experience that pretty much everything burns if you try hard enough, so that would be very inconvenient for you.”

  “Blaze Wyvern’s hide can hit high enough temperatures to set paper on fire,” Ray noted. “It would make riding you pretty dangerous for me. Ylma would have to pick up the [Wyvern Rider] Class.”

  “Can you imagine?” Ylma smiled and laughed, “throwing fire down on our enemies from on high?”

  It would be pretty amazing… What monster would be able to stop that? Of course, the only difference between Ylma’s fire and Ray’s arrows is that Ray doesn't cause collateral damage. It did sound fun though - wait, was her pyromania contagious!? It doesn’t matter anyway, I liked Ray and I wouldn’t throw her away so quickly.

  “Pretty much all the Fire element Evolutions have the same problem,” Ray smoothly ignored Ylma’s slightly crazy smile. “You would be able to control the temperature, but if you ever stopped paying attention it would rise again.”

  “And having Ylma for a rider would end up with the world burning to ash,” I tried to imitate a sigh, with mixed results. “So I suppose that really isn’t an option.”

  “Hey! For the record, I can put out my own fires very easily!” Ylma said in mock anger, “I am better than those [Fire Mages] that let their fires burn uncontrollably! By mixing my understanding of curses with my Fire Magic I can put it out at will!”

  “Maybe I am looking at this the wrong way,” I suddenly had an idea while I also ignored Ylma. “Instead of looking at my next Evolution, I should choose the best Adult Evolution and work backward from there. What is the strongest Wyvern species?”

  “There isn’t one?” Ylma was serious again, “Wyverns are so adaptable that you could say that there are many ‘bests,’ because each species is adapted so well to living in one particular environment.”

  Fair enough, that was the whole point of our discussion about the difference between the Lake and Deep Wyverns earlier.

  “If you want my advice,” she continued, still quite seriously. “You shouldn’t worry so much about ‘power.’ It took me a long time to realize that being the best doesn’t necessarily mean being the strongest or having the most power, but that you have to do the best for your life. You can be better than others just by having fun with your job, considering how many people just unhappily plod through their own. Have you ever just considered, not fighting? You still get experience over time, you don’t actually have to adventure.”

  I had considered that actually, but there were a couple of problems with it. First, society was designed with certain body types in mind. I couldn’t, for example, pick up a job waitressing at a tavern because I didn’t have hands to carry food nor a body that could weave through tables without smashing them. Opening a door without breaking it would be a challenge for me, and that was presuming that even if I could open it, I would also be able to fit through the door frame.

  So what could I do? Or, more practically, what could I do that someone with thumbs couldn’t do better?

  Well, I could fly things from A to B, which would essentially reduce me down to a beast of burden. Staying with the party over the past few days, I have come to realize that I would never have been able to keep up my original idea of acting dumb. Sure, I can put on an embarrassing show to raise my Acting Skill, but to be treated like that all day, every day?

  No, it would simply be too degrading. With Ray and her party I can talk and act like a person, albeit one with a scattered mind.

  On the other hand, I did understand what she meant. If I close my eyes and think back to before all of this started - I was just a regular girl, wasn’t I? But this is one of those things I should never think about, isn’t it? Because as soon as I do, I remember just how badly I want to go home.

  Except, is Earth even my home anymore? If I could go back, it would only be to visit, because if I could I would go back to my son and my husband.

   I think that I am more Cadence than I am Hemere, though… I have to think that, because if I don’t keep myself separate from the lives I lead I think I might just collapse. Hell, I can admit that half my erratic nature this life is probably partially caused by my desire not to dwell on anything too much.

   I am flighty and excitable and erratic because I want to be; need to be. Just thinking about all of this is making me feel-

   Why did Ray just poke my nose!? I suppose she could feel my emotions through the bond, but why poke my nose? I am a biological death machine wielding magic and poison death, not a cute baby!

   “I have my reasons, Ylma.” I huff and settle down. “And honestly, I can’t say that I don’t enjoy fighting to some degree. I hate getting hurt and I hate being in danger, but I absolutely love winning.”

   That got a laugh from both Ray and Ylma.

   “So,” I try to get us back on topic. “The strongest Wyvern is…?”

   “Again, it is really dependent on what you want to do. The Storm Wyvern is probably the one with the single most direct strength,” Ylma idly held her hands out and let electricity spark between them. “But controlling lightning is difficult even for dedicated [Lightning Mages], and Storm Wyverns don’t so much bother to control their attacks as just try to blast away everything in front of them. A smart adventurer will just jam a long iron pike into the ground and let it absorb most of the attack, a dumb one will show up in metal armor and get fried.”

   “There really isn’t much point to an attack if I can’t aim it, although I could see it pairing well with Ray’s arrows…” Her arrows would guide my lightning to the target, which would solve the main problem that a Storm Wyvern had. Admittedly, I would be somewhat dependent on Ray, but given what I had learned about Elves it was unlikely that I would have to worry about her dying on me.

   “It would,” Ray agreed. “But I think I prefer the Fog or Mist Wyverns. Using your toxins with their abilities you would be practically unstoppable by most foes.”

   “Hewka would also poison us though,” Ylma pointed out. “If she used her abilities to their fullest extent and managed to spread mist or fog throughout an entire battlefield, we would be in it too.”

   “She can control her toxins, so we can choose one that we can make an antidote for,” Ray countered. “Plus, it would make scouting incredibly easy and she would be nigh unkillable on top of that.”

   “Unkillable sounds good,” I agree readily. “Although why would a Mist or Fog Wyvern be any more or less killable than a Storm one?”

   “They are two of the more famous - or rather, infamous - species of Wyvern because of their racial Abilities: [Fog Body] and [Mist Body].” Ylma showed me the page, which I did my best to read. Seeing an explanation for those racial Abilities, I could see why they were a prefered option.

   [Fog Body] and [Mist Body] did essentially the same thing: if I had one of them, I could generate fog or mist from my body in addition to breathing it out. More importantly, my body would become partially intangible and damage I took would be split between my health and my Mana. So many attacks would do less damage to me - especially if I saw them coming - and the damage I did take would be reduced.

   The third effect of the Abilities was that my Mana would drain to restore my lost health and my Stamina would convert into Mana as my mana dropped. This also worked in reverse for Stamina; if my percentage of Mana was higher than my percentage of Stamina, Mana would be drained to fill my Stamina.

   The Ability sounded amazing, but I wasn’t as young as my body was - I could see the problems with it. The numbers were slightly different between the two, but somewhere between fifteen percent and twenty five percent of the damage I took would be taken from my Mana instead, but my Mana was significantly less than my Health.

   My Stamina would be drained to refill my Mana, which looked nice on paper, until you realized that in any prolonged fight my Stamina would drop far faster then it would have otherwise.

   Frankly, I wasn’t sure I liked the look of any of those options, Storm, Mist, or Fog. If I had to choose from those three, I think I would choose Fog - it only redirected fifteen percent of the damage I took to my Mana - but I would need to explore my other options. Maybe there just wasn’t a good option at all? Hard to say.

   I sighed, wishing I was good enough with Air Magic and [Aerokinesis] to flip the pages like I would have with hands. Hopefully, I thought to myself, the boys are having an easier time than I am.
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                *Kingdom of Frakus, The Grand Temple, Eighteen Years Ago*

Chaurl Kent’s POV:


  In the beginning, there was Nothing.  Then, there was The First One.

   From Beyond, The First One created a space in the Great Emptiness and stepped into it, thus The First One created the Void and the Void consumed the Emptiness insatiably.  As the Void grew, The First One drew from it its blood and from that blood created Substance.

   And the Void howled in pain, distracted from its feast.  It turned upon Substance and tried to return it to itself - to render all into Void - but The First One held the Void back and it could do nothing against The First One’s might.


   “Who is ‘The First One?’” I asked my mom as I sat on her lap.  I wanted to read, but I hated the Wisdoms who taught in the Temple’s classrooms.  I’d try to hide and avoid them, but they always caught me somehow - and then they always gave me even more work to do!  “Where did they come from?”

   “No one knows,” mom said with a smile.  “Perhaps only Lady Alet herself knows for certain, but she has never answered anyone who has asked.”

   “I thought I had memorized all the Gods,” I had been proud of that.  There were a lot of Gods and Goddesses, so it had been hard work!  “But no one told me about The First One!”

   “That is because we don’t worship them - no one does.”

   “They sound mean anyway,” I announced.  Void was scary, but stealing its blood was wrong.

   Mom just laughed and started reading again.


   The First One subdued the Void and created a cage from Substance to separate the Void from the Great Emptiness.  Then, The First One created another cage and separated what would become the World from the Void.  The Void would claw at the walls between itself and the Great Emptiness, but its claws could not leave a mark so it turned upon the cage within itself and found that it could scar it.

   However, it could not break it.  While the Void had raged at the loss of its food and its blood, The First One had shaped a being within and named that being Order.  The First One touched Order’s brow and granted Order the Spark of Life.  While the Void was a creature of instinct - a Monster whose intelligence was born of its feasting on the Great Emptiness - Order was Sapient and was free to choose.

  And so The First One asked Order, “Will you uphold Creation?”

  And Order answered with the determination they were born with, “I will, and always.”

  This pleased The First One, who connected Order to the cage that separated the World from the Void.  Order, dutiful to his task, spake thusly:

  “I am all that is, and I bend to nothing but my creator and my own will.  Order I am, and Order there will be, for I was granted the power to make it so and as I make it, it is.”

  And so, Order created all of the Laws of the World and they were immutable and inviolable.  That Substance would call to Substance; that Substance could never be destroyed, nor created again; and that Substance would obey the forces upon it by those who would be born upon the World that would be.

  Order was proud of his Laws, yet in their youth they fell to hubris.

  Thus Order had spake, “The Void shall never be able to break the bonds that separate it from this World.”

  And thus it was, but while the Void could not break the cage, it could rend it.  And so Order always had to watch the border between the World and the Void lest the Void whisper through the tears it made and convince a Sapient to let it in.


  “Order was kind of dumb,” I wouldn’t have messed up like that!  “Why didn’t he just change it so that the Void couldn’t damage the cage?”

  “Order cannot change,” mom answered.  “They too, are bound by their Laws.”

  “But couldn’t they just make a new Law that makes them not bound?” I was quite smug that I had managed to think of a better way than a God!  Maybe Order would take my advice and I would become a [High Priest] - or a God myself!

  Mom just laughed and started reading again.  The Wisdoms had been furious that I didn’t know this story already, but their voices made me fall asleep!  I could never listen when they talked - mom was different though.


  Order pleaded with The First One, but The First One would not help Order anymore than they would help the Void.  Instead, The First One took another piece of Substance and held it out to the Void.  The Void was cunning, but a slave to its desires.  It knew that something was wrong, but it could not ignore its hunger and bit into the Substance.

  But as its fangs bit into its meal, it found that it couldn’t retract them!  The First One pulled the Substance back and tore the fangs from the Void’s mouth, leaving it screaming behind them as it returned to the World.

  To this mass of Substance, laced with Void, The First One granted the Spark of Life - but The First One had not shaped it.  Chaos was born fighting the echoes of the Void’s hunger and the ghost of Order’s bonds that lay upon its Substance.  Chaos was the first Demihuman and wielded the Void’s power with Order’s strength, yet was never able to reach its full potential.

  Chaos turned to its creator and asked The First One, “You chained and abused my elders, what will you force on me, oh great one?”

  The First One merely laughed while shaping Substance into the planet and the stars and all that was in the World.  The First One was still laughing when they finished and returned to the Beyond.

  The Three fought among themselves, with Order and Void always at odds with each other.  Chaos, as was its nature, would help or hinder either Order or Void according to its whims, always assuring that neither could ever truly win.  Yet, it was bitter, because it knew why The First One had laughed at it.

  The First One had not needed to bind it in any way, because Chaos would do as The First One wanted without being bound.


  “But Chaos was doing what it wanted, right?” I didn’t get it.  If Chaos did what it wanted, why was it unhappy?  If mom wanted me to eat cookies, I wouldn’t be unhappy to eat cookies.

  “Chaos isn’t Chaos if it is following a plan,” mom turned the page.  “Just as Order cannot go against its own rules, Chaos can't go with any for long - it is against its nature to be bound by its own nature.”

  I didn’t get it…  Chaos couldn’t be Chaos?  But how would Chaos not be Chaos because it was Chaos!?  It was confusing, so I ignored it.


  Chaos approached Order, and seduced it.  From their coupling, the first Gods were born.

  Order gave birth to a woman - for she was born fully grown - and the Goddess spoke to her mother saying:

  “Mother, I will be - I am - Alet,” and thus was Truth born.  While her mother was blind to the movements and desires of the Void and those born with the Void’s touch, Alet was as much a daughter of Chaos as she was of Order, and she knew her father as she knew her mother - and so nothing in the World was hidden from her sight.

  Chaos gave birth to a man - born fully grown - and the God whispered to his mother saying:

  “Mother, I won’t tell you who I am, but you know me well enough, for what I am is Secrets, and I will hold yours in confidence,” and thus was Secrets born.  While his mother was unable to fully restrain and escape her nature, he knew all that was kept hidden because he was the Secrets themselves.  He followed behind his mother, and lent her his subtlety.  What else he does, perhaps only his sister knows.


  “Wait, how can they both be mothers?” A [Priestess] of Love had told me where babies came from, and while it seemed kind of weird and icky, I did know that there was supposed to be a mom and a dad to make a baby!

  “Order, Chaos, and Void are neither and both male and female,” mom explained, making even less sense than when she talked about Chaos before.  Why did all of this have to be so confusing…  She noticed that I had stopped paying attention to her explanation and ruffled my hair, which I hated!

  “To simplify it, Order is Truth’s mother and Secret’s father; while Chaos is Secret’s mother and Truth’s father.”

  That didn’t seem simple at all…

 

  The fighting continued, but now Order and Chaos were accompanied by their children.  The brother and sister met on the battlefield and while their parent’s both hated and loved each other, the siblings held no compassion for each other.  Their power nearly rivaled their parents, and their fighting shook the ground and split the sky and all that lived on the young World hid in terror and pleaded with the Three to stop the siblings before they tore apart the World itself.

  Chaos refused, unwilling to hurt its children even though Alet fought for Order, but Order’s nature moved him to action.  The World was their duty and purpose, and they could no more let their children break it than they could let Void do so.  Yet when they tried to stop Alet from fighting her brother, they found himself powerless before her.

  Order was, by their very nature, bound to their actions.  Everything they attempted, Alet knew ahead of time and was ready for.  Order, for all of their power, could bring none of it against their daughter and the fighting continued and the world suffered.

  Alet saw the young mortal beings - mostly ignored by the others - and saw their potential.  She spoke the Truth to them, granting them knowledge and power just below her own.  Even with her mother no longer fighting with her, Truth was unstoppable with her army of mortals armed with the knowledge of the Gods.

  The mortals were bound by nothing, and used their power to conquer and dominate all beneath the Gods.  The evil they perpetrated is unspeakable, hidden from history by the God of Secrets lest horror overwhelm any who learn of it.

  Order, in desperation, turned to their eternal enemy and made a deal with the Void itself.  They coupled, and Order gave birth to Scalus, God of Justice.  Scalus saw his sister’s actions and saw that it was wrong.  He met with his sister and demanded she stop, but Alet saw that he was weaker than her and ignored him.

  Alet had inherited her mother’s hubris and while she could have looked deeper and seen the future, she did not.  She thought that nothing could challenge her and that she deserved to rule the World and the Void, and believed that Void would be even easier to defeat than her mother.  Both Order and Void were easy for Truth to discern - it was her father and brothers that she had even the smallest difficulty reading.

  She could have known that she had a sister as well.  She could have known that her two brothers and her sister would ambush her and her army.  She could have defeated them if she had looked sooner, but she did not and her hubris ended her ambition.

  Moria, the daughter of Order and Void, and the Goddess of Death joined Scalus and Secrets in fighting Alet.  The Mortal Gods, confident that their numbers would overwhelm even a true Goddess, attacked her.

  Moira spake to the charging mortals, “to be mortal is to die.  No matter what you do, no matter what life you lead, you will meet me at the end of your days.  Today, you have met me and so your days must be ended.”

  And they died, for Death walked among them and no mortal could conquer her.

  Meanwhile, Alet fought Scalus and Secrets and was winning.  She was Truth, and Truth always was.  A mystery might obscure the Truth, but no secret could change it; the Truth could be Judged, but no Judgement could change it either, for the Truth was.

  But Justice was not his mother, nor was he his sister.  Beyond Truth was the Laws set down by Order, and The First One had not aided the young Order in making them.  Order made mistakes, and the World was cruel and unfair as a result, yet Order could do nothing to change it; Order was even unable to ask Chaos for aid.

   Justice was not his mother, and he invited his father to help because even Law could be unjust.  The God of Secrets obscured the plan from Alet’s cursory examination and she was struck low by Void.

   And yet, she could not be taken by Death.  Moira held no power over Alet, for the Truth was.  Void struck out again, yet Void could not halt Alet either and soon Order arrived to push Void back from the World.  Scalus could strike Alet, but he was not powerful enough to stop her.  It took Scalus and the God of Secrets working together to defeat her.

   It was then that Alet was able to see past her hubris again and spake these words, “what will be, will be; what is inevitable, is inevitable; you know not what will come from this moment, but you could have never done anything different.  Let it be known that even I could not avert the Truth, although I did try.”

   Those were the last words she would ever speak aloud because before Justice could be rendered, the God of Secrets moved and cut out Alet’s tongue.


   “Ewww,” that was icky.

   “Ewww?” Mom sounded amused, “Of all your reactions, you choose ‘ewww’ Char?”

   “The God of Secrets had to grab Alet’s tongue,” he would have had to stick his hand in her mouth!  “It is gross!”


   And he cursed her in her weakness, that she might only speak the Truth to Justice and never again to mortals or Gods again.  And yet, Justice floundered, because he then knew that his elder sister had moved out of a belief of necessity.  Alet, her mouth bloody, smiled and laughed and whispered the Truth through the blood.

   No one save Justice himself and Truth herself knew what she whispered, nor what Judgement was rendered unto her.  Thus was the First War of the Gods ended and the Gods turned towards the world ruined in their wrath.  The Gods were powerful, and yet the World cried out for more than they could give, and so the Gods had children themselves.

  Justice fathered Jakkus, the God of Ambition, with Chaos and the people of the World were filled with the desire to improve it.  Chaos also was the father to Mercy, who was the daughter of Chaos and Death.

  It would be Mercy that would blind Justice, that Justice may only act on what Truth was told to him.


  “But that is a story for another time,” Mom said to me.  “For now, it is time for bed Char.”

  “Wait, who is Jakkus?” That wasn’t a name I remembered, and I had been so proud that I had remembered them all!

  “Not all the Gods are good to worship,” Mom replied, but that wasn’t an answer!  “You will understand more when you are older.”

  “Ok…”  I try to keep myself calm and pretend I took that for an answer as mom tucks me into bed, but I know where I can go to check!  I just have to keep myself awake for another couple of hours until my mother is asleep and then I can sneak into the library myself!  No one has ever caught me before, well, aside from the [Priests] of Alet - they always knew what I was doing!

  They never told anyone though, so it didn’t really matter to me.  I hated waiting for my mom to fall asleep though - it was hard not to fall asleep myself and it was boring just sitting in bed and waiting for her to go to sleep!

  Hours later, I snuck through the halls of the temple and into the library.  I wasn’t seen by anyone that mattered - just a [Priestess] of Secrets and a [Priest] of Alet, and they either wouldn’t or couldn’t tell anybody else - so I was free to check the Book of the Gods.

  I had never directly read it before, the Wisdoms had given me a list of Gods to memorize that was taken from this book, but I had never looked at it myself.  It was on a shelf above my head and just barely in my reach.  When I pulled it down I found that it was very heavy too!

  I started to scan through it, looking for Jakkus and found that there were a lot of Gods that the Wisdoms had left out!  Decay, Destruction, Evolution…  They did not seem like nice Gods, but wasn’t the purpose of the Gods to uphold the World?

   Eventually, I found Jakkus, the God of Ambition, but his entry was empty save for a single sentence:

   “If you could have any one thing, what would it be?”

   I wasn’t sure, there were a lot of things I wanted.  Infinite cookies, to escape from the Wisdoms, to know who my father   was…  How would someone ever decide what one thing to take when offered everything?  Oh…

   “I would take everything,” I whispered confidently.  “‘Everything’ is one ‘thing,’ right?  Just like a cookie is made up of parts of a cookie!”

   “An excellent answer, child.” A voice whispered behind me, and I dropped the book in surprise and whipped around to see…  Nothing…

   “Where are you?” I was really afraid.  There was no one nearby, yet I had heard someone speak to me!  “Who are you?”

   “An interesting question,” the voice answered - it sounded like it was smiling.  “Considering what I am, asking where I am might be a singularly pointless question.”

   The voice was…  Inside my head?  I didn’t understand what it was saying though…

   “Yes, I imagine you are a bit too young to understand the metaphysical implications of an entity actually being a concept.  In fairness to you Chaurl, everyone else in your temple is too young as well; humans are like mayflies…” I kept looking around, but the voice really was coming from inside me and I was getting really, really scared!

   I was going to call out, even if it got me in trouble, but I couldn’t.  My mouth wouldn’t open!

   “I never was good with children…  So many of them give up their dreams as they become adults.” The voice seemed to mumble that before announcing, “Listen well child, for I am Jakkus, the God of Ambition.”

   I didn’t notice that I had fallen to the floor for a while.  I found my forehead against the ground, bleeding from a cut and shakily pushed myself up.  I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t!  I didn’t think meeting a god would be like this and I didn’t like it!

   “Truly, the dreams of children are more fragile than their lives,” Ambition noted as he spoke to me.  “Yet I am not so easily swayed.  You may have just barely met the requirements set forth by Order to allow my interference, but you did meet them.  You will serve my plan, and be rewarded for it - and perhaps it will fan the flames of your own ambition…”


   “[You have met the requirements for the Class: [Initiate]!]

   [You have 9 open Class Slots.]

   [You have Classes available, would you like to see them now?]

   [Jakkus, God of Ambition, has assigned you the Class: [Initiate]!]

   [You are now an [Initiate].]

   [You have gained the Skill: [Prayer]!]

   [You have gained the Skill: [Ambition is Life]!]

  [You have 8 Class Slots remaining.]”


  Suddenly, I was alone in the temple library and I started to cry and kept crying until the Wisdoms returned me to mom.


*Kingdom of Frakus, The Grand Temple, Nine Years Ago*


   It is easy, I suppose, to envy the Gods.  Easy to see their servants wield powers beyond mortal comprehension with seeming ease and want it for yourself.  The few friends I had outside the Temple thought as much and could never understand why I felt pity for them.  But in the nine years since I had been chosen by Jakkus, I had gained a better understanding of what it really meant for them to be a concept as much as a being.

   As an [Initiate] I had been moved into classes meant for older children and I had struggled, but I did learn.  I learned things that terrified me as a child - what child wouldn’t get nightmares when they learned that the Gods of their stories were very nearly mad?  The very reason that they weren’t insane was what was also driving them to it, and it was that their nature was absolute.

   We interchanged their names and domains because effectively there were no differences between the two; Jakkus was Ambition and Ambition was Jakkus.

   These were the thoughts that went through my head as I wrote my essay, taking the test to receive an [Acolyte’s] training.  It was the subject I had chosen to write on: the inherent contradiction of my God, that even two ambitions that were mutually exclusive were both equally part of him - and that there could be as many ambitions as there were thinking beings.

   While I had originally been scared, and then angry, that Jakkus had forced me to take him as my patron, I now knew that he could never have done otherwise.  Order was given a choice at the very beginning, but no God ever had a real choice in their actions since.  The most powerful could somewhat choose how they would arrive at a future point, but that they would arrive at that event was a foregone conclusion and even in that choice they were severely limited.

   Ambition already knows that he will fail to break free of those shackles, and yet he must try.  He already knows that I will not be able to further his plans, and yet he could do nothing but choose me as a pawn in a game he already lost.

   And so I pity him.

   Personally, I doubt I am any more free to choose than Jakkus is - but there is a difference between that doubt and certain knowledge.  Moreover, I am not bound to any absolute.  If my life is already chosen for me, then that is something I could learn to live with.

   And most importantly, the way the human mind works I am granted the illusion of choice even if there are none.  I make my own decisions, or so I feel, but I don’t need it to be true.  It is that mere feeling - the emergent illusion of time and choice - that preserves me from the madness that nips at the heels of the Gods themselves.

   Of course, I don’t write down that I have come to share my God’s ambition, although that is what the Wisdoms assumed I would do anyway.  Almost every true worshipper of Jakkus agrees with their God’s ultimate desire, because what Ambition truly desires is choice itself.  The pinnacle of Ambition is met when they are granted the choice to choose everything, anything, or nothing and are not bound to choose any one of them.

   In short, Jakkus wants freedom.

   After I hand my essay in to the Wisdom, I go to see my mother.  It had only been a few years ago that I had learned the truth: short of asking Truth herself, I would never know who my father was.  Mom was a [Priestess] of Life, and one of the requirements to become a [Priestess] of Life was to have a child.  She had known nothing of my father, save what she learned of him as they spoke over a drink at a bar and he probably did not know that I even existed.

   Yet this knowledge did not stop me from hugging her now, nor did it make me feel any less loved by her.  That she had such a reason to have a child did not stop her from being a caring and loving mother and I had come to appreciate the ambition she showed.  Some of that appreciation was bleed over from Jakkus himself and it was one of the things I was most thankful to him for.

   To worship the Gods was to be changed by them, affected by them.  Each one influenced their [Priests] in different ways and the [Priests] of Jakkus were known for enjoying the vision of an action equal to or more than the substance of it.  Without Jakkus’s influence, I think I would have been more hurt when I learned that to a certain extent I was something to check off a list.

   It had hurt though, even though she did love me.  I had spent less time at the Temple after that, preferring to explore the city itself when I had the time.  Being able to feel the ambitions of people around me made it a fascinating experience.  Inside the Temple the ambitions of [Priests] tended to be cold and quiet, but at the same time hard and unwavering.  They knew their goals and pursued them with the patience of inevitability, for they had been granted surety by the Gods themselves.

   But in the city, ambitions flared and faded, blazed and shifted!  I could watch as the spark of an idea passed through the mind of a man and they burned with desire and possibility, only for the flames to sputter out as reality reasserted itself over them.  People were quick to have grand ambitions, and just as quick to give them up.

   It was last year that I, watching the ambitions of people around me rather than the people themselves, had wandered into a seedier part of the city.  Thankfully, the robes of an [Initiate] had kept me safe - mostly because anyone who saw them recognized that I would have nothing on me anyway.

   I had, unknowingly, tailed the lieutenant of a powerful gang into one of the underground bars they owned.  Underground in this case because of their illegal fighting ring, drug sales, and prostitution.  I had been confronted there, because my robes only kept me so safe and they had no desire for the servants of Justice to come down on them.

   I was still in somewhat of a trance however, and didn’t reply to them.  I watched the people around me until one of their [Thugs] hauled me up by the collar.

   “And what,” the lieutenant snarled at me.  “Is so interesting that you would ignore a knife to your throat?”

   “That woman,” I said, pointing at one of the whores who worked here.  “Probably is wasted doing just that.  You should offer her an opportunity to do something more.”

   “What?”

   “Can’t you see how much she wants something more?” I asked, hardly noticing the confused [Thug] and [Gang Underboss].  “Can’t you feel the strength of her desire?  Given a chance - any chance - she would pour her soul into it.”

   “Only one kind of [Priest] talks like that,” an older voice came from the back.  “It has been a while since I have seen a worshipper of Ambition, and a Chosen one to boot.”

   “Being Chosen really isn’t very impressive,” I automatically replied.  It sounded impressive, sure, but realistically anyone with a religious Class had been Chosen.  The Gods weren’t often obvious about it, because their Chosen usually found their way to the Temple without much intervention.  But the public was only interested in the flashy kinds of Choosing and rarely paid attention to the usual ones.

   I had very nearly gotten a punch to the gut for saying that - if the [Crime Lord] hadn’t stopped the [Thug] he would have given me a “lesson in respect.”

   “Now, now,” the criminal lord had said.  “Leave the kid alone, he probably doesn’t even know where he is and he might be useful to us.”

   That had been last year, and I had agreed to help the criminals.  Of course, I hardly saw it that way, I saw it as giving people who wanted something more the chance to do so.  Was it wrong?  A [Priest] of Justice might say so, but I didn’t think the problem was me.

   As I had become more used to the chaos outside the Temple, I realized that I had been distracted by the number of ambitions and how quickly they could change.  As I spent more time around the citizens of the city of all classes, I realized that very few really had great ambition.  

  In fact, most barely cared or thought about what they could be or do.

  The [Lords] and [Ladys] that I saw visiting the Temples had ambition within their political games, but that was a petty thing.  How many actually wanted to improve the land they governed or improve the lives of those under them?  No - how many thought it was even possible?

  And I could see why they doubted, because the majority of the populace was perhaps not content, but definitely resigned to their fate.  Few sought to Level seriously, fewer still sought rare or special Classes.  They merely… Existed.

  And existed miserably.

  Hunger and disease were common in the slums, and the only source of Levels and money to be found was in crime.  How could Justice blame them for wanting more?  One Level or one coin might be the difference between life and death when the next winter sweeps the weak from the world.  Where was the justice in that?

  I started taking lessons at the underground bar, eventually earning the [Brawler] Class.  My time in the city had made me come to believe that my God was right, the World needed a change.  The World needed something more.


*Kingdom of Frakus, Royal Palace, Two Years Ago*


   I had come with the [Priestesses] of Truth and Justice to the Royal Palace on a whim.  I wished to see what the ambition of royalty looked like, but now I suspected that a [Priest] or [Priestess] of Love had interfered somewhere because I can only say that it was love at first sight.

   I had only thought that I had seen ambition burn before, but before this inferno I knew I had only seen the barest of sparks.

   “I did say I would reward you, child.” Jakkus whispered into my mind, “This meeting was your purpose - whether you make something more of it is up to you.  You are to approach Ylma and work with her.”

   Well obviously I was going to approach her, although I could already see that I wasn’t like her.  I might be a servant of Ambition itself, but she burned brighter than me.  Perhaps she would have the courage to have spoken up, but I didn’t and I told myself it wasn’t the right time.

   Instead I approached her after she returned to the Temple with us and said, “Hello there Ylma, my God asked that I find you.” As I held my hand out to her, before realizing I had forgotten to even introduce myself.   “Ah, how rude of me, I forgot to introduce myself.  I am Chaurl Kent, do you have a moment to hear about Lord Jakkus, God of Ambition?”


            

    
        Chapter Forty Four - Escort Mission, Part One

    
    
    
    
                Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV:


   Our next mission was to escort some merchants to a city in the north, chosen so that Ray and I could meet with a proper leatherworker and get a harness, saddle, and maybe even some proper barding! I hadn’t actually known what barding was until it was explained to me, but I was not about to turn down armor!

   Well, some very light and limited armor anyways. My best traits were my toxicity and my flight, both of which would be actively hindered by heavy armor that covered my entire body. However, some protection for my eyes, throat, and some of the more vulnerable parts of my legs would be nice. It was too bad that there probably wasn’t any way to protect my wings, but that was just probably how it would be.

   We weren’t alone on this escort mission either. There were several teams helping to guard the caravan, although we were getting better paid because our team had the advantage of a - outrageously beautiful and smart, might I say - wyvern. Ray and I were able to provide extra security which meant we were more valuable, which meant more money!

  And more money meant, well, not all that much, honestly. I suppose I needed enough money to get my barding, but as much as I had craved civilization while I was in the wild I now had to come to terms with the fact that civilization was not designed with wyverns in mind. And civilization was especially unprepared for an intelligent wyvern that wanted to participate in it.

  As a rule of thumb - not that I had those - I could basically only go where you could take a horse, which really wasn’t very many places. And that was only talking about the physicality of movement, the amount of places that you could both fit a horse into and that it would be socially acceptable for me to go was even less. It basically amounted to stables, and while that was better than my previous home I still was sleeping in a stable.

  Plus, there was the thought that I didn’t actually need to stay here. Sapients needed money because they needed to participate in the economy to live. A [Tailor] can’t build a house nor farm for food, but neither can a [Builder] or a [Farmer] make a warm coat for winter, so they all need to work together. I, on the other hand, could make my home basically anywhere and I could always return to my little valley where I would be the apex predator.

  I felt a poke on the back of my neck.

  “Hey, what are you thinking so hard about Hewka?” Ray asked me as we soared over the landscape. I wasn’t surprised she had noticed my introspection over our bond.

  “I just was wondering what the point of this all is, suddenly.” I replied. Well, the point was points, but that was an overall goal. “I will never actually be able to live in society, will I?”

  “Of course you will!” To my surprise, Ray laughed. She noticed my confusion and explained her amusement: “Hewka, both of us are young - you are practically a baby when we talk about your experience in this world!”

  Well, that was technically true… But practically I did have a lot more experience than she knew about, and the more I thought about it the more dubious I was that I could ever be accepted and find a way to live in society. Again, she could sense my skepticism and again, she laughed.

  “Hewka, try and imagine this: imagine we work together for the next thousand years, or five thousand, or ten thousand. What do you think people will think of us then?”

  I don’t know really. I suppose I have never really thought about it, or rather I presume I will be killed long before I live even a hundred years, so thinking about events ten thousand years in the future was kind of pointless. Still, if I did live that long I would become incredibly strong… Too strong, perhaps.

  “I think they would post a bounty on me and try to kill me,” I answered. “I really can’t imagine humanity living peacefully with a being so capable of killing them. Even if I was too strong to hunt down, who would want to interact with me? People would run as soon as they knew I was nearby.”

  “If you were violent, definitely,” Ray agreed. “However, if you become a famous adventurer it is more likely that you will be viewed as a hero. There are other monsters that were view-”

  “Did you see something, Ray?” I asked, scanning the ground ahead of us for whatever she had noticed. I didn’t see anything though.

  “Hewka, turn back to the caravan,” Ray replied. I couldn’t see her, but I could feel her movements as she checked her quiver. “There is a flock of Bronzebirds up ahead, we will need to coordinate with the other teams.”

  “Bronzebirds? What, do they have metal wings?” I asked as I turned around aiming for where I estimated the caravan would be by now. “How would they fly? Magic?”

  “They aren’t completely made of metal; just their beaks and parts of their feathers. Individually they are fairly weak and easy to kill - don’t underestimate them though, their feathers are sharp and they can launch them pretty far. A flock of them can be very dangerous, especially to low level adventurers without ranged options.”

  Huh, well they certainly seem unpleasant. I wonder if there are monsters that aren’t terrible killing machines? Probably not, they would hardly be “monstrous” if they weren’t, right? This world is much more hostile than my previous ones…

  “They are pretty fast - could you go a little faster?”

  Actually, I had been thinking, I bet I could go a lot faster. Ray sounded - and felt, through the bond - a little bit nervous. Well, having seen a bunch of small birds bullying a crow before and now being a larger flying creature, I could see why it would be bad to be caught by the flock in the air. Ray, without my durable hide and without a saddle to hang on to while I maneuvered, was especially vulnerable.

  Well, I hadn’t given too much thought to my [Aerokinesis] before, but as any educated individual might, I did understand roughly how flight worked. Up until now, I had been using my [Aerokinesis] in two ways: first, adjusting the speed of the air flow going over or under my wings to help me ascend or descend more quickly and second, to part the air as I moved through it. It is the second one of those that was responsible for my speed in the air, because as I sped up drag became a more and more difficult enemy to combat.

  In some ways, it was embarrassing - in that it took me this long to think of it - but I had an epiphany. I realized, in a conversation with Ylma, that the way I had been using [Aerokinesis] had been lacking imagination. I had a magic ability that an aerospace engineer would kill for, and turned physics on its head - what if I could do more?

  I caught the air around me and pushed it forward - pulled it forward? I couldn’t think of a good way to describe what I was doing. I used the ability and my mana to tether the air around me to my body, so that in a bubble around me the air would always be moving at the same speed and direction that I was going. What made it so exceptionally odd for me was that I didn’t experience any drag when doing this, instead as I moved the more air would be caught in the area around me and moved with me.

  This allowed me to move fast. I had never tested it over a very long distance before, but so far I wasn’t actually sure how fast I could go doing this. It was a bit like rowing a boat down a stream instead of across a placid lake; every time I flapped my wings, I added my speed to that of the streams and then my ability made the stream go faster.

  So the perhaps the only limit to my speed was my mana. Well, that and -

   “Goddddsss! Hewwwwwka!” Ray screamed as she clung to my back.

   “You don’t need to worry so much Ray,” I laughed back. “No air resistance means nothing to pull you off me, right? We will be back at the caravan in a second!”

  Well, a few minutes, but what is a little hyperbole between friends? Unfortunately, as impressive as my speed was it had an unintended effect…

   BOOOM!!

   I stopped maybe a few tens of meters above the caravan, but I had failed to account for the fact that I had essentially created a ball of compressed air around me. When I stopped and released my ability all that air expanded at once. The wave of pressure shook the trees and even knocked a few people to the ground!

   “That is… Pretty impressive actually,” I spoke to Ray. “Maybe I should have just charged those Bronzebirds?”

   Ray swatted me on the back of the head in response and then asked me to go help round up the horses, considering I had scared more than a few of them off. For herself, she seemed happier than usual to be on the ground. Maybe I wouldn’t try that again until she had a proper saddle, although I don’t think the speed is particularly dangerous to her. Or perhaps I could modify what I was doing, if I could release some of the air as I moved I could save mana and prevent that compression…

   Something for me to think about anyway!

   Passingly, I wondered if I wasn’t taking this very seriously. Ray seemed worried by the flock, but while they would be unpleasant for Ray and I to fight alone and in the air I didn’t think they would be a problem with Ylma around. Between Ray’s arrows and Ylma’s AoE I figured that the biggest concern about the birds would be whether or not they were edible.

   Corralling the spooked horses was rather easy. Not that I calmed them down, but I was able to make them run back to the caravan. Maybe I would unlock a Border Collie evolution next? That would be funny.

   When I returned, I took care to land behind one of the wagons so that the horses couldn’t see me. They probably could smell me, so I doubt my hiding would help much, but I tried at least. More importantly, I wanted to talk to my team about my upcoming fight.

   “Bronzebirds…” Rauvin grimaced and groaned.

   “Are they really that dangerous?” I asked, “They sound annoying but not particularly deadly to a group like us.”

   “They aren’t too dangerous to us, Seeking the Horizon, specifically.” Chaurl replied as Rauvin continued to groan, “but for the other teams and the merchants? Bronzebirds are a menace to teams without ranged and healing options, more importantly our job is to protect the caravan. Our personal safety is not really the issue here, but whether or not we can keep our clients alive.”

   As we were discussing, a rather angry looking man wearing mixed leather and metal armor walked up to us.

   “Oi, Rauvin,” the man growled. “Keep a leash on your monster, mate. The fuck kind of shit was that?”

   Mentally, I was about to label the man an asshole and add him to my internal, “may eat if possible list,” before Ray elbowed me. Ah, yes, I had just detonated an air bomb above him, hadn’t I? Woops.

   “Sorry about Hewka,” Ray stepped forward. “I asked her to use her ability to bring us back to the caravan more quickly and I didn’t anticipate that result.”

   Awww, Ray! You don’t have to take the blame for me! Although, since you offered I won’t stop you. I’m fine pretending that I am an absolutely innocent wyvern here.

   “Shut up, Sharpear.” The man snapped, “I am talking to Rauvin here.”

   I hadn’t heard it before, but I knew a slur when I saw it. Forget the “may eat if possible” list, you are going on the “will eat if possible” list buddy!

            

    
        Extra - Karlin

    
    
    
    
                *Kingdom of Nuave, The Southern Frontier, Six Years Ago*

Karlin’s POV:


   Well, this had gone to shit - and that meant that everything was going according to plan for me.

   Adventurers were attacking the shity little clearing that the [Bandits] I was running with had been calling a camp. The grunts were yelling and scrambling for their weapons, sometimes screaming when the [Acid Mage] struck them. Can’t blame them for that part, it takes a peculiar kind of sadist to become an [Acid Mage] after all.

   The Boss was trying to pull the group into some semblance of order. It wasn’t hard to feign panic and approach him, after which a quick [Knife in the Back] with a poisoned blade put an end to that. I stepped over his body and into his tent, ignoring the scantily clad young woman quivering in its corner. Frankly, other than a vague sense of contempt towards the [Bandits] who engaged in such activities, I didn’t really care anymore. Besides, I had a time limit if I wanted to loot the place and get away clean.

   I started stuffing the late Boss’s stash of treasure into my pack, along with cloth to stop any jangling. I wish I had one of those Bags of Holding, but on the other hand those were pretty easy to detect. Getting away with the money was always more important than actually getting the money in the first place, so it was better to use mundane tools to avoid detection.

   I cut my way through the back of the tent, using my Skills to slip into the shadows outside. It was harder with the heavy load I had, but with everyone distracted by the fighting I probably walked out without even trying. I did try though, because you never knew what you would get with adventurers and it would be annoying to get caught.

   Not deadly, of course, because I was the one who had sold the [Bandits] out in the first place, but I’d have to give up the items I was carrying. Normally, [Bandits] rarely had things worth taking, but this was southern Nauve and that meant [Merchants] transporting gold. It also meant that the powers that be were keenly interested in hunting [Bandits] down.

   I’d known the score before I came down here. Blood flowed more freely than gold in Nauve. Between the Monsters, the Adventurer’s Guild, and Nuave’s military it was a death trap for the criminal Classes. But they baited their rat trap with gold and so a constant stream of fools were willing to try their Luck.

   But Luck had jack shit to do with it.

   I slipped out of the camp and into the forest, reflecting on the fact that the [Bandit] Class was shit. Unless you got a better one, like [Marauder], you were basically fodder. A large enough group could intimidate a [Merchant] and some D-rank party - maybe even a C-rank party if you had enough bodies - but at some point either a group of adventurers or a B-rank would show up and butcher everyone involved.

   It was far easier - and safer - to join the [Bandits], sell them out, and steal everything I could on the way out. If I was caught... Well, the faces of the Priest’s of Scalus when those Alet fuckers told them I was actively stealing and fencing stolen goods and that it was all technically legal, was always worth a smile.

   I didn’t go too far away from the camp; this was not a safe region in the slightest. Even with my Skills and skills I wasn’t confident I could make it back to civilization. I was a [Thief], not a [Ranger]. Fortunately, I just happened to know where a large group of adventurers were that I could let unwittingly clear the way back for me.

   I wish they would hurry up wiping my former comrades out, I would kill for a good drink after having to camp in the ass end of nowhere for so long.

   ...Actually, considering I’d be paying for my drink with the gold I’ve taken, I suppose I am killing for a good drink right now.


*Kingdom of Nuave, Nu City, One Week Later*


   “Fuck!” I groaned out as the dice came up Drake Eyes. I wasn’t the only one, as the audience watching the gambling table felt my loss vicariously. I had just lost more gold in one toss than most [Commoners] earned in a couple of years. The lady on my lap was more than happy to comfort me - she had cost more than most of the watchers earned as well.

   Some might say that I would be better served not spending my money at gambling tables and on expensive [Courtesans] - although I would argue that anyone would experience a good [Courtesan’s] Skills would end up admitting that that was hardly a waste - but no one ever got out of their game. A [Thief], retire? That only happened in the stories. Fantasy stories.

  It wasn’t only [Thieves] though. I thought as I waved the [Waitress] over to top off my wine. Reality was that a [Soldier] or an adventurer would never be able to retire unless they earned enough money to never have to work again in their life. Leave a life of fighting and danger and become a [Farmer]? How would they compete with the much higher level [Farmers] around them? Become an [Innkeeper]? With what Skills?

  Nah, I was in this ride for life - or at least until my life ended. It was better to risk it all and to live it up after rather than scratching at the dirt or whatever it was [Farmers] did anyway. I’d spend my gold like water and then go out and earn it all over again.


*Kingdom of Nuave, The Southern Frontier, Five Years Ago*


   “Find that damn [Thief!]” The [Bandit Lord] roared into the night, sending his lackeys scrambling. Over the past year I had been rather successful, too much so in fact. There were few things worse for a [Thief] than being known as one.

   I was not sure who had pointed me out to the boss of my current - former - crew and I was taken by surprise, but thankfully the [Bandit] Class was not one known for its intellect.

   “Oi!” I pointed to two random men who had heard the shouts, but obviously were not informed of who I was, “grab that torch and follow me! The bastard went that way!”

   Of course the idiots actually followed me without bothering to confirm anything I said. Hell, they would have been idiots even if I wasn’t lying to them. Three [Bandits] in the Southern Frontier might as well slit their own throats and save the monsters the trouble of killing them. Without a stealthy Class you either move as a group or not at all here.

   Even having a stealthy Class didn’t really make it safe, but I wasn’t going to have much of a choice tonight - and the next night, for that matter. It was going to be a pain in the ass making it back to civilization, and a pain to head north because clearly I was too well known here in the south now. That annoyed me enough that I was somewhat vindictive when I offed the [Bandits] who came with me.

   Had to leave my knives in them though, it was not a good idea to keep bloody knives with me when I was traversing the forest. You never knew what kind of monster was wandering around or how good their senses were. For that matter, it was better not to have bloody knives in a city either; people tended to ask questions about things like that.

  My timing in this turned out to be impeccable, because there was another group of Adventurers storming through the forrest and into the [Bandit] camp. Evidently, they had taken the commotion of my escape as a sign that the [Bandits] had seen them and decided to attack now. However, this time they seemed to have a much tighter net of fighters for me to slip through.

  That was the problem with places like Nuave, and another reason that I couldnt stay here much longer. The gold lured people, people lured monsters and [Bandits], and those lured Adventurers. That was fine for me at first, but now things were getting a little crowded, and I was getting that itch between my shoulder blades that always seemed to signal things were about to go from bad to worse.

  ...And it didn’t seem to be going away as I was getting further from the camp.

   Even as the sounds of combat started to fade, my paranoia only increased. I didn’t change what I was doing though, I didn’t want to start running only to be caught out of Stamina or to try and hide and be picked up by a search party. No, I was going to keep making my distance from the camp steadily. If I had a tail, they would surely turn back rather than go too deep into the forest.

   Or so I thought, but even an hour later that feeling had yet to leave me and my pursuer wasn’t quite as Skilled in Stealth as I was. I had caught the occasional glimpse out of the corner of my eye of a small bodied female through the trees. She had a bow, so perhaps she was some kind of [Hunter]? Hopefully not a [Bounty Hunter], although I don’t think I have a bounty here in Nuave yet. I would rather not tangle with their kind though. If any class could squeeze blood from a stone it would be [Bounty Hunters].

   This kept up for a little while until…

   “That is far enough,” a melodic voice called out; I couldn’t quite identify the accent. “If you don’t stop, I will shoot.”

   “No offense,” I replied, “But I think I will just [Roll the Dice] on that.”

   Hitting a moving target in a dense forest? A moving target that is actively attempting to dodge and that has my stats? And with my Skills?

   “Best of Luck to you little girl!” I thought to myself, rather insincerely though. After all, even with my Stats and Skills I could still easily lose a gamble. Of course, the trick was to only bet anything that mattered on bets you couldn’t lose. If I never gave my pursuer another chance to stop and draw their bow, then I could easily go all in on this one chance and as long as I don’t get a fatal wound, I win.

   The soft thrum of a drawstring, the whiz of an arrow, and a pulling sensation on my upper left thigh was enough to put a smile on my face. I had been grazed, but it wouldn’t hurt until my adrenaline ran its course. Hopefully, I wasn’t bleeding too much but I could hardly stop now to check.

   It was also good to know that the [Archer] was aiming to capture, not to kill. Not that I would stop long enough to allow them a second sho-

   Only a mix of my high Luck, Perception, and Agility Stats allowed me to dodge the next arrow. She was running and shooting at the same time!

   “Fuck me,” I grunted as I tried to keep the trees between myself and the shooter. “This is why relying on Luck is fucking stupid.”

   So she either had a Class, a Skill, or high enough Stats to allow her to move and shoot at the same time. Maybe some combination of all three. That would make this far more complicated, especially when a Monster came sniffing around the blood trail I was leaving. Or when she decided to stop trying to capture me and started trying to kill me seriously…

   It might be time to fold instead.

   “Alright, alright!” I put my hands up, showing that they are empty - although I could drop a knife from my sleeve easily enough. I’d kind of like to treat my wound, but now was not the right time for that. I didn’t want to make her twitchy. “I surrender! Don’t shoot me, I’m not a [Bandit]!”

   My huntress emerged from the forest, seeming to quite literally step out of the leaves and shadows. A sure sign of the [Forest Cloak] Skill, which would mean she was either a [Hunter] or some Class Evolved from the [Hunter] Class. She was certainly dressed for the occasion, in a cloak dappled in different shades of green.

   “[Bandits] always seem to say that when they are caught,” her musical accent made a lot more sense now that I saw her, or rather, saw her ears. An Elf! Of course an Elf would be able to shoot and move at the same time, although she must be a young one or she would have hit me the first time. “We will see what a [Priestess] of Alet has to say about that.”

   “Oh, I don’t mind that at all.” I said with a smile, only slightly lying. Stealing from [Bandits] wasn’t illegal really, but things got a little less clear when I wasn’t the one to sell the [Bandits] out. I don’t think that they would really be able to pin much on me though. “Any chance I could bind this cut before we go on? It is really starting to hurt.”

   As I started to relax and my adrenaline went away, I was finally starting to feel the cut on my leg. From experience I could tell it wasn’t too deep, but you would never be able to tell that from all the blood soaking my pants. It was going to be a long walk back and it would feel even longer if the Elf wouldn’t let me clean it up. What, by the Void, was an Elf doing out here anyway?

 

*Kingdom of Nuave, Nu City, Three Days Later*


   This fucking bastard!

   I was glaring at the [Priest] of Scalus who had delivered my sentence; that smug, smiling, little shit! Demanding that I give up my [Thief] Class? Just the Stat loss alone would screw me over, how - by the Void - was this supposed to be Justice!?

   “No need to look at me like that,” the man said after a minute of my stunned silence at his pronouncement. “The Gods assure me this will be good for you in the end.”

   “Fuck the Gods and fuck you too!” I let out a snarl, but the [Priest] remained impassive. Arrogant bastard, he was half my age and treating me like a whining child, wasn’t he? Of course he was, it wasn’t like I had a fucking choice. I doubt this [Priest] was powerful enough to actually strip my Class himself, but the [Guards] would hardly let me leave until I did. So my two options were either to give up my Class and cripple myself or rot in the city’s jail.

   I knew the prison of Nu’s reputation as well, which meant I was aware that this was actually a choice between becoming a cripple or becoming a corpse. I had no doubt that the [Guards] would accidentally forget I had been brought in and would accidentally forget to give me food or water. There was more than enough wiggle room between Justice and law to fit my dead body.

   Fifteen minutes later, I stumbled out of the temple feeling like someone had dosed me with Deep Cave Spider venom. My head was spinning, my vision blurred, and every bone and muscle in my body ached like I had been tossed down a flight of stairs after being beaten unconscious. I nearly fell over right there but was caught by a passerby.

   “Woah,” the man helped me sit down. “Are you alright?”

   Before I could say anything, a familiar voice replied, “Of course he isn’t, Rauvin. You heard what his sentence was. In fact, the only reason we are here is that you felt bad about it!”

   “Of course I do!” the man - Rauvin - became heated, “What is wrong with stealing from [Bandits]? This guy was the one to tip off the Guild to more than a few of those groups anyway, so you can hardly say he was doing more harm than good! How is that Justice?”

   “The workings of the Gods can be mysterious,” another male - younger - voice spoke up. “I find it interesting that the [Priest] said ‘this will be better for you in the end’ as it implies that Justice paid enough attention to work out the full impact of the Judgement. Scalus is not Alet, who is all knowing by her nature. He must actually work at knowing more about a situation than Alet tells Him and most Judgements are either too clear or too trivial to bother.”

   “Who are you people?” I couldn’t follow their discussion. In fact, I could barely focus my eyes enough to see a man in armor standing in front of me and… That Elf!

   “Your name is Karlin, right?” The man in armor, Rauvin, who was very obviously an Adventurer - and part of the same party as the Elf who caught me - asked rhetorically, “My name is Rauvin, and I am the leader of an Adventurer team… And, honestly, I kind of feel bad that this happened. Being forced to give up a Class? That just isn’t right, so I thought I would make you an offer…”


*Kingdom of Nuave, Nu City, Two Months Later*


   I had initially had some thoughts of revenge, but I quickly put those out of my mind. First and originally, because it was well known that killing an Elf was difficult and that success was more often than not met with the killer being hunted down by some millenia old Elf that was a relative of the one that was killed. Secondly, however, I put it out of my mind because I grudgingly had come to like these kids - and that was really all I could think of them as, even though Rei was nearly three times my age.

   They were driven, flexible in how they approached problems, and more than willing to reach out and share a drink with anyone they met regardless of status or how closely they hewed to what the Temples said was correct. Even Ylma, the bitchy mage girl, had another side to her, happily teaching magic to slum kids for free. She was still kind of a bitch, but she had more depth than I had first thought.

   The team - Seeking the Horizon, now that was a fanciful name - had been taking jobs in the city, helping me level my other Classes and I had been using my old contacts to help them complete jobs they normally wouldn’t be able to. Which was how this had happened:

   “[You have met the requirements for the advanced Class: [Rogue]!]

  [You have 7 open Class Slots.]

  [You have Classes available, would you like to see them now?]

  [Note: [Rogue] is an Evolved Class. You require a compatible Class to Evolve!]

  [Note: Requirements have been met to allow Class Evolution based on the Surrendered Class [Thief]]


   I think I might just stay with them for a while yet.

            

    
        Chapter Forty Five - Escort Mission, Part Two

    
    
    
    
                Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV:


 Rauvin pulled the asshole aside to talk, which was a good precaution to prevent me taking a bite out of him and soon both were hurrying towards the merchants, presumably to explain the issue. I was tempted to insist on an apology, but that would have to wait - I certainly wasn’t going to forget - but the incoming monsters were the more pressing issue.

My first instinct was, as usual, to get into the air - even if I didn’t want to fight them in the air just with Rei, I figured it would be different with support from the ground. Rei clamped down on that idea hard.

 “Have you ever seen an eagle getting chased by starlings?” She asked me, which I actually hadn’t. I had seen, in previous lives, smaller birds chase crows away though and I was able to see how being up in the air for this fight would be rough on Rei and myself. On the other hand, if I am not in the air I couldn’t participate well in this fight. For all that I had just learned some new ways to use [Aerokinesis] I still couldn’t really attack well at long range.

 But where my air blasts would dissipate, Bronzebird feathers were apparently a lot like arrows and with gravity on their side the monster birds would be able to hit us from whatever range they wanted. This left me relegated to defending the merchants, and the Adventurers with ranged options while they tried to either kill or chase the flock away.

 We had time before the flock made it to us, so we got into defensive positions under whatever cover we could find. I debated whether or not I should use my [Aerokinesis] to try and create a barrier of wind to try and deflect the Bronzebird’s feathers away from the group. Probably not worth it, not with my Mana levels and magic power.

 Honestly, with how my spine was shaped in this form, it was actually somewhat hard to look up. Wyvern’s were designed to attack from above, not defend from below, and that was clear as I strained to tilt my head up to keep an eye on the sky. Actually, I’m not sure I could defend the people around me very well at all, unless they were willing to get under my wings.

 ...Of course, that would just have me turned into a pincushion, so I really would rather do almost anything else, if there was an option. But if there was another one, I couldn’t think of it. I was frustratingly impotent in this kind of a fight.

 When the Bronzebirds caught up they were met with ranged attacks from Rei, Ylma, and the few other Adventurers that were capable of ranged attacks and it soon became apparent that it was pretty difficult to hit flying monsters. Feathers, as sharp as knives, came down and cut into the ground and stuck themselves into the wagons. Fortunately, it seems the Bronzebirds weren't very accurate either, but with enough birds tossing enough feathers it wouldn't take many passes to hit one of us. But how many feathers could the birds actually spare?

 It quickly became apparent that the answer was: “a hell of a lot.” Plus, they were far harder to kill than I might have expected even when they could be hit - but I only have myself to blame for my own stupidity, I suppose; the damned things were called Bronzebirds. I really shouldn’t have been surprised to see arrows shot by some of the other adventurers bounce off the monster’s wings, but Ray’s first shot had gone straight through one of the bird’s heads and brought it down.

 [Analyzing] my allies revealed what I felt was likely the main problem, aside from Ylma and Rei, no one seemed to have a dedicated magic or ranged Class. There were a couple of people with the [Scout] Class, but that wasn’t the same thing at all. The birds gave us a few more passes and then flew off. They didn’t seem to have done that much damage and no one was hurt, so I was pretty happy. Rei sensed my optimism through our bond as she returned and immediately crushed it.

 “They’ll be back,” she said. “Bronzebirds aren’t exactly the smartest or most dangerous monster, but they are persistent. They fly by, toss out some feathers and hope they injure something. Then they fly away and hope that their prey bleeds to death. When they return - if their prey is dead - they eat it, but if it isn’t they repeat the whole process.”

 My very first though was: “That is actually fucking brilliant.” Which of course led to my second thought, “Oh, by Podi, I am an idiot. I could have been doing that in addition to my traps!”

 “They don’t seem very threatening though,” I said while pondering how Rei and I could apply their tactics in the future. “If they have useful parts, isn’t this just free money for us? Are the feathers worth anything?”

 “They are worth a bit. Not much, but a bit,” Rei answered, “but the real question is whether or not we will have the energy to collect them after a week of being harassed every couple of hours.”

 Chaurl was right, Bronzebirds sounded like an absolute menace. “But they have to roost somewhere, right?” I asked, trying to think of a way that we could counter them, “because otherwise it almost seems like we should turn back.”

Rauvin was walking over from where he had been talking with the other parties and the merchants with a somewhat annoyed look on his face. He had overheard what I had said and broke the bad news to all of us.

“The merchants want to push through,” Rauvin explained. Apparently, they had time sensitive commitments that they had made, “and honestly Bronzebirds aren’t really dangerous so long as we pay attention. They rely on bleeding to kill their prey and they don’t actually have the strength to kill us directly.”

Unless they get a lucky hit, I thought to myself. I was well aware that people, even in worlds with classes and levels, could die after tripping over their own feet walking across a clear, flat, floor. Getting bombarded by monsters seeking to eat us probably had a higher risk attached to it than going to the kitchen at home. Rei, of course, could sense my snark and cynicism and just sighed, patting my wing.

“You are probably the safest of all of us, Hewka,” she mused. “With your regeneration, their hit and run tactics won’t work on you at all. You can relax a little bit, some things just have to be endured.”

What, was this like magpie swooping season in Australia? We just had to live with birds dive-bombing us, but we didn’t even have the ice cream to go with it? It was odd how I remembered some things so easily, but that was a thought for another time. For now, it seemed like the merchant’s consensus was to push through.


*Four Days Later, At Night (five days of total travel)*


“I THOUGHT YOU SAID THEY WERE STUPID!” The asshole who had insulted Rei, (his name was Grav, but I thought of him as ‘asshole’ regardless) roared. I imagine he was shouting to try and recover his dignity, but I certainly heard him yelp when the feather stabbed him in the ass.

“She said they weren’t the smartest, now stay still” Chaurl growled as he none too gently yanked the feather out of the asshole’s ass. “It hardly takes a genius to do night attacks, although I can understand how from your perspective it might feel that way.”

Grav was lucky that Chaurl was professional enough to heal him, even now that this was our fourth night of disturbed sleep. He was also lucky I was busy eating one of the Bronzebirds that had come a bit too close and got roasted by Ylma, because everyone’s tempers had become a bit frayed - to say the least.

The monsters had to rest too, but they did so in the afternoon and would harass the caravan morning and night, interrupting our sleep and putting everyone on edge. My team had been rotating who I had riding on me during the day, just so that some of them could catch a little extra sleep. The other teams did the same thing with the merchant’s wagons, but it wasn’t nearly enough and it wasn’t just the people getting tired. The pack animals and myself (I obviously am a person, but I am one of the creatures shouldering the burden) were also exhausted.

“Fuck off, witch fucker,” Grav spat back at Chaurl, which only earned Grav a snort and a shake of the head in response. Chaurl’s skills allowed him to put off sleeping, or feel fully rested, when he needed to, which was useful at times like this. I knew for a fact it helped him control himself, just like I knew for a fact that both he and Tamlin were itching to beat Grav within an inch of his life.

“You know,” I used my aerokinesis to talk while I took another large bite of Bronzebird. “I can’t think of many things more stupid than insulting the person healing you using an insult that likewise attacks one of his friends - a friend that, rather than curse at you, can literally curse you.”

I made sure to look at him as he went to reply, interrupting his response with a bloody crunch as I bit through the monster’s bones. “The only thing I can think of that might be just as foolish would be using slurs to talk about the friend of an intelligent Draconoid monster. Here I was under the impression that humans tried not to get themselves killed, but I suppose there was a reason you were sleeping out in the open despite knowing we would be attacked again.”

Grav’s teammates dragged the man, who was sputtering in rage, away and I felt the warmth of Rei’s amusement at my own smugness through the bond. I dismissed the man from my thoughts almost immediately, even as Rauvin gave a half-hearted lecture on cooperation that I likewise zoned out for, far more interested in a discovery I had made about Bronzebirds.

They tasted like pork. Like very lean, salted, pork. 

You didn’t even have to add salt to them for the taste, although I was told that the meat wouldn’t be preserved unless you used actual salt or a skill. Which actually meant that the bird’s meat was not very popular, because preserved meat was the norm and preserved Bronzebird meat often tasted more like salt than meat. Bronzebird jerky was, essentially, salt leather.

None of that was an issue here, because no one had any interest in preserving them. Every time one was brought down, it would go straight to a cookpot or to me - not that some of the cooked ones didn’t go to me as well. I had come to find that I liked both cooked and uncooked food, they each had their own tastes and raw meat was delicious to me in this form.

“She isn’t even listening, is she?” I heard Rauvin say with a sigh. The fact that I had heard him lament me not listening, and pretty much nothing else he said, added to my amusement. Better I be amused than exhausted and frustrated though, right?


*The Next Day (six days of total travel)*


 The one benefit of the Bronzebirds was that we did not encounter any other large monsters on the road. Bronzebirds preyed upon larger animals and monsters, and so had driven them out of the nearby area. Rei had even explained to me that Bronzebirds were not even considered very threatening to Sapients because they only very rarely attacked people who were alone or in small groups and would never attack people who were in very large groups.

However, going back to the topic of their intelligence, what made Bronzebirds a nuisance was that they would happily attack wagons. Obviously, the cattle pulling the wagons were a target too, but Bronzebirds were particularly well known for attacking merchant routes because they seemed to think wagons were prey.

I was too tired to consider the topic of monster ecology, and after this mission was complete I rather hoped that my only encounter with Bronzebirds in the future would be hunting them down. I wanted almost nothing to do with them ever again.

A feeling of invigoration washed through me and I jumped a bit. I hadn’t even noticed Chaurl putting his hand on my back until he had used his power, I had even forgotten he was riding on my back this morning.

“Thanks for the help, Hewka,” he said, patting my back. “This mission would be rough without you carrying us and giving us some time to rest. We need to make sure to do something nice for you when we get done.”

I didn’t really feel like talking, but gave a grateful chuff in acknowledgement. I hadn’t known my team for very long, but it was things like this that made me really happy to be with them. To an extent, I would have taken anyone after being alone for so long, but Seeking the Horizon were genuinely good people. I still wasn’t convinced Tamlin was on Rei’s level, but he made Rei happy and he was a nice enough guy overall. And Karlin was a tad anti-social and generally serious, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be fun. Ylma and Chaurl were a blast - sometimes literally - to be around, and Rauvin was a steadying presence that kept it all together. 

I am not sure how I fit in, but I seemed to be doing so regardless of my worries. I was glad my instincts weren’t pushing me away from everyone, and that they had accepted that I was a person. 

“You’re welcome Chaurl,” I said in response to his thanks. “Although I hope you don’t mind me saying that I might prefer getting a couple days worth of sleep to anything else.”

“I thought you were going to ask to bite that Grav fellow,” Chaurl said with a chuckle.

“Don’t tempt me.” No, seriously, please don’t tempt me, better to change the topic. “By the way, how much further do we have to go?”

“At our current speed? Another week at least, although we should be out of the bird’s range in another few days I would think. Right Rei?” He asks Rei who is walking beside us and she confirms his estimate with a tired nod. 

“They usually aren’t seen very close to a settlement. If we weren’t on the very edge of civilization we probably wouldn’t have encountered them so soon out of Evergold.


*Three Days Later (nine days of total travel)*


Everyone was on edge.

It had been eight hours since the last attack, and everyone was hoping and praying that it was the last one. At the same time, no one wanted to get their hopes up too much - it wasn’t like there hadn’t been long stretches of time between attacks before. None had been quite this long, however.

By midday, however, that tension had given way to relief and everyone agreed to stop right there and rest. I didn’t even bother to try and find a place to settle down and just flopped over sending Tamlin, who was riding me with Rei, for a tumble even as Rei gracefully dismounted. Not my problem, I was going to sleep. 


            

    
        Extra - Rauvin

    
    
    
    
                *Kingdom of Gracel, Two Years Ago*

*Rauvin Kassid POV*


   The most commonly held trait for people with the [Officer] Class was the desire to be an [Officer].

   It is a statement that seems so obvious that it seems like it would go without saying, but I knew better.  There is a lot of information that can be found hidden within the nuance and is often left unsaid.  Which would be fine if the information was not important, but unfortunately it was.

   “You were ordered to stand watch over the unit’s water supplies,” I did my best to keep my frustration out of my voice, it would not be professional or helpful.  “Not to take a nap in the cart with the barrels.”

  “Begging your pardon, [Officer] Kassid,” the old [Soldier] spoke with a salute.  “No one came to relieve me from my post over the night, I apologize that I was not able to stay awake until relief was sent.”

  I had shifted the schedule to account for the extra soldiers - mostly [Soldiers] and [Infantry] Classed - but one man had followed the previous schedule instead of the new one, meaning that no one had come when the watch should have changed.  That was an issue I had already addressed, and on the surface one might think that it was a good excuse.  On the surface, that is.

  “And it never occurred to you to ask any one of the soldiers who came for a drink to come and let me know?”

  I knew he knew better than this.  The [Officer] Class generally requires you to want to be an [Officer] because you need to accept a promotion - accept the post - beforehand.  [Officers] are not the most qualified individuals for their position, but rather the most qualified individuals who said yes.  The old [Soldier] in front of me knew how to do my job better than I did, but he had no interest in ever accepting a promotion and taking the [Officer] Class.

  They could be the best of [Soldiers] to have under your command, the worst to have under your command, or often they would be both at the same time.  The trouble I had was getting them to respect me, because when they didn’t shit like this would happen.

  “You could have asked any of the people who came by to give me a message,” Rauvin knew he wasn’t going to be winning him over today though.  “You should have asked one of them to do so.”

  Anyone who knew anything about war knew that logistics was the most critical part of victory.  People and mounts needed to eat and drink, boots needed to be replaced, swords and armor repaired, arrows supplied, and wounded and dead sent home to recover or be buried.  All of that was obvious, but what was less obvious was that the most critical part of logistics was management.  To the chagrin of many a [Grand Strategist], wars have been won and lost over something as simple as poor scheduling and the first thing that happens when an army is mustered is that something breaks down.

  And the mustering of the army was rushed, the [Generals] had been caught off guard and were sending us in piecemeal as a result.  Goblin Swarms were rare and there were whispers that some [Officials] had tried to cover it up, but now the military was being brought in to hopefully nip it in the bud.  This was not the time where I could just let the [Soldier] off the hook, and I’d let him know as much.

  “Any other time,” I nearly growled in frustration.  “Any other time that might have flown at least enough for me to just give you a talking to, but this isn’t any other time and so I am putting you on a punishment detail.  I hope you enjoyed your nap, because you won’t be getting another until we are done with this Swarm.”

  The silver lining to dressing down the old timers?  They never tried to wheedle or whine, they would always just shrug and accept it with their faces going blank.  Which was good, because we had a long march ahead of us and a battle at the end of it.

  “[Leadership has Leveled up! Leadership is now Level 18!]”

  It always felt good to gain a level.  Hopefully it was a good sign.


*Two Days Later*


   “AOE AT THE FRONT NOW!” I roared over the sounds of battle, calling for one of our mages to give us some breathing room.  “Pull back and collapse the pass!”

   Gracel was a mostly flat country, but thankfully it was only mostly flat or we would be fucked.  We were too late, too few, and just not high enough level to deal with what was going on.  We would have to regroup with the rest of the army, at the very least, and given that this was a Swarm we would probably need to bring in high level adventurers as well.

   All of which was very easy to say, but it was far less pretty to experience than to talk about.

   My orders were carried out.  Fire and lightning rained down on the front lines, clipping our own soldiers but that would be mostly mitigated by their armor and shields.  More importantly it would slaughter all the goblins in that area and allow us to disengage.  We hadn’t lost much, only two [Soldiers] were missing by my count, but Swarms weren’t dangerous in the traditional sense.

  Hell, those two [Soldiers] probably weren’t even dead yet.  Between their levels and their armor it might take them an hour or more to die.  It wasn’t a pleasant thought to have, and I didn’t have the time to consider it anyways.

  The noise of the landslide that would cut off the pass behind us momentarily eclipsed even the sounds of the goblins. The air was filled with dust which stuck to the sweat on my exposed skin making it almost as uncomfortable as the sweat slicked leather lining of my helmet was.  I had to refocus myself, this momentary respite had errant thoughts running through my mind and it was very much only a momentary respite.  Gracel’s landscape was hardly impassable and the Swarm would be through or around the blockage in hours.  Maybe a day if I was lucky.

  I deserved some good luck right now, but instead I was told that most of our supplies were on the Swarm side of the blockage.

  “Fall in people,” I called out.  “We are leaving, hopefully to rendezvous with the rest of the army.  Move!”

  The good news was that Swarms weren’t particularly coordinated.  The goblins weren’t hunting for us or looking for us, they just expanded outward and ate whatever was available.  We wouldn’t have to worry about traditional pursuit, although by the same token if they did catch up to us there was a chance that the attack would simply never stop.

  So we, in military parlance, retreated.  Or perhaps we made a “strategic withdrawal,” otherwise known as running away.  I know that is what I would call it when I reported it, but I was fairly certain that it would be edited as it was passed up stream.  Maybe they would call it, “escorting civilians to safety,” because for some fucking reason the area had not been evacuated.  

  Once they heard what was going on though, they flocked to us and I had to make a hard decision and keep them away.  We didn’t have the numbers to protect so many people without stretching ourselves thin, and even rationing supplies we would be going without sooner rather than later.  I watched men, women, and children beg me for help and I had to keep them back at the point of a spear.  I hate myself and I hate this kingdom.  I could only let a few families come with us in exchange for supplies.

  It wouldn’t be long before people became desperate enough to attack us, and so I needed to watch the fleeing refugees just as warily as I watched the shadows for goblins.  Although the first one to approach me, a young man - barely that, more of a kid really - actually asked me how to fight.

  “Sir,” he asked, watching me with as much or more caution than I regarded him.  “Could I ask you a question?”

  There were a lot of hard questions to which I had equally hard answers, but I knew what he wanted to ask.  After all, anyone with a beating heart would at least ask, but I had already steeled myself against it and I would have to put that steel into my voice.

  “Kid, I bet I know what you are going to ask. We can’t let just anyone into this camp.” I said to him, wishing that I had the resources to help everyone but knowing the reality of the situation.  “Even just to sit. Desperation turns honest men and women into thieves and cutthroats. I don’t blame them for it, but neither can I trust anyone who can’t look after themselves.”

  He asked me if we could arm everyone.  Goblins were weak, after all, and there were a lot of people around, but all that told me was that he didn’t understand just what it meant for there to be a goblin Swarm.  It wouldn’t be too long before there were so many goblins that they stripped the countryside of everything that they considered edible, which was everything including the dirt down to bedrock.  There would be so many goblins that they would be crawling over each other, some places might end up two or three goblins deep.  

  The army would take part in culling them, of course, but mostly as a cordon that kept them from spreading further.  The actual killing would be done by mages and high level adventurers with powerful AOE spells and abilities.

  In the end, I did agree to teaching the kid how to fight.  Perhaps not the best decision, but there was only so much I could harden my heart at the end of the day.

  “Hey kid, what is your name?” I asked him, he told me his name was Tamlin and I held out my hand towards him.  “I’m Rauvin.  Happy to meet you, although I wish it was during a better time.”

  I had to admire the determination on Tamlin’s face as he took my hand and shook it.  He and his sister would take shelter in the city of Pylae as my unit and I continued our fighting retreat across Gracel, eventually reuniting with the main force of the army.  It didn’t take long for me to hear more rumors that this Swarm had gotten out of hand due to some kind of fuck up from some [Lord] or [Official].  I wasn’t surprised, but I was tired of it.  Seeing adventurers gather, I had to wonder if maybe that lifestyle would be better…  It could hardly be worse, after all.


*Seven Weeks Later*


  Words cannot adequately describe the devastation the Swarm left in its wake.  First, the goblins came through and ate even the dirt.  Then, we came through and killed them, leaving their corpses to blanket the ground and marched tens of thousands over it, trampling anything that was left.  It was madness.

  The bodies would have to be burned, but without wood the pyres would have to be lit by magic.  Wherever we went, we left piles of corpses billowing black, choking smoke behind us.  It stained our armor, got into our water, and eventually became an omnipresent haze that covered the sky and completed the apocalyptic vision that had consumed the formerly idyllic Gracel countryside.

  I was relieved to see that the city of Pylae had survived, when we reached it.  Just seeing something had resisted being eaten by goblins raised my spirit, although it was immediately crushed when I entered.  The people of Pylae were gaunt, at the very best.  Some were little more than skin and bones, sitting in the accumulated filth that came from two months of a city filled beyond bursting by refugees, unable to move or uncaring about the garbage they wallowed in.

  Hell, that one leaning on a spear looked more like one of the undead than a liv- I recognized that spear…

  “By the Gods!  Tamlin, is that you?” I could barely believe it, he was far from the frightened, but lively, kid I had met just a couple months ago.  He seemed less fearful, but all the life had been drained from him and the contrast between how I remembered him and the skeletal figure I saw before me…

  It was there I made the decision to quit the army.  I didn’t want to work for a country that would let this happen, and so I decided to become an adventurer.  Maybe, after Tamlin recovered, I would see if he wanted to join me as well… 


            

    
        Chapter Forty Six - Measurements and Plans

    
    
    
    
                *Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV*


   Getting barding was far more complicated than I thought it would be, both in good and bad ways.  First, we learned that we had no idea what we were talking about, because barding was armor and what Rei and I were looking for was basically a saddle and harness.  In fairness, neither any of Seeking the Horizon nor myself had much experience riding and Rei’s experience had been gained riding me.  Of course, on reflection light armor sounded like a really good idea, so we were going to end up getting some anyway.

   Which brought us to our second problem, one that was obvious in retrospect because half the reason we had come here was that Evergold had lacked the artisans to make what I, a wyvern, needed.  Somehow I had understood that, went along with the caravan all the way through the Bronzebirds all the way here, and never realized what that was because hardly anyone rides wyverns and as a result my needs were challenging and almost unique - or rather, I hadn’t quite realized what that meant in a society of levels.

   [Guards] had to be called when the [Leatherworkers] started a brawl over who would have the opportunity to make my equipment.  While this explained why Karlin had come with us, bringing pastries and saying that he wanted to watch, it was a bewildering experience to me.  I suppose, in my past lives I either had work that was demanding enough, or I had status high enough that I never had to compete for challenges on which to level myself.  I had never really considered how the availability of work and the demand for goods might impact leveling, and that was without the special considerations in this life: that making equipment for me might unlock some future Class Evolution and push the crafter who made it to new heights.

   I was an intelligent flying draconic monster, so it wouldn’t surprise me if I helped them unlock something.  I was a fair bit different from the average horse that came through.

   “Distracted again already, Hewka?” Rei interrupted my thoughts with a joke and poke between my eyes.  Everything had settled down, we had found a [Leatherworker] to help us, and that is where our third problem came up: getting me to sit still and pay attention.

   “What was the question again?” I asked, mildly embarrassed.

   “I was asking about how flexible you needed this to be and where,” came the reply from the [Leatherworker] who was still busily measuring me and writing down the results.  Turns out he needed a bit more than three numbers to make this for me, although that thought was just me getting distracted again.  “Places that flex and bend a lot need to be given special treatment so that they last, although nothing will last forever.  On the other hand, places that don’t bend much can be reinforced and I can make it work with your armor easier.”

   I was going to have leather armor with a small amount of thin metal plates in key areas, so much of the armor was going to be made by the same craftsman.  He was a thin and wiry older man, though not any less spry for his age on account of his levels.  He had brown eyes and brown hair, with just a hint of gray starting to peek through.  Happily, he also happened to be unconcerned about the fact that I could talk.  If anything, he was happy he had a chance to make a better product.

   “For the most part, I don’t really bend at all,” I considered his question carefully, thinking about my experiences.  “In a lot of ways I am like a large bird.  I can’t bend backwards, only forwards, and while I can bend sideways it really isn’t that much.  I can bend my neck downwards quite a bit though.  Oh, and my wings are pretty flexible at the joints.”

   Not that it mattered much, because weight on my wings would make it much harder to fly then weight on my body would.  It was unfortunate that my wings were my second most important feature to protect, after my head, which also happened to be one of my largest vulnerabilities that even complete idiots would know to take advantage of, but they couldn’t be effectively armored.  I could fly with some minimal leather armor on my wings, but I lost a lot of my maneuverability and speed in exchange.  To the point that it just wasn’t worth it for the little protection it would have granted.

  I also had turned down glass inserts for the eyes of my helmet.  Without enchantment, they wouldn’t be particularly strong - no more so than any other piece of glass - and I didn’t really need them or want shattered glass in my eyes.  Rei, on the other hand, was happy to get flight goggles, although they didn’t call them that.  I don’t think they had a word for “goggles,” actually, which was mildly interesting.

   The materials were more interesting, in my opinion, because there were so many options.  At first I thought there would be at least a couple of options, on account of there being quite the variety of monsters, but I had severely underestimated the count.  It turned out that being a [Leatherworker] was actually a very complicated Class in this world.

   It turns out that there were a lot of System related factors that went into everything.  The quality of any material was based on things like the monster’s Endurance, Vitality, Dexterity, and Magic and on top of that, racial skills like my [Lesser Wyvern Hide] also influenced things.  I actually had a number of skills that might be useful: [Breathes through her Skin], [Toxic Skin], [Regeneration: Minor](lesser), [Scale Armor: Minor], [Lesser Wyvern Hide], and [Poison Resistance: Major].

   My Evolution path was rare, to say the least, and I have to wonder if I might have accidentally made myself too valuable as materials.  I hope I don’t get a bounty on me, but it isn’t like seeing someone’s Status is easy so I probably would be fine.  Well, even if I wasn’t fine my plans didn’t change anyway.  Leaving civilization would just make it easier for me to be killed, and arguably legally.  Staying with Rei granted me some legal protections and gave me some allies who would help me, plus I just didn’t want to leave her anyways.

   Rei poked me again as my attention wandered off, it seemed like they had worked out what they were going to do because we were leaving for now, back to the inn.  Rei didn’t have to tell me we were headed there, I knew the location because of the feelings I sensed through our link. That mix of frustration, pity, and shame always bubbled to the surface whenever she thought about me sleeping in the stables.

   “I really am fine with it,” I sent her reassurance over the link.  “How would it even work if I was inside?  Imagine me trying to get into a bed, how would I even pull the blankets up when I don’t have hands?”

   “You are still a person,” Rei said again, as she had said as much before.  “It feels wrong for you to be treated like an animal.”

    “I am a person Rei, but I am not a Sapient,” I pointed out as we walked down the street.  People certainly gave us a wide berth, despite my size I didn’t need to push my way through.  “I don’t need the same things you do, nor do the same things make me comfortable.”

   It isn’t like I could sit in a chair.  In fact, my physiology made “sitting” something I didn’t really do in general.  I had what I guess could be called a relaxed pose that I could slip into that might be analogous if I squinted, but I certainly wouldn’t call it sitting and there wasn’t any furniture that could make it more comfortable.  Enclosed space in general didn’t make me very comfortable, although the mess of instincts I had made that a bit complicated.  Working through all of them, I eventually came to the conclusion that I like a hidden, cozy space with enough space for me to take off and one side open that I could fly out of.

   “The stables are where I can be most comfortable,” I tried to convince Rei that I was fine.  “You can hardly blame people for not making things with wyverns in mind and I am not really sure what people would even make…”

   I had a feeling that this was going to be a repeating issue for Rei.  It was nice to know that she cared, and respected me enough as a person to be concerned about getting me equal treatment.

   “Hey gals,” Rauvin called out to us, he was coming back to the inn as well after visiting the Adventurer’s Guild.  “All done getting measured?  Any chance they’ll have it done in the next five days?”

   “Hello Rauvin,”  Rei replied for the both of us.  “Yes, and I’d ask why you wanted to know this much except that you just went to the Guild…”

   “You guessed it,” Karlin appeared from fucking nowhere, seemed amused that I had launched myself two stories up, with Rei on my back, and just kept talking like everything was entirely normal.  “And it is a job I think you will enjoy, Hewka.”

   I decided not to acknowledge anything had happened.  He probably would just smirk and tell me to work on my Perception anyways.  I had thought Karlin was quiet and reserved, but the more I got to know him the more I realized that was just a cover for his real personality.  Perhaps I should take this as a sign that he was warming to me and opening up.

   “Why do you think that,” I asked while trying to keep myself dignified as I landed back on the street.  I was channeling my inner cat: you didn’t scare me, I just decided to jump then.  Rei’s mood shifted towards amusement, so that was good at least, maybe even good enough that I might not plot revenge against Karlin.  Maybe.

   “We were just thinking about all the fun you had with your new friends that you made on our last mission,” Karlin answered with a smile.  “And we thought you might like to have a playdate with them.”

   If I had eyebrows, I would have raised one.  The amount of euphemism that Karlin had injected into the word “fun” could supply a criminal syndicate with doublespeak for years.  I would guess that it either had something to do with the racist asshole or the Bronzebirds, and I doubted that Karlin would let me eat a person.  Actually, Karlin might but Rauvin definitely wouldn’t, and so that meant it was option two and if they were coming back from the Guild…

   “They put a bounty out on the Bronzebirds?”

   “Well they could hardly leave them alone to harass the caravans transporting their gold,” Karlin confirmed my guess.

   “We were actually approached at the Guild,” Rauvin added.  “They wanted to hire you and Rei to help, and the money is very good.  We can split up with you, Rei, and Ylma going with the group hunting the Bronzebirds.  At the same time, Karlin, Tamlin, Chaurl, and myself can pick up a smaller purge mission while you three are gone.”

   I really did dislike those birds.  The sleep deprivation was bad enough, but Bronzebirds normally hunted larger animals and monsters.  The entire reason they were such an annoyance to caravans was that they liked to hunt the draft animals pulling the wagons and that they weren’t quite smart enough to tell the difference between those wagons and their normal prey.  The problem was that I was also rather large and quite a few of their razor sharp feathers were sent my way.  It wasn’t dangerous to me - my [Regeneration: Minor](lesser) made their bleed out tactic useless and they didn’t do enough damage directly to kill me in any reasonable length of time - but having to have Rei pull those feathers out of my back was frustrating.  Frustrating had turned to “enraging” when the lack of sleep had been put on top of it, but on the other hand…

   “What is their plan?  If I am alone in the air and I get mobbed by the whole flock of Bronzebirds my new armor won’t be enough to save me,” I remembered Rei’s warning from the start of that escort mission and I had agreed with her assessment enough to stay grounded for the entire trip after we encountered those birds, despite my instincts.  “It wouldn’t be enough even if it covered me fully, but I really don’t want to find out what it feels like to have my wings shredded and fall out of the sky.”

   “We can at least hear them out,” Rei laid her hand on my back, her presence helping me keep my emotions in check.  “I am also not very keen on falling to my death, but I am sure they have a plan.”

   “Everyone has a plan until there is a monster in their face,” I liberally paraphrased Mike Tyson, idly wondering why that had stuck with me.  “I am sure they have one, I just wonder if it is a good one.”

   “Well you won’t know until you hear them out,” Rauvin shrugged.  “If you opt out from hunting the Bronzebirds you can just join us like normal.”


*Later That Night*


   “So once those groups have secured the ground area,” the leader of the adventurer’s gathered to hunt the Bronzebirds, named Piers, gestured at the map set out on the table.  The table which was set up outside so that I could join in.  I imagine Rauvin had let them know ahead of time, and I really did appreciate both him looking out for me and Piers taking his word on my intelligence.  “Our long range fighters will take up their positions and after that is where you two come in.  Your main job is to draw the monsters into our ambush, although any scouting you would do beforehand would be welcome as well.”

   It wasn’t a particularly complicated plan and one that, to my mind, seemed like it had a very good chance of succeeding.  In fact, I would go so far as to call it overkill but I could see the logic that the city had used when they issued the request.  Evergold was a gold mining town, and from an administrator’s point of view anything that risked losing even a single caravan was worth throwing a lot of money at adventurers to make go away.

   Rei and I both agreed it would be a relatively safe way to test out my new equipment, while at the same time being quite profitable.  It would certainly help fill the gaping hole in my metaphorical wallet that had been caused by purchasing that equipment.  Even with Rei splitting the cost with me, hiring a master artisan wasn’t cheap and the job wasn’t quite valuable enough that they would do it for free.  Well, I personally thought it was and that we had just been out leveled in Mercantilism, but whatever the case some additional funds would be welcome.

   “We can do that,” Rei could sense my approval even without me having to say anything and agreed for us.  “It shouldn’t be a problem at all.  Neither of us have a very high Taunt Skill, but they can hardly ignore getting shot with an arrow.  Or rather, if they do, we will kill them all and everyone can come back and get paid without having to do anything.”

   It would be a good chance to level our Taunt Skill, we should probably make the best of us.  I could see it being useful for this sort of thing in the future and I doubted this would be the last time Rei and I helped to lead something into an ambush.

   “Sorry I am late,” came an unfortunately familiar voice, one that I suspected leveled their Taunt Skill just by existing. “I had thought the meeting was going to be inside the- wait, what is that thing doing here!?”

   Funnily enough, that was close to the same thing I was thinking right now.  What kind of bad luck was it that Grav would be part of this mission?  I would have to grit my teeth and try to focus on the money and levels and try not to think about taking a bite out of him.

   “The feeling is mutual, Grav,” Rei’s voice had gone from professional to icy.  “How about you focus on your job and we will focus on ours and we can stay away from each other?  Trust me, I don’t want to be anywhere near you and Hewka likes you even less than I do.”

   Ha.  The others might miss it, but I noticed the slight wordplay there Rei.  She had said that she didn’t want to be near Grav and that I liked him even less than she did, but she didn’t say I wanted to be far away from him.  Personally, I actually would like to get closer to him, a lot closer to him.  In my previous lives, saying that I wanted to taste him would have had a very different meaning, but in this life…           

            

    
        Extra - Rei

    
    
    
    
                *Phu’Shahalidin (The Eternal Forest) 51 Years Ago*

*Rei’Reihammara Solily POV*


 The only thing worse than the knowing looks and empty platitudes that the older elves gave me whenever I expressed my boredom was knowing that the platitudes weren’t empty and that they were right.  I had been taught about this well in advance, this boredom and the accompanying urge to do something, anything but spend another year practicing my Skills here in the forest.  A forest I felt I knew so well by now that I could navigate it blindfolded.

After all, Phu’shahaldidin was eternal and unchanging.  Nothing happened here that wasn’t part of some cycle, nothing happened that hadn’t happened before and that wasn’t expected to happen again on schedule.  Outsiders, especially the humans who lived such short lives, might believe it to change but the passing of decades would reveal that it was all a part of some repeating cycle or another.

The path I was running down now was a bitter reminder of this, one I reflected on.  Morning light shone through gaps in the leaves of the giant trees, illuminating parts of ground and shifting as the wind moved the branches.  The path wound around the trunks of the giant trees, taking care to avoid the worst of the roots and rocks - but only the worst of them.

I always passed this rock, that slightly jutted out from the path and was almost completely unnoteworthy save for a small splotch of lichen, with extra care.  There was little special about it, and I passed it without slowing my stride, but once years ago I had tripped over it and afterwards had thought to remove it.

I dug it out without effort and felt like I had accomplished something.  Something minor, true, but I was young enough that it had felt important to me.  Fifty years ago I had only been thirty.  Of course, the next time I walked along the path the stone was back.

First I simply tried removing the stone again, but over the course of a few weeks I ended up trying many things that all ultimately failed.  I took the rock with me, hauling it back to my home only to find it gone when I woke up in the morning.  Putting it in a locked chest didn’t help, and neither did, with the help of a hammer, breaking the rock into pieces.

Eventually, frustration gave me courage to approach one of the [Rangers] and ask them to get rid of it somehow.  That was when the knowing and amused looks started, the [Ranger] had that expression as she gently informed me that there wasn’t anything they could do.  Humans called Phu’Shahaladin “The Eternal Forest” and they were more right than they knew.  The cycles of the forest had continued for ages before and would continue long after I entered reverie, eternally unchanging and unmoved by anything but its own cycles.  

However, today would be the smallest break from that tedium.  Human [Merchants] - probably Ian Gregor and his caravan - had come to visit.  They would bring things in from outside the forest, although what I really looked forward to was the tales they brought with them.  The older elves who traveled rarely did the same because very little caught their interest in the first place.  Which kingdom was rising or falling or at war or facing calamity and what kind, they had seen it all before and would see it all again and there was little that could touch them.

No one was sure if the incredible Vitality that came with us elves gaining one point of Vitality every year was the cause or if it was just an intrinsic part of our species, but as time wore on less in the world could touch us and we in turn fell out of touch with the world.  Eventually I too, many years in the future, would slow down until I slipped into reverie and just stopped.

It always surprised humans that I was comfortable with that.

 I slowed down as I approached the clearing, trying to see if I could catch a glimpse of one of the [Rangers] who were no doubt keeping watch.  Considering how the forest was, I imagine that they were probably watching just to make sure I don’t leave with the [Merchant].  Still, trying to spot the [Rangers] was one of the other small bits of excitement I could find, even if I knew that any time I did see them it was because they had let me.

 I didn’t catch a glimpse of them this time and walked into the clearing, blinking at the light as I stepped out of the shade.  There were a few, small, human style buildings here that were normally empty, but were now full of people bustling in and out.  A few other elves were here as well, probably to trade but I wasn’t really interested in checking.  Instead I was looking for…

 “Gregor!” I called out and waved to greet the large man and walked over to help him with the table he was setting up.  “It is good to see you again.”

 “It is good to see you as well Rei,” Gregor laughed and said.  “I have quite the tales for you this time, and I have someone I would like you to meet as well.”

 He gestured to his side, drawing my attention to the boy - young man, I suppose - standing nearby.

 “Ah, it is that time already,” I murmured my thoughts aloud, but it just caused Gregor to laugh again.

 “That reminds me, my father told me to say hello for him.”

 The first human [Merchant] I had met was Gregor’s grandfather just before his retirement from traveling.  He had introduced me to Gregor’s father, who had introduced me to Gregor, and now he would introduce me to his son.  It always required me to adjust my thinking a bit, when I was really reminded of what it meant to think on a human timescale.  At only eighty one years old, I imagine I thought more like the humans than I did the older elves, but I still didn’t really think quite like them - or even entirely understand them.

Gregor would introduce me to his son, and I would see them come back together for years - somewhere between ten and twenty, perhaps - until one day Gregor retires and it is just the son.  In another decade, the son would introduce me to his son and then he would retire in another couple of decades as well.

I was a young elf and already I had seen two humans learn their trade, make and execute their plans for their lives, and complete them.

“You know this isn’t exactly my favorite topic,” I sighed.  “I can’t help but envy you.  You live your entire lives while I just exist and get told to work on my Skills more…”

“Which reminds me,” he turned to his son to shout.  “You have to work harder, kid!  Your Skills won’t level well if you don’t put effort into it!  One of the most important things a [Merchant] has to learn is Hauling, because you will be doing a hell of a lot of it!”


*Later That Night*


I was sitting by the fire, mildly amused at how much humans seemed to enjoy telling stories around it, and happily listening to those stories.  A lot of it was just news, hearing about how the world outside the forest had changed since his last visit.  That was good, but the best was when news and tales mixed.  Whenever possible I liked to hear the how and the why as much, if not more, than the what.

“I have got a good one for you too,” Gregor took a pull from his drink before continuing.  “Some high-level came back with news about land over the sea to the south.  Dunno why they were flying over the ocean, but they didn’t get to stay.  Monsters chased them out, but some others put together an expedition and went over by boat.  Turns out there is a whole ‘nother continent.”

“Really!?” I started to excitedly ask questions, “What is it like?  You said there were Monsters?  Strong ones?”

“Terribly strong.  As far as anyone can tell the land to the south hasn’t ever been purged.”

That got a bit of a gasp from me as I sat back.  Purging monsters was…  Well it wasn’t something you could just stop doing.  If Experience wasn’t removed from the ecosystem the strength of monsters could become dangerous.  Strong monsters either got stronger or died to another monster and made them stronger and there was nothing stopping them from reaching the higher levels of power.

And monsters rarely have the kind of restraint a Sapient would, if they went on a rampage the damage would be cataclysmic.

“The expeditionary group was almost overwhelmed,” he paused for dramatic effect.  “Until one of your elders showed up.”

An elder had woken up!?  There must have been something truly dangerous…  To the point I am not even sure I would want to know, the elder elves don’t move from reverie for much.  I tried to tamp down the surprising frustration that had bubbled up as well, wondering why none of the older elves had told me about this and why I had to learn about it from a human [Merchant].

Of course, what followed was the elder vaporizing the monsters and then wandering off without saying anything.

“It is because after a while,” I tried to explain how the older elves think to Gregor’s son.  “Nothing matters except what matters.”

Gregor started laughing and his son made a face at me, and I could only sigh.  It isn’t like I think like that too much, yet, so I can only explain the behavior as others had explained it to me and give a few examples of how I thought.

“You see it even in me,” I thought back to earlier today when I came to visit.  “Every day is…  It is just another day, another week, another month - these things don’t matter to me.  I watched your grandfather grow up, and your father, and I will watch you grow up but I won’t grow with you.  Each day matters to you, but they mean so much less to me, it is only the things that stand out that draw my attention.”

“Now imagine that the knowledge of this is part of everything you do,” I pressed the point.  “Imagine that behind every daily routine is a kind of… fog.  Just like a fog, it isn’t terrible, but it isn’t something you can escape.  It blankets everything you do and as you live it slowly gets deeper and deeper.  Anything new, anything different, is like a ray of sunlight piercing through a fog bank.”

“That sounds horrible,” Ryan - Gregor’s son - muttered, his eyes getting a far-away look as if he was visualizing it.  “Gods, I-”

Both Gregor and I give a bit of a chuckle and I say, “it doesn’t really work like that, I don’t mind it like you might think I do.”

“You have to stop thinking like a human and think like a [Merchant],” Gregor lectures.  “Elves have a lot of time - a lot of days, so each day isn’t worth much.  If you want to sell to elves you have to think about what they don’t have, what would be valuable to them.”

It was an easy question for Ryan to answer, much like it was for Gregor when he was in Ryan’s place decades ago.  After all, they had helped to stock the wagons and so they knew what they were selling here in the forest.

“Novelty.”

“Exactly,” his father confirmed and Ryan smiled, but Gregor’s next statement caused him to glance at me nervously. “Elves crave novelty, and it becomes harder and harder for them to get as they get older which makes it even more valuable to them. They will pay far more than what something is worth if it is interesting enough.”

“Um…  Should we be…?” Ryan was clearly hesitating to ask, so I just decided to answer the unspoken question.

 “It is worth it to us, obviously,” I shrugged.  “I might look human, but I am not.”

 Elves, with eternity, seek an escape from routine.

 Dwarves, who have time and fortitude, take on long projects and seek things to aid them in those projects.

 Dragons are happy to sleep years away, needing little and content in their superiority.

 Humans, with such short lives, give themselves objectives to complete, constantly racing against time.

It was a fascinating bit of irony that the first step to learning how to interact with other species was to learn how different you are from them.  Elves and dwarves were the premier example, we rarely get along for very long. Well, by the standards of our species that is.  Generations of humans might die in the time it takes for an elf and a dwarf to tire of each other, although I had yet to experience this myself - which was exactly why learning this was so important.

In the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but wonder how true it was; how much were we really dependent on our natures?  My teachers showed me examples from my own life, how I am behaving today, in fact.  A young elf was supposed to work on their levels for up to three centuries before leaving.  I was fifty years old and already craving something new.

Dwarves were, supposedly, very different.  They were known for their stubbornness and their industry, and it was all tied together.  Dwarves tended to pick a long term goal and then to work towards that goal with focus and passion.  Dwarves find the elvish tendency towards novelty and distraction to be frustrating.  The history of our two species was fraught with misunderstandings when elves and dwarves picked up a project together and the elves wandered off, only to return a century later.

Meanwhile, elves find dwarves to be…  Flat, for lack of a better word.  There is often little to them, except their goal.  Although I am unsure how much I believe that and my teachers didn’t really expect me to, they said I would experience it eventually. Dwarves received much the same lessons as elves did and found it just as inconceivable that elves had so much time and power, but did nothing with it.

Humans were so much more numerous than either the dwarves or we are and they weren’t provided these kinds of lessons.  They had to learn from experience and from word of mouth and I was told some of them never did.  It supposedly wasn’t much of an issue because most humans would never speak, possibly never even see, another race in their entire lives.

“Now adventurers are floodin’ down there,” Gregor continued his story, catching my attention again. “It is total chaos and anyone who is strong enough is trying to get a piece.  Artisans too, the amount of materials comin’ out from the south… It is going to shake things up, the Kingdom of Gracel is sendin’ their own expedition down, and now other countries are scramblin’ to catch up.”

As dangerous as it sounded I wished I could go myself, it sounded like a unique experience.  Of course, instead time passed, Gregor left, and I returned to my same routine.


  *Phu’Shahalidin (The Eternal Forest) Outskirts 24 Years Ago*


 It wasn’t often that a [Ranger] would show up to teach me for a time. Well, maybe they always did and I just never saw them, one could never really tell with them. The important thing was that I was always excited to see them, being a [Ranger] was one of my dreams.

The slight amused look on the [Ranger’s] face meant that he probably knew this, older elves always knew everything.  They could practically, or possibly literally, read minds. Only a [Priest] of Aleth could do better, maybe, it depended on how old the elf was.  My teacher hadn’t bothered to give me his name, which was one of the smaller indicators that he was very old indeed, perhaps getting close to reverie.  Older elves tended to lose interest in pleasantries towards that time.

…Or he could just enjoy being a bit of a mysterious ass, that was always a possibility as well.  Hells, it could be he was both a mysterious ass and extremely old, I wouldn’t even care.  [Rangers] were one of the most exciting Classes available, and one with real responsibility, for an elf.

“The core element of our combat is range,” my teacher lectured as I strained to hold my bow drawn.  “As a Sapient race, we alone are blessed with eternal life, but our numbers are the least - even less than apex Monsters like Dragons.”

I was the youngest elf in existence right now, the next youngest was nearly three hundred years older than me. There were even more half elves than pure-blooded ones, far more.

I refocused my thoughts back onto my target and my teacher, even as my arms started to tremble. I really hoped to impress him so that he would come back.

“One of the most successful ways of killing an elf is to catch them or trap them,” He lost his amused look as he said this.  “Aside from the elders and despite our Vitality, suffocation or immolation will eventually kill us and our other stats all come from Classes.  For most of your life, humans a fraction of your age will equal to, or stronger than, you - and Monsters are worse.”

I now had to consciously stop by breath from hitching as sweat beaded on my forehead, focusing only on the target and my teacher.

“So you must not get caught and this makes range your ally, and we Elves have a Talent for Archery.”  He said and then watched me silently for a minute longer before giving me the signal to fire.

I heard the thunk of my arrow hitting wood, but I did not see it because I was already moving.  I sprinted through the forest, vaulting over the occasional rocks and jumping a small creek.  Through it all, my teacher was beside me and his voice was just as clear and calm as when he was standing still.

“Stealth, Ambush, Sprinting, and Jumping are your allies in this.”

I found the next target, released another arrow and kept moving.  I saw the small rock cliff ahead of me and gritted my teeth as I started to climb, my arms shaking in protest.

“Climbing, both to find a vantage and for general mobility, is a necessity.” He was already at the top of the cliff, having simply vanished from the base and appeared at the top as if he had teleported.  “Remember, few creatures look up and try to stay aware of what is above them.  Often, height and altitude are all the advantages you will need.”

I reached the top, spotted the target, and let fly.  Again, I heard the thunk of contact but did not see it.  I didn’t know where the next target was, my teacher had purposely created a trail for me to follow - if I could find the signs.

“Gathering information on your target is equally important.  It does you no good to move if you move into a trap, and the first step is Tracking them.”

When the trail split in two directions, I stopped. The [Ranger] gave me no hints, and I grew anxious as I examined both trails and could not figure out which one was real.  This wasn’t quite a test, but I had a suspicion that the [Ranger] had set all of this up for a reason and I did not want to disappoint.

Unfortunately, my Tracking Skill was not high enough.  I felt like I was running out of time, and I took a guess: left.

“There is Skill and there is skill,” my teacher spoke again. “There is more to it than numbers.  Knowledge and wisdom can bridge gaps where your levels fail.”

I worried that I had failed, but in a clearing ahead I saw the next target.

“Sometimes, however, Luck is just as good,” I could almost hear the smile in his voice as relief flooded me.  Now onto the final stretch, at least I didn’t have to run for this part.

“Trap Making is an often overlooked Skill,” he said, just as calm and put together as when we started. “However, most of a [Ranger’s] job is managing the Experience within an ecosystem.  Trap Making can lift much of the burden involved in such a task.”

I had already learned a few tricks about this, like using a vine as a tripwire. It wasn’t easy to do right, but done correctly even a person looking for traps would ignore it with their eyes skipping over just another plant in the forest.  I wasn’t a huge fan of traps, but it was part of being a [Ranger] and the rest of what [Rangers] did made up for it.

He looked over my work before giving a nod.

“So you want to be a [Ranger],” he said; not a question, but a statement.

“I do,” I replied as I straightened up, turning to look my teacher in the eyes.

“Why?”

“Partly because I want to be one of the protectors of our people,” I saw him raise an eyebrow.  It was probably impossible to lie to him, but I didn’t say anything untrue. That certainly was a part of my reasons, if a small one.

“But mostly it is because you…  well, [Rangers] do things!”

That finally cracked his pleasant mask.  First with surprise and then with laughter.  I got flustered as I watched him clutch his stomach and almost double over, laughing.

“I am serious, this is important to me!” I went from flustered to frustrated quickly, glaring at the laughing elf.

“I apologize, I know you mean what you say,” he said as he straightened up again with a smile on his face.  “It is just so easy to forget what it is like to be so young.”

“I am over one hundred years old!” I snapped. “How long will I be treated like a child?”

“You know, us [Rangers] interact with the outside world more than most other elves,” he didn’t bother to answer my last question, he didn’t need to - I was keenly aware that I had another two centuries to go.  “And having spoken to Sapients and Demihumans of all kinds, and even Monsters, I think that elves are among the worst at raising children.  By the time we have kids we have long forgotten what it was like to be one, and with the passing of millenia it is so easy to dismiss a few centuries…  You must be bored out of your mind.”

“Yes! Yes, I am!”

“Well I am looking for an apprentice…”

I agreed on the spot.


*Kingdom of Gracel Border, Two Years Ago*


 I had to keep reminding myself that this was a calamity and I shouldn’t let my excitement show.  With how much of a struggle it was I wouldn’t be surprised if the effort cause me to-


 [Etiquette has leveled up!  Etiquette is now level 18!]


 Sometimes I wondered if the System was aware and sarcastic.  I had asked and received the answer, “mostly not.” Which was not exactly a helpful answer, but the explanation I inevitably asked for made my head spin.  Drys, my teacher, had said that it would make more sense after I had encountered golems and elementals, however this couldn’t distract me for long today.

 I was following behind Drys as he walked through the army camp, doing my best not to be noticed - practice was practice - even though I was always spotted before Drys was, and he wasn’t even trying.  I had never been around so many humans before or seen a place so busy!  Although the less said about the smell, the better…  Regardless, all these [Soldiers] had gathered to fight the goblin swarm, but Drys and I weren’t going to be with them.  No, our destination was the camp within the camp, where all the high level adventurers were.

 According to Drys, I would even be able to watch them in action through a divination circle back at the camp. I wouldn’t be able to see anything like this again until I was strong enough to survive nearby, or if another disaster like this happens again. I’d rather that didn’t hap-

 “DRYS, YOU LITTLE BASTARD!” The voice knocked me over, and I wasn’t the only one.  All around people stumbled, and more than a few shouted back at the voice to shut up.

 “Dre,” Drys replied with dry calm.  “I see you are just as loud as ever.”

 “Only around you,” a giant human man, wearing plate and leather armor and a helmet from under which an untamed beard burst out of, walked up.  “You still owe me ten silver!”

 “You lost that bet and you know it Dre,” Drys laughed as I stood up and brushed myself off looking up, and up and up, fuck he was tall!  “Do you even care about ten silver anyways- how bad with money are you?”

 The change in my teacher was a bit shocking. To the point I almost missed being introduced.

“Rei, this oaf here is Dre,” Drys gestured. “Whatever else you do, don’t listen to him- you don’t even have any money, so stay away from his gambling.  Dre, this is Rei, my apprentice.”

“I have been an instructor and advisor for the Adventurer’s Guild for two decades-”

“Rei is older than you, you know.”

“Two decades and I know for a fact my Etiquette is higher than yours-”

“Which would only matter if you used it.”

“And I am way more famous and well known-”

“What kind of [Ranger] would I be if people knew I was there?  Meanwhile people can’t forget you even if they wanted to.”

 “And you still won’t even let me finish a sentence!” Dre shouted at the end, causing me to cover my ears.  I had no idea what his level was, but it must have been high.  Just being around him was difficult!

“Ah Dre, isn’t hating people in the best way what being friends is all about?” Drys gave a grin, and after a second of glaring they both started laughing and walking back towards the central camp.  I, in utter confusion, followed.

“So an apprentice, huh?” Dre gave me a look. “Never could have imagined you doing that, she isn’t your daughter is she?”

“Nah, she just wanted to be a [Ranger] and I thought it would be interesting,” Drys shrugged. “It hasn’t been that long yet, she started right before you somehow tricked people into becoming an advisor.”

“I will never get used to how old you elves are,” Dre grumbled.  “They have me running orientations on the topic and half the time I wonder how the hell I am supposed to explain something I know they won’t understand until they see it.”

“I am, technically, an adult you know,” annoyance giving me the courage to interject, only to get Dre laughing as well.

“Well, at least something between us is the same. Wouldn’t be a kid if they weren't claiming they were mature,” Dre chuckled.  “Tell you what, I’m going to call you ‘kid’ until you are strong enough that shouting across a bar won’t knock you on your ass, fair?”

I didn’t respond.  At one hundred and twenty nine years old, I had lived long enough to dig myself any deeper into a hole here.  Not when Drys found this too funny to intervene in.

For the next few days, I mostly stayed around Drys and Dre. While I wanted to explore and meet the people around me, I was too intimidated - and it wasn’t just in my head.  The overlapping effects and magics and sheer, raw stats created a kind of pressure.  It wasn’t impossible to walk around, but it just didn’t feel comfortable.

Thankfully, staying quiet turned out to be the right choice, because I was allowed to be in the room where the scrying divination was performed.  Not every high level individual was combat focus, and having an [Archmage] focused in divination allowed information to be relayed directly to the [Generals] overseeing the battle. They had dug out and filled a fairly large pool of water for viewing and it was through it that I first saw what a goblin swarm was like.

There were so many that they had to crawl over each other.  So many that they were several layers deep.  So many that they had eaten everything in Gracel and left nothing but more goblins.  So many that despite the massive level differences, the [Soldiers] were already taking casualties.

And then, suddenly, a hole opened up as a wave passed through an uncountable number of goblins and they were torn apart.  Dre strolled forward, pulled his axe from his harness and then I learned why he had been given the epithet, “the massacre.”  It was not pretty, no, it was actually horrifying.  The friendly - almost jolly, if boisterous - man would swing his axe and waves would ripple out from him like someone had thrown a pebble in a pond.  Anything caught in one of those waves was butchered.  Rended limb from limb, torn apart, dismembered- it was carnage on a scale I had read about, heard about, but never truly appreciated.

I had to leave, it was more than I wanted to see.

Outside, I saw a bunch of the younger adventurers getting on wagons and went over to ask what they were doing as a way to get my mind off the images I saw.

“We are leaving,” one of them replied.  “We have the wrong Classes to fight in an army, so we were just here for the setup.  Now we need to head back and try to keep Monster populations under control while all the important people are here fighting.”

It was then that a crazy, wild idea came to me.

“I suppose I am in the same boat,” I said.  “Mind if I join you?”

They just shrugged, and so I did.  Drys wouldn’t be able to retrieve me for weeks, who knows what I could see in the meantime!


*Drys’Dryssilwrden Jama POV*


 I immediately noticed the mark I had left on Rei moving and snorted, the brat was trying to sneak off…

Well it was about time, I had expected her to be plotting something like this but she had never taken the bait before.  A little real world experience would do wonders for her and it would certainly improve her personality.

I ran over the goblins, who failed to notice me even as I stepped on them, the difference in our levels was just too great.  Really, it wasn’t that they failed to notice me so much as they never could have noticed me.  Nor, for that matter, could Rei when I landed on the wagon next to her.

So she was going with the adventurers?  Well, so long as she didn’t imitate Dre everything would be fine, so I left her to it and went back to scouting for survivors.

            

    
        Chapter 47 - The Calm Before

    
    
    
    
                *Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV*


 The first stage of the plan went off without too many surprises.  The area that had been chosen for the ambush had a lot of ground cover so that the [Archers] would be able to hide from the Bronzebirds and spring the trap, but that had also meant that clearing the area was going to be annoying - or so I thought.  Sure, Rei and I weren’t able to provide much support from above during this step, but there is something to be said for overkill.  With so many adventurers in the area it was more tedious busywork than a dangerous struggle, especially because there was a high number of [Ranger]-like classes.  Lots of [Hunters] and [Scouts]; the [Archer] class was fairly rare outside of militaries apparently, although we had a few of those as well.

 The point was that it sucked to be a toad around here, not that they wasted arrows on the smaller ones.  Young Boreal Toads only took a good kick to kill…

 “Something wrong, Hewka?” Rei put her hand on my wing as we watched the work proceed from our vantage point on top of the small hill within the clearing - clearing in the sense that the tree cover broke here, there was a lot of brush covering everything - that had been picked for the ambush.

I had been slowly gaining a greater appreciation for our bond, some emotions and feelings were so complicated to express in words and being able to share my feelings directly along with my words put normal conversation to shame.  There was a part of me that felt like I should make a note of this for the future, but for now it helped me share my feelings about the Monsters below.

“It really is difficult to imagine you as a small toad,” Rei reminded me of the drawback of such communication, I could feel her amusement.  “I hope this doesn’t bother you too much though, you will just have to bear with it for now.”

Well, no, it wasn’t exactly disturbing or even too bothersome - they were just toads, after all.  I had killed a fair portion of my own siblings myself, but it was an oddly uncomfortable feeling to see something I had been kicked into a tree.  Admittedly, I would never have been foolish enough to launch an attack on an adventurer’s boot, but on the other claw if a monster is struggling to just fight your boot I feel like killing it might be a bit of an overreaction.

“Little Monsters become big ones if you leave them alone,” Rei gave me a pat when she said that, as if to say that I was the case and point.  Fair enough, I suppose.  That single point of experience per day doesn’t feel like much, but overall I suppose it is a really important issue for everyone in this world.

“I guess that there is a part of me that realizes that any of them could be like me,” I spoke slowly, working out my thoughts as I talked.  “A Monster might not ever be a Sapient, but they can become sapient.  Really, the wording here is kind of frustrating.”

It reminded me a lot of my very first life, the way that creatures were categorized was very…  Speciest?  The local language wasn’t anything strange compared to the others I had learned before, but it did have its quirks.  Particularly how the words Sapient, sapient, and sentient tended to blend together, as well as how that contrasted with the wording for Demihuman and Monster.

I had a sneaking suspicion that “Demihuman” was a slightly subtle dig at both humans and Demihum- no, I had to focus.  Thankfully, Rei was understanding of how my thoughts wandered…

“I feel like there is something more to all of this, and that if I could just keep my thoughts together for a few godsdamn minutes I would be able to see it,” I didn’t so much say that as let my feelings through the bond.  Really, combining speech with the bond made for such excellent communication and for fuck’s sake, I am doing it again.

“It is easy to forget how young you are,” Rei remarked as she started to pet the back of my neck.  “Look, over there.”

I followed her directions to see one of the adventurer’s stomping through the undergrowth. Grav.  I hope the toads do manage to eat his boots…  Wait, if I ate him would I eat his clothing too?  I don’t have hands to remove stuff and I wouldn’t want to strip him - living or dead.  On the other claw, it isn’t like this is a society that has access to synthetics, so as long as I keep away from metal buckles I probably can eat things like leather armor.

“And that, right there, is the problem,” Rei sent amused, yet calming feelings toward me.  “You know I know, right?”

Well I am hardly subtle and it wouldn’t ever be a bad bet to assume that someone hated the guy.  I would be more surprised to find someone that liked him than to find out most people around him were plotting his death.

“There is a far distance from dislike, even hate, to murder for most people,” Rei said as she watched him, and I could feel his dislike for the man, but… “I might complain, in relative private, to Tam or to you, but the things I say are hyperbole, Hewka. You mean them, but the important thing is why you mean them.”

“Rei, I don’t think this is that complicated. I hate an ass, because they are an ass, and frankly I think that he is more dangerous than you give him credit for,” I said as I thought back.  My last two lives hadn’t had too much racism, mostly because fewer people traveled and so people didn’t mingle much. The one time I had traveled I had also happened to be a high level, high status, person with the backing of two of that region's most powerful polities.  Most people were smart enough to not say anything to my face, and I had enough political allies that whispering behind my back wasn’t a great idea either.

Rei, on the other hand, had no such backing or power and both she and the people of this world were engaged in large scale migrations as they settled this continent. The only question was whether or not the outside pressure from Monsters would tamp those feelings down, or enflame them.

She sighed, “let’s pause this conversation for now.  I think it is a bit too heavy right before a fight, I will try to explain later tonight.”

I agreed, although I doubted my thoughts would change.  I wasn’t just a one-year old wyvern, but it wasn’t like she knew that.  Actually…  You know what, why not?

“I have something to explain to you too,” I said and then asked her to remind me.  “Please, remind me tonight, I don’t want to forget this but I am almost certain I will.”

She nodded, or rather I felt the feeling of her nodding through the bond, I couldn’t actually see her. Hell, she might not have nodded and just sent me that feeling of agreement, but either way I got the point.

“Well, we might as well do another check of everything,” Rei slid off me and inspected my new armor.  “How does it feel?  Anywhere loose?”

“It feels a bit distracting, but I will get used to it.”

They had finished just in time - a shockingly short time considering we had ordered that very day - for me to wear it today.  I will have to remember to try out crafting in a new life, because while they weren’t quite as flashy, they were seriously impressive.  The system allowed for some truly amazing things.

Armoring me was no routine project, my wings complicated things a lot.  They were big, my biggest weak points, and they could not be effectively armored without sacrificing too much of my mobility.  The way I fought on the ground meant that often my face was the closest thing to my opponent, and I had to be able to open my mouth to bite, meaning that my head and neck were often exposed.  And where a human or elf might just put on a gorget and keep their necks safe, my neck was long and importantly, had to remain flexible.

In the air, on the other hand, most of my fighting would be done with my claws. They would also initiate a lot of ground fights when I would dive down onto my target. They also had to remain flexible so I could walk.

What the old [Leatherworker] - and, presumably, some [Armorsmith] somewhere - came up with was less a single armor, if that is even the correct wording for it, and instead I had several armor pieces, held together and to me by buckles and clasps.  It came in four main pieces and then a lot of little fiddly bits that covered my legs and some other places.

Of the larger pieces, the first was my helmet, although it was almost more like a mask.  Hardened leather covered my face, with some metal around my eyes and a plate covering the top of my head.  It was fit to my face, so it really did feel like I was wearing a domino mask or something similar.  The lower part of my jaw was left uncovered so I could open my mouth fully.

The next of the big pieces was my neck, which continued the use of metal plating and hardened leather on the top, set up in large overlapping layers so that I could still bend my neck to the sides and down.  The underside of my neck, unfortunately, didn’t get as much protection.  It was mostly soft leather with some hardened leather pieces in a few key areas. The old craftsman recommended that, in the future, I replace the leather on the underside with chainmail, but that was out of my budget for now.

My body armor was integrated into my new saddle for Rei, and I was very excited about it.  I was already fairly acrobatic in the air and my Skill levels weren’t even that high yet, but even with help from the system physics wasn’t kind to my passenger.  If I did a barrel roll, or even banked too far, Rei had to really fight to remain on me.  It hampered her ability to fight and there was always the possibility that something would happen and she would fall.

The [Leatherworker] had some clever solutions to that problem and a few others I hadn’t even thought about, and it happened to keep the weight down as well.

First, my “chest” was just a piece of heavy, studded, leather. That wasn’t the interesting part though, the interesting part was what was on my back - lots of straps.  A good portion of those were to help keep Rei in place when I flew, but the others were part of my new saddlebags, including a spare quiver.

The thought was: I was going to be carrying things anyway, and it would allow Rei to bring extra equipment into fights, and if I did get hit, the bags, and whatever was in them, would function as my armor.  And, sure, the stuff would add to the weight, but I also wouldn’t need plating or heavy leather, so it probably balanced out.  I approved, but what I really loved was my new tail armor.

For the most part it was a lot like my neck armor, except for the end: the last thirty eight centimeters (~15in) of my tail was covered in a thick metal plate.  It was a bit heavy, but that was the exact point because it made attacks with my tail far more deadly.  If I spun to hit someone with my tail, well it was already dangerous without the armor, but with it the combination of my Strength and basic physics transformed it into a powerful flail.  In my opinion it more than made up for how much harder using my poison would be.

My armor wasn’t exactly perfect and impenetrable, but with my regeneration it didn’t need to be and it was far, far better than nothing.  The only real annoyance was that Rei and Tamlin had to “dress” me because the armor pieces were too large to be easily handled by one person.  Tamlin held the pieces while Rei did the straps and it took a fair amount of time.

Rei finished rechecking the straps and climbed back up to sit side saddle, putting the saddle bags to good use by bringing out some jerky - which she shared.  Well, considering she gave me the lion’s share and the feelings I got from her, I think she might have brought it for me and was just having a little for herself.

An hour later, the leader of this whole plan, Piers, came by with Tamlin to tell us they were ready and to see us off.  I was glad to hear it because I had started to get antsy and I was glad to be able to stretch my wings and get this show on the road.  Rei strapped and buckled herself into the saddle and we were off.                      

       

            

    
        Chapter 48 - A Storm of Feathers and Noise

    
    
    
    
                *Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV*


      With a strong jump and a beat of my wings, we were in the air and rapidly pulled away from the ground.  I was tempted to put the new saddle to the test and see what Rei thought about flying upside down, but her focus on the mission in front of us helped me keep focus as well.  In theory, our job was easy and safe.  All we had to do was use Taunt and arrows to draw the ire of the Bronzebirds and then use my superior speed to keep just ahead of them until we drew them into the trap.  Simple. 

      Probably.

      Of course, there was the slight issue, which had been brought up, that the Bronzebirds had to come from somewhere.  The chance that a whole flock of some other bird Monster had all evolved into Bronzebirds was higher than it sounded at first - because if they lived in the same conditions they might act similarly in situations and all qualify for it - but it was far less likely than an older Bronzebird had laid Bronzebird eggs.

       But where was the older Bronzebird?  There were at least two and they would be far older than the current flock, but no one had reported seeing a larger than normal Bronzebird.  Not that sleep deprived caravans were the greatest at reporting in the first place, it can be hard to tell the size of things in the sky because people lack something to reference as a comparison, but you would think someone would have mentioned it if they noticed.

      Hopefully, if there were a couple of older Bronzebirds, they had just been shot down in one of the caravan raids. They still probably couldn’t catch me, but in theory if they were old enough or had a strange evolution path…  Actually, the worst possibility was that they had evolved into something else that would be able to catch me, but unless they were a lot faster than me I didn’t think any of the possible evolutions mentioned would be able to catch me before I made it back to the ambush point, and catching me was only half of the fight.  Rei and I would hardly go down easy.

      Without having to accompany a caravan or stay on the ground, I was able to cover a lot of distance and soon we could see the location the Bronzebirds were roosting: a couple of rock formations that jutted out from the forest.  Now came the fun part as I prepared to use my [Aerokinesis] to launch a nonlethal, but extremely annoying, sound attack on them.

      Suddenly, however, a wave of sound crashed into us!  A high-pitched metal on metal screeching, almost industrial, sound that immediately caused me to lose my concentration and feel a strange sensation.

      “Hewka!” Rei, shouted over the din as she brought her hands to her ears.

      “It isn’t me!” I cried out as the strange feeling intensified into a strong feeling of vertigo.  I vomited out the jerky I had eaten even as I fought to keep myself airborne.  The flock of Bronzebirds added their cries to the sound as they took to the sky and the sound paused allowing me to get ahold of myself and see a much larger bird rise with them, its steel feathers gleaming in the sunlight.

      Before I could collect myself it opened its beak and once again I was hit by a wave of horrible sound.  It didn’t actually damage me, but the vertigo that accompanied it made flying incredibly difficult.  Forget escaping to the ambush point with my speed, I was having trouble figuring out which way was up!  

      Another pause in the screeching had me trying to pull my thoughts together. I could do this, I had experience with, and knowledge of, sound.  My Aerokinesis was the only tool I would need, if I could just focus!  Another wave of sound disrupted my thoughts again as we fell towards the forest.

      The Bronzebirds, now above us, threw down their feathers and I heard Rei cry out as one of their feathers pierced her shoulder.  Feeling that pain through the bond gave me something to concentrate on and even as the flock descended towards us, something in me snapped.

      I was Annora, but for all Annora’s deadliness she wasn’t one to initiate unless told to do so.

      I was Hemere, but for all Hemere’s political and personal power, she was so shy and nervous that she rarely confronted anyone.

      I am always Cadence, but that core of Cadence is a normal person.  She doesn’t want to fight.

       But now, in this life, I am Hewka and despite my lack of focus, I seek out my problems and confront them.  I don’t back down. I don’t give up.  I am all of me that came before and something new besides, and I will have pride in myself and in my past selves.

      And since I carry that pride in my past I will not allow myself, the [Siren Princess] Hemere of Ra’Sharon to lose to a wannabe rusty pokemon that can’t carry a tune!

      “You will be silent!” 

      I ordered the world to obey and the air stilled as all sound died, and I flare my wings to catch myself.  Notifications were going off, but I ignored them. The flock had backed off in confusion for a moment, but they were quickly coming back, so I needed to…

      SING

      “They tried to turn sound against me!?  I will kill them here and now!” is what I wanted to say, but the exhaustion that hit me as my mana dropped to zero and my stamina reached critical levels made that impossible.  I lost control of the air just in time to hear Rei urgently shout to me:

      “Hewka, we need to go!”

      She had to pull on our bond because I was still furious, but she was right and I started winging it back to the ambush point.  Anger fueled my wingstrokes and if it wasn’t for Rei I would have pulled ahead - well, probably I would have just turned around.  But what about her?  I had heard her cry out and felt her pain through the bond, but it wasn’t like I could turn my head and check on her!

      “Are you ok?” Stupid question, she was stabbed in the shoulder, of course she wasn’t o- wait, how did I know it was in her shoulder?

      “I’m fine for now,” Rei sounded strained, speaking through gritted teeth, but clear. “But I can’t do anything about this here; I can’t exactly bind it while we are flying.  Chaurl is back at the ambush point though.”

      Angry as I was with the Monsters, I had some anger and shame towards myself worm its way into my feelings, I should have realized.  One of my most critical weak points was Rei herself.  She didn’t have any Racial Abilities that gave her a particularly tough hide, nor did she regenerate, and on top of that her build wasn’t particularly geared towards Endurance or Vitality and she was too young for her elven nature to have granted her the incredible Vitality elves are known for.

      I should have thought of this.

      The evolved, steel, Bronzebird had recovered and sent another shrieking wave of sound at us that I barely managed to deflect as the rest of the flock pursued us.  I was too exhausted to even be angry, but was far too angry to care about my exhaustion.  My thoughts were swirling and I could not tell if it was an eternity or a moment later that I hit the forest floor, carving a short line into the loam as my momentum carried me forward.  I hadn’t even noticed that my altitude had dropped, and now I struggled to get to my feet but collapsed again.

      Rei was saying something, but I couldn’t hear her as I tried one more time only for my stamina and mana to both hit zero.  I was unconscious before my body hit the ground again, my last thoughts were resigned regret that I was going to die again and that I hoped Rei might be able to escape somehow.


*Rei’Reihammara Solily POV*


      “No! Stay back!” I had to shout to the Adventurers rushing towards us as I tried to calm Hewka down.  She had made it back to the ambush point before crashing, but Hewka was completely out of it right now and she clearly had no idea where she was.  The feelings coming through the bond were sporadic, chaotic, and dangerous.  As she was right now, Hewka would lash out at something first before identifying it - if she even could identify it.

      I ignored the sharp pain in my shoulder as I moved my arms to try and provide some comfort to her, to calm her down.  It didn’t seem to have any effect, but thankfully Hewka finally fell unconscious and I was able to gesture for the healers to come forward as I started to undo the saddle’s bindings.  With them came the leader Piers and I tried to let him know what was coming.

      “Evolved Bronzebird,” I got out as I dismounted and the healers immediately sat me down and began to remove the feather from my shoulder.  “Sound based ability, looks like steel, right behind us.”

      That was as much as I could say before a bit was pushed into my mouth and I bit down into it in pain as the feather was finally pulled out.  The relief of healing that followed shortly after was welcome. 


      [You have suffered damage! You have lost 3 hp!]

      [You are bleeding! Your Health recovery is below your bleeding damage!]

      [You have been healed!  You have regained 95 hp!  You are no longer bleeding!]


      I heard the sonic attack again, but it was muted, someone must have found a way to counter it.  I nodded my thanks to the healers as they helped me to my feet and I grabbed my bow.  Moving Hewka wasn’t feasible right now, and I wasn’t going to abandon her.  I didn’t think she was in much danger, but I wasn’t going to take my chances, especially after all of the effort she had put in to bring us back here.

      It was seconds later that a Bronzebird appeared over the clearing, its wings raised to unleash a shower of sharp feathers down.  My arrow struck it before that could happen.


      [You have defeated a Lvl. 3 (Adult Bronzebird) and earned 189 xp!]


      A fraction of a second later, four other arrows hit it, but it was already dead.  It hadn’t even qualified as a Party kill, which seemed a bit strange because I would have thought I would have shared some with Hewka, but that was a question for later.  Right now I was too busy keeping my eye on the sky and staying vigilant for the metallic glint that signaled one of the Monsters or one of their feathers.  It wasn’t hard, because there were far more than I had first thought.  All around there was the twang of bows and the thud of the heavy birds falling to earth was mixed with the muted shrieks - which I would swear I could hear the growing fury in - of the Evolved variant.

      A reflection glimpsed out of the corner of my eye caused me to dive for cover, and I scowled as a plume of feathers struck where I had been standing.  Worse, the only cover around was Hewka herself and having to dive behind her unconscious body caused my blood to boil.  Some of Hewka’s fury must have leaked over before, but I grabbed it with both hands.  It was everything I could to keep myself from shaking, to keep my hands steady, but the feeling of my heart thudding in my chest and the blood rushing through my veins…  The feeling whenever I unleashed an arrow and…


      [You have defeated a Lvl. 1 (Adult Bronzebird) and earned Party xp!]


       It felt good; this anger felt terrible, but fantastic.  I could understand why some people were so angry all the time, this feeling could probably be addicting, and yet…  It just wasn’t me, and as the fight went on the hateful rage ebbed away.  Eventually, I took a deep breath and released it out, finally letting the sharp feeling go.  This was a reminder, something that I would have to remember in the future, that our bond worked both ways and that Hewka would impact me just as much as I impacted her.

       It was important because that anger had distracted me and reduced my awareness.  I was a [Ranger] and yet it was only now that I noticed that the muted shrieking was coming from two directions and that there wasn’t just more Bronzebirds than I had first thought, there was an entire second flock of the things, complete with another Evolved variant.

       I was worried about keeping Hewka safe, but there was nothing I could do.  I would have to trust in her Abilities and armor, there was nothing to do but keep fighting.


*Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV*


      Ow.

      I woke up sore, I had fallen asleep in an awkward position and…  Did I forget to take my new armor off?  That was embarrassing, wait…  Fuck, the Bronzebirds!  I jerked totally awake, looking around wildly only to feel the comforting, calming, and familiar feeling of Rei through the bond.

      “Well, look who is awake,” Rei spoke from behind me and I turned to greet her and Tamlin, who was with her.

      “Hey there lazy,” Tamlin chuckled.  “Did you enjoy your nap?”

      I thought to myself that Tamlin was a lucky bastard.  It wasn’t everyone that could poke fun at a wyvern and not get eaten, and if it wasn’t for Rei I would at least consider it.  Well, if it wasn’t for the fact he knew he was lucky that Rei liked him.

      “What happened?” I asked, although as my thoughts cleared and I looked around I could roughly put it together.  There were metal feathers all over, but no Monsters - aside from myself - and everyone was smiling.  We must have won.

      “It turns out there were two flocks of Bronzebirds,” Rei explained.  “Each one led by an Adult Steel Syrinx Eagle, a rare Evolution of Bronzebirds.”

      “Rare and valuable,” Karlin said, appearing from nowhere again.  “We are going to be getting a bonus for this.”

      I turned back to Rei, “and your shoulder?”

      “Healed when we made it back,” Rei showed me the unblemished skin of her shoulder through the hole in her armor and shirt.  “You were a lot more of a pincushion than I was, but you weren’t awake to remember it.  Speaking of, did you earn experience for that fight?”

      Huh, I don’t know.  I mentally checked my notifications and immediately turned it off again as I was bombarded with a few dozen.  Filtering through them, I had gotten quite a bit of Party experience.  I had gained a level in my species and a couple in my [Hunter] Class, even gaining a new ability!


Name: Hewka  Species: Young Gale Wyvern  Level: 5/10  Experience: 219/500 

Class: [Hunter]  Class Level: 30    Health: 454/454  Mana: 54/54  Stamina: 100/100

Statistics:

Str: 172      End: 199      Vit: 160      Agi: 224      Dex: 132

Per: 195      Acy: 124      Wil: 124      Cha: 120      Mgc: 127

Lck: 164

Abilities:

[Prey Sense](class)      [Hunter’s Rest](class) [Hunter’s Intuition](class) 

[Breathes through her Skin](racial)      [Poison Spice](class) 

[Blood Trail](class)      [Endless Hunt](racial)

[Toxic Skin](racial)      [Toxin Control: Minor](racial) 

[Regeneration: Minor](lesser)(racial)      [Scale Armor: Minor](racial) 

[Envenomed Bite: Hatchling Komadus Lizard](racial)      [Infravision](racial) 

[Salutivore](racial)      [Strong Stomach](racial)

[Aerokinesis](racial)      [Gale Wyvern Hide](racial) 

[Lesser Wyvern Hide](racial)      [Poison Resistance: Major](racial) 

[Disease Resistance: Minor](racial)      [Better First Impression] 

[Healthy Thoughts]      [First Words] 

[Killing Blow]

Skills:

Acrobatics: 3      Acting: 5      Air Magic: 7      

Ambush: 8     Analysis: 3      Cartography: 2      

Charge: 6      Cleaning: 4      Climbing: 3      

Composing: 3      Construction: 3      Cooking: 4      

Charm: 7      Crafting: 5      Dancing: 6      

Dagger: 1      Digging: 7      Dodge: 9      

Drawing: 2      Earth Magic: 1      Etiquette: 3      

Fire Magic: 1      Flight: 9      Gardening: 1      

Intimidate: 2      Jumping: 7      Leatherworking: 2      

Mana Manipulation: 7      Manasense: 10      Meditation: 9      

Poetry: 1      Pottery: 2      Reading: 4      

Singing: 19      Spear: 3      Sprinting: 6      

Swimming: 7      Stealth: 7      Taunt: 1      

Teamwork: 5      Throwing: 4      Tracking: 5      

Trap Making: 7      Unarmed Combat: 1      Water Magic: 2      

Weaving: 2      Writing: 8 


      [Hunter’s Intuition](class): You have an intuitive feeling about where your prey is, what they are doing, and how to take them down.  The more you know about your target, the more effective this is.


      Huh, that isn’t so bad.  Of course, it just reminds me that I forgot to use Analysis again but otherwise, everything turned out ok.  Now I just need to prepare myself for tonight, because I haven’t forgotten my promise to Rei.

      My promise to explain who I am, and where I came from.   

            

    
        Chapter 49 - The Story of a Girl

    
    
    
    
                *Cadence Lee (as Hewka) POV*


       We made our way back to the city and my nerves were frayed before we were even halfway back.  There was a part of me, a large part, that wanted to pretend that I had nothing to say.  Rei would obviously know that I was lying, but I could still back out…  This was more nerve wracking than getting into battle was, which said a lot about me, I think.  Death was something that didn’t scare me, even violent death, because I knew what came afterwards.

       What would happen after I told Rei about who I am?

       What if she didn’t accept me?  Feeling her rejection through the bond would…  terrible.  I would have to leave into the wild again as well, although that wasn’t too much of a problem.  I might even return to my old territory outside of Evergold.  It was scary how much that thought appealed to me, it would be so easy to run away from this.

       But in the end, I had volunteered to explain myself, I wanted to be understood, and above all, I trusted Rei.

       I suppose most people don’t think of stables at an inn as the best place for a serious conversation and out of this world revelations, but it wasn’t like people were spying on us.  A little bit of Air Magic was all it would take to keep the sound from traveling too far, and after Rei and Tamlin had helped to take my barding off, I settled in.  Where to even begin…?

       “Do you believe there are other worlds?” I asked Rei, still trying to formulate my thoughts.

       “Chaurl would know better than either of us,” Rei hedged.  “But according to the [Priests] the being who created the first gods, The First One, came from ‘Beyond.’ It wouldn’t be strange to imagine worlds outside of our own.”

       “I am from another world.”

       In the end I just came out and said it.  I wished I could have been more eloquent, but my thoughts were already difficult to keep focused and the longer I dragged this out the more anxious I became.  So I just blurted it out, bluntly and without being circumscribed, and braced myself…

       Only for Rei to raise and eyebrow and for mild confusion and amusement to filter through our bond.

       “Okay…  I can feel that you believe that and I can also feel how scared you are right now,” Rei spoke like she was trying to soothe a small animal, which I suppose I almost was.  “But I don’t know why you are so afraid.  No one is going to hurt you, Hewka.”

       “You are from a different world?” Tamlin sounded confused as well, and a little chagrined, “I am not entirely certain what that means, but it sounds impressive.  Honestly, it sounds like the kind of thing that would be far more impressive if I understood it more, but most of my religious education has come from Chaurl…”

       That was somewhat…  anticlimactic.

       “I thought you would be more shocked, or bothered…”  I mumbled, or I did the equivalent of mumbling, seeing as most of my ‘speech’ was done through a combination of Singing and Air Magic, mostly that just involved letting my grip on my Air Magic fade as I ‘spoke.’

       “I probably will be shocked later,” Rei admitted, as she petted my neck.  “Right now I just want to understand why you are so afraid.  Why would where you come from matter?  Hewka, you saved Tamlin’s life, I wouldn’t mind if Void had crafted you itself and sent you here, it wouldn’t make you any less than yourself.”

       Podi damn it, Rei, wyverns can’t cry and now you’ve made me want to cry.  How can you be this understanding?  

       “I agree with that,” Tamlin chimed in.  “I don’t know how to tell you this, but you aren’t exactly a terrifyingly scary Monster, Hewka. I have seen you dance to entertain some little kids, I am hardly going to push you away because you came from somewhere else.”

       Tamlin…  Keep this up and I might even start to approve of you.  Rei is still clearly too good for you, but the more I know about you the more I think you aren’t that bad of a choice.

       That was the first hurdle cleared, and the response they gave me helped to make it easier for me to launch into the next part - my lives, and my deaths.  Deep breath, here we go.

       “I wasn’t a wyvern before, no I should say that I wasn’t a Monster before,” I had to specify that I wasn’t talking about Evolution.  “I lived other lives on other worlds and when I died I would leave one world and be reborn in another.”

       More confusion.  How did I begin to explain this?  I didn’t know, so I just started to speak, talking about my first life and the part of me I still think of as the core of who I am: Cadence Lee.

       “The first time I lived, I was normal,” I let my mind wander back to those memories.  “I was human and the thought of my own death never really occurred to me.  I was young and where I lived was so safe, the chance of anything happening to me was small - but small isn’t nothing.”

       “I had a partner, a boyfriend, and we had gone to see a movie - imagine a play, but captured in light so that it can be replayed whenever you want to see it - and when we left a thief approached us.  My boyfriend, his name was Daniel, was brave and stood up to the thief.  We weren’t fighters or warriors of any kind, I doubt either of us had ever been in a truly serious fight before that night.”

       Earth, the United States, I never really appreciated how safe they were.  Every life since had been shadowed by violence, it was normal, and I had to learn how to survive in those environments.  In my first life I was so safe I had never even learned how to deal with a conflict if it happened, or how to foresee and avoid conflicts.  The me who I am now, I would have known the risk where we had been walking that night, and I could have disarmed the mugger easily.  But that night…

       “You could say I was unlucky for such an unlikely series of events to end up with me shot - imagine something like a crossbow.  Healers were there quickly, but it wasn’t quick enough and I died.  I bled out as they tried to save me and I had thought that would be the end, I didn’t believe in any god or gods - if they were around, they weren’t very active in that world - and I didn’t believe there would be an afterlife.  I suppose that there probably is one, but I wouldn’t go there either.”

       “Something else took me instead.”

       Rei and Tamlin were listening quietly, but intently.  I could still feel Rei’s reassurance through our bond and I felt deeply appreciative of it.  These memories were harder than I had thought they would be, but in hindsight I should have known better.  I had avoided thinking about them, I had leaned on Podi’s dampening of my emotions, and that meant I had never dealt with these emotions and thoughts before.  Violence and death and loss…  I was lucky I was even somewhat functional.

       “It sent me to a new world,” I thought back to my second life, my second family, and my friend, Catherine.  “I was born again as a baby, but I retained my awareness.  I grew up a second time, that world wasn’t as safe, but I was also far more prepared.  I killed someone for the first time, and even so long afterwards I am not entirely sure how to think about it.  In the end, I devoted myself to my work and a dear friend that I had made, but I was distant to everyone else.”  

       “I fought for my friend and one fight I didn’t walk away from.  I remember falling to the snowy ground and just feeling tired and cold and closing my eyes, and again I was taken by the same entity and sent to another world and another life.”

       Ra’Sharon wasn’t dangerous in the same sense.  I didn’t have to worry about being attacked or hurt in daylight, but it was poison and knives in the dark that I had to be afraid of.

       “I was born a real princess, royalty of a great power.  That world was…  Young, primitive in some ways, but so grand in others.  Anything that I wanted was but a word away, but I had never been so alone when I grew up.  Only one person can sit on a throne and the competition was fierce - I wanted nothing to do with it, but my siblings were suspicious, and there was no one I could trust.  No, worse than that, it went beyond being unable to trust, in truth I had to suspect everyone.”

       Rei hugged me, as much as she could given the difference in our size, and I sent my thankfulness through our bond.  Tamlin just seemed fascinated, focusing on me as I told my story.

       “A project of mine was to create peace between my country and a neighboring one,” I continued, silently acknowledging to myself that when I said it out loud, it was really quite a ‘project’ to pick up.  “I succeeded, and in that success my father gave me what I had wanted in a way I had never thought of.  I separated myself from the intrigue and distrust of my family by marrying the prince of the neighboring empire.”

       Ah, Sut…  I miss you and our son more than I want to think about.  The memories are so sharp, and Rei noticed my emotional pain almost immediately, tightening her hold on me.

       “I died in childbirth, it really isn’t something I want to talk about or think about any more.  Afterwards I was born here as a Boreal Toad and I worked my way from that to what I am now.  Of all my lives, this was the most danger I have ever been in.  A young Monster, among Monsters, it was eat or be eaten - hunt or be hunted.  I didn’t immediately notice what the Evolutions did to me, what they are doing to me.  The nature and instincts of each Evolution overwhelmed my low Willpower, and every time I Evolved into a new Species I only made it worse - but I had to if I wanted to survive.”

       If it wasn’t for the strong emotions attached to all of these memories, I doubt I would be able to keep my focus this long.  How did I even begin to explain what it was like to have your own mind fight you?  To know what you should do, what you should focus on, and then simply to lose focus and not do it?  How do I explain how much I appreciate Rei for bonding with me, for helping me keep my focus and not let my mind scatter too far.

       “I was so happy to meet people again, and I wasn’t thinking straight at all,” I talked about our first meeting.  “Saving you, Tamlin, was something I didn’t think much about.  I am glad I helped you, but I hadn’t considered what would happen afterwards very well.”

       I was lucky I wasn’t killed immediately.  Hell, even now killing me would just be a property crime, I don’t count as a person here.  Of course, the thing about that was…

       “But to a certain degree, I didn’t care.  I don’t fear death, I know what comes after for me.  No, what I fear is what I will lose with death, the connections with the people I grow to care for and I had yet to really make any of those connections.  Why should I care if I died?”

       I suppose, after this life, it would matter and I would have to care, because I would no longer have protection from earning strikes - although I could imagine a future where I did just let it all stop.  How many chances at life did one girl need?  Most people only ever got one and here I was worrying about what would happen after my fourth.

       “I felt bad letting you think of me as just some yearling wyvern,” I admitted to Rei.  “I am much older than that, and even if it is sometimes hard for me to fight through my own mind, there are things I know that are more than just the whims of a newborn Monster.”

       I got another spike of amusement through the bond from Rei as she stepped back and I turned to see her smiling face.

       “Hewka, that is an amazing story, and it will take a while for me to fully comprehend it,” even her voice had an undertone of amusement.  “But when you speak of being ‘old…’  Hewka, I’m an elf.  A young elf, but an elf nonetheless.  You never gave numbers, but unless your second life was quite long, it sounds like you are less than half my age.”

       “I think life is a lot less about years than about experiences,” Tamlin added.  “You have a lot of different experiences, so you have a lot to draw from, but one of the things I have learned in a relationship with Rei is that she has a different perspective - one given by her single, long, experience in this world.  She let me know before we talked, this is about that asshole Grav, isn’t it?”

       “You don’t understand how damaging racism - speciesism? - is,” I argued, thinking over all the histories I have known.  “It cannot be accepted or allowed, ever.  You live in a world with Monsters and yet I know for a fact that what you call Sapients can be far worse and more dangerous than any Monster would be.”

       “Oh trust me, if we meet again, Grav is looking to get a beating,” Tamlin nodded, as Rei shot him a disapproving look.  “He won’t be able to talk shit when my fist shoves his teeth down his throat.”

       “Which isn’t the same as killing and eating him,” Rei interjected.  “And honestly, even that isn’t really worth doing.  But before that, would it be ok to kill him in any of your previous lives?”

       …No.

       Unfortunately for me, Rei didn’t need to hear me speak to know what I was thinking and she nodded, saying, “exactly, and everything you have told me tonight just makes this more important, because that feeling isn’t you.  It is just those same instincts you have been fighting against since you were born into this world.”

       “Even if you are right about that part,” I somewhat admitted that she might be right, but on the other claw…  “Even if you are right, he shouldn’t be left alone to talk that way about you!”

       Rei sighed, especially when she saw Tamlin nodding slightly and asked, “Hewka, Tamlin, do you think you can beat speciesism out of the world?  Do you think you can stop people from hating each other?”

       Well, fundamentally, I feel that I have to believe that a world without hate and anger is possible, although I have to admit that even if I live ten thousand different lives I probably will never come across such a world.  As for the ‘how,’ well that is a far more complicated question.

       “There will always be another,” Rei continued.  “There is nothing special about Grav.  I will meet thousands of him over my life, maybe tens of thousands, before I enter my reverie.  He is less a person than a feature of my day, no different than noting that a day is cloudy or cold or that a certain spot has biting insects.”

       That seemed rather fatalistic to me, and it wasn’t the way I wanted to think.  Besides, even if you could never fully eradicate certain problems, you could still make things better on the whole.

       “More to the point, do you think this is something you can solve with violence?” She added.  “All that will happen is that rumors will spread that elves feed people to their pets and there will be another dozen ‘Gravs’ to deal with.  All you will be doing is making yourselves feel better.”

       Well, I would also be saving on food costs, but I understand what Rei means.  I didn’t like it, but I understood it, and she was right.  If I wanted to eat Grav I would have to do it when there weren’t any witnesses…

       “And now you are plotting something…” Rei put her head in her hands, “Why has it become my responsibility to keep that little shit alive…?”

       I gave a chuffing laugh.  All my worry seemed to be for nothing, Rei had accepted me for who I was no matter how strange I might be.  It felt like an invisible weight had been lifted from my chest.  There would be more discussions in the future, but it seemed at an end tonight.  Even our disagreements hadn’t driven a wedge between us, I am pretty sure she noticed I hadn’t promised not to eat Grav…                

            
