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        Melody of Mana

    
    
    
    
                Reborn into another world as Alana, the former resident of Earth must now try to make her way.  While heroes fight great monsters and kings war the peasants suffer and die, unable to save themselves.  What is a girl born into a poor family to do except learn and work as hard as she can to just make it through; and that's what she will do.  Strive, strive all she can against an unfair and uncaring world of dark lords, dungeons, uncaring nobles, heroes, and magic.  Come along as she uses magic and wit in a bid to survive.



Updates on Tues. and Fri.



Participant in the Royal Road writathon challenge.

            

    
        Chapter 1 I am an idiot

    
    
    
    
                As I shimmied across the ledge over the little hole, I couldn't believe they'd talked me into this nonsense. I thought I'd be spending a fun day in big caves, playing around with echoes. I did not think we'd spend hours wandering through a tiny maze of little crevices full of that special bat funk.


“Hey Alex,” Steve tried to break in. I ignored him.


“Hey...” He looked back.


“Isn't this fun?” Fun!? When we got back to civilization I was going to strangle him. If this was his idea of fun then he was never picking activities again.


“Oh yeah, it's great.” The sarcasm was palpable.


“Embrace the suck,” John broke in from behind. He, his girlfriend, and her little sister had joined for this calamitous adventure. I could hear the laughing as I struggled with crossing the gap, fuming at the collective insanity.


I liked Steph, we'd known each other since kindergarten, her kid sister Julie was a trip too. Steph's new military boyfriend... I was less sure about him.


The cave started shaking, and it hit fast. That wasn't supposed to happen in the Blue Ridge. This was the southeast, not bloody California. The rocks around us rumbled and cracked under the pressure of moving earth, the strain too much for them, luckily none fell on me. As it continued a particularly large wave threw me from the wall I'd been holding onto for dear life. I couldn't keep my balance and fell, right into the crevice I'd been trying to maneuver past.


I freaked, trying to grab onto anything to arrest my fall as the air whizzed past. A rush of dark rock blurring in my headlamp's light. This crevice wasn't that wide, maybe two or three feet. Fingers and arms scraped against rough stone as I fell, only slowing my fall a bit before a floor finished it off.


“Umph! Ow... ow, ow, ow” I whimpered from the ground. “Hey! I'm here, I'm...” I did a quick self check for broken bones. I could still move everything without tons of pain, so that was good. “Mostly okay!”


I got no response from yelling up the void I'd fallen down, it couldn't have been that far could it?


I pulled a small toy ocarina necklace out and began to whistle an SOS. I ran quick inventory of my current resources while I whistled for help. I had the ocarina, plenty of flashlights, half a bottle of water, and a pack of spearmint gum. Oh, and standard pocket cash and cellphone, always had those.


I had no idea when I fell asleep, but nothing had changed when I woke up.


“Hey guys! Little help? I'm still down here!” Still no response. That was odd, normally I'd be out and curled up on an ambulance tailgate by now. At least that's what all the movies said.


There wasn't much to this cave I was stuck in. I could see a path leading somewhere, but I'd heard that you were supposed to stay put until rescuers found you. I didn't want to imagine what would happen if I wandered off and got lost, only for someone to show up looking for me.


I must have been here for a day or two. I'm not sure, but my water is all gone. No response though, still no rescue. Even if the others got pulped in that earthquake shouldn't someone have come looking? I knew we'd left information with people on what cave we were going to. That was just common sense.


When I woke up again my head was pounding. I was definitely dehydrated, no way around it, and severely so. I decided to give it one last try.


“Is anyone there!? Can you hear me?” I yelled up into the darkness. The lack of a response sent a chill down my spine.


There was no help for it; I had to keep going or I would definitely die here. Resolved I walked toward the path I saw. I was hoping to find a way out, or at least some potable water.


Scabbed hands and knees from my fall protested as I pushed into the cave, deeper and deeper, unsure of my destination. This path was quite long, longer perhaps than the one that had led us in. I knew this was a bad idea, that to keep going might lead me to my doom. I couldn't stay still any longer though, another day and I might be unable to move, if nobody came for me at that point I would be dead. The caves were cool at least, so I wasn't sweating as I ventured into the darkness.


There's some light up ahead! Rescuers? Maybe a way out or onto a lit cave path!


“Hey! Hey help! I got lost, please help!” I screamed through my dry throat, begging anyone to aid me.


As I stumbled and struggled forward I finally turned into a large open cavern. Nobody was here. There were no happy fluorescent bulbs to greet me either. There were however a number of glowing vines all leading to... a pool of water! Blessed water!


I ran to the pool and took great gulps of the liquid, not caring that it was untreated and probably full of some nastiness. It was so sweet and cool. I wept as it flowed down my throat before I collapsed at the foot of the pool, laughing like a crazy person until I fell asleep.


When I woke up I decided to have a good look around. There was some kind of pattern in the stone here. It was natural and flowing but looked oddly like it could have been something graphed out on one of those calculators they had you play with in math class. I had the strange feeling that there was something going on there, but it was just outside of my reach. A hunch poking at the edge of my mind.


The vines were something else though. They were this brilliant blue, shining brightly all over the cave. I had thought they might be lightbulbs, and that seemed reasonable. Their color was quite unnatural. They all led to the water, where were they getting energy from? There was no sun down here, and the only way in or out seemed to be the one I'd used. I even checked in the pool, didn't seem to be any inlets or outlets there either.


“Weird, where did you guys come from.” I ran my hand along one of the vines, brushing the leaves gently.


I piddled around, examining every inch of this cave, but when I got near the path that led out I felt uneasy. It was like this place was welcoming me, like I was supposed to be here. The idea of leaving sent a cold shiver down my spine and sent me back to the safety of the pool.


Within a day or two though I was getting hungry, desperately so. My thirst had been abated, so now I wasn't so obsessed with the need for water, but that just left my stomach aching. I briefly considered eating some of the vines. I knew kudzu was edible. But these might be some kind of ivy, which really wasn't. They were also my light source, so munching on them seemed a poor decision.


As long as I stayed far from the exit I felt strangely calm. I was uncomfortable, yes, but not panicking. I even had enough sense to realize how weird that was. I was sure that even if I knew of a way out, I'd have a hard time wanting to leave this safe little nest I'd found.


Little lights began to form around the vines. Waves of light that shimmered and danced in the air, how lovely. Again I got that feeling that there was something going on, but I couldn't quite place exactly what it was.


I quickly learned however that the lights would respond to me singing or playing on my ocarina. They moved around in patterns that wouldn't quite come together. It was at the very least beautiful. I even saw a few bubbles forming from my own skin and floating off to join the lights.


There was a non-zero chance that there was something in that water and I was tripping balls right now. I'd have to find out later. If there was, it'd be one hell of a drug. I could think of several uses both for calming people and recreation. If I'd lucked out and found the new weed of the century I was going to share it with everyone.


After sleeping a few more times I woke up to find a flower had grown over where I liked to sleep. It was beautiful, some perfect periwinkle thing. I tried to take a photo but my cellphone had died. That one last game of sudoku had been too much apparently.


I was still deathly hungry, but other than that I felt like some kind of nature spirit. Lounging in my magical cave of glowing vines and pretty lights. I played more music to lean into that feeling. A Fig for a Kiss got a good response from the little glowing waves; I laughed as they danced a bit.


The flower turned into a fruit while I slept. It was big and plump looking, still periwinkle. I wasn't sure what to make of that, and spent the whole day debating. On the one hand, every piece of survival advice I'd ever heard screamed not to eat the unknown fruit. On the other... it looked so good, plump and perfect. It also just felt right, this cave grew it right over my sleeping spot, it was like a gift. The cave hadn't done me wrong before, it was safe and good here.


“You wouldn't do me wrong would you friend?” I was speaking to plants now. That couldn't be a good sign.


Just before going to bed again I made my decision and picked the plump little morsel. As I bit into it, I knew it was the right decision. The flesh was so soft and perfectly flavored, and sweet, so very very sweet. I moaned in pleasure as I devoured it, licking every bit of juice from my fingers and chin. It was too good. I was so exquisitely happy as I laid down to sleep.


“Aaaahhh!” I woke up screaming in agony.


My whole insides were in pain, like I was being rent apart. I looked down to see cracks running along my skin, leaking fire.


“What the!?” I was cut off as another pulsing wave of pain flashed over me, driving the agony harder.


This time when I looked down I saw one of my fingers turn to ash and fall away. I fled to the pool and jumped in, hoping to quell the fire. Much of the pain began to recede as I trembled and twitched in the cooling liquid. I looked around and saw the lights getting brighter, so much brighter. My body was dissolving into the pool and as I looked up it all became a single brilliant point.


Gazing toward the ceiling as the lights became a hurricane around me, I felt myself pushed on all sides. Up and forward towards the brightness with inexorable force I went. Waves pushed me forward as I wondered if this was what dying was like. I was afraid, so very afraid as I got closer and closer to the shining point before me.

            

    
        Chapter 2 Reborn

    
    
    
    
                The pushing turned out to be contractions, bringing me into a new world. Being born is an altogether unpleasant experience for everyone involved. It takes hours, is massively uncomfortable and painful, confusing too. I thoroughly understand why babies cry at their birth.


Finally I was pushed and pulled out though, and I could breathe again. I screamed for help, not having any clue where I was or what was going on at the time. Someone even smacked my bottom, how terrible.


Soon enough I was cleaned a bit and passed around. Huge hands took me and strange faces looked down, speaking in some language I'd never heard anything like. They were all women, at least as far as I could tell.


I couldn't see much as I tried to look around, mostly vague shapes, this made me worry I might have damaged my eyes. But all my senses were wonky. Sight and hearing were the most obvious. Sounds were all really weird on top of the fact that I could only see shades and outlines, it was heavily disorienting. Smells were all weird too, though most of what I could smell was the results of my birth.


After a spell I was passed over to what I assumed had to be my mother. She held me gently, rocking me for a bit before bringing me to her breast. Being fed so had to be about the most awkward thing that has ever happened to me. The way she spoke and hummed to me though had a near infinite kindness buried in it, and it relaxed me immediately.


I tried to move and speak a bit, but this new body was highly uncooperative. My muscles barely responded, unable even to properly support my own weight. My mouth just wouldn't make sounds right either. I couldn't get a single word out at all, it was a real pain.


Soon enough we were joined by some men. I assumed they were men at least. Their voices were much deeper and they seemed to have bigger and rougher hands. They were also far less competent about holding me. A scream from me alerted the women and after a few sharp sounding words I was carefully passed back to my mom.


It's a bit weird thinking about her as that at first, as I had a mom before. After a few days though it is clear as day. Whoever this woman is, she is my mother, and she does care for me. After that I had no issue accepting her or any of the rest as a family as true as any I'd ever known.





With a few months my senses improved by leaps and bounds. I could finally see some of the things around me. Our house was a small one room thing, not unlike an old hut from a history book on the middle ages. It wasn't nice, but it was a bit warm. You could tell people lived and were happy here.


My family looked European. There were my parents and two brothers. Dad had black hair with a bit of gray and looked like he was made from taut wires. Mom had pale blonde hair and was rather lithe, but graceful. My two brothers were blondes, and appeared to be close to ten years old.


One might think that a baby would be bored all the time, but it is not so at all. I was having to retrain my body from the ground up. It was a bit exhausting, but every step brought me that much closer to being myself again. Or at least sort of like myself again.


As I progressed I learned that my name is Alana, which is very pretty. I still wasn't up to speaking yet though. My mouth was getting better but it still felt a bit weird, but I was picking up some of the language. I was now able understand at least a few words, and mostly get what people wanted me to since things like 'Come here.' and 'No Alana.' are very simple.


Mornings in this world start early. Mom tended the fire from some ashes kept under a clay pot while my brothers and dad fetched eggs and water. Breakfast for them was eggs, bread, and veggies. Everyone quickly ate and began their daily work, leaving only me and mom at home.


My brothers sometimes brought back things like greens and mushrooms around lunch. By the other kids that are coming with them I assumed they were playing and gathering those. That looked extremely fun so I hoped I could join them soon.


Mom stayed at the house. After it was just us she did a quick cleaning, and put dinner on, mostly soups and the like. Then some of her friends would come by and they would do handiwork while gossiping about something or other. My guess was that they came here because I was so small. They all seemed really good at spinning and sewing and stuff. I suppose they'd been practicing all their lives.


Dad would come home around dark for dinner, which was decidedly the largest meal of the day here. While there was absolutely more food there was seldom any meat. What meat there was was in soups or stews. That felt odd to me, since a meal isn't much without some meat right?


After dinner the boys would repair tools and do some handiwork. Mom went over to the corner and worked on a loom as tall as she was, it didn't look like an overly complex machine, but it sure was big. Their whole lifestyle seemed rigid and repetitive, but everyone seemed happy, so who am I to judge?


From what I could tell my brothers were an absolute handful. It was not uncommon for them to be drug home by someone only to have my mother beat them with a large wooden spoon. I never saw dad get angry though, mom was certainly the disciplinarian in this house. I will give them this though, the boys did seem to rein it in around me. They at least had the good sense to be careful around a baby.


After a couple more months mom started taking me to other houses, and I finally got a good look at what was outside. We had a small chicken coop, with a rooster and his tiny flock. He was a proud, colorful little man, who crowed every morning to greet the sun. We appeared to be in a hamlet of about ten houses, surrounded on all sides by fields. They were primarily some form of wheat, with some fruit and veggies mixed in. In one direction I could see a huge wall of green, which must be a forest.


Upon seeing other houses I could say for sure that we were in the middle of the pack. Some of the houses were nicer, some worse, but my family seemed well off enough for this little hamlet. I didn't see all of them, but mom was now the visitor, dragging me along to play with other people's children.


I could still see the patterns of light from the cave. I managed to tune them out or bring them forward at will, so I mostly just ignored them. I really wondered if everyone here saw these things, unfortunately I couldn't ask. They did however highlight one house in our hamlet, it was decidedly surrounded in little triangles.


The old man who seemed to live there alone was too. He looked like he was being surrounded by the contents of a trig textbook, floating semitransparent in the air all around him. The people of the village seemed to respect him, and he was decidedly the best off person here.


My days continued much like this until I was about nine months old. Then it got colder and the seasons led to new work for everyone. I think I was born in the winter, since it was now fast approaching.





One day I found myself sitting on our rug, playing with my toys. If I didn't want to play people would come and rattle things in front of me and get all worried until I did. So it was easier to just go along with it. I had a little rattle they gave me. What I wanted was one of mom's spindles, I'd seen her using it a lot and it looked fun to do. She wouldn't hand it over though, so I just sat there rattling thinking about how I might get a chance to look over it closer.


As I was going over this in my mind I saw one of the bubbles start to form around it. Not sure what was going on I kept at it, and saw the spindle begin to move towards me, floating down off the table and over. It was deathly hard, each moment I could feel myself getting more tired, my focus waning. Finally the spindle landed right in my little hand and I cheered and burbled in delight.


I can do magic!


It may not be much, but this was magic! Magic! That's the big one, with that I might be able to do some things here. I'll have to work and practice for sure.


I cheered and held up the spindle, the sign of my first success. At least until mom saw me. She rushed over, taking it from my small hand.


“No Alana, that's not a toy, be a good girl and play with one of your toys.” She pushed a doll I was completely uninterested in at me as I reached for the spindle again.


I cried about it being taken away and grabbed at my prize but she refused to relent. Eventually I fell asleep, exhausted from my efforts and my bawling to get the spindle, my spindle back.


Upon waking I made a few decisions. I could not allow my family to know what I can do. Who knew how this world responds to magic. Practice was a must though, and I would be doing that whenever I got the chance.


Secretly I worked on my first little spell, grabbing the spindle every time mom turned her back. The progress was slow, painfully slow. She on the other hand was unamused by my antics, even popping my bottom a few times. I persisted though, soon I would claim it as my trophy, to celebrate my acquisition of magic.


I also managed to figure out how to make both the room and myself a bit warmer or cooler. That new trick was really hard, but as winter approached I found it immensely helpful. Around the same time I learned that I didn't need the rattle. Making noise or even moving worked just as well.


My parents seemed to be concerned that I'd not started speaking yet. That was understandable I guess, since I was about that age. I could do a few words in English, not that anyone thought it was anything other than baby talk. Mom would hold me looking intently as she spoke.


"Can you say 'mama' Alana?" She would ask in the sweetest tone she could manage.


"Won't you say 'mama' for me?" I was practicing a bit when nobody was around, but I was stubborn, waiting for just the right moment.


One evening at dinner I decided to show them what I'd been working on all day. Looking across the table I spoke clearly to my mother. “Mama!” She was thrilled, everyone smiled, dad even gave a toast. I followed it up as he was drinking for maximum effect. “Spindle!” I yelled almost accusingly. Dad spat his drink out and across the table, my brothers almost fell out of their chairs. My mother looked more than a bit peeved. After dinner though the spindle was added to my toys, success!





As winter fell upon us I managed to keep the house nice and toasty warm. My family of course didn't really know why it was so warm, but they mentioned a couple of times that we weren't having to use as much wood this year.


We spent the whole time cooped up together. There were few chores that required anyone to leave, and when they did, they hurried back to the warmth. During those outings I got a few quick looks at the outside. Snow had descended in force, leaving everything covered in a thick blanket of white. I was amazingly glad I could stay inside through this mess.


We spent our winter fixing up tools and prepping for the spring to come. Handiwork seemed to be the order of the season and everyone, self excluded, dove into it with fervor. Mom was weaving like a madwoman as dad and the boys carved and fixed up everything they would need for spring.


Our home was lit with lamps for the most part, which was unexpected when I first saw it. There seem to be several kinds of oil, some of which truly stink. As the months dragged on this kind, along with some kind of burning rushes ended up making our house smell horridly.


The normal foods also changed, with cheese and yogurt now making up a sizable portion of our diet. There was less food all around by a huge quantity too, but without farm work that wasn't an issue. My family always drank some kind of ale, never water. I of course was given some kind of funny tasting milk instead. It didn't have a bad flavor, just a very different one.


As spring approached and the boys went back to their gathering. The influx of some fresh greens was quite welcome.


I also saw that the bubbles I'd noticed on myself back in the cave came back, floating away harmlessly whenever I tried to do magic. Once or twice I even started to see them when I wasn't. It would seem I was forming some kind of aura.





My second year proceeded much as the first, save that I proved myself to my family to be an incorrigible chatterbox, asking them all kinds of questions.


"Mom, what's that?"


"That's the field, where our food is grown."


"What are they growing?"


"Mostly wheat, also some cabbage, some beans, and over there are some grapes."


"Mom, who's that?"


"That's your uncle Barro, he's your dad's brother."


"Mom, who's that?"


"Hm? Oh that's Mystien, he's a wizard."


"What's a wizard?"


"He can do magic."


"What do you mean magic?"


"He can make things happen when he wants them to, like he can make fire if he wants fire."


"Can I learn magic?"


"Maybe when you're older, most people can't though."


"Oh, okay."


I guess that it was all a real pain for my family, but how else was I going to learn all these new words? And I really wanted to learn them. The more I can learn about the world, the safer I'll be.


Around the same time I got to go on my first trip to the village. It was around half an hour from our little hamlet. We're still considered part of it, so it's no big deal, but we were one of five hamlets that spread out around the village proper like the spokes of a wheel. There's around four hundred people in the village, with the same amount living in the hamlets. It's nice, but not too busy overall, reminding me of some old roleplaying games.


Mom was going for a market day, and I finally got to tag along. These were a regular occurrence, and served as the chance to stock up and share gossip. We needed salt and ale, the latter of which would be delivered to us, but we came mostly to gossip. Our family had much of what we would need, and couldn't really afford much of what we would want.


The gossip was good, right outside of the town hall we met with mom's friends. A nearby empire was having a succession crisis. Some wealthy merchant girl had been found out as the mistress of a duke, to the great trepidation of both families. The local big city was also having some issues with grain output, everyone there blamed their mayor.


The town hall itself was lovely. A huge building big enough to hold the town population easily. Mom said it was used for some festivals and dances, things like that.


Near the end of the day I even got a few candies. They were made of honey and tasted just like it, along with some other fruity flavors on the side. Honey was apparently quite pricey as nobody kept bees. When I asked why I was told that it wasn't possible.


Beekeeping became one of the things I wanted to invent, right up there with plumbing. We currently used a chamber pot; it was disgusting to an unbelievable level.


That winter was interesting. I learned that most of the dairy, including the weird milk from the previous year, was from some goats one of the villagers kept. I was also given a very small amount of the beer this year. Or ale rather, and not a particularly pleasant one. Nobody drank water. I didn't know why, so of course I just asked.


"Dad, why doesn't anyone drink water?" I inquired one evening.


"Because Alana, water will make you sick. You must never drink it." He gave an immediate and stern response.


"It does?" I was thoroughly confused by this.


"Mmmhmm, at least the water around here does. Make sure to drink ale or milk okay?"


"Okay" I responded, it was weird, but maybe the water around here was dirty or something? Why didn't they just boil it?


Then it occurred to me that I was being dense. They probably didn't know to boil it. Best to stick to milk or ale, it'd make my parents happy at least.





Things proceeded much the same until I was three. I'd secretly practice magic, I learned to make a little light. I also learned a few new skills, figuring out how to spin some wool into low grade yarn. My mobility went up too, and I could now properly walk and run around. This let me spend a lot more time outside.


All things continued like this until “The Incident”- a day that will forever stick with me vividly.


I was playing with a little magical light ball, trying to adjust its color to periwinkle. It wasn't big, just a small ball I was shifting around in my palm as I worked out the method to change its coloration.


Truthfully I was supposed to be washing a large old pot my mom had given me. I had all the tools, some ash from our hearth, a little brush. It was an easy thing to teach me about cleaning. Most of my chores were just a bit of light education like that. Not that I was given many chores, perhaps two or three little tasks like this a day.


Because of my intense focus on that which I wasn't supposed to be doing I didn't hear the annoying, rude adolescents sneaking up on me. One or both of my brothers thought it would be funny to toss a grasshopper onto their adorable little sister's shoulder to scare her. Because they could be real jerks when not monitored by more mature people.


They didn't notice the small ball of light fly off to places unknown as I got surprised and spun. Struggling while trying to get the bug off of me.


Everyone saw when the insect jumped onto my face and scared me. The spell turned into a blood red flare as I lost control, everything turning deep crimson as it detonated over a nearby field. The noise of it going off was a piercing keening over the whole hamlet, like a scream to accompany the second sunset.


There was dead silence for only a moment before movement exploded. I could hear others running for cover as my oldest brother Rod scooped me up and ran for the house. He might have been a stupid git most of the time, but his dedication to protecting me was truly touching.


“Rod!” I called out to him.


“Be quiet,” was the only response I got back.


“What was that!?” John asked. My other brother seemed just as surprised as everyone else.


“I dunno, bad.” Rod was a bit short with us, but he didn't have time to talk as he ran.


Mom met us as the door and ushered us inside. Slamming it, she began to ask the same questions. When I tried to speak up I was told to be quiet. Being a little kid really sucked sometimes, nobody ever listened when you had something to say.


Perhaps a minute after the questioning dad flashed through the door. I had once compared him to a panther, and how right that was. He was moving so fast, I'd never seen anyone move like that before.


"Is anyone hurt?" he asked. His voice had changed, he sounded like a commander from some war movie.


"No, what's happening?" mom replied worriedly.


Dad moved to a certain spot and jumped up, grabbing onto the rafters, an impressive feat, being that they were easily ten feet up. Grabbing onto one and holding himself like it was nothing he tossed down a sack that had been up there, along with grabbing what appeared to be a spear.


"We don't know, we're too close to civilization for monsters to attack. There's nothing in this area that should have done that." He'd emptied the sack to take out a chain shirt and helmet and was getting dressed quickly. "Stay here and be quiet."


I tried to speak up again only to have my mother put her hand over my mouth.


I made one final attempt after my father had left, to tell my mom that it was probably me ended with not only her hand over, and staying on my mouth, but a number of hard thwacks to my backside with her trusty wooden spoon. A first I might add, as I generally behaved well.


"No talking, understand?" was her whispered threat. The spoon was still in hand.


My parents on Earth hadn't believed in corporal punishment, so this was an extreme first. I tearfully nodded, if they wanted to chase after shadows, I wouldn't try to stop them any further.





It took a couple hours for dad to return. When he did he was still wearing his war gear, looking like something out of a movie. Mom looked at him with worry as he led us out taking us to meet with all the other families near the road to town.


"The old man's still out there checking, we're going to the village." Dad announced to everyone, before turning to lead us on.


All the adult men of the hamlet were here and well armed. Most just had some farming implement, but a few like dad had proper weapons. Only one other was in armor, and while dad led us, he took the rear. Everyone's eyes scanned the area around as we went, nearly in a panic.


Once we got inside the palisade of the village everyone calmed down. Quickly we made our way to the town hall and got inside. As soon as the men left the talking began. It was sunset and everyone was now on complete edge.


I was sat down and given a very firm talking to. Mom was livid that I had kept trying to talk when told to be quiet, particularly in such a dangerous situation. She particularly emphasized that I was being far too disobedient. Then threatened to spank me again if I said another word. Her exact words were, “Be quiet until an adult tells you otherwise.” I had every intention of obeying.


As night crept in more and more people showed up. From what I could gather all the spokes were being called in in a panic. Their conversations just sounded like “Doom doom” from where I sat silent. I could only imagine how livid these people were going to be when they found out that it was me.


The theories were completely out there. One said that it was the kickoff signal for a war with the empire, whoever they were. Another postulated that bandit tribe had moved in and tried something, only to be shot down by a neighbor who pointed out that there'd been no large bandit groups in this region for well over a century. My personal favorite was the old man who swore he'd seen something just like it, when a wizard tried to make a teleportation gate and it malfunctioned, turning him into a fine red mist.


The one thing that everyone agreed on was that whatever it was Mystien would figure it out. He was apparently the only wizard in the region. From what I could gather those who could focus magic were quite rare. When he entered the room all eyes went immediately to him, the focus sharp.


"I've determined that what we saw was most likely a spell failure of some kind. While the effect was dramatic, the damage and trace left in the area was almost nonexistent. Therefore it was probably a fairly weak effect that failed." he announced to the crowd.


"Are we in any danger?" asked one person.


"Does that mean they have wizards ready to attack us?" another interrupted.


"Do you know where this came from?" a worried mother jumped in.


"Were they trying to burn our fields? Poison us?" one farmer interjected.


A man I would later learn was the mayor moved to the front. The wizard thumped his staff on the floor loudly and silence descended once again.


"Now, I want everyone who saw the blast directly to come forward and tell us exactly what they saw. Maybe then we'll figure this out."


Several men came forward, my brothers did too. They were at the back of the line. Each man described the fieldwork or whatnot he was involved in when they saw the flash. A couple said they saw something moving away. One claimed he saw a giant bird just before.


When it got to my brothers the mayor looked down at them. "Alright boys, what were you doing when this all happened?"


"We were... um, playing with our little sister." Rob offered up.


"Yeah, just going to see her, she was washing some dishes or something..." John agreed.


They both then agreed that they hadn't seen the source of the light. The mayor looked a bit more sternly at them, "Where's your sister?" he asked. No girls had been brought forward for the little questioning.


Mom helpfully brought me up and set me down beside them.


I looked at the wizard, his aura still messing with the magic in the air around him.


The wizard looked down at me, even I could see one or two little bubbles drifting off of my skin.


He knew.


I knew he knew.


He knew I knew he knew.


Busted.

 

"What were you doing when all this happened? Your brothers seem to think you were doing chores. Is that so?" Mystien asked. His expression was clear, he'd take no nonsense from me.


"I-I was playing, and a-a grasshopper jumped up on my face." I didn't have to try to look afraid, I was.


"Oh? What were you playing?" he responded. The mayor looked a bit confused, several townspeople seemed to be questioning why that mattered.


"I was.. um, I was playing with a light," I offered helpfully, tugging on the hem of the tunic I was wearing and looking down.


"Show me." His tone left no opening for wriggling out of this.


"I don't see why this matters." The mayor piped up.


"Show me," Mystien said again.


I hummed a short song, and my little light appeared in my hand, pretty and blue. The wizard looked like he was trying to maintain as firm a face as he could. The mayor rubbed his eyebrow ridges like he was getting a headache. The crowd took about five seconds to get angry, and another five to quiet down as the old man beat his staff on the floor.


"Why didn't you tell anyone earlier girl?" the mayor looked truly miffed.


"I-I tried to; people kept telling me to be quiet." That one actually got a chuckle from the old man.


"It's just a newly blooming bard playing with, and losing control of her powers. Everyone can go home." He was still trying to suppress his mirth.


"Oi, we lost half a day of work, and all this time for this nonsense, comon!" One irritated man shouted. I flinched at that.


"Aye you did, but we found something well worth it," offered out Mystien.


"And what the hell would that be?!"


"You might not know this, but bards can learn basic healing magics, and once I get her trained a bit, and I will, this village will have a basic level of magical healing." That shut everyone up. There were several murmurs of how that would be great, and while a few were still a bit miffed, they started filing home. The mayor on the other hand... well, the mayor looked like it was Christmas and I was the biggest present under the tree.


Looking at him, the old wizard, and my parents, I could quickly feel my life getting harder.

            

    
        Chapter 3 The basics of magic

    
    
    
    
                After returning home from the little townwide excursion to the village hall I was ready to pass out. It'd been a long and busy day for all of us. My father on the other hand had something he wanted first, and picked me up, setting me down on one of our chairs.


"Mister Mystien has been kind enough to agree to start training you tomorrow. You're going to listen to everything he says, and do exactly what he tells you to, understand?" his voice was firm.


"Yes papa." I looked up at him, meeting his tired eyes. It was because of me that he'd been running around all afternoon.


"And you're not going to use magic at all unless he tells you it's okay to, got it?" he continued, setting out his ground rules.


On this point I didn't want to give. I'd been using my one little trick to keep the house a comfy temperature for a good long while now, and I waffled, looking away.


"Um... I've been using it to keep the house warm or cool for a little bit..." I really didn't want to give up my magical HVAC.


He gave me a light bonk on the head for that, "You'll not be doing that until he gives his permission either, magic is dangerous Alana,"


"Umph, okay, I won't, promise," I pouted about that, but there was no winning here, not tonight at least. When winter rolled around, we'd see who wanted a heater and who didn't.


"I mean it sweetheart," he leaned down to look me in the eyes, "I've seen men killed by spellslingers who were more smart than they were wise." my dad hadn't talked to me much up till now, but he was painfully sincere here.


"Okay..." I mumbled.


"Good." he perked up, "Now, everyone to bed, it's late enough already."

I scampered off to the corner of the house where we kids slept, my brothers made some complaining noises about it but joined after a fashion.






The next morning I was awoken early, as was everyone else. We collectively had breakfast shoved down our throats by mom and the boys were told to make themselves busy till the afternoon.


After they'd left she brought me over to the hearth, where the biggest of our few pots was warming. It was a massive clay monstrosity.


"Soup?" I inquired, looking at the vessel used mostly for making a couple days worth of stew at a time. It wasn't hot yet, and likely wouldn't be for awhile, but it was nicely warming.


"No, you're starting training today yes? And we're going to make sure you're nice and clean." she gave me a smile that was somehow more threatening than anything I'd ever seen. Her voice was sweet as she pulled out a rag and a bit of soap, something we seldom used.


I may have significantly underestimated how irritated about the previous day's events she was, because I was thoroughly, roughly scrubbed clean. I struggled and complained in vain as she, rather more forcefully than was necessary, washed me head to toe.


We did not bathe very often here in this world. I'd been able to wipe myself down a little bit here and there, but an actual, proper bath was not something I'd yet experienced. This mockery of that most relaxing of rituals did get me clean, even if I felt like I'd been scoured that way.


I did make the mistake of using one of the many words my brothers were so fond of using when my parents weren't around, and found that my mouth became the soap holder for the rest of the "Bath."

And so, after being cleansed, and shoved into the nicer of my two outfits, my mother took me over to the old magus' house. I was thoroughly exhausted by the time we arrived.

"Alright." Mystien said, as we stood in what looked to be the main room of his home, he had two others off to the side. I didn't know their purpose, but could assume at least one was a bedroom from the lack of sleeping arrangements here, "I know you've been messing around with magic, what can you do so far?" he inquired.


"Umm, I can do the light thing, I can heat or cool a room or myself a little bit, and I can move small objects." I listed the things I could reliably manage.


"Let's see 'um, one by one. The heating and cooling ones are separate for yourself and the room as well, so show each of those," he seemed contemplative as he watched me run through my tricks.


"That's not a bad start, we'll work first on polishing those out. We'll work on the light today, since it's been the one to cause the most trouble." I blushed a bit in embarrassment at his reminder, and we began the process of ironing it out. Making small corrections to the flow of the magic and the way I was focusing it at his instruction, until I began to wear myself out.


"That's enough, it looks like you're running out of mana." he declared after about an hour of work.


"Mana?" I asked.


"Mana is the energy of magic, it's all around us, you can see it no?"


I nodded in confirmation.


"To use magic you must use a small amount of the mana in your body, putting it out into the world and using it to shape the mana around you. If you were like me then we'd have to spend a good bit of time teaching you how, but you're no wizard, that's certain." he moved into a lecturing position, scholar's cradle and all.


"Not like you?" I wasn't certain how to parse that bit.


"Indeed, you're a bard... there are, four rough categories of magic use, three of which are spellcasters." he began,


"Wizards like myself work with forces outside the body, we can also summon simple substances. I specialize in water type magic particularly, but that's not important for now. That's knowledge type magic, and is based on the user's understanding of the forces and things they're altering or creating." I nodded along,


"Then there is belief magic, its practitioners are often called clerics or priests, though sometimes they go by other things, depending on what they in particular believe and do with their abilities. They work exclusively with living or sometimes dead things. The best healers, they can also make plants and the like grow if they work in that direction. Their magic is based on their belief that what they're doing is right, or proper." that sounded weird, but okay.


"Finally there are bards like you, who use instinctual magic. You can work both with living things, and with forces. You can even do some summoning, though it'll be hard, you'll be able to summon more complex things. Bardic magic is much, much slower, and quite a fair bit weaker than the other two, but it is very versatile, and is based on instinct. It's normally focused through song or dance, something like that." it sounded like I'd be a "Jack of all, master of none" kinda mage, but that was cool with me.


"You said four, that's three though?" I asked.


"The last is physical magic, it sometimes develops in people who use their bodies a lot. It affects only the self, making you stronger, faster, and more resilient. I'm not sure how it works exactly, nobody is. Some kind of battle aura, but it's what your father uses. It's by far the most common."


"Okay, I think I understand, can I ask a question?"


"You just did, but feel free, I encourage as many questions as you have." I groaned internally at the idea that he might be like an elementary school teacher.


"Why did everyone seem happy when you pointed out I would be able to learn to heal?"


"Oh, that's a good one." he nodded.


"Well, it's like this, spellcasters are quite rare. Of them, most are wizards, by a large majority. Of the types capable of healing, few would be in a small village like this, and even though your healing abilities won't be anything like having a priest type caster around, it could easily save lives. It's quite rare to be able to find a healer reliably outside of a fairly sizable city, so you'll be a boon to the town," he was smiling at that.


"Really?" I was a bit incredulous at this idea, I looked at my hands frowning a bit.


"Well, you won't be able to heal injuries instantly like a priest could, but before long we'll have you able to fix up a broken bone in an hour or so. Same with poison or disease, if someone breaks a leg around harvest it's real bad for their family, and reducing their time down will be a huge value to everyone."


I pouted, "People are gonna bug me a lot, aren't they?"

"Yeah," he chuckled, "Yeah they are, but it'll help out your family, and everyone else too, and you'll make good money off of it."

He talked for a bit longer about the nuances. Turns out that only about one in a thousand could learn to cast magic, of those around four in five were wizards of some kind. Priests and bards were the only healers outside of some rather backwards medicine, and they were a pain to contact. Mostly because priests had to feel like they were doing the right thing, so they spent a lot of their time going here and there trying to help people. Bards on the other hand had a reputation for being flakes, troublemakers, and the like, and often lived a nomadic life, to keep ahead of whatever problems they may have caused.

Around lunch my mother came and took me home. This would be the set schedule for the foreseeable future, breakfast early, followed by magic training till lunch, and chores in early afternoon then I could play around the house till dinner.


I should note that due to my age "Chores" did not imply doing any actual useful work. Mostly I'd be shown how to do things around the house that I could reasonably achieve, sweeping and the like, or cleaning old pots. My mother could do these in a fraction of the time, but the whole point was to teach me how. Even the pot I was cleaning during "The Incident" didn't really need it, it was just an exercise to teach me about doing dishes.


The house itself was circular. With a construction similar to wattle and daub, a frame of thick wooden logs with a mesh was made. The mesh was then covered in a mud and straw mixture, that was painted over with a whitewash and a thatch roof. The floors were hard pounded down dirt, which stayed cleaner than you'd think. Furniture was sparse, a table and chairs and a central hearth which served as a kitchen. On the walls were various tools and storage containers and a sleeping area, with several small mattresses that were just big bags stuffed with straw and husks. These were covered with a couple of warm blankets.





About a month in and Mystien had some words for me after some particularly mind numbing training.


"Alana," he began, after finishing a lecture on some of the more in depth bits of shaping mana for use.


"Yes?"


"I've decided that you've gotten to the point you can safely use the spells you've designed yourself," he declared.


"Hooray!" finally, able to get back to messing around on my own.


He frowned, "Just because you're allowed to, does not mean I'm encouraging you to start floating half the stuff in your house. Those you were using were fairly harmless, and this is a test to see whether you can be responsible. Don't fail it."


I nodded with as firm a face as I could, which was not particularly firm at all. "Mm hmm."


"There is something else too." he began after sighing at what appeared to be poor childish resolve, "I've called in a favor from an old friend. He'll be coming by in a few days to teach you some healing theory. I've not got much of that, but it'll mean you should spend your afternoons over too, we won't have him for long."


I eagerly accepted, and more importantly my parents did too. Three days later, I was cleaned up and ready to meet this new teacher, I'd even managed to convince my mother to let me wash myself this time, avoiding another harrowing experience. She was feeling a bit ill that morning at any rate.


I walked myself over to my teacher's home, to find two men who could not have been more different chatting right beside his door.


My mentor, the calm old gentleman in his sedate blue robe, short white beard and silver hair shining in the morning sunlight. The much younger man beside him was, in a word, loud, his clothes were a mix of vibrant red and yellow, and covered in medium quality embroidery. Their quality was middling from what I could tell, but the statement was extreme. It was a big, bright sign screaming "Hey! Look at me!" his face was clean shaven and he wore a feathered hat that could only be described as jaunty.


"So," the newcomer began as I approached, "where's this new apprentice of yours? Not late is he? I don't believe you'd pick up someone who wasn't worth their salt, but I also don't want to believe that there's anyone in this town worth training."


"You'll meet her in just a second Jackson," the magus saw me approaching but didn't say anything, seemed he was enjoying watching his junior ramble.


"Her? HER?! Don't tell me you drug me out here to talk to some girl you've picked up to give a few," and he made finger quotations, " 'private lessons,' have you?"


"No, that sounds like something you would do." came his flat reply.


"Fair point, is she cute at least?" the bard asked.


"I think she is, though probably not in the way you're thinking."


"And you haven't.." at this point he made a lewd thrusting motion with his hips, and I realized he was wearing an enormous codpiece, "Uh!" it was a bit disturbing to watch.


"Decidedly not, nor do I plan to," Mystien chuckled.


"Well then, do you mind if I... ya know,"


"You'll need to wait for a while on that account I think," was his good humored response. I was getting a bit tired of this.


"Why's that?" Jackson inquired.


"Hi," I spoke up from just a bit back.


"Hey kid," was the response I got. He barely even looked at me, "So? You got an answer for why?" he asked again.


"Hi," I said again, prompting him to look at me fully. For just a moment it looked like he was about to tell me to scram, then his eyes focused.


"Her?"


"Yup."


"Seriously?"


"Yup."


"What are you kid? Two?" he bent down to look at me incredulously.


"Three and a half!" I spoke with all the anger of a misaged child. That got me a laugh.

"Alright kiddo, I don't believe you can cast jack or squat. Show me one spell and I'll think about helping you out."


So I showed him my whole lineup, one right after the other, as by the book as we'd practiced.


"Well alright then." he said after seeing what I could do, "Yeah, I guess we can work with that."


Mystien was wearing a shit eating grin as he watched the impressed bard agree.


And so began a few days of training under Jackson. Who showed me first hand why bards were often thought of poorly.





Jackson was rude, big headed, and had a propensity for lewdness which just went beyond the pale at times. That said, he also had an understanding of magic that meshed greatly with mine. We jumped in straight away, after a quick overview of what I needed to do for a basic healing spell, which mostly consisted of focusing on what you wanted the magic to do, visualizing the mana as a calming, repairing light. We jumped right in.


The practice was simple enough. I'd cut my finger lightly with a sharp knife then cast while going through the visualization. I placed the light into one of the bubbles that constantly came off of me and wrapping it around the wound, letting it seep in. He also taught me the song he used to focus while doing this, but I found it not much to my liking. So I used one of my own, a calming theme from an old tv show, very violiny and good to hum.


It took me a few times to get it to work, and when it did it wasn't all that fast. This got me approving nods from both men.


"Not bad kid. You'll need to practice that one a lot to speed it up a bit, and while I don't recommend live practice, for bigger wounds you may want to envelop the whole body. That'll be hard where you're at right now, but it's something you should try to pick up,"


We continued like this till lunch, which I ate with them. Jackson giving small comments here and there about pulling the mana in closer, and focusing it to be brighter and sharper. By the end of the day I could heal my cut finger in only a second or two.


I was given a few bits of advice on how to deal with poisons just before my dad came to pick me up, and told to think over them, but not practice. We'd do that tomorrow.


The next day I was greeted with a bundle of leaves which I was told to rub my hands in when I first came in.


"Alright kiddo, you remember what I told you about poisons yesterday?"


"Mmm, you have to focus on pulling out what doesn't belong, and add in a little healing on top of it to help with whatever damage the poison has done in the first place," my hands were beginning to itch terribly.


"Right you are. Now you're going to do that one finger at a time to fix the poison ivy you just used to rub down your hands." he smiled as he said that, the jerk.


That day proceeded much like the previous one, ending with some notes on diseases, and the methodology for their repair. In comparison to the training I recieved before, this was hard and fast cramming. Though I was told that each of these was groundwork on very minor injuries, anything more serious would be monumentally harder.


I dreaded going back on the final day my temporary tutor would be around. He'd been demonstrating each technique on me, and I hated feeling sick, but went I did, I just complained the whole time.


"Ready to give curing sickness a shot kiddo?" I was asked as I came in, I frowned.


"Well I got a surprise for ya, look here," he brought out a cage with some field mice in it. They were green, literally green.


"These here mice have a special disease in um, something some priest cooked up just for training. They'll stay green as long as they've got it in um, so it's easy to see when they're cured. Also won't jump to people and isn't even that bad for the mice. Wins all around, I brought these here from my own personal practice group." I looked on at his explanation a bit stunned.


"What, you didn't think I'd make you sick or something did you?" he asked with a mischievous grin.


"I-I kinda did actually." I replied honestly.


"Tut tut tut, after all I've done for ya." he shook his head.


I couldn't think of how to even respond to that, so I just mumbled some thanks.


"Alright then, let's get cracking!" and so it began.


Curing diseases was a bit odd as well. You have to focus on finding the bit that doesn't belong and then ripping it apart. Pulling it like poison doesn't work. You add a bit of healing to it too, because sickness can cause the body lots of damage.


I was ready to collapse by the end of the day, this was by far the hardest of my three new techniques, but I still had a few questions.


"What about summoning? If I wanted to make dirt or something Mr. Jackson?" I perked up a bit. This was one I really wanted to know about.


"Oh, creation magic? Well you have to visualize the mana coming together into the form you want it in. The more familiar the concept of something is, the easier that will be. Stuff like water is the easiest, everyone knows what water is like, but you can also do things like food. Bread creation got me through some bad times, and it's always useful on the road." he gave me the very basics of an explanation on it.


"But, and I mean this, you'll need to grow a lot before you can do much of that. You're still just a kid, and that's some mana intense magic, so don't rush it," he warned.


We bid Jackson goodbye the next morning, and were not an hour later interrupted by an irate villager from the main village. It would seem someone had spotted Jackson attempting to, and succeeding in, seducing his girlfriend, and he'd come by to give him a good beating.


The man left disappointed that he'd missed the interloping bard, cursing and venting as he tried to chase him down the road.


"I've never been able to figure out how he does that," said Mystien, "he always manages to skip town just before the heat hits."

            

    
        Chapter 4 An afternoon with my brothers

    
    
    
    
                The days droned into weeks, and before long the harvest arrived and went. I'd like to say that I became significantly proficient at healing, but I was mediocre at best. Progress was certainly made in that department, but the going was painfully slow.


It was just after our fields had been brought in that dinner brought with it an interesting conversation.


"Got a message from Creekrun this afternoon. They think they've got a monster in one of their caves," dad declared. I knew Creekrun was one of the nearby villages, but this was the first I'd heard of an actual monster in the area.


"Wow! What kind? Are we going to go kill it?" John perked up, excited by the idea.


"You're not going anywhere, but I'm headed that way with a few others tomorrow morning, and we don't know, probably just overgrown coyotes or something, but those can be nasty to tangle with." He talked like this was something normal.


"Well I'm heading into town in the morning," mom declared, "You boys'll have to keep an eye on your sister."


"I'm going to practice though." I piped up.


"Nah, we're taking old Mystien with us." dad explained.


"Why?" In retrospect a foolish question.


"Because if it's something nasty he can cook it before it gets near. Wizards are cool like that," Rod popped in.


"Aye, that's the plan, some of the guys wanted you to come too Alana, but they're idiots." I shook at the idea of fighting monsters, or even being near them.


"Maybe you could call someone to deal with it, like a monster hunter or something?" I asked.


"Adventurers might come if we asked, but they're more of a problem than a solution to something like this. They'd drink the town dry, burn half of it to the ground, kill the monster, take everyone's money, sleep with the mayor's wife, then flee before the lord could come deal with them. Soldiers might come out, but the lord would charge the town and it would take weeks for them to do so, particularly now; they're all out gathering up his taxes." Father seemed to harbor a bit of resentment for both groups.


"Oh, um... I could look after myself," I offered, both parents ignored that idea completely.


"I'm hurt sister, you don't want to spend time with us?" Rod leaned in, smiling like a fox.


"That's just mean, and we could've taken you out to the woods to gather, it's tons of fun," John joined in "even some berries just coming in."


"No no, you just want to sit around the house like a baby though huh?" The teasing was already getting old.


"No, I'll go." I glared at the two of them.


"Great, we'll head out early then," Rod declared.


"Make sure you're back before sunset," dad instructed them with a harsh look.





So the next morning after breakfast my brothers took me with them and we headed towards the forest, a few baskets carried for our haul.


The walk there was quite a bit further than I was expecting. Having seen the trees from my house I didn't think much of it, but it turns out that when you're short everything is much further away, and the constant complaints of my brothers about how slow I am didn't help at all.


As we came to the shade I began to smell something lovely. The familiar scent wafting around as I looked for the flowers, "Come're and try this." John led me over to the big bush of honeysuckle, showing me how to pull out the stem and suck out the little drops of nectar, "These are the best," he added as he ate a few.


Rod laughed from a bit behind us, "Teaching her to suck things John? What'll you do to the family's reputation?" I thought to tell him off, but realized a three year old wouldn't likely understand that, so I just glared.


"You're saying dirty things aren't you?" I accused over a frown, "I'll tell mom." I threatened the most dangerous thing I could think of easily, and at it he blanched.


"Ah.. no, just saying we don't want you to get known for being too greedy about sweets is all." His stammered explanation was almost funny.


"Well okay then, let's go." With that declaration I began walking into the woods, only to be caught and pulled back to the spots they knew better.


I quickly learned that there were a few, and very strict rules. The most important being that we weren't allowed to take any animals. It was bad to even look too closely at them, as they belonged to the local lord. This was a major crime, and for even a rabbit you could be badly punished. Secondly, was not to mess up the trees, for the same reason. We could take from the bushes and mushrooms, and anything near the ground, but not damage the trees. We'd pick up wood on our way out I was told; sticks and the like from the ground. Finally, not to take too much from any plant, so we could always come back and get more. Nobody shared their gathering spots outside of family and a few close friends, who'd only go to the well known ones.


Our first stop led us to a small gully, and behind a curtain of overgrown bushes, there was a cave. It was so well hidden I could have walked past a hundred times and never seen it.


"A cave?" I stood near the entrance nervously, having had bad experiences with these before.


"Yup, this is where the best mushrooms grow, dad showed us, now come in, it's perfectly safe." Rod practically dragged me into the little hole.


Inside was a room around thirty feet in diameter. The light was low, with an extra bit coming from some of the mosses, a light greenish glow flowing around them. I could see a bit of mana flowing about them as well, and stopped to study them for awhile.


"What about these?" I asked my brothers, pointing the illuminating growths out.


"Glow moss? Grows in all the caves around here, but if you pick it it stops making light, so not useful, tastes bad too." John said, "Not interesting, but these are, see the mushrooms here? Pick the white ones, the red ones will make you sick, the blue ones, very sick." He pulled out and showed me the three that grew here. I recognized the white ones from much of our food.


"We come here all the time." Rod came over to check on what I was picking, pointing to the larger fungi, "Cause these things grow like crazy. Also a good place to hide out if you ever make mom mad," he chuckled.


After we grabbed a healthy quantity of fungi my brothers showed me a number of small herbaceous plants and ferns. We focused on the easy to identify ones as we walked through the woods, even managing a few handfuls of nuts here and there, until we found an old path.


The path led us down to a tiny creek, little more than a burble of water over some rocks.


"Fish?" I asked, looking at the water.


"No, no fish in this one, or none big enough to eat," said John.


"What we're after is that." Rod pointed to a tallish tree beside the bank of the stream. I could see a few fruit hanging from the upper branches, but it was probably too small to climb.


"What is it?" I looked toward the fruit, they were something I'd not had before.


"Paw paw," responded my brothers, "We normally don't get much. Everyone grabs the low ones too fast... but think you can get a few Alana?" Rod looked down smiling. Looked like he'd planned to bring me here for a while now.


"Mmm sure." I sang a brief tune and managed to pop a few off of the branches I couldn't reach. We got maybe ten before I stopped.


Rob cheered at the haul. John brought one over to me and cut it open with his belt knife. It was green, had a rough skin, and was just smaller than a banana, I hesitated at first, but after a taste dug in, it was SWEET, so sweet, and I'd had almost nothing with any sugar since coming here, the whole thing tasted almost tropical, it'd probably make a magnificent smoothie and if I had a blender, or ice, I'd have found that one out.


"Wow!" was all I managed.


"Yeah I know," Rod shoved a few pieces in his mouth as well, "delicious."


We each ate one. I was tempted to go for another but the thought of having one after dinner proved just tempting enough to hold me back.





We spent a bit more time slowly making our way home, picking out a few more edibles and finally some sticks for firewood to top off. Our baskets bursting full we cheerfully exited the forest laughing about the obscenely good haul.


As we exited the treeline I saw a cart coming down the road. Some of the men in it recognizable, we three waved to them and called out, but they seemed off. Something was wrong about their gait, the way they were looking towards the trees.


I saw my father begin hurrying towards us as soon as one of the others pointed us out, and the look of his froze me in place. There was blood dripping down his face from a head wound, more stains on his shirt and pants bearing the dark, brownish-red that only came from one thing. He took the basket from me, quickly shoving it over to Rod and lifted me into his arms, power walking back to the cart.


"A couple people got hurt, I need you to heal them. I don't expect it to be perfect, do the best you can." His words were curt, strained as he spoke. Normally his tone was kind, but today... today he sounded like a soldier.


I nearly puked when I saw the men in the cart. Two men, soaked in their own blood, one had his stomach chewed open, his organs held in place by a pressed down cloth. He was shaking in pain, a friend holding onto his hand for comfort as he ground his teeth to not scream. The other not much better, his shoulder looked like it was barely still attached, pulped meat replacing what should have been ordered muscle and bone. He'd been lain on his side, a few seconds revealed why as he coughed up a spurt of blood.


I was stunned into inaction until my father lightly shook me. "Heal them," was his command and I shakily began casting, trying to focus, but I'd never seen anything like this in either of my lives and just trying to bring it all together was throwing me.


Mystien came over and placed his hand on my dad's shoulder calmly. He leaned in and began to speak gently to me, "Breathe, you need to focus, first on the man coughing. Work on his lungs first, you know exactly what to do here. Bring your mana into place slowly and use it to repair him." his voice was enough to bring me back to my senses fully, and I began as he instructed.


Following my mentor's instructions I worked first on the damaged lungs. It was harder than any of my practice sessions by an order of magnitude, and I could feel my mana draining from me. My head was pounding when I finally got them into a state where I could not worry about him dying immediately.


I moved to the other man's belly and it was even worse, as my mana flowed over the wounds, trying to knit and piece them back together I could tell that this wasn't working, I was too drained, his organs were shreds, most of the blood dripping along the cart, and through its boards was his, refocusing I pushed on, until blackness seeped into my vision and took me.





I awoke in Mystien's house, a couple women were there tending to the two injured men, along with my father and the homeowner.


"Oof," I said as I came to. Based on the lights and the darkness in the window I could guess it was night.


One of the women, a friend of my mother's named Theara, came over and spoke softly to me when she saw that I'd awoken, "They still need help, particularly Leon, can you help them?"


She indicated the man whose stomach was still in a bad shape. I could still see a bit of blood leaking out, his breath barely there and ragged. I returned to trying to help him, but if anything he was worse. Some of the bleeding had stopped, but some was building inside. I'd have to move to disease removal to know for sure, but I was guessing some infections were already beginning.


I did what I could trying to find the worst spots, but a few minutes in something went weird. Like my mana was having trouble latching on. I looked up to hear Leon's breath hitch a few times, followed by a gasp as air escaped him, and the healing failed. Like I was trying to heal a piece of wood. I could feel it, almost taste it as he died, my mana still wrapped around his body as it became a corpse. The sensation was...


I fell to my knees and emptied my stomach, shaking and crying as the man's death hit me. It was all real, all too real, and I knew I could do nothing for him. The sensation was visceral, I knew, for a fact that nothing would bring him back, and it struck me like lead.


My dad came over and took me to a chair, sitting me here on his lap. "What happened? Why'd you stop?" the woman tending to Leon asked, still holding a cloth to wipe his sweat.


"He's... dead," I managed between sobs, holding on to my father's shirt and looking away. I wasn't sure what happened to her, but it was quiet. I could hear nothing but my own crying, feel nothing by my dad rubbing my back to calm me. It took several minutes to calm down enough to stop, but eventually I did, just laying there for a bit as it all washed over me.


After a bit Mystien came over, putting down a small bowl of stew and crust of bread, "Eat," he instructed.


"But... the other man..." I began.


"Orlen," he said, "is resting, and stable. You'll need to do a bit more before he'll be okay, but for now, eat."


"But..." I tried again.


"But, you are still shaking, and haven't eaten. When you're done, you'll be ready to go work on his wounds." He would brook no argument, "it'll be fine, now eat."


It was annoying, but the old man was right. I was trembling a bit as I began to munch on the stew, but as I mopped up the last bits with the bread I'd calmed down considerably. I still felt horrible, but it was better.


Orlen's shoulder was a disaster, so I started there. Whatever happened to him had crushed the bones and muscles. While the outside looked bad for being cut up. It wasn't anything to the internal damage. By the time I had most of that sorted I was nearly out of mana again, and needed to go rest.


Dawn greeted me the next day, and I was still a bit woozy as John greeted me, holding me out a basket, "Mom made you breakfast, eat up." I grumbled about people shoving food at me but did as I was told, finding a generous egg and cheese omelet, and even one of the paw paw we'd gotten the day before.


I couldn't help but think about how much mana I'd wasted getting the fruit down as I ate it. I'd like to say it tasted like ash in my mouth, but it was delicious, which only made the guilt I was feeling over not being able to save both men that much worse.


I spent that morning fixing up Orlen though. By the time I was done he wasn't in perfect condition, his ribs would still need a week or two before fully healing, and his shoulder was still raw, but he was good enough that he'd be fine on his own soon enough. He was a nice enough guy, chatting a bit as I worked.


"That was a total disaster, what was that thing anyway? Not anything I've seen before." he asked as I was putting the last touches on his ribs.


"Mountain lizard, and you shouldn't have seen it. It shouldn't be within a hundred miles of here." the old mage answered him, "Not sure why it was, but we'll need to let Lord Hazelwood know, it's too strange." he said thoughtfully, "At least its body will be able to pay for all the damage. They're useful for a half dozen or so different parts."


"Okay, that's about as good as I can do, for right now at least." I broke in as I finished up what I was working on.


"Alright." Mystien looked me over a bit, "It should be more than enough. You'll have to manage on your own from here Orlen." he smirked a bit as the man reached up and ruffled my hair, with a loud objection on my part.


"Thank you Alana, one day you'll make some man really happy." I stuck my tongue out at him at that, I didn't need to make anyone happy except myself.


"And one day you'll not get half eaten by a beastie." I retorted before I turned to leave, gaining me a few chuckles.





A couple days later I returned to my lessons. Though I couldn't stop looking at the place on the floor where Leon had died, my mood sinking every time I did.


"You can't save everyone girl." The comment shook me out of my thoughts a bit.


"I wasted a bunch of mana picking fruit. If I hadn't, then maybe I could have..." I began.


"Oh? Did you know how dangerous that monster would be?" my teacher asked.


"No... dad said it was probably no big..."


"And you went to get your fruit after knowing we were coming back with injured?"


"Well, I didn't know..."


"Ah, are you the one who brought the mountain lizard here then?" he prodded.


"Of course not!" I snapped at him.


"Well it was brought here. We found out just this morning, none of this was your fault, not even a little, and it's no small thing that you managed to save one." That gave me something to think about.


"Now, listen up, you won't be able to save everyone, and if you try you'll just run yourself to death, so don't. Save who you can, help who you can, and those you can't... well it happens. It's sad, but it happens." I chewed on his lecture, finding one thing that stood out.


"It was brought here? Who would do that?" I asked, disgusted once I understood it.


"Not someone you need to get involved with if you can help it, so don't say anything. I thought your father was going to put a fist through a wall when we got the news. On a happier note, Creekrun sent over a bunch of smoked and salted fish, which will be quite nice." It was obvious he was trying to distract me from questions I was better not knowing the answer to.


"Hooray! Meat's expensive too!" I cheered, hoping I was being convincing, but I did like fish...

            

    
        Side Story 1 Jackson in town

    
    
    
    
                Waking up this morning was magnificent, a comfortable bed, a bottle of good wine (A rarity in these parts) within easy reach, and most importantly, a redhead who was plump in all the right places curled up next to me.


She woke just after I did, and to my joyous surprise, was feeling quite as randy. Our tongues were working around each other. Each trying to find its way into the other's throat as I ran my fingers down her silken skin, reaching for the moist warmth between her legs. Already she had started moaning in anticipation... when some bastard started beating on my door.


And that was the moment my day started getting worse.


"Busy." I yelled at whoever had the absolute gall to interrupt this.


The beating continued, "Urgent message for you sir!" he yelled through my door, obviously unwilling to kindly fuck off.


I planted a kiss on the lovely woman's lips, giving her chin a light shake, "One moment my sweet, I'll be right back with you." I whispered to her, and rose, turning and opening the inn room door with a smile on my face, in my full and exceptional stature.


"So, tell me what brings you to my inn room on what was an excellent beginning to a day?" I asked the shocked looking young man, "You don't look the kind to join us, and frankly, I don't like to share." he held out a rolled piece of parchment.


I unrolled it, noting the seal of the local lord as I broke through it and cursed, "Well shit," I looked to the woman behind me, "I'm afraid my dear I've been summoned. We'll have to continue at a later date."





Not twenty minutes later I strolled into the lord's manor with his messenger, greeted by one of the stewards. A sharp featured man I'd met several times before, "You know my friend, I was greatly enjoying my morning before his Excellency summoned me here. I assume there's been some emergency?" I inquired.


"Quite so sir, I've been instructed to take you to his office straight away," he spoke as we walked. The manor really was something to look at, the walls pure white and decorated with tasteful portraits, a lush red carpet covering the marble floors, the whole thing was obscenely lavish compared to the rest of the city, not to mention the lands surrounding.


"I hope you weren't interrupted in the middle of anything too important?" the steward inquired, seeming to read my slightly cold mood.


"A lovely woman, with skin like fresh cream, hips wider than a river after spring rain, and hair the color of an inferno.... Julie, or Juney, or was it Juline... something like that," I explained.


"Ah, well, quite a shame then..." I could see the door to the office we were going to now. The steward rapped upon it several times and I heard the gasp of a woman. A few moments later a maid, disheveled and obviously a bit flushed with heat, it doing nothing to offset her stunning proportions, opened the door for us, bowing and closing it as she quickly made herself scarce.


'The jerk is here getting it on after ruining my perfectly good breakfast, what an absolute bastard'.


The baron saw me looking over the woman ever so briefly, speaking after she left, "Ah, Sasha is quite the girl yes? You could have her this evening if you like, a thank you for your quick response."


"Your generosity is greatly appreciated my lord, but I've an appointment with a young woman already, perhaps another time." I responded as I hardened the fake face I used with nobles.


'That and I like girls who can actually tell me no, there's no joy in it if they've no option.'


The man shrugged, "Very well. At any rate, several of my best men were injured earlier, a mountain lizard they were transporting got loose, and I'd like them healed,"


I quirked an eyebrow, "Certainly, but I'm not nearly as good as father Mannory surely?"


"The whoreson left," spat the baron in disgust, "As if I didn't give him plenty."


"A shame," I bowed placatingly.


'Probably because you kept trying to have your way with the female temple staff, I may need to follow his example...'


"Hmph, upon his whole order, at any rate, I'll pay you what I'd have paid him. I just need those men up and ready as soon as possible, need to get my monster back." he was licking his lips at the thought.


"Certainly my lord, I'm sure the villagers are panicking about its escape,"


"Bah, they don't even know. If any are stupid enough to fight it, they deserve what they get." a frankly cold response, but not unexpected.


"Very well then, shall I begin immediately?" I asked, wanting to leave this place as quickly as possible.


The nobleman waved me off, and I happily set to my work.





Some hours later, and more than a bit of complaining from the knights about how I was too slow at healing them, I walked back to my inn, considering the options should I decide to move on.


"I'd worry for him trying to bring in the kid, but with the Roaring Torrent and Panther of Kelson's Hill there, nobody in their right mind is going to harass that hamlet. If he even finds out about her."


As I came in the door I spotted a familiar redhead, and she'd acquired a friend. A raven haired girl who was, in my humble opinion, quite bouncy.


"Well, well, well, today might have been a bust, but perhaps tonight can be salvaged."

            

    
        Chapter 5 Winter, and helping the town

    
    
    
    
                Creekrun did indeed send over a massive amount of fish, too much for any one family. All the men who went on the extermination got a good share. My family got three shares, for the help and healing afterwards. I was told my dad performed heroically in the fight by a few men when it was all handed out. It was a huge help to our winter supplies.


Every year, I learned more and more about what went into prepping for the end of the year. This year I was in the thick of it, now able to reliably work at piling up wood and food, and aiding in the preservation that mom did, pickling, drying, and otherwise putting the fruits of our labors away so we could make it through.


It was one evening, as we were preparing the last of the oil for our lamps that my mother informed us children that she was pregnant. Her smile at the announcement gentle and calm.


"Really?" asked Rod, looking a bit surprised.


"Mmm, the day the men went to Creekrun I went to talk to one of the midwives in town. Based on that, and other things I'm quite sure. I think it'll come around early summer." she nodded, based on dad's expression, I could tell he'd known for a bit now.


"We'll have a lot of things to prepare," I piped in, "clothes, and a crib, and all kinds of stuff, won't we?"


"Not too much, there are several women with babies in town right now. There'll be no need to make new clothes when we can buy some cheaply, and baby clothes are simple to make. We will need to make one or two small things, but it should be fine," my father responded. He'd been through this a few times before too, and seemed unconcerned.


I blinked at how nonchalant they were being about this, but I'd never had a child, nor any little siblings, in either life, so I guess I wasn't really an expert on this.


Upon seeing my concern, my mother just patted my head, "It'll be fine, I've been through this before dear," she smiled.


My brothers also looked unconcerned, almost uninterested, which made me want to kick them. Something I'd reserve for when I was bigger, for now I just glared, "At least act like you're worried," I poked Rod with a frown.


They all just laughed at me, but mom did end up having me practice working on spinning and even showed me how to use her loom. I was too small to do it at any real pace, but when she wasn't using it I'd be put to running it on some simple sackcloth.


My teacher gave me some direction on a simple spell to make water. Nothing fantastically difficult, but the basis, I was told, for more complex summoning magic. I was told to practice it often as possible since we'd be putting lessons aside until spring. Almost everything went on hiatus for winter it seemed.


He also told me to learn to read. Something I viewed with great trepidation, until he showed me the basics of it. I'd been told that you could learn to read Korean in an afternoon, and this was similar in nature. The alphabet was phonetic, if you could say it, you could write it. The symbols were also all clearly related, the patterns designed to be easy to recognize. Learning to read was just a matter of practice.


I was informed that this setup had been made at the order of a king from a nearby country several centuries ago. The wisest men of his land designed it, having only 10 vowels and 25 consonants. It was so easy that it spread like wildfire, bringing the language with it. It was therefore that almost everyone could read and write, and while most peasants felt no need to most of the time, almost all of them could.


When informed of my assignments my dad made some comments about how I was a bit young to be learning to read. My brothers hadn't started until they were five apparently, but ceased his objections when Mystien pointed out that I'd been making several of the characters on the ground as they talked, whispering their names to myself. For my part I didn't know this until I heard the old wizard laughing.


So winter began, the first snow fell and we retreated into our home, only coming out for the most necessary of work before returning. I got to spend my days with mom, learning about making cloth, and writing things on the floor for her to check over. It was altogether relaxing.





Several weeks into our winter break someone knocked on our door. It was early afternoon, and we were all busy with our various crafts, but this was such a weird happening that it took a moment for my father to get up and let our visitor in.


"Ah, hello everyone, good day, I hope everything is well?" the mayor asked, he seemed a bit nervous.


"Quite," my dad answered him. "Bit unusual for you to come by in the middle of winter, something wrong?"


"Well, sadly I must say there is." the mayor began to slowly explain, "It seems the kingdom is moving a number of men to the East, to our border with the empire, and many of them were, ah, not properly prepared. We've been receiving far too many that won't be able to continue without having rather severe frostbite healed..."


"What about their healers, the army should have more than enough to fix some frostbite, should they not?" Dad didn't seem to be at all interested in what the man was suggesting.


"They were sped along to the border. Some are stopping for a day or two to fix up a few of the men, but they're still piling up, and it's beginning to cause problems. Not enough food, nowhere for them to stay... if we could just get them moving through the town..." The mayor looked downright pitiful.


"And Baron Hazelwood? Why hasn't he sent someone to fix this?" My dad was getting more irritated by the moment.


"Nobody to send Verren. The priest working for him left months ago, and it would seem the bard he had picking up the slack jumped town just before the first snow. We're on our own here. He even rerouted the army around Hazelwood so that he wouldn't have to deal with this any more himself." I felt bad for the mayor, he was stuck here, and screwed by all the authorities who should have been able to help him.


I noticed something I hadn't ever before. My father had an aura, I'd never seen it, but now, when he was getting angry, truly angry, I could see it start to rise. It wasn't shapes like Mystien and I had, but rather more subtle, a light blackness, growing as it moved about him. I wondered how he'd hidden it, and I wondered more if the mayor knew how much danger he was in.


"And you want me to send my daughter down into their midst to patch them up and send them on their way?"


"No, no, I don't, but if nothing changes they'll pick the village clean of food in a month. We're holding as it is, but the numbers can't keep growing like this. Soon... soon I'll have nothing to offer the hungry soldiers, and not long after that, they'll start taking from the citizens. They'll tear the place apart looking for food." The mayor had his eyes down. It was an awful sight, a man powerless to fix a problem, asking for help he knew he had no right to.


It took a few moments for my father to consider, his eyes boring into the mayor, but eventually I could see him calm a bit. "Very well, but I'm going with her, and someone is going to pay the same wages that a middle ranked healer working for the army would be getting. I don't care if it's you. I don't care if it's Hazelwood. I don't care if it's whatever poor bastard they left in charge of their men in town. Make it happen."


The mayor visibly relaxed, letting out a breath he'd held as my father made his demands. "I'll take care of it. It'll take a couple of days to arrange it, but it'll be done." And after some hurried goodbyes, he took his leave.





It was two days later that we got word that all was ready. Dad had packed supplies and made arrangements with his brother who lived in the town proper for us to stay. I think I'd only met my uncle once or twice in passing, so this would be an interesting change.


That day he carried me to town. The snow was easily up to his knees, and it would have been impossible for me to walk in at any reasonable pace. He also had on a pack, which had to weigh two hundred pounds, from what I'd seen him putting in it, but it didn't seem to hinder him in the least.


I spent a good long time looking for his aura. I only saw one or two small flashes as we went, and it was easy to understand how I'd missed it. I'd seen him move in superhuman ways before, but it hadn't registered properly.


"How do you hide your aura?" I finally asked.


He laughed, "Finally noticed it huh? There's a couple of tricks, but they don't work well for casters, and are pretty frowned upon by most. It's considered rude, like wearing a mask."


"Then why do you do it?" I was a bit confused why he'd do something rude.


"Old habit, it's fine though. Most of the people around here who could see it already know it's there." He adjusted his hold on me and I shivered against his coat. It was really terribly cold.


"Will you teach me to?" it sounded like a good thing to know at any rate.


"Perhaps when you're older, though, like I said, it doesn't work well for casters. Mystien doesn't bother most of the time. You can still see his even when he's trying, though it is a bit less pronounced, or so I'm told. I can't see them," he decided to change the subject, "Are you excited to see your uncle Barro?" he asked me.


"He's the big guy in town, with the beard right?" Dad nodded, "I don't think I've ever talked to him, you and mom don't take me to town much."


"Hmm, fair enough, we'll have to bring you more often. He's good people." dad scratched his short beard a bit as he thought about it, and I smiled at the promise to come see something new more often.


I told him about all the things in town I wanted to look at for the rest of the short trip, making him laugh. Apparently most of it was thought of as rather boring.





The door of my uncle's house was on the second floor of a building just off of the main street. From what I could see he lived right over a blacksmith's shop. We were hurried in by an older, lithe little woman.


"Oi, is that my little brother then, come to find a place to stay have ya?" a good natured booming sounded just after we entered.


"No, just making sure some old man hasn't died on me," dad jibed back.


Uncle Barro appeared shortly thereafter. If my father was a prowling cat, he was a bear of a man, his beard and hair dark but beginning to gray with age, arms thick as telephone poles and muscles bulging, as opposed to the taut wires of my own father's frame. He wasn't much taller, but his build and movements belied that.


"Come and sit for a bit, we'll talk," my uncle offered.


"We need to get down to fix up those soldiers, after dinner though aye?" dad responded.


It was clear Barro had something he wanted to say, but, it could wait. We'd be here for weeks at least, perhaps the rest of winter. Instead dad put down his pack and took me down the street to the tavern, where I gathered at least some of the men in need of healing were.


As we went down the street, he spoke to me, "I'm going to do something which is going to make everything a lot easier, but it might bug you a bit okay?"


"Okay," I nodded, not sure what he was talking about.


Every hair on my body stood as his aura poured out. It surrounded him like a mist, black as night, it was like looking upon death. I almost began to tremble, nobody else noticed it, it was as if death walked the street, holding a little girl in his arms. The image was terrifying.


"O-oh," I managed.


He kissed me on the head. "It'll make things easier, trust me."


I nodded "Yes father." I was feeling a bit more respectful than normal, almost like I was in trouble and wanted to look sorry.


He chuckled a bit as he opened the door and we stepped in, going right up to a man in a slightly nicer uniform than the others in the main room. A few others bustled about while most were in chairs or hastily made bedrolls, their injuries obvious.


"Sergeant," dad began, causing the man to look up at us. "I'm Verren, this is my daughter Alana. We're here to help the injured men." He spoke this all quickly and with finality.


The man nodded, quirking his brow a bit at me, "Glad to have you. I've had the least serious cases that we need dealt with brought down here. You can begin as soon as you're ready,"


I was put down and walked over to the nearest man, who had his foot propped out and was watching the proceedings, "Let's see what's wrong," I piped.


The man looked to the sergeant, who gave him a firm nod, before unwrapping his foot. His toes were blackening from where they'd gotten frostbit, I began casting once I had an idea where it was going, and while the damage was certainly there, it didn't appear too deep or bad. Within about ten minutes he was patched up enough for me to move on.


After the first, none of the men gave me weird looks. Several even smiled and thanked me as I moved to them, none of this damage was all that deep. It took some time to work the magic, but it was nothing like the men from Creekrun. These would be in great pain from walking, but beyond that, nothing much. It took about two hours to clear the tavern's main hall, after which I was given a quick lunch before moving to the rooms.


Those cases were slightly worse, but nothing too bad. I was on the third when I head a man loudly moving down the hall.


"Now where's this girl I'm paying so damn much to be here?" came a rather irritating voice. It sounded like a middle manager, the kind of person who reveled in their own tiny pond of power, making those around them miserable.


A man appeared in the door of the room, his face in a grimace. I registered him briefly as he started to scoff, then we both realized a few things. First, his aura was weak. It was weaker than Mystien's. Heck, it was weaker than mine, and it was certainly weaker than my irritated looking parent's, from where he stood in the corner. Secondly, said parent was staring daggers at him, like he was nothing.


"I believe you've found her," dad practically growled, "Now, do you have any other need of my daughter?"


The man blanched, all his pompousness fleeing from him like a rabbit. "Ah, just checking on things, good work with the other men miss," He was a bit stiff, but still managed to hold his composure. He seemed to have been well trained on that account.


"Thank you," I said, having little else to add to the conversation, being too busy as it was anyway.


"Well then, keep up the good work," The man left in a hurry. I heard him go quickly down the steps, the sergeant was left by the door, he just looked in confused at us for a few seconds before nodding and heading to his own work.


"What was that?" I asked, after I'd finished with the healing, for that room at least.


"That was the second or third son of a nobleman, or perhaps the son of a second son, realizing that causing you problems would be a losing proposition for everyone," was the only answer I got. I spent another hour healing before finally finishing up for the day.


I practiced my other spells for a bit after we got back to uncle Barro's, after which we had a good dinner made by my aunt, whose name it turned out was Elna. Elna was a lovely woman, if a bit quiet, and her cooking was a refreshing change from my mother's.


Dad talked to uncle Barro while we cleaned up and then we all chatted for awhile. I sat on a bench with my father, opposite another with my aunt and uncle. I curled up and closed my eyes, letting myself relax a bit after the long day.


"Verren," Barro lowered his voice, likely assuming I was asleep. I wasn't yet of course, but... "This isn't some border skirmish, not how they're moving troops. They're even calling some of our lads up."


"They call for men every year, and every year a few hotheads go to join up," dad replied.


"Aye, aye, that they do, I know one hothead that joined the call as soon as he could," Barro chuckled, "But this is different, ain't just a call. Come spring they're going to draft some of the lads who don't sign. The mayor got wind, wanted me to let you know."


"An actual war? Are they nuts? We're not on the border, but we're certainly close enough for it to spill over here if it goes wrong." Dad sounded unhappy at the information.


"Ermath may not be giving them a choice. You may not hear it from out in the boonies where you are but from the sound of it, they're massing troops. Your lads are too young, and mine are all moved out, but it's bad news little brother, bad news indeed," my uncle sighed, sounding tired. I knew Ermath was the proper name of the empire, but not much else about them, same as I knew our kingdom was called Bergond, but that kind of thing just didn't come up much.


"I left the army to get away from that nonsense Barro, nobles who only care who was whose kid. The blaring incompetence of their mess, and the constant fights. Even this far out are they still gonna keep pushing? Where's it end?" Dad sounded some mix of tired and angry. "I hate to say it, but what if the kingdom lost? Do you think...?"


"Don't finish that thought Verren, you know where that line of thinking leads. We've both seen it." There was sadness in that, though I didn't understand it.


"I'll have to teach the boys to fight come spring," dad mused. "As for Alana, well, we'll see if Mystien has any ideas on how she can defend herself. Though I hope she never needs it." He petted my hair. "Regardless though, as long as the army doesn't drag them in, they should be fine." He laid back for a few moments, before he returned to more mundane conversation. I continued to feign sleep until he picked me up and took me off to a proper bedroll to sleep.


Our days continued much like that, more frostbitten men were always showing up, though once I worked my way through the backlog it wasn't too bad. We even had a few more spellcasters come by now and again. They seemed to approve of my work. There were also a few knights who popped in. This group gave dad some weird looks, almost as if they could nearly see something off about him. I could tell that most of them had auras too, mostly weaker ones. I assumed those who had any of note wouldn't be stopping in our out of the way little town.


After a bit of practice I managed to get my water spell to make ice too, and learned that I could in fact fix missing digits. I assumed that meant I could fix limbs as well, but even a pinky toe was so mana intensive to regrow that I shuddered at the thought of that.


After learning to make ice, and learning that I was being paid a good clip for this work I did make a request of my father: to order an ice cream churn from uncle Barro. He didn't know what it was, but after a bit of pestering and telling him I thought I had an idea that would be good eating he finally relented. The plans were simple enough for a hand churn, and with my ice making spell the spring and summer would surely improve. I also got him to order me a beehive, another thing he didn't really understand, but the woodworking was cheap. After making a lot of money for the family, and mercilessly pestering him about it he finally caved.


Once winter slipped away and we were no longer needed in town, we went home. The snow was mostly gone by this point, and I got to skip along as my dad carried the churn. He was picking up my hive in a few days, and I was in a cheery mood.


Mom even let me take some of her extra thread and weave it into a loose mesh. Well, let me is a bit of an exaggeration I did it and pretended like it was a mistake. She was a bit cross, but I told her that we could still use it - I'd think of something.


"You had better. Spinning all that wasn't easy," she glared at me, obviously suspecting foul play on my part.


"I've got an idea. Don't be mad," I answered placatingly.


"Looks useless to me," Rod offered.


"Nope, nothing for that," John said.


I gave them a grin, I knew two young men who would be helping me. Bee stings hurt.

            

    
        Chapter 6 Honey, ice cream, and falling night

    
    
    
    
                Spring came and I managed to convince dad to let me set up my hive in an unused corner of one of our fields. That area was a bit too rocky to be useful, and clearing it out would not have been worth the effort in my family's opinion.


There were no bees in it as of yet, a problem I was currently working on. Starting by building an appropriate outfit for my brother, Rod was volunteered to help me a bit. The main part he'd need was a face shield. Using my mesh, and with a bit of haphazard straw weaving I should be able to manage to construct something that at least looked like it'd keep bees off of his face.


I was only allowed to work on my side project in the evenings. Chores waited for no girl, and between that and lessons I was swamped. It would take me a few weeks at the very least to prepare the hood and gloves.





It was a few days after returning home that those lessons began with a check-up from my now mentor Mystien.


"Alright, welcome back, let's cut to it," with that he handed me a book, a first for me. It was already opened to a particular page, "Let's see if you actually did what you were told," he smiled.


"The basic structure of water-type magic is the triangle. Visualizing it while imagining the properties of water will increase the effectiveness of your water magic." I read out, suddenly the shape of Mystien's aura began to make a bit more sense, along with the feeling that the magic he used was based on trig.


"Very good, I never taught you that, but using it, let's see what you can do with water magic now shall we?" he asked, pulling over a pot, "Fill this up as much as you can."


I began to do as he asked, filling the pot up about halfway with the normal amount of mana I'd been using for a practice spell, a marked improvement.


"Um, can I try again? I think I can do better," I asked him as he emptied the pot. He nodded and brought it back over.


This time rather than just triangles I pictured things as I'd learned they were in science class. Oxygen, covalently bonded to hydrogen in a bent angle. I even tossed in the hydrogen bonds that made water so much like it was. I almost blinked, the mana usage plummeted. It was still slow, but I easily filled the pot with the same amount of mana. Doing water like this hadn't occurred to me before.


"Very good, what did you do?" he inquired as he looked over my work.


"Umm, I sort of changed it a bit," how to explain my knowledge of chemistry to a wizard, I may have made a mistake here.


"Well, I learned a bit about making ice over the winter," I admitted, which got me a stern look, "and how I did ice was just water with a hard hexagon shape." that got me a startled look.


"Putting aside that you were experimenting with magic without my supervision, something you are not supposed to be doing, how did you know that hexagons worked well with ice?"


"It just seemed right," I lied. Explaining that ice crystals were hexagonal at standard temperature and pressure was a bit too much for a four year old, "but, if you take a hexagon and divide it up like this," I drew a diagram out, showing where the oxygen and hydrogens would go, and cutting off to make a standard water molecule shape, "Then you just make the edges grab to the center pieces like this," I drew several angles representing water, with dotted connections between what would be the oxygen and hydrogen atoms, "and then I imagined it all moving around a lot, because water moves a lot," I finished.


He blinked at my words, "Stay here for a moment," he said before stepping outside. I assumed to cast something. When he returned a few minutes later he gave me a very hard look, "You are not to tell anyone else about your technique, it's too strong. You don't want to be known to know that," his words had both a harshness and concern in them.


"W-what?" he looked a bit scary, and seemed to be implying something important.


"The army will want this, and they won't want anyone else to know about it. They will go after anyone they think knows," his statement chilled my blood, the way he said it didn't help.


I nodded, "Okay, I won't tell anyone," of that much at least I was sure.


He ran me through the rest of my spells afterward. My comments on repairing more serious injuries only got a small comment, "Yes, almost anything can be healed, even missing parts, but the mana goes up by quite a bit if parts are missing," he shrugged.


When my father got home that night he actually used his belt on me. I almost never got punished, being a pretty well behaved kid, and never before by dad. Apparently Mystien told him about my unauthorized experimentation with magic, and the clarity of how not allowed that was became clear.





Upon finishing my brother's improvised bee suit we began 'operation acquire bees'. Rod thought I was insane, John couldn't stop laughing. First things first, we needed the basic tools, knives, which every child over the age of eight carried, a smoker, improvised out of a small clay pot we used to hold coals at night, and a small cup and board to capture a bee on.


I had never kept a beehive before, but my uncle had, and had explained far more than I thought I'd ever cared to know about bees when I showed even the slightest interest. He was a really nice man, even bought me a book on the subject, but my interest stopped after the first time I went to watch him and got stung like ten times. I briefly wondered how he was, and I knew I'd probably never know, but I hoped he was well.


I began by catching a bee on one of the afternoons I had off, a bit of honeysuckle nectar as bait, and holding it for around a quarter of an hour, following it once I had released it, a process I repeated for around four hours. After a good amount of trying and some luck, I managed to locate a hive, ten feet up a tree.


The next part had to be done at dinner. My father had taken to training the boys in fighting during the afternoon, and they were both tired when I struck.


"Big brother," I poked Rod, "will you come help me catch some bees?" I asked pleadingly.


"It's spring, you don't get honey until summer," Rod said leaning back in his chair.


"I want to catch the whole hive though," I continued.


"For what?" he quirked an eyebrow at me.


"So that we can harvest honey from it many times," I could tell I had his interest


"That won't work Alana," he responded, "at least I don't think it will," he scratched his chin.


"I'll make you ice for your bruises," I offered, knowing I needed some immediate incentive, "if you help me with my project," he looked at me full on now, "you can use it for drinks too. I could just heal you, but I think ice would be better wouldn't it?" I kept pushing.


Dad had started their training, and while John had taken to fighting like a fish to water, Rod had not. He still managed to hold his own just through size and reach, but that gap was closing quickly upon him. Every day he looked more like he'd taken a sound beating.


"You should help your sister, if nothing else it'll make her stop pestering everyone about it," dad offered from the side. "If and when she finds a hive, you two take a day to put it in her weird little box," his blessing, along with the added benefit of a day without training was the final push I needed.
"Okay little sis, you find a hive and I'll help you," Rod patted my head. He seemed to think I never would.


"Found one earlier today Rod. We can do it tomorrow if you want," I gave him a big grin.


"Devious," John laughed as all involved agreed on what our plan for tomorrow was.


I spent the rest of the night making a small wicker cage for the queen.





"Okay, there'll be a bigger bee right, and you need to get it. If you don't get that one, we failed," I explained as we brought all of our tools near the hive, "John and I will be way back. We'll get the ladder and stuff after all the bees are gone."


"You've explained your whole plan here several times, I know," Rod retorted.


"Okay then, it's all on you," I went and stood with John.


We watched as he carefully pried open the hive and began putting comb into frames with string, each then loaded into the box.


"He doesn't seem bothered by the idea of opening up a beehive," I commented to my other brother as we watched.


"Why would he be? After ten or so all us boys hunt them in the summer," he responded, "Wish I could draw though, I'd love to have a picture of this," he quipped. He seemed to think the whole operation was the funniest thing he'd ever seen.


"You go after bees?" this was news to me.


"Yeah, honey is tasty, you can sell it in town if you like. Also the thing to give to a girl you like, girls really like sweet things," he nodded. He wasn't wrong, my pushing for this whole operation was some evidence.


Rod finished up and waved at us. The bees looked peeved and he held up the little queen cage, giving a gesture that he'd succeeded. I made cheering motions as he packed up and took the hive off to it's new home, the cloud of bees following along.


After a solid wait, John and I cleaned up the tools. We both got one or two stings doing so, but managed without too much hassle. I also grabbed up a few dead bees, for future use. The next day I came back to scrape all the extra wax I could from the now defunct hive, it was useful stuff.





The bees, to my great relief, actually stayed, and after a few more bits of instruction Rod became quite the beekeeper. I was surprised at how well he took to it, but it seemed he'd developed a soft spot for the little bugs. I also kept paying him with ice and the occasional healing, which probably helped.


My hive had come with two extra boxes, what would have been called 'supers' on Earth. These I loaded up with frames, filled with wood backing with a layer of wax.


I also did some measurements on the bees, and a bit of testing with a couple of boards and a box to come up with a size for a queen excluder. Getting it was a mess, involving cajoling, and the healing of several villagers before my dad would order it for me. Uncle Barro made it to exacting specifications, and my little wire mesh was ready in time for summer, to my great joy. It, and my supers were installed immediately as per my requests.





Mid summer rolled around, and life continued as it was. The peace of all of it only broken by a dinner conversation.


"Sorren reckons his ox has about had it. He's planning on slaughtering it in ten days," dad declared.


Sorren was one of our neighbors, he was nice enough, "That's gonna be a lot of meat," I nodded along.


"Aye it is, he's invited everyone to have a big feast of it. We'll salt most of it, but there should be a good bit for cooking too. We'll need to take something with us for the feast, like honey," dad looked at me squarely.


"Not from my hive," I pouted.


"Don't be greedy Alana," mom chastised me.


"It'll make more honey over time, if we take it now, we won't get any more from it," I argued, "What if I find another we can get honey from?" compromise was often a winning solution.


"If you can find another, that can give four jars of honey, we'll leave yours," dad was nothing but reasonable.


I had to give it to him, even on Earth, most parents would just say no to their kid. I knew he expected me to fail, but still. The jars he indicated were of a standard size, full I could guess he wanted around two gallons of honey, twenty-five or so pounds. That that was almost assuredly more than my hive would have was not lost on me.


"Okay," I agreed, knowing that this was the best deal I could get, "Can I borrow Rod for a few days?"


Dad nodded, "You can, but if you don't get that honey I don't want to hear any whining about taking it from your hive," with that it was settled.





The next day Rod and I went to the forest. We had to go a good ways in so that we didn't just find my hive again, and from there I showed him my technique.


"I like it," he nodded as he watched me following the bees, "How long will it take?" his only question.


"Long as it takes," a frustrating, if not incorrect answer.


It took half the day, at the end of which we were both quite tired, but we found one. The hole was around twenty feet up in a tree, and amazingly busy.


"I'm going to check it out," my big brother declared, and began to climb.


He made it about halfway up before stopping, tapping the tree and climbing back down.


I looked at him, my question obvious.


"It's big," he responded, "That thing is big, we'll come back tomorrow, and we're bringing John,"


I didn't really understand, but nodded, he seemed to know his stuff.


We returned the next day with all our tools, and what even seemed to me like an obscene number of baskets. Then my brother began to crack open the hive.


I understood why he'd stopped halfway up. It looked like the bees had hollowed out this whole tree, which was, I finally saw, quite dead. This thing was a monster of a hive.


I began that day to realize that while my oldest brother might not be much of a fighter, he was undoubtedly skilled with his hands. He pulled comb after comb from the tree, deftly cutting and separating the honeycomb from the brood, tossing them in different baskets.


We wanted both the honey, and the wax from the brood comb. Both were quite valuable, though the honey moreso for us.


Rod had to put the raid on hold twice as we retreated, for me to heal some of the stings up. He was getting dozens, just from the time and quantity. I made sure to take the extra time to deal with the poison too, it was slow, but important. While he continued John and I would head home to deliver our bounty and eventually get more baskets.


The whole process took the entire day, at the end of which I was left to process out our spoils, the boys deciding that they'd helped more than their share.


Mom joined me for this, chatting as we worked to set the lot up.


"How many jars do you reckon this is?" I asked. I was arm deep in crushed and cut up honeycomb.


"I don't know dear, more than enough I'd say. How big was the hive?" she looked over the baskets worth that I was working on.


"Huge, are we going to make it into anything, or are we just going to take pots of honey with us?" the whole idea of a big feast was something new to me, large animals were almost never killed, and if they were they were sold at market.


"Some of it, I've got some nuts we can toss in too, and maybe we can find something else to take," she had crushed up several cones, setting them to drain their contents into my ice cream churn, a device she'd been giving glares as it sat unused at an increasing interval.


"I've got an idea," I then proceeded to explain the use of that churn. Pretending it was something one of the soldiers over the winter had told me about when asked. The ingredients for ice cream were all close at hand, or easy to get, with the honey as sugar, we were set.





The morning of the would be feast we awoke early and gathered with the rest of the local families in an open area nearby to Sorren's home.


It was a party atmosphere as the men slaughtered the old ox and began the process of cutting the meat into cuts, several of them also setting up tables and the like for when all was readied. The women and girls started the long process of communal cooking, chatting idly as pots of meat and vegetables simmered happily.


I was paired with two girls named Sara and Lena, both about a year older than me. I'd met them a few times, and we'd played a bit when we were still toddlers, but as of late I hadn't had much to do with them, I was too busy with everything. It was a bit odd talking to those around my physical age, being so much older mentally, but I decided that I needed some friends, and this would be a good place to start.


"Are you excited about the food?" I asked, this got fervent nods.


"Yeah, I've never had beef," Sara said, "Oh, I had it once, it was yummy, kinda tough though," Lena added in.


"I think it is kinda tough, but it looks like we're roasting most of it with sauce, that should help," indeed most of the meat being cooked today was going in large vessels with a sweet sauce, a mix of honey, vinegar, tomato, and herbs, what one might expect from a standard barbecue sauce, guess that might be universal.


We alternated with tending the two pots we'd been set to and playing a game not unlike hop scotch, save that the board was circular.


Throughout the day people came by to talk. Even my brothers, they came together a few times. Rod seemed determined to awkwardly flirt with Sara's older sister Sandra. They were cute together.


Several other girls came by to gossip with Sandra after the boys had left, asking for opinions and the like on my brother, as well as a few more boys his age. The discussion on who was best was intense. Sandra's mother and my own were off in a corner too, huddled together in conversation. I couldn't hear much from them, but it would seem they approved of the pairing, or at least thought it was adorable.


These might have seemed like games to me when I first came here, but it was quite important. Our little hamlet was tiny, even the whole village wasn't that big, and the list of potential spouses was short. All that considered, it was quite possible that my big brother would be marrying the girl he was trying to chat up when they both came of age at eighteen.


Lunch consisted of mostly quick cooking foods, the only meat some that had been shaved thin, even then it was still a bit tough. The old beast had been ancient. It was short, but rather enjoyable on the whole, we even had some sandwiches of the meat, I thought they were a hit, but most passed.


After lunch Rod dragged John with him to continue his flirtations several more times, it eventually became a distraction. Mom solved this by filling up the ice cream churn and setting the two to work. I provided the ice, and with a bit of salt added to it, the two could use their overabundant energy productively.


The whole event could only be described as a miniature festival, and continued on until dinner. Which started with a series of toasts to the generosity of Sorren, and his toasts to the others who'd brought food as well. The food that night was the best I'd had since coming to this world. Slow cooking the meat was absolutely the winning choice, and whoever had made the sauce was an artist. My ice cream was the after dinner hit, mom got someone from every family asking how to make it, even old Mystien came by to check out the churn.


The sky was darkening as we cleaned up, our bellies full and joy on every face. It was as a few last jokes were being told that we saw him coming, a rider in some kind of official looking getup. All conversation stopped as he came near, not even getting off of his horse.


"Is this everyone who lives here?" asked the rider.


My father looked around, "Yes, it appears to be, something has happened?"


The rider nodded to my dad, pulling out a scroll as he did so, "Good, it'll make this easier,"


"Oye, oye," he intoned, his voice loud enough for everyone to hear.


"By decree of His Majesty Erik the Third, King of Bergond and Master of the Great Cities.

War is henceforth declared upon the Empire of Ermath. To suit our great nation on this righteous endeavor towards their destruction, every man between the ages of eighteen and thirty, excluding those with three or more children below the age of fifteen, is henceforth ordered to report to the appropriate officials for registration in the kingdom's military," with that he rolled up the scroll.


"Thus ends the official decree. The mayor would be who you would report to, he will be sending you off to Lord Hazelwood once that is done, that's who you should see. Volunteers outside of the required men will of course also be accepted," the messenger looked out over us, our whole group stunned to silence, "Be well," with those last words he rode off, leaving us standing there as night fell upon our happy little home.

            

    
        Chapter 7 Birth, death, and gathering shadows

    
    
    
    
                It took a few minutes for the shock of it to sink in, once it did all the children, self included, were hurried off to bed. Some of the older boys were pulled away by their fathers though, Rod amongst them. I had some idea of what war meant, but there were a number of questions.


First of all, the age range of the men called up was huge. Most of the adult men in the village fell in that range, even if there was an exception for those with lots of young children. Secondly, the timing, it was late summer, harvest would come by soon, without those men... I almost shuddered at the implication. Finally, this was a royal decree, there was no getting around it, if you were in the called group, you would show up, or you would be charged with a crime that might well end in your death, that was not normal.


I could guess why the older boys were at the men's meeting. If so many were leaving, someone would have to work the otherwise empty fields, at least through the harvest. Not to do so would be a disaster of impossible proportions. The idea of all that food wasted almost made me sick.


"John," I whispered over from where we were laying on our little mattresses.


"Yeah," he leaned over, looking at me.


"This is really bad isn't it?" I asked.


"Worse than I think either of us know little sister," he said, he looked worried, "but it'll be okay," I wished I could believe that.


"I'm scared," there was no point trying to hide it now.


"Pull your mattress over here then, I won't let anything happen to you," when I did so he wrapped an arm over me protectively. My brothers could be real flakes sometimes, but I knew they were both on the way to becoming great men.


I looked over to where my mother was beside the door. She looked as if she could pop any day, the stress was apparent on her face as she waited for my father to come home, it was the last thing I saw before I fell asleep.





The next morning everything happened in a bit of a rush, as soon as breakfast was eaten my father looked across the table to me, there were bags under both his and Rod's eyes. I had no clue when they'd come in last night, but it must have been late, for I'd heard neither of them come home.


"Alana, you're going to learn some new things from Mystien in the next few weeks. You need to make sure you master them, as quickly as possible, no excuses," I nodded at dad's firm words, "You'll also be doing much of the work around the house come fall, so learn as much of that as you can," that was an odd one, but not a big deal.


"John, you and your mother will be helping Rod take over a couple of fields. It'll be harder work than you're used to, and you'll still be having training in the evenings. Some of the older boys will be joining us too." mom nodded along, seems she'd talked with him earlier, perhaps last night.


"The other boys?" that made John blink a bit.


"Yes, there are some who are still underage, but not by much, everyone of age is of course leaving, but others will likely have to go soon too. We talked last night, giving them a bit of training now may save their lives later," dad sounded like a military commander right now. I knew he was some kind of former soldier, so that made sense.


"A few of the men just above age may join as well. Just in case... they decide to call up more." He seemed bothered by that idea but was hiding it.


I hurried off to my magic lesson right after breakfast, quite nervous as to what would happen.


"Alright," began Mystien, he already had several books pulled out and opened, "You know that there are things that bards can do that others cannot already," I nodded to him, "We will be focusing on two abilities, also I'll be trying to teach you some attack magic," my eyes widened.


"How serious is this? How bad is this whole thing?" I asked.


He gave me an appraising look, "You are smarter and wiser than any child has any right to be Alana, it's disturbing sometimes," before sighing, "I've never seen it this bad. Taking men just before harvest is a move of desperation, it means they don't expect many of them to come back, because if they do, there'll be no food. Even if they don't, many will starve," I just stared for a few moments, processing.


"Two abilities, then attack magic. First, Jackson explained to you that bards can summon complex things, like bread, we're going to work on that, as we may well need it," he took me over and had me start reading the books he'd set out. They described the process and visualization, as well how hard it was.


The standard for bread was to visualize its structure, the holes and the feel of it, this was exhausting. I managed to make a roll not much bigger than my small hand using this before I had to stop and let my mana regenerate. The taste of that first roll could barely be described as bread.


My second attempt I tried something a bit different. Visualizing the process as I understood it, the kneading to bring the gluten together, the yeast which made bubbles of carbon dioxide when it rose, the heat of the oven, bringing all the parts together. This worked much better, I got a roll that was twice as large, and quite a bit more tasty, it even had a slight sweet note. That aside, my mana was still tapped out from that, leaving me drained.


Learning new spells was draining to an insane degree. Mystien had explained when we first started that at my age, it was best to master a few abilities that had strong use, then to move on slowly. Apparently many were the spellcasters who tried to learn lots of things fast, and ended up never developing an ounce of power. I could tell from all my own practice that he was right, repeated practice of a few things made them much stronger, whereas new things were painfully weak.


We continued all morning. I'd practice until I was drained, then he'd read me descriptions from other bards on how they did this same spell, running me through the processes and visualization. The size of my little roll only increased slightly, but it did increase. By the time we finished I felt hollowed out, using so much mana was exhausting in it's own way. The rolls became our lunch, I even had a couple to take home for dinner.





It was about a week after that that my mother went into labor. It happened in the middle of the night, several women from our town came over to help. The men were kicked out of the house with little ceremony as they worked, prepping everything, including one bringing a weird looking chair. Once it was in place it became obvious what it was, and that it was normal in this world for women to give birth from a seated position, rather than a laying one. That was a bit surprising, but I'd heard of some places doing that, so it wasn't alarming or anything.


The whole process took until the sun was beginning to rise. I spent most of it fetching things and watching closely, so that I could learn what to do. That was considered important.


It was a girl, and to everyone's heartcrushing despair, stillborn, there was nothing that could be done, nothing anyone could do. Both of my parents wept, mom was inconsolable. After a time dad and the boys went to bury her. It was a simple grave in the hamlet's communal graveyard. The marker read 'Beera' the name they'd chosen if the child should be a girl. Mom just held me for the rest of the day, refusing to let go.


After that my little sister was never mentioned again in our house, it became an unspoken rule. I would every now and then see my mother's face change, the memory flashing by, but she never said a word about it. For the next several weeks my father too would sometimes just hold her. I learned by actually visiting the grave that there had been many such deaths, but by some unwritten agreement, babies that died at birth were not talked about by anyone. The culture shock of that left me reeling.


So it became almost a footnote, the uncounted lost children of a world, those who never knew life.





My whole family was slowly overburdened for the next couple of weeks, with so many of our men leaving the women had to take up their work. Everyone in town was working flat out. Most of said work was hard, heavy labor, and while they'd done some in the past, the increase was just too much.


Within three weeks though, I was reliably producing enough food to give my mom a break on some cooking. That was when Mystien introduced the second new lesson.


"Jackson didn't tell you, and I hesitate to at your age. I wouldn't if you were any other child," he began, "Do you know why bards are so often found in taverns?" he asked.


"Because the average bard is a bit of a drunken womanizing flake?" I asked. That got me a hearty laugh.


"No," he continued, "one of the quirks of bardic magic is that if a participating crowd is present, the effects can be improved for a given spell. It's a minor effect, and each new person helping gives just a bit less of a boost then the previous, but it can be a good boost, particularly with enough people," he explained.


"That sounds powerful," I said, blinking at what certainly had to be some kind of hack.


"It does, but it's not as much as you'd think," he explained, "The difficulty of controlling it increases far faster than the power boost. Try to draw on too many at once and you'll lose control completely. Even absolute master bards can only control around fifty additions at once. Twenty is in fact what most can do when fully trained. If we can get you up to five for now I'll be happy," he pulled out some books on this technique as well, showing me.


Over the next few days, the method of using others was explained thoroughly between my castings of the bread spell. It alternated with stories of bards who'd overreached and the horrible things that had happened to them.


The most telling of these was some foolish man who, in a bid of desperation to end a war, tried to focus an entire stadium of people. His spell had worked, protecting his city, but the backlash was so great that he blew up, taking a fair chunk of the stadium with him. I shuddered to think the kind of magic that could have been worked with some of the concerts on Earth.


Of note is that the additional participants didn't have to know anything about what you were trying to do, they didn't have to have any mana either. What was needed was for them to willingly join in your performance, lending their voice, or whatever performance you were using, to your own.


After several days, Mystien and I started singing together as I cast, we used a simple children's tune. Using this technique was weird. Having others join you created a sort of reverb. The best way I could describe it was like being aware of an additional speaker being added to my magic. I had to manage this additional boost as I cast. The whole thing was a bit distracting, like adjusting the levels of it mid song without stopping, but the power boost was real, almost half again as much juice.


The additional bread was, at this point, more than we needed. As such it was given to some of the families in town who were having a hard time of it.


It took a few weeks before we started adding more singers to our lessons. Mystien elected to use children whose fathers had left. This had many benefits, it acted as free babysitting, the children got fed while with us, and those that came went home with some bread for lunch and dinner. It was so popular we had to start a rotation of the kids who needed it, as I couldn't manage many at once.


Being taught attack magic didn't begin until the harvest started, which was notably earlier than in previous years. The theory was introduced a few days before while my mana was recharging.


"Bardic magic is poor for almost all attacks, even those it has are not particularly strong," he returned to his lecture mode, "What we'll be focusing on is a type of directed sonic attack, it can cause minor damage, but will mostly be painful and disorienting. It's something to use as a last resort, so you can escape," then I was given a rundown of what was basically a sonic scream. It even required a quick, harsh movement for it, a scream being the standard form for most bards.


I had to practice this one after all our helpers had gone home, and more often than not, alone. It was directed, but even those not in the line of attack still got a bit of a taste. I had to use it on Mystien every few days to show him how I was progressing. By the time harvest was finishing up, he declared it good enough that I could practice on my own. I supposed I'd reached a level where he no longer wanted to expose himself without reason.





My family was ground down by the work of the harvest, I barely saw them except at dinner, which was a quiet restful affair. We'd all worked hard, since after my magic training I'd had to do most of the cooking and cleaning for the household. Without magic it would have been impossible, with it, it was barely possible, stretching my body and mana to their absolute limits. Once harvest was in though, we knew it would all be better. Winter was a much more restful time.


I was there when the tax man came, this world's version of the IRS was significantly simpler, but no less hated. I didn't understand at first why he'd come with so many guards, or why they were all armed to the teeth. When he announced that Lord Hazelwood would be requiring the same amount from our little hamlet as in years past, I understood. Number of guards notwithstanding, he almost had a riot. The crowd roared in rage hurling insults at the men.


"You greedy bastards we lost a third of our harvest!" one man shouted.


"You take our men and now this, screw off!" came a woman.


"Lord Hazelwood wants this much, tell him to bring his fat ass down here and get it himself!" Sorren yelled.


"If my husband were here he'd rip off your arm and beat you to death with it!" another shrill voice added.


The crowd was about to burst, but farmers against soldiers was a losing move. Dad hadn't said anything and was moving to the side, he'd already sent my two livid brothers back to where I was, well away from the main crowd.


"ENOUGH!" The roar was almost loud enough for me to feel it, and the twenty foot high wall of water that sprang between the two sides left no doubt as to who was responsible. I'd never seen magic like that, I'd never seen the old wizard actually be serious, and the sight of it shook me.


Mystien strode forward, it would appear he'd scared the soldiers too, as they visibly shrank from his approach. He pulled a bag from his robe and threw it to the official.


"That's my share, and an additional fifth of what the rest of the town owes, you may count it if you like," he spoke loud enough for everyone to hear him. He paid his taxes in coin, that or grain were the most common means of payment.


"We can take care of the rest," dad spoke to the crowd, trying to calm them, "and if anyone needs help afterwards, they'll have it," his words carried some weight, and with the two of them together the crowd backed down. It was tense as everyone paid, mostly in goods, but nobody tried to attack the official or his guards.


When it was all said and done, I sighed in relief.


"Well at least nobody got hurt," I said.


"They will in other places though," Rod pointed out.


The town could have thrown a parade for my teacher, who, to my surprise came back to my house with the family.


"If they keep this up there'll be a full scale rebellion," he said to my father as we all set down to talk.


"I shudder to think of what the riots in any major town will look like if they try it there," dad returned, "Blood in the streets for sure," he nodded.


"That was a lot of money, are you sure it's okay?" I asked Mystien.


"Most of it came from the mayor, or the army in town," he informed me.


"What? Why?" That was a bit confusing.


"Mayor came to see me the other day, begged on his knees for you to be available this year to do the same as you did last year. The three of us discussed it, as the old man didn't want you to lose practice on what you'd learned," dad answered me.
"The money was the main part of my demands. It'll take some of the pressure off locally," Mystien explained.


"I got a few other, things," dad said, he paused as he thought.


"You'll have to keep up with some of the work you've been doing making bread, something he doesn't know about, so don't tell him. A few local boys will be stopping by the village every few days to pick it up. They'll get some equipment, along with some perks in the town for us,"


I nodded as each was explained to me, it was nothing too much, but enough to take a lot of the pressure down to manageable levels.





So my winter was spent much as it had been the year before, with a few exceptions. My uncle Barro had acquired a few new pieces of furniture, to make his house just a bit nicer. Every other day runners came to take baskets of bread back to the hamlet, nobody outside of it knew I could make bread, so it was no big issue. The number of soldiers I was healing a day was also capped, this had been part of my father's demands, which the mayor had no choice but to accept.





Spring brought with it another season of painful drudgery for everyone. The labor shortage was still an undeniable problem, and try as everyone might, there just wasn't any way to plant all the fields. This was compounded by the fact that several other of the little outposts of our village had lost a few more men to the tax official's guards, in a pointless loss of life.


It was a couple of weeks after the planting finished, during one of the lulls in the cycle of labor that was farming that something odd happened. Late that night, after dinner, but before we'd gone to bed, a knocking came at the door.


"Verren, it's me," Mystien's voice came through.


Dad cautiously opened the door, "What is it? You wouldn't come for anything that could wait." he asked.


"We need to have a discussion. We've a visitor, it'll take a while," my teacher told him.


Dad nodded, and after the wizard had stepped away came over to mom, "When I come back, I'll knock in three groups of five. Don't open the door for anyone else," with that he left.


It was over an hour before he returned, knocking exactly as he had described.


"What was that about dad?" Rod asked.


"Not something you kids need to worry about," he didn't elaborate more than that.

            

    
        Side Story 2 Verren's late night meeting

    
    
    
    
                It was rough, but we were making it. I looked over my family with pride, knowing that as long as we could keep going, we'd make it through. Everything was going to be okay.


The knocking at the door surprised me. There weren't many who'd come by this late at night, and none without cause. Upon opening it I saw who might be my oldest friend, aside from Barro, his face was impassive. With a few quick words we departed from my home.


"You going to tell me what this is about Mystien? It must be major for all the cloak and dagger," I asked as we walked.


"You'll see when we get there, talking about it now would be improper," he did like his mysteries, wizards, what can you do with them.


"Alright then, can you at least tell me where we're going?" we hadn't left our little hamlet, if I had to guess, I'd say we were heading to his place.


"My home of course," he laughed.


The old bugger pulled out a bit in front of me as we got there, opening his front door and leading me in. I felt a bit of a push as I crossed the threshold, some sort of defensive spell, at my cocked eye he laughed.


"Can't be too careful these days my friend," he said as I shook the charm off, it wasn't there to repel me.


Inside was a single figure, his back was to us staring into Mystien's fireplace. Upon hearing us enter he turned and I recognized him at once, the man I knew as Commander Durin. The man cut a regal figure, his bearing that of the true nobility, with sharp straight features that made almost anyone look up to him.


I saw much of the man who'd once been my superior officer, but several things about him had changed. He was older, his once pure black hair was now speckled with gray, a few wrinkles had grown too. He also had put on armor that I'd never seen before, pure black, metal plates overlapped to give him strong, if flexible protection, on his breast a symbol of a raven. All topped by an ebony mantle upon his shoulders.


"Verren my old friend," his voice was rough, as it'd always been, but you could hear the smile in it.


"Commander, what are you doing here?" this man in this place was more than a bit unusual.


"I've come to make the two of you an offer. I'm hoping you'll take me up on it," he replied with a grin, "you see I'm recruiting the best men I know of, and you two are certainly on that list,"


"Trying to bring us back into the army?" I was sure he knew how I felt about them after I'd left. We'd had a few words just after my retirement, and the taste of ash the kingdom's armed forces had left in my mouth still lingered.


"Yes and no," he responded, "the current war with Ermath is not the one I'm interested in," he shrugged, "nor do I work for the kingdom anymore,"


"If not this war then what?" I knew the Commander had always been planning. His orders often seemed a bit unusual, but almost never failed.


"This kingdom has failed Verren, the empire is not much better," he sighed, "you could make arguments about where, perhaps it's the rigidity of the nobility. In any just land men like you two would be offered positions of power for your years of dedicated service. Perhaps it's corruption, for we certainly have that as well," his speech was almost sad.


"If we gathered up our old unit perhaps we could have some effect on this war, but then what? In another decade another will happen, and the same problems bringing disaster now, might bring it then. No my friend, I propose we tear the system down, right to the ground so we can rebuild it, better, more just than it was before," Durin explained.


"You're suggesting a rebellion?" I was stunned.


"I suppose you could call it that," he nodded.


"I... have a family, I can't leave them, not now, not with all that's going on," asking me to join up for this was madness.


"Mystien said something similar," Durin clapped me on the shoulder, "I understand my old friend, but you may not have the option to stay with them forever. If you decide to join me, you, and whatever men you trust can come any time. There's a waystation about a day's walk north of Hazelwood, you know the one?" he looked at me.


"Yeah, only one out that way," I confirmed


"Go there if you do want to join me, or must, ask for a room downstairs and you'll get what you need," he then thought for a moment, "your family too. If you think they will have no choice, tell them where to go. I'll treat them as if they were my own,"


With that he bid us both well, shaking our hands firmly as he did so.


"I hope we never need that information," I said to Mystien after he left.


"Whenever have you known him to give you direction without a point?" he asked me.


I almost glared at the old wizard before returning home, having much to think over.

            

    
        Chapter 8 Subterfuge and travel

    
    
    
    
                As I neared the summer of my fifth year on this world my lessons continued with Mystien, though they did change somewhat. We no longer focused entirely on control, but on more mundane things as well. He had a number of books and maps showing things like geography, grammar, manners, and the like, which he was teaching me from. This was not like a formal education on Earth, as it focused much more on how to interact with people based on their social standing, and knowing the important things about the bigger players.


Every day after we began I would be given instructions at the beginning of the lesson. These would list off the status I was to treat Mystien as, as well as the status I was supposed to assume. From my side I would need to act somewhere between a pauper and a minor noble, boy or girl. I would then treat Mystien as somewhere between a pauper and a high ranked noble, though our ranks would only differ by one or two degrees.


"Mystien," I asked one day after we'd finished, "why are you training me in all these different mannerisms?"


He looked me over for a few moments, "You will probably not always stay here. You will need to know how to act around people of every status."


I nodded, "Okay, that makes sense, but why are you having me learn to act as people of a different status, or a boy?" I had some theories, but I wanted him to confirm.


He gave a sly smile, "You're too dang quick for a five year old. It's like talking to an adult, you know that right?"


I just kept looking at him, "That's not an answer is it?"


That got an actual laugh, "No, it wasn't. Well, in a couple of years you might have to hide. Casters being rare around here. If that happens, I want you to be able to blend in anywhere."


"Oh," I said, it would seem he was giving me a basics course on... spycraft? Escape? What would I even call this?
I spent a few moments considering this. I could already make food and drink anywhere, anytime, along with some quantity of gathering. With my magic backing me up, I might be able to disappear into any environment like a ghost. I had a few concerns though.


"That makes sense. Are you going to teach me to hide my aura?" I inquired, making a few notes for later, "Oh, and can you tell me my role the day before?"


"We'll get there," he promised, "anything else?"


"Oh, I should probably learn about clothes, and begin carrying things that might be important, for practice," I nodded.


Our lessons got much more in depth after that. I even started dressing up a bit and changing my hair, mostly because it was fun, and fun was short on the ground these days.


My guess was that whatever had happened at their midnight meeting had spooked my teacher something ferocious, though I knew he'd never tell me. I did get my parents to give me a small belt knife. I was a little young by their thoughts, but when I told them I thought it would help with lessons, they agreed.





I started picking up a few more things here and there as well. I made a real effort to be friends with Sara, which my family approved of as an alternative to some chores. We ended up doing things which mostly consisted of work anyway. Her family did a kind of weaving to make small straps that my mother didn't. They were used for all kinds of things, but mom was just bad at it, so she traded for them instead. I wouldn't say I was good but I could manage the simpler patterns.


I also worked on some of the other handcrafts that girls of every level of society practiced, things like sewing and embroidery. It was a struggle to learn, but useful, and I could at least claim it was useful for my lessons. I didn't bother with learning the crafts most boys knew. My brothers were already doing a ton of that, and it would take too long to get passably good.


I also noticed some changes in John. He was starting to develop the barest hints of an aura. It would flare up sometimes to something impressive, then fade to almost non-existent at others. It's shape was much like dad's, but steel gray instead of black. My dad seemed to notice he was changing too, and was giving him more training in combat than anyone else. When I asked Mystien about the aura I was told that some people took a while to come to their own, but eventually it would stabilize. Poor Rod still struggled.





My oldest brother kept working the hive, and even added another with some of the petty cash he had. He claimed that he thought it was a good investment, but I suspected he just liked working with them. The day came when he informed me of one of the things I'd asked him to keep an eye on had happened.


"Hey, you said we'd gather the honey up when four fifths of it was capped off right Alana?" he said to me one night.


"Yup, that sounds about right." I responded.


"I'm going to do that tomorrow then." I blinked at his words.


"Done already?" I asked, then thought, but it was getting warmer, maybe that was about right.


"Well, you should try to not cut the comb off completely, maybe the bees will rebuild faster." I shrugged as if I didn't know they would.


He nodded to that and continued about his after dinner work.


The next afternoon he and several other boys were at our house working on the combs. Each one of them seemed interested in putting up his own hive. The work was so little, and the payoff in valuable product so high, that they were chomping at the bit to get started. I decided to get my share from my hive from Rod partially in money this time, rather than keep the wax.





Rod moaned and complained about me not needing actual coinage, but I had some ideas. If I was to be ready to flee at any time I would need some, and coins were the best way to carry value easily. He handed me two silver coins, each about an inch in diameter several days later, and I realized I had another problem.


"Dad," I asked my father that night, "can you explain money to me?" I heard Rod laugh in the background.


"It's a way to carry something valuable but small..." he began.


"I understand that much, but what equals what?" I clarified.


"Oh, sure, well, there's thirty copper in a silver, and twenty silver in a gold. Though you don't see gold much around here." he explained.


"Those are weird numbers, why those?" I asked after hearing that. I was expecting orders of ten, like you saw in most games.


"Well, it's two times three times five for copper to silver, and silver is only worth about one twentieth of gold by weight. The silver and gold coins weigh the same, copper are a bit off, but fairly close." I almost dropped my jaw at how good of sense that made.


"Makes it easy to divide things up." he finished.


"Okay." I was a bit speechless... I suppose life wasn't like a game.





One day after our practice session Mystien asked me an unusual question.


"I've got business in Hazelwood in about a month. How would you feel about tagging along?"


"I'd love to!" I'd never left our sleepy little town since coming to this world, and going to the nearest major city seemed like an exciting adventure.


He held up a hand, "There are conditions, first, your parents have to agree, second, we'll be putting on a bit of a charade." these seemed important.


"A charade?" I asked.


"Yes," he explained, "you will be playing the part of my new apprentice, a boy of merchant stock.".


I laughed at that, "Okay, I'll get my parents to agree, but I'll need clothes to look like a boy.".


"I'll get the clothes, anything else you think you'll need?"


"A hat." I told him.


With that we settled it.





My father agreed with some argument, but ultimately he trusted Mystien enough to let me go. In the intervening time my brother harvested honey again. It was later in summer and this time he had several who came by to watch and ask lots of questions. Most were from other little hamlets or the main village, one was from Creekrun. I got one of my two silver in copper this time, so I could have some pocket money for my own town run.


That morning Mystien came by with the clothes for me, which I changed into while listening to him and my father talk outside.


"Why exactly are you having my daughter crossdress?" I heard dad asking.


"I've already explained that to both you and her." the old wizard gave a rather curt response.


"Well I know but..."


"But nothing, you and I both know a boy will attract far less attention than a girl, particularly if the time should come when we're not around to protect her."  His voice was a bit harsher than normal, "Besides, there are already too many people who know about a young girl in our town who's a bard. I don't know how many yet, but if word spreads the Lord might send someone to sniff around for a new personal healer. Muddying the water can only help that.".


"Then wouldn't it be better to just not have her go?" Dad seemed a bit prickly about being lectured.


"No, she needs the experience. Hazelwood's not a huge town, but learning about how they work will be good." I agreed with Mystien, mostly because I wanted to go though.


I came outside to join them once I'd finished. My new outfit was loose fitting, blue tunic and trousers, with a brown vest, along with a toboggan-esque hat. I took the time to do up my hair so it looked short under the cap. Once ready I came out and spun.


"How do I look?" I asked.


"Like a boy." dad said.


"Yup, quite good." Mystien replied.


"Well sir, I'm quite ready to leave when you are." I told my teacher, in my best 'merchant boy' accent.


"That's just creepy." dad shuddered.


"Alright then, let's be on our way." And with that the older man turned, leading me off.


As we walked we began to discuss our planned route.


"First we'll head east to Creekrun, we'll arrive there sometime in the afternoon, and spend the night in their tavern. From there we'll head to Khole's Hill, again spending a night. We'll arrive in Hazelwood early the next afternoon. Any questions?" Mystien rattled off the locations and general plan.


"Shall I keep up the accent for the entire duration teacher?" it seemed like the first thing to ask about.


"Yes." he nodded.


"Very well then, are we expecting any trouble, and should we encounter any what is the plan?" since this was part of his training regime it seemed the best to ask.


"Good questions," he responded, "we are not expecting any issues. This is a well traveled and peaceful route. If we should encounter anything, stay behind me. If I tell you to run, flee to the previous town and lie low in the tavern we stayed at." I nodded at his list, "If all else fails, use your attack magic, but that's a last resort, as would be fleeing into the wilderness."


"Understood sir, is there anything else I should know about this trip?" didn't hurt to try.


"I doubt the other towns are doing as well as ours. You are not to use magic without my express permission outside of emergencies. Also, stay close to me. Your father might just kill me if something happens to you." he listed off a few things.


"Yes sir." I replied.


We stopped for a quick lunch just before noon at the halfway point. It was a simple affair of bread (summoned), water (summoned), and a bit of dried fruit. While sitting I was asked a question.


"How would you like to make this slightly more difficult?" my teacher grinned.


"I don't mind sir, how so?" I was genuinely curious.


"Suppressing your aura is a fairly simple trick, all you do is try to remove the outward sign. In my case, I take apart the shapes mine forms." he said, "Try it while we're going, it'll make you concentrate a bit on another action".


So I went about popping my bubbles. I imagined using a pin to poke each one. It didn't seem all that hard.


"Like this then?" I asked.


"Not bad, I can still see it, it's just lesser. Now, see if you can keep that up for our whole trip." he had an evil expression on his face. I suspected this would be harder than I thought.


It was much harder, even just as we were walking. Dividing my attention almost made me trip several times.


As we approached Creekrun I could see a few of the fields. Almost half were laying empty of crops, or getting overgrown with weeds.


The people we saw as we got into the village's walls were even worse. Orsken was holding up well enough. For us it was a bit tight, but this, several had obviously lost a bit of weight.


"Things are not going well are they sir?" I asked, nearly slipping from my act.


"No, no they are not." came the reply. From the tone I would guess it was worse than even he expected.


We found the town's tavern easily enough. The burly old man working it told us that there were no meals served right now, though he did still have some ale. After having a couple glasses of the lightly alcoholic drink we headed up to a rented room. There were two beds and when we closed the door I breathed a sigh of relief.


"Aura." Mystien reminded me, apparently I had to manage it even when in private.


"There are no meals being served in the tavern, what does that mean?" I asked as I went back to popping bubbles.


"It means that there's almost no food left in town. Or at least, no extra, Creekrun is a major fishing area, I'd wager most everyone here is eating almost only fish.".


"Why aren't they having the young men and women work the fields?" it made no sense to me as a farmer's daughter.


"Accent, and because they don't have many. Fishing is their main industry."


"Ah, I see, that's, a bit distressing." I remarked.


I summoned us a bit of dinner and we took a quick walk around town before returning to our room around sunset. At Mystien's direction an early night was declared, so we could be out of town with the dawn.


Khole's Hill was quite honestly much the same as Creekrun. It was, as the name suggested, situated on a hill. The people here looked worse than those I'd seen before. Nobody was at the level of starving yet, but there was a distinct lack of men of all ages. A quick inquiry with the barman, who was quite old, indicated that the riots here over the taxes had been quite bad. He spoke to us quietly about it, as it was a bit sensitive.


"Aye, they went on for two days, eventually the Lord sent out a detachment. It wasn't pretty." he sounded a bit broken by all of it.


Our stay there was not particularly interesting. Though their tavern did have a bit of porridge to offer as food. A definite improvement, only in that I didn't have to use more mana.


By the time we arrived at the gates to Hazelwood I downright hated this trip. The dress up game had lost all it's shine because it never ended, the food was bad, and the new clothes were both hot, and uncomfortable. As an aside, keeping my aura contained at all times was giving me a constant headache. I had no idea how dad did it.


As we approached I realized something. Hazelwood was a city, not a town, nor a village, but a full on city. The walls were probably twenty foot high, stone, and judging by the men walking on them, fairly thick. I could see the crenellations from afar, but once we got near the machiciolations became obvious as well. Judging by the size I would guess around ten thousand lived here most of the time. There were perhaps less right now. It even had guards at the gates seeing who was coming in and out.


"Names, occupation, and business in the city." one of said guards asked as we got close.


"I'm Mystien, this is my apprentice Kale." I could have hit myself. I forgot to ask the fake name he wanted me to use. "I'm a wizard, and my business is seeing an old merchant acquaintance." he spoke as if he'd been through this a hundred times.


The guard stood up a bit straighter when he heard the man he was talking to was a mage, and called over another guard to look us over.


The new man was dressed in lighter armor, and it was easy to tell from his aura that he too was a caster, and not a powerful one.


"I see no strange auras or anything of note. The boy's not that strong, his master on the other hand... may I ask your name sir?"
"Mystien." he was told.


The second guard stiffened for a moment, then nodded, "That concludes our check, please have a good day sir." and let us through.


After we were through, I looked over at my companion, "His reaction was a bit unusual, wasn't it sir?" I asked.


"Not too much," he responded, "about ten years ago I was involved in a war. Made a good name for myself with the locals." He didn't elaborate.


"Oh, you've never spoken of it before." I was a bit prying about this.


"Because I don't like to, war is not enjoyable lad. I hope you never have to understand that firsthand." That was a clear dismissal to the conversation, so I went somewhere else.


"I see a number of taverns near the gate sir, which shall we be staying in?" It was a harmless enough inquiry.


"We won't be staying near the gate. There are several that are for the average traveler, but as spellcasters we'll need to head a bit further in. In this city there are only two taverns nice enough for us to reasonably stay in, The Golden Lion, and The Scarlet Harlot. We'll be staying in the Harlot.".


"Could you explain why we need to stay in a very nice tavern sir? Also, is the harlot a brothel?"


"Spellcasters exist in an unusual place in the social hierarchy. We are not commoners by law, and while many are nobles, many are not. That and the prices we can demand for our services means that if we stay somewhere cheap, it will reflect badly upon us, and raise suspicions." At the next part he laughed, "And no, the Harlot is not a brothel. One does not normally sleep in a bordello.".


"Good to know sir." I deadpanned.


"Also," he continued, "I know the owner, and would love to see her again.".


As we walked through town I noticed the changes. The gate area was most definitely aimed at travelers, though just past it was a very poor area. Once you got past that things went up, first merchants, getting slowly higher class, then finally where we ended up. The last street we came to was distinctly high class, clean, paved, and with more guards. The people were also well dressed, a few in what might be called finery. I felt we stuck out, but the number of auras told me we'd be fine.


I was a bit put off as we came up to The Scarlet Harlot. For one the building was red, naturally, secondly, it was a bit much. The doors were enormous, and opened for us by an attendant. The inside was bustling, the smell was amazing in here. Obviously there was no lack of food at this level. Mystien led us forward to one of the serving girls, of which there were three, picked for their looks if I had to guess.


"Greetings sirs, and welcome to The Scarlet Harlot." The woman was wearing a rather low cut red dress, as per the theme, and winked at us as we came near.


"Good day." Mystien returned.


"A pleasure to meet you miss." I thought I would be ill.


"My what a polite young man," she smiled at me, "how can we serve you today? Food and drink? A room perhaps? Or shall I make arrangements for something else?" She gave my teacher a very wide smile at that. I was fairly sure I heard him say this wasn't a brothel.


"Two meals, whatever the special is, and a double room. As well please tell Veska I've come to visit." he rattled off, seemingly uninterested in her advances.


"Who should I tell her her visitor is sir?" The woman asked as she led us over to a rather private table.


"Mystien," he said, and she hurried off counting the coins he'd passed her.


The meal was magnificent, roasted chicken with herbs and vegetables, finished off with a cobbler.


No sooner had we finished then we were led down a side hall, ending in a gilded double door.

            

    
        Chapter 9 Gaining knowledge

    
    
    
    
                We were led through the doors, our guide leaving us and closing the door. As it clicked a woman approached the large desk there. She was around as old as my mother, and was a stunning redhead. What almost threw me was that she was dressed in what could only be described as a nightie. It was crimson, barely covering her, and... silk? I hadn't seen any silk since coming to this world.


"Well, well, well, look what we have here," she crooned, giving Mystien a suggestive smirk.


"Veska, could you not put on proper clothes to meet people?" Mystien seemed a bit tired by her appearance.


"Why would I do that?" she asked, "Anyway, who's the kid?"


"My new apprentice, Kale," the old mage explained.


"It's... quite nice to meet you miss." I was a bit flustered.


She looked me over for a few moments. We were examining each other's auras. Hers was almost like tentacles, spreading out and caressing everything around her. She walked over, kneeling in front of me with her chin resting on one hand. From this angle I couldn't help but notice the small circular tattoo on her right breast, something complex... and definitely magical.


"Oh is that so? Well there is a problem young master Kale." She was smiling as she spoke.


"Whatever would that be?" I asked innocently.


Her free hand snapped out quicker than I could react, yanking off my hat and sending my hair flowing down.


"You my dear, are far too pretty to be a boy." The laugh that went along with this was like tinkling bells.


I flushed crimson as she spoke, coving my face a bit. I didn't realize I'd lost control of my aura till she stood up and spoke again.


"That's a pretty strong aura for a kid so young," she said as I was wrangling it back down.


Mystien sighed from beside us.


"This must be the young bard girl from Orsted I've heard about then?" she asked, handing me back my hat.


"What have you heard?" The old man's tone was deadly serious now.


"Not much truthfully. That there was a young bard girl, and that she was healing a lot of soldiers over the winter. Mind if we're properly introduced?"


"Fine, Alana, this is Veska, Veska, Alana," he rattled off quickly.


"Um... hi" I stammered.


"Training a little girl for espionage Mystien, how devious. I love it," she gave the old man a sly grin.


"Don't go spreading information about her. If the wrong people get hold of it, you could make an enemy of both her father and myself."


"Her father?"


"Verren."


"Well shit, won't go sticking my head in that wasp's nest," she backed off a bit, going over to her desk and sitting down.


"So, to what do I owe the honor of your visit?" all business now, she looked us over.


"I'd like information on what's going on with the populace, and general info locally." Mystien said. Seemed that the woman was an information broker.


"In return I get?"


He held up a small envelope, "Information on a dessert, supposedly from halfway across the nation. Must be something local because I've never had it, and it beats out almost anything I've ever had. Better even than the stuff from the capital." he had her attention now.


"What's it called?" she looked curious.


"Ice cream." he told her.


I was just a bit miffed about my recipe being sold. Of course I'd told them it wasn't mine, so I couldn't be all that mad, but still.


"I'll trust you with your assesment, what you want isn't too important at any rate," she leaned back.


"Local info goes about like this. Most villages got hit hard by so many men leaving, Hazelwood's insistance on keeping the taxes normal hit even harder. Two or three had major riots over the tax fiasco, I'm sure you went through Khole's Hill on your way, they were one."


"How bad were the riots?" chimed in the wizard.


"Bad enough. Soldiers had to be dispatched to two, in those far too many died. If the war doesn't end soon, those towns might not make it. On a more disturbing note, I've also heard that some towns have begun stockpiling weapons. If Lord Hazelwood tries to collect full taxes again, I doubt anything less than using the actual army will make it happen." that got Mystien's attention.


"Will he?" he asked.


"That's still unclear, he's sort of an idiot. I've also heard rumors that they might expand the draft to include some older men, but that's unconfirmed." she seemed a bit miffed that these answers weren't any more substantial.


"What about the food situation? What's that looking like?" Mystien was going to get his money's worth it would seem.


"Not great, on average it's about what you'd expect from a draft this big. Worse by a bit because of the timing of it of course. We're not at critical levels, but depending on where things go, we could be in a year or two," Veska poured herself a glass of juice from a pitcher on her desk, "If they expand the draft it'll be bad, but for now, things are holding."


Mystien nodded, "I don't suppose you'll tell me how the war is going?" he seemed hopeful.


"Poorly, Ermath caught us off guard, and tons of resources are being poured into it. I think the border may get pushed back a good bit. We may even be in Ermath soon enough, but if I had to wager on it, I'd say they won't take the whole kingdom. They're taking heavy losses too."


"You seem unconcerned." I pointed out.


"My sweet, I'll have to move or hide my assets, but I'll make it through either way," crooned the woman. "Only thing that them moving in changes too much on my side is that all the brothels in town will be flush with new clients."


My teacher indicated that he'd heard all he needed, and the two of them chatted about some other light business while I put my hair back under my hat. Veska had some items and the like that she wanted filled up with mana, and negotiated a price. From the sound of it she could do it herself, but didn't like being too drained of power, something I well understood.





The room we stayed in that night was posh. It had two great beds, stuffed with down or something, and clean linen sheets. There were also a few pieces of furniture, a desk and chairs, and a small nightstand, things not present in our other rooms. The dinner that night was equally on par with the lunch.


Mystien went off after dinner to 'handle the other business with Veska'. He came back quite late that night, and turned a bright red when I pointed out that he smelled like perfume and had lipstick stains on his mouth. I'd never seen anything like that from him, but it seemed he'd had a thing for her. That also explained why we were staying here.





The next morning he took me out into the town.


"Alright, we're going to go over the basics of how to find things in a town this size." he said.


He took me around, this city, like almost every other one in the nation, was divided into districts.


The noble's district was mainly housing and shops catering specifically to the nobility. It was tiny in this city, and always located at the very center. Normally nestled within or beside the entertainment district. Next came the entertainment district, it was where you would find the nicer inns and taverns, along with the areas for festivals and the town's brothels. Then came the residential and craftsman's districts, these two were together, and surrounded by a small gap. Mystien informed me that it was a fire break, as fires most often started in these two areas. The merchant's district was an area around the main street, between the entertainment district and the main gate. The poor's district was called low town, and was a smattering of areas located near the wall, between the gates.


The gates were a special case. All of them would have some amount of taverns and the like near them, but one was designated the main gate. The main gate was different in that it was the only one where anyone other than a pedestrian could normally enter. As such the main gate had stables and areas for caravans to be processed around it. It also had a much more substantial number of taverns and general goods shops.


He also told me that most wizards would work in the noble's district. Bards of course more often work in the entertainment district. Veska of course was a bard, and it wasn't unusual for one to run a tavern. The happy, generally apt to singing patrons made a great focus for bard type magic.





After he gave me a brief primer on haggling Mystien took me over to the merchant's district. I took a bit of time looking around at all the wares being hawked before stopping at one stall, the woman running it sold hair pins of various types. I went up and indicated a small box of bronze looking bobby pins.


"My big sister has been complaining about wanting something to put her hair up with. How much are these?" I lied fluently to the woman.


"Oh, good eye young man, but wouldn't you want something a bit fancier?" the saleswoman pointed out some decorated pieces, with enameled designs on them.


"No thank you, those look a bit out of budget, and I don't know which she would like best." I deflected her, I really did just want something simple.


She sighed, giving me a quick once over, "Those are ten copper." her price was high, not a complete ripoff, but more than would be fair.


I wanted these for around seven, "They're very simple, I could give you four."


"Four?" she seemed a bit insulted, it was a good act, "I could come down a bit, but certainly not below eight."


I picked one up, looking it over and thinking for a moment, "Six."


She gave me a hard look, "I could meet you in the middle, how about seven?"


"Fair enough." I stated, then counted out seven copper for her. I was quite happy with how it'd gone.


After I went back over to Mystien he looked down at me, "That was not bad." he said.


"I have two older brothers, I know how to negotiate," I chuckled, "Seven is what I wanted to pay in the first place."


After that I went by several more shops. I checked prices on general goods, as well as second hand clothing, it might be useful later. Clothing was far more expensive than I'd thought it'd be, even secondhand. I consulted with Mystien about those prices and he confirmed they were within a normal level. Upon further consideration, it did take a lot of work to make clothes, so that made sense.


Our day was, in my opinion quite productive, and once we got back to the Harlot, we went over everything once more. Mystien seemed pleased with the mix of information he'd gathered, and training he'd given me. We rested early, prepping to head home at dawn.





Summer began to close after we returned. The bright warmth of what had to be my favorite season gave way to the coolness of fall. It also led to much more work for everyone as the harvest had to be brought in. I was even brought into the fieldwork this year, a new first. I didn't like working in the field, it was hot, itchy, and otherwise miserable, but I still did my part. By the end of fall I'd come to the conclusion that one day I would make sure to move, so I didn't have to be a farmer when I grew up.


It was just after the harvest that the tax collector returned. This time he told us that our taxes had been drastically reduced by Lord Hazelwood. We were only expected to pay about half of the normal rate, much to our relief. I couldn't help but notice that he had significantly more guards this time, and they were all much better armed.


My lessons continued with the espionage training. This mostly consisted of hammering out my accents. I will say that Mystien was suitably impressed with how well I could change up my hair with only some string and the bobby pins I'd bought. One day after lessons I brought up what I thought was a rather good point.


"Mystien, if the taxes are too bad, why don't people just move to another place?" I asked


"The majority of people in villages like this can't." his response was a bit weird.


"Why not? You'd lose all your land and stuff, but if it got too bad, it'd be an option."


"You misunderstand. Most of the people in this village, and most others are peasants." he said it like it was obvious.


"How does that change things?" I asked.


"Peasants are commoners, bound to their land. It would be highly illegal for them to leave without the local noble's permission."


"I don't like that, I want to be able to leave." I was adamant on that point. I'd be nobody's slave, and if they tried to keep me here when I grew up... I'd think of some way to fight.


"I told you when we were in Hazelwood, spellcasters aren't commoners. In fact, no one who can do magic is."
"Oh." I said, "That's some special treatment."


"It's for good reason." he replied, "Someone capable of magic is both a commodity, and a dangerous enemy. I could go anywhere. Even if it was illegal most nobles would be happy to welcome me to their lands. The same would apply to you. Some have even tried to entice me to join them, but I like it here."


"So, because you would be welcome elsewhere they don't try to keep you?" that made a sort of sense.


"Also, if I decided to fight to leave, I could cause great destruction. It would take many, many normal men to fight me if I knew about them. The same applies to most spellcasters."


"I don't think I could fight that many people." I admitted.


"You are a child Alana. If someone tried to hold an adult bard, and said bard got angry enough, they might get a dozen or so assistants and begin doing things like making storms, or releasing diseases. While few bards develop the spells to cause destruction like that, it is quite possible."


"Oh wow, I never thought of something like that." I had to take a few moments to process that.


"It applies to physical magic users too. If someone like your father wanted to, they could fight a dozen armed men with just their bare hands, well at least he could in his prime." he continued, "We'll add to that that magical talent tends to run in families. So you're not often fighting one, but multiple, and they often have children to protect. Only a suicidal man would take those odds."


"Don't nobles have magic users too though?" that seemed another point to address.


"Of course, to be considered a noble one must be a magic user of some form. They won't have many though, and those are valuable resources as well. Why waste them over a fight you can avoid?"


"Yeah, that would be dumb. I didn't know that all the nobles were magic users. I guess it makes sense though." I said, contemplating the ramifications of being weak when such powerhouses were running around.


Mystien nodded, "Magic is weird, it can be inherited, though that depends on a variety of factors. One can also undertake certain rituals in an attempt to unlock knowledge magic, though they are more often than not fatal. Even if you do succeed, if it's unnatural it can ravage your body and drastically shorten your lifespan."


This was all news to me, I had no idea you could actually force yourself into becoming a wizard. It sounded suicidal though.


"Do people try to unlock other types of magic?" I asked.


"There are no known ways to do so. Even those who unlock knowledge magic are extremely rare, mostly because trying to is generally considered suicide." he thought about something for a few moments, "The only time I've heard of it succeeding was in a young man from a noble house who couldn't manifest his own. In desperation he bought the reagents and did the rituals. It worked and he gained the ability to do magic, but he died not five years later. I've heard of many similar cases where the person in question blew up or caught on fire when the magic was forced into them though."


I wondered for a bit if that was what had happened to me in my previous life. If the fruit had tried to force magic into me and that had been the end. I stared at my hand and shuddered. The pain was something I never wanted to experience again.


"Alright. That's enough for today, off you go." and with that Mystien shooed me off to my other chores.





As was his tradition, the mayor came by just before the first snow fell. He found us at the little area our hamlet was using for training. I'd come by to watch, it was a good place to sit around with Sara and talk. It was such a good place that almost all of the older girls had made it their usual habit to sit out of the way and chat while they did a bit of handiwork. With only pure intentions I'm sure.


The mayor came up to my father and began to speak, "Verren, as I'm sure you know, things haven't really improved..."


Dad cut him off with a wave of his hand, "Malke, you've had years to come up with a solution to this, or at least plan something earlier. You're not getting it from us this year."


Huh, I guess the mayor's name was Malke. Everybody always just called him 'the mayor' as far as I'd heard.


The mayor paled, "Now wait a moment, please be reasonable..."
"I have, and I have thought about it enough, we cannot spare her this year, and that is final." his tone was hard.


The man looked to me for only a moment, almost like he wanted to ask me. He then thought better of himself, "What am I to do then?" he asked.


"You are the mayor, it is your duty to figure that out." dad was being a bit harsh in my opinion, but he did have a point.


And so it was decided that I would stay at home for the winter this year, and hopefully for the years to come. Going to town for the whole season was frankly a bit grating.





"Dad, why did you tell the mayor we wouldn't help him this winter?" I asked at dinner. I was happy, but I still thought there were things I was missing.


"I told him, he's not worked to come up with a solution yet, it's irritating." he said, then continued, "I've also heard that people are starting to learn about you, and we need to put a stop to that, not going this year will help."


"Did you actually want to go?" asked Rod from the side. He was ever the peanut gallery.


"No, it's a pain," I told him, "I'd prefer to stick around here."


"That's good," added in peanut gallery number two, "it's a lot less running for us."


"You boys are missing the point." mom piped in, "The whole operation will be easier on your sister, us, and all our neighbors."


"What do our neighbors have to do with it?" Rod asked, "I get Alana and us, since she can keep the house warm, but how them?"


She flicked him on the forehead, he was getting a bit big for a spanking now, "If she's not using all her mana to heal up those soldiers for the idiot mayor, she can make more bread to feed them. You can also do group magic can't you dear?" she asked me, to which I nodded.


"Oh! we can invite a couple of the girls over to join in, and it'll be a great time!" I was excited to actually enjoy my winter for once.


"Hey, I have a friend or two that could help, you don't have to only invite girls." Rod boldly jumped in again.


It was my turn to flick him on the forehead. As I did so I had to appreciate that my brothers were truly growing, he had to be pushing six feet. "Girls are more fun to talk to. I was going to invite Sara and Sandra, but I'll just tell them you don't want them around."


"Oi oi! I never said that!" he panicked.


Dad leaned over, clamping him on the shoulder, "Son, you've lost this one, it's important to know when to give up." that got a few laughs.





Winter was a wonderful affair. A couple of the local girls would join us every day for a singing craft circle, with breaks to talk about whatever local gossip was flying around, which mostly concerned how much of a wreck the village was at the moment, and discuss our projects. Sara came almost every day, and in that time I managed to make myself a nice little woven belt. It was long and doubled over, so I could use it for years, and sew little pockets for things like hidden coins and spare bobby pins into it. I privately named it my utility belt, a joke that nobody on this world would get.


Sandra ended up coming by quite a bit too. Her excuse was to spend time with her sister, but from where I sat it looked like she just wanted to make puppy eyes at Rod. She even volunteered to fix up one of his shirts when he ripped it. Mom even nodded her approval at that. Rod for his part became a clumsy, absolute mess when she was too near, and had to be monitored by more responsible adults. A list which included everyone.


It wasn't all wonderful, my main complaint was our diet. It consisted of bread, bread, cheese, bread, yogurt, bread, bread, and bread. Winter had always been a bit tight, but this was getting out of hand. There was also the fact that we had less lamp oil, most people were converting any edible fat into food, so it was a no go this year. I could have used a light spell to fix our lamp problem, but doing that all the time was not really feasable.


As the winter wore on there were a few arguments about who was allowed to come over to our house every day, and how much food everyone got from me. It was tense, but it boiled down to the fact that my close friends were getting some real preferential treatment. A couple of the families who didn't have kids that could come play with us got a bit cross about being left out, and a deal had to be brokered to keep everyone happy. That deal boiled down to a series of food deliveries from those who did visit us often, all monitored for fairness by my father. I'm sure some of the people didn't really trust that he was going to see to it that things were distributed fairly, but all seemed to agree that accusing him of not doing so was a stupid act.


Relief washed over me as the snow finally started to melt and the first green sprigs poked their heads out. Relief and the desire for any possible variety in my diet.

            

    
        Chapter 10 Desperation

    
    
    
    
                The melting snow brought a flurry of activity. Our last couple of years had been bad, so we knew that we had to get going quickly. Every child was put to work on food collection immediately, the adults hit the hard labor running, nobody was relaxed.
The collective children of our little hamlet scoured our section of the forest. We even met up with groups from a couple of the other hamlets. They were ranging far, but it was well within the unwritten rules we followed for them to do so. What struck me most was how much worse they looked, our groups looked a bit thin, to be sure, but they had sunken cheeks, and the look of the desperate.
About a month in we encountered something I'd not seen at all before. Sara and her sister had joined my brothers and I for a run to one of the better known spots for ferns. The spring was an ideal time for these, as they grew fresh new leaves and shoots which were quite desirable. Two men were in the forest, they moved in a way which indicated they didn't really know their way around.
"Sirs," Rod spoke up, as the oldest he was our nominal leader.
"Ah, hello there," one of the men said, the other had something behind his back, but I couldn't see what, "How are you today? Out gathering?" his tone was too sweet, it was off.
"We are, and you?"
"Oh well, we're well enough," the newcomer nodded, "From the looks of you, you must be doing quite well, mind sharing a few spots?" he was coming closer.
"Not at all, though the best spot for a given area would be nearer to home right? Where do you two live?" I'm glad my brother was at least a bit sharp, we could all tell something was fishy here.
The man approaching us moved quick, drawing a fighting knife from his side and lunging for my older brother. Rod wasn't good at fighting, but he'd been training for some time now, and you could only be so bad with that much under your belt. With a quick movement he was well out of the way.
John stepped in, pulling the small belt knife he carried and landing a harsh slash against the side the first man. With the two of them together I had no real worries about their defeat of him.
What worried me was the second, who dropped something behind him before he moved. He too had pulled a knife and was charging in, I knew he'd get in before they could deal with the first, possibly taking down one of my brothers.
I had just enough time to gather my mana like Mystien had taught me and screamed. I aimed the spell directly at man number two's face, and the air shook as it flowed out in a stream. Everyone got hit by it at some level. The other girls dropped, covering their ears, my brothers' fight took a momentary pause as well. Man number two fell to the ground in the fetal position, grabbing his head. I had practiced this, but hadn't aimed it at another human in quite some time. I was a bit stunned by the effect.
My brothers recovered first, they understood at some level what had happened at least. In the corner of my eye I saw Rod take the fighting knife from the first man. Turning it around and burying it in his neck.
It took less than five seconds for man number two to look up. His face was a horror, blood leaking out of every orifice as he looked at me and charged, seeming to find me his biggest threat. He made it three strides before the blur that was John hit him from the side. Both of my brother's hands were on his belt knife, one pushing the pommel as he deftly slid it between the man's ribs, savagely twisting and pulling it away. A bright crimson spray covered both me and my brother as the man fell, one of his hands only a few inches from me.
I stood, frozen in abject terror as the two men's lifeblood was soaking out into the ground. A small part of me thought that I should heal them, for a trial or something. My common sense smacked that small part and told it to go sit in the corner and think about it's actions, these men had tried to kill us. I don't know for how long I stood there in shock.
John shook me a bit to bring me back to my senses.
"It's okay," he said, "Comon, we gotta go back home now, tell people what happened."
"Why did they?" I didn't finish.
Rod pointed to the thing the second man had dropped, "Rabbit, they were poachers, or bandits, either way it'd be a death sentence if they were caught."
Nobody even approached the discarded rabbit. The ground was muddy enough to show that we'd not yet come near it, but if we touched it, or got caught with it...
We fled back to our hamlet, Sandra pulled her sister and me while the boys took up defensive positions. It didn't occur to me until later that they didn't know if there were more potential threats.
As we approached several of the working men rushed over to us. Three youths covered in blood tended to get that reaction.
Sorren reached us first, "What happened?! Are you okay? Why are you covered in blood?"
"Two men attacked us in the forest, we're fine, they're dead," John was the quickest to respond, and his brevity was ideal for this.
"Where?" Sorren asked, his eyes scanning the forest edge.
"The path to the field where the ferns grow," it was Rod who answered this time.
"You," Sorren pointed to one of the men, "Get the mayor and whatever men he thinks appropriate," he then pointed to another, "You, go get these kids' parents. We'll take them to my house, it's closest."
We were at Sorren's for a couple of hours. He was generous enough to offer us some drinks and water to wash the worst of the blood off, our clothes were still covered though. During this interval we had to explain in detail what had happened a number of times. First to our parents, both sets. Then to a few of the other men of the town. Finally to the mayor, he'd brought along several of the soldiers who were dealing with those passing through town. Each of these groups wanted an in depth play by play of the action.
Upon the official investigation it was found that the two men were known. They had deserted shortly after arriving at Orsken. There was no official reward but the army officer who had come with the mayor complimented us on taking the men who'd eluded him out. The men of the town did a sweep of our area of the woods, finding no others. Finally it was decided that the kids from our hamlet wouldn't be foraging for the foreseeable future, seems there might be others who'd turned bandit, and it was deemed not worth it.
I actually didn't mind, the whole incident had made me a bit more leery of the woods, and bandits joining the fray was something I was not interested in dealing with at all.
There was at least one positive. Sandra seemed to have claimed Rod as her own completely, they'd been a bit flirty for awhile now, but she could probably have reclassified herself as a growth. I suspected they were running off a bit due to his going missing a few times. I didn't know if they'd just gone somewhere to make out or if it'd lapsed into full 'romp in the hay', but I supposed I'd find out if Sandra came down with a severe case of the knocked up.






When next we met Mystien had a few things to say.
"I saw the results of your attack spell, good job."
"Er... thanks, it didn't really do much, but it bought some time I guess." I responded.
"It did enough, and you've now gained some experience in combat, what did you learn?" his tone stayed calm, he still sounded like a teacher going over a simple lesson.
"I've learned that I don't want to be in combat again," was the answer I gave, it was true to a fault.
"Not a bad lesson, seeking it out is generally foolish, but not what we're going for."
"Okay, what are we going for?" I asked, a bit confused.
"Think about what you did in that fight, what you did well, and what needs improvement," he sat waiting as I chewed over that for a bit, running the whole thing through my head again.
"I responded well by taking out the second fighter, giving my brothers a chance to deal with the first."
He nodded.
"I failed to follow up my attack though. My first strike was reaction, but I need to keep thinking after the initial reaction." I was looking about, trying to process it all.
"If John hadn't been there I would be dead," I finished, Mystien nodded at that assessment as well.
"That's around par for what you should be learning at this point. Your training took over for the first bit, but you hadn't trained for the second." He looked at me with his important information face, "Most people will only do what they've trained to, it can be both good and bad. You want some reactions that will happen without you thinking about it, but you must also maintain your head in a fight, make sure you don't freeze up."
I nodded, "How do I do that?"
"For now just think about how you need to respond, you're too young for any real combat training," he seemed to be planning again, "I hope to cover that in depth in a few years though, once you've developed enough for it to be useful."
I didn't like the sound of that, but there was no point in arguing it now. He didn't have any immediate plans to start beating me with a stick or whatever, and trying to go against it would just cause me more problems.





As spring neared its end I had a chance to go to town with my dad. He wanted to visit his brother and check in. I was glad for a chance to get out and gleefully tagged along. When we got to the village that all evaporated.
The village was in desperate straits. Most of the people were now looking quite a bit thinner than they should, some could have been in ads about starving kids. This was in contrast to the few soldiers who were in the town, still being shipped past. They seemed a bit thin, but not on the same level. It struck me how much worse things were here.
I did some quick mental math on how our hamlet was doing, and it came together. We'd lost a lot of men, but as I gained power and Rod's hives took off a lot of the slack was taken up. In normal times I'd be doing very little food making, but under current conditions it made up easily ninety percent of my mana usage. I practiced everything a couple of times daily before going back to making bread, but that was still the brunt of what I was doing.
Even my training was making room for this. I hadn't realized it, but Mystien was absolutely focusing on things that didn't have high mana use. He'd taught me almost no new spells in the last bit, instead focusing on honing what I could do, and non-magical education. I knew now that I needed to pay more attention to these things.
None of this changed the state of the village of course, there was nothing I could do for that. If I let them know what I could do I'd be stuck as a walking bakery for my foreseeable future, and that was a no go.
Barro greeted us warmly, unlike the rest of the town, he seemed to be doing okay. Turns out being a blacksmith during a war meant you had endless work, and could get what you needed, no problems. I still took the time to get him a basket of baked goods after our chat, family takes care of family after all.
He sent us off with a bunch of orders some of our neighbors had made. He also gave dad a fairly sizable box, but notably didn't say who it was for. It was a bit odd.
After we got home dad went to deliver the goods, except his box. Curiosity indeed got the better of me and I had to peek in, sure that he wouldn't be too mad. I froze and slowly lowered the lid after I saw the contents. I got away from this box, it could only bode ill.
It was spear tips, a solid mass of spear tips, several dozen. Why did dad need these? Who were they for? Was he planning something? Veska had said something about people hoarding weapons, and I felt fear. Would a civil war soon take our home? I knew my father, he wouldn't do anything wrong would he? My head raced, it took me a long time to calm myself. I knew one thing for certain, whatever dad was doing, he thought it was the right thing, and I should trust him.





Summer was more of the same. We eventually had to restart foraging groups, though they increased in size substantially, and each had several older boys or men armed and alert with them. Beehives became everyone's favorite new yard ornament, popping up all around our whole village like pink flamingos. Things were still rough, but it seemed that people were finally starting to get a handle on it. There wasn't full on recovery, things were still hard, the number of starving looking people shrank to almost zero though, so the signs of improvement were there.
We even had a priestess visit our village, a true rarity. She stayed for about a week, and was loaned a full house, there were several empty ones now. I saw Sandra coming out of the priestess' home one day when dad and I were picking up more things from uncle Barro. We had many deliveries from him we took out, I personally think he just liked that I would always leave him some bread when we left.





Several weeks later I got curious and had to ask.
"Mystien, why does Sandra keep coming by after my lessons?"
"Don't go getting involved in other people's business Alana, it's a very unattractive trait."
"Veska gets involved in other people's business, and you don't seem to mind," my cheek here actually got me bonked on the head with a nearby book.
"Veska has years of practice, and knows the meaning of the word 'discretion', you do not."
That comment stung, and I pouted off. Who needs to know if it's secret anyway?

            

    
        Chapter 11 Back to Hazelwood

    
    
    
    
                Fall had just begun, and we were harvesting a few bits here and there. It was still a bit too early for an actual harvest. We would of course have to begin our harvest early, but that flurry of activity was yet a week or two away.


My family was having a bit of a lazy day, working our way through a small tomato field. There were a few that had become ready for us, and we plucked them gingerly. The work was calming and easy enough, a good rest from the insanity that would shortly begin.


The rumbling of hooves disturbed our whole hamlet. Turning to the sound I could see that there was a small carriage with two riders making it way up the dirt road that led here. It was a well made coach, wood with some apparatus to soften the vibrations I'm sure any occupant would be going through. The riders for their part were lightly armored, but on very nice looking horses. Our mayor appeared to be hanging off the back of it for some reason, looking completely out of place.


Dad went up to meet them while I hid behind a particularly bushy vine. Neither of the riders had an aura I could see, but I was a bit scared nonetheless. I could barely hear their conversation as the mayor came near.


"Verren, Lord Hazelwood sent for the priestess, apparently his daughter was severely injured in a training accident." The mayor looked nervous, and well he should be. Dad looked like he might take the man's head off.


"Well, she's been gone for weeks now, and she's certainly not staying up here," he snapped.


"I... well one of the soldiers in town mentioned..." Malke was stuttering.


"We heard there was a bard in this hamlet, time is short and we're here to take her to help the young Mistress." One of the two riders spoke up. He did not share the mayors nervousness, to him this was an order.


The other rider responded to this. "Watch your tone. We've no orders to bring the bard girl, and any mage will be able to refuse without them. You piss people off and you'll have to explain why we couldn't bring back a healer." He seemed the senior of the two, and nodded to my father.


"Our apologies, but we are in a rush. If you could kindly bring the young woman in question, we'd like to speak with her."


"I'm her father, you'll speak to me." Dad turned his gaze to the senior, dismissing the younger guard.


"Greetings," The man began. He seemed to know this would be an uphill battle. "As was already said, Lord Hazelwood's daughter was injured in an accident. We were sent to request assistance from a priestess we'd heard was staying here, not knowing she'd left. If you would consent to render aid, I'm sure you would be well rewarded."
"How has he failed to yet hire a new healer?" Dad fixed the man with a hard look.


"They are short on the ground right now, as I'm sure you know." There was almost a sigh in that response.


Dad looked over them, considering for a moment before calling me. "Alana, come, we're going to go assist Lord Hazelwood."


I exited my hiding place and walked over to them. The mayor was polite enough to open the door for us as the carriage turned and sped off, carrying us forward toward Hazelwood. I was a bit of a nervous wreck. If only because I'd been told numberless times not to attract that particular man's attention.





This method of travel was night and day to walking. For one thing, it was much, much faster. It had taken days of walking to make it the distance to Hazelwood. Traveling this way it might only take a couple of hours, how fun. The ride itself though was a bit rough. I was constantly bounced around, hitting the walls and seat roughly a handful of times before latching onto my father's arm.


The roads, such as they were in this part of the world, were mostly dirt paths pounded down with perhaps a bit of gravel on them. The city had some paved streets, as was the main thoroughfare leading to it, but those between towns were not.


There were only two small windows on this particular carriage and try as I might I couldn't get a good view of the outside, so I decided to talk to my father instead.


"Doesn't this count as drawing Lord Hazelwood's attention to me?" I asked him, since we were alone.


"I don't like doing this Alana, but if we refused and his daughter died, not only would he know about you, he might blame you for it."


"Why hasn't he hired a new healer yet do you think?" I mostly wanted something to take my mind off the shaking.


"Because this is a rather rural area, he's a prat, and as the guards said healers are short on the ground right now."


"Okay, is there anything I should know?"


"Don't agree to help him in the future. Outright refuse any offer he gives you. Even if it's something small seeming, just say 'No thank you' to anything. I'll do most of the talking, it would be nice if you'd pretend to be shy." Dad rattled off his instructions. Seems he knew a thing or two about dealing with the nobility.





Before long we arrived at the city. I knew because we slowed, and I heard our guards talk to the gate guards. We went straight up the main road towards the manor, and I finally had a good chance to get a look. Hazelwood was not in the best form. The passing people looked better fed than the peasants outside, but only marginally so. From what I could tell the market was almost empty of food as well, though there was a bit here and there.


The manor itself was a fortified building within a secondary wall. I would have called it a castle but it was just too fancy looking, this was somewhere built with displaying wealth first, and defense second. The walls were plastered white and there was a decidedly grand looking entrance, even if the door was rather small.


The carriage came to a stop as a hawkish man in formal dress came forward to us. He opened the door, looked in, and stopped.


"We were expecting a priestess, what exactly is the meaning of this?" He gave the guards a sharp look.


"The priestess had left the area already sir, but we did manage to find this young lady, the mayor of Orsken reports she's a bard of some skill." One of the guards was polite enough to respond for us.


I pretended to hide behind my father as the man's attention returned to us.


"Well, this is most unexpected, but I would like to welcome you. I'm Lord Hazelwood's head steward. If you would please come with me." With that he led us up to the door and inside, chatting as he walked.


"Young lady, can you heal wounds? Potentially poison as well?" He turned his head to address me as we were led along.


"I... um... yes, I should be able to do that." I put on my best 'cutesy shy girl' voice. "Er... are there no other bards or priests in Hazelwood?" No time like the present to gain information.


"I know of one other bard," he responded. They knew of Veska. "but she claims to not know or have an interest in learning healing magic." His tone indicated he believed that as much as I did. "It's also difficult to get in contact with her most of the time." This man was a wealth of information, I was so glad he chose to share it with me.


I did make a note of the tactic Veska was using. If I ended up somewhere else I might consider using that trick to remain unmolested by people. She was not only lying through her teeth, she had also set up a way to hide. I guessed that she had people warn her of any incoming messengers so that she could go elsewhere, only showing up hours late to every meeting she was called to. If I ever had enough people answering to me I'd definitely do that.


As the steward opened a door he gave me a nervous glance before showing us inside.


He spoke as we entered to a man seated beside a bed. He was middle aged, and a bit larger than most. He had an aura around him, one of moderate power.


"Your Excellency, it would seem the priestess has moved on, but the guards sent for her found a young bard girl. It seems she might be able to help." He spoke softly to the nobleman.


Lord Hazelwood turned, his eyes widening visibly as he saw my father, then flicking down to me hiding behind dad's arm as if afraid.


"I do not care that you were hiding from me. I will not ask any questions of you today. If you can heal my daughter you will have my gratitude." His voice was wooden.


I was given a slight push by my father and came over to the bedside. There was a girl in the bed, somewhere in her mid teens. There was an aura about her, barely. She had horrid burns covering the left side of her body and was shaking slightly in her sleep.


After a very short examination I began to cast, spreading the healing mana over her. The burns were fairly deep, some even going past the skin and into the underlying tissues. I was glad that the damage was similar enough to frostbite in what it covered. That fact would make it more straightforward.


It took a long time to deal with the burns, during which time her father left us. I took my time trying to keep any scarring from appearing, which I was quite successful at. Once I had all of the burns dealt with I moved to looking for poison. The steward had mentioned it, and it seemed a good idea to pull any out before they caused any more damage. This led to a secondary problem.


"Could you call for someone?" I asked my dad.


A few minutes later the steward was back. It seemed he intended to handle this personally. When he saw the state of the young lady he smiled, looking very relieved. "Oh, wonderful," he said.


"You talked about potential poison," I asked, stirring him from his musings. "There are multiple foreign mixtures in her body, but I can't tell what's what. I'm assuming some are medicine of some kind, but I won't be able to pull any poison out without taking it too. Will that hurt her?"


He thought for a second before going to consult with the nurse who'd been tending her. Most medicines are just weak poison, I was guessing they gave her one to make her sleep, but as I had told him. I had no clue what was what.


When he returned the head steward looked at me.


"It should be fine. Though she may be in some distress when she awakens. Is it alright if I stay?"


"Um... that's fine, sure." I tried to look like I was trying to look like his presence didn't bother me.


I pulled the poison, and medicines from her. Grabbing and pulling them away and out of her body.


She awoke with a start, gasping as if in pain for a moment before looking down at herself.


"What? Where am I? Who are you?"


The steward stepped forward, speaking gently, "My lady, you were in an accident, and this girl came to heal you. Please be calm."


"You're, um... not quite done yet. Could you please lay still for just a few more moments?" I asked.


"Very well," she said, sounding a bit irritated about the whole situation.


I took a few moments to go over her for any infections that might have started from the burns, but she'd been lucky on that account.


"There, all done." I smiled at her as I declared that I was finished. I was also thoroughly exhausted, so being done was a blessing.


"Excellent, you may leave now." She made a shooing motion with her hand.


Alright you snooty bitch! I liked you way better when you were asleep!


Oh how I longed I had said that out loud, or been able to knock her stupid ass back out. Sadly I did not, and could not.


We left her as I felt a vein on my head pound, and were shown to an extravagant room where we could rest for the night.


"What a cunt," was the first thing I said as soon as I knew we were alone.


My father did a double take at his six-year-old making such a statement.


"I don't know where you learned that but if your mother hears you saying that she'll wash your mouth with soap," he warned.


"My brothers. And maybe, but she'd agree with me while she was doing it." That got a laugh from him.


We had a chance to clean ourselves before we were brought dinner.


I had a steak, an actual steak! There was a tiny bit of melting butter on the top, dripping off of it. It was delicious, heavenly, and perfectly tender. The vegetables and mushrooms it was served with were roasted until soft and sweet, their juices popping as I bit into them. At the end of the meal a maid brought us a small bowl, a new dessert that had been making the rounds, "Even Lord Hazelwood is fond of it!" Ending on ice cream was a great choice in my opinion.


After dinner I went into a practical food coma. I laid on the bed considering, that meal might have made all the work, hassle, and irritation worth it.


"That was amazing," I said, as I slipped off to sleep.


"Yeah," was the last thing I heard. I was glad dad agreed.





The next morning we were given a tasty, if light breakfast. I ignored most of the bread and dug into the fruit, greedily eating those things that I didn't have at home. After which the steward came to see us again. This time presenting dad with a sizable bag of coins.


"Lord Hazelwood offers you his utmost thanks for your aid in this matter, and has arranged for a carriage to return you home." I personally suspected that the steward had made those arrangements, but whatever. We were getting paid.


The ride home was slower, and therefore exponentially more comfortable. I claimed one gold and a couple of silver from the money we made. Dad complained about children not needing to handle so much coin, but I'd done the work, I got a claim. I had no clue what he was doing with the money I got from healing people and the like. I assumed it went into the house finances, and we didn't want for much, at least the things we could buy. I also guessed a good clip was going towards the rest of the hamlet. Dad did stuff for that reason alone a lot.





Our little trip and job had made me completely forget about harvest. I was reminded harshly when we got home, and launched back into our normal work.


This year I ended up working a small field with Mystien, so that we could practice magic when my mana filled itself. Rather than his normal lectures he regaled me with stories of his youth in the capital to pass the time as we worked. He and a young bard by the name of Lucien had gotten into endless shenanigans.


"And he jumped out of the woman's window, pants around his ankles, and landed face first in a cart of manure. I had a hard time running away from that one, because I couldn't breathe."


"Whatever happened to him?" I asked.


"Oh? Well, we both got older. Bit after I joined the army he opened a tavern called The Starlit Sky, so far as I know he's still there. Lucien's the one who trained Jackson, they're much alike."


"I'll have to go there one day, the capital sounds like somewhere to see," I said.


"It is, a city that big is something on its own level." Mystien looked out at the fields, breathing deeply. "But you know, there's something special about living out here in the countryside too, I truly love it here."


"Yeah, it's beautiful. If there only wasn't a mountain of work to do all the time it might be perfect." That got me a laugh.


After harvest we had a small celebratory meal together with the rest of the hamlet. Simply making it through this year had been cause enough for us to party. Our harvest had been good, all things considered, and a few of the foods needed to be eaten anyway since they didn't store well. A number of older chickens were slaughtered. They added much needed meat to our diet, and made way for fresh stock.





Word arrived not long after harvest that the age of men required to serve in the army had been expanded, it would now include almost every adult man able to hold a spear. Some like Barro had been exempted, as their work was vital to keeping everything running. Those under the age of adulthood were not called, there seemed to be some kind of taboo there about those too young going to war. This was not altogether unexpected, but it was still a heartwrenching event for everyone.


That day my father took the boys aside to have a conversation with them. He had some instructions for them should anything go wrong, ones that he choose not to share with me. He did tell me that I was to trust them though, that they would take care of me.


I wept as both dad and Mystien left, sad to see those that I cared about so much going off to fight. Mystien was kind enough to leave me with a number of his books, and strong admonitions to keep studying.





What was unexpected was that three days after they'd left, a mass of soldiers moved into the village, gathering up everyone from it and all the hamlets to the village hall.


A man in elaborate armor walked before all of us, looking harshly out at the gathered crowd.


"Where are they?" he loudly questioned, nearly yelling.


"Every single one of the men from this town called to join the army disappeared, all of them. Do not expect me to believe that none of you knows anything about it either, that would be impossible. So tell me where they are, and do it now." Stunned silence greeted him.


"I will find them. Right now every home, every barn, every shed, field, and scrap of woods is being combed for those men. If you tell me where they are, only the leaders will need to be executed. The rest will be spared so long as they agree to serve their duty."


Nobody said anything. The silence stretched on for minutes as he looked out at us. It actually seemed that nobody knew.

            

    
        Chapter 12 Lockdown and The Order of the Shield

    
    
    
    
                Nobody was allowed to leave after the military commander had made his announcement. There were discussions amongst the people, but everyone was kept in the town hall while we waited. Our population had plummeted with almost every adult man leaving, so we could all comfortably remain here while the soldiers searched everything.
There were perhaps ten guards here, and while they allowed some ale to be brought in, along with some chamber pots from the local tavern. There was no food there to bring in, and we were not allowed to take from any of the nearby homes. For the first few hours that was no issue, but once night fell the people were getting progressively angry.
The anger receded only a small bit when the military commander, who's name I was told was Orin returned.
"We have searched the central village and determined that none of the deserters are hiding here, those of you who are able may go home, or may go to friends or relatives homes, you will not be permitted to leave the palisade."
He delivered this message as the sun was setting. There were a few complaints, but most of those were only murmured.





We of course went to Barro's house. He had enough room, and knew I would happily provide a bit of dinner. We sat around the small fireplace and talked a bit about that day's events.
"I'm worried about dad." Was my opener.
"Don't be." This response was chorused from everyone in the room.
"But... but he's missing, and we don't know what happened. He could have gotten hurt or something." The others looked at each other for a few moments, before uncle Barro motioned me to come sit by him.
"Your dad's tougher than nails Alana, and he's got Mystien with him." Barro explained.
"Maybe they got attacked by bandits, or a monster," I complained.
"They were in a group of over thirty men, old men mostly, but armed men. Ain't no bandit gonna go after that, nor no monster, not round here at least. More than that, there was no sign of fighting, if there was, the army wouldn't be reacting like this," he told me.
"Then what happened?" I asked.
"What happened is they wanted to go. Who knows where they got off to, but they went on their own." Barro patted my head reassuringly.
"You boys don't know where they went do ya?" Barro looked over.
"No sir." Both boys shook their heads, "Kinda had a suspicion that something was going to happen, but dad didn't tell us they were all going to desert." Rod said.
"Don't go repeating that, none of you. That might get a bit of trouble for all of us stirred up." He looked at me, like I couldn't keep a secret. That was just rude. I was full on from another world and nobody knew; I could keep my mouth shut about important stuff. Mystien had even given me basic spy training. Okay, I was still six, but I was a very competent six-year-old.
"I won't," I pouted.





Around noon the next day we were all called back to the town hall.
A few of the soldiers there looked downright pissed.
"We have begun the searches of the hamlets," declared Commander Orin, "If these are unsuccessful, and nobody steps forward, you will be allowed to return to your homes to gather your things. After which everyone will be restricted to the village until told otherwise." This announcement caused an angry wave through the crowd, one silenced by the group of angry, armed men who looked monumentally pissed.
"There were some incidents this morning while we began our search." That got everyone's attention. "And so I have a question for the lot of you. Why exactly, in the name of all good sense are there large boxes of bees spread throughout the hamlets?"
I immediately understood the angry looking soldiers. I'd be cross too if I were doing a search, and upon throwing open the suspicious box in the middle of the field found it full of angry bees.
I told myself not do laugh. 'No laughing, no laughing, don't imagine these jerks having a "SUDDENLY BEES!' moment' That didn't work. I buried my face in my mother's dress, hoping that my loss of composure might be taken as bawling. Being six had a few advantages.
My oldest brother, bless him, stepped forward. "The hives are kept for honey production sir, makes it easy to get honey during the summer."
"Explain that to me lad," came the response.
"It's like keeping a chicken, only you don't have to feed them, and instead of eggs, you get honey." Rod seemed to feel that that was explanation enough
"That's... insane, but... okay," Orin said, rubbing his temples.
After that we all returned to our respective places of shelter. Many of the people from the hamlets had family in town they could stay with, the rest were remaining at the town hall for the moment.
As anyone could have predicted the soldiers found nothing. Nobody talked because nobody actually knew where the men had gone, or at least as far as I could tell they didn't. It came to pass that we were all going to be kept in the village proper for now. This was not the end of the world, as it was coming into winter, and almost everyone just holed into their houses for several months, but there were problems.
It became apparent when we were allowed, under guard, to go and retrieve our things that the soldiers had left our homes in a right state. Some houses were left open for a full day and things were ruined. About one beehive per hamlet was knocked over. There was also no way we were going to be able to take all of our stuff with us, it just wouldn't fit. We took what we needed and locked up. I grabbed the old spindle I had first cast magic on, adding it to my belt, a bit of nostalgia was okay now and again. The livestock issue became apparent when we got back to the village.
There was nowhere to put all of them. There was no way to feed all of them. Arrangements had to be made for chickens, pigs, and a handful of large stock animals. The fact that we were going through a minor famine, and had a drastically reduced population is the only reason it was even close to possible. Even then a fair number of the livestock so vital to our way of life had to be slaughtered and preserved for food.
Since our little village would still be playing host to soldiers over the winter the townspeople were moved into vacant homes, or squished in with friends and relatives. It was highly uncomfortable for everyone. This led to an alltime low in the goodwill of our citizens to the soldiers, about twenty of whom had been assigned to deal with our village.





Several days after we were all moved in, Sara and Sandra showed up, along with several of the other children from our village.
"I really hate to impose upon you, but..." Sandra began, talking to my uncle who'd come to see why there were so many kids at his house.
"Out with it girl." Barro was a nice enough man, but he was very forward.
"Several of the families were getting a good bit of food from miss Alana. That situation has if anything worsened, but we're no longer receiving that aid. We've come to ask for help." I liked Sandra she was a polite girl, and my brother's girlfriend.
"I have no issue with it," I said when my uncle looked toward me.
He left the arrangements to us, and it was decided that every day some people would come by to help me with my group casting, and I'd give them the bread made from it for their troubles.
This went on for eight days before we were disturbed. My family, along with four of the children we knew were sitting around, bringing food into existence, when harsh knocks came from the door. We stopped and my uncle went to open it, revealing a line of men, led by Commander Orin and our mayor.
"Greetings," Orin said as he entered. "I've received some reports that an unusual number of different children come by every day." He looked at my uncle. "I'm sure I don't need to tell you that this unusual activity has led to a number of questions, ones that I'd like answered."
I had a personal dislike for both Orin and all of his men. They hadn't actually been deliberately harming anyone in town, but they represented everything wrong with the system. Their actions did not harm those they disliked, and yet, they caused incredible suffering and damage to uninvolved bystanders.
"Well, ask your questions then." My lovely uncle was nothing if not curt.
"Straight to the point, I like it," the soldier stated as he moved in, looking us all over.
"We've noticed everyone who leaves seems to take bundles with them, bundles they didn't bring. What's in them?"
"Bread," Barro stated plainly.
Orin raised an eyebrow at that statement, "Interesting, and where are you getting so much bread?"
"Alana, show him."
I grumbled internally a bit, Then obediently sang a short tune, conjuring a small roll as he watched.
"Wait just a second, I didn't know you could do that!" the previously quiet mayor angrily interjected.
"That was by design mayor Malke." I told him, if he was going to join with those keeping us locked up, he was getting both barrels of rudeness.
He was shushed by the military man, who came over to regard me. "That's a good trick, and the children coming by every day are for... Ah, using them to increase your power?"
I nodded.
He seemed to be running some numbers in his head. "How many additional can you handle at once?" he asked.
"Around twenty, but I can't keep that going for long, I get better long term results with just under ten." If we were going to be telling him about me, it seemed proper to at least be honest.
"And you're Alana right? I've heard so much about you from the mayor. I was hoping you might help us out when the snows start to fall, being able to make food is just another good thing you could do." He smiled at me, almost like he was trying to be friends.
"You and your men have kept us locked up here, and you're causing irreparable damage to our village. I have no intention of helping you."
He frowned a bit at that, "My men and I are just following our orders."
My old world had prepped me for that excuse to an insane degree. "Many men have done evil things because they were just following orders."
He sighed, "What the men of this town did, it can't go unanswered. If nothing was done it would be repeated everywhere, our country would fall apart, surely you understand this?"
"I do, but that does not mean I am happy about it."
The commander thought for a few moments. "What about the men traveling to the front, surely you wouldn't begrudge them?"
"I wouldn't, but the mayor and army have had years to sort out these issues. If I continue to help them, it will just encourage them to never fix them."
Every winter brought another surge. Men were gathered at the end of fall, just after their harvest. It was mostly those traveling long distances that ended up in trouble.
"Do you plan on continuing to make food for the townspeople?" I was actually surprised that this man hadn't gotten angry with me. The mayor on the other hand was fuming in the corner, looking ready to spit blood.
"I do." I did plan to, so there was no issue answering this one, and didn't see how it could hurt anything.
"If you were to move to the tavern you could more easily and fairly distribute it. You would also have volunteers to join your song at any time you wished." His suggestion was sensible, but I couldn't see his angle.
"I'll order my men not to enter if you do so, nor to take any of the bread you make." I narrowed my eyes at him.
"Why are you offering those terms?" He certainly knew they were suspicious.
"Because it will ultimately make my job easier. If the people are starving they will cause more problems, my men could be hurt if that happens. I am also from a town not unlike this, and do not wish to see the people come to harm." It seemed good reasoning. "Your cooperation in that will help the villagers. As well while I would prefer your direct aid, you will also be aiding me. Everyone wins this way."
That was an astoundingly good argument. I looked to my uncle for his thoughts. Barro considered for a bit then nodded. "I'll make arrangements with the tavern owner. I imagine he'll be thrilled. If that's what you want."
I nodded. Orin smiled and made his way to the door.
"That's it?!" the mayor burst out as he came to the threshold.
"What's it?"
"She's been hiding her abilities from me, intentionally refusing aid, to both of us, certainly..." he sputtered.
"She is a child. Even if she was obligated to tell us what she could do, which she isn't, the only ones who have the right to command her to labor are her parents and guardians. That aside, providing food is rendering aid. I am satisfied that there is no illegal action here and as the one placed in charge of the military men in this village my decision is final."
The mayor was apoplectic while I reevaluated my opinions of Orin.






The tavern owner's name was Perry, and he was absolutely thrilled to have me. He was a very old man, but genial. Barro set us up so that people could come by in groups based on where they lived. A schedule was posted on the door and bread would be provided based on that. We ran six half hour sessions over a six hour period. When the session was going on there was a strict access list as to who could come in, and how much bread they could take, but during the breaks all were allowed to come and enjoy themselves. I had a generous plenty of time to recharge, and while my neighbors got less, it was at least very equal.
I gained insight into why the push to get me to heal people was not too hard either. Just a couple of days before the snows began a priest arrived in town. It would seem both the mayor and Orin had called in every favor they could to bring the man, named Rosk, to stay with us for the winter.
Rosk was in an interesting situation. Even though he was helping the army, an action that had made the mayor astoundingly unpopular, he seemed welcome everywhere. He was even allowed in the tavern at all times. He always raised his voice to help me summon more bread, but pointedly never took so much as a bite of it. He often gave me kind smiles while there too.
These things eventually led me to speak to the man.
"I like your necklace." I finally called out one day. It was a weak excuse for trying to start a conversation.
He looked down, fingering the medallion that hung to his chest, bearing the symbol of a shield. "Ah, the symbol of my order. It does bring me some comfort as well."
"My teacher mentioned orders a few times, but didn't tell me much." That much was true. Mystien had mentioned them in passing a few times, but never given any real info on them. I'd assumed they were either unimportant, or he was waiting until later.
"I would imagine you don't interact with any of the orders too much in a town this small, so that's not overly surprising. Did you have some questions?"
Giving me a blank check on asking questions was just too much, "Oh tons! So... what does your order believe?"
"That's an excellent place to start. We believe in protecting the weak, and providing them what shelter we can."
"How so?"
"Well, for example we run most hospitals, orphanages, and the like, and also promote some rules and laws."
"So your order has lots of healers?" That was news to me.
"Every order has lots of healers, mine is just more willing to put ourselves in danger to aid others."
"Huh."
"The military uses our services extensively, and the armies of most nations won't attack us or our patients."
"Really? Why?"
"Firstly, because while we stay out of the fighting, if they did, our priests would turn their magic against any attackers." That was no joke. I knew priest type magic specialized in dealing with living things. I didn't know exactly what it could do when turned to combat, but I imagined it would be nasty. "Secondly, because we refuse to work with any army which makes flagrant violations of certain rules."
"What kind of rules?"
"We have rules about the treatment of prisoners and conquered people, hospitals, and child soldiers."
"Child soldiers?" I asked, that seemed a weird one.
"Yes, we believe that those under the age of majority shouldn't be forced into wars or hard labor."
"Orin said something about only my parents being able to make me work." I thought that had been a weird statement at the time, if a very forward thinking one.
"He is not a priest, but he holds tightly to our beliefs. That would fall in line with them, your parents might assign you chores or work to help, but having a government force you to do so would be unacceptable." He gave me a pat on the head at that.
"In war as well?"
"Quite forbidden by our rules." His voice was a bit hard on that. I now understood why the young men had been passed over while the old ones were taken.
"Those are quite good rules," I mused.
"I think so, do you have any other questions?" He asked with a hint of amusement.
"Um... this might seem a bit odd, but why did you come here, rather than Hazelwood. They need a healer badly too."
"We had a small enclave in Hazelwood, but the baron there harassed some of the young women under our protection, so he will do without." That was harsh, they were not playing with the leaving people high and dry threats. I made a mental note not to cross them without good reason.
"Similarly," he continued, "this village might be considered either prisoners due to war, or conquered people. By being here I can assure there is no misbehavior. I doubt Orin would do anything, but my being here protects him from accusations of it."
"Should I know what the rules regarding us are?" I asked.
"Mostly that he cannot actively cause harm without reason, and that he must make and allow reasonable attempts to fulfill the needs of those he is stationed over."
"So that's why he's allowing..." I waved a hand to indicate the tavern at large.

"Yes of course, may I ask one in return?"
I nodded, he'd been amazingly nice to answer me so thoroughly.
"Were you forced or pressured into doing this? It's a very large amount for one so young. I was initially concerned when I heard about it, but you seem in good spirits and well taken care of."
So that's why he spent so much time in here, he was keeping an eye on me.
"No, I was doing about the same for my neighbors before we were all ordered into the village. It seems the right thing to do."
That got me another pat on the head.

For the rest of the winter he and I would have light conversation whenever he came by. It was nice to have someone who I knew would not try to work me to the bone to wring out every benefit they could.

            

    
        Chapter 13 Cold shoulders and freedom

    
    
    
    
                The days marched on, and winter approached its inevitable end. I didn't know the exact day I was born. That's not how most villages measured time, much more important was the changing of seasons. As I approached the turning to spring that would mark me as a seven-year-old I stood at the back of the tavern. Something about the view from behind the bar made me smile. It would have made a perfect painting.


Well, almost perfect, at this time everything was being moved around by the departing group. Tables were moved to one side as the chairs were formed into rough circles, and an enormous pot, loaned by the tavern owner Perry was being put over the fire to heat. I myself was doing a bit of preparation, putting away everything that was out for the daily distribution of bread.


Around the time I finished a great number of women began to join me. Some carried large tubs in groups, others had washboards and cleaning utensils. Many carried large sacks or baskets of soiled clothing. Today was a laundry day, something that had been decided on early into our confinement.


By getting together and doing our laundry collectively we had a much needed chance to socialize. The gossip, news, and good humor spread at this event brightened this otherwise quite dismal time for us, and so a couple times a week laundry day was held. Because the water was heated and disposed of in a communal fashion it was also massively more efficient to work all at the same time. Anyone could go to any such day they pleased, but friend groups tended to come together.


Today was one of the days most of our hamlet had decided on, and I looked up as I saw mom coming in, bringing some of our things. I skipped over to help her and we set up in our normal place.


Sara's family joined us, her mother looking up at mine.


"We're going to slaughter one of the pigs tomorrow, would you and Alana like to help prep the meat?"


"Of course." Mom heartily agreed. "What time?"


"Bit after lunch, I'm going to go and see if I can get a trade on some herbs and salt."


"I've got a bit, how much do you need?" I hoped mom could get a good trade here, I'd love pork for dinner.


"It's about an older one, so we'd need a small sack of salt and about as many herbs as can be spared." That was a fair amount.


"You're making sausages from the organs? Or are you doing soap this time?" Mom inquired, both options had their merits.


"I'm thinking sausage this time. I'm all settled up on soap for the moment."


"Would you trade half of those for the salt and herbs?" Mom was being pretty generous here. Both of the things we'd be trading away were 'premium goods' and while meat fell into that category as well, sausage was considered one of the cheapest of meats.


"Done." Sara's mother agreed with a smile.


Elna, one of the other women in our town leaned in to discuss buying the blood. She had a dog and it could be used in some puppy chow.


Sara and I got close and started going over our favorite mixes for spicing sausage, since we'd almost certainly end up assigned that job. She liked one with rosemary and fennel, which I thought was a bit odd tasting. I put forth a strong argument in defense of sage, which I would use as much of as I was allowed.


"Two spoonfuls of sage, tossed in with half a spoonful of rosemary and pepper, to add a back flavor. There is no mixture better."


"Well, at least you got the rosemary right, but it should be one of each it and fennel, one half of pepper, one quarter of sage." We would never see eye to eye on this point. The discussion was fun though.


There was an odd couple out to the generally happy attitude today. In one corner sat a man and woman, both washing a small mountain of clothes.


The man was one of the soldiers passing through. It had been decided that one such would be allowed to sit in and use the communal water on each washing day. So that he could clean some of the clothing for those men moving past.


None of Orin's men were permitted in the tavern at all, a rule that had only been violated one time. I had not been present for that incident, but it had nearly led to a riot. That had been narrowly avoided when his commanding officer, upon learning the problem, had publicly berated him in the street. Followed by assigning him all the unit's most unpleasant work for a solid month.


The woman was Anta, Mayor Malke's wife. I didn't know her, and had no intention of getting to know her. As one who'd been aiding the soldiers Malke, and his wife by extension, were declared persona non grata by the rest of the rest of the town collectively. She knew this, and kept her distance. I suspected that as soon as the war was over they would be forced to move.


When we'd first been confined here, a couple of the more hotheaded lads had gone about causing trouble. This had ended with little more than them getting flogged in the town square for their foolishness. That period had continued for only a week or two before one of the older grannies proposed an altogether more elegant solution.


The soldier had stopped his working, and walked over to our group. As he approached the room went dead silent, every head turned to face him.


"Ah, excuse me ladies. It seems I've run out of soap. I don't suppose you've any you might be willing to part with? I could pay or trade with you..."


"..."


"If that's okay..." He was getting far more hesitant now.


"..." Nobody said a word. Nobody moved. Every eye, from the youngest girl to the oldest granny rested upon this man, and all were silent. There were no glares, only blank faces. Everywhere he looked he was greeted by silence and staring eyes.


It took only a few minutes for the man to lose his nerve and return to the corner, visibly shaken. Once he sat back down we resumed our talks as if nothing had happened.


This was why the soldiers had to do their own laundry. Nobody in the town would speak a word to anything less than formal business. Even with those things that we had to respond to there would be no discussion, no chatter, only cold movements and short concise sentences. Most of the time, soldiers staying in a village like this would find one or two women who'd be willing to do their washing and the like for them for a price. Here on the other hand, every time they asked nobody would respond (not that any would have right now).


If of course that man went to a shop with an order to fill, the shop would do so, if they had any. But none of the few merchants that were still open would offer any assistance beyond the most basic. Nobody would give any answer as to who might have what, or who might be able to trade. Most of the soldiers understood by the time they left, and were thoroughly creeped out by it.


The mayor on the other hand did not get silence, he got vitriol. Old men would spit on the ground as he passed. There were a number of jokes that girls would loudly whisper to each other about him wherever he went, making sure he knew they were laughing at him. A number of boys, in a fit of creativity, had come up with insulting songs to sing when they saw him. I liked using several of these while I was doing magic; it brought me a small joy. Everywhere he went he was followed by words like 'betrayer' and other insults.


Anta was not treated quite as harshly, but was still made as welcome as a cesspit.


There was almost no dissent from our treatment of the soldiers, or the mayor. Peer pressure was fucking terrifying.





As we processed meat the next day I idly wondered how spring planting would be handled. Surely they would have to do something. I had no idea what would happen, but I'd heard Rosk had agreed to stick around from Sandra, so I knew it wouldn't be violent.





It was as the snows thawed and spring broke that the announcement was made. We would be permitted to return to our homes. This was not overall surprising. Refusal to allow us to plant would have led to people knowing they were going to starve, and having a direction to point their anger. We were still mad, but this gave us just enough hope to continue.


The soldiers were staying though, and would be conducting periodic checks and patrols to harshly stomp out any perceived insurrection. Behind closed doors this led to a lot of grumbling. We still shunned them, so they didn't know, but it led to much discussion on how they were wasting time. Everyone seemed to agree that they had spent more time and effort trying to punish us then it was worth, all they'd really done was cement our village against them.


Of note they were also fortifying the village. The rumor mill said the war was not going well, and the Ermathi troops were moving closer by the day. That was concerning, but I was divided on my opinion of it.


Regardless of what might come, we knew what would come if the fields were not worked. It was for that reason that we packed our things and set to return to our home. As a parting gift (even though we'd be only a short walk away) Barro gave both boys chain-mail shirts and eighteen inch blades. He reasoned that with the bandit incident in the forest, it'd be wise to have them.





Mom opened the door to the house and groaned.


"Should have come up and done a bit of cleaning before we packed everything up."


We were carrying most of our stuff with us. Nobody had really thought about it and just jumped at the permission to leave, but our house was a disaster.


I looked in, "Wow," summed it up fairly well. Dust caked every surface, wind had blown the contents of the chimney into the house, and spiders and the like had claimed the open territory.


"Alana, fill up a bucket with water and grab... let's start with the hearth. After that we'll need to do the beds so we can sleep."


"So what should we..." Rod began.


"Go check the tools, fields, and hives. You two are more of a hindrance than a help when it comes to cleaning." Mom cut him off. That was kinda cold, but really true. Men didn't do a lot of household cleaning in this world, and those two were particularly inept.


I made a small light, which I had float in the middle of the room. It made everything clearer, which didn't help the appearance at all.


"I'll start up top, it'll be easier for me to clean the places we can't get to easily." I told mom, firing up the trusty old, 'move stuff' spell and grabbing a wet rag.


The boys were bogged down with the disaster that was unkempt farmland. Had it been anything other than over a winter it might have been too much for them. That kept them away from the frenzy that gave new meaning to the words 'spring cleaning', repeated in every house in our hamlet.


It took two days, at the end of which I was ready to collapse. I did revel at the fact that our house was once again clean though. When we'd got the last bit done mom and I laid together and took a nap. It was a wonderful sensation of warmth that rolled over me as I settled into sleep.





The fields were planted a few weeks too late. It was a struggle for everyone and some of the seed was right at the back end of where it should be. I couldn't imagine that would be ideal for a harvest, but needs must.


Part of our struggle was that we'd lost so much stock. With fewer oxen to pull the plows and equipment we struggled. We resorted to using hand tools on several fields, just so that we could get something into the ground before it was too late.


The other part was that nobody had had enough food, and our stores were tapped. I don't know if they planned it, but Orin and his men had thoroughly screwed this town. Too many things had been left behind and too many animals had to be killed because of their stupid lockdown. We'd already been running on fumes as it was, with just enough to keep going.


The losses might have seemed minor from the outside, but every chicken lost cost us many times it's weight in eggs. Every pig killed didn't get the chance to fatten on the roots and forage, turning waste into valuable food and fertilizer. Each cow gone lost us both a plow animal, and a source of dairy. The list went on and on, and it was compounded by the fact that they would no longer multiply, hitting both the present and the future.


When this war was over, there would be a reckoning. I couldn't imagine that men coming back from the front lines would look at what had been done to their homes and do anything except rebel. They already had the training, weapons, and experience. They also had an inkling of what the nobility had been hoarding; while we went hungry fat rich men in their little castles feasted. Perhaps the fact that many nobles were spellcasters would hold the tide of rage, perhaps it wouldn't.


With all that in mind it was good to be back home again. We were once more able to come and go as we pleased. Once more able to roam the forest for fresh foods. Sure, we were borderline starving, but we were free and that alone gave us new life.

            

    
        Side Story 3 Mystien going to the waystation

    
    
    
    
                I walked beside Verren as we left the village. We made a bit of distance between ourselves and the rest of the group.
"I am not returning to the king's service." I spoke with a finality on this, because there was one.
"Nor I my friend." Verren said to me.
"So the first question is, do we take Durin up on his offer? Or do we go another way?"
"That's a hard one," he answered, "If we do join him, we will end up fighting against the kingdom's armies at some point. At the same time I'd trust him with my life, I even told my boys where to go if it should ever come to that."
"Sounds like you've already decided then." I told him.
"Suppose I have, should we go back for them?"
"That's the real hard one. I don't think so, wherever we're going my money is on it being a military installation. If things go wrong where we are, they might get killed in the crossfire."
Verren bristled a bit at that. "They might get killed if they stay in the town too Mystien."
"That's true, but it's a farming village. No army would attack them; they'd just come in and take over. I would be more worried about the fact that we're heading into a famine if Alana wasn't more than capable of keeping them fed."
"I worry about her most of all. The mayor's been holding himself back because I was there. He may try to force her to work for him."
I shook my head. "You worry too much, did you see what she did to that poacher?"
"No, can't say I did. I was out looking for others that day." Verren quirked a brow at me.
"Well, let's just say if Malke pushes her too hard, he's going to sorely regret it. John is close to unlocking physical type magic too."
"I noticed, if he had already I'd be able to sleep soundly."
"What about the other men? Do we take them with us or slip away tonight?"
"If all of us go it'll draw less attention to the two of us individually." Verren rubbed his chin as he considered the positives and negatives.
"True, I think they'd join us if we asked. Where are you on that?"
"They'd join us, and I'd trust them. They're not the cream of the crop, but they're good men. Durin said to bring men we trust if we wanted, so I say we take them."
"I agree. So Verren, where do we tell them, and when?"
"We'll ask to have lunch where the road from Khole's Hill meets the main one. We can tell them there and slip up to the waystation. That way nobody has a long time to get afraid and cause problems. That road's paved too, so no footprints."
"That's a solid plan, few places it could fail." I looked around, keeping an eye on our surroundings.





It was only a couple of days waiting until we reached the spot where the roads joined. Just after where we ate lunch. I waited till the men were fed and walked out before them. Verren and I had discussed how to do this a few times, and it was decided that I would be our mascot.
I could feel my nerves pricking as I stood. "I've known you all for years, and I served in the king's army once. The way I see it, I don't owe the kingdom a thing, and I'm not fighting in this foolish war." The men froze and looked at me.
"Mystien, if you desert, they'll come after you, they'll hang your corpse on the roadside as a warning." One of them spoke nervously. He was not wrong, they would try to do just that.
"I've got a place I can go. The one who told me about it has my trust. Furthermore, he told me that any men I trusted could come as well; I trust all you men. Will any come with me?"
"I will." It was Sorren, that was quite unexpected, but welcome.
"Me too." Another man from our hamlet spoke. His daughter had been coming to me asking me to charge a tattoo she'd gotten. I doubt he knew that, or would approve.
"And I."
"I as well."
"You've never done me wrong, I'll come Mystien."
It started with the men of our hamlet, spreading to those who knew me. Before I knew it, every one of them had agreed.
I could tell from the look of them that they were nervous. I had very little time to show them some results, or we might lose a few. Losing any could bring the might of the army down upon us, ending with us losing all.
"Alright then, let's go." I turned and led the way, going north once we hit the main road.
The thing about so many soldiers moving around was that nobody even blinked at us walking down the road.
The waystations were a series of stopping locations, situated in areas where there were fewer villages so that travelers could have a place to rest and resupply. This was a program designed to encourage merchants and messengers, and its effectiveness was middling at best. The main problem was that many of these simple affairs were just not maintained well. Nobles viewed them as a waste. Because they didn't need them, and who cared if their lessers could travel easily.
This waystation had a series of covered shelters and a central building. It was roughly standard for it's kind. Probably hosting one family to maintain it. I could see a small garden in the back, and a warm yellow glow coming from the windows on the office.
A bored looking woman in her twenties manned the desk. She was some kind of mage, not powerful, but strong enough to take on anyone likely to harass her. The woman did a double take when she saw me. Casters were thin on the ground here.
I gave her a warm smile, "Greetings, I'm traveling with some friends of mine and we'd like somewhere to rest. I'd like a room downstairs."
Her back went straight and she nodded, "How many sir?"
"Around thirty,"
"Of course, if you'll go get your men I can take you to your room immediately."
Once we'd brought everyone in she gave a quick look over us before moving to a door, "This way please gentlemen."
She led us to a basement. Once there a small catch opened the floor, leading the way to a lower room, this filled with what could only be contraband, I noticed a few things here and there that were decidedly illegal. That room had a second hatch, one that worked on a tiny bit of mana being pushed into a certain brick. It was hard to see, but a well trained mage would catch it if they were looking. The third room was larger, and full to the brim with weapons. It looked like someone's armory. If this was found, either an impossibly well provisioned secret society or rebellion would be suspected.
I was stunned, almost physically so when our guide went to the back wall. I could tell she was pulling mana through it. That was a rather advanced technique. Any normal person would think the contraband room was what was hidden. A skilled mage or someone paranoid would likely suspect this was where the real action was. Another level of subterfuge seemed excessive.
The wall slid open to a rough cave. "If you'll follow me this way sirs." That was all she said to us. The farmers were getting nervous, they'd never seen anything like this. I was shaken, nobody would use this level of security for anything below the level of a state secret.
At the end of the hallway we came to a door bound in iron. Two attentive guards stood in front of it. A few lamps had been distributed, I was just behind our guide. At her word the door was opened, and we were led into the final room of this facility.
It was large, perhaps forty feet on each side, and made of stone.
"What is that?" Asked one of those we'd brought with us.
I was a bit busy trying to process what I was seeing, "It's a 'gate'."
"Um..." Verren's response was not unexpected.
"It connects two points in space. They're incredibly rare, I know of perhaps a half dozen in the world. They were made by some ancient sage or order, nobody quite knows how."
"This is where I must leave you." The woman looked pleased. I think she enjoyed seeing jaws drop. "If you'll just step through someone will tend to you on the other side."

I stepped forward to the archway, glittering blue and covered in runes. Durin had implied that he was going to take the kingdom and any who opposed him, if he could set up this, I believed it.

            

    
        Chapter 14 Drought and oncoming famine

    
    
    
    
                We were struggling. There was no way around it as the first day of summer hit. The food was... me for the most part. Several had killed dairy animals and even a portion of their breeding stock. The forest was being picked clean. Even our cave was empty of mushrooms; someone else had found it and picked it dry.


By this time I'd been forbidden by my mother, something backed by both brothers and every adult in town, to join the foraging parties. If something happened in the forest and I couldn't make any more food, the hamlet might fall.


Every day I woke up, cast until I had only enough mana for an emergency, rested, then cast again. This was repeated as many times as it could be any given day, and mother had asked me not to cast anything except my bread spell. I did a bit of studying between castings, and some spinning, but my heart wasn't in it. I needed breathing room, and there was none.


Worse still, spring had been low on rain. Our crops were surviving, but we were still going to be under production. When I looked out, the fields were too sparse, and too brown.


My brothers had taken to leading the foraging parties. Said parties were getting more armed and territorial. That too was a powder keg from what John was telling me. Though there had been no spotting of bandits in a good while. Seems they had the good sense to evade the forest constantly patrolled by soldiers and bands of angry, ravenous, armed youths.





It was about ten days into summer that I had visitors. I recognized some of the older men, there were four, along with Orin, Rosk, and Mayor Malke. They asked to speak with me, my mother of course joined in, along with an old man who was as I understood it, the eldest in our hamlet.


"I had hoped we might speak to young miss Alana's mother privately.." the mayor began.


"And I've been hoping you'd find a cliff and throw yourself off of it." I cut him off. I had had a horrid couple of weeks, and quite honestly he could fuck off.


Everyone else frowned at me, though a few only half-heartedly.


It was Rosk who spoke. A wise decision in that of those here, my opinion of him was the highest. "Alana this is a formal meeting, kindly remain civil."


I grumbled my consent to his request.


"The situation stands like this. The village, and all of it's hamlets are on the brink of starvation." Orin began, "I know it is a lot to ask of you, but the amount of food shared from this hamlet has decreased substantially. If some of your bread could be diverted it would be a great help."


"That is not an unreasonable request," I began. There were several smiles from our visitors. "Unfortunately it is not a feasible one."


"Why not?" Orin replied. Rosk looked curious as well. The elders gave tired looks.


"You are not a farmer, nor was your family I would guess," I told the officer.


"I don't see what that has to do with anything. Please explain."


"In the winter we are mostly idle. One can't farm in snow as far as I know. During this time little food is needed. A lamp that is kept low needs little oil yes? But if it is kept bright it requires more."


Rosk was the one to try this time, "That may be true, but you were providing enough for two or three of the hamlets. Certainly you could provide some aid."


I sighed, "A man idle requires around a third of what a man engaged in hard work needs. There aren't many men, but it holds true for our workers here."


The priest considered this point for a few moments. "Can you find any leeway? Perhaps if you managed your casting carefully?"


"I am already doing so Rosk. I'm currently stretched to the limits on what I can do, and there is no leeway."


"You can't just refuse to help us!" One of the old men shouted, standing.


"Our people are starving too, you can't do nothing!" Another agreed.


"Nothing!' I roared, "NOTHING?! YOU came here to ask for aid. The situation is simple, I cannot divert my magic towards you or my hamlet will STARVE. If they decide to divert a portion of their bread that is fine with me, but I WILL NOT force them to do so." I took a breath letting my aura flare, much to Rosk's surprise. "YOU asked if there was spare, THERE IS NOT. YOU asked if I could cast more I CANNOT. What you haven't done is give a single idea within those bounds. Do that and I'll help all I can." I was raging, "And while you ungrateful bastards try to come up with some idea, remember that I fed you and your families over the winter and asked for no payment in return."


"Calm down dear, and sit back down." Mom pushed lightly on my shoulder to return me to the seat I hadn't realized I'd left. It took me a few moments to get my hands to stop shaking.


The mayor, in a great act of foolishness began to speak. "Tantrums such as these..." Before Commander Orin's hand locked on his shoulder like a vise. "She's not wrong here. Let's see if a proposal can be made." It was a polite way of telling him to stop talking.


Both Orin and Rosk kept their eyes locked on me. The smart men in the room knew the kind of things an incensed mage could do.


"Then let's brainstorm something, what do we have?" Rosk looked towards the other men.


"The funds and stores of the town are for most practical purposes empty, tax revenue has been almost nothing for a couple of years now, and the cost of hiring a priest drained us down to less than five gold." The mayor went first, offering nothing.


Several of the village elders listed off what few assets had survived the years of bad times, it wasn't much.


"What about the honey?" One of them asked.


"That could keep us going for awhile, but it won't be enough to make it through to harvest." Our elder responded.


"What if we sold it?" I asked.


"Nobody around has spare money for sweets." The mayor replied, looking condescending.


"There are nobles in Hazelwood, they might."


"That much food in one shipment will be a target."


"A few of our boys could go, we'll get them spears." One offered. It was echoed by all, even the mayor.


The old men talked like this for awhile. They came to the conclusion that they just needed to make it until they could sell that one good, and it might be enough.


"We just have to make it until the honey is ready then. Alana is there truly nothing?" It was our old man who asked this.


"I am at my limit, no more can be made. You can ask some of our neighbors to give a portion of their food if you want. I'd be willing to give a bit of mine."


"No, you will not." Mom nixed that offer. "You'll eat every bite of your allotted amount."


That got a bit of grumbling. Which was silenced by a single glare. "You ask too much of a child. If you continue to ask you shall receive nothing more. I will see to that." Mom wasn't as strong as my father was, but she could be quite scary.


"Amara, please be understanding..." The mayor tried to speak again, and again quickly understood his input was unwelcome with only a glance.


"Mayor Malke, the only reason the men left in this town haven't torn you to pieces and hung you from the palisade is that there are too many soldiers around. This war will end though, and when it does sons and husbands will return to see what a mess Orsken has become. Were I you, I would flee before that happens."


The mayor paled. He'd always been a bit incompetent, sniveling to those stronger than him, a bully to those weaker. His true crime though had been siding with those that had locked us in. Not one member of this village would overlook that; it had caused too much pain and fear. I doubted he'd thought of that when he did it, but he had committed that betrayal. He had failed to fight for us when we were our weakest.


I don't know if any man could come home to find his mother, sisters, his wife, or children starving, all telling him who was responsible, and let that man live.


Orin would need to flee too. He was not as malicious, and he had some traits I admired. All that was irrelevant when he became an enemy.


Mom stood, taking me by the shoulder. "It sounds as if you have things worked out. Since you've no further need of my daughter, we are going home."


I left with her. Nobody tried to stop us, or even call out as we went.





It was several weeks until the honey was ready to be taken. Several men and women (mom included) opted to give a portion of the bread that had been going to them instead to the other people of the town. They had also absolutely forbade their children from doing the same. I was even watched while I was eating, to make sure that I didn't short myself any.


Rod was told that he would be going with the shipment, and hopefuly return supplies because he was the older and bigger of the two.


John was told that he would stay with me for the duration in case our idiot mayor tried anything else because he was the better fighter.


Both felt that they had gotten the better end of the deal due to stroked egos. Teenage boys could be wonderfully easy to manipulate sometimes.


None of Orin's men, nor the soldiers passing through would be going. It would go against their orders, and they wouldn't get anything from it anyway. The same reason Rosk stayed. He at least would have been welcome.


I slept poorly while they were away. There was simply too much going on, too many needs pulling at me for me to rest properly. The whole trip took nearly a week, and when they returned we saw their results.


The results were good. The honey had managed to bring a good price on the market, and the men negotiating had managed to find someone who was willing to sell them some grain and fish. They were not great, in that we still got far less than we would have managed to from a normal run. It was enough that if we kept doing it throughout the summer we'd at least make it to winter.


I did not envy the people who'd have to deal with distribution of the grain that was gotten, or the endless arguments over who got what and who contributed more. Those discussions could only end in more anger at one another.


I counted myself lucky that I had no place in those incoming arguments. I didn't want any anger directed at me or my family. I also regretted that I was not part of those incoming arguments, because I was of the firm opinion that our best leaders had all been called off to war.





While our food situation was presently manageable we had other pressing problems. Namely that by midsummer the rain was still well below where it ought to be. This was a slow burning issue, there was enough so that the crops weren't outright dead, but they were certainly suffering. The water levels in the wells were also suffering. The little creek in the forest was dry according to my brothers.


In any other year this would have been something difficult to overcome. This was not a normal year. Our stockpiles were gone; too many years had passed where too many workers were missing. There was no safety net to fall into, no backup of stored food or funds with which to purchase it.


If the harvest failed...


If the harvest failed this village was doomed. No amount of pushing on me or anyone else would solve it.


A few people had the straight audacity to ask me if there was anything I could do about the lack of rain. I resisted the desire to throw things at these people, barely. I then had to admit that it was 'possible' to make a rainstorm, in theory. I crushed their building hope by explaining how much of my time and mana would go into trying to just learn to do that properly. The real questions were, if I stopped making food to learn to make rain could I learn to make rain before half of the village died of starvation? Even if I did, did I have enough mana to keep people from starving to death while watering our fields? The answers were a resounding 'no'.


Even with what we were getting from the city runs it wouldn't be enough. Added to that was that every indication was that the Ermathi armies were moving to the eastern borders of our region. It was all too much. One day just a couple of weeks before harvest I broke. I'd just made a load of bread and it was being carried off to it's intended recipients. I was cleaning a pot, just a stupid pot, and I began to weep. I fell and leaned up against the wall of the house and just bawled. I cried and cried until eventually Rod found me and picked me up.


"What's wrong!? Are you hurt?"


"It's... not.. enough." I spat out between sobs.


"What isn't?"


"The food... this harvest is too small... I can't do enough... the village will starve over winter... it'll be slow and there's nothing I can do about it!" It all came out at once. It was all sadly true.


"Shh, it's gonna be okay." he carried me over to my bed and held me, rocking me back and forth, "It's going to be okay Alana, just hold out a little longer and your big brother will take care of everything." I didn't see how that was possible, and just kept crying, curled up in his arms.


He held me until I'd cried myself to sleep, then put me to bed. At breakfast mom told me he'd let the last group of delivery people know I'd passed out and couldn't make anything for them. John came to join us followed shortly after by Rod once they'd finished their morning chores.


"I'm going to forage today, got a new spot that I think will give some good stuff." Rod declared.


"Great, I'll come with." John perked up.


"Actually I'd like you to head over to Creekrun and pick us up some fish, I think we could all do with a good dinner." He passed over a handful of coins to his younger brother. "You're a bit faster than I am, so you should be home for dinner no problem." Rod added on, smirking.


He wasn't wrong, John was faster. He would be faster still soon. The flashes of aura popping out were almost constant now. I was expecting it all to push it's way out any day now.


"Alright, sure." John agreed easily. I wondered if he'd run the whole way there and back.


John headed out with haste to his task as mom left on her morning chores.


"Thank you Rod." I hugged him. I knew he was going through all of this nonsense just to make me feel better.


He ruffled my hair and kissed the top of my head, "Okay, gotta go. Behave yourself now okay?"


"Okay!"


With that he ran off.


My day after that was quiet and relaxed. I was still really worried, but having something to look forward to gave me what I needed to keep going. I worked through my daily tasks with vigor, feeling more energized than I had in months.


It was late afternoon when someone came to get me. There was some commotion and apparently I was being called for.


What I saw when I got there took all words away from me. I dropped to my knees as I looked upon it.

            

    
        Chapter 15 Rod- Promise

    
    
    
    
                After bidding my little sister goodbye I walked out, heading to the barn that was our meeting place. I found Sandra there, laying atop the hay and climbed up beside her wrapping her tight in my arms.


"Hello my love." I spoke softly to her as she pressed against me.


"Mmm, good morning. Now, will you tell me why you needed to borrow dad's bow?" She gestured to the leather pouch laying a bit away from us.


"I'm going after meat today. A rabbit, or if I can get it, a deer."


"What!? You know what'll happen if you're caught!" She hissed at me angrily.


"I do, that's why I sent John away, but I need something to keep my sister going. I need her to keep it together until harvest is over." I looked at the rafters, going over things in my head. "I found her yesterday completely broken down. She cried herself straight to sleep. If we can just keep her going a bit longer..."


"I'd be more worried about winter." Sandra looked at me with worry in her eyes. "It's going to be brutal and everyone knows it."
"I will not be here for winter, and I want to talk to you about that too." She froze in my arms, tensed as tight as she could.


"I'm of age now Sandra. After harvest they'll make another call for men to go fight, you know that." I could feel her shaking, but this was a conversation that had to happen.


"I'll be leaving before that happens. I've already discussed it with John. We're taking mom and Alana and, we've got a place I think we'll be safe."


She looked betrayed. "You're leaving? Now? We need all the help we can get and you're taking your family and running?" She was clearly starting to get angry, so I put a finger to her lips


"I... I want you to come with me, as, um..." I was so nervous I could hardly think straight, "As my wife. That's why I'm telling you now."


She looked a bit shocked, "What about my mom and my sister? Can they come too?"


I hesitated, "I was told to bring the family. Even if we marry I don't think they'd count. That's why I want to wait until harvest is in; I plan to hide everything we bring in for your mom and sister so they can make it through too. John wanted to leave today, but agreed to wait so we could help them."


She leaned up against me, burying her head into my chest. "What do you think? It's the best I could come up with. We'll be able to be together, and your family will have the best chance I can give them." I rested one hand on her hip, letting my thumb stroke her gently there.


It took her a few moments. She finally looked up and kissed me, our lips locked together as I pulled her soft body against mine. "Promise me you aren't going to do anything this stupid again."


"I promise I'll come back from this little hunting trip and we'll be careful as careful can be. What about um... my other offer?"


She gave me a smirk, "We'll talk about that after my future husband comes back from his little trip, now go."


I gave her one last kiss before grabbing the bow and hopping down. I looked at her there, propped up on one arm. She was so beautiful, she'd thinned, we all had, but it would come right back.


I quickly made my way to the forest. I knew just the spot, a high hill, covered in game trails. The foragers never came here, since there were almost no edibles on this little grassy spot. It was the perfect place.


I spent hours there. I picked some plants so that I could have an excuse in case I was found. Normally a bow would have been suspect, but with how things were now, not going in armed to the teeth was madness. I was even wearing the mail and blade Uncle Barro had given me.


It was getting late, too late for my comfort when I saw it. A rabbit, tucked into a little spot in the grass. It wasn't a deer, but it would certainly do. I only needed one shot to take it. The poor beast didn't quite die, but a yank on its neck solved that problem with ease.


Something grabbed my attention and I turned, looking towards the village. A large group was moving at it. It looked like part of it was breaking off and coming more towards the woods. Behind them another large group was following. I could only just see the second patch of people. Whatever it was, it was bad, that much I could tell.


I was still a bit lost in thought when I heard it.


"Why hello there Rod, you're out far." I turned to see Mayor Malke. He had several soldiers with him; one of the patrols. Quick head count said three crossbowmen, three halberds, one asshole.


They hadn't seen the rabbit yet, but they would. There was still blood on my hands and the ground. I wouldn't give them the chance. I drew and fired as one of the crossbowmen flinched, seeming to sense something was wrong. The arrow buried itself in his gut.


I knew I'd have to kill all of these men, or at least most of them. We'd have to flee tonight I reckoned.


The mayor froze up, he didn't know what had just happened. His eyes went wide in fear.


The soldiers took a beat to process, but not very long. Within a second two crossbow quarrels were already sailing at me.


I hadn't stood still. Ducking and charging as one went wide and the other scored my shoulder, a few rings popping with a *ping* as they flew away. The wound was minor, only a slight scratch.


The men with halberds tried to form up and bring their weapons to bear. I drew my blade as I dodged past the points and into their group. Dad had always said that was the weakness of a polearm; hard to defend once your enemy is too close.


I scored a light cut on one man's shoulder, narrowly missing his head. As he stumbled I turned on the other two. I stabbed, hoping to take down one of them so I had a bit of breathing room. As he parried the blow I heard the twang, then I felt the third crossbowman's quarrel bury itself in my thigh.


I stumbled, the force of the leg wound throwing me off balance.


I looked up to see the final halberd flashing in the sunlight.


I'm so sorry for breaking my promise my love.

            

    
        Chapter 16 The dam breaks

    
    
    
    
                It was Rod. He was dead, his head and body separated by about a foot on the ground. Someone had dropped him there. I couldn't think, I couldn't process what was happening. There was a crowd gathering around, it was abuzz.


There were some soldiers. One was on the ground being talked to by the mayor. The others looked nervous. They formed a defensive line, their weapons at the ready.


I saw John come up beside me, package in hand, mom was just behind him. "Hey Alana what's..." They both froze. Mom looked like she was in shock, her breathing hitched. John took only a second, he dropped the package as surprise took him. Then I saw his jaw clench, fists too.


John's aura exploded. It was no longer wisps here and there but a raging fire. A silver blaze that surrounded him head to toe.


The Mayor turned and saw me, coming forward. "Something's going on in town, I need you to heal these men..."


I never heard the last bit as it was interrupted by a scream. A keening wail of pure anguish washed over us. The agony in it hollowed out everyone it touched as it pressed in like a wave.


I saw Sandra push her way forward. Someone tried to grab her and failed. She roared again in pain and anger, drawing her knife to charge those who'd taken my brother's life.


It was cut short by two thunks as the crossbowmen buried quarrels in her chest. I couldn't have healed those fast enough to save her.


That noise as the metal tipped wood buried itself in the girl's body was the signal.


I screamed, pushing mana into it as hard as I could. A flashbang in the face of the mayor and his little soldiers.


John became a blur in the direction of the soldiers, moving like nothing I'd ever seen.


The buzz of the crowd, cut short for only a second returned as a roar of fury. Together we charged forward, pulling belt knives or work tools. Some ran to battle with only their hands.


The intruders never stood a chance as we fell upon them like a horde.


I buried my knife in the mayor's thigh, aiming for his femoral artery. My mother and a half dozen other women and girls grabbed at him. Holding him down as small hands pushed steel into him again and again. No longer would we wait for this traitorous bully to get his due; the women of the town had had enough.


The boys and old men ran at the soldiers. Ripping their halberds away as they pulled them down.


"Under the armpit boy, where the armor is thin... AYE, THERE'S A GOOD LAD!" I heard our elder shouting his encouragement as he held onto a man's leg.


One of the unarmored crossbowmen was being held by the neck by Sandra's mother as Sara gutted him like a pig. One long cut, sternum to crotch.


John was absolutely savaging one of the halberd wielders. Two of the man's limbs lay nearby as the boy repeatedly smashed his face into the ground.


It was quickly over. We stood covered in blood and shaking in rage and looked toward each other, not sure what came next.


It was John who spoke.


"Mom, take the women and children and get to Creekrun. We have friends there and you'll be safe while we deal with this. Men," He turned towards the older boys and elders. "we are cleansing our town tonight, and damn the consequences."


"I am staying," I declared.


"No." He turned, looking like he wanted no argument.


"You'll need healers when it's all done, I'm staying."


He looked at mom and she nodded at me.


"Find somewhere to hide and stay hidden. If your brother doesn't get you by dawn, come to Creekrun." Mom seemed nervous about it, but knew healers would be needed.


I looked at John, "Dad's cave, the one with the mushrooms." It was a good spot, well hidden and far from the action. We both knew it well, so I had no worries.


"Fine," he conceded through gritted teeth.





We broke as it had been decided. I did take a few moments to put on my other dress and grab a couple of things. I made sure I had my favorite belt, with its pockets sewn into it. I'd put in one gold, ten silver, eight copper, and some of my hairpins by this point. I hung a waterskin of ale from it, in case I got thirsty. I also grabbed my spindle and a bit of wool, so I'd have something to do while I waited.


That sorted I ran to the woods, I knew the path by memory and reached the cave quickly. Once there I ducked in, finding a secluded corner where nobody could see me from the entrance.


An hour or two in I heard movement by the entrance. I froze where I was as it just as quickly disappeared. I made a couple of rolls for a quick dinner and got down to spinning. I liked this idea because it was mindless work that required enough attention that I couldn't think about the day's events, or worry about what was happening now.


I'm not sure how long after I started spinning that it happened, but a number of voices came. Several people entered the cave, trying to be quiet. I put my spinning away silently and shrank down as much as I could, listening intently.


"Are you sure it's safe here?" Came a man's voice.


"Absolutely, I found this place years ago while hunting with his excellency. It's practically invisible from the outside. You lot didn't even notice until we were upon the entrance." Another man retorted.


"How deep does it go?" Unlike the other two this voice sounded calm, the accent almost academic.


"Not too deep, I checked it out before and it's only the one room."


"As long as we are safe until this blows over I do not care." That voice was female, and vaguely familiar.


Five men and a girl entered the cave. Four of the men were dressed in armor of various kinds. Of these one seemed injured, he was limping. The last was in a robe. The girl, just on the cusp of adulthood was in a rather fancy traveling dress. All six had an aura, though of them, only the robed man's was stronger than mine. I nearly peed myself when I saw that, this was not a group I could fight.


I kept down, trying not to draw their attention to me. I wasn't sure how they'd respond, but I didn't want to find out.


"Hawkins, go outside and keep an eye out, if anything happens, let us know immediately." That sounded like one of the armored men. I assumed he was the leader.


One of the other armored men left.


"Sorrin, what are those bubbles?" I heard the girl ask. I saw her face, and was almost sure I knew who it was.


Shit, I'd forgotten to tamp down my aura. As the wizard turned and raised his hand I leapt behind a rock.


The force of the impact on my shelter made me scream a bit in panic. Once it stopped I heard blades being unsheathed. I made a gambit I hoped would work.


"That's not a very nice way to treat someone who's saved your life!" I yelled.


"What?" It sounded like the robed man asking. Good, keep talking. Talking is better than cutting, or spell throwing.


"That's Lord Hazelwood's daughter right? A couple of years ago she got hurt in a training accident, they brought me in to fix her up."


There was a moment of silence before the girl spoke. "There were two people who were there when I was healed, describe the other." She sounded a bit curious.


"My father? A man with dark hair. Has an aura like black mist."


"She is correct." The woman told them, to my great relief.


"Come out slowly, do not try anything." This was the leaders voice.


Very, very slowly I came out from behind the rock. I could see that the man, Hawkins, who'd been sent out was now in the entrance, a blade in his hand.


"Can you prove that you are a bard?" The wizard, Sorrin, asked.


"I can summon a breadroll?" I offered.


He nodded. "Do so."


It took only a few moments before I was holding a small roll, which I munched into.


"What is a bard girl doing hiding in a cave?" their leader asked as I ate.


"Hiding," I answered truthfully. "There's a big fight going on in the village."


He nodded to that. "Alright, fair enough. Can you heal?"


"I can." I had a feeling that he was going to ask me to patch up his friend.


"Fix up Dallon then." I slowly went over and cast healing on the injured man's leg. An arrow had hit him in the shin. It was just inches from his knee.


The wound was nasty. Arrows were like that, but not too terribly bad to heal.


"Thank you." Their leader said, right before he punched me in the face.





I woke up some time the next day, with a monster of a headache. Added to that my hands were tied and I'd been gagged. It would appear that someone had thrown me over their shoulder like a sack of potatoes and was carrying me along.


A quick look around told me that we were in the forest somewhere, instead of on a road. The air smelled slightly of smoke as well, though all I could see was trees.


"Mgh, mugh, mrr." I couldn't get anything reasonably sensible out from the stupid gag.


"Ah you're awake, that's good." Came the voice of Dallon. He seemed to be carrying me. "Hey captain, the girl's up."


Said captain made his way over to me and began talking. "Good, you're up. Here is the situation. A contingent of the Ermathi army attacked your village last night. So far as we can tell they burnt most of it, along with the forest. Now, most of my men wanted to leave you behind to die there. Heck, even I wanted to leave you behind. Sorrin though pointed out that someone who can summon food and heal us could prove vitally useful, so you'll be joining us for our trip. Once we get there, we'll let you go. Any questions?"


"Mrr, murr, mrr, murgh, murr."


He took the gag out.


"Can you not just let me go now?" I asked.


"I'm quite afraid not. You know our unit composition, size, and anyone who caught you would know our general direction," he answered. His tone was at least polite.


"I don't suppose you'll believe it if I say I won't tell anyone?" I inquired hopefully.


"I can think of about a half dozen ways to make you tell me anything I want to know." Okay, that's a scary response.


After agreeing not to cause any trouble I was at least ungagged and allowed to walk. They kept my hands tied, with a lead going towards one of the men in the group at all times.


We walked for a couple of days through the forest. One of the men, Hawkins, would come and go frequently, he seemed to be some kind of scout.


Most of the men were annoyingly quiet. None of them wanted to talk to me, or tell me anything about where we were going. The young lady and Sorrin spoke a good bit, but I was told in no uncertain terms that if I tried to start a conversation with her then I would be gagged again.


I didn't learn much about all this but I did pick up a few tidbits of information. We were heading west. The men's names were, Sorrin, Dallon, Hawkins, Crusher (I suspected a nickname, no mother would name her child 'Crusher'), and Captain Jones. The young lady's name was Lady Gwenna Hazelwood a-bunch-of-increasingly-ostentatious-titles, or something like that. Also, they were all jerks.


Okay, they weren't that bad. I was royally pissed that I was being dragged along for whatever their mission was, but they weren't overly mean to me. I didn't even have to do much work. I provided some bread for every meal, a pittance compared to my past couple of years.


About four days after we had begun our trek we came to a road. This had been expected apparently as nobody but me seemed in the slightest bit surprised.


That night we stopped at a waystation. I'd never been to one before, but I was familiar with the concept. These laid between villages and cities on well traveled routes. My hands were untied before we got too close and the captain decided to have a conversation with me.


"While at the waystation, you are to pretend to be my daughter." That grated, this man was nothing like my father. "You are not to speak to anyone first, and anything you say is to be only the most basic. Am I understood?"


"Understood." I agreed.

            

    
        Side Story 4 John The fury of the downtrodden

    
    
    
    
                I looked around as the girls went off, there were a few things that needed settling. I took my brother's blade, adding the scabbard to my belt as the other men picked up the weapons from the fallen. I call them men, but most were old, far too old. The others were close to my age.
"So, we just all initiated a revolt. I'm sure we all understand what that means," I started.
"We know lad, we're all dead men," the elder spoke, looking around at all of us. "But the women didn't touch any of those we killed did they? If any gets caught he ought to at least be able to remember not seeing them do that."
All of us nodded.
"We might be all dead men, the... Malke, he said something about a commotion in town?"
"Yeah, he was going on about an attack," one of my friends Malcom chimed in.
"Then maybe we're not dead men. I say we kill all these bastards and let whoever is attacking take credit. Let's kill them too. I'm damn tired of people invading my home." My proposal got a round of nods.
"We should ask the other hamlets to help," our elder decreed, to some consternation.
"You think they will?" Malcom asked.
"They will," came his response. "We've got about fifty spears stuffed away in Mystien's house for something just like this."
"Won't be enough for everyone, but it'll help. I propose two groups, we circle around opposite sides and meet up once we've got everyone who wants to come. May even figure out what's going on." This was my best idea at least, nobody else had any counter points.
The run from hamlet to hamlet gave me a chance to work a few things out. Dad had told me that I would probably manifest physical magic, but he didn't know exactly how. So I made a list of what I noticed had changed. I was much, much faster than I'd been this morning. I could now sprint forward like a thunderbolt, surreal. I was also far stronger. A few experimental jumps, and one pull on a tree trunk and that was clear. I thought my body felt... tougher, but I couldn't quite test that right before a fight. My senses and reactions were also cranked up. If I focused I could see the wings on a fly fifty feet away.
We managed to get a glimpse of what was going on in the village. This information was added to what we could see. There were men at the main gate, perhaps a hundred or so Ermathi soldiers. This group seemed to be trying to break into the village. They had other, small groups stationed around the walls in fives and tens. Seemed like they didn't want anyone to escape. One of the hamlets near the main road had seen around thirty of the kingdom's finest blaze past before the opposing unit had appeared. So the village had been reinforced.
We had perhaps fifty volunteers, few of which could fight worth anything. What we did have was knowledge of the land, and that both sides were currently ignoring us. It was good that they were ignoring us of course, as either would almost instantly crush this gathering of peasants.
"So, are our goals to aid the village?" That question from one of the elders got mixed reviews.
"I think our goals are to kill the outsiders. Or better yet have them kill themselves," I pointed out.
"Alright, so how do we deal with them?" Another man asked, scratching his chin.
"Hmm, we hit the surrounding groups. Pick off as many as we can," our elder proposed. His motion was accepted.





Less than half an hour later I found myself crouched in the grass beside three others. One was an older man with a crossbow he'd 'retrieved' from a soldier back home. One was around thirteen, he had a weird staff weapon; it had a sling on the end. Something his dad had taught him he said. He also claimed he could put a fist sized rock into a man sized target at three hundred paces. I was dubious on his claims, but even if he failed he had a big stick. The third was just older than myself, dressed in mail, and even had a shield to go with his spear. I was hoping man number three knew how to fight, he'd be our defender.
Before us were five men looking towards the village. They didn't worry about peasants, not with their numbers and training.
I slipped off to the side, ready to flank when it went to melee.
The slinger and crossbowman loosed simultaneously, both hits. My concerns about the weird staff were gone. Now I just wanted one; he'd completely pulped a man's spine. Four of the five were still functioning; the quarrel had missed by inches.
They took a moment to orient themselves before finding the direction of the attack and charging, shields up, swords out.
Our slinger aimed for the left side. He got one more shot off, a miss, before both got behind the heavy. Everyone readied for the incoming melee.
Well, everyone except our opponents. I flew out from my hiding spot as they passed, meeting their right flank by slicing through the closest man's neck. His neighbor didn't have a chance to respond before I'd buried a blade into his gut savagely. As their last two met our frontline I met their back. It was over in an instant. With that I was beginning to realize just how much I'd gained.
We continued on like that a couple more times before all the groups began to pull back, forming two groups of twenty. We'd managed to take a good few, and gain some more actual weapons from it. Even if we all went in at once, twenty would still be too many. Even if we won, they'd have reinforcements before we could take them all. With that in mind those with ranged weapons continued to harass them as best they could.
From the loud noises coming from the gate I took a guess that they would soon be inside. That palisade had been built to keep out bandits and small monsters. It would slow organized soldiers, but not stop them for long.
Of greater concern was what they were doing outside. It appeared they were tired of us taking shots at them and had decided to send out fire arrows, setting the fields aflame. I froze when I saw that; the fields were too dry. They wouldn't just drive us back, but burn everything.
Within minutes the wildfire had begun to rage. It spread through the dry wheat like nothing I'd ever seen. Billows of smoke drove everyone to retreat. Our enemies were pushed against the palisade by smoke and heat. Eventually gathering all together at the gate.
I had to stand back and look as the lands turned into an inferno. I'd resolved to leave this town some time ago, but I didn't hate it. There was a very slight bit of guilt as I realized that our actions had doomed Orsken. Even if it would have survived the starvation that was coming, it wouldn't now.
Some of the other men gathered with me to watch. There was no point in trying to stop a fire of this magnitude. I heard one old man weeping, overcome with the sight of his lifelong home going up in flames.
I walked towards a nearby field where I knew some goats were normally kept, taking off my swords. The boy from my group followed.
"Hey, where are you going?" he asked.
I walked over to the trough used to water the goats. It was huge, and full of disgusting water.
"Through the fire, to kill them." I didn't hesitate as I began to soak myself with the muck, "To kill them all."
"What's the point?" The kid was persistent, I'd give him that.
"The point? The point? They drove my father away. They murdered my brother. Those two groups of bastards all deserve to die! That is the point!" I saw him shrink away as I yelled at him, good.
As I dripped, wet as I could be I started to make a plan. Going in through the main gate was not going to be possible. While I could now jump pretty high, not that high. My only hope was to climb.
"Hey kid, you got a belt knife?" I looked at the boy who's eyes were still wide. He pulled one out and handed it to me. "Thanks."
I went far from the gate, far from the fighting. I was fast now, I'd run through the flames and use the knives to hold me to the wood as I climbed. That seemed like something that was possible.
So I found the place where the fire looked thinnest and bolted, my knife and the boy's in my hands. As I hit the fire I could see the water steaming off of me. Even speeding as I was it took a few seconds to pass through the blaze. My skin stung as wisps of fire brushed along it. I took one breath only and almost coughed, barely managing to keep it in as I moved. As the wall approached I jumped with all my might, and made it about fifteen feet up. The knives held true into the wood as I planted them.
The problems were many though. I coughed, and the hot, stinging air only made me choke. My knives had driven into the wood deeply. I tried to pry one out, but the blade was stuck. Eventually I managed to free it, and after nearly a minute of coughing and pulling I managed to drag myself over the edge.
I layed down behind the wooden wall, sputtering for air. What I had done was foolish, insanely so. I'd nearly died from overestimating myself. I could never do that again. I felt like I'd been out in the sun too long without a hat, my face and hands stinging. There were angry red patches on the backs of them just forming.
As I stood a man came running up to me, one of Orin's.
"Hey, you're one of the kids from town." He laughed for a second. "Thought you were an enemy soldier there for a second. Looks like you're dressed for battle though boy. If you're ready to serve the king, head to the ga..." He looked down to where I'd shoved the boy's belt knife into his chest, gasping.
"Fuck the king," I whispered as I pushed him over the edge of the wall.
Part of my mind was screaming. I'd just killed a man who'd greeted me as a friend. He was no threat. He didn't even know what had happened. Another showed me images of the hungry villagers, poor fields, and my brother, laying beheaded at the feet of men just like him. It slowed me for a moment, but only a moment.
When I arrived at the gate I found that the fighting had already moved to the streets. I waded through them, taking any man I found in either army's regalia. I was swift and brutal, slicing limbs and stabbing deep. I didn't count how many I took, letting my anger drive me on and on, towards the center of town.
There at the village hall I was truly surprised. It had been surrounded by torches, twenty feet out, and haphazardly painted large on the walls was a circle containing a shield. Dad had told us of the sign. The priest had designated this location a sanctuary. He stood at the door in a suit of armor, in one hand a shield the other nothing.
As I blinked at the sight I saw a girl perhaps fourteen fleeing a soldier of Ermath, screaming as she ran past the torches. She ran towards the door and tripped, landing hard. As the soldier crossed the line of torches Rosk said nothing. He only lifted his hand, allowing an angry red light to fly towards the intruder.
The man died screaming. I had no idea what had killed him as he fell to the ground, but it shook me.
Rosk looked down at her, speaking gently. "Go inside. The helpless are safe beneath the shield." The girl stumbled again as she obeyed, looking back.
He looked to me next, his face conflicted. "Were you forced to fight?"
"No." I spoke the truth loud and clear.
"Then you may not enter until it is done, or you are unable to fight." I could tell he was sad, seemingly disappointed that I'd made my choice.
"I understand." With that I turned, heading towards my uncle's shop.






By the time I got there there were few left fighting, but I found him locked in combat with a man in full plate armor. A few dead from either side told me these two were the last of a skirmish.
Barro fought with an ax, a huge two-handed affair he swung with aplomb. His opponent though was too fast, and too strong. With a two handed sword he pushed back the larger man. Each blow pushed him back until a savage kick slammed him into the wall of his own shop, crumpling him to the ground.
Before he could line up a killing blow I ran in, aiming to put a blade under his armpit. He turned in time, deflecting the strike away. He was fast, not quite as quick as me, but very fast.
"Physical magic? I'm impressed boy," he spoke as we fought, him deflecting a handful of strikes from me. I barely managed to parry his first return. It came in like a thunderbolt, screeching as my blade pushed it away.
"You're strong," I remarked as we circled each other. He would advance as I dodged or parried, then fall back as I struck at his joints. I scored a hit on the back of one knee as I jumped past a slash that would have easily bisected me. It was shallow, an irritant, but not enough to impair.
The problem was obvious. I couldn't get past his armor. Perhaps in a hundred blows I could hurt something deeply enough to disable him. He only needed one on me though.
"If you surrender I'll spare you. I would hate to kill such a promising young man, for you'd do well in the empires armies." He made his pitch.
"I'll pass." I had no intention of fighting for them or the kingdom.
"Very well. I am Aiden, of the third imperial legion."
"John, of Orsken."
Our introductions done he attacked in earnest. Before he'd merely been testing me but now he fought to kill. I still could not injure him, his armor deflecting anything he allowed to get through. His skill made up for any lack of speed as he pushed me back again and again. I realized a second too late as I blocked the same blow my uncle had, and the same followup kick sent me flying into the open front of his shop.
It hurt as I tried to suck in the air that had been driven out of me, both my blades tossed to the floor.
I saw my death as he walked through the door. "I did not come here to kill you boy, but I must. Goodbye."
The loud 'clang' as something struck him from behind rang out through the shop. He turned as the quarrel fell. It was enough. I grabbed the one thing that lined every surface in a smith's shop and flew at him. A blade would have skimmed harmlessly off of his armor, but the hammer I planted in his temple struck true.
Even after he fell I struck again and again, unwilling to risk not killing him. I stopped only when his helmet was caved in and brain fluid and blood began to flow out.
The ancient tavern keeper limped over to me, crossbow in his hands. "You looked like you needed some help. Reckon you'll make it?"
I laughed for a few moments from the sheer relief. "Yeah, suppose I will."
It would have been wonderful if that had been the end. It was not, armies do not surrender or flee when an officer dies. The fighting went on all night. Half the village burned to the ground, corpses littered the streets, injured men groaned in pain everywhere.
The empire had won the field, slaughtering the kingdom's soldiers. In turn they'd lost so many in the fight that what few remained had fled.





Just before dawn it was finally over and I stumbled toward the woods to retrieve my sister. She would indeed be needed. A few drops of water fell on me as I struggled up the road.
It was like an icicle was pushed into my heart as I came to the woods. All that had been green and brown was now charcoal or angry red. The bottom truly dropped out as I worked my way forward, trying to find trees and landmarks as the deluge that might have saved our fields a day early poured down on me.
When I found the cave, and saw that it was empty I fell to my knees and wept. How could I have been such a fool? I should have taken my family and fled, but instead I got caught up in my desire for vengeance. Now my sister was gone too; lost because of my own madness.
There was a pang of hope. Perhaps she'd fled to my mother in Creekrun. Perhaps she was safe.





We searched for a week finding no trace before we finally gave up, my mother forcing the issue. I had to accept as I took her and my uncle to the place dad had told us of. My spirit was crushed. I knew that they wouldn't blame me, but I had failed all the same.
The village was done. What people there were left went elsewhere to seek shelter. Some went to Hazelwood to beg for aid. Some to other villages and their relatives. The priest and tavernkeeper stayed until everyone else had left, sharing one last drink for the place. As Perry closed his doors for the last time he and Rosk parted ways, each going to seek a new place, one thing was clear to all. Orsken on the Forest was done.

            

    
        Chapter 17 Escape and sanctuary

    
    
    
    
                I was lost in thought as we entered the waystation. There was no way they were going to let me go. I had to get away, and soon. I spent some time looking around as we entered. There was one worker at the desk as we came in. He was a man, no aura, even if I shouted for help and he believed me he'd just die, right before I did. There was a map though, and that was certainly useful.
This waystation was at a crossroads, each road heading very roughly in one of the cardinal directions, the north one went a bit east, the south a bit west. If I had to guess by the size of the dots the nearest decent sized cities would be north or west. That was a bit useful to know too. We were also quite far from my home, a week or two depending on conditions.
"Hello there sweetheart, how are you today?" The clerk had gotten the orders for the rooms, and turned when he saw me looking at the map.
"I'm alright I guess," I lied. I'd fixed up my face where I'd been punched, but if he could see under my sleeves he'd notice the rope burns that stood out bright and angry there. I could have easily healed those at any time, but they might be useful.
"First time staying at a waystation?" He could obviously tell I was a bit nervous, so I nodded. I didn't want to get this man's skull crushed.
The clerk patted my head before I left with the troop.
Lady Gwenna had a room to herself, of course, and a rotating guard through the night. The rest of us stayed in twos. I was placed with Jones, as he was supposed to be my father, but as he was attending 'Her Ladyship," Crusher and I were unpacking the room. I was glad to have a chance to talk to him. He wasn't particularly bright and might tell me something useful.
"Where are we going anyway?" I asked. I didn't really expect lots of info, but let's fish and see what we catch.
"Lady Gwenna's got a cousin or summat a bit west. Gonna stay wit' him." Now that was great to know. I knew where they were heading, and where I didn't want to go.
"How long till we get there?" I tried to make my best impression of 'Are we there yet?' to see if he'd tell me.
"Dunno, few days? Week? Cap'n will tell us when we get there." That was less useful information.
I pouted, quietly grabbing a few extra pillows and blankets as I formed up my plan.
Jones joined us a bit later, just as it was getting dark.
"Go to bed. I'll be just outside and the door will be locked. Knock if there's an emergency." He always took first watch. I guess he liked his beauty sleep.
"Yes sir." I said as I hopped into the bed, turning to the wall and pulling the covers up over me like a shawl.
I waited for a few minutes after I heard him close and lock the door before beginning.
Now, the thing about a cliche is, that it's only cliche to someone who's seen a hundred movies and T.V. shows. Would stuffing a bed with pillows and blankets have worked on anyone from Earth? Probably not, no. What about a knight from a magic fantasy land? I'd give it seventy-five, eighty percent tops. Those odds I'd take far better than mine if I stuck with them for even another day.
After a few minutes my bed stuffing looked... eh, passable, and I moved over to the window. Once I got it open I was forced to look down. Oof, it was going to be a ten or twelve foot fall easy. Stuffing my mouth with my hair so I didn't yell when I inevitably broke something I lowered myself out, dropping.
Ankle, it was my ankle that twisted sideways with a jolt. Note to self, do not try to land in future, let your legs buckle. It took me a few moments to stop breathing hard and hum a little tune to fix that up. Then I took a few more to use my old friend the movement spell to close the window.
Once I'd recovered a bit and caught my breath I began to run. The ground was soft and a bit muddy here from recent rain and I went straight for the southern path, pumping my legs as hard as I could against the smooth cobbled street. I went this way for a couple of minutes before stopping and looking behind myself. I checked to see if I had any footprints near me.
There were none. I sighed in relief and removed my slightly muddy shoes, chuckling a bit. Then I began to jog north. I could keep up a jog much, much longer than a flat out run, and hoped that those jerks would either take the bait, or not care enough to try and find me. I was a bit jumpy as I passed the waystation again, but there was nothing for it. I just had to hope that nobody saw me fleeing.
After about fifteen minutes I got my shoes back on. If they found me this far away I'd take the extra speed from having shoes over any semblance of stealth. I fled for the whole night, alternating jogging and walking, not sure how far I could make it.
I could tell that I was getting close to a village from the worked land. Much like that at home it was not being worked to its full potential. It was nearing dawn and I wanted to sleep. I also wanted not to encounter any people, just in case. I saw what looked like a hay barn and decided it wasn't getting better than that.
Hidden as best as I could manage, I began to take stock. I still had most of my stuff, save my belt knife. I was another day, perhaps two depending on the time I made from the city I'd seen. Would the noble girl's guards come after me? I doubted it. They might look a bit, but I just wasn't much of a threat. Sure, they'd have killed me to keep me from causing any future problems, but they had a job to do.
Reassured, I drifted off to sleep.





Blood. There was blood everywhere. It was all over me, all over my hands. I could feel it, smell it. I looked up and saw the corpses strewn everywhere. A man with a sword loomed, raising the blade to strike.





I awoke with a gasp. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest as I sucked in air. Trembling I reached up to wipe the tears from my face as I tried to calm myself.
For the first time in awhile now I had time to mull over my actions in Orsken. We had killed those men. Had we been provoked, certainly, but was there a better way to respond... I was unsure. I had taken a life for the first time. I could not undo that. There was no bringing them back; no returning to the past to try and find a new path.
I thought on that for a long, long time, but found little peace. It disturbed me to my core, and I never again wanted to walk down that path.





While I sat and thought, I worked a few stitches out of my belt to free a few of my coins. I did this until the sun was fully set, then pulled myself up and returned to my run. All through the night I traveled. It was easy to follow the road, and I had all the supplies I needed through magic.
I made decent time, and as the dawn broke I saw the walls of the city. As I walked towards it I had a few other questions to answer. I needed to decide what to do now. It was likely I could find work here, and stay the winter. Or I could try to return home. What if I got home and there was nothing there though, or if our village was declared in revolt and I had to flee again?
By the time I made it to the gate I'd decided that I would spend the winter here. I could send a letter when the roads opened up in spring. At least I could get news of what had happened to my home.
The guard at the gate looked at me strangely, his eyes went up the road as I walked up. It was still early and the gates had apparently just opened.
"You alone kid?" That didn't seem like the standard question on who I was and what my business was.
"Um... yes."
"Where are your parents?" He seemed worried, that was nice at least.
"My dad got called by the kingdom to the war. My mom and I got separated."

He nodded. "You got family in the city then? Come to stay with an aunt or something?"

I shook my head. "No sir, but I need to find some shelter before the snows start."
He sighed, "Come with me." I was motioned into the gatehouse as the other guards took up his position.
I was a bit nervous as I was led in. The room was small, but had a table and some simple chairs.
"I'm not in trouble am I?" I asked.
The guard chuckled a bit at that, "No kid, we just gotta sort you out. Normally I'd offer you a bit of soup while you wait for me to get somebody, but things are a bit tight right now."
"Oh... okay." I had not considered this possibility.
I was unsure what was going to happen, but there were too many guards outside for me to just run off easily. I did faceplant into the table a few times. This would certainly be a massive headache.
It took a bit before a new guard led a woman in robes in. I easily recognized the medallion she was wearing. We both blinked as we recognized the auras surrounding each other.
"Greetings," she said, "I'm Abigail, what's your name?" She spoke so kindly, just like someone used to dealing with frightened children. Had I been a frightened child I imagine I would have been very relieved. Guess I'd just have to act a bit.
"Um... Alana, it's nice to meet you." I gave a nervous reply.
"Well Alana, I'm going to take you somewhere where you'll be safe until we can find your family okay?" She reached out a hand.
"I was... going to go and try to find some work in a tavern or something." I explained the gist of my plan to her, keeping my hands back.
"We can discuss that later." That sounded suspiciously like a 'no'.
I considered for a few moments the potential repercussions of telling her to take a hike. Then I got up and followed. I knew that at the very least I'd be safe if I went with her, and safe was something I'd not been too much recently. I pointedly didn't take her hand, which got me a scolding frown.
She took me through the city, called Istlan. It was very much like Hazelwood. We went up towards what I guessed would be the edge of the merchant's district, near the entertainment district. Until we came to a large gray building.
Unlike many of the temples and churches on Earth this place was almost austere. It could have been any public works building, save for the icons of shields on the doors and a small sign near the entrance. Once inside she took me over to a smallish hall and gave me a little bowl of thin soup.
"So, how did you come to Istlan Alana?" That seemed an innocuous question. It also gave me a good chance to badmouth the people who'd taken me from my home.
"I was kidnapped, and escaped."
"I don't suppose you've any proof?"
I undid the buttons keeping my sleeves in place and rolled them up. Her eyes furrowed deeply when she saw the rope burns from where I'd been bound for around a week.
"I would like to know who did this to you." Her voice sounded as if she were trying to contain her anger at this point.
"A group of soldiers. They wanted someone to heal them in case they got hurt."
"Were these men soldiers of the kingdom?"
"It sounded like they were in personal service to a noble." That much was the truth. I could tell it wasn't a truth that would make this woman happy though.
"Will you behave and eat your soup while I go and speak to some people?" Her voice was sickly sweet. Even I could tell that this was more of a command.
"I-I can do that." Something about the way she went from looking mad to looking almost saccharine made every hair on my neck stand up.
I did munch on the soup after she left, staying where I was as I'd been bid. It was some kind of light broth with barley and small chunks of vegetables. For a meal it would be considered quite poor, but there was a food shortage. I really liked it as it was a refreshing change from bread.
Abigail returned not too long after with two others. A male caster, who I assumed was another priest, and a woman. The woman was not a magic user, but had a matronly look about her. I had little doubt that she could organize any group to within an inch of their lives.
"This is Father Mannory and Gabbi. They work with me here and we'd like to hear your story from the beginning."

            

    
        Chapter 18 The orphanage

    
    
    
    
                The priests and their helper wanted the full rundown, and I was all too happy to give it to them. Well, mostly, I did leave out the part where I helped kill a whole bunch of the kingdom's soldiers and our mayor. Instead I simply described that there had been a bunch of fighting.
I was asked about the names of the major people in town. I happily gave them, including Rosk, the priest who was staying there. I could easily describe him and his aura. I knew they were getting all of this so they could check and see if I was who I said I was.
When we got to my kidnapping was when they really leaned in. Father Mannory, who I supposed was higher ranked than the other two, was particularly interested. He grilled me. Each soldier's name, a description of their aura as best I could, along with their person. I even had to repeat out as many of Gwenna's titles as I could. I had to admit to them that I'd not really paid attention to that, and we hadn't talked except for her to confirm that I'd been the one to heal her.
"So you were treated like that even after you'd helped her before?" Father Mannory was tapping his fingers. They came down in a wave *ta-ta-ta-tap* his nails were loud against the table.
I nodded.
"Did you meet anyone else when you went to heal her? Anyone of her house?"
"I saw her father briefly, and a steward. The steward was nice enough."
"Can you give me a description of the steward?"
"No... that was a couple of years ago, I remember that he was nice, but not much else."
He nodded. Then he had me go over everything that happened while I was being held. Gabbi was making a few notes on the people, places and the like. The other two just listened, asking for details that they could confirm.
Eventually we'd finished. It took the better part of the morning. I was exhausted at this point, and had other things I wanted to take care of before I went to sleep. At the end the priest healed my hands with a wave of his own. It would have taken me a few moments to do that, but he made it look effortless.
"I hate to tell you this, but they will not be prosecuted by the law for what they did to you." Father Mannory seemed a bit irritated by that fact.
"I didn't really expect it." It was a depressing fact that nobles could get away with almost anything.
"If we'd caught them in the act... That would be a very different situation. Without that though, there is little that can be done within the law."
"Within the law?" That seemed a strange turn of phrase.
"Oh yes, there's not much the courts will do. I can however see to it that every order, every priest, and every bard around knows that the Hazelwood family condones the kidnapping of healers, even child ones. After I confirm your story of course."
"Of course. It is true though." I had given him more than enough to figure that out.
"I completely believe you. Once it is confirmed, I doubt they'll be able to find anyone to fix so much as a scratch for them." His smile was vicious, almost enough to make my hair stand up. He gave me an appraising look. "Lord Hazelwood has caused problems for our order before with his poor behavior. This however is beyond the pale. If he and his house cannot behave in a manner fitting their station, they will not have any aid in keeping it."
I already knew not to tick off these guys, but I now mentally underlined and bolded that statement.
He saw my look and let his face soften, patting me on the head. "Now go with Gabbi to get a bed set up for your stay. Lunch is not far off."
"Um, I was going to go and find a place to work at for the winter, so I could rent a room."
Father Mannory gave me a questioning look. "Would you not stay here? The orphanage will take care of you; at least until we can find your family."
I shook my head. "I need some money to send a messenger back home. I also want to buy a few things here and there."
"You are an unattended child, with no family here in the city. I'm afraid I must insist that you remain under our protection. Even if you could make some money, with food prices and availability right now it might very well not be enough."
"I can make my own food, and that is what I would be hired to do. While doing that I am certain I could make enough to survive the winter." This conversation was not going where I wanted at all. I knew if I didn't change his mind I would be treated as just another orphan. If that came to pass I might abandon the city, a daunting prospect.
He had to think about this. "The children here are allowed to do much as they please in the afternoons, provided their chores are done. If you can make food it should be acceptable to replace cleaning duties with supplementing our supplies. I will not let you stay at a tavern, but if you wish to work at one after your morning lessons, I will permit it. Though I would like you to pick one close to our temple, and you must return before time for bed."
Now I had to be the one to think. I was sure there were a number of rules hidden in the fine print of staying here, but I was reasonably sure that they would treat me well.
"What is bedtime?" I asked.
"The eighth evening hour for a child of your age."
The day was divided into twenty hours, ten morning, and ten evening. That time was actually later than I'd want to be out.
"Okay, I can do that."
Afterwards I was led to a room I would be sharing with two other girls. As soon as Gabbi showed me my bed, and the small trunk for any personal items, I promptly passed out.






I was woken just before dinner by a girl poking me. I started and turned towards her, bolting upright.
"Where am I?" I asked, remembering just seconds later.
"The orphanage, are you new?" The girl speaking to me was about my height, her hair was jet black and fairly straight.
"Um... yeah, I'm Alana."
"I'm Gigi, you looked tired, but it's almost time for dinner. If you don't show up, you don't eat." She gave me a smile, reaching out her hand. "Come on, I'll show you to the dining hall."
Gigi drug me along with her. She didn't talk much as she led me back to the room where I'd been given some soup before. Instead she led me to a seat with another girl a bit older than either of us.
"Hey Susie, this is our new roommate, her name's Alana."
The new girl Susie was blonde. She sat at the table with perhaps two dozen other kids. We were all packed in here like sardines. It was obvious extra benches had been added to accommodate all the children, and as more filed in I was glad we'd gotten here well on time.
"Hi there Alana, I'm Susie. If you need anything, or any advice, just come to me. Oh, and I'll help you trade chores for better chores in the morning alright? Don't accept any offers until I check them over. Some of those are hard to do, and you'll want an easy one." The way she rattled that off made me sure that if I were being given normal chores, and I did follow her advice; only she would be having easier chores.
"Sorry, Father Mannory already gave me mine. I don't think I'm allowed to trade."
Susie blinked, "Wait what?"
"I'll tell you later, anything else?" If she was going to be giving bad advice, I'd like to hear it now.
"Um... most of the girl's meet up in the older girls' dorm after dinner. There's some rules, but they're not bad. Oh, we'll get some extras at the beginning of the week, cleaning supplies and the like. That's about all you need to know for the moment."
We chatted about our interests and the like over dinner. My roommates wanted to get to know me understandably, and the feeling was mutual. Nobody asked me how I'd gotten here, or what my story was. I was grateful for that, and reciprocated.
Our dinner, as it was, consisted of a nice veggie soup, and an apple. It was nice, even if it wasn't much. I knew this was better than many village children were getting right now.
After dinner a few of the kids gathered up the dishes and took them off to an adjacent kitchen.
"Kitchen duty is the best. It's easy, and it's short." Susie looked after them jealously. "Well, let's get off. The temple staff eat after us, so no sitting around and chatting here."
The older girls' room was close by, and significantly different from our own. For one it was way bigger, there had to be six girls staying in here. There were a few chairs and a small table. It also had a small stove on one side, wood stacked beside it. As I came in the beds were being moved away, and some blankets set out to sit on.
An older girl came up to us as we entered. "New girl, have you been told the rules yet?" She looked strict, and was probably sixteen or seventeen.
I shook my head. "No, I haven't."
"It's fairly simple. Don't sit on anyone's bed or mess with their stuff. Don't make a mess. You're too young to go messing around with boys, but when you get older there's rules for that too. Last is that everyone puts four spoonfuls of oil in the communal jar so we can run lamps at night. You won't have been given any yet, so you'll need to put eight in next week. Any questions?"
"Oil?" I was familiar enough with lamps. My family ran oil lamps, but I felt I'd need to know about the situation here.
"Yup, at the beginning of the week you'll get a little jar that they'll put a ladle full of nut oil in. You can put it on your food for taste or use it to run lamps in your room at night. The priests like to give us some choices like that. Since we're all here together we end up using less, but everyone who's not in the little kids room has to put some in."
So it was a communal lighting fund. That made good sense.
"Okay, I can follow those no problem." I agreed to the terms set. If it would make it easier to get along with people, I could manage little stuff like that.
Once that was settled I went with my roommates to a spot they liked and started spinning some while we talked. All the girls here were doing something. A couple were making baskets. There was also a smattering of sewing, spinning, embroidery, and other handcrafts going on. One girl was even using the card weaving thing my friend Sara had taught me to make some straps.
From our conversation I learned that all of these crafts were ways for the girls to make a bit of money at night. They had some time in the afternoon where the girls who could get one would work jobs, but these things helped supplement that income. Most of the jobs were laundry or cleaning, but two of the older girls had jobs as waitresses near the gate.
As I relaxed on the bed I was given that night, I made plans about all the things I'd need to do the next day.

            

    
        Chapter 19 Running around in Istlan

    
    
    
    
                I awoke earlier than my roommates, though not by much. Morning was a bit frantic around here. We rose early to draw water and empty chamber pots, and do a bit of basic self and room cleaning. Breakfast came next, it was similar to dinner the night before, but lighter, barely a snack. Then came lessons.
The lessons we were given were practical in nature. First came basic math and reading, this was all so simple I'd mastered it quite awhile ago. There was nothing more complicated than multiplication in this section, but it was made well sure that everyone could do it without effort. Then the girls and boys were divided into groups and taught the basic skills that they would need for day to day life. For us this covered fiber based arts (sewing, weaving, etc.) followed by basic household budgeting and management. 
This was actually a very interesting subject to me. The girls here were given the responsibility of coming up with how much of any given good the temple would need for the winter for our care. Then prices for goods were provided and we had to come up with a budget. This was done by individual, dorm, and finally orphanage quantity. The teachers would look over our work and correct any mistakes they found before sending a few of the older girls out to negotiate with merchants for the goods.
It was strange to think that we were the ones in charge of the day to day operations. Of course the staff was keeping an eye on our work, and would step in if anything got out of hand. Still though, this was a strangely practical education.
The boys were being taught quite different things. Since there was no money to pay for apprenticeships they were instead being taught mostly the craft of being city guards. The priests liked the idea of the children they raised going on to protect others. Everyone else liked the idea that these youths would be raised to serve the public; it was a win-win.
The boys over ten were also given combat instruction. It was deemed useful since they would be entering either the army or guard. A retired soldier had been hired to this effort, and he drilled them in the common formations and methods of fighting. It seemed common practice to begin teaching these things no earlier than ten, though this was just social convention.
I was informed that when it wasn't after harvest or winter the orphanage had a few fields that we would work. To teach us the basics of farming as well. I was very glad I seemed to have missed that, harvest was a ton of work.
Most of our teachers were not priests, but rather temple staff like Gabbi. There were a handful of these members of staff, all quite devoted to the precepts of the order. Questioning taught me that such people were viewed well since their efforts allowed the priests to focus on the magic that helped society function. They were called acolytes, and while it was rare, some would manifest priestly magic due to the strength of their belief. That was a rarity though, most priests developed their powers while small children.
Before lunch was served a list was run down. One girl had skipped out on her chores the previous day and was taken to the front where she was given ten strikes with a cane. Her previous day's task was then added to what she'd be given today, and she was forbidden from leaving the temple until tomorrow. This was quite rare I was told, since they were easy enough to do and everyone knew the punishment.
Lunch was similar in nature to the other meals. It was a slightly thicker vegetable stew, yummy, but not enough. At lunch chores were distributed based on age on some form of a rotation. We were allowed to trade if we wanted. To do so all parties involved simply had to tell a member of the staff after lunch. Turning them in was the same, just have a staff member check.
I took the time after lunch to do and turn in my chore. Those on cleaning duty were a bit grumpy when I asked them to sing with me, but they obliged. It was only a few moments before I'd filled up the two large baskets that were my mandated amount. It took most of my mana to do so, but other than that it wasn't too bad. Jaws dropped as I turned to Gabbi, who'd stayed behind to supervise.
"So, if I wanted to work at a tavern where would you recommend?" I asked.
"Was it seriously that easy for you?" She was still not quite believing what I'd done. The kids assigned to cleaning looked as if they were having a similar reaction.
"It took the majority of my mana to do that Gabbi. It was close to the max I'll be able to do for the next hour or so, I do not consider it 'easy' at all." I glared at her. I didn't want her to increase my workload as I'd had quite enough of my nose being pushed to the grindstone, thank you.
"Right, right, The Silver Fish is just across the street. If you went down the road a little you'd come to Haven's House, they're both pretty good." She had recovered nicely. "When you go to speak to someone please take myself or one of the others with you. It would be bad if you were taken advantage of."
"Okay, I'm going to go do that in a couple hours. Would you care to join me then?" I intended to check and see some things in the market first.
"Certainly, I'll be in the girls' workroom around that time." The room she indicated was one where a few optional after lunch lessons were held. It was also where we could go to practice things like weaving, as it had some looms.
"See you!" I waved to her as I left; hoping to escape before I was given another task.





First I went to near the gate to find a message service. It was fairly easy to locate the biggest one. They were happy to relay my letter to my family, telling them I'd been kidnapped and where I was. Unfortunately the clerk told me there was a fair chance that it wouldn't get there in time for a response to reach me before spring. Only high priority and very expensive letters were delivered during the winter. The roads were just too cold and covered in snow. Since that service would put me straight to broke I decided to just use the regular rate.
In the market I used a small amount of my hidden funds to check the prices of bread and replace my belt knife. A frankly pathetic looking loaf was currently running around six copper. I did take the time to inquire from the merchants about the good taverns in town. Two names came up most often, Haven's House and The Tipped Bottle. The Bottle was out, as it seemed to be right up to where the nobles lived, too far for the priests to let me go there.
"Someone told me about a place called The Silver Fish, what are they like?" I asked the smith who'd sold me my new knife.
"The food is fine, but the ale is watered a bit. The decor is also just a bit cheap. I'd go there for a meal if I wanted something quick, but I wouldn't stay there." That was a harsh review, but it told me quite a lot about the place.
"Thanks, have a nice day!" I gave the burly man a big smile as I turned to return to the temple.
Finding Gabbi was easy. She was doing some repairs on a few garments for the smaller kids when I came in.
"I've decided to give getting a place at Haven's House a go."
"The Silver Fish is closer." She obviously disagreed with my choice.
"So it is, but the owner has a reputation for being cheap. It will be better to go somewhere where the owner isn't." I honestly didn't feel like dealing with someone who didn't want to pay the proper price for things.
"Hmm, if that is your choice. Let me finish up this shirt and we'll go." It didn't take her long to fix the small rip in it. I had to stop for a moment and admire her perfect tiny stitches.






The building we approached was three stories high. Its edifice was calming, all gray stone with a small garden out front gave a good feeling of homeyness. At the same time the high level of maintenance spoke that it was a nicer establishment, whoever ran this place had a good eye.
Once we got inside we were greeted by an expansive dining room, it reached up so that you could see some of the second story. A roaring fireplace was in one corner and it, along with a few hanging lamps provided a warm, moderate level of lighting.
One of the waitresses came up to see us. She was in a high cut dress whose colors were velvet brown and deep blue. It wasn't sexy like the Harlot's staff had been, but rather looked a bit girl next doorish.
"Welcome to Haven's House, how can I help you today?" There was a board with a menu, it read about like I was expecting.
"I'm a bard, and I'm hoping to find a job for the afternoons, could we speak to the owner?" I would handle the negotiations, regardless of what Gabbi or anyone else thought about that.
It took a few moments before the waitress returned and led us off to a back room. There we found an older man sitting behind a large, polished desk. A few reports were scattered here and there, and ledgers sat upon the shelves behind him in neat rows.
"Welcome, I hear you're looking for a job?" The man waved us in with a smile. He had no aura that I could sense.
"Yes, I'm hoping to find a bit of work."
"I've been told you're a bard, what all can you do exactly? I don't really need a healer, and as for charging magical items. That's not one we do much around here." He was at least willing to hear me out. Though from the sound of it he didn't think he'd need me.
"I can do a few different things. For now the most important is that I can summon bread, with the food shortages surely there's some need for that?"
"Perhaps, show me." He was clearly interested.
I conjured up a loaf about the same size as that I'd seen in the market. I will say my work was generally of a much better quality.
The owner picked it up and examined it with a keen eye. Eventually he broke off a small piece and ate it.
"Okay, I'm interested. How much to bring you onto my staff?"
"Ten copper a day, another six per loaf of that size you want me to make for you." The daily rate was something near what a high cost worker would make.
"Four per loaf, I can get basic bread other ways." His counteroffer was not too bad, but it was too low.
"Six. Six is how much a poor quality loaf is currently costing in the market. Mine is not only better, but as winter creeps in the cost of buying ingredients or finished products is going to increase. Add to that that this is a restaurant and you'll sell it for ten easily and the price it should be is six. You'll make four copper profit for negligible effort on each one."
He looked taken aback for a few moments, then began to laugh. "You drive a hard bargain girl. How about five?"
"Shall I go to one of your competitors instead?" I asked as sweetly as I could.
"Fine, fine, six, anything else?"
Gabbi looked as if she was going to say something, but I got on that first.
"I can only work from just after lunch until dinner. Also I'd like three days a week off."
He asked for clarification and I gave him more exact times, one that would bring me back home well before my appointed curfew. I could even squeeze into getting dinner at the orphanage if I kept to that one. The second part was slightly less than what a normal worker would do. I was a child though, so that was probably fine.
He agreed, but told me I'd have to stay in the back until I got a proper outfit. My current dress was worn and getting a bit small on me. He also wanted me to work the days he had the heaviest traffic. Both of these worked fine for me.
I was set to start the next day. When I left I had a big smile on my face and was almost skipping down the road.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Dinner that night had an extra bit added to it, something which made everyone happy. It seemed my chore would be enough to at least help out around here, and that made me feel as if I was earning my keep.
Once I got to the after dinner meeting though the grilling began.
"So... rumor has it that you can make bread with your magic?" One of the slightly older girls, a teen named Kalie came over and asked. She got a bit closer than I would have liked.

"Um... yeah." There was no real point in trying to hide the truth.
"You will make a bit for us after dinner right? Since we're all here working together?" She eagerly pulled me against her. "I mean, we're practically family, aren't we?"
"Actually I was going to work on something else." This did not get a positive response from Kalie.
"What could possibly be important enough to work on otherwise?" she asked as she began to squeeze my shoulders, her voice lowering dangerously.
"I wanted to learn to make cheese. Don't worry, I'll share with everyone. Once it starts to get cold I also want to keep the room warm, that'll take a bit of my mana too."
She brightened right up. "I knew you were going to be nice to us. We'll be like sisters!"
That wasn't going to happen.
"Hey, she's our roommate! You can't go grabbing her away!" Gigi and Susie both got hold of me, seemingly determined that I should help them the most as they tried to pull me away, resulting in a tugging contest.
This winter was going to be exhausting.

            

    
        Chapter 20 My first winter without family

    
    
    
    
                Working at Haven's House was wonderful. Mostly because it gave me an excuse to go out during the winter and see people other than those in the orphanage. Though I will admit the pay was quite nice, I was saving it all for when I actually needed to buy something.


I ended up doing dishes for two weeks before I could order myself a new dress, then another two after that as it was made. All in all the outfit was lovely. The cloth was a deep purple. It fit more comfortably than anything I'd owned in this world, and I loved it. I ordered a second in dark blue once the first was delivered, resolved to have some nice clothes.


I knew that back on Earth dye colors had been restricted in the past, but it didn't seem so here. Some colors certainly were more expensive, but anyone could buy and wear them. I had thought that a bit strange, but magic existing certainly did change a number of things. I would have loved some pure black outfits, but a good, solid black was the most expensive thing sold.


Around the time that my clothes got to me snow had started to fall. My constant pestering of the messenger service I'd hired had to end then, as I knew that I wouldn't be getting anything back until spring. I was still worried about my family, and about the town. I knew that whoever was left after the fighting was done was going to have a brutal winter. Unfortunately I had no choice but to accept that there was nothing I could do.





Each day of winter began early. After being woken up I'd begin by doing a bit of cleanup in our room and emptying my mana, to get my chore done nice and early. My roommates would always badger me to make a bit more so they could have a snack, and I obliged.


After that we had breakfast and lessons. These were much the same as they had been. Though due to the season there was more emphasis on doing handiwork than preparation, since that was what was needed now. I was still rather enjoying these, as they were calming and quite practical in nature.


After lunch I would often go to work. On my days off however I'd make some extra snacks for the boys who were training. I didn't have to do this. I was making some food for the girls at night though, so it seemed fair to me, well, close enough. After that I'd sit around and do some spinning, or make belts like Sara had shown me.


Our post dinner girl's hangout time was about my favorite of the day. It took me over a week to get an edible form of cheese to summon. I had almost given up when I got something that was at least similar to a parmesan. Getting it all to work right was an absolute nightmare. There were multiple flavors and sub-flavors, texture, water content, and all manner of other factors that had to be right on the mark for the cheese to taste right. It was also brutally mana intense. I could summon loaf after loaf of bread, no problem, but one or two pounds of cheese and I was spent. I suspected this had to do with how much practice I had.


I dreaded going to bed though. My sleep was plagued with nightmares of Orsken. Some nights I dreamt of the people I knew, slowly starving to death. Others I would see us killing the mayor and his guards, over and over again. I couldn't shake the feeling of monstrous guilt for what we had done to those men, and as I saw their deaths repeated in my mind I was horrified at my own actions. I had nobody I could talk to about this either. I didn't dare admit to anyone that we'd revolted against the king and killed his soldiers, it would be a death sentence for sure. On the worst nights all I could do was sit there and silently cry, begging for the day to come, so that I could have something, anything to occupy my mind.





Many days I had work though. I'd alternate between summoning loaves of bread and tending the tables. Our visitors were mostly locals, with a few who were staying at the tavern over the winter mixed in. Shortly after beginning to work the floor I started to learn the regulars' names and orders. My cute appearance getting me a good amount of tips from all those who thought of me as nothing more than a very hard working child.


I did not take advantage of the fact that I was considered an 'orphan', as that seemed just too sleazy to me. The couple of times I was asked about my parents I told people that my dad had been drafted and my mother was busy. Which was the truth as far as I knew.


One day at work I was called into the back by Mr. Haven, the owner. That was a bit odd, while he sometimes did come to the front I'd never been called to his office before. I immediately began to go over everything that had happened in the past few days, looking for something I'd done wrong.


"Ah Alana, come in. I've got a bit of a request for you." He opened his door and motioned me to a chair. I was really glad that he didn't seem mad in the slightest. I wasn't sure if I could deal with explaining why I'd gotten fired to the temple staff. In fact he seemed a bit nervous.


"A request?" I looked around the room for anything that seemed out of place. The only thing of note was a wooden box on his desk, about medium sized.


"Yes, yes, bit unexpected. A business owner in town needs some tools recharged for her. Normally she has a wizard friend who does this, but unforeseen circumstances have arisen where he's currently unavailable." He was quite vague about all of this.


"And you want me to charge them up?"


"If you can my dear, that would be lovely. You'll get paid for this of course. I'll see to it that you don't lose any of what you would have made because of it."


"Um... okay, what do they do?"


"They maintain a field around an area which keeps out the cold and keeps everyone nicely warm. You don't see such things often, but my friend's eatery caters almost exclusively to nobles. I think they find such things quaint. One can sit in the middle of a snowstorm and still feel toasty warm. Huge waste of mana if you ask me."


He took several cubes out of the box, setting them down in front of me. I hadn't seen any magical items before. The cost was just too high for most people to afford so I looked them over.


I felt myself quite irked by this use of mana. So many of the people were suffering right now because of a famine our inept leadership had caused, and they were concerned about being warm in a snowstorm? I was even more put off because they couldn't at least be bothered to charge the damn things up themselves.


I had to wonder for a moment how this country hadn't had some version of the French Revolution yet.


"So... do I just, shove mana into them? I've never done this before." I had a spell that did the same thing, but they were certainly convenient if they could act like a battery for that.


"That is my understanding, yes."


Experimentally I picked one up and pushed a bit of mana into it. A few of the runes near the bottom lit up as I did so. The light crept up towards the top as more was added. I could tell when it had finished. It also left the room significantly warmer.


"Turn it off if you don't mind, just press the top there." As I did so the central rune on the item went dark, though the others remained lit.


There were four in total, after I'd finished up the last I looked at Mr. Haven.


"There are a lot of people suffering in villages right now. Why is nobody doing anything about it? If they can waste mana for this, they can certainly help people." Some heat had worked its way into my tone as I spoke. More than was strictly necessary.


"Girl you gotta understand. So far as nobles and the really rich are concerned the only useful exports of those villages are food for city folk and disposable soldiers."


"What?"


He sat down, motioning that I should do the same. "Most of their food is grown on specialty farms. Most of the goods they use on a daily basis are made in cities, by expert craftsmen, not in villages."


"So what? If the villagers die no big deal?"


"Not so far as they're thinking, no. They need numbers for their wars. Even a mage can fall to enough men, but it takes a whole lot. So they want the men for soldiers. They also know that the grain and the like flows to a lot of the city dwellers, and those city folk have to be kept happy to an extent."


"But that's insane! The taxes and everything have so many just starving to death!"


"I know it is girl, but the villagers can't do nothing about it. Most of the city folk won't do a thing about it either, why go against a system that's working for you?"


"Won't they eventually revolt?"


"Perhaps, but what happens when they do? It's hard to bust a city without a pretty well trained army. Even if you did, you'd have to get up to the noble's district, and then fight all the minor nobles living there. That's a pretty daunting task for farmers, the amount of magic that could be thrown at them would cause impossible losses."


I pondered that for a bit. A region would have only one ruling family. Only one man would own the city and the lands around it, but several families of nobility might live there. These were minor nobles, one or two generations out from being married into one of these more powerful families. Those with real skill would marry back into the leading groups, while those without would slowly drift into marrying merchants, craftsmen, and the like. I'd picked up that much from conversation. I didn't know just how many there were, though it wasn't many. Nor did I know the specifics of how all this worked. It seemed that all these people could do something about the suffering around them though. They just didn't, because it didn't affect their lives.


Eventually Mr. Haven came over and patted my head. "No need to worry about it too much. It don't help nothing anyways." He then gave me a smile. "Now! Back off to work with ya, food ain't gonna serve itself." I laughed as I left. He was surprisingly good at improving people's moods.





I was eight now as spring broke, bringing with it the birds and new sprigs of growth, and taking the snow away. It also meant new messages were being delivered! Several weeks in, the messenger service finally had something for me.


I was bouncing as I ran back to my room at the temple. My mood dropped like a stone as soon as I had the envelope open though. My own had been placed inside, with a letter attached.


We regret to inform you that this letter is undeliverable as the town in question has been destroyed. Inquiries at nearby towns and the city of Hazelwood do not indicate the presence of the intended recipients nor any known relatives.


I sat there completely numb, unable to process what I was going to do.

            

    
        Chapter 21 The return of an old acquaintance

    
    
    
    
                Both Gigi and Susie were alarmed when they found me unmoving, staring out into space.
"Hey... Alana, you okay?" Gigi spoke hesitantly, seeming to sense something was wrong.
"A-ah, I just... need a bit..." I had no idea how long I had sat there trying to think of anything.
"Want us to come get you at dinner?" Susie was peering at me nervously.
"Yeah, sure." I went back to reading the letter over and over again. I was trying to find something to bring me some hope, to tell me what had happened or where my family was. There was nothing.
I was still a bit numb when they came to get me. I ate dinner mechanically, rebuffing all attempts at conversation. That night I skipped our normal evening gathering, instead returning to my room to be alone and think.
My family weren't confirmed dead. That was important. Similarly my dad was out there, somewhere. I needed to find out if mom and John had made it, or alternatively find dad and Mystien. If I could do neither of these things... I didn't know. I was hesitant to stay here at the orphanage, but there was something important.
They needed help here. Frankly I couldn't abandon them, not after everything. I had some people here who I could at least nominally call friends. This famine was also getting worse the longer the war drug on. It just didn't feel right to go until I knew that that at least was sorted. I already had dreams of starving villagers, nightmares of starving orphans would only make it worse.
I also needed to consider if my family would be able to find me. The odds on that weren't good, but I didn't know what to do about that right now. Perhaps I could contact someone who knew them well and tell them to let my family know if they ran into them? Would that work? Maybe, but the list of people who might know that I knew of was short.
Jackson perhaps, he'd trained me for a bit and if I could find him he might run into them somewhere, but he was a flight risk anywhere he went. I had no contact with Veska. I could go see her, but that would take me back into Hazelwood, not a great prospect. She'd also absolutely demand some form of payment, who knows what. Mystien mentioned a friend of his in the capital too... what was his name? Lucien, yeah he owned a tavern or something. He might have a way to contact someone. They weren't great leads, but they were leads.
Perhaps the priests could help. I might guess that the village priest Rosk knew something, if he was alive. I could go ask Father Mannory to try and contact him, but I wasn't sure how that would go down. The worst he could say was no, and it was the easiest lead. That sounded good, I'd speak to him after dinner.





Making it through the next day was a real struggle. All I wanted to do was finish so that I could get back to the temple and accost a priest. Was that too much to ask? You'd think not, but with spring the taverns were getting absolutely swamped and I was run ragged the whole afternoon. By the end of my shift I hated customers vehemently. I angrily grumbled to myself about their irritating demands as I walked back to the temple, even if they hadn't done anything that bad.
Cornering the man was a bit harder than I'd thought it would be. He was a wily sort, and seeming to know that I was looking for him and hid in his office through dinner. Or he was just as busy as I was, one of the two. Eventually though, I tracked him down and beat on the wooden door.
He popped it open, looking down at me with a quirked eyebrow.
"What brings you to see me? Hopefully nothing bad."
"I tried to send a letter to my family back in Orsken."
"Oh? Did you manage to get hold of your family then? That's wonderful news!" He seemed genuinely happy for me. Until he saw my face at least.
"No... actually the village has been destroyed. The messenger couldn't find any lead either. I was hoping... Um, there was a priest in the town, Rosk, is there any way you could contact him? He might know something." I looked at him hopefully, unsure of what he might be able to accomplish with his magic.
Father Mannory opened the door fully. "Come in and sit, do you have the letter from your messenger service?"
I slipped in as he was pouring tea for us, handing over the slip of paper I'd gotten once he'd passed me the cup. He took a few moments to look over it, frowning.
"I sent someone out to get his information on your story, but my messenger hasn't quite returned yet. I'll have to look into what happened but I imagine that Rosk is making his way back here. We are the main temple in the region, so once his assignment is done he should return."
"Why hasn't he come back then?" I asked. This was all too much. I just needed to know, needed to know if my mom and brother were alright.
"Be calm Alana, it often takes a priest a bit of time to travel. Most towns we stop in have some need of aid, and unless we are rushing off to some emergency we will try to provide it."
I knew I was being selfish, but I wanted to go home. Even if there was no house left, I could at least be with my family. I was desperate, almost ready to cry. If that stupid priest could just hurry up and get here maybe I could go with mom and John again, or at least find out if they were alright.
Father Mannory interrupted my spat of self-loathing. "Is there anyone they might have told where they went? Perhaps a cousin in a nearby town, or a friend?"
"Well, Mystien has a... friend, in Hazelwood, and she seemed to know dad. I don't know if mom or John knew her though."
He blinked, "Mystien?"
"Oh, he was a wizard who lived in our village, he trained me to do magic when I was first learning."
"You've never mentioned him before, is there anyone else who taught you?"
"There was a bard named Jackson, he helped me learn basic healing." I hoped I wasn't giving away any secrets here.
"I see, and you said Mr. Mystien had a friend who might know something. Is there a way to contact her?"
"Oh, she owns a tavern in Hazelwood. I don't know if she'll tell me anything without payment though." I let that sentence slowly drop off. There was no chance of getting free information there.
"That would be Veska then wouldn't it?" He asked, quirking an eyebrow.
I was legitimately surprised by that response, and my face must have shown it.
"I used to live in Hazelwood Alana. I do know the larger business owners; at least some of them. As it stands I've already sent a message to her asking for some details as well. If she knows anything she might let us know."
"Oh... I um... thank you." I knew he was doing some of this for his own reasons and beliefs, but if he was willing to help me find my family, I didn't care.
Father Mannory gave me a kind smile over his tea. "I know that it is hard when people tell you to be patient. In this case though it is best to just wait a bit. Things will come as they will, and we have more than enough problems without struggling to find something that is likely already coming to us."
"Yes Father Mannory." I wasn't much for platitudes, but I had to admit he was probably right here.
"Now, run along. I'm sure the other girls are eagerly waiting for you to bring them some extra snacks."
I flushed red. I hadn't been hiding it precisely, but I was being quiet about making extra food for us. "Um..."
"I'm not angry Alana, but the boys might be a bit cross if they find out. So do try to keep it quiet." He waved me out and I skidaddled. We both had a bit of work to do before morning apparently.
That night in our normal after dinner gathering I got promises from the girls to not tell the boys about the extra food. Adding threats that it might dry up if they found out.






One day as the spring went on, slowly making its way toward the heat of summer, I was working the counter when a familiar figure walked into the door of Haven's House. Mr. Haven had joined me at the counter that day and he looked up too, smiling.
"Jackson! How wonderful to see you again. Welcome to Haven's House." My slightly energetic greeting made Haven turn to me and cock an eyebrow.
"You two know each other?" He asked, seemingly surprised.
"Nope, no idea who the kid is." Jackson replied smoothly.
"We met a couple of years ago. You came to give me some 'special training'."
"Wait what!?" Haven's face immediately turned to the newcoming bard, hardening like stone.
"Whoa kid, no, no that never happened!" Jackson stammered, looking a bit afraid at the tavern owner's glare.
"What? Yeah it did, in Orsken, you were there with me for three days." I was probably playing this up a bit more than was totally proper, but...
At this point my boss was pulling out the overly large stick he kept beneath the counter to deal with rowdy customers. "I knew you were a bad egg you little pervert, but a kid?"
"Hey, wait, you know me Haven, I would never." He was almost to the door at this point.
"Yup, Mystien called you in to teach me to heal people, don't you remember? You stayed with him and helped with his lessons."
Both men stopped at this point and looked over at me. It was obvious from my mischievous grin that I'd been messing with both.
"He's a nice guy Mr. Haven. His techniques even helped save some people."
They were both now giving me unamused looks.
"Wait..." said Jackson, looking at me intently. "I remember you, you're that kid the old man wanted me to train."
"Seriously," my boss said. I couldn't help but laugh at his deadpan delivery. "Go do some dishes kid, before I decide to tan your hide." Giggling as I retreated, I fled to the kitchen.





Jackson ended up taking a room here. There was plenty of work for him in town, so he didn't really need a job. It was a few days before I managed to get a chance for a conversation with him. I was quite eager, but giving him a bit of time to cool off seemed the wise choice.
"Hi again!" I plopped down beside him where he sat eating an early lunch.
"Here to accuse me of more impropriety?" Jackson glared at me. It would seem he was still a bit sore about that.
"Not at all. I just wondered if you'd mind answering some questions for me."
He sighed, "Are you going to pester me until I do?"
"Most probably yes."
"Fine, ask away then." He seemed a bit tired already.
"Do you know where Mystien went?"
"If I had to guess he's at home in your village. What in the world are you doing out here anyway?"
"Nope, Orsken's gone. Before you ask, no I don't know exactly what happened, I got kidnapped."
He froze and looked at me, blinking.
"Gone? What do you mean gone? How could a village be gone?"

"Gone as in destroyed. From the sounds of things someone burned it to the ground."
"With that old codger and your pops there? Who would burn it? An army?"
"Nope, my dad and Mystien disappeared when they got called up for the draft, do you really not know where they ran off to?"
"I'm... sorry kid, but I don't. I've been staying off of Hazelwood land for awhile now. He was getting pushier and pushier about wanting healers after the Shield left." He leaned back and stretched, looking a bit put off by that fact.
"I'm aware, it's his daughter's guards that kidnapped me." I got the chance to deadpan this time.
"Bold choice on them, most priests would go absolutely crazy if they saw that."
"Yup, it was a bad plan on their part, but that's not important. What is important is me finding my people, any ideas?"
"Can't say I do kiddo. You could put out some feelers, but other than that, just go find some of their old friends. They might get a letter or something one day. You want anything else?"
"In fact I do, I need to learn to fight. Being a bard I'm guessing you know all the best tricks we can do in combat, and I'd like you to teach me."
That got him laughing again. "Now that might be the most interesting thing I've heard all week."

            

    
        Chapter 22 Work and training

    
    
    
    
                Jackson agreed to teach me a bit about fighting as a bard, on the condition that I help him with his work. We decided that half of my days off would be helping him, and on the other half he would help me. Though he argued that since helping him might act as training it was all helping me.
Our first day working together was simple enough. We met at the tavern at my normal work time to go about his business.
"You're late." He said as I walked in.
"I'm perfectly on time. This is when I start work."
"Really? Huh, I thought it was earlier; no matter though. Let's be off." With that he rose and led me off into the streets.
"So... what are we doing? Making food? Or healing people?"
"Hm? No, no nothing like that. We'll be filling up some magic items. With the Shield having such a large presence here we're not currently needed as healers. While food isn't a bad idea I'll get paid a lot more for using mana to fill up items."
"Really? I mean, what kind of items do people use? Nobody in my village ever had stuff like that."
"Larger businesses and nobles use magical items to some extent. There are a great number of different kinds but most of what we'll be doing is household items. On a noble estate these would often be filled up by the lesser members of the house. As the number of people called off to war has culled that down we'll be doing it instead."
"Are you sure this will be the best way to make money? I make pretty good at the tavern."
"Very sure. Working at a tavern is a good job, but nobles pay big money to not be inconvenienced."
"So... okay." I wasn't actually sure what to say to that. At least without badmouthing the nobility in the middle of the street. "You just need me to push mana into them then, that's it?"
"It would be nice if you could act all polite and stuff too, but basically yes. Oh, and don't get too involved. They're always looking to pick up potential spouses for the children of branch families, or lesser sons. You want no part of that, so don't talk too much about yourself. Tell them I'm your teacher and leave it at that."
"Oh so maybe I could go and join up with a noble family and be all fancy and stuff." You could practically feel the sarcasm in the air.
"Don't even joke kid. In your position they'd treat you like a battery that could pump out babies and nothing else. You'd be treated like garbage and if you ever weren't useful enough, you'd be tossed out like it too." For once he looked serious. There was something to that look; if he wore it more often he might seem like a decent guy.
"Message received, I'll not make any overtones to it."
He stopped as we arrived at a big mansion. Giving me a few pointers about etiquette as we walked. I'd covered most all of this in my training with Mystien, so no big deal so far.
A maid greeted us at the door, giving us a wide smile.
"How can I help you today?"
"I'm Jackson, and this is my student. We're here to top off some items."
The woman seemed to be expecting us. "Oh yes, right this way please."
She showed us to a large entryway where we charged up magical lights. This was our first task, and it was a simple one. These little sconces looked like crystals set into the walls, and the amount of mana they used was apparently just tiny. Working together we had them done in only a few minutes.
Afterwards we were escorted to various places around the house. Heaters like those I'd filled before were common in parts of the house. As were things like water heaters for the bathrooms, and a large walk in fridge. The kitchen even had a small item that would purify water for drinking.
All of these had to be refilled on a weekly basis I was told. While they were certainly useful, none of these were really necessary for anything. I would have guessed that there were more, and more powerful items around, but we had no business with those.
When we were finishing up another maid came to join us. She brought a bag of money for Jackson, which she slipped into his hand with a salacious smile. I could see just the barest hint of aura about her. It was properly formed, just extraordinarily weak.
"Thank you so much for your help, my lady wished me to tell you that you were welcome to come back any time. I would so like to see you return, since you've been such a big help." She was practically cooing.
I thought I was going to barf.
"Well, it is good to be found useful. Unfortunately I've other duties to attend to today, so I must bid you farewell." I realized quickly that he was being careful not to agree to anything.
The maid led us out without another word, giving only a small wave at the door.
On our way to the next house I had to ask. "Did she just..."
"Oh yes, that maid is probably a few generations out from anyone with real ability. She's hanging on to the barest thread of mana. You saw that didn't you?"
"Yeah, I've never seen an aura that weak."
"She was trained to use magic. If I had to guess trained quite hard, but she has no talent for it at all. That's why she's a maid now, she can use what paltry mana she has to fill items like we were, or, I don't know, draw a bath. That's going to be about her limit though, and it's one she won't ever surpass."
"That's sad. So she was trying to get all friendly with you because what? She wants a husband with stronger mana?"
"She wants children with stronger mana," he corrected. "I on the other hand want nothing to do with the politics." Jackson had a good aura. He was stronger than me, but not by much.
"So you'll turn her down?"
"That depends on what she wants Alana. I won't be taking her as a wife, that much is for sure. I am quite sure that I've fathered a number of bastards though, making another won't bother me in the least."
"That seems a bit... immoral." My face made clear my opinion on the matter.
"Don't look at me like that. The children are all well taken care of. I do make sure that I'm not dumping them on poor commoner girls. The mothers also know exactly what the arrangement is. For something like that everyone needs to agree, and they need to know what they're agreeing to."
"I suppose that's not too bad then. It's just kinda wrong that you don't take care of them, isn't it?"
"A large number of men have little to nothing to do with raising their children. Having a father around is ideal, but that woman doesn't really want me. She wants my mana, and perhaps my kids. I don't like being where I'm not wanted."
The morals here were just too different. I'd been fairly against things like that in my last life, so the idea of a father intending to make a kid and bolt just sat wrong with me. Even in our village, the idea of a father not wanting to take care of his kids would have been heavily frowned upon. At the same time he had a point. If he wasn't wanted or needed, why stick around? I did know at least that that wasn't the arrangement that I'd ever want. So I decided to drop the subject.
Our process repeated itself twice more. One more woman hitting on him. One wanted to introduce me to her son. I was quite thankful when my companion deftly pulled me away.
I fell into bed that night, exhausted from the day's activities. It wasn't hard work exactly, but dealing with the nobility and their personal staff was tiring to no end. I looked forward to when I could get my training. When I would finally be able to protect myself. Those were my thoughts as I drifted off to sleep.






It was a few days later that Jackson and I met at the courtyard behind the inn. It was out of the way enough that we could easily train without having to leave the city.
"Okay kid, what do you know about fighting?" He had a few things in a bag, but wasn't telling me what all they were.
"Um, not much. Hit the opponent with a scream spell then stab them with a knife. That's what I've been doing up till now."
"That's not a terrible plan to be honest, what other spells do you have?"
I ran through the list of my spells, bread, cheese, water/ice summoning, the light spell, the warming one, the scream one of course, the movement spell, and finally the healing magic he taught me.
"You could use ice to set up traps, but your main attack is the scream. As for a knife, it's only good against opponents that aren't armored. Ones that are require something a bit different." He pulled what looked like a stick with a lump of cloth on the end out.
"Um?"
"A mace is easy to carry, easy to use, and hurts like a monster to get hit with. Also good against people in armor." He passed me the mace and took another out of his bag to show me some swings.
"First though, I want you to point your scream spell at the wall over there, and show me what it's got." He pointed to a spot about ten feet away.
I let loose hard against the piece of stone, the grass even moved a bit as it struck. Jackson took a few moments to let his ears stop ringing.
"You need to focus that, hitting your allies is not acceptable. You've got plenty of power in it, but it's way too wide. Nobody outside of your target should hear more than a yell."
First he showed me. Setting up a little cloth standard that he made fly back as he yelled at it. I heard nothing but him hollering. Then came in and made a few adjustments to my visualization and targeting. It turned out that I needed not just to focus on adding power to my voice, but also pulling all of it into a direction, like a spotlight. Once I had that down it came together without too much trouble.
From there he had me practice with the mace. We went back and forth, with him pushing hard the idea of combinations of strikes and changing rhythm. I was sweating hard by the time my mana had recovered.
He ran me back and forth through these two drills until I just about dropped.
"The most important thing to remember is that you are not the front line fighter. It's good to have a few well practiced strikes, but against someone who's skilled those won't help. Your scream should be able to pull a knight down for long enough for you to hit him, but a wizard or priest will always out range you, and their attacks are deadly."
"Okay, so... try to avoid fights?"
"Of course you should avoid fights, that's a given. You're learning this so that you can protect yourself in a worst case, or while traveling. You belong nowhere on a battlefield."
"Alright, I don't want to get into fights anyway. So about the mace, do I summon one or something?"
"You've never tried to summon rocks or metal before have you?"
I shook my head, I had been focused on food.
"For whatever reason, minerals, metals in particular, are unbelievably hard to summon. The rarer metals are the hardest. I don't know why, some sages have suggested that it's something to do with their structure, others say that it's because of their relative rarity. For us though, it doesn't matter."
"What about a wooden one?" That seemed like a viable option.
"You could do that, and it would cost lots of time and mana to make. It would be useless in battle and there are easier ways to get firewood."
"So just buy one?"
"Yup, if it really comes to that you could probably make something out of ice that would hurt. We're gonna use that one a little different though."
After a couple more rounds of practice he sent me off. I was physically beat this time as well as mentally. It seemed I'd signed up for a very hard course in combat. I hoped that would mean I would be useful at it.
We went through the summer, practicing various techniques. Once I had those basic elements I had to scream at a target, then run in and hit it with a series of strikes. His next tactic was to make a thin sheet of ice on the ground while my opponent was distracted by being blind and deaf. He even went over some basic knife fighting moves. He was clear however that that wasn't really his forte.
During the last few weeks of summer he went over what he felt was the most destructive idea he'd had. Group casting the scream. According to Jackson, once or twice he'd had to actually use this. Even with just the two of us the results were shocking. It went from a stun only to a mid range spell that could send out a shock-wave, throwing our cloth target into a wall hard enough to bust the fabric open.
"It still won't kill a man, but it'll really hurt."
"You don't have to tell me, I can imagine it."
"With that now down, it is my opinion that you know enough for the time being. I shall be heading somewhere else now, to seek a new fortune. Keep practicing and one day you'll be strong, or at least strong for a bard."
He left that afternoon, walking off into the sunset.
The next day at work was when the angry men started showing up. We had three after his hide by the time I left to go home.

            

    
        Side Story 5 Veska Emergency meeting

    
    
    
    
                An urgent knocking woke me from what was a rather lovely dream.
"Who is it?"
"It's me ma'am, urgent report for you." I could hear the stress in the familiar tones.
That was interesting. It was seldom that Sean, my hired hand, woke me. It was far more odd for him to actually have any note of urgency to his voice. With a wave and a bit of power I released the lock on the door, allowing him entry.
"Now now, what's gotten you so worked up?" I held out my hand for the report. It wasn't long, a single sheet that took me less than a minute to read.
Then I reread it, three times. I couldn't believe what I was seeing here. I blinked and rose, heading to the closet. If this was true, then I needed to move now.
"When did this come in Sean?" I asked as I opened the closet doors. The dozens of outfits lining the walls shook as I hastily flipped through them.
"When the gate opened. Looks like the messenger was waiting for it so he could get to you first thing." The man had followed behind. He was one of the few who might be allowed into one of my most private domains.
"Good on him. Do we have confirmation on the source?"
"No doubt ma'am, the Shield is certainly who's spreading it."
"I can hardly believe it. Does anyone else know?"
"I doubt it; what shall we do?"
"Send out a request for a meeting with all the major businesses. Lunch, and mark it as urgent. Also, pull our asset out of Hazelwood's manor, have her sent out of the region if need be."
My aide bowed and left as I put on a rather more conservative dress. It was a lovely black with red embellishments. While almost no skin was showing it still hugged me tightly from the high collar to the waist.
I let my hand linger on a personal favorite outfit that hung nearby. That tiny red silk number had never failed to get the desired result. Sadly this day was not a day for pleasure, but a day to prepare for war.
Leaving my quarters I headed towards my office. There was an immense amount of paperwork in the various drawers that had to be pulled out and prepared for my upcoming meeting, as well as a few files which I'd be bringing along for additional purposes.





In one of the back rooms of The Scarlet Harlot was a place set aside for large gatherings. Business, weddings, the odd orgy, all had occurred in this room. It was well appointed, lush red carpets around a sizable table.
The last to arrive was the representative of the magical item shops. There were only a few in town and their leader was an aged man with a beard. He looked almost stereotypical for a wizard, but it fit his profession.
"Now that we're all here Veska, can you tell us what was so urgent?" The first to barge in was the leader of the merchants, Joy, a thin, severe woman.
"Certainly. The Order of the Shield has begun spreading rumors that the Hazelwood family is so desperate for healers that they're kidnapping those they find, including children."
The silence was absolute, stretching on for several moments. Everyone looked stunned, a few had to take a moment to rub their temples.
"Is it true?" A portly man, Sal, one responsible for food distribution, was the first to recover.
"It does not matter if it is true." That came from the nominal representative of the artisans. The man was a smith and looked as if he could bend metal with his bare hands.
"Of course it matters!" responded the merchant.
"No, it really doesn't. If you care though, I believe they've done the checks on this. They don't act without a solid foundation, not for this." I knew for a fact that they'd been asking about Hazelwood's movements. The requests on when his daughter had left to flee back from the advancing front, and the composition of her personal retinue probably related to this incident.
"Do forgive me, but what effects will this have? The Shield hasn't sent anyone to the city in a couple of years now, and we've made it through that." The one who piped up this time was a reserved looking middle aged woman. You would never know from the look of her that she ran the city's gambling halls.
I could answer this one in a way she would understand best. "They have not, but this will keep all priests out. It will also drive bards to avoid the region like a plague. There are few healers here now, and those anywhere on Hazelwood's lands will likely disappear when they hear of this. It will mean that getting magical healing will be impossible or very nearly so."
"So they're ordering our city abandoned of healers? Isn't that an act of war or something?"
"No, because it's not an order. Even more so, while we can 'know' it's them spreading the information, you'll have a hard time proving it. Even if you could prove it, nobody would care."
"Perhaps we could hire freelancers? There must be some who would go against them." Sal asked.
"Normally there would be, but with the current circumstances they were already at a premium. I can get perhaps two. In a city this size..." I had nothing to help that, not at this point at least.
"Can we get them to rescind this? To stop declaring the city as an enemy?" It was the artisan's turn.
"Not so long as the current baron or any of his immediate family rules." Joy answered for me.
"So this will be long term then?" the smith asked, looking around at the rest of us. There were nods everywhere. "Should we worry about the men in the army? Will this fall on them too?"
"It might." I answered, "Save for the fact that the war will be over before fall hits fully. It's proven too costly as it is. One more harvest that can't be brought in would push both sides too far economically. Negotiations have likely already begun on that front."
"That's the best news I've heard this year. So if there's no undoing this until he and his are gone do you think he'll just kidnap healers now? If he's already being punished there's no reason he shouldn't." The man really should just stick to working metal.
"I would wager that if more reports like this reached the priests our esteemed baron would die of some fast acting illness within a month."
The big man looked stunned. "Now I know those lads don't take much in the way of violations of their sanctuaries, but are you telling me they'd just kill the man?"
Joy looked at him with pity. "There have been a number of times where leaders have openly flaunted their rules. The fact that leaders tend to die of illnesses easily cured by magic not long after violating a major order's mandates is why the different orders hold so much power. The second part, if true, is also important. There might be some push-back if he were using a criminal, or some drafted soldier, but a child? Nobody would lift a finger to save him."
There was a little bit of back and forth on options. Truthfully there was little that could be done, other than abandon the city or move assets out of it. The only reason I'd told them was to minimize the damage when it all got out to the general public. I'd worked too hard to build up my home in this place to just throw it all away, so I at least would be staying. Several of those at this meeting though, and a number of the lesser nobles in town, would definitely not.






Back in my office that night I went over the last of my work. There were still a few reports that were bothering me a bit.
I was guessing that the kidnapped healer was Mystien's apprentice. She'd been reported missing right after that group of guards had passed through her doomed little town. I also felt that even where she was when I met her, she might have been able to give some meathead knights the slip.
Far more bothersome were the other reports of missing people. From here and there people had been vanishing into thin air. This was from both our country and the Ermathi side. A few whole units had turned into mist as far as I could tell. The number of magic users among the missing was also far too high, and almost all of them were from villages. These people were almost certainly targeted. I was at a complete loss as to why or how this was all being done, but the numbers looked to be in the low thousands. Something unusual was on the horizon, that much was sure.
By the time I found my bed that night I was thoroughly exhausted. Hopefully the days when the worst thing going on was a small argument between rich families would return soon.

            

    
        Chapter 23 Peace and the open road

    
    
    
    
                It was on a bright and sunny day as summer faded to autumn that the word was sent out. Messengers had run all through the city declaring the fact; the war was over. I was working this day and many came by the tavern to drink in celebration of this occasion.


They were not celebrating because we had won. From all reports it had been practically a stalemate, the borders barely changed. Rather everyone knew that with the end of this fight, that much of the suffering of the past few years would fade. Their sons, husbands, fathers, and brothers would soon be returning. I saw old men weep tears of joy that their beloved sons would be coming home to them. Women jumped and danced in the streets because their husbands would soon again embrace them.


Haven frantically tried to purchase as much food and alcohol as he could from any merchant that would answer him. Istlan was a bit back from the front-lines, but we were situated on a main road that many would be taking to return from the front to their homes further west. We had little time to prepare before the first wave of returning soldiers would pass by. Knowing such a group would desire food, drink, and women; every business involved in such things was trying to gather all the resources they could for the inevitable horde.


Even in the temple there was some amount of celebration. Around a third of the children here had some relative who was in the army, and would certainly come get them when it was all over. Susie purchased a bit of honey with her saved pocket change and shared it with Gigi and I that night. It was a bit nostalgic since I'd had none in Istlan, and the taste of honey on toast was a refreshing change.


As I munched on the sweet treat I thought of my own kin. I had no idea where my family had gone, so there would be no happy reunion for me. I'd only known a few relatives here anyway, but the fact that they were all now missing was rough. I longed to see my mom and dad, to eat around a table with them as a happy family once more. I briefly even thought of what would happen to the men of Orsken. Did they know? Had anyone told them the town was gone and the people scattered? There was nothing I could do at present, so I tried to put it from my mind.





It wasn't for a couple of weeks that the first group of men came by. That day every tavern in the city filled within hours; fortunately I had the day off. I stood by the gate as they approached, some thousand men passing through before heading west to their homes.


They looked a bit strange to me. Some were obviously in good spirits, laughing and cheering with their friends and the small crowd that had gathered upon hearing of their approach. Others though looked tired and sad. More than a few looked broken, their eyes like something I'd seen in photos of soldiers on Earth. These were not glorious victors, returning home to cheers. Rather they were men who'd been in a war they never wanted, eager to be home and done with all of it.


"Meline?" I heard one of the men call out, apparently recognizing someone.


I yelped as an arm wrapped around me from the side, pulling me in close to someone I didn't know. It took me only a second to turn around and let loose a harsh scream onto the person, an act that seemed to alarm those around me.


"What was that?"


"An attack?"


Several men turned to look at the two of us as I hopped back and drew my knife, looking towards the soldier who'd nearly picked me up. A few came close, looking between the two of us.


"What happened?" A man who seemed to be a leader among this group stepped forward. He seemed to be the one in charge of this unit.


"He grabbed me." I pointed towards the man who was still trying to recover from my point blank attack.


After a several moments he could finally stand up and process again. The leader stepped forward and looked at him harshly.


"What's with grabbing the kid?"


The man who'd grabbed me looked at me for a few seconds before he blushed red. "I... I thought she was my Meline for a moment, I'm sorry."


Several of his friends looked at him with a mix of irritation and pity. "Your kid has gotta be three years older than her now, and is back home," one of them pointed out.


"I'm really sorry for that." He bowed his head at me and I nodded back as his friends drug him off.


Their leader came over to me after the others had left. "I'm really sorry kid, poor guy's been worried sick about his daughter, and you really do look a bit like her."


"He still shouldn't go grabbing people," I pouted.


The man chuckled a bit, "True true, I'll talk to him later. Nice shot on him though, you dropped him like a stone."


"Mmm." I truthfully hadn't had time to go all out, so the power was lacking. I was not about to let this guy know that had I not been so surprised I would have likely rendered his friend at least partially deaf.


He patted me on the head, much to my chagrin, before turning to join his companions.





It took several weeks for the men of Istlan to be sent home. While there were a few nights of celebration as the different groups came in there just wasn't time for too much of that. The men immediately jumped into helping with the harvest, making sure that it got brought in properly and without any issues for the first time in years.


As Susie was picked up by her dad and I could finally see the prices of bread going down I knew that the famine was finally ending. That led me back to my previous decision though, I liked the priests here, but I had no intention of remaining in the orphanage until I was of age. I considered these things one day while working. Even my work here would soon change; bread was no longer such a prime good, and I would wager I had less than a month before Mr. Haven wanted to renegotiate the terms of my employment.


"You look like someone who's got a lot on their mind." A man at the bar spoke as I got around to cleaning that part.


"Yeah, the famine is finally ending here isn't it?" I pointed out.


"Sure is, but that's not a bad thing. With everyone coming home we finally get a break."


"I know, but it'll mean things change."


"Things are always changing kid. Some are for the better, some for the worse, but always do things change."


"I wonder what will come next." I mused.


"Winter," he said, "after that spring, as the whole cycle starts again. Though everything will be locked down for winter first."


I nodded, winter was indeed coming, only a few weeks out now. With that I made my decision, I'd be leaving, just after I got my preparations done.





It didn't take me long to buy basic traveling provisions, I also grabbed a set of boy's clothing in my size. People would be less prone to worrying about a boy in my experience than a girl, and it would help to throw off any attempts from the priests to follow me.


I made up two letters. The first was to Haven, to tell him I was leaving. Then one to Father Mannory, saying basically the same, and that I was sorry but I wanted to be on my way. I hoped that the priest would understand, even if he was pissed about it. As I wrote those I came to the realization that I was really leaning into the bad reputation that bards had for being complete flakes.


The merchant areas near the gate were the place to go. They would post notices of where they were headed, and if they wanted any passengers. That was not an uncommon thing; it gave the merchants a bit of extra cash and filled up any empty cargo space.


A merchant caravan was leaving to the capital not three days after I'd made my decision. They were allowing some passengers to travel with them. So after breakfast that morning I made my way over to them. I had my bag stuffed with some dried meat and fruits, with my dresses stuffed into the bottom to make it look very full of provisions. I'd finally purchased a small mace, which hung from my belt by a leather strap.


The proprietor was easy to find, a few questions to workers led me right to him.


"Excuse me sir, I understand you're headed to the capital?" I was going to go with a slightly higher class accent than I normally used, in the hope it would make things easier.


"Sure am kid, we're leaving in an hour. Why?"


"I'd like to get a spot as a passenger if that's at all possible."


"Just you? Where're your folks?" He was suspicious, which was fair I suppose. A kid traveling alone was odd.


"Just got word my dad's not coming back from the war, but I've an uncle in the capital. I'd rather stay with him than be alone." It was a simple enough story, if not a true one. I'd wanted to see the capital for a long time, and I knew that Mystien's friend lived there. If I couldn't find him then I'd be about in the same place I was now, so that seemed the best bet.


The man gave me a hard look. I couldn't tell if he believed it or not, but he nodded. "Sorry to hear it kid. Price is fifteen silver, for a full gold we'll throw in ale and one meal a day. You're on your own for the rest of the food though."


I considered for a moment. I could easily make it without the extra food and drink. On the other hand not taking it might be suspicious, and a bit of variety might be nice anyway. I handed over the full gold. I had a bit of leeway on my finances now. That was a large cost, but it would not be too bad.


"Alright kid, you'll be in the wagon third from the back. Like I said, we leave in an hour, if you're not here, you forfeit your spot."


"Understood, I'll be there."


It only took me a few minutes to go to a messenger service and have the letters delivered. I knew they wouldn't be out until tomorrow morning, as I hadn't put a rush on them, and that suited me just fine.


Having done that I returned to the caravan and took up a spot in the third wagon from the back. It wasn't super spacious, and there were already a few people here. I nodded to them as I got in, setting myself up in a vacant spot along the right side.


It wasn't too long until the wagons started moving out. Nobody in here with me had an aura, so I felt fairly safe. Though when the guards did their inspection of the cargo I was careful to repress my own as hard as I could. I wanted to look like nothing more than an ordinary passenger. They were quick, comparing faces to a number of known criminals before they waved us through.


As the wagon rattled down the road, a woman across from me looked over. She had a small child sitting on her lap cooing up at her as the soft rocking of the slow cart lulled it to sleep.


"This is my first time traveling, how about you?" She seemed to just be making small talk.


"Hmm? No, I've been between a few cities before. First time with a caravan though."


"Aren't you nervous? I always heard that there are monsters and bandits outside of the cities, waiting to eat you up."


I tried not to giggle, but made a small smile. "Not many monsters around here, not many bandits either. At least that's what my dad always said."


One of the men in the cart laughed as he heard that. "The boy's right lass." He then turned to me. "Can't say I've seen many kids your age hauling around weapons though."


I shrugged, "Family friend liked to travel, showed me how to use it in case I got in any trouble. I'm not too worried about bandits or monsters, but I don't want to be completely helpless either."


"Oh? Gonna protect us from any bad guys then lad?" He was on the verge of a full belly laugh at that one.


"Nah, but if someone comes after me I'll happily kneecap them before I run." Now about half the cart was snickering.


"Good! At least you're not a complete fool then. If anything does happen let the caravan guards deal with it, lad like you will only get in the way."


I nodded, and he patted my shoulder. As we talked a bit more about the goings on I looked out the back of the wagon. I got one last look at Istlan as we rounded a corner, it had been my home for a good while, but the idea of staying was stifling. I couldn't live under the rules of the priests. If it had been my family, I wouldn't have minded. They weren't the same though, while I respected them, there was no love there. Without that bond, and without obligation to help those who'd protected me... I had to leave, there was simply no other choice. Perhaps that's what made bards. Without strong enough bonds of love, we just wouldn't stick around. Sooner or later the obligations and pressures would drive us to find something different.

            

    
        Chapter 24 The caravan

    
    
    
    
                As our caravan crossed through the local forests I learned that the man who'd teased me on the first day was named Sorn. He was in his mid twenties, with long black hair and a bushy beard. Sorn was a bit of a joker, but I got the feeling that he at least meant well. He told me that he was headed to the capital in a bid to start up a new business, since the war had caused so much destruction around his home. While I never told him all the details, I did understand that to an extent. His village, much like my own, had been destroyed, but in his case because of bandits in search of food.
"I didn't think bandits were that bad though? We had a few around us, but not nearly enough to take down a village," I told him when I heard how his home had been destroyed. We were walking with the caravan for a bit. The fresh air was nice, and stretching your legs every now and then was an absolute must because of the cramped wagon.
"Normally no, they aren't, but this looked to be about fifty men who'd deserted from the army. I wasn't there, but I'm told they hit hard."
"Did they get caught?" I hated to think that such men would be wandering around still.
"Yeah, an army contingent came and hung the lot of them. Scum like that don't stand up to much once they're against a real fighting force. Wish I'd been sent to help."
I nodded; once a group went bandit there wasn't much else to be done with them. They couldn't really go home, as they were wanted men. I hoped my dad hadn't gone that way.
"So, you said yer going to join up with an uncle lad?" He changed the subject rather than continue to talk about his own home.
"Yeah, dad got called out to go to the war, and he's not come back."
"Capital's a far way to go though; no friends or the like closer?"
"One, but a neighbor tried to contact her about a year ago, and I've heard nothing. So I'm guessing that there's nothing there for me. I'd go see her, but she lives out in Hazelwood, and I'm not going there." The story was close enough to the truth for me. I certainly wasn't planning to return to Hazelwood any time soon.
He sucked in air at the mention of Hazelwood. "Aye, I've heard some nasty rumors about that place here recently. Sounds like the nobility there has gone nuts and is kidnapping people, so I'd not wanna go that way either."
I was really impressed at how the bad rumors about them were spreading. Even the non-casters were hearing about it, that was something. "At any rate, what are you planning to do once you get up that way? You said you were starting a business?"
"Aye lad. I'm a cobbler, best you'll ever meet. If your uncle won't take ya in when we get there you come find me. You seem a good lad and I wouldn't have a problem takin' ya as an apprentice."
I smiled at his offer. I'd never need it, but he seemed genuine. "Thank you for the offer, I'll keep it in mind."
I did take a moment to look at his shoes. They certainly were nice.
"Even if I don't, I'll have to come find you for some boots at some point."
That got me a laugh, and before long we returned to the cart. This was not an enjoyable proposition for me. It was too cramped, and with too many people around for me to cast anything.
Nobody here knew I was a bard, at least as far as I knew, and I wasn't planning on telling them. There was too much mess to go with it. People would ask me to do stuff for them, expect it even, and frankly, I didn't want to. Was I being selfish and childish? Yes, I was. I would of course help them if they needed it, but I was just about fed up with being everyone's pocket spellcaster.
There were only a few small villages on our route between Istlan and the capital. I suspected that the leader of this crew knew that if he went to many large cities he'd end up spending too much time there. Regardless of his reasoning; our route steered around every other city of size until we got nearer to the capital.
Once we got too close though, that wouldn't be much of an option. The capital was huge, its lands quite a bit larger than the others. Around the capital's lands were the so-called, 'central duchies'. These were larger than the barony where I'd come from, and apparently had a lot of power in the kingdom. The dukes and duchesses who ruled there were far enough up the social ladder that I didn't need to worry about them, because we'd probably never meet.
There were several types of titled nobility in the kingdom, who all served pretty much the same role. Barons were in charge of small fiefs, perhaps one medium to large city, with a number of villages attached. Above barons were counts, who held a larger domain, including perhaps three cities with attendant villages. Highest were dukes, who'd be in charge of at least one major city. Dukes were generally only found at major hubs, or in the area around the capital, and were quite rare. There were a few others who had outdated titles, or had retained their titles from other lands, but these were the exception rather than the rule.
There were also a number of nobility who lived in, and mainly attended to, the capital and its immediate lands. These were generally given the title of 'Court Baron' since they held no lands of their own. Their placement in the hierarchy was unusual, since they did not rule anything, but were often very close to the royal family.
I knew almost nothing about the royal family. There was a king. His name was Erik the Third. He had at least a few children, but I had no clue who they were. I assumed he had a wife, or did have at some point, but I was unsure. Most of this also seemed unimportant for me to learn. I'd had to learn far too much about politics in my previous life, and I was frankly happy that as a non-noble, nobody cared if I knew anything about them at all.




We were still around a week out from the central duchies when I found myself one night sitting round a fire with Sorn. I'd taken to hanging around him a bit. He would often tease me, but he kept a smile on his face. Regardless of how bad things had been for him he somehow managed to stay at least a bit upbeat. It was all quite refreshing, as I'd seen enough pained people to last me several more lifetimes.
"Hey, Sorn."
"Aye lad?"
"You ever been to the capital before? I hear it's something to see."
"Once, when I was a lad my old man took me along with him to work with my grandad over the winter. I'm guessing you haven't then?"
"No, I've just heard about it. Lots of stories."
"It's something. It'll be bigger than anything you've ever seen."

"Sounds like a sight." I had my doubts, this society only had so much population. I would be absolutely flabbergasted if it compared to something like a modern city.
About that time I heard some shouting from over near one of the carts. They'd been formed in a half-circle with us up against a small cliff for protection. It looked like one was on fire, I could just see the flames licking up from the burning top.
"Sorn, fire."
He popped up, looking to the side. With a quiet *woosh* followed by a *thud* an arrow landed about five feet from us, sinking into the ground ominously.
"Bandits!" The alarm went up all throughout camp.
Sorn looked over at me. "After me lad!" He turned and ran towards one of the carts right by the cliff. I followed after as fast as my legs could go, pounding along behind.
We ducked into the corner, trying to make sure no easy angles of attack were open. I unclipped my mace from my belt and looked about, hoping to stay well out of this fight. Sorn for his part pulled out a large knife, nearly a sword. The arrows were luckily all falling towards the middle of the wagons, giving us a bit of a reprieve from that.
"Stay down lad, let the guards do the fighting." He moved like someone who'd seen a few fights. He probably had too, I assumed he'd been in the army to some extent, and the way he held himself seemed to confirm it.
"No argument here." We were well away from the actual fight, situated as we were at any rate.
Then I saw them, a half dozen men were charging towards our position. It seemed they thought, quite accurately, that this area was less defended. Their leader was a good twenty feet in front of his men. He was much faster, and I could see his light aura shining a bit as he flew forward. His blade out as he bee-lined it towards Sorn.
He was upon us before I got my scream out. I hit him with the focused blast full bore, laying right into his face. Physical magic or not, it hurt, and he dropped right in front of my friend. There was a satisfying crunch as I leapt forward, bringing my mace into his temple. Just as quickly I danced back, looking for his friends to sweep forward into us. I was already prepping another scream, hoping that Sorn could keep them off of me.
I was not disappointed as my cobbler friend stepped in front. He'd recovered his bearings and showed well that he could hold these men back. Between his front line work and my magic supporting two more fell before the others turned and fled.
The two of us went back to huddling behind the wagon. We had nothing to do against an arrow or crossbow quarrel, so that seemed prudent.
"You're a wizard!?' Sorn almost yelled at me.
"Bard." It was a bit annoying to be mislabeled.
"Wizard, bard, whatever, can you toss a bit of fire into the treeline? Might spook them a bit."
"Uh... no, not really."
"Well, how about lightning? Or one of those water blasts some do?"
"Nope, my combat magic is fairly limited."
"How limited?"
"Fairly."
"Great, we just wait it out then."
I nodded, that seemed like a good idea to me.
I couldn't help but look at the body of the man I'd killed. He was decidedly dead, the strike to the skull had broken something, and left a noticeable dent in the side of his head. I knew I might dream of this, but I didn't feel bad. I felt no guilt over him or any of the other bandits, they'd attacked us unprovoked, and had been ready to kill. Taking them out was unfortunate, but the right course of action.
A few of the other passengers joined us not a minute or two later, seeking the same shelter from the ongoing battle.
"Do you think they'll come this way?" A woman asked.
"Hopefully not, they want the goods, not us," Sorn answered, his eyes scanning the nearby trees.

It didn't take long for the attack to stop completely, the bandits fleeing off into the nearby trees. Everyone looked confused at this. They'd taken us by surprise, had even killed a few of the guards. Why had they just retreated?

One of the guards came over to check on us passengers after a few minutes of quiet had passed.
"Why'd they run?" One of the men with us was just as curious as I was.
"Don't know, a couple of them were yelling that we had a wizard. Seems like they thought they might get their little hiding spots set on fire. Lucky for us at least. We don't have a wizard with the guards. Is one of you one by chance?"
I decided not to answer. Sorn gave me a hard look, enough that the guard quirked an eyebrow at me.
"Um... I'm not a wizard exactly."





The leader of the caravan was less than enthused when he learned that I was a spellcaster.


"Why exactly didn't you tell me you could sling magic!?" he roared as the sun came up, causing me to back down a bit.


"Because if I did, you'd want me to spend a lot of my time and effort helping your people. Or one of the other passengers would. It would be a whole thing."


I could see the vein in his forehead bulging as he glared at me. "So what? You planned on just hiding it?"


"For the most part, yes. Unless there was an emergency, I planned on not casting anything anyone would notice."


He gritted his teeth. "I've got three dead men and you could have taken those bandits down easy."


"No, I couldn't have. I know almost no offensive magic, and what I do know isn't particularly strong."


"You could have..." he began again, but I would have none of it.


"How much exactly do you know about magic?"


"Well, I've dealt with a few wizards and the like every now and..."


"So almost nothing. I've been studying for years and I still only know a handful of spells, which I understand far better than you do. So do not tell me what I could and couldn't have done. If anyone is hurt, feel free to send them over to me, I can patch up most wounds. Attack magic though, is not something I can or will provide you with."


"What about those men on the side?" He was being annoyingly stubborn about this.


"I have a limited stunning spell, but because of how it works it's a last ditch defense."


"Why is..."
"I have neither the time, nor the patience to explain that to you." I was probably being sharper with him than was proper, but I had no intention of going into details with a man who wanted to tell me what my abilities could do.


He rubbed his temple. "Very well then. I've got a few injured, nothing major. If you can, please fix them up."


I nodded and went to go fix up the injured. I could be charging for this, but they were either guards, who were in charge of protecting me, or passengers, who I honestly felt bad for.


When I finally got back to the wagon we were riding in, Sorn looked over at me with a grin. "So, let's talk about your future as a magic slinging cobbler lad."

            

    
        Chapter 25 Border crossings

    
    
    
    
                I was correct in thinking that allowing others to know that I was a bard would lead to them pestering me. As soon as they found out that I was a spellcaster the passengers and workers alike began to ask for a number of small favors, most of which I could not do. This was made all the worse by the fact that Sorn kept telling people about the things that I could do, every single one of which he made up.


For my part I was intentionally vague about what exactly I could do. I saw no reason to explain my abilities in detail, it would only make people bother me for food or whatever. It also meant that I could shrug off things I might actually be able to do.


The average citizen had little understanding of magic. They knew that priests could heal, and that wizards could do all kinds of flashy stuff, but also knew bards had some weird abilities. They did have a slightly better understanding of physical magic, if a man can rip a tree out of the ground that's easy enough to wrap your head around.


They continued to pester me anyway though. It eventually got to the point that I declared that the next person to ask me for magic in a non-emergency situation would be getting screamed at. This seemed to make them all back off.


Sorn was quite surprised when my response to being asked to summon a bunch of water was to drop him like a stone. It was one I could do, but he could go get his own bloody water. It was a few moments until he had recovered enough to yell at me. I liked to think it would do him good.


“Oi what'd ya do that for!?” The first words out of his mouth were not encouraging.


“Was I not unclear about what would happen to the next person to ask me for non-emergency magic?”


“Come on! It was just a bit of water!” He was yelling a bit; tinnitus will do that to you.


“Go get your own water if it's no big thing.”


“Don't go talking like that lad, it's the mark of a bad apprentice!”


“I will never be your apprentice.”


“Now that's just being rude now isn't it?”


“Like telling everyone I could instantly cook their food?”


“Yeah, like that.”


I could feel my eye twitching, and nearly screamed at him again. I couldn't bring myself to it though, he was fun to hang around with. His laughing eventually brought me back out of my considerations though. I joined him for a few moments before we headed back to the wagon. A guard had heard the scream, and came to check things out. He left shaking his head and muttering about stupid clients and the like.





It was easy to tell as we approached the border to the central duchies, the number of guards on the road increased dramatically. While the roads up to here may have been mostly dirt, these shifted over to cobbled as we joined the main road. The quality of everything increased dramatically as we went, I could even see some of the fields devoted to more cash crops than food.


I got my biggest shock as we approached the border between the two regions. There was an official border, with a border station and all. Leading up to it on both sides were corpses, hung thirty or so feet back from the road, all clearly visible to those going to the border station.


I froze as I saw them, most were long dead. Some might have been added only this morning.


“What are those Sorn?” I pointed my head towards the dead bodies swinging in the wind.


“Smugglers mostly, if I had to guess.”


“They kill smugglers? What is there even to smuggle?”


“Food, if I had to guess. It's not as bad as it was, but in times of crisis it's illegal to take vital goods from the capital or central duchies. Most of them look older, a month or two perhaps. Shame, if they had waited a bit longer then maybe they'd not have done something so foolish.”


I was ready to vomit, this was insane and cruel. I'd heard that centuries ago the heads of criminals had been displayed, but there were too many here. It was also just smuggling, the punishment seemed too strict to me for such a crime. On some level I knew that the society in which I now lived was brutally harsh, but it still hit me every now and then just how bad it was.


I was still stunned as we came up to the border station. They were doing individual checks, both on people and on goods. A group of guards at the station came out and had all the passengers come forward. I could see the caster that they had with them, he indicated me as I approached the line.


“Come this way please.” One of the men called me out of line and into a side area, a few more joined us. I was guessing that this was standard to look for dangerous spellcasters. After seeing how they dealt with those violating their rules though, the whole thing made me shake in fear.


We went into a room at the station. It was small, with stone walls and a magic item in the center. An orb, covered in runes and sitting atop a small pedestal.


One of the guards took the spot in front of me. “Please put your hand on the orb, if you will.”


When I did so writing appeared along the pedestal. I could easily recognize a number of the stats it was spitting out.


“Thank you, let's see now, age 8, height, weight...” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Female?”


“You have less problems traveling if people think you're a boy. At least that's what my teacher said.” I shrugged, I had my own reasons for wanting to not stand out too. What they didn't ask though wouldn't hurt me.


“I... see. What is your name?”


“Alana.” I was unsure if this thing could tell if I was lying, so the truth seemed most prudent.


“The device indicates the presence of mana, but not your method of use?”


“I'm a bard, if that's what you mean.”


“It is. Do you currently have any intent to cause damage or chaos within the borders?”


“No, definitely not.”


“Well, that's good to hear. What is your purpose?”


“Visiting a bard in the capital.”


“Do you know healing magic?”


“Yes, is that important?”


“It is.” I could hear the men behind me moving, but I didn't dare move. The guard in front of me pulled out his belt knife and made a small cut on the back of his hand. “Could you please?”


I healed it, the process took only a couple of seconds.


“Finally could you demonstrate another spell for me? Anything not related to healing would do.”


With a slow song I made a small light over the table. “Like that?”


He nodded, “Well, that all seems in order. Can you support yourself resource wise? We are technically still under the rules for a crisis, so I have to ask.”


“Um... I think I should be fine.”


“I'll put that down as a yes then.” He spent several minutes filling out paperwork before I was returned to the caravan. I looked at Sorn as I came back, standing near him.


“You look awful lad.  You okay?” I was apparently still a bit pale from the interview.


“Yeah, I'm fine.”


He patted me on the shoulder. “Nothin' to it, they don't give nobody problems as long as you've got legitimate business, and you're not a criminal or nothing.”


I looked over, several of the other travelers had been taken away from the group. My questioning gaze made Sorn give me a sad smile.


“Couple of the people here had no good way to take care of themselves. That kind of folk they don't let in. The leadership of the country doesn't want beggars in their areas. Don't want anybody who is likely to cause any kind of problem.”


The restrictions on exporting vitals seemed to make a bit more sense now. The nobles and royals here took a dim view on anyone who might make it harder for those near them to have what they needed. Some kind of anti French Revolution measure. The people in near the capital can't starve, because they might try to overthrow the king or his lackeys. With magic backing up the ruling class I doubted they could, but perhaps something had happened in the past.


Sorn gave a light chuckle. “Tell ya the truth, I was a bit worried before I learned you were a spellcaster, but anyone with mana can breeze through. There's always jobs for mages. Like making magical shoes.”


I snorted at his last bit. “Never. Going. To. Happen.” Then I gave an actual smile. It was amazing how well he managed to get rid of bad moods. I really needed to learn that skill.





That night the caravan stopped in an actual city. This area of the country was much denser than I was used to. I suspected the fact that we were now very near our destination also helped. The city of High Rock was larger than Hazelwood by an order of magnitude. The inns here were a step above too. I managed to find one, The Mermaid's Rock, that even had small tubs and stoves in the room if you paid extra. I of course paid the extra, I hadn't had a proper bath for my entire second life, and I was eager to change that fact.


The tub itself was metal, and situated near the stove for warmth and heating water. It was getting quite cold now, so that was a must. I had to heat water myself if I wanted hot, not really possible for me to do. If I hadn't been able to make my own even filling my tub would have been a daunting prospect. I did try to make the magically created water warm, but the result was less than stellar. Still, a lukewarm bath in a toasty room after all that time on the road was almost dreamlike.


About fifteen minutes into my bath I had an idea and tried to use my heating spell while in the bath. Focusing as much mana as I reasonably could into the water around me. It was mana intensive, but brought the water up to just where I could call it hot. I nearly melted as I finished washing myself. Then I just laid there, enjoying it until it was too cooled for me to keep going.


I was perfectly relaxed when I fell into bed that night. Letting the covers embrace me and lull me down into sleep.





I awoke with a gasp, my heart pounding hard in my chest as images of myself hanging like one of the smugglers by the roadside jolted me back into consciousness. It was still early, but I would find no more sleep tonight.


If rest was impossible at least I had time to beat my clothes as clean as they'd go and wipe myself down before joining back with the caravan. Doing that helped the images from my dreams fade at least, which was a blessing. I also had plenty of time to find and eat a breakfast which contained neither bread nor cheese, something that I really wanted.


By the time we were ready to leave I was good and ready, greeting Sorn with a smile as the carts took us ever on, off to the capital and all that lay there.


"When you think we'll be there Sorn?" I asked, eager to be on with this trip.


"Oh, I reckon it'll be either today or tomorrow lad; not much further."


I smiled peacefully as I laid back against the side of our little wagon, content that soon I'd be somewhere I might actually relax a bit.

            

    
        Chapter 26 Into capital and onward toward Lucien

    
    
    
    
                In the vicinity of the capital the world looked completely different. It was almost at peace, the fields which had been poorly sown and harvested for years everywhere else looked manicured here. They grew a lot more of what one might call 'luxury' crops, and far less grain. It was hard to tell exactly what they were growing but the presence of things like beanpoles and vineyards was much higher than I was used to. All of the roads we traveled along were both paved and well maintained. The patrols between areas also increased significantly. This was a place where appearances mattered, that much was clear.


By evening we reached the capital's lands. The city could be seen in the distance, but it was still hours away. We of course stopped at a waystation. There was no camping out here like one might elsewhere, it would be unseemly.


As the sun set I looked onto the city in the distance. It was dense, with three and four story buildings common, perhaps even a few six and seven mixed in. The walls were white and quite tall, the area around them completely devoid of anything other than a field of grass. Presumably to act as defence in case of attack. There was a small amount of smoke coming up from various places, but it was hard to see, particularly as the light faded.


Near the center of the capital was a huge building set upon a hill. I could make out few of the details, but based on its size and location I presumed it must be the royal palace. It was quite a bit taller than everything surrounding it and seemed to have its own private wall.


Off to one side there was another large collection of buildings. These too stood well over their companions, reaching out into the sky. They were not nearly as organized from what I could tell, but were instead a variety of shapes and heights. I knew not what was here, but the design was certainly wild.


The waystation we were staying at as well was quite a change. Even the rooms for low priority guests like ourselves were much more nicely furnished. It was still a simple bed, desk, and chair, but they all properly matched, and had far better cushioning than those out in the countryside.


I ended up getting a room for myself that was a bit on the small side. There was no point in wasting money on getting something lavish, being that I had no clue how long my funds would need to last me. I'd already splurged on the bath, keeping at it would do no good at all.





The next morning I opted to walk as we approached the city. The weather was clear, if nippy, and the road leading up to the main gate looked like something straight out of a fantasy game. There were small fences on either side, looking out onto an expanse of verdant grass. We managed to miss the morning rush so there were few coming and going as our caravan approached, plodding along the smooth stone of the causeway.


I was, of course, taken aside and interrogated again as I came to the gate, but I was sort of expecting that. They didn't even vary their questions that much, and just waved me through.


I met Sorn at the other side of the gatehouse, and gave him a small shrug.


"Well, I guess I'll see you later. Best of luck starting your shoe making business."


"I'll be on the west side of the city. There's a district there for artisans, come looking around where the other clothing shops are for Sorn's Shoes. I'll have something up by spring."


"Will do, I'm off to find my uncle then." I turned to leave.


"Oi lad, I never did get your name." He'd called me lad from the moment we met, I personally thought it was hilarious.


"It's Alana." I was going to get one last laugh out of him.


"Isn't that a girl's name though?"


"It is."


"... lad... are you a lass?"


Cackling I turned and walked down the street, a few people looked as he yelled after me.


"Oh, come on now!"





This was, in retrospect not the best thought out of plans. I knew the name of the man I was after, Lucien. I'd been regaled with enough stories of his and Mystien's adventures that I'd not easily forget it. I knew he owned a tavern too.


The problem came when I got to the entertainment district. There had to be at least a hundred taverns dotting the street up and down it. I was used to a dozen or so tops in a city. Now I had to go try and figure out which one was his, a daunting task. I remembered that the name had something to do with the sky, but I was at a complete loss.


My first contender was a place called The Skyhook. It was a fairly ritzy establishment, near to where one might find nobles. It was a no-go, the man at the door didn't know a Lucien, and looked at me like I was some kind of street trash. I worked my way down the main thoroughfare, there had to be fifteen different places that had names with birds, or flying, or something like that in their name. The doorman at each was either unhelpful, or just downright rude.


I eventually found a guard to ask, it was getting late.


"Don't suppose you know of a tavern run by a man named Lucien? I think the name had to do with flying or the sky or something."


"No kid I don't. Where all have you checked?"


"All up and down the main thoroughfare, why?"


"You haven't checked the entertainment district?"


"Um?"


"First time in the capital huh?"


I nodded, and he proceeded to give me directions to the actual region of the city that housed entertainment. Unlike most cities in the country this one didn't just have it near to the noble's section. The city was just too large for that. There were a number of establishments on the main road yes, but you needed to go down a side street to find the actual district.


I nearly wept when I got there. It was enormous, there were way too many places for me to check tonight.


I picked a side of the street and just started walking, trying any candidate that seemed to be likely. I went to The Silver Star, The Flying Fool, The Silent Soar, The Naughty Nimbus and about half a dozen other places. Near the end of the road I was ready to collapse.


I stumbled into the last of the candidates of the day. The slog was hard and I was ready to rent a room until tomorrow. It was a seedy place, nestled between a bunch of brothels. There was no doorman here, the waitresses also seemed to be busy. So I found myself a stool near the bar, looking around. Half the customers had to be from said brothels, the number of women and their clothes gave that away clear as day.


On one table sung a fat, balding, old bard. He was in the middle of some number about a man wandering the streets in search of his lost love. It was pretty good, and the lute he played to focus his song was singing along as well. If nothing else, he had some serious chops when it came to music.


When the song finished he let out the spell he'd been working on. A rather complex darkness spell spread across the ceiling, pinpoints of light sparkled, peeking out from it here and there. The crowd loved it, giving a great cheer as they downed their drinks. Having finished his number he came back over to the bar and began slinging drinks. Eventually he got to me.


"Welcome to The Starlit Sky. How is it I can help you today then?"


"I need a room, and I don't suppose you know a Lucien?"


His demeanor hardened a bit, and he looked me over.


"I don't know what you've been told, but Lucien's not your daddy boy." He seemed oddly confident about that one.


"I'm aware," I deadpanned. "He's a friend of my teacher supposedly."


"Who's your teacher?"


"A wizard named Mystien." His eyes told me I'd found my target.


He began laughing. "How's the old codger doing then?"


"I was hoping you'd know. He disappeared a couple of years ago. Haven't heard or seen hide nor hair since."


He poured two mugs of ale and motioned me over to a small alcove. "Sounds like you've got a story. Why don't you go ahead and tell me."


It took well over an hour to relate the entirety of my adventure. He jumped in only a few times to ask for details as I wove the tale. I told him how his friend and my father had vanished like smoke on the wind. I delved into the confinement of our town and its eventual fall. Eventually I got to the point where I made my way here, hanging around in the back of a cart with a cobbler.


"Hate to say it, but I've no clue where he is." The senior bard announced as I finished. "I wouldn't be worried though, he'll turn up eventually. So, what'll you do now?"


"Well... I was thinking about finding a new place to work. Somewhere the old man might eventually come..."


"Are you telling me you traveled halfway across the country to ask me for a job?"


"Pretty much, yeah. It's the best chance I can think of for finding my family. If you didn't know anything that is."


Lucien blinked at me a few times. "If Mystien and Jackson trained you, I've no doubt you're not too bad at magic. I can see your aura, so I know you've practiced a good bit. You suck at planning though."


I puffed a bit at that one, glaring at him just a bit. "It seemed the best option."


"Not sure I'm the one who should be lecturing on making bad life choices..." he mumbled under his breath.


"Anyway," he continued at full volume. "I'll hire you for the winter. If you're any good, I'll keep you around. If not, I'll at least help you find somewhere else to go."


We hashed out the details of my employment then and there, I'd be working mostly mornings and afternoons. Two on one off, as I had back in Istlan. The pay was quite a bit lower, but I was getting room and board added on, so I was fine with that. I was also allowed to pick up some evening shifts if I wanted to earn a little extra cash. Pay for doing magic was separate of course, and was about the same as I'd had in Istlan. There were more casters here in the capital, but there was also far, far more demand.





The room I was given as board was frankly spartan. There was a small stove in one corner, but other than that and the simple bed, nothing. I was told it was one of the cheapest rooms in the tavern, which was itself on the far lower end. The Sky didn't have many rooms to rent, depending mostly on magic and alcohol sales anyway.


My first day of work began the next morning. I was going to be cleaning up mostly. The place was nothing at all like Haven's. It was seedy looking at night, tucked away in a corner between bordellos, but during the day it looked just like any restaurant you might expect. The tables were a bit worn, there was a constant war on incoming dirt, and half the staff was a bit cranky.


There were a handful of barmaids, and cooks. When I was first introduced to them they looked sour, some kid butting into their work was most unwelcome. Lucien explained that I was a bard, and would be mostly cleaning and helping out while doing magic stuff. It didn't really help matters, but he and I were casters. Having one bard working at your tavern was a good sign, two was excellent. It didn't really make many things go much smoother on the normal business side, but it was a point of pride for a lot of places, keeping a caster on staff could be quite expensive.


I wasn't too tired at the end of the day, but after an early dinner I retreated to my room. Settling down to go over the past few weeks, one thing seemed obvious. I needed to up my magic game. How though? I knew that I'd about hit the limit on attack magic. Perhaps I should learn something defensive, or to improve my stealth. I'd need to consider carefully where to go with this. If I worked on it at night I could maybe get a few new spells up to a workable level before spring, that would be my goal.


As I looked out the little window in my room a snowflake drifted past, the first soldier of the oncoming horde. While winter waged its yearly war on the world I would prepare for mine... whatever that next fight would be.

            

    
        Chapter 27 Training with Lucien

    
    
    
    
                Step one on improving my magic was to talk to Lucien. I didn't know what all he could do, but he easily qualified as more experienced than I was when it came to magic. After one of my first shifts seemed as good a time as any.


"You're fighting an uphill battle there." Was what he started with when I explained that I wanted to add offense and defensive spells to my repertoire.


"How so?"


"Well, let's start with exactly how you're going to go about fighting with magic. What are your ideas?" He led me out back to the alley behind The Sky. It was fortunate that we had almost no customers in the early afternoon.


"What about something like a water or ice cannon? I already know the spells to make them, and a movement spell."


"Try it." He pointed down the alleyway.


First I attempted my water spell, throwing on the movement to launch it forward. The result was lackluster. A garden hose would have even been more powerful. The stream of water went perhaps five feet before burbling to the ground.


The ice spell was much the same. It lethargically threw the cubes, even a three year old could have done better. I was thoroughly disappointed.


"Before you continue to waste mana," Lucien broke in, "You should know that a wizard in their first month of training can generally knock a man off his feet if he focuses hard enough. What other ideas were you going for?"


"Could I summon something dangerous? Like... poison or something?"


"That's not a terrible thought, but it requires you to know that poison pretty well. If you've something safe enough in mind, go ahead and give it a try."


The easiest idea would be chlorine gas. It was nasty stuff on a good day. I knew a few things about it, it was a yellow gas, could be made by mixing bleach and ammonia. I even managed to picture it's place on the periodic table. I think I got a bit of a yellow haze around one fingertip for about half a second. I couldn't even be sure of that.


"It didn't work. Not at all." I was a bit dejected by that, I'd had real hopes on that after the water debacle.


"I'm guessing you tried something you'd read about right? Perhaps you even knew a bit about making it?"


I nodded. I'd seen it in high school chem a few times, but there was no need to go into that with him.


"Not good enough, for a wizard maybe, but not a bard. What can you summon?"


"Bread, cheese, ice, and water. How does that matter?"


"These are all things you are intimately familiar with. You know them front to back because you've interacted with them for years. There's an instinct tied to them you see? You need that to summon something, you have to know it in your bones. Now, if you were severely poisoned by something, or minorly poisoned many times, you might be able to manage it but knowledge alone won't be enough for instinct based magic."


"Why didn't the water and ice thing work then?"


"Because our magic just moves too slowly for putting that much force on something. At least most of the time. You could have built it up into something respectable, but it would be way too slow in a combat situation."


I pouted a bit and he flicked my forehead. Then pointed to a spot about five feet from himself. A small flame, about the size of my hand appeared, and spread to perhaps two or three feet in diameter over the course of a second or two.


"I use that daily to light the fireplaces in the main hall and rooms if I need to. Have done for years, and that's about as quick as I can make it spread. Not very useful in combat huh?"


I shook my head. "Then what can we do? Am I doomed to forever be virtually helpless?"


He laughed, then whistled a quick tune.


The alley went black, I tried to look around and saw nothing, not anywhere. After around three seconds it faded, and his hand came down lightly on my shoulder. It took me a few seconds to recover from almost peeing myself. That's when I saw the knife in his other hand.


"What!?" I hadn't heard him so much as move. The bare blade and quick change of place were enough to send my legs trembling.


"Not at all. Stealth will be your sword and shield. You already know how to stun someone, and how well that works. Work on developing a way to move unseen, and escape from bad situations. I'll teach you a few things later on, but think about what you can do now first. You can practice out here, or in your room. Just don't skimp out on your work." He glared a bit at the last sentence.


"No... no worries, I won't."


I had one last question as he turned to head back inside. "Why didn't Mystien or Jackson tell me this stuff?"


"Because while Mystien's a brilliant man he's a wizard and doesn't understand it. Jackson on the other hand is not overly smart. Good skilled lad, just too interested in where he's going to get some next."


I paced around in the alley for a few minutes, trying to think of things that might fit into what I'd learned. On a whim I tried to make some light like a laser. It was marginally better than a magnifying glass, even managed to set a little piece of wood to smoking... after about thirty seconds. Neat, but not combat effective.





That night in my room I worked on another idea. I wanted to try invisibility, that would be the ultimate in stealth.


I knew that most of everything was just empty space. I also knew that light was waves, or particles, or something. I was a little unclear on how that worked, but it was enough. I needed the light to just go through me. If I could get it to just pass by without interacting with me that 'should' make me invisible right?


I started casting, focusing first on my hand. I guess I was actually working on the light, not myself in this. I pictured the light just moving through, ignoring, bypassing, like wind moving a field of grass but not a stone at it's center.


My hand got clearer. It was like slowly, very slowly, turning down the opacity. By the time I was out of mana it looked like a projection. Not invisible quite yet, but real progress.


Soon as I had pushed myself to E though, I went to sleep. It would not do to tick off the boss by being late to my morning shift.





A few weeks passed and the snow started piling up. It was at least as bad here as it had been back in Orsken. I suspected it would be worse by the end of winter, but perhaps I was just being prissy about the cold.


Lucien did in fact keep his word and pulled me aside after work one chilly afternoon.


"Alright then Alana. I told you I'd show you some things. We'll start with darkness. It's an easy spell once you get used to it. What I want you to do is focus on keeping light out of an area. Imagine snuffing out candles and having shadows push in and deepen, until it becomes dark."


That sounded weird, but I found a quiet spot in the back of the tavern and pushed the shadows. I was trying to make each deeper, and darker, letting them overtake the light. It sort of worked. The shadows did get a bit darker, not quite what we were going for though. After a few attempts that didn't really help much I tried instead to think about the light being consumed. To me light was a thing, it was in the air and could be taken out.


The area around me dimmed significantly. The lighting going from bright to something that one might see on the night of the full moon.


"Hey, look at you! Not bad, not bad at all, now keep pushing it harder and harder. Feel it out, that'll show you the way to go. Once you've got the basic picture, then work on making it feel right, that's the ticket."


I had to admit that Lucien was a completely different kind of teacher than any I'd had before. He didn't go into deep explanations, instead focusing on the feel of the magic. He also let me practice ideas I had, not standing over me like Mystien had done.


Every instinct my first teacher had pounded into my head screamed. I wasn't supposed to be experimenting with magic. I was supposed to carefully, methodically work on one spell at a time, finding and making minute adjustments until it was perfect. At least that's what I had learned up until now.


Lucien on the other hand would show you something. Let you try out whatever seemed best. Then tell you to go work it out on your own. It was the difference between a college professor working in a lab, and a baker. I personally had made enough bread that I felt more like a baker. In every sense of the word. I would have to polish what I was doing for sure, but doing it, and things like it, felt like the right way for me to quickly learn what I wanted to know.


Every night I began to practice the darkness spell, along with my invisibility spell. I had all winter and little else to do than that and my light tavern duties.


I got first my arm to disappear completely, then both arms. Once I had my arms I worked on my legs. My torso was a tough bit, and it took a few weeks to push it up and along that until it went see through too. When I finally got to my head I experienced a real problem.


Making my eyes invisible rendered me blind. As soon as the spell pushed past them, I was in complete darkness.


"Well, shit."


Turned out that making light not interact with me would render me blind. I kept practicing moving it around other parts of my body, this spell was horridly mana expensive, while I thought about a solution.


Eventually I kludged together an opening in the spell for my pupils, that didn't work either. Even if the light could work with my pupils it still didn't hit the back of my eyes. I thought and thought, and came up with the answer. I needed it not only to come in via my pupils, but to let all light hitting them in the right way actually interact with me.


Wrapping that concept up into the spell meant if I cast it, that was about it for a full mana charge. If I wanted to use this it would take my everything, at least until I worked it into efficiency or something. It also took several seconds to properly manifest. Still though, invisibility was a super cool power to have gained.





The snows would be melting soon. I felt now would be the proper time to show the fruits of my labors to my new teacher. So I snuck down early one morning, before the rest of the staff had woken up. There I found the aged bard counting the previous night's take.


"Good morning Alana. Not quite time to start up yet, but good on you for being early."


"I had something I wanted to show you. It's kinda mana expensive." I was cheery and bright this morning. I really hoped I could surprise him.


"Alright then, go ahead." He looked up from his work, giving me a sly smile.


I began to sing, letting the spell wash over me from toe to head, until only two black dots that were my pupils remained floating in the air.


"Invisibility eh? Not a bad one. There is one fatal flaw to it though." He was moving quietly as he got up, slinking towards me. I didn't think a man that big, or that old would be able to move that quietly. "Renders you blind!"


I jumped back as he reached out to poke me where my forehead had been. He nearly tripped as I was not where I was supposed to be. For my part I circled around, landing a number of pokes to the fleshy part just between his pelvis and ribs. Seeing the old bard jump and yelp was decidedly the highlight of my week.


"Alright, how'd you manage that?" He asked after he stopped laughing, and I revealed myself.


"I let the light that came in through my eye interact with me. It's weird and klunky, but it works."


"That it does. I've heard of a few people making themselves invisible before, but it always ends with them unable to see too. Good way to hide though. How about the darkness, how's that going for you?"


"Honestly? Sub par, I can't get it going how I want it to quite yet."


"Eh, you'll get there kid. Hammer out those two until they're easy. I would give them a few months of practice before I tried to gain too much more, but I'll let you decide on that."


I nodded. "Sounds like a plan to me."


"Good," he laughed again. "Now go get ready for the morning shift, no slacking."


"Yes boss-man!" I chirped as I ran off to my morning duties.

            

    
        Chapter 28 Shoes, hoes, and a young mage

    
    
    
    
                I smiled as the spring melted the snows, day after day driving back the signs of winter. As a celebration for being nine, and the freedom of winter ending, I decided to buy myself a new pair of shoes. On one of my days off I slipped down to the artisans district.


It took me a long time to find it, but Sorn's Shoes was here. It was tucked between two other stores, both of the clothing variety. The street here was not too close to the main street, but it was wide, and paved. I'd give the location a 8/10 overall, good, but not great.


A small bell rang as I entered, tinkling lightly through the whole store. Sorn looked up from a bench in the back. Standing up from his workspace he came forward and greet his new customer.


"Greetings lass, how can I help you today?"


"I'd like to order a couple of pairs of shoes. One of light shoes for the city, and a pair of medium weight boots."


"Alright then. Come on back and we'll measure you right up."


He took me over to a small stool where he proceeded to measure out my feet. I had to put aside my current shoes, which were a disaster, for him to do so. Their soles were worn and thin from more walking than they'd ever actually been designed for.


"Here's what I suggest as materials." I'd never seen him in his element before. Sorn was an absolute professional. He laid out small patches of colored leather fit for both indoor slippers and boots, as well as a few sample designs.


I picked out sensible boots, in a warm brown leather, and blue slippers for my work at the bar.


"It'll be ten silver. Soon as your parents pay I'll start on them. Both pairs will take around a week, but they'll be a fair bit better than you have now."


I laughed a bit as I put the money on the counter. "About a week then?"


He blinked for a second, scooping it up. "What name should I put these under? Also, careful flashing money like that kid; someone might try to rob you or something."


"Alana, and you know well as I do Sorn, that anyone who tries to rob me will thoroughly regret it."


He squinted at me for a moment. As he did I felt the corners of my mouth inching up.


"It's you!"


"Yup."


"You're actually a girl?"


"Yup."


He was rubbing his temples as I enjoyed my hearty laugh. It took him several moments to recover fully before he started smiling again.


"Come to be my apprentice then?"
"Not on your life."


"Ha, I suppose you found your uncle, didn't ya?"


Oof, forgot I'd never actually told him the truth on that one. "He's not really my uncle, but yes. I'm up at The Starlit Sky now. You should come by sometime."


We said our goodbyes and I meandered back to the tavern. The day was still young and I had plenty of magic to practice.





Spring brought with it a number of changes to The Sky. There was a sharp uptick in business of all kinds. Both drinking and the refilling of magical items.


One of the main jobs that I ended up doing was working on refilling the magical items that all of the brothels in the area used. These were two small orbs. The first was used to check for any diseases, important in that line of work. The second checked the age of anyone who touched it.


Prostitution was in fact legal in this kingdom. There were a few caveats. All of those working had to be checked weekly for any STDs, and they also had to be adults. There were periodic checks by the authorities, and the punishments for violating either of those ordinances were very heavy.


Society viewed working girls quite a bit differently than my previous world. They weren't considered respectable, but neither were they hated. Jealousy played a part in the hatred of them in any world, as most people don't like to share. At the same time they tended to make good money, and there was less of a stress on sexual purity here. While prostitution was therefore viewed as a job that most men didn't really want their daughters going into, many still used the working girls' services at one point or another in their lives.


A very large number of orphans ended up working in a brothel as well. It was a sad fact that in this society without a support structure you really could die. Since most orphans also ended up with The Shield and were well educated (compared to a peasant) many times the women ran the businesses as absolute professionals. Of course, in the current state of things with the previous years of war, there was now an absolute profusion of women trying to break into the trade now. So competition between the various businesses was stiff.


This led to an interesting issue in The Sky. Since many of these women were customers when they were off the job, they tended to sit only with the others from their particular establishment. These groups held only a tenuous peace inside the tavern. They knew better than to irritate the proprietor, since he was instrumental in their businesses staying open. They also hated each other's guts, each time one got a customer the others were losing that same man.


Fights were frequent, and quite a bit more violent than one might expect.


In my experience men do not often actually want to fight. They posture, and yell, and push, eventually they'll punch each other for about ten seconds then go to wrestling on the ground. If the issue between them isn't deadly they often leave friends afterwards.


Women on the other hand do not do that. When they decide to fight it goes from a handful of curses to hair ripping and nail scratching. There is no posturing, no buildup. It is an instant of rage followed by violence, and they aren't friends afterwards.


It was the night after I'd picked up my new footwear that it happened. I was carrying soups over to one of our larger tables. They'd ordered a frankly obscene amount of food and I had a whole platter of the hot red stuff. I didn't hear what started it off, but something certainly did.


"Fuck you bitch!" seemed to be the starting pistol for the two tables I was passing by to launch at each other.


I didn't really care about the details, because when they did one of the stupid assholes knocked me over. This ended up tossing the entire platter full of scalding hot soup onto me, my dress, and importantly, my brand new shoes.


They did not. They fucking did not. I could see red, on me, on my dress, on my fucking shoes. I let loose on the lot of fighting women. I had barely enough sense to not push as much mana as I could into the scream as I opened up on them.


The room went silent as the disoriented women tried to pick themselves up off the floor. A few particularly foolish ones made to grab at their opponents. A second blast served to straighten them out.


Nobody spoke or moved as the sprawled out whores (I'd lost any and all respect for them at this point) tried to recover. There were scant few people that wanted to deal with an irate spellcaster, and almost all of those could use magic themselves. I could feel the eyes on me, waiting to see where this would go. Once I guessed that at least most of them could hear again I decided to lay into them.


"Congratulations, you're all a bunch of stupid fucking cunts! Pay your tab and get the hell out!" I wasn't enamored with obscenities, but there was a time for everything. It probably sounded hilarious coming from a girl my age, but the representatives for each table quickly did so.


The room was dead silent as they left; except for one person. A boy of about twelve was sitting to one side of the room. Upon hearing me chew out the combatants he's begun laughing so hard he'd fallen out of his chair. I briefly considered tossing him a scream too, but he clearly had some kind of aura, so I decided against it.


A hand came down on my shoulder. "Why don't you take the rest of the evening off to clean up and cool off?" Lucien had to have had ninja training somewhere at some point. It was absolutely obscene how he could move that quietly.


The boy was still laughing as I left. I could see him trying to pick himself up back into his chair.





I dreamed that night of seeing Rod and Sandra's bodies. They were laying in the middle of a field, holding each other. As I looked up from where they were I could see corpses all around. I recognized the mayor, several of the soldiers, many were villagers. There were others I didn't know.


As I looked about I felt the first drop fall, landing on my cheek. Then drop by drop it began to rain blood. I wept as the crimson tide fell upon the clearing soaking into everything.


I jolted awake, shaking and crying from the horror of it. For the rest of the night I found no sleep. I curled up in my blankets wishing for the morning to come.





Lucien was there when I came downstairs.


"So... about last night..." I began.


"They were fighting, you threw them out. I would appreciate it if you didn't curse so much next time it happens." He didn't seem mad at all, perhaps even a bit amused.


"You're not even going to tell me off?"


"For what? There was no permanent damage to them or the tavern, and I won't have people fighting like that here. It's bad for business. Having troublemakers tossed out by a spellcaster on the other hand tells people I can both hire one, and keep you from turning them into paste."


"I couldn't have turned them into paste even if I wanted to..."


"They don't know that though. You forget that the average person knows about as much about magic as they do about... I don't know, blacksmithing. They know you can do stuff, but have no idea what."


"Oh, yeah, I guess I have heard that."


"But do tone down the cursing. Having a foul mouthed child is not as good for our image."


"I'll try."


"Good, now see what you can do about getting the tables set up before breakfast."





That evening as I was getting off, the kid from last night showed up again. He walked up to me with a big smile. He had to be eleven or twelve, sandy blonde hair with a slight build. His robes were simple, and screamed "Hey look at me! I do magic!"


"Hey, I'm Dras." He seemed calm and collected, with a slight air of mischief.


"Hi..."


"So, if you don't mind me asking. How did you do that scream thing last night? That was cool."


"It's just a basic bard spell. You focus mana into your voice."


"Oh! You're a bard then. I'm a wizard. Been learning as much as I can so I can prep for school."


"I figured. The robes kind of say it for you."


"Yeah, suppose they do. Would you be interested in trading spells some time? I could teach you one of mine for one of yours?"


"We use different methods, that wouldn't work."


"Oh... well. That kinda sucks, I'd love to be able to yell people into the ground. Wanna go hang out? There's plenty of cool stuff around."


"Maybe another day, I've got stuff I need to do today. Like wash my stupid dress again."


He nodded. "Another time then, bye!"


I had no clue what to make of him. He didn't seem like a bad person, but my experience there was sort of lacking. As I went to leave I passed by Lucien at the bar.


"What'd Dras want?"


"Asked about the scream. You know him?"


"Yeah, he's local. Decent kid; gets in a bit of trouble, but who doesn't? He does a lot of recharging for cash."


"Huh."

            

    
        Chapter 29 City secrets

    
    
    
    
                Spring rolled round into summer, and news started to spread. There was rebellion in the countryside. It was unclear where, but many of the smaller villages had either stopped paying their taxes, or gone fully against the local nobles. This wasn't that big a problem from inside the capital, there were no food shortages in this region, but many of the smaller regions were having real issues. My understanding was that in places magic users were having to be dispatched to quell the rebels.


I idly wondered if the area around my former home was in flames, but I could only bring myself to care so much. I cared about my mom, my dad, and the brother I had left, and perhaps Sara, but that was about it. I didn't hate the people there, but I didn't know them anymore, and there was nothing I could do regardless. Lord Hazelwood was hopefully having problems though, because screw his whole family.


Someone plopped down at the bar, interrupting my musings.


"Hey Alana."


"Afternoon Dras, what can I get you?"


"Lunch, and some ale please."


Dras came by most days when it wasn't winter. He was involved in filling some magic item or the other. At first I thought that this might make him competition for us, but it seemed that Lucien didn't mind it. There was currently more business than he could handle, so shoving some off on the kid wasn't an issue for him at all. On some of my days off I'd even end up doing some light practice with him in one of the open lots behind The Sky. It was good to have someone even relatively close to my own size to practice mace and spell with.


I pushed across his stew and bread, along with a mug of ale. That was the standard around here, though sometimes we'd have some meat dish. It varied wildly by what was available in any given season. Today though was beef stew with veggies, thickened with barley. The bread was my old standard, good, but nothing particularly special.


"So, anything new?" I asked over the counter I could barely see over.


"Not particularly. More rumors about rebels in the country, there was an arrest of one of the brothel owners for using underage girls... That's about it. By the way, you know any clothes vendors? I'm starting to grow and almost none of my stuff fits anymore."


"Underage? Hate to be that guy."


"Woman actually, and yeah. Word is that the Crown is taking all of her stuff, and banishing her from the central duchies."


"That's basically a death sentence yeah? No home, no money, no nothing."


"Maybe, I don't know her but there are more than a few who could survive it. She'll be reduced to a beggar or something though. I think I could make it through something like that, but I'm a caster. What about the clothes though?"


"Don't know anyone in particular about clothes. I know a guy who makes pretty good shoes though."


"Sweet, mind introducing me?"


"Sure, shift ends in a bit. I'll take you."


His question was a fairly normal one. Many people would have preferred shops. Somewhere a friend or family member worked, or just somewhere they knew was good. If you weren't rich knowing somebody was a good way to make sure you got the best deal or service, so asking those you knew was the best way for an in on that. Since I saved most of my money I didn't know very many places, but I'd give Sorn a bit of business any time I could.





Ordering shoes for Dras was easy. Dealing with Sorn's teasing about when we'd be getting married was less so. Threats were made before it would stop. Eventually though the order was placed. Dras, at Sorn's suggestion, even volunteered to walk me home.


As we were passing through one alley what looked to be a manhole cover in the street opened up. Three men pulled themselves out. They looked a bit rough, and turned when they saw us.


"Evening lads." Dras spoke before they could say anything. He seemed completely unfazed by the situation.


"What're two kids doin' out in the middle of the night?" One of the men, I'm guessing their leader, replied. He seemed a bit put off balance by the boy's confident attitude. I of course knew that in a fight the two of us would likely trounce these three, size difference or not. They on the other hand had no auras, and probably just saw two kids. Aside from Dras' habit of dressing like a wizard.


"Heading home, and minding our own business."


"Well then, see that you keep doing so and have a good night." The threat in his voice was real.


The other two didn't speak. They stood back, looking at us and around the alley. If I had to guess these weren't street punks. For one they were too old. While they looked rough, they were also too disciplined. Each knew where his place was, and stood like he'd been thoroughly trained. In all likelihood they had; most men in the country now had some level of military experience under their belt.


Dras took me by the arm and pulled me away, giving them wide berth as we passed. He walked so that he would be between me and them, and quickly turned the nearest corner as we sped along.


"What was that?" I asked after we'd gone a block or two and made sure we weren't being followed.


"I don't know exactly, but not something we want to be involved in."


"Where did they even come from, the sewer?"


"Only sewers in the city run down the biggest streets. That was an undercity opening. They're all over the place if you know where to look."


"Undercity?"


"Yeah, the city's really old right?"


I nodded as we kept walking.


"So there's a bunch of old parts that have kind of sunk, and people just built over them. Add to that cisterns that haven't been used in centuries, access tunnels for old businesses, some sealed off basements, and a frankly insane amount of catacombs and you have the undercity. Over the years it's all gotten connected here and there from collapsed walls and people digging."


"So they were exploring the undercity? That sounds cool."


"No, probably not. Thieves and the like use those paths to escape sometimes. They might know one or two streets worth of the network. Partially because it's huge, but it's also unstable and dangerous."


"It still sounds cool. I wonder if there are any openings near The Sky."


"Tons, and I mean that. Most of the businesses on the street have an entrance into it, but they keep them sealed up. There are a few minor monsters that live down there."


"Monsters!?"


"Just little ones mostly. A few big rats and the occasional slime or something. Anyone could deal with them, but they're still nasty. There's other things if you go really deep into the system, but smart people stick to the paths they know. Getting lost down there is no good. Jer's brother went down alone once to find a new path... Do you know Jer?"


I shook my head. "How do you even know all this?"


"Most everyone who lives in the city knows they're there. It's also a sort of thing for boys to go and explore the tunnels near their house. Older brothers and neighbors and stuff will take you down if you ask nice and show you the way around. I used to use them to sneak out with my friends at night, lots of fun."


"So did you like, fight the rats and slimes and stuff?" This was sounding like the city had a starter dungeon below it. Something out of an old MMO for sure.


"What? No, why would I? That stuff runs off if you've got a light with you. Anything that's aggressive and near the surface gets killed quick too. Nobody really talks about it, but rat-catchers and the like go down there and clean out anything they can."


"I thought maybe people would go down there and train or something..."


"That's weird. It's a maze, and really unsafe. What would you even train for? Who needs to practice on rats? They're too weak to act like real monsters, and nothing like fighting humans."


I pouted, my hopes for a starter dungeon were smashed. Reality seemed to not match up quite perfectly to games and books. I knew there were dungeons in this world, or at least its stories.


"I thought it might be like a dungeon or something..."


"Maybe if you went really deep you'd find a dungeon-like area, but we're in the capital. If something like that got found the army would just pour into it and tear it apart. There wouldn't be any big monsters, so thirty or so soldiers could move through and clean it in an afternoon."


"Yeah, I suppose they would huh..."


The rest of the way home I asked Dras to point out some of the entrances. They really were everywhere, almost every alley had one of some level or another. Many were just a round covers over a spot in the road, but there were also a few doors that were sunk into low spots on buildings. Each was marked with a symbol to warn everyone away. By the time we'd made it back to The Sky we'd made a game of it.





By fall I'd bugged Dras about taking me down into the tunnels to the point that he was just ignoring it. Though he did tell Lucien; because he was a spoilsport.


"You really shouldn't go down there Alana."


"Because it's really unsafe?"


"Yes, quite unsafe."


"So you never did when you were young?"


"... I am probably not the best role model."


"So Jackson didn't when he was young?"


"I knew him in his teens, but he's decidedly not the best role model."


"You knew Mystien when he was younger right? He's a pretty good role model."


He stared at me for a few moments, then sighed. "Fine, will you at least please not go down there alone?"


"I'm not stupid Lucien."


"You did trek halfway across the country to get here..."


"Alright, alright, I have no plans on going into the undercity alone." They were never going to let me live that down.


"Is there an entrance here by the way?" I felt I needed to ask.


"It's in the basement, and quite well sealed. Do not try to unseal it." That got me a harsh glare.


"I won't without your permission. If all the businesses around here have them though, couldn't it act as a way to get around in the winter without having to go above ground?"


He paused to think for a few moments. "That not the worst idea I've ever heard, but it would be a lot of work to seal up the edges around our street and clean them up enough to be a viable option."


"So why doesn't anyone?"


"You'd need all of the businesses to agree to it. They won't, because there are no incoming customers from the areas around. Anyone using them would just be people that are already on this street, and those generally stay for the winter. That and all the work. Some of those tunnels are unstable, and many of them are weirdly designed. While you wouldn't need to deal with snow, you'd have to deal with lighting, and the overall confusing setup."


I sighed, it would seem my idea for an underground walkway system was dead on arrival. These weren't caves either; they were buried streets. I'd made my mind up to avoid caves, due to a storied history of caves screwing me over. Well, two for two at least.





It was right at the end of fall that Dras showed up on one of my days off with about three other boys and one girl around my age in tow, along with one other older boy.


"You still wanna go check out the undercity? These four have been bugging everyone to take them as well, so Jer and I were gonna show them one of the paths."


It took me only a few minutes to grab some boots and my mace. If there was gonna be a monster to fight, I wanted to take it down.

            

    
        Chapter 30 Into the 'depths'

    
    
    
    
                Our little group set off for the entrance to the tunnels, after I told Lucien where I was off to. It was decided that we were going in the alley right far to the end of the street. According to Jer, who would be leading this expedition, we'd come out one about halfway across the city, near the main road of the town. The entire trip would take an hour or two, so we needed to be ready for that too.
I quickly learned that Jer was something of a local expert on the tunnel system, at least among the children. His family had been rat-catchers and thieves for generations, and passed down intricate knowledge of the top layers. He in particular was well versed as he'd often gone looking for his missing brother, who'd disappeared into the tunnels a couple of years ago.
The other kids with us were from the neighborhood. None were directly related to either of the older boys, but I'd seen all of them around here and there. We were all on edge as we got near to the opening that we'd be going into.
Dras turned to me, "Hey, Alana, you got a fire spell or something?" I knew he specialized in flame magic, so he always had a light.
"I've got light, but no fire."
"Mind taking up the middle then? We'll want a bit of extra light."
"Okay." I was super excited. I'd rather have been near the front, but I could deal with being just a bit back from it.
Jer took out a lantern. It was a small thing full of oil, and quite a bit brighter than I might have expected. He looked around as we all got into position. It shocked me how large his eyes were, big, bright orbs of shocking blue. He had a small club, not unlike my mace, but only wood.
"Alright everyone, stick together after me. Do not go down any side tunnels or anything like that. If something happens, stay where you are. I've told my folks what route we're taking, and if I don't come back by later tonight, they'll come and get us. We're taking mostly the top layer, but we will have to dip down one to the second to get past some things. Any questions?"
Honestly, his little speech was like a safety briefing I might have gotten on a field trip on my old world. This kid might have been only a few years older than me, but it seemed he'd done this often enough. It was sincerely confidence inspiring. It also sounded like it had been learned word-for-word from his dad or something.
"You keep talking about layers. What's that mean?" I asked. I'd heard the term a few times, but was still unclear on it.
"Right, so there's a lot of tunnels, some are deeper. It's not like, exact or anything, but we're going down a little. Almost nobody goes down more than just a little bit." He gave a brief show of his hands, trying to indicate that some of the tunnels were below others.
"How deep do they go?"
That one got me a shrug. "Dunno, never been below three. Dad says he's been five deep. There aren't as many the further down you go, and they're way more dangerous. Gramps says he went eight down, but I think he's lying."
One of kids with us piped up, "Will there be monsters?"
Jer shrugged again. "Maybe, but nothing that's a problem."
With no more questions he turned, and pulled open the door that was our passageway.
I tossed up a light behind me as I heard Dras closing the old, rickety door. The tunnel was about two people wide and looked a bit like a hallway at first. I could tell we were going down a bit and eventually we came to a small room. It looked like a basement, but one thoroughly sealed off from the rest of whatever had been above it. We came in a doorway, then went out through a hole someone had knocked in the opposite wall, straight through the bricks.
From there it just kept getting weirder. The size and shape of the path was constantly changing, from wide and regular, to cramped. Sometimes the ceiling even got really low. It was a mix of old roads, old buildings, and small dug out ways, straight through the dirt and stone.
After a bit we had to go down a small ladder. Jer went first, and was gentlemanly enough to let the girls come right after. He was pointedly looking down the tunnels, as we did so, giving us an explanation.
"This is the second level, and about halfway through. Up ahead is a big chamber. Nobody's used it in forever as far as I know, but its got some room, and it's cool."
Everything down here was in fact cool, in multiple ways. The structures were in a layout that looked as if someone had just shoved them all together, giving a sort of dreamlike meandering to them. It was also chilly, even though we weren't far down the temperature was the same chilled level throughout. I'd almost forgotten that caves were like that, even unnatural ones.
As we moved into the large chamber we all looked about in awe. The place was easily forty feet long, and about half as wide. It seemed to have been built of stone or perhaps concrete blocks, domed in a half circle all around us. There wasn't much in the way of trash, which showed how well traveled these paths were.
We all spread out for a break, those that had snacks munched on them or drank a bit of water. I chatted with Dras and Jer, because these tunnels were everything I'd hoped for. Several of the other kids seemed to know each other and were having similar conversations. Most were astounded at how large the room was.
"Yeah, must have been part of a noble's house or something." Jer turned to the other direction, towards the exit right as he spoke, looking a bit confused.
It was a few seconds later that I heard some noise coming from that way. It was a scratching, filled with some high pitched squeaks. The sounds of shuffling along with it.
"Problem. Dras, can you cover me?" Jer slipped his club out, looking towards the exit. "Everyone who doesn't have a weapon, back to the tunnel, stay at the door."
"Heck yeah. Alana, light us up." I saw my young wizard friend light his hands with flame as he moved into place behind the other boy. I tossed my light up towards the ceiling just above the entryway. I slipped up behind Dras as my mace came out too, ready to back up if needed.
Eight rats spilled out of the exit we were headed to. They were massive, each as big as a hunting dog. They took a few seconds to sniff around before turning and running at us. their tails flapped wildly behind as they did so, giant worms slapping the air.

"Big problem." Jer was refreshingly brief in his words.
Dras for his part had two small ribbons of flame shooting from his hands, whipping forward to slap a few of the first rats. The fiery tentacles engulfed them in light, making the whole group's charge stumble.
Once the charge reached our leader he showed his muster. He was well trained in dealing with this kind of vermin, and his quick fluid movements showed he knew exactly where and how to strike to take them down. There were a few moments that looked bad, but any time things got really out of hand a ribbon of fire would lash forward, taking the interloper out.
I had the feeling that if Jer'd been without all the kids he just would have fallen back to a doorway and fought them one at a time. With a bunch of clumsy kids who didn't know how to fight, and might get lost, that wasn't really an option. That said he was still showing that he knew exactly what he was doing.
When just under half were down one slipped past, seeming to have found a new target. It dodged and wove, before jumping and latching onto Dras' arm, biting deep. He yelled and the fire faltered, until I stepped forward and got it right in the spine with my mace. The rat spasmed and let go, flopping around on the floor.
"Keep the fire up!" I yelled at the injured boy. He'd let his ribbons drop completely. He quickly remade one, and set it back to work.
A few moments later the battle was done. Jer was winded, panting as he bent over the burnt and bashed corpses around him. Dras looked like he was trying to keep himself from tearing up as his adrenaline faded and the pain came to the fore. The other kids looked scared from where they stood near the opening we came in through.
"We need to get him to a healer." Jer hesitated, looking forward and back, seeming to weigh his options. Dras was just cursing.
"Here... I'll close it up." He summoned a bit of fire into his other palm, reaching for it.
"Stop that! I got it." I moved forward and worked on his arm, letting the magic slowly work along the damaged muscle and skin. It was a nasty wound, and I took the time to just hit the cure disease on the area too. Fortunate, since I could feel something creeping in. Those things had disgusting stuff in their mouths.
"You don't burn wounds closed unless you're about to die." I bonked the dumb boy on the head once I'd finished. Doing it while he was in pain would have just been too much.
He flexed his arm, checking it out. "I didn't know you could do healing..."
"Cool." Jer watched the whole thing until it was done, blinking a bit. A couple of the other kids made similar comments.
"Really? Huh, I guess it never came up." We'd been hanging around for quite awhile now, but I suppose he'd never been injured enough for me to actually do any healing on him. Now that I thought about it, I normally did any practice like that alone.
"So... what now?" I looked at our guide, he seemed to waffle on that decision.
"Well, I don't think there'll be any more... and going forward will be a bit faster."
After a bit we did decide to proceed. Jer made sure of the rats' demise then tied them all together. Dras would be dragging them behind us, as they were all worth a fair amount. The vermin of unusual size, and number, would actually make a good amount of money when turned into the local authorities. Keeping even small monsters like those out of the city was worth a pretty penny... or copper I suppose.
Eight was also an extreme number. From what I was told three was average, with five being considered a very large group. The boys would be letting the local rat-catchers know. That many might indicate something odd going on.
To my relief the rest of our trip was widely uneventful. The other side thankfully had stairs leading up, as dresses and ladders were not a good mix. After about another half hour we all made our way out.
I recognized the area, since it was just off the main market. The older boys slung the haul between them and we began to walk home as a group. Everyone chatting about the fight and how exciting it was. I thought it was a bit weird that the kids who didn't do anything were all about it, but it was a fun little bout.
We were perhaps two streets away when a woman saw us and came over. She was a bit older, perhaps in her late thirties, and bee-lined it for our little group. Her blonde hair was done up in a tight bun and she looked rather severe.
"Adraias where have you... WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED TO YOUR ARM!?" She rushed forward, grabbing him and pulling the offending appendage close. It took her a few moments to realize it wasn't currently bleeding.
"Oh mom, I got bit when we got attacked..."
"Attacked! You were down there hunting rats weren't you? And how am I supposed to pay for this healing huh? Do you know how much that costs!?" She seemed determined to chew him out for everything all at once. There were a few passers by who stopped to watch the incoming discipline, snickering a bit.
"He was just showing us around. We really did get attacked." I decided to step into the line of fire for my friend. A mistake to be sure when his mother rounded on me.
"Which he shouldn't have been doing. Even if you were, the cost of the healing is going to be an issue."
I was doing a bit of mental math on that one. I knew how much I could make just filling items with mana. I also had a good feel for how much mana Dras had. Less than me, but not terrible. He could absolutely have paid for the healing without any problem. Conclusion, Dras was hiding money from his family, but I didn't know why.
"No it isn't, I'm not charging for healing up my friend." That put a bit of a damper on her.
"Who are you? I don't think I've seen you around before.""I'm Alana. I hang out with Dras all the time..."
"Really? He hasn't mentioned you. You should come over and have tea some time. I'd love to get to know you." Her son was mouthing 'run' behind her, since she'd turned her head away from him. I wasn't sure if I was hurt because he hadn't told his parents about me, or curious as to why.
"Ah... another day then."
"Right, I'll have Adraias set something up. Speaking of." She turned, grabbing her son by the ear. "Come along, we're going to get your clothes cleaned up, and have a little talk about not introducing your friends to your parents."

I waved after him as he was pulled along after her, poor guy.

            

    
        Chapter 31  A meeting over tea

    
    
    
    
                It was the next day that Dras came to see me after my afternoon shift. He looked thoroughly exhausted when he came in.


"So, my mom wants to meet you."


I narrowed my eyes at him. "Questions first. Why did you not tell her about me?"


"To avoid all of her questions, and because she'll try to sink claws into you too."


"..."


"My mom is nosy to an unbelievable degree. She also thinks that we're courting now, regardless of what I tell her. There's a lot that I keep from her. Partially because I don't want her in my business, but also for other reasons."


"Like how much money you're making? She was worried about the cost of healing. With your amount of mana it would be no problem to make that much. I know you well enough to know that you do already."


"Yeah, like that. Will you not tell her about that?" He seemed genuinely concerned that I would.


"Maybe, if you tell me why."


"You know that there's an academy for mages in the city right?"


"I didn't, but I did kind of assume."


"Well, the tuition is expensive. I want to go when I'm old enough, but my family will want that money for their own expenses."


I was really familiar with my family taking the money I made. I hadn't minded at the time since I was so young, but now it would really grate if they did. "You should help them some at least, they are family."


"I do! When I first manifested my abilities they took everything I made, all of it. Mom knows I'm making a bit more now, but not how much. If she knew how much she'd want more, and I can't afford that if I want to get into the academy. Right now it'll be close as it is."


"Fine, I won't tell her." He was my friend, and that at least wasn't an unreasonable request. I did have another question though. "Does this academy take bards too?"


"Huh, yeah, any kind of caster. They start when you're fourteen. There's an entrance exam every fall, unless you're a noble or know someone who has a good in with the staff."


"Interesting, I'll have to look into that. So you're going... next year?"


"Year after, I was born in early winter."


"I'll have to think about all of that. That's a long time off though, when and where does your mom wanna meet? I'm guessing not here, since she probably doesn't know that you spend so much time in a tavern."


"Yeah, maybe don't mention that, or explicitly where you work. Mom doesn't like this whole street."


"Don't you live like right down it?"


"We're two over, she wanted you to come by for tea on the next day you're off. If that's okay?"


"That's fine, mind taking me over then?"


"Yeah yeah, but I won't be joining you two. She was real clear on that."


"Alright then, come by around... late morning? Something like that. I'll be around all day anyway, so it's fine."


He looked relieved as we went off for our usual practice, running through several of our spells. I was still keeping the invisibility one secret though. It seemed like something special, and I wanted an ace up my sleeve to surprise him one day.





I woke early the day of and after a quick breakfast took my time getting ready. Getting truly clean was a pain, particularly at this time of year. I had no tub, nor large basin, so washing out of a couple of buckets was it. Cleanup from my improvised shower was also a bloody pain, there was water and soap everywhere. I was also thoroughly thankful for my heating spell, else I would have been freezing. My better clothes were luckily clean anyway, as I'd had plenty of time for laundry.


My hair was normally loose; but since this was as close to a formal event as I'd been to in the past nine years, I decided to go with something a bit fancier. I did a quick French braid, which I moved into a bun. In this world I'd only seen something even a bit like this on Hazelwood's daughter. In my previous life I'd done this and seen it done on a childhood friend's hair several times. It was a first for me in either life. I'd kept it short in my previous, and only done simple stuff before here.


I headed out to the common area of the tavern to sit down and wait for Dras. Lucien came over to look at me, looking like he wanted to say something.


"What?"


"Alright, what are you up to."


"Er... I'm going to tea with Dras' mom?"


"Tea with... okay." He skulked off, seeming to believe I was going to cause some mischief.


When Dras came in he stopped and stared for a few moments.


"You did your hair different."


"Yup."


"It's... nice."


"Thank you."


I was getting the distinct impression that I might have overdone it. Sure, nobody in the village did much other than simple ponytails, but it wasn't that big of a deal. I mean, I was pretty sure I'd seen something like this before here. Racking my memory I found only images of really wealthy women in the upper part of the entertainment district, or girls dressed super fancily with really done up hair. Well, it had taken me too long, and I wasn't taking it down now, so whatever.


Dras' house was only a couple streets away. The coward bolted as soon as I got to the door. It would appear he wanted nothing to do with this entire outing. Within only a few moments his mother had appeared and brought me in, giving me a big smile.


"So, tell me about your family." She launched right in as soon as the drinks and small snacks were served.


Their house was not big, nor really fancy, but they were not terribly bad off either. It was two floors stuck between several other small homes right on the edge of the entertainment district, closer to the wall.


"We're from a village out east. Dad used to be a soldier. I have two..." I had to pause for a moment to compose myself. "One brother."


She raised an eyebrow, but didn't ask. "How long have you known Adraias?"


"Since spring I guess? Adraias?"


"My son dislikes his name for some reason I cannot comprehend. Something I'd rather him get over. It is a pretty name isn't it?"
"It's nice." This seemed to be a sticking point between the two. I was beginning to understand some of his issues with her if she couldn't even call him by a nickname.


"How did the two of you meet by the way?"


"Oh, some people were fighting and spilled their food all over me. So I dropped them like a stone. Dras seemed to think it was hilarious and started to want to hang out after that."


"Really? What kinds of things do you do?" She leaned in, staring intently.


"Talk mostly, and practice. There aren't a lot of kids around here who're casters."


"Oh that's true! What kind of things do you two practice?" I could feel where she wanted this to go already.


"Our magic is pretty different, so we each do our own. It's fun to have someone to talk to while doing it is all."


"I see. What sort of things is he working on now? He's pretty shy about showing us that kind of thing." And there it was.


"What a caster can do is a very personal question. You should really ask him if you want to know." Her face went absolutely sour for about half a second before she recovered.


"Like I said dear, he won't talk to me much about it. I really was hoping you might tell me."


"If he doesn't want to talk about it; then I shouldn't." It was clear that this was not at all the answer she wanted. Unfortunately for her, it was a super personal question, and he'd made it clear he didn't want her to know anything at all.


"Well I am his mother dear."


"If someone went to tell another about the magic I could do, I would be irritated. Even if they were family. What you are asking is between him and whoever he wants to share it with." There came a time when you had to just be blunt, and we'd reached it. I did at least manage to keep my tone calm and polite. If only because a hard no in a light tone with a smile was a brutal turn down.


She huffed a bit, and changed over to some other mundane topic. Our little meeting ended shortly thereafter. I got the feeling that Dras' mom really, really did not like being told no, and felt a hard pang of sympathy for him.





The next day my friend came by to tell me how his mother had spent the better part of her evening railing against me. Which he took to be the highest compliment on my personality he'd ever heard. He had in fact been told that he needed to not hang out with me, that I was a bad influence. So of course he was going to spend as much time as was possible hanging around. I really worried for his family life, that couldn't be good.


Winter on the other hand quickly fell upon us. Dras did come by The Sky as much as he could during our snowy season, but that was limited to a couple of times a week. He could easily deal with the cold, but nobody really liked going out during the snowstorms that made up much to all of the winter.


As people returned to their travels with spring the rumors of the rebellions continued. It wasn't one group either, details now seemed to speak of several. The empire was being slammed with them too. People were pissed at what the war had done to both countries, particularly the peasants. A few of the border baronies had already fallen, and while troops were moving the peasants had taken to hit and run guerrilla type fighting. There had even been a few assassinations of nobles.


Magic was a powerful weapon for war. The issue that the nobility was having was simple. Finding their opponents was proving nearly impossible. An army of only commoners could have been crushed, but there wasn't one.


None of that really concerned me. I'd managed to bring down my invisibility spell to a reasonable cost from a frankly insane amount of practice. Darkness was now easy too, and while it wasn't at Lucien's level, it was still pretty good. With that it was time for some new spells.


First I went for a cleaning spell. After some consultation with Lucien I decided to combine something like the remove disease and remove poison spells. The trick was to imagine the grime and dirt, then pull away and dissolve it, leaving whatever you were working on squeaky clean.


On a whim I tried to use it to bathe. It worked, sort of. It wasn't pleasant like a bath or shower, nor did it leave the nice soap smell, feeling more like a vacuum than anything. It also removed hair. My guess was that on some level I instinctively thought of body hair, and stray hairs, as yucky. Which meant it was a no go for washing my hair, unless I wanted to be bald.


I asked about a silencing spell as well, but according to Lucien that would leave me unable to cast, unless I learned to dance or something. I put a pin in that one and went for an attempt at making sugar instead.


I had seen white sugar in the market once or twice, at insane prices, so I knew it existed in this world. I did not know enough chemistry to know what it looked like, but I was super familiar with it from my life on Earth. I knew how it melted, how it tasted, how it smelled when it was hot. How to use it in foods and everything else. My experience was deep when it came to the delicious crystals. Thanks to one teacher who'd made us look at food under a microscope I even had an idea of what the crystals looked like when you got close.


Making sugar was not nearly as easy as I might have hoped though. Even with all that I only got around a tablespoon full for what I could make several loaves of bread with. I was not dissuaded, practice would make perfect in time, of that I would be sure. It could also be safely stored in a jar until I needed it for... research purposes.


Jer also started coming around every now and then with Dras. He seemed to think having a friend who was a healer might one day be a good idea. We would spend the spring evenings chatting and wandering the city, seeing what we could.

            

    
        Chapter 32 Lightning strikes

    
    
    
    
                I had a real issue as summer began to crest once again. My clothing was getting out of fit, I'd not bought any in a good while and while I could make some adjustments, I was growing straight out of it. The only solution was to go and get new ones.


Normally I kept only one or two outfits at any one time, since they were quite expensive. This time though I decided to buy an extra one that could be a bit more formal, in case I needed to make visits to anywhere fancy in the next year or two. To ensure that it would be used enough to make it worthwhile I had it made a bit big, with extra cloth behind the seams so they could be moved to increase the size to a fairly good degree. My hope was that it would last me at least until I was thirteen or so.


With new clothes also came new shoes. It had been too long since I'd seen Sorn, he came by The Sky every now and then, but we just moved in different areas of the city now. So I made a point to go see him.


"Hey there Sorn!" I yelled out as the bell to his shop rang behind me.


"Oi, look at you!" We smiled at each other, even exchanging hugs. "So, I can guess why you're here. What are you looking for today?"


"Work shoes and boots of course. When have I ever needed something else?"
"I don't know, but if you're going to go out on the town you'll need something eh?"


"Nope, just the normal. How are things by the way? The shop looks good." It really did. I could tell just from the look of things that he was getting plenty of customers.


"Been good, other than a scare last week."


"Huh?"


"Some noble got ambushed down the street. They locked down the whole area to talk to everyone and try to find the guys who did it."


"You're kidding me!? Did they get them?"


"Not that I know; the men who did it slipped into the undercity and got away. There were guards going over every nook and cranny. They even ripped up half of my basement trying to find a way into whatever tunnels those idiots used."


"Attacking a noble is a pretty big deal. Were they from another group or something?"


He shook his head. "Rebels if I had to guess, you haven't heard about the goings on outside the capital have ya?"


"No, I guess not..."


"Got a letter from a cousin a couple of weeks ago. Half the country is in some level of rebellion. They're trying to keep it quiet, since it's mostly bandits and the like, but there are still signs."


I blanched as I thought that over. "You don't think the Empire will attack us again do you? We'd probably not be able to fight much right now."


Sorn snorted. "They've got it worse than us. Most of our stuff is just small unorganized groups. Some idiot calling himself 'The Lord of Shadows' has started going after them, and he's taking huge swaths of their lands."


"What's the story on him?" If there was some rumors, particularly ones that weren't a threat to us, I wanted to hear them.


"Not sure honestly. There's not much anyone knows, save that some of his mages are pulling some terrifyingly powerful magic out of nowhere. Higher order stuff, at least that's what I've heard."


"Scary, I hope they stay over there."


"Me too Alana. I've seen enough fighting to last me several lifetimes. On a happier note, I'm getting married come winter!"


"Huzzah! Someone I know?"


"Doubt it, but um... could I ask for a small favor?"


"Depends on what it is."


He moved behind the counter and pulled out a small box. Inside it there was a little orb, covered in runes. "This is a little security device, but it requires a huge amount of mana. Stuff like this is also technically not something I should have, but... I want my Jana to be safe, ya know? She got it from her father, but don't know anybody who could do it up for her. If ya don't mind?"


It wasn't a big deal to me. I'd never seen this particular item before, but I had been charging up stuff for a good long while now.


Lucien had even taught me some new things about devices. For example, it was easy to put mana in, but it could also be drained. Draining mana from a device was orders of magnitude harder than putting it in, but it was possible. The only exception was your own mana, which could be pulled out with hard, but doable effort.


The runes themselves were some kind of language based on math. That wasn't overly surprising. It was interesting though that it could also represent concepts, and was a full language. Many of these items could be made by a single caster, but advanced works required many, and multiple types. The runic system worked differently for each as well, depending on their method of casting.


That said, books on the subject were expensive and hard to find, and Lucien refused outright to teach me the language. There were guilds and agreements and the like which specified who could do so, and he did not want to run afoul of those. He also explained that while he knew it, he was no expert, and didn't craft items himself.


I nodded, placing a hand on it and letting my mana flow inside. I was nearly drained when I had to stop. "You weren't joking about it taking a lot of mana. It's just over half and I'm slammed."


He smiled as he saw the workings of it. "Tell ya what, finish it off when you come to get your shoes and there'll be no charge on them."


"Fine, fine, but this is your wedding present too. That really is too much mana."


It was about a week later that the shoes were ready. Sorn for his part, had done a magnificent job on them. I finished filling up his item before I left, skipping out the door. It wasn't too bad, and both of us seemed to think we'd gotten the better end of the deal.





As fall arrived I found myself with Dras, making our way deep into the upper part of the city. Both of us had worn our best, so as not to stand out too much amoung the crowd of rich folk and nobles, to limited effect. Ignoring the stares and the following eyes of the guards we made our way forward.


The Academy of Mages was easy enough to find, being that it was the second tallest building in the capital. it was also mercifully close to the edge of the noble's district, rather than deep into it. On most days the gates were shut and locked tight, but today was different. Today was the day that prospective students might take the entrance exam.


Neither of us were nearly old enough to take it, but that mattered little. Our mission today was to go in and scout out what Dras needed to do to pass the exam. The arena where the practical portion took place was easy enough to find, but there was a small issue.


A man in midnight blue robes stood beside the door to the visitor's seating. He was a lanky kind of guy, in perhaps in twenties. He gave us a deep and appraising look.


"I doubt you two are members of our student body. You're certainly not nobles here to scope out potential talent. What exactly are you two here for?"


"I want to see the tests and what they involve, sir." Dras didn't back down, looking at the man straight in the eye. "It is my understanding that anyone can observe."


"That is technically true, but we generally do wish to know who is in our school and why." It was clear that we weren't getting in without some explanation.


"I'm Dras, this is Alana." I waved to the man, observing his aura. He was strong, not nearly as strong as Lucien or Mystien, and he had nothing on the sheer terror my dad could give off, but strong. Dras' voice broke through my musings on that. "I want to join the academy when I come of age. So I'd like to see what is required."


"Ah, prospective students, I see. Observing the practical won't help you much, but it is permitted." He seemed a bit amused by that.


"Why won't it help us?" I asked. There seemed to be a hint of something truly important there.


"Because the practical is not really a series of tests. There are a few of those on basic mana handling, but judging by your auras you two would easily pass those. It is primarily a demonstration of the abilities that you've learned before coming to us. The grading scale is based on their power, and how you use them. Finesse is just as important as strength. Therefore, everyone's practical exam is different."


"Hmm, what about the written then? I don't suppose you'll tell me what it covers?"


Whoever this man was, and I was guessing a member of the staff, found that very amusing. "Generally speaking, it covers basic math, reading, and writing. On the wizard side there is a slightly higher weighting toward math, needing a basic understanding of algebra and geometry. There is a higher weight given to the ability to rhyme and craft prose on the bard side. For priests there is a section dealing with common beliefs and practices of their order, should they belong to one. A current study guide can be found at any bookstore catering to casters."


I nodded along with what he was saying. Dras looked like he wanted to faint, but that wouldn't be helpful, so I just led him into the arena to watch after bidding the interloper a good day.


"How am I supposed to learn all of that? I can do basic adding and subtracting, and I can do a little bit of multiplication and division, but what even is geometry?"


"Math involving shapes, it's not too hard. We'll work on it together." I had frankly aced geometry when I'd taken it, trig too. I was not at all worried about that section, as long as the basic ideas held.


We found some seats in a visitor's section, well back from the actual action. It was difficult to see what was going on down there, but readily apparent why they'd put us so far back. There were perhaps a half dozen students currently going through their practical, and the one that launched a bolt of fire into the stands by mistake was the first to go. It had hit well across from us, but the blaze it shot up was impressive. The extra space to react, and I was guessing some wards based on how that fire had quickly gone out, were certainly welcome.


Several groups came and went for their practicals. Those that were obvious failures, like the kid with the firebolt, were removed once it was clear they wouldn't make muster. The others ended up spending quite some time before they were escorted out. Most of these took around half an hour to go.


Watching the proceedings was really close to useless. There were too many different techniques, and too many different methods for us to truly understand what they were looking for. Seeing the clear fail states didn't really help either, because most of those were just out of control magic.


After two or three hours we left, both thoroughly frustrated.


"That was a waste of time," Dras complained.


"Not at all. We learned that it would probably be best to focus on the practical. Let's go get one of those study guides!"


Dras grumbled but assented, and we made our way to a nearby bookshop. The girl manning the counter looked at us like we were something dirty on her shoes, but got us the study guide, the cost of which we split. I was interested in it easily as much as Dras was, and his expression when she told him the cost made me decide I wanted to read it too.


The book itself was not overly large. It was about as big as a textbook ought to be, and dense. We'd gotten a small sealable case to go with it, leather with a watertight seal to keep it dry even in bad conditions. It fit together over the book like closing a waxed box.


Dras had it in a small carry sack as we picked our way towards home, going down a side street.


Suddenly the world was bleached blue-white. A thunderous 'BOOM' and the smell of ozone hinted as to what had happened, and it was nearby. We ducked as people started running, Dras pulling me into the nearest wall.


There was panic everywhere as everyone fled the area. I was still a bit stunned when I heard the shouting. Several men where pulling a boy, around fourteen and dressed in some of the nicest finery I'd ever seen, down the street. Behind them arrows flew, every man had one or two bounce off armor with a few lodging themselves in flesh. On the other end of the street another group was forming up, ten or twenty at the very least.


The shout went up from one of the groups now quickly advancing down the street we were stuck on.


"Take them all down boys, leave nobody alive." My blood froze, there was no way these men would leave us alive.


Dras, for his part, was thinking much more clearly. He ran forward to a grate in the street, quickly levering it up and out of it's spot in the road.


"Alana! In!"


I didn't have to think. I ran forward, nearly jumping into the potential exit from the deathtrap of a road. Several of the guards, and their charge, followed us down with haste. The others were stopped from doing so by another earthshattering explosion just outside the hole. A few of the soldiers who were too close to the opening were cooked, the rest of us fled down the unknown corridor. Anything had to be better than what was behind us.

            

    
        Chapter 33 Into the DEPTHS

    
    
    
    
                My heart was pounding as Dras pulled me along the tunnels. I didn't know these well, and I had a feeling he didn't know where we were either. We had no choice though but to flee, after the last attack I could hear people jumping down into our escape route.


The rich boy and his guards were following us. I was glad they had some kind of lights, so that I didn't need to waste any mana. It wasn't that they were friendly or anything, but we were all running from the same death. There were maybe ten left, mostly big muscled men, a quick look confirmed that all of them had some kind of aura, and not pathetic weak ones. That honestly scared me a bit; whoever these guys were, they were not playing around. Each was dressed in heavy steel armor, perfectly matching the others of the group.


Eventually though we had to stop our flight. We ended up in a basement of some kind, all panting from the effort. There was clear delineation between Dras and I and the others.


One of the men, the one who'd been carrying the noble kid moved forward. "Who are you two? How did you get involved in this?" He hadn't drawn his sword, but his hand was decidedly on it.


"Two prospective students to the Academy, and we weren't involved more than running when the fighting started." Dras was a good guy, but I would be taking point on this. If he screwed up and got mouthy we might be killed.


"How do I know you're not enemies?" He didn't seem to consider us as such at the moment, and that was good. His interrogation was merely to make sure of things he already suspected.


"If we were your enemy we wouldn't have led you to a safe location. One more of those lightning attacks would have killed you lot."


"How did you know it was lightning?"


"The sound, the color, the smell, it is obvious what it was."


"Wait, smell?" One of the other men stepped forward, quirking an eyebrow.


"Yes, lightning has a smell. It smells clean, like after a rainstorm."


Their leader seemed to think on that for awhile before nodding. "Very well, I currently believe you are not enemies, do you know the way out?"


I looked at Dras, who shook his head. "I don't know this section at all, never been here."


"What about you men; you got to have a way out?"


Their leader, whose name I still didn't know, shook his head. "You two, stay where you are. The rest of you men, spread out, see what you can find."


Within a few minutes they'd found that the only other way out of our little hidey hole was what looked like some kind of old pipe. Drainage or something, that was in one corner of the room. It was far too small for the warrior types to fit through, but they convinced (ordered) Dras to put his head inside. He found that it was decidedly descending.


The noble kid didn't say a word to us. That seemed to be a thing here. For whatever reason a lot of nobles wouldn't speak to commoners except through their guards unless they had to. I was unsure on exactly the rules there, and had hardly any experience with nobles, so I made a note to ask Lucien. That was assuming we made it through this.


A proposition that seemed less likely as we heard the noise of many men coming down the hallway that had brought us in. They weren't being quiet about it. That led to a few hasty decisions, like most of the guards taking up positions near the doorway, and blocking it with anything they could find.


"So Dras, pipe or lightning wielding maniacs?" The answer seemed obvious to me as I whispered it over.


"Pipe, obviously."


We made our move. The soldiers were all a bit preoccupied with their impending doom and how best to make their final stand as Dras flitted in. I got spotted as I jumped in after, but it was far too late for them to do anything about it as I hurried into the angled exit.


And angled steeply it was, soon as I got in I found myself being pulled down. Like a water slide, minus the water. I half-crawled, half-slid down the metal tube. It was rough, each slide found little friction and ripped at both skin and clothes. The sound of whatever lightning weapon was being discharged sped me along with haste, as did what sounded like someone following. After two discharges of thunderous death there were no others.


I gritted my teeth as we went. From both ahead and behind I heard the occasional grunt or hiss of displeasure, but was thankful that nobody was stupid enough to speak in the echo chamber. I wasn't sure how long it took for us to make it through, once we did however we came out into a massive cistern of some kind.


The room was massive, I couldn't count the columns that were supporting it as I pulled myself from the pipe and onto a ledge near Dras. He'd started up a small flame to light our way and with that I could see dozens, each leading up to arches dozens of feet above us. There was a bit of water in the pool a couple of feet below us, but it seemed not much, less than two feet if I had to guess.


I motioned to my compatriot that we were followed, and we took up defensive positions. Sure enough, our fancy new friend had shuffled in after us. He looked a bit shocked when he saw the young wizard sizing him up for a firebolt to the face. The boy was maybe fourteen or fifteen, and the sword at his waist spoke to his vocation. Much like his guards, he too had an aura, and a relatively powerful one.


We all stood fairly still for a few moments before Dras finally broke it. "You gonna stab us in the back?"


"I had not planned to, seeing as you're probably my best chance for getting out of here."


"Your guards?"


"Shoved me in the pipe after the first use of whatever that weapon is. I regret to say that they're likely dead." It was easy to tell that he was quite broken up by that, and was struggling to maintain his composure.


"Sorry for your loss. We have more important matters at hand though. Do you know if you were followed?" I leaned forward as I talked. If we were still in danger of going up against those assassins I wanted to know quickly.


He nodded to me. "I do not think so. It sounded as if there was a collapse behind me. I propose we work together to get out of this mess."


"Alright then. I'm guessing you're a physical magic user?" Dras asked. I thought it was a fairly obvious thing.


"Of course, ah, but where are my manners you may call me cr... Lief."


"Dras."


"I'm Alana."


"Well then, do either of you know where we are?" Lief's question met to shaking heads. "Then I suppose we must find our own way out." He set off without further consultations. I wanted him as a vanguard anyway, but the fact that he was happy to lead us wherever we were going seemed promising, if a bit rash.


After exchanging a shrug with Dras I followed. Our fearless leader produced a small stone from a pouch that lit up brightly, easily illuminating the room. Which gave a good scale as we moved along the ledge. This room was easily 250ft wide, and nearly double that in length. We'd entered about halfway down one of the longer sides.


"This place is huge. Who even built it?" I couldn't help my curiosity as we trouped our way along.


Lief looked over briefly at one of the columns. "The kingdom of course, or one of its predecessors. The stonework is around a thousand or so years old. There are a few pieces like it in the Academy and some of the areas in the noble's section of the city. Though parts were likely added later, like that pipe."


"Okay, so, do you have any idea of where we're going?"


"First, away from that pipe. Then I suggest we go upwards."


"Right, but we need to be careful. These tunnels are quite dangerous, there are even a few monsters."


He turned and gave me a rather charming smile for a teenager covered in filth. "Do not worry yourself. I will not allow you to come to harm." It was obvious he didn't know that I was a caster.


When we reached a doorway he led us into it, scanning the area. It was a maintenance tunnel of some kind and seemed to go neither up nor down, but rather led us along this level.


These tunnels, unlike most that I was familiar with, were both clean and matching. They seemed to be laid out such that someone could move along them to maintain a number of systems involving the cistern we'd found. Unfortunately, all of the exit shafts up were sealed.


After some hours we came to a room off of a large pipe that was traveling with the water transport system. It was small, and the pipeline it had was largely empty. At Dras' suggestion we made to rest there. I summoned us up food and drink, much to the surprise of our erstwhile third.


"You're a bard?"


I smirked at him as I passed over a cheese sandwich. It wasn't much, but it was food and filling.


When we had all enjoyed a nice nap we kept at it. After a time we'd worked our way past most of the likely candidates for openings back up. We were near the end of one of the canal maintenance lines.


"I don't think there are any other areas down here, assuming the cistern hasn't seen a few of the people out to kill all of us. I suggest we see where one of these pipes go. If it's nothing, that's fine, but people run pipes to places."


Lief perked up, "Oh, that's quite the idea there." With that he hopped into the large tube, and offered me his hand to help me down.


The lack of any monsters was putting me on edge. Either there was something killing them, or this place was sealed so tight none could get in or out. I doubted the second, as there seemed to be at least one way in.


"There's nothing living down here, isn't that odd?"


"There was, it was in the cistern, and big." Dras laughed at the face I made.


"Why didn't you say anything!?"


"You didn't need to know. Besides I got the feeling that as long as we didn't go in, it wouldn't hurt us."


I pouted, even more so when our newest addition added his compliment to Dras' behavior and quick thinking.


Our new path led us into another area much like we'd just left. A notable exception though was a hole we found in one of the walls. It was small and hard to fit through, but we managed, ending up in a much more fancy looking area. There were sculptures and engraving everywhere. It seemed to be a tomb complex of some kind.


A short amount of exploration led us to the main hall, large and circular. It went up and down at least one level each, not unlike a library. The hall was huge and open, with branches that led away all surrounding the platforms you could see up and down from. Stairs linked the levels, allowing us upwards. We happily climbed them, ending up on the top landing.


At the top level there was clearly visible an arch, the stairs behind it leading upwards. It was impossible to tell how far, but they did go decidedly up. Standing to one side of the arch was a large iron statue of a man at attention. The other side seemed creepily empty.


"If I had to guess, I'd say that is our way out." Dras smiled as he pointed over towards the arch.


A slight shaking alerted me well before anything else. Slowly making its way around the circle towards us was the other statue. Its pace was far too fast for anything that big, and its posture aggressive. Each step moving it faster and faster.


The rich boy drew his sword and prepared to face the monstrosity.


"What are you doing!?" I didn't bother to hold back my scream as the thing barreled towards us. We were protected by the fact that it didn't start out fast, and the room was so large.


"We'll defeat this terror here and now!"


"You can't fight that! It's ten feet tall and made of iron, you idiot!"


That did not stop Lief from giving it a go. It wasn't far from watching a gnat try to fight a housecat. He dodged and weaved with ease around the lumbering giant as I pointed Dras to one of the tombs nearby. Its entrance was human sized and far too small for the thing to even get its shoulders in. I considered the stairs briefly, but they looked too sturdy, it would almost assuredly catch us before we could make it to safety.


The heroic idiot of a warrior was doing his best, but his sword couldn't really harm the giant. He'd land a strike only for it to screech a bit off the surface of the golem, leaving at most a tiny line. He was fast enough to keep ahead, but it would only need one good blow. It got a glancing one on Lief's off shoulder, making a sickening 'thud'. The sound like someone being struck with a tree.


Lief gasped, and quickly backed off, one arm limp. We called out to him as we ran toward the doorway, hoping it would keep the titan back. The three of us flew into a room perhaps twenty feet long, and ten wide, a few coffins here and there, but little else.


The golem did stop at the door. It shoved its arm in, and then pulled its head down to look about, seeing us. It could not fit past the portal though, and it couldn't, or wouldn't damage the structure. Something I was deeply grateful for. The look of it peering in at us alone was enough to send chills down my spine. That thing could pulp a man in an instant, it would turn me into little more than a cute red stain on the ground.


Lief had managed to retain his sword. He did however find himself on the ground gasping in pain as the adrenaline wore off. I had Dras watch the door as I worked on his arm. It was certainly broken, and the flesh was pulp. Had it been more than a glancing blow he would almost certainly be dead.


"I owe you a debt of gratitude, my lady." Lief sounded like something from a storybook. He even gave a sweeping bow as he got up. It took all of my self-control not to laugh.


"Yeah, well then try not to get yourself killed."


"I will endeavor most assuredly not to. My honor would not allow me to leave such a debt unpaid."


If this guy couldn't have caused me so much trouble if/when we got out, I would have been rolling my eyes upside down. He made a few comments at Dras before I told him to quit. There really was nothing an untrained fire wizard could have done to that nightmare.


Another quick meal and we all fell asleep, not sure if we could find a way safely around the golem. We did agree that after we'd rested up we'd take another hard look if possible.





When we did wake there was another lad, perhaps Lief's age sitting near us. He had a small 'lantern' made of a box of barely glowing fungi. His skin was deathly pale and eyes huge. He too was a physical magic user, though the majority of his aura seemed focused around his eyes, as if to strengthen them in the bleak darkness.


"So, mind telling me how you three got down here? Cause I'd really like to leave."

            

    
        Chapter 34 Flesh vs. iron

    
    
    
    
                I nearly screamed at the newcomer, his appearance shocking me.


Lief in fact leapt to his feet and drew his sword. "Identify yourself!"


Dras jumped up too, the tiny flame he'd made jumping back to his hand and roaring to life.


"Name's Charles. You still haven't answered my question." He seemed utterly unconcerned with their apparent hostility.


"Wait, Charles? Like Jer's brother?" Dras blurted that out in shock, earning him an appraising look from the new guy.


"You know Jer? Oh, are you that fire mage kid he was hanging out with? Look how big you got, good on you. I'd love to hear more about that in a bit. Anyway, a way out, do you have one?"


"Um, we came in through a pipe in a big cistern room. We might be able to get out through there."


"And the thing in there didn't eat you?"


"We didn't see it."


"Yeah, weird thing that. It doesn't mind things coming in, but as soon as you try to go back out that way, munch."


"What about through the stairs near here?" It was Lief who spoke up this time around.


"Good idea, wish I'd thought of that a few years ago. So, how do you plan on passing the golem at the door?"


Lief took the cue to think about what he was saying. "Any ideas on how to go about that?"


"Not really, I was thinking I might try dropping part of the ceiling on the wanderer, see how that goes."


"What can you tell us about them? Are they solid or hollow? Is there any indication on them or the rest of the area on how to turn them off?" I smacked him with a barrage of questions about our enemies.


"Oh, now you're asking the real questions. Come on, I'll show you what I've got." He turned toward the exit to our little hidey hole.


"Um, what about the wandering golem?"


"Two floors down. As long as we keep well away from him he won't come after us."





Charles was right, and our friend the killer iron monster was nowhere around. I could hear him walking about far off, but we saw nothing.


He led us to his little lair, one of the larger tombs, still with a very small entrance, that had several rooms. Glowing moss and lichen had been gathered and was all along the walls, providing a small amount of light. In the middle was a little carving from some kind of clay. It was a golem in extreme detail, every rune and line on it standing out.


"As far as I can tell they're solid, or mostly solid. They don't ring if you hit them with something big. The runes I've got no clue on. I copied them here as you can see, but I don't know anything about what does what. There isn't anything else around quite like them."


Lief jumped into looking at the model, even asked for an extra light. While he was doing that I looked back toward our host.


'What about sight, how do they see?"


"With their eyes I guess?"


"No, do they need light to see? Or can they operate in perfect darkness?"


"Oh, not sure, but they seem to do fine in the dark. I haven't tried to get close to one in pitch black, but I don't care to die either."


"Do they have to recharge or something? They've got to be using a lot of mana."


"They're drawing it from the ambient mana down here. There may be some form of storage, but I wouldn't know if I couldn't get one apart." Lief had looked over as he spoke. "See here, this group of runes is for doing that. It's a bit strange though, I'm not completely familiar with the arrangement. Probably explains why there isn't much down here though, between them killing it, or just eating the mana most bigger things won't move in."


"Can we just break that sequence then?"


Lief shook his head. "Not unless you've got a siege engine, no."


I sighed, looking back toward Charles. "Do we even need to fight them? What if we just distract them and get past? Do you know what's up those stairs?"


"The wanderer can be avoided, but the one at the stairs can't. He never moves from his spot unless you get really close. He also won't chase, so no leading him away. As for what's up there, there's a door, the stairs guy will follow you up to it."


"Can we at least do something about the wanderer? Maybe lead him over to the cistern and let him and the monster there fight it out?"


"Wanderer won't leave the tomb area."


I sighed, really wishing for something like a machine gun, or someone more experienced. While Lief and I both thought out plans Dras caught Charles up on his little brother. It was several hours of me trying to put together an idea for a cannon or something before Lief spoke back up.


"Hey, I figured out how they see."


He instantly got all of our attention.


"It's some form of sound sight. Their movements bounce off of the walls and back to them, letting them see what's around them."


"What would happen if we overloaded it with noise?" That might be a key to at least distracting these things for awhile.


"I don't know."





We decided to set up an experiment. Waiting until it was on the top floor of the tomb I positioned myself on the opposite side of the open hole that was the center. I got the boys to sing with me for support and let loose on our friend the wanderer. I'd never hit a scream quite that hard and it was painful even from where I stood.


The golem turned and charged straight at me. It would appear that it couldn't see anything else, because it ran right into the big hole in the middle of the room. I stopped as it fell and the enormous crash could be felt by all of us.


"So... is it down?"


Charles leaned over the edge. "Looks like one of its legs is bent all weird."


"It seriously cannot be that easy, can it?"


"I mean, it's still moving, barely."


There was a loud snap and a crack ran up across the ceiling. "Oh, oh that's bad."


More cracks started spider-webbing out from the main one, running all down through the tomb. As they expanded one by one a few small pieces of ceiling began to fall. I could feel the blood draining from my face as I turned to the others.


"The time for planning is over! We need to go now!" Lief declared and he turned towards the second golem and started running. "I'll distract it, get that door open!"


He'd learned his lesson last time and didn't even bother drawing his sword, instead charging and dipping to dodge. Charles and Dras slipped past quickly, easily pulling ahead of me as rumbles filled the hall. They had no issue passing as the golem did its very best to squish Lief.


"It's stuck," yelled Dras.


I managed to get up the stairs and start pulling along with them, but it was no use. The door adamantly refused to budge, and none of us had the strength to change its mind.


Having an idea I yelled to Lief. "Bring it in here. I think I've got something."


Lief obliged, as he led it in I put myself right in front of the door, looking down the stairs. The tomb was coming down, larger pieces falling. Even the floor near our area was starting to break near the center of the main room, tossing hunks of stone into the abyss. We'd have only one shot.


As the golem followed its target up the steps I motioned the noble out of the way and let loose the loudest scream I could. It stopped turning towards him and came at me full on. With my back pressed to the door I needed removed. It pulled back its leg for a mighty kick as it flew forward.


I cut off my scream and dove for cover as it came in. I was not quite fast enough though, and part of the uncompromising limb rammed my left leg. I heard the sound of metal breaking and the door flying off of its hinges. Someone had me, pulling me up and past the broken portal. I could hardly see, the pain was immense as I was pulled along, before finally being laid on the floor. I didn't scream, it was too much for that. All I could do was gasp for breath as my body flopped like a fish.


"Alana! Alana, look at me!" It was Dras. He was kneeling beside me, pulling my face to look as him as I shook in agony. "It's your leg. You have to heal it, you're bleeding. We can't get you up like this and you'll die if we can't stop it."


A quick look down at my leg revealed a bloody disaster with bones sticking out here and there. I tried to sing, to push my magic into it, but it was so hard, so hard to keep a tune going.


"You need to cast, now." Dras was leaning over me still. The other two looked pale. In Charles' case even more than usual. "Here, I'll sing with you." He hummed a lullaby to me. I knew it, every child in the region probably did. This world's version of 'twinkle twinkle little star'. I managed a few notes here and there, each pushing the healing spell I was focused on into my leg.


I had enough in me to realize I needed to stop the bleeding fast. The growing pool of blood around my mangled limb a constant reminder. I sealed up the wounds, reconnecting the broken blood vessels as best I could. The bones I just sort of, shoved back in. There was no time for that when I was bleeding so badly. If I survived I could worry about that.


There was a loud booming sound and a rush of air and dirt as I closed up the wound. The bones were still looking like a broken window, just little shards everywhere, but I was no longer bleeding in a manner that would surely be death down here. My mana was gone, down to just the last dregs.


"It's sealed up. Just need more mana. Don't move me." My vision blurred and closed off as I lost consciousness. The worried faces of my friends the last thing I saw.





I awoke some time later in profound pain. Gasping as a few tears streaked down my cheeks. Everything hurt, my body was complaining on all fronts. My head was pounding like someone had taken a hammer to it, and let us not forget that my leg was sending waves of torment, one after the other, but I was alive.


"Water." My voice was hoarse as I called out for aid.


Charles brought over a skin, a literal skin, and brought it to my lips. It was foul, and warm, but the water there was enough to sate my thirst. I made a mental note to get him more when I had the option.


"Can everyone sing with me again?"


A few nods and we all went into a halting version of the same children's song. The gestalt effect was a life saver here, potentially literally. With the extra power I managed to get my leg back into a workable state. I was still in a lot of pain, but I was fairly sure I could walk on it. Magic sure was great.


Looking down at my leg again gave me an idea of what it must have been. My dress was soaked with blood, staining it a darkening burgundy. The ground near me was also sticky with the drying stuff that had leaked all around it. My now wholeish leg was dark purple with bruises. I didn't have enough juice to fix that, even with the gestalt.


Dras sat beside me in a place that was clean enough. "You gonna be okay?"


"Yeah, yeah, give me a few minutes and I'll be ready to start moving again." I patted him on the shoulder.


"Take all the time you need, we don't seem in immediate danger." Lief turned and looked down at me kindly as he spoke. He seemed a nice guy.


"It would be nice to get on the way though, when you're ready." Charles was practically bouncing. The years alone had really messed with his social skills, and potentially his brain.


After a few more moments of break I got Dras to help me shakily stand up. "Okay, let's go home."

            

    
        Chapter 35 The Ascent

    
    
    
    
                Trying to make my way down the tunnel was a bit rough. I needed to heal my leg as soon as possible, since it was slowing me considerably. I was also going to have to maintain a light and start making food and water here soon. Charles had a bit, but the rest of us were right out.


"Can we stop for a moment, when we find a good place?" I asked. Lief was leading, with lots of advice from Charles.


"Sure, soon as we find a spot."


It was perhaps fifteen minutes later when we did find something. A small section of carved out rock, it had moss and fungi growing along the walls. Some gave off a light glow. Meaning I could at least drop my light and rest a tiny bit.


Charles went around, picking several off the different types. "Some of these are quite yummy. These mushrooms here go well with rat; make it a little spicy."


"That's... good to know I suppose. Here, bring your water over, I'll top you off." As soon as I had the water I drank it all, then refilled it with fresh cool stuff. We passed it around after that, filling it a couple more times.


"Nice trick, could have used that."


"Where were you getting water anyway?" Dras set a little flame to hovering as he spoke.


"Oh, there was a drip in one of the cistern's pipes. Came down onto a bit of stone that'd worn down into a bowl."


"Yeah, I like the magic stuff better than the funky old cistern water." Since I was planning on running it for us until we got out I could be picky.


There was a good little alcove outside the mushrooms and moss cave where we took turns relieving ourselves. I was thankful that it went back far enough that nobody could see when someone did so.


A couple of hours later we found what might have at one point been remains. A few pieces of cloth, some scattered buttons and buckles, and a club. After saying a few prayers for the dead man, asking him to rest and thanking him for leaving his weapon for others Charles took the club and gave it a few swings.


"Whoever he was died a good long time ago. Not as old as some of the bodies in the tomb, but old. Looks like rats got to him too."


"Did you actually open the coffins!?" Lief looked scandalized.


"Yes, I was hoping to find something to stop the golems. I never did, there were a few rings and the like, but I left them all alone. I've no desire to disturb the dead, nor to desecrate them for money."


Lief still looked miffed, and a bit put off.


"Look, there's plenty of old tombs down here. Most lacking murderous golems. And sometimes those tombs get infested with rats or other small monsters. It is a ratcatcher's job to clean those out, and all the best know the proper prayers to say before and after disturbing their graves, and not to take of the dead for financial gain. This club, I took it because I needed a weapon, not out of greed, but out of the hope that I may return home. Do you think this dead man would begrudge me that?"


"Well, no, I suppose not..."


"Of course not. Also I didn't, and won't go through his corpse for coins, or rings, or anything like that. Just too damn disrespectful."


While I might not have had as much of an issue because of my previous life, it seemed this was a strong taboo here. Strong enough even to discourage those that had been stuck for years. Not that gold would have helped him. Either that or Charles had raided that place and just didn't tell us. Whatever the answer was, I couldn't bring myself to care too terribly much about it.


"So, we don't really have anywhere to bury him..."


"No, we'll leave him here." Charles looked down at the fallen man once more, and thanked him for the club again, then we passed onward.





We had to rest again, this time to sleep in an old destroyed basement. I made us dinner and thought Charles would weep when he saw me make food out of thin air. He ate his portion and another, declaring how magnificent my food was. Dras and Lief both told him to chill just short of him making marriage proposals.


We had nothing to sleep on save a bit of rubble. Any other time the boys might have rolled up a jacket for a pillow but it was chilly, and laying on the stone/dirt floor sucked the heat from you. I considered using my heating spell but with all the mana for healing, lighting, and food I was much lower than I'd like to be. If I used it and there was some emergency I might run out, and that was unacceptable. So I just shivered on the ground. We did keep a rotating watch, though with this many of us there were few creatures that would attack.


I woke up rough. It felt like I'd aged forty years in the last three days, and had a hard time stretching my cold, sore joints. Lucky I was a child, and bounced back easily. Lief and Charles both seemed alright. I was fairly sure their damn physical magic had done something to keep them in top shape, the pricks.


We kept moving, taking a few more breaks. It was clear that we were moving up at least. Every now and then we'd find a ladder or slope that led upwards, and we'd cheer. Sometimes though our paths seemed to lead us down. Some amount of backtracking was needed. All of the tunnels so far seemed lifeless and uninhabited, save for the occasional giant rat or slime, which we avoided.


We might have been healthy, but all of us were a bit frayed, save Charles. He was practically giddy. We were caked in sweat, blood, and dirt, barely functional clothing, and confusion from the constant change of direction. I wondered what I looked like, before I looked at the current state of my clothing, then I dreaded what I might see in a mirror, had I had one.


We had to rest again before continuing and as I went to lay down after my watch Lief offered me his outer coat. I blinked a bit, it was an extraordinarily nice piece, even ruined.


"You looked horridly cold last night. I'll get it back later."


"Are you sure?"


"It is the duty of the higher classes to protect those lower than themselves."


I stared at hearing that, causing Lief to quirk an eyebrow at me.


"What?"


"That has most decidedly not been my experience with the nobility."


"That... pains me to hear, but some have allowed their power to overtake their sense of duty. I hope nothing too bad happened?"


"I don't really care to talk about it." He nodded as I told him that, looking quite concerned.


I thanked him for his kindness and curled up to rest again, deep in thought about how this young man was so very different from other members of the nobility I'd known. It was still bloody cold, but the extra layer really did help, and I wasn't nearly as exhausted the next morning. I returned the nobleman's coat as Dras frowned a bit at the exchange.


"So, anyone got any ideas on how deep we are? Or how long till we make it back to the surface?" I asked the boys.


"Well," began Charles, "we can't be too much further from the surface, two or three layers if we're lucky. Only issue is finding the way up and out. I don't know any of these tunnels. It's been years since I really got a chance to be in the ones near the surface, but I used to know the ones in town pretty well down to two. So I think we're still below that."


As we kept moving we eventually came to another ladder leading up. It brought us into a small little tunnel, after some squeezing and another rip to my dress, we made it into a larger bit. After a few rooms Charles looked around a bit, leading us on a different path and nodding to himself. Only a few minutes later we came to a big round room, with a small drainage hole in the middle, he gave a big smile and looked around at us.


"I know this place. We're close to the surface, follow me."


He hurriedly moved along tunnels, going this way and that. We all struggled a bit to keep up as he came to another ladder leading upwards. Charles' grin was huge as he looked up to the tunnel above us, one hand on a rung. As he looked like he had something to say I heard voices drift down from up above.


"Anyone find the brat's body yet?"


"No, not yet, but we kinda know where he went."


"What do you mean kinda?"


"Some pipe, had to go find someone small enough to fit in after him. That guy didn't come back so we think he ended up monster food. Boss says no body no proof though, so until we find him..."


"Can't we send someone to, ya know, kaboom whatever's down there?"


"Used all those in the fighting, won't get more for a few weeks at least."


"That's a shame."


I turned to see Lief beginning to draw his sword. His face looked like a mask of rage. I looked over at him, making a calming gesture, then towards Charles. I held up two fingers with a questioning look. He listened for a few more moments before shaking his head, holding up three.


We took another few moments to decide on a basic plan, shared through gestures and a few mouthed words. That done Charles led the way, with Lief right on his heels. I didn't know who these guys were, or what they were about, but they had tried to kill me. With that in mind I could wait to get answers to my questions until after we'd beaten them into the dust.

            

    
        Chapter 36 Confession

    
    
    
    
                I heard it when the two older boys got up to the top.  It would appear that they saw Charles and started talking. 
"Oi kid, what are you doing down here?" 
"Hey who's that... they're armed!" 
I heard the crash as the groups met, as Dras made it to the top of the ladder, and moved towards the fight.  I was scrambling up as quickly as I could, in case something went wrong.  There was still fighting when I got there, Charles was very nearly as fast as Lief was, but the three men were in some amount of armor.  They were being pushed back, but it was hard for either boy to land a killing blow. 
The appearance of Dras changed that.  His flame ribbon spell worked around the sides, jabbing at the men and cutting off their escape routes.  With that, and the boys jabbing in there was no hope.  Within only a few moments two of our enemies fell to the ground, the blows that had hit them fatal.  Charles had taken a hit to the side, and had to fall back. 
Lief caught the last man under his right arm, causing him to drop his weapon and fall.  The boy stepped forward, with hate in his eyes, raising his sword. 
"Stop, he's beaten," I spoke calmly from behind as I approached. 
"Men like him deserve to die."  He hesitated, but did not lower his weapon. 
"Perhaps, but not like this.  If you kill him, you will regret it." 
He snorted, "What would you know about putting down garbage like this?  Nothing, hold your tongue." 
"I know enough about this sort of killing, and I know you will regret it.  Do not go down that path." 
That caused a pause in the room.  Lief didn't look away from the man he was standing over, but I could sense his hesitation.  I could feel Dras' eyes boring into me as well, even Charles seemed a bit put off. 
Lief allowed his eyes to flick to Dras.  "See if his friends have some rope or chains or something and bind him."  Then he looked back to the man where he lay on the ground.  "If you try anything, I will kill you." 
I moved to Charles' side and began to heal him.  The wound was luckily not very deep.  If there'd been organ damage it might have been a real drain on my mana, but the long gash only went into his muscle at one or two places.  A quick patch job would be enough to deal with this for now. 
Dras had bound the man using some rope from one of his companions, and stripped off most of the armor and all of his weapons, tossing it all to the side. 
"We'll take him with us and hand him over to the guards," Lief declared. 
"We need to go up there and see what's what before we do that.  I'd rather know what our situation is."  It seemed I would have to be the voice of reason here. 
"Oh, I'll go and scout!" Charles offered. 
"No, it should be Lief and myself.  I have some stealth abilities and if we do find some guards having the son of a noble house will get them to actually do something." 
Almost nobody seemed to like that idea.  Dras was having trust issues because of my recent declaration.  Charles wanted any chance to get out of these bloody caves.  He would have been a good choice, except that I wasn't really sure if he'd come back to the group if he went scouting.  Lief seemed to understand that I didn't want to leave him with the man he'd been about to kill, and irked by that a bit.  It took them a few minutes, but eventually they all did agree.  Only after giving me a few glares though.  Charles' pointed us in the direction of the nearest exit, it was an easy straight shot. 
For once Lief had me in front.  He was tense, like he no longer trusted me.  I knew what was coming, and was thankful that he waited until we were out of earshot to begin asking his questions. 
"You've killed a man before?" 
"Yes, are you planning on handing me over to the guards when we're done down here?." 
"Without the help of all of us, I would have died down there.  Whatever happened, if I can't make it right, I'll keep your secret, but I need to know what happened." 
I quirked an eyebrow up at him.  Even with what I'd already said I might have signed my death warrant.  I couldn't help but trust him here though.  I knew to tell him everything could kill me, but I was so tired of carrying all of it.  If I died, at least I could die with a clean conscience. 
"I'm sure you had a good reason for it, whatever it was." 
"I wish I was as sure as you are."  I took a few moments to think, then looked at him.  "What do you know of the villages throughout the kingdom?  About how the people live there?" 
"They farm, giving some of their products as taxes, the rest they keep to live off of." 
"The war with the empire, it shattered that.  Without men to help with the fieldwork, it just couldn't get done fast enough." 
"Well, that's bad, but I don't see where this is going." 
"Because of a series of events that would take far too long to tell you, the village I was from was dying." 
"Certainly it couldn't have been..." 
"Starvation, my ability to make food is limited Lief.  For years I pumped as much bread as was reasonable out just to keep us afloat, and it just kept getting worse.  Disaster after disaster struck, and as winter approached all of us could look at the numbers and see it.  Most of us would be dead by spring."
 He looked shocked, his eyes were wide as he listened to my story.  "But the local lord should have done something, or the mayor at the very least."
 "Our lord didn't care Lief.  You have not seen things from any side but your own, so let me tell you something you don't know.  Most of the nobility seems to regard those not close to them as disposable.  It was his proclamation that led to the final disaster that doomed us, and our mayor.  Our bastard of a mayor didn't do anything, he went along with what he had to have known would be our destruction.  He turned his back on all of us and assured we would die."
 "And so you killed him for it?"
 "No, no I killed him because after all of that he showed up on my doorstep with his men demanding healing while standing over the corpse of my brother.  I don't know why, but they'd cut his head off, and then had the gall to come to me to patch them up."  I was shaking, there were tears forming in my eyes as I stared him down.  "It wasn't self-defense, or justice, or anything like that.  It was rage, and hate.  Just like that man you were going to kill back there, and it haunts me Lief.  When I sleep I dream of bodies and blood on my hands.  I don't want you to understand that, to do anything like I did that day."
 Lief slumped, he let his eyes fall for a moment.  "I... understand.  I understand why you stopped me, thank you."
 I turned and walked on in silence.  I could feel how close to the verge of tears I was, but I couldn't cry now.  I had to make it just a bit more, just a little bit longer.
 When we got to the exit it was thankfully a door type.  A small mercy that I wouldn't have to climb a ladder out of here.  I took a few moments to compose myself before I turned to my companion.  It was hard, but it was enough to get me back to where I could speak to him without tearing up.
 "I've got an invisibility spell.  I'll go out and see what I can find out, will you wait here for a few moments?"
 "Yeah... I'll do that.  Hey, don't mention my name.  If you find someone just bring them back here and I'll talk to them, alright?"
 "Okay, sure."
 I sang for a few moments and cloaked myself.  It was still a ton of mana, but manageable now.  I slowly opened the door and slipped out onto the streets.
 It was late afternoon and overcast.  The roads were strangely empty.  I took a few moments to mark my location and set off to find what information I could.  I didn't see a soul as I made my way towards the nearest guardhouse.  We'd come up in the noble's section of the city and they were fairly common here, so it didn't take me long to find it.
 What I found there though was alarming.  The whole place was abuzz, like someone had kicked a hornet's nest.  Men were coming and going at speed.  I did note that all of them were in standard guard uniform.
 Falling back a block I found a secluded corner and dropped my spell.  That done I went back to the street and began walking toward the guardhouse.  As soon as I got to the street several of the men came over, looking a mix of surprised and deadly serious.
 "What in the world happened to you!?" one of them remarked.  I had been so distracted by everything that I'd nearly forgotten that I looked like I'd been beaten, cut up, and left in a mud puddle.
 "I got stuck in the tunnels with a couple of my friends a few days ago.  What happened, where is everyone?"
 "There was a major attack by some rebels.  Several were killed, the king has locked the city down for the moment."
 "I think that we might have run into a couple of them as we were trying to get out.  The boys took them down and captured one.  Could you send some help?"
 A number of guards were brought, and they seemed leery of both me and my story.  Regardless they came along.  They really wanted to catch the people who'd done all this damage though.  I was made to lead the way, and several of the men had crossbows, keeping an eye all around them as they went.
 I opened the door to find Lief standing there looking at the guardsmen.  His face was almost like it had been when we'd first met.  Those first few hours when he wasn't a friend or companion and still the high born noble boy ruling all that he saw.
 "Do you know who I am?" he asked the man who appeared to be leading this unit.
 "I-I do." The guardsman looked shocked.
 "Good, send two of your men straight down this tunnel.  There are two boys down there keeping an eye on a prisoner.  Send another for additional guards."
 I was taken back to the guardhouse and allowed to rest while a whole new bevy of activity exploded.  Soon enough Charles and Dras joined me.  The former was a bit overwhelmed with all that was going on, and all the people.  The latter however was much better at reading me and came and sat beside me, wrapping one arm around my shoulder.
 "Hey, we're out now.  It's all gonna be alright."
 "Yeah, yeah it will."
 It didn't take too long before a group of guards in much nicer uniforms came over to us.  They seemed to be from a much higher ranked unit then those in the guardhouse.
 "Come with us please.  There are a number of things that need to be taken care of."
 
The three of us rose as one and let them lead us out.

            

    
        Chapter 37 Results

    
    
    
    
                There was a small carriage waiting for us. It was functional, not overly decorated, but neither was it uncomfortable, with plenty of room for both us and the three soldiers. They did not speak as we rattled along down the streets. The vehicle had windows of course, but nobody seemed much interested in looking out of them.


I was nearly trembling as we slowed to a halt and were led out of the carriage. Where we were was obvious in an instant. The large gleaming building standing above us was one all of us knew quite well. The guardsmen who'd brought us led us inside what could only have been an entrance for servants and low visitors, as we were joined by several more, two women and another man moved into our party as we passed through the doors.


"Come with us please." Our little group was broken into three. Two guards led each of us off into rooms. The women of course came with me, the men splitting themselves between Charles and Dras.


The room I was led into was rather spartan, a table and two chairs. The guards took up spots beside the door as another woman bustled in. She quickly and quietly took all of my measurements, a small tape being pressed against me again and again. I counted myself lucky at least that they'd allowed me some dignity by not having male guards watching as this woman worked. She had an aura, which was off-putting, it hung on her like a shroud.


"Excuse me." I began to try to start up a conversation with the strange lady.


"Not now dear, I'm working."


She was noting down a number of measurements on a small piece of paper. She took numbers on several places along both legs, even the upper thigh, somewhere that made me stiffen and turn red, along with arm length and diameter, neck, and all along my torso. In the end she shuffled off, exiting without giving me even the slightest bit of information.


I considered trying to talk to the guards, but one look at their disciplined posture dissuaded that. They stood like statues by the door, watching my every move. It was unnerving. I stood there, tiny and covered in filth and dry blood before the two in their pristine armor, looking down from high above at what must have seemed to them like a beggar.


The awkwardness was 'mercifully' ended by the entrance of a slim man dressed in dark gray. He slithered into the room and even through their discipline I could sense the guards recoil a bit. No aura that I could see as he gestured to one of the chairs beside the table.


"Would you please sit?" His tone was smooth and businesslike, but made clear this was an order, not a request.


I sat where he'd indicated, the chair was a plain wooden affair, well made save for the fact that one of the legs was a bit off. No matter how I shifted I was constantly off balance. From my angle I also could not see the guards, the whole setup was like it was meant to unnerve. Even knowing that I could still feel shivers running up my back.


"Good evening Alana, my name is Emil. We're going to have a little conversation, and you're going to answer me truthfully. Am I understood?"


I nodded.


"Good, good. Now, I'd like you to tell me exactly what happened."


I began my story, detailing how Dras and I had gone to watch the entrance exams, and how we were headed home after visiting a bookstore. When I got to the part of the attack he interrupted me.


"Did you purchase the book you so desired?"


"Um... yes."


"Do you have it with you?"


"Yes." I took it out and showed it to him, he briefly flipped through as he continued asking questions.


"Did you know there was going to be an attack?"


"No."


"How much did the book cost?"


"What?" The sudden jump back was a bit jarring.


"The book you bought, how much was it?"


"Um, ten silvers with the leather case and everything. I split the cost with Dras, since we both wanted to read it."


He raised an eyebrow at that.


"He mostly wanted to read it... I cared a bit less."


He chuckled a bit. "I see. That's quite a bit of money. Wherever did you get it."


"I work as a bard."


Another nod and he had me continue. There were a few points here and there where he asked for details on what transpired, but nothing too deep. Eventually I finished, and he gave me a slight smile. I had pointedly left out the part where I had confessed to murder to a young man who was seemingly far more important than I'd previously gathered.


"Now, I believe you left out the part where you confessed to killing the mayor of your village to His Highness, but that is a rather minor matter."


I felt myself stiffen and my breathing hitch as he spoke.


"Relax, with what you told him no court would convict you. There's no name that I know of, no place, all that. Not that it matters anyway, if His Majesty has so deemed it, you would still be convicted."


At this point I was visibly shaking. This man, Emil, sat there with a light smile on his face. He was enjoying himself watching me panic.


"I told you to relax didn't I? You really must learn to listen Alana. It's an important skill. The fact is, that nobody cares if you killed some man, well, nobody important. The king did seem a little concerned for a bit, but I'm told our dear queen declared that she didn't care if you'd killed a hundred men and mounted their heads on spikes, for you'd returned her dear son to her. You didn't do that by the way, did you?"


I shook my head, trying to parse out everything he'd just said. Apparently I'd been casually conversing with a royal for the last few days. The implications of that were a bit staggering.


"Now, your two young friends are being rewarded with a nice little sack of gold each, but you, I think you'll find this more to your liking."


He pulled a piece of parchment from a belt pouch and laid it down. The writing was significantly more complex than what I generally dealt with, but it was clearly rather official. A brief read through showed that is was a royal pardon for all crimes I'd previously committed. All of the worry about that melted away. I'd put everything forward, and at least as far as the law was concerned, I had been forgiven. I knew I'd still feel bad about it, but that mercy was a potent salve. I froze where I was, only barely holding back the tears.


Emil read my face easily. "Ah, I see you understand, good. Now, as it's late you'll be staying as a guest here. There are a few more things." His face darkened and I felt like a mouse staring up at a snake. "Listen, and listen well. As far as anyone is concerned His Highness was rescued by several apprentices to his guard. They did an excellent job, and are getting a public commendation. You, and your friends are unimportant. You are to speak of what happened to no one. You are also not to try to contact Prince Lief. You and he live in different worlds. I suggest you make sure to keep that close in your mind."


"I... understand."


"Make sure that you do." The smile returned in an instant. "Well, you've given me everything that I need for now. If all goes well we'll never speak again."


"I certainly hope all goes well."


"As do I young miss Alana, for your sake." He looked over to the guards. "Please show our guest to her room."


After he swept out I was led off to a guest room. The door opened to an opulent little suite. A servant girl stood by and after one look at me set the table with food and began to prepare a bath. The tub in the corner was certainly on the larger side, and the many soaps beside it nearly made me jump for joy.


The food was amazing. It was not like the food of Earth. The methods and ingredients just weren't there, but it was so fresh. Every bit had been made with exacting care, and there was tons of it. The meat was of course the best part, I seldom got much in the way of meat, and the excess here nearly put me into a food coma.


The servant who'd been assigned to me saw to it that I did not pass out at the table and instead pulled me over to the bath. She expertly helped me undress and wash. It was a bit weird to have someone else washing you, particularly a stranger, but the warmth of the water and sweet clean smell of the soaps helped ease me.


"So, how did you end up as a guest? Particularly one covered in dirt and, what I'm assuming is blood. I should hope not yours." The girl hadn't spoken much, only doing so after I'd been soothed into the calming water.


"It's not important. Simply a kindness as it's late." This was an obvious test, and based on what I'd been told, one I certainly did not want to fail.


She nodded and once I was finally clean helped me into a rather nice chemise. It was of quite a bit higher quality than what I'd owned before, but didn't quite look like something a noble might wear. This was this world's undergarments and a bit long, but they did at least keep your clothes cleaner, something needed if you didn't change every day.


As I finally lay down in bed it finally hit me. I was safe, really, truly safe. After everything I no longer worried about someone finding out about the village, about what had happened there. There was nobody coming to kill me. No monsters were hiding in the corner of the room, waiting to eat me. All the tenseness fled from my body and a few tears streaked down my cheeks.


"Finally," I muttered as exhaustion overtook me.


That night I found my dreams were, for the first time in a long time, peaceful. I couldn't remember the details, but I felt as if I'd been held and protected.





I was given another excellent meal the next morning, along with a dress to replace the one that had been destroyed. It slipped over the one I'd had as nightwear and fit magnificently. There were even places where it could be let out when I grew a bit, so I could probably keep it for a good long while. The cloth was a cool midnight blue and it was easily now my nicest garment. I spun with joy as I checked it out.


The boys met up with me in the hall as the three of us were being taken back home. It was a short trip to another plain carriage, which we were told would take us right to our respective streets.


"Nice dress," Dras did look suitably impressed. He too looked quite good in a brand new set of clothes, his in a deep red. Charles was similarly dressed, in his case in a pale yellow.


"Thanks! You two look good too. You'll have to figure out how to explain everything to your families though."


"Oh that's simple. We got lost in the undercity, stumbled upon Charles here trapped deep in it, and escaped with a magical item, which we sold. Charles came up with it, even ran it by the... man we met yesterday afternoon. It's now the official explanation."


"Well, you could have included me in your planning for all of that."


"By the time we got together to come up with it you were asleep. At least that's what the person we sent to check on you said," Charles explained.


"Dras' mom isn't going to believe that for a second." I looked over at the lad in question as we pulled up near The Sky. "Have fun with that, and leave me out of it. I don't need her accusing me of running off and stealing her son." I fled before he could come up with a good response.

            

    
        Side story 6 Meanwhile in the Empire

    
    
    
    
                Suzanne shivered as the late fall rain fell on her and the others. Everything about her hurt, her feet where her sandals were wearing through, her hands as they pushed on the bar in front of her, her wrists and throat where the chains hung, binding her in place.


This whole thing was odd, their whole construction operation had been evacuated in too much of a rush. The masters had come in and hurried them all along, lashing them to pull carts full of goods. They were supposed to be building a new fort for some merchant, at least that's what they had been doing.


Suzanne worried about where they were being taken. The building crew hadn't been too bad, she was mostly assigned to cooking and cleaning, which was easy enough work, and the overseers hadn't been cruel. Thankfully none of them were handsey with her either, they had their own women for that. If they were being taken to a city and sold... who knows where she would end up. The thought of being sold to one of the perverts she knew dwelt there made her tremble in fear.


For now she could at least count her blessings that the thrown together cart she and the other girls were tied to wasn't that heavy. She could even see up ahead some, which was a real blessing. Since they were likely to be the slowest the makeshift wagon drawn by the girls had been put out front to pace the rest of the convoy. The roads of the empire were safe from monsters, so there was that too.


“Faster, don't slow down!” The sound of a whip cracking nearby caused her to yelp, then quickly speed her pace whimpering in fear, a few strands of black hair falling in front of her face.


Suzanne had been sold into slavery at eight, so her parents could pay off some debt. Now fourteen she'd only been whipped three times, and those not badly. Even then it was a horrid pain, the rough brown tunic she'd been given to wear wouldn't do much to protect against it either. If they were snapping them then soon they'd find someone who wasn't working hard enough as an example, and she was going to make sure that wouldn't be her.


They began to pass through a large gully. It shifted and turned here and there. As they came round a corner there was something surprising to the overseers. A huge block of ice had appeared in the roadway, blocking it completely, the outriders were supposed to find and report anything like that, so as to avoid exactly this. They were already too close to it, and she heard the yells from behind as something blocked their way back up the road.


A trap, as it was sprung she heard rustling from the sides, even saw a few flashes of movement. Bandits, that was the only explanation, was this good or bad for her. Well, that would depend on the bandits. Some were known to free slaves to join them. Others... well, they wouldn't kill her, nobody would throw away perfectly good merchandise without a reason.


“Throw down your weapons and surrender and your lives will be spared.” A shout echoed across the caravan.


For her part she tried to stay still and look unimportant. Resigned to the fact that there was nothing she could do except potentially get herself hurt or killed neither of which sounded like something she'd want.


A few of the guards tried to take up positions, they were quickly filled with arrows from the unseen bandits. Suzanne wanted to drop to her knees and cover her head, but chained as she was that was impossible. Instead she huddled in towards the crossbar, trying to make herself as small as possible as arrows whistled around, thunking into the wood behind her. She hated it, hated being powerless and at the mercy of those around her, unable to do anything to even keep herself safe. It burned in her, the fear and desire to do something.


There was nothing she could do though. She could hear screaming as the men fought, a few stray arrows lodging here and there hitting those that weren't their targets. Soon though the guards stopped returning fire. They were not warriors prepared for a major fight against an armed force, but men hired to keep an eye on slaves and goods. Asking this was too much for them. They called out in surrender to their assailants.


The deafeated overseers were ordered to vacate the caravan, marching forward to where they would be captured. Suzanne heard men moving through after they left, presumably the bandits deciding on what they wanted. A man near her slid down the side of the gully, coming to a stop right beside where she stood.


She couldn't help but look at him, he was young, just out of boyhood, with short golden hair cropped close. She stared, whoever this was, he was no bandit. He, along with all of the men coming down to the caravan had on fitted jet black armor, dyed metal plates attached to mail. There were two short swords hanging by his sides as he smiled over both the caravan and herself. His eyes were deep blue and set in a pale face, she met them briefly. Remembering herself she looked down as fast as she could. Whoever this was he was of a much higher station than her, and irritating him would be very bad.


“Are you injured?” He asked, his voice was a bit rough, but didn't hold any anger.


“No master.”


“Don't call me that.”


“Master?”


“Yeah, that.”


“I... then what shall I call you? 'Sir' or 'my lord'?”


“Nah, just call me John.”


“I understand, may I ask a question?” The other girls nearby were clenching their fists so hard in fear that their knuckles had gone white.


“Go ahead.”


“If you know... what will you have me doing after I'm taken by your band? I-I would rather know so I can be prepared.”


“Have you... nothing in particular. We can find you some work if you need it, or you can go home, that's up to you. Soon as we get the keys off those guards we'll get all your chains off, just hold tight.”


“Please don't tease me so.” This was a game some people liked to play with their slaves, promise them freedom only to laugh as it was snatched away.


A hand reached out and gently pulled her chin up.


“Look at me.” As soon as her eyes rose to meet his he continued. “Lord Durin has declared that all slaves are to be freed. You may believe it or not, but it is so. The Lord of Shadows is going to lead this world into a new era, just you wait and see.”


She believed him, it still pained her to do so, but she did. The way the young man spoke was as if he were telling her about a hero. As he left she silently prayed that he wasn't toying with her.





Three days had passed since Suzanne had been rescued. True to his word John had gotten the keys and even personally released the collar and shackles that had been fixed on her.


The camp of this army was sizable, and she understood why the overseers had fled after she saw it. Such a group moving into an area would cause upheaval. They were indeed freeing every slave they found. Many of the men, soon as their chains fell away begged to join the host, which was all too happy to have them.


Suzanne herself had asked for work. She wasn't going to return to a family that had sold her, and really had nowhere else. They'd been kind enough to give her a place cooking for the army. This many men required a staggering quantity of food, and preparing it all was a herculean task, attended by a horde of freed women, those who had nowhere else to go.


The work was good. She spent her days happily making huge dishes of food. None of the men here were the slightest bit rude to her at all, they even gave her proper clothes. She'd wept when she was handed a second hand dress. It was then that she realized it really wasn't a trick, or a dream, that her nightmare was truly over.


She did manage to keep an eye on her personal hero too. John was apparently sent out with different units, still in training for whatever job they had snagged him for. She once caught a look at him sparring on a slow day, he and another man blurring as they fought at a speed she couldn't even follow. Watching it had made her heart flutter, and been enough of a distraction from her work that she'd been told off when she got back.


After all of that, and all she'd been through Suzanne made her decision. She wanted to be as close to this young man as she could. She harbored no delusions about him taking her as a wife, but perhaps a mistress, or even a maid. One of the other girls working in the kitchen told her she shouldn't when she spoke her desire. That she was just latching onto the first person to help her and it was massively unhealthy. She ignored the older girl who was obviously jealous.

            

    
        Side Story 7 Goings on in the royal palace

    
    
    
    
                The marble halls echoed my footsteps as I quickly walked down them, two guards hovering behind. As I came to my room they settled beside the door, several servants moving forward to assist me. I was filthy and they'd already prepared a bath for me.


I was washed and given clean clothing as fast as was functionally possible. The sheer amount of filth was amazing, it came off in layers, much of the water even had to be changed. It was as the last of my buttons were being done up that the head servant for my chambers spoke.


“Your Highness, their Majesties wish to speak with you as soon as feasible.”


“Yes, I assumed as much, please let them know I'm on my way.”


It was a bit exhausting, sending servants to and fro to ask to see someone then more to confirm. The strict formality of it all was tiring. That was one thing that the commoners I'd spent the last few days with had done well, if they wanted to say something, they just did so. Sadly that was not what one would call an enjoyable time because of the situation.


The doors to my parents' room were opened as I approached. If my room had been busy with servants then their rooms were an absolute riot. Beside them stood Emil, I didn't really like the man, he felt like a snake, nobody else really liked him either. That said he was the best spymaster anyone knew of. He seemed to know and be quite proficient with every technique of the job, from ferreting out lies to torture. He also seemed to have a contact for almost everyone, he could even track the histories of a given commoner in a day or two at most.


I sat opposite my mother and father, then looked to them. “Could we have a bit of privacy?” With a flick from mother's hand a small dome appeared around the four of us, opaque, and able to muffle any noises from outside. She was a rather skilled wizard, controlling both sight and sound at once, and shaping it all was no easy feat.


Once it was in place we three royals could finally relax a bit.


“I'm glad you're unharmed son.” Father said, giving me a kind smile. Mom actually came over and hugged me, a bit embarrassing as I wasn't a kid anymore.


“I'm glad too, it was a bit of a mess there.”


“You just got lost in the undercity right? A few encounters with those damned rebels?”


“No, quite a bit more than that.” I proceeded to give them a basic run over of our encounter with the golems, both were quite surprised at that.


“Emil, did you know such things were living down under our city?” Father turned to look at the man in question.


“Not those specifically your Majesty, but I knew there were a number of things down there. Removing them isn't really feasible, and if we did, something else would just take their place. The only long term solution would be to have soldiers stationed in the undercity long term. Regardless of that, we should try to find those golems. Items like that are rather rare, and they could be useful.” He scratched down a few notes on a pad as he spoke, notes on what I'd said and plans obviously.


“Well, we'll need to reward those three commoners. You said they were all magic users son, could we elevate them to the nobility?" With that he looked at Emil again.


“I would recommend against it your Majesty.”


“Is saving my son not enough for that even in your opinion?”


“That is not the issue at all my king. Of the three I've almost no information on two. The older boy claims he was lost in the undercity for years. If he's still completely sane, which I'd be worried about, there is no way to verify that story completely. The girl is also unusual, I've received a handful of reports about her before. She's been on my watch list for quite some time.”


“A rebel?”


“I doubt it sire. There is some evidence of contact with suspected rebel elements, but no more than anyone living in the lower parts of the city might have. No indication that she's sympathetic to them either.”


“Then what about it?”


“She's powerful, not world shakingly so, but even at this point her aura indicates she has far more mana than even most fully trained casters. She's also connected to one of the more potent bards in the city, though I don't know how."


"The main question though is where she came from. She's decidedly not from the capital, that much I'm fairly sure of. There was a report filed of a girl posing as a boy years ago who entered the city and had a strong aura. I do not know where she came from before that though, the merchant caravan she came in with stopped in a number of places.”


“You've been keeping an eye on her for years?” I turned to Emil, the surprise I'm sure was written on my face.


“Of course, a skilled unknown caster is someone to keep tabs on. There are a few hundred casters in the capital, most of them not really of note. Keeping files on all of them is an important part of my job.”


“You spy on all of them!?”


“Most of those files are rather sparse Highness. Unless there's something odd it's generally enough to know who they are and where they're from. This girl is decidedly a bit odd.”


“That is beside the point. With those two you're right Emil, elevating their status is not viable for the time being, we'll give them some money or something, and keep an eye on them for future raising to the nobility, from afar.” Father looked at me pointedly on that last bit. It was clear he wanted me not to get too involved with these unknown elements.


“There is a reward one of them would likely want more than that father. One that would be easy enough to give and might even win us loyalty in the future.” All three adults raised an eyebrow at me at that.


“What would that be son?”


“Can I ask that what I will tell you not be pursued if you decide not to grant the reward I ask?”


Father waved his hand in assent. “Very well.”


“One of them admitted to killing a man. A royal pardon for all past crimes would be a fine reward no?”


“A man? Are we talking a noble or a commoner? If one of them is responsible for the death of a noble or their child pardoning that might be difficult.”


“A commoner it would seem, a minor official for the kingdom.”


Father hesitated. “That could be construed as rebellion son, or being part of one.”


“I don't care if a hundred men were killed and had their heads mounted on pikes, they brought my son back to me.” Mother seldom spoke in exchanges like this, but her words always carried weight.


“Dearest...”


“Don't you dearest me,” she continued, “Issue the pardon and be done with it. If the youth continues on any path of rebellion, let it fall upon their head. For now though, let it go. It would be no different than giving a general pardon to a village that rebelled then surrendered.”


Father looked towards Emil. “Your thoughts?”


“I support Her Majesty. From the sound of it, the cost would be negligible, and if the one in question is a rebel we might well turn them, or I'll at least know to keep a closer eye on them.”


“Very well then, I'll issue it. Which of them is it?”


“The girl, apparently she killed a mayor in a fit of rage. He'd killed her brother or something.”


Emil chuckled a bit.


“What?” I asked.


“I was wondering which of the two it was. The boy hiding for years in the undercity, or the girl who seemed determined to hide her origins. I guessed wrong, not something that happens often.”


I shook my head at the spymaster, before turning back to my parents.


“We'll have them treated as guests for the night, give them their rewards then send them home. Emil, I'd like you to speak with them to see if they know anything useful personally. I'll have the steward arrange some gold and the house seamstress to make them new clothing. They should like that if they were half as filthy as I'm told you were.”


I nodded at his commands, they made good sense. After all was settled we bid our farewells and went back to the various tasks that needed doing. For me that mainly meant going to get food, I was quite hungry and had only had bread, cheese, and wild plants from the tunnels in the past few days.


The house seamstress was a bit of an odd woman. She was a bard who'd specialized in making clothing for some reason. With the spells she'd developed and put her all into she could turn out a full outfit in astounding time. More complex pieces would take her a day or so, but simpler ones she could push through in an hour or less. Very simple things like undergarments she'd toss out in around ten minutes. I loved watching her work, it was like seeing things just jump into place, cutting themselves and sewing as she moved hands across them. After my meal I went to watch her in her workshop, if for nothing else then the simple joy of watching a master at work.


Eventually though my tutors and trainers came to pester me. There was always more to be done here in the castle, and sitting to enjoy something idly would only be allowed for so long. I looked back at the work the seamstress had finished so far. My friends would look quite good in their new outfits, it was a true shame I wouldn't get to see them.


On my way back to my chambers I passed my sister in the hall. She raised an eyebrow as I came near. Her friend, some noble girl from a backwoods barony who stood back while we spoke.


“Oh dear brother, I'm so glad you survived. Are you feeling quite well?” I doubted that, she'd fallen in order of succession when it was found that I had more potential for mana than her.


“Yes sister, quite well, and yourself?”


“Oh I've no complaints, we were just on our way to enjoy a bit of tea. You've met Lady Gwenna have you not?”


I explained to my dearest sister. “Only in passing I believe, a pleasure.” I nodded to the girl. “Well then, don't let me keep you.” With that I excused myself, I'd no desire to deal with her right now.

            

    
        Chapter 38 Winter celebration and basic illusion

    
    
    
    
                I yawned and blinked. I'd had the strangest dream, and it had told me to write it down. Unfortunately as I woke up I couldn't remember it at all. Something involving a cave or something like it? I shrugged, looking around at my room.


Then I sat up straight, it was midwinter. We'd gotten together several days ago and talked and both Dras and Charles were coming by today. Hopping up and tossing on clothes, if they were coming by then I was going to have some things ready. The now full jar of sugar joined me as I made my way to the kitchen.


Lucien had kindly allowed me to try out some recipes in exchange for some of my failed sweets, something I could happily give up. Today would be the day for a simple cake with proper icing and some sugar glazed pastry stuffed with a bit of jam I'd secured. It had taken a good amount of practice and a few total failures to manage the sweets, but I had a fair idea of how to make such things from my previous life, so it was mostly dialing it in to match the local ingredients.


The pastry I had put together the night before, so that was easy enough to prep this morning. The cake was fairly straightforward too. The Swiss buttercream on the other hand was an absolute monster to make, taking the better part of the morning. The lack of power mixers was a big hindrance, and without a spell to move things around I'd have been in a really bad state. The kitchen work was too hard to do normally without magic, even with modern tools this would have been a bit much.


There were no plastic bags for doing something like cake decoration. Waxed linen was a crude substitute for something like plastic wrap, but the cost was such that it wasn't really viable to cut a hole in it just to make a cake fancy. I had wanted to do roses and the like for the cake, but had to just pout that it would only be tasty, not pretty and tasty. Not that the boys would care much, but I hadn't been able to bake much in the way of sweets since coming to this world, and going a little over the top now would be fun.


The end result wouldn't have looked like much of a spread back on Earth, one small cake and less than a dozen jam pastries. Here though it was quite different, the sheer amount of sugar pumped into this would have been enough to break a family of farmers. That was not counting the other ingredients.


Soon enough the boys did indeed show up. They shivered as they came in the door, trying to warm themselves. Dras could easily clear a path, but it was still chilly. I quickly waved them over to a booth in the back corner and they all piled in as I brought out the sweets.


"I've been baking!"


"So we can see, what is all of this?" Charles looked at the cake a bit dubiously. It did look like a mound of white cream to the uninitiated.


"Cake and pastry," I spoke as I distributed the goodies, cutting the tiny little cake into three slices.


'Whoa," Dras' eyes went wide as he took his first bite.


"Mmm, cake is yummy." I dug in, it was a decent cake, but not great. The sweetness though.


"Can you make this more often?" Dras asked as he dove into one of the pastries.


"The cost of the ingredients would make you puke if you tried to buy them in a store. The sugar alone..."


"How much did you spend on this?" Charles leaned over, speaking as he finished his first bite.


"Not much in coin, but a lot of time to get it. It's miserable outside and I wanted to celebrate with my friends."


"Why?" Both of them asked in unison.


"Because it's nice to sometimes and..." 'It should be roughly my birthday and Christmas.  "and I just wanted to try something new out."


I couldn't tell them the truth, that I'd missed holidays. There were few here, and most of those were rather plain affairs. An extra large meal and no work that day for most people. Perhaps nobles or the wealthy did something more, but farmers didn't, and I'd been working for them since I'd moved to a city. Birthdays weren't even a thing, it was based on the season you were born in, the day was considered unimportant. I didn't even know mine for sure, just that it was in winter.


"Well, it's great, very, very sweet." Dras was slowly working his way through the slice he had.


"So, how are your winters going?"


"Good enough. I don't know that I want to join the family business of being a ratcatcher or the like. Reckon I've had enough of being underground to last me for the rest of my life. I've also forgotten a lot of the tunnels that I used to know, so I'd have to go and learn them again. Hey, Alana, I meant to ask before, Dras was telling me I had an aura. I think it's physical, but neither of us know jack about that, you know about it?"


"Not much to be honest, my dad was like that. I could teach you to hide it, but you should ask Lucien if he knows anyone who could train you how to use it. Yours seems to be mostly around your eyes."


Charles nodded, "Yeah, I noticed that I was seeing way better. Didn't really occur to me back when we were down below. I thought I'd just gotten used to not having much light. Now that I'm out... if I try I can see even in the middle of the night, or things that are kinda far away. It's hard to describe."


"Right, you can probably move faster and hit harder too, but I don't know. Like I said, talk to Lucien. What about you Dras?"


"My family doesn't believe me about finding an artifact and selling it. Mom's being a real pain about it. She thinks you got me involved in something criminal."


I snorted. "I would get you involved if I was interested in committing any crimes, but I'm not. How's the studying going?"


"Right, about that, I've got a few questions..." The rest of our meal fell into me and Dras going over basic algebra and geometry. Charles decided to follow my advice and go speak to my boss, who I was sure knew someone. Lucien seemed to know just about everyone in this section of the city.  It was weird, useful, but weird.


As our afternoon of fun came to an end Dras looked over to me, he seemed a bit nervous.


"What is it?"


"What you said back in the tunnels..."


"About killing a man?" Rather more quietly was that said.


"Yeah... so you've..."


"Yes, and I don't care to go into it."


"Oh... okay then."


I sighed, "He was at least partially responsible for the death of my oldest brother."


"I-I didn't know you had a brother."


"Two, I don't know where my other one is. It doesn't matter though."


"You don't talk about your family much."


"No, I do not. Please let it be."


He nodded, catching on finally. He seemed uncomfortable about the whole thing, so I led him back to the studying. There was quite a bit he needed to learn, and if it kept him from making me uncomfortable I was happy to use it as an excuse.





The rest of my winter I wiled away rather happily. Work during the winter was always light. Lucien asked about getting the recipe for the cake, which I happily sold him for a few silver in pocket money. I thought he was going to smack me when I told him just how much sugar he was going to need.


At this point I did need to consider if I wanted to keep working at The Sky or if it would be better to just sell sugar. I decided to keep at The Sky, if for no other reason than to keep close to a man who knew enough about my kind of magic to keep me learning for years.


I went to my local resource and asked him about interesting new spells he might care to share with the rest of us. He took a few moments to run me through my current list, laughed at both the sugar spell and how I could now reasonably cast the invisibility one and sat back to think for a few moments.


"Let's add a bit of illusion to your repertoire. You're already pretty good and on your way to being a little monster of a support caster, and a sneaky one at that, so I think that's for the best."


I nodded at his comments, "Okay, what kind should we go with?"


"We'll start with something simple. You've already got light and darkness, so let's do some inanimate shapes. Try visualizing making a cube, not shining and bright, but having light coming off of it to match what's around it, form it in your mind and try to make it in the world before you."


I did as he said and imagined it. It took a ton of time to get it to manifest properly, but in time it did, a small gray cube hovering between us. Lucien took a bit of time to examine it from different angles, even passing his hand through once. After a few moments he nodded and patted my head.


"Not bad, not bad for a first try at all. You do need to work on the shadows around it, it's not interacting with light as it should. Also it's glowing ever so slightly, work on those on your own. Illusions are powerful, but learning to make them look good is a long process. After getting shapes, and shade, and light correct we'll move on to textures and the like. Then we can add more and more complexity."


Magic homework still felt like homework. The upside was that it was a ton of fun if you could just lose yourself in it. Lucien had suggested that I keep to simple shapes for the time being and since he was more experienced than me, and all his advice had worked out in the past, I was all too happy to follow it. I was happy to realize that learning this wasn't nearly as exhausting as other spells I'd worked on. Useful since making even simple shapes that looked right to the world around them was a massive headache.





As spring rolled in and I could officially and really call myself eleven I got to see Charles and his new mentor. She was a woman about Lucien's age with a sharp, hard look to her. Based on how often he came to The Sky to get healed I could guess that she was running him ragged as well.


Dras ended up spending a lot more time hanging around too. With his newfound wealth he no longer had to worry so much about being able to pay for school. For that reason he ended up coming by almost every evening after work to study with me. He really had no mind for numbers or reading, still we powered through. He kept practicing his fire ribbon spell too, something like his favorite and signature attack.


It was near to summer when Dras' mother came to The Sky herself to retrieve her son. I saw her approaching the doors with an irate look on her face and tried to wave him to flee, but the poor lad thought I was trying to get his attention and perked up right as she walked in the door. I briefly considered beating my head on the counter as she waltzed up to her unsuspecting victim, rage written on her face.

            

    
        Chapter 39 An angry mother

    
    
    
    
                She looked pissed, absolutely, positively furious. I waved one of the other girls near the kitchen to go for Lucien, there was no telling what exactly she was here and so mad about. I could only watch from across the room as Dras' mother grabbed him by the arm.


"I told you not to come here, we're going home!"


"Mom..."


"Don't 'mom' me. I told you, in no uncertain terms that you were forbidden from coming back here or seeing that girl again. I won't have you getting involved with criminals and whores!"


The Sky went silent as she yelled, Dras was a regular by this point and well known for his work and study. A number of the people were now glaring at this woman who'd interrupted their food or drinks. Several of the prostitutes who'd come in for an afternoon breakfast looked particularly peeved at being compared to criminals.


As she tried to drag her son from the booth I saw the burst of flames. If I had to guess it wasn't strong enough to actually hurt her, but she did fall over and back from Dras, who was now standing and looking monumentally angry.


"Do not insult my friends. There is so much you just don't understand. You're so hard headed about all of this, why won't you just listen?"


I approached just a bit to see if he'd actually managed to hurt her. Like her or not, she was still my friend's mom, and I'd still be willing to clear up any burns his little show had caused. I realized my mistake as she turned to me, rage on her face.


"This is your fault! You drug my son into this place, pulling him into whatever mess you're involved in, you should be ashamed of yourself!"


I looked down at her where she sat on the floor. "Let's get a few things straight lady. Your son was coming here well before he met me. He's the one who approached me to make friends. Finally, as far as I know, he hasn't done anything illegal. You're crazy, and controlling, and it's going to lose you more than you understand."


"Oh? And you expect me to believe the little story about your adventure in the Undercity? Just finding something like that? And that Charles boy too, no doubt in on whatever scheme you came up with!"


"I don't care what you believe honestly, but we did get lost during an attack, we did find some neat things, and we did help Charles escape the undercity in the process. Your opinion on that doesn't matter." I managed to keep my voice low and calm for that, though I was monumentally pissed that she was going around blaming me for all that nonsense.


She stood up and began advancing towards me, right as a hand came down on her shoulder.


"You are bothering my patrons and staff. It is time to leave." I'd never seen Lucien angry before, but something about him now felt a bit dangerous. The happy-go-lucky look he normally kept was replaced with dark eyes and a low, barely audible voice.


Dras' mother seemed to catch on as to how badly she'd messed up and with one last look at her son allowed herself to be quietly led to the door. After she left the talking quietly resumed. It took a few minutes for Lucien to come back over and look at the two of us, he still looked rather irritated.


"Care to explain what all that was about?"


"My mom told me not to come round here, or hang out with Alana. Guess she found out I was..."


"I like you kid. You're decent enough and you don't make a mess, but I can't have that kind of thing happening. Handle whatever business is going on with your family, because I do not want to have to intervene in a mess like that again."


The older bard turned his eyes to me, looking down quite severely. "You surely have somewhere to be, do you not?"


I nodded quickly and made my escape. Lucien had been rather good to me and while I didn't think he was mad at me specifically, it was best to stay out of his way.


After my shift I returned over to where Dras was still sitting. He'd gotten a bit of food and another drink while I'd finished up and looked up as I came to sit down. It took him a few moments to look me straight on, even then he seemed a bit put off by the whole incident.


"Sorry about that."


"You didn't do anything to me, so there's no need to apologize."


"I don't know what to do about it. My mom did tell me she didn't want me hanging around here or you anymore..."


"I can't tell you what to do, but I can make a suggestion if you want."


"Go for it."


"Try to make up with your family."


"After all that? After I've done so much for them, and she treats me like that? I was honestly thinking of trying to rent a room..."


"You'll regret that if you do. Give your mom a little time to cool off maybe, but try to patch things together."


"What would you know about... uh, sorry."


"My family is gone to who knows where, if they're even still alive. So, for me, at least try to make up with them, try to do something. Will you at least do that much? Please?"


"I... in the morning, I'll get a room here for..."


I had to cut him off there, "No, go across the street or something. Lucien's a good guy, but if he rents you one now it'll look bad, like he's trying to keep you from your family. He might do it anyway, but if you're going to rent a room for tonight, it shouldn't be here."


Dras looked a bit hurt by that. "I thought we could hang out a bit."


"I like you Dras, but me being here might already irritate somebody, Lucien isn't blood to me, nor is he that close to my family. I could probably play it off, as could he, but it would already be a bit of an ask. Adding you to that could cause real problems, make him look like he's gathering up kids from their families."


"I guess... well, I'll see to it tomorrow."


The two of us talked and went over some of the study materials from the book a bit more. To me it wasn't too much. I'd done all of this either in school back home or under Mystien, but for Dras a lot of it was new. As night fell he rushed off across the street to get a room, and I headed over to talk to my boss.


"Um, Lucien, about earlier..."
"I know it wasn't your fault kid, but if your boyfriend doesn't take care of his family I'll have to ban him from The Sky. I don't want to, but I will."


"His mom is the problem, not him."
"True, but she's going to come after him wherever he is. I can't much blame her for that. Because not even I believe that pile of garbage you told everyone as to where you lot got all that money."


"I really wish you wouldn't pry into that."


"I'd be one heck of a hypocrite to do so. I didn't get all the money to build The Sky by being the most upstanding of men, and I doubt Mystien told you how much of a little group of ner-do-wells we were back in our day. That said, do not get involved in anything you can't handle."


"We didn't do anything wrong, will you at least believe that much?"
He gave me a rather deep look, taking a few seconds to rub his chin. "Aye, I'll believe that much."


"Thank you."


"Now, off with you, before you give me another headache."





The next morning right before breakfast a new problem arrived. The man strode through the doors in his priest robes, eyes scanning The Sky before they finally landed on me. Both of us recognized each other immediately, and he strode over.


"Hello Alana. It's been a long time hasn't it."


"Hello Rosk, it has indeed."


"We need to talk."


It only took a second to arrange for us to have a word in the back room. As the two of us settled down the priest looked at me with a deep frown.


"I'm quite surprised you're here. You've caused more of a stir than I think you know."


"Oh?"


"Yes, I ended up in Istlan after leaving Hazelwood land, did you know that?"


"Nope..."


"I gather that I arrived a few months after you left. To find that you had run away from the orphanage there. The Father was quite concerned for you, did you know that?"


"I... left a note."


He frowned at my words. "Highly irresponsible. You could have been kidnapped or killed."


"And I suppose you know where my family is? You arrived just after I left to tell me then?"


He sighed, "No, I can tell you that they're alive, and very worried about you. After several weeks of searching though your brother took your mom and uncle off somewhere. He refused to tell even me where he was headed to."


"Great."


"Not great, you are a child, currently working in a tavern with no supervision from a guardian. It's completely unacceptable."


"Lucien is a friend. It is likely that my family, or other close friends will contact him in time. More than that he's trustworthy, this is the best place for me to be."


"The best place for you to be, young lady, is at the temple, The Shield will happily look after you."
"Not going to happen."


"Is that so? You are not the first problematic child who has needed to be shown that they should respect both their elders and the law."


"If you try to press this, it will be a fight, and not one I'll hold back on."


Both of us were tensed, ready to unleash magic on each other in what would be a giant waste of time.


"What are you even doing here Rosk? Shouldn't you be back at the temple, helping people rather than harassing girls who are perfectly fine?"


"We received a report about a girl being forced to work in a tavern and potentially to commit crimes. An orphan at that, I was sent to investigate. It is quite surprising that I found said girl was you."


"Oh, talking to Dras' mom then? She's a bitch, and one who thinks I'm manipulating her son."
"Language."
"Fuck you, you're not my father, my mother, or any relation. You're just someone who thinks he knows best. And if my language bothers you that much, you can just screw right off. I am not going back to your temple."


"I cannot leave you to the devices of someone who might not even have your best interests in mind."
"Lucien has done more for me than you ever have. He's taught me plenty, and done what he can to keep me out of trouble."


"And I..."
"Sat by while those men caused my home to starve almost to death. Everything got worse and worse until it all just fell apart. Now it's all gone and you don't even know where my family went."


"What happened there was horrible, and the destruction was... I hated to see it."


"It's not your fault, it's Hazelwood's. He, and his men, and his daughter and her men particularly can all go jump off a cliff."


"Alana, I do not expect you to understand why we can't get involved with wars and the like. Why even if it pains us we must remain neutral."


"Then remain neutral here, and get out."


Surprisingly he obeyed.

            

    
        Chapter 40 A wager and silence

    
    
    
    
                Something about the old priest just leaving surprised me to my very core. Perhaps it was shame on his part for what had happened to my home. Perhaps it was that he knew that I'd hold strong to my position. Perhaps he was just biding his time. I didn't know, nor did I really care. So long as he was gone, I was happy.


I didn't tell Dras what his mother had done. She might have thought it best for her to act that way and try to protect him. Personally I just choose to believe that she was a bit of a controlling bitch, that idea worked best for me. I didn't really have to though, he and his family had a fairly explosive meeting.


Dras ended up spending very little of his time at home after that, he also decided to avoid The Sky for awhile. Instead we ended up studying while walking around the city. It was quite a bit more free and the market was a good place to practice basic math, there were plenty of examples for problems to be had.





So we spent our summer and autumn taking light walks along the main streets. As it got colder we ended up taking shorter walks, but there was a nice little place on the city's main street that sold a form of spiced fruit juice, it came hot in a little cup. It was not unlike hot cider, but the flavor had no cinnamon, and wasn't quite as sweet. There was a note to it something like licorice, but much more mild with a vanilla aftertaste.


"How are we going to study over the winter?" Dras asked over his drink.


"Just work at home when you can't come to The Sky, and make sure to practice your magic. Just try to come by once or twice a week to go over stuff with me."


"Yeah... I suppose that'll work." He seemed a bit dejected.


"What's wrong?"


"The winter is always awful."


"I like it, it's peaceful. It's a time where we can rest and prepare for the coming year."


"Yeah, but it's cold."


"Okay, fair enough. I'm not really fond of the cold, but I have spells for that, and I suspect you do too."


Dras laughed and nodded. "Suppose I do. Too bad I can't make a spell that makes it quiet."


"Why not?"


"Why not what?"


"Why can't you make a spell that makes it quiet? I mean, it doesn't really work for me since I use noise for my casting, but you don't. There's no reason why you couldn't make a spell that would make it quieter."


"Hmm... how would I do that though?"


"Why don't you try to figure it out over winter, and then we'll see what you came up with in the spring, and how it works. It'll be a fun challenge."


"Not really a challenge if I'm the only one doing it." He was getting all mopey about this.


"Fine, I'll work on a spell to keep sound out of an area too. We'll see whose works better at the end of the season." I already had a few ideas on how to go about this, but it would be neat to see what he came up with.


"If I win, you have to make me another cake."


"Fine fine, and if I win you have to buy me a new outfit."


"Clothes are super expensive!"


"So is sugar."


He grumbled but finally accepted my terms. I had every plan on winning our little game now, clothes were a huge part of my budget, saving even a little would be a big deal. The simple amount of work involved in making even a plain outfit was staggering.


As for my current wardrobe, I was having to take out and adjust the seams as it was. At my age I was already hitting the early of puberty. The increase in growth speed meant I was having to replace stuff far too fast for my liking. I looked forward to hitting my full height, so I could at the very least slow that financial disaster down. If I hadn't spent a large part of my formative years eating little more than bread I imagine that I might be growing even more than I was.





My work on illusion was coming along much as Lucien had said, quite slowly. I could manage something simple and non-moving now, like a plain cup. It even looked mostly real. Light and shadow got more and more complex to deal with even with the simplest of shapes and textures. People were also shockingly good at spotting things that didn't quite fit right. Humans have a real knack for finding those bits that stick out as different.


So I added a silencing spell to my list of things to work on. I hadn't picked up many new ones in the last bit, instead ironing out what I had to perfection. I liked having everything I knew work really well, but having more tricks was never bad.


As I sat on my bed a few nights after we began our contest I began to focus on the spell I wanted. A dome around me, one that would stop vibrations around the hearing range of humans. I wanted to extend that out just a bit to make sure it covered all sounds, but not too much. Missing a shaking of the floor or wind or something might be a real issue. I'd make it about as big as a booth at The Sky for now, and work on the fine tuning of size later.


I hummed as I began to extend my magic out. First I formed the dome that would act as the structure of the spell, folding it over the area I wanted like laying a cloth over a solid object. Once it was in place I pumped mana into it to filter out the noise. I started with high pitches and worked my way towards the low. It was weird trying to imagine something you couldn't hear, but not too bad. The room got quieter and quieter as I reached forward towards the lowest pitch I could hear, then just beyond.


As the spell finished and I quit humming it into existence the room was creepily deathly quiet. It was a bit unnerving since I'd never thought about how much sound was roaming through the city at any given time. The simple absence of the noise of things on the street or downstairs was just weird.


I was also on the verge of fainting from mana loss, so I had to quickly end the spell before it dropped me on my bed regardless of what I wanted. It was huge, and I got the feeling that my magic really didn't like perfect silence. That was weird, but it was magic. I also considered that it might be something mental with me, some tick that just made me not want to do it.


As I lay there, waiting for my mana to return so I could practice more I laughed. I was going to win, hardcore. I could feel bad for the money I was going to pull out of Dras, but he was the one who wanted to make it an expensive wager, so he could eat the cost. Perhaps I'd make a small cake or something for him anyway. Boys could get pouty when they lost something like that, and I liked sweets too.


I spent my time making up and solving a few basic math problems. It wasn't really my normal cup of tea, but it was a thing that would help me in the long run. As was practicing with words and letters, I didn't get much of a chance to read but being extremely well versed in all the subjects in our little study guide would be good for me too. Particularly if I was planning on attending the academy, something I was feeling more and more confident I would do.


I wanted to learn more and more about magic. It was powerful, and I would need power for me to keep up with the world around me. I never ever wanted to be left with nothing and alone again. I wanted to find my family, to have a good life, and to not be crushed by the powers that be again.





That winter was rather quiet. I loved winter for that. We had a handful of people every day, and easy work combined with the peace and quiet of snow and a crackling fire was always welcome. The Sky stayed warm and toasty throughout, with alcoves that were cheery and inviting. By the end of it I could officially call myself twelve, one step closer to being truly considered an adult, not something I really wanted, but it would help keep me out of a lot of the trouble I'd been in.


As the first of the snows melted Dras came by to solve our competition. We'd even roped Lucien in as the judge, he was curious to see where the two of us went with it.


"I'll go first, be prepared to be amazed." Dras was sure feeling sure of himself as he began to cast.


Lucien nodded as the sounds around us faded into a low buzz, you could still hear things, but it was indistinct, and much, much quieter.


"Not bad Dras. Let's see what Alana has brought for us."


I smiled across the table at my friend as I sang a quick tune. As the final note sounded dead silence reigned over the table where we sat. No sound from outside could make it in, and practice had indeed lowered the mana cost to something just barely manageable.


"She beat you lad." Lucien patted Dras on the shoulder, he was trying not to laugh as he shook his head.


"How did you... what were you picturing?" Dras asked.


"It's a dome around us that excludes all the sounds that we can hear. The mana cost is too high for it to be very useful, but it's a neat little spell."


"That's a neat way of picturing it, limited, but useful. Why didn't you just exclude everything?"


"Seemed like I should let breezes and the floor shaking through. That kind of thing can be really useful to feel."
"What's feeling got to do with sound?" Dras asked.


"They're the same thing?"


"Explain please Alana." Lucien seemed a bit put off by my answer too.


"So you ever been near something loud and felt it, like in the ground or on your skin?"


I got sort of confused nods.


"Well, sound is just vibration right? Just the air moving in a way our ears feel it."


Lucien blinked. "That's an interesting way of thinking about that, that things shaking is sound. Not sure if it's right, but it seems to be working well for you."


It was weird to me that they didn't think of it that way. Perhaps this world had weird views on how things worked. Or perhaps they didn't work that way here. I decided the first was far more likely, what I knew of physics and stuff had seemed to work pretty well if I knew and experienced it.


Dras and I arranged to meet up in a few days for me to claim my prize. We'd had a fair bet after all and I really did need new clothes. The fact that I'd roped him into helping me pick them out and pay for them was a big bonus. I had no real girl friends and shopping on your own for clothing was a bit depressing.


Lucien seemed to find our whole arrangement to be hilarious. He laughed the whole way back to the bar after we'd informed him of what I'd won. I saw him laugh and make a few comments to another one of the workers, of course the barrier kept me from knowing exactly what he said. Her apparent giggle and covering of her mouth led me to believe it was something terrible though.




As I watched Dras sulk off into the night I sighed a bit. He was going to be sulky. Sure he'd lost a good bit of money, but not enough to break him, and it wasn't like spending time shopping was going to be that much of a chore was it? I was personally really looking forward to it.

            

    
        Chapter 41 Clothes and marks

    
    
    
    
                The day before I took a bit of time to make some simple sugar cookies. A quick wrap in waxed linen made a pleasant little package, and they were easy to make, if a bit expensive. As a final touch I took a small ribbon and tied it up with a pretty bow. People around here didn't normally do things like that for presents, but it looked good to me.


Dras came by early in the morning to pick me up. I had the day off and was bouncy with excitement as he came through the door looking like he was going for his least favorite chore. We met near the door and I took him by the hand.


“Come on, let's go!” I drug him right back out and into the busy morning street.


“So, where are we going? Do you have a favorite shop?”


“There are a few good places. Let's go by some stores and see what they're displaying, and then we can make a decision.”


“... That'll take hours.”


“Yup yup, let's go!” I knew that he wasn't really enjoying this, but... Well I hoped if I stayed upbeat enough he'd start to like it.


The first place we went by was somewhere I'd been to a few times. I looked at their current displays and was rather disappointed, there were a few nicely made pieces but they just weren't what I was looking for.


This process repeated itself twice more before I found something that I rather liked.


“Hey Dras, what do you think of this?” I looked back at my companion, who'd seemed completely disinterested up until now.


“It's fine I guess.”


“That's not an answer, look at it.” I pouted, trying to pull him over.


“Alana, I don't really know anything about girl's clothes.”


“Dras you wear robes. Which is similar enough in design to a dress. Now, at least make some comments on the cut and the matching of the fabrics.”


“Fine, the grommets they used here don't look quite right with the color of the fabric.”


“Yeah, you're right. Let's go to the next place.”


Two more shops later and he was actually giving me good constructive information.


“This fabric, with that cut would look better on you I think.” He pointed out two pieces on display, and I had to say I agreed.


“You're right, let's get something here. Are you getting new clothes too?” I asked him as we approached the shopkeeper.


“Huh?” He blinked at my words.


“Your robes are getting a bit older, and kinda short. You should think about getting something fresh. Here, let's take a look.” With that I turned away from the salesman and pulled him over toward the men's displays.


There were a number of different styles on display here, including some rather nice robes. There were a few different colors, and he seemed a bit off-put by my sudden change in subject.


“Here, I think you should look at something like red or dark orange. It'll match your fire theme better, or do you want something else?”


“Hmm, I don't know...”


“Personally I think you'd look best in a dark red or something similar. Definitely darker warmer colors to go with your look though.”


“Warmer?” He looked over a couple of the display pieces as he spoke, seeming to judge how each was cut.


“Yeah, reds, oranges, yellows, and browns. As opposed to blues and greens.”


“I didn't know those had words...”


“Many things have words Dras. Now, what do you think?”


“I think another set of good robes would be nice. Some of these are a bit pricey though.”


“Yeah, don't go too expensive, you're still growing. Something you don't mind getting a bit dirty and can work in would be good though, for day to day wear.”


It was cute how much more animated he could be when talking about something he would use. It occurred to me that I should have had him looking at things for himself the whole time, but what was past was past. After comparing a few more things and me steering him more towards something that would be less formal we made our orders and he paid. The clothes themselves would take some time to make, but that was normal. Not everyone could just push out three brand new outfits in an evening. I was still wondering how exactly that had been done.


The shopkeeper looked at us like we were the most adorable couple he'd ever seen. His young assistant had to put her hand over her mouth to hide her smile a few times as we were measured. I don't know if Dras even noticed but I found it personally quite annoying.


Dras was elated when I gave him the little package of cookies upon our return. His mood had been going steadily up from its low point earlier in the day. He thanked me as he turned to head home, it was getting a bit late.





A couple of weeks later we picked up our new outfits and as I returned to The Sky Lucien pulled me aside.


“Hey Alana, I've been called away for the next few days. The notice is a bit short and I haven't had time to work out some of my more regular appointments. Could you handle those for me?”


“Is it any different from what I normally do?”


“Yes, I don't believe you've dealt with Lovers' Marks before have you?”


I could easily tell that was a proper noun, but not exactly what it did. “Erm, no, I don't think so.”


“Yeah... normally it's adults who take care of those, but, short notice and all. It's easy enough, I'll show you.”


With that he motioned over one of our regulars, one of the girls who worked at a nearby brothel, by the name of Inga. We all then went upstairs.


“Thanks for assisting me Inga, it's a big help.”


“Oh, no thanks needed, four weeks for free is payment enough.” She gave him a soft chuckle as we entered one of the back rooms that I knew Lucien used on a regular basis.


“Regardless, if you would please Inga dear.”


At his words she began to remove her skirt. There were a few moments when I worried what exactly I'd gotten myself into before she had it pulled down, exposing herself to us.


“Um...”


Lucien pulled my attention to a small tattoo on her abdomen, just above the pubic mound. It was quite familiar, but I couldn't quite place it.


“This is a Lovers' Mark, they are made by the Order of the Lovers. It functions to keep someone from having children should they not desire to. There are variations for both men and women, though they are by far more used by women who desire not to get pregnant.”


It clicked as I looked at the mark for a few more moments. I'd seen these twice before. One on Mystien's 'friend' and another time on my brothers... well, I didn't really want to know about my deceased brother's sex life, but I suppose he had one.


“I... I think I've seen one of these once or twice, didn't know what it did though.”


“Yes, it can store enough mana to operate for up to a year, though a month or two at a time is rather more common, since mana is a bit pricey. To charge it just place your hand or finger on and do exactly as you would with any other item, you're fairly experienced in that by now.”


He demonstrated, pushing a bit in. I'd gotten quite a bit more used to the subtle color changes that some of these went through and that did seem to be about two weeks for a functioning item.


“Now you try, roughly the same amount.”


I worked slowly, not knowing how much mana this would need. Turns out not very much. Judging by what I had done before I was very sure that my mana capacity had increased dramatically in the last couple of years.


“Thank you.” Inga smiled as I pulled away my finger. She bent a little to keep an eye on the mark, judging for herself how much mana had gone in.


“Lucien, how many of these do you do?”


“About twenty a day, it's one of our main sources of income here at The Sky. Though generally only older casters charge them. It is a bit... rude of me to push this on you, and if I had another option I would use it.”


“That's a good few. The amount of mana shouldn't be an issue, but I won't be able to do as much of the other work as I normally do.”


“That's fine Alana, most of that we can work around. If working girls don't get these charged regularly though, they can't work, and that's no good for anyone. I'll give you a little bit of a bonus for my having to push this onto you, and they're all prepaid, so that's taken care of. It'll be two weeks on each girl, that's our normal.”


“Lucien... I know roughly how many brothels there are in town, and roughly how many girls at each. There's no way they can charge all of these that easily, it'd take at least a thirty of me to keep that up if I ran myself ragged. Only twenty a day? Where are all the others getting their mana from?”


“Well my dear, mana is expensive. How do you think many of the poorer students at The Academy pay their tuition? The boys are also known to trade mana for... time with the ladies.”


I tried, and failed to hide my disdain. “Does Dras...” I didn't quite get to finish that one.


“Sixteen is the normal minimum age most women will let a man charge their Marks, even prostitutes. The fact that you're a girl means they're not so bothered.”


That wasn't a no, but I suppose that Lucien might not have known. I wasn't sure if I even had any right to feel a bit... put off by the idea of Dras dealing with lots of naked women, but it still rankled a bit.


“Okay, I'll take care of it then Lucien, leave it to me.”


Inga had excused herself after getting redressed and seeing how the conversation was leaning towards more personal subjects. I was quite glad that she had done so, but I suppose that it was smart on her part, she surely didn't want to get involved if it could influence her getting what she needed to work. Not that either of us would have done anything that bad to her. Did she know that though?


“Oh? Well if you need help I'm sure Dras will...” He didn't finish that comment when he saw my glare. I might be young, but I could still be awfully mean. “Just kidding, just kidding.”





Lucien was gone for nearly a week. That was an enormous amount of time for him to not be at The Sky, he might be gone for a day or two every now and then, but an extended leave was new. He didn't tell me where he was going, and based on his actions I choose not to ask. He'd not pried too deeply into my private life, so it was only proper for me not to pry into his.


There was an absolute line of girls daily while he was gone. I hadn't really noticed it before since most of them came by after I left my shift. There was some sort of rotating schedule and it had very little wiggle room in it. Of the girls I saw, most of them had only a day or two left in their Marks. It seemed that although they could hold an impressive amount of mana, actually doing that was really rare.


The Marks themselves could be placed anywhere it seemed. Most people liked to place them somewhere they could easily see them. They were also invariably covered by clothing. Upon asking one of the madams in charge when she brought her girls by I was informed that displaying one, particularly if it was charged was seen as an invitation. While the girls might want to do that at work, while trying to attract customers, doing so while walking down the street was bad taste. It also was thought to lead to assaults, an even bigger reason to keep them covered.


By the time Lucien had returned I had made the decision that I wanted one of these. The pure importance of having birth control and chance that I might end up somewhere where I couldn't get one in the future made me bump it up to rather high on my priority list. I just had to consider where to get it. Though if The Order of the Lovers would even give me one was still a question too.

            

    
        Chapter 42 The Temple of Lovers

    
    
    
    
                I considered my options for around a week, if I was going to go about getting inked up I wanted it to at least be a good one. I also heavily considered not getting it at all, at least not for a couple more years, but remembering the sudden exit from my last home killed that thought. I probably wouldn't be cast out of the capital in the near future, but it was best to be prepared.


After much consideration I decided that an outer thigh was the best place. Nobody would see it except me, and I could easily see to recharge it myself. Anywhere that might be publicly visible was of course out, as was anywhere where anyone not seeing me absolutely naked. Clothes here were quite a bit more covering than those back on Earth, and a woman's upper thighs were normally only seen by a lover.


Most prostitutes went for somewhere similar, my guess was that they didn't want someone to have to get too personal to recharge it. From what I'd seen the side or bottom of breasts was quite popular, as was the outer thigh or armpit. The lower parts of the belly were also popular, for all of the connotations that were there. That was something that I had no concern for at all, since the only person I'd have charging this was me.





So as early fall came around I headed off in the general direction of the temple for The Lovers. It would be my first time going there, so I was not exactly sure where it was. As a matter of course I tended to avoid the area of town where all of the temples were situated, mostly out of concern that I might run into someone from the Istlan branch of The Shield.


It was near enough to the areas frequented by nobles, so the streets were clean and safe. That said it was still a bit weird to go and explore a part of the city I had little experience with, it was so unfamiliar compared to the markets and the entertainment district. Even the underground felt more familiar to me than this area, there were a handful of large temples, each a few blocks from the other, dominating the streets and all around them.


The first I recognized was that of The Order of the Shield, stark and white it stood enormous, much larger than that in Istlan. A man stood nearby taking information and directing those visiting the complex to where they needed to go. I nodded as I passed, and he smiled in return.


I passed another walled area. It wasn't really a complex in the same fashion, in that it seemed to be walled off by grown vines shaped into form. From the gate I could see a number of plants growing about within, along with a handful of animals wandering about. I wasn't sure whose place this was, but it was not a group I had knowingly met.


There were a number of other buildings along the streets. Shops selling trinkets whose use I didn't know and a few more mundane doctors, for minor injury or those who couldn't afford a priest's healing. There were also those selling minor magical items produced by the temples near to their complexes. Those shops were well guarded and looked to be too expensive for me to reasonably purchase anything in, not that I needed anything they had.


It took me a few blocks of wandering, because I was completely unwilling to ask anyone where this particular establishment was, but I eventually found it. I was beginning to get a bit concerned that I might have to actually publicly embarrass myself by requesting its location before I saw the temple where the Lovers made their business.


This place had to be correct, if I was any judge. There was an open gateway which led into a columned entry, wide and open with pale white stone walls on either side. They were smooth and on the roof over the entry was a mark, a man and woman face to face, lowered hands held. Beneath them a pair of red banners fluttered gently in the wind.


There were a few people in the small yard before the temple, tending to various plants that made up the garden. They gave me a once over as I passed, I gathered that those as young as I was were not particularly common here, but none stopped me. By the time I got to the top of the stairs though there was someone waiting for me.


“Greetings, my name is Kiana. Please come in.” The woman was obviously a priestess, the pale blue glow surrounding her gave no misunderstanding to that.


“Oh hello, thank you.” I was a bit at a loss at her quick appearance, and a tad nervous about my business here.


She led me down a corridor to an small room, letting us both take a seat on well cushioned couches before she began the conversation in earnest.


“Now, you're quite a bit younger than most who come here my dear. Though some come with their mothers...”


“Oh, my mother is... not in the city as of right now.”


“Ah I see. You are about that age, and I'm sure you have a lot of questions about the things you're going through. I'm quite happy to explain.” I could see her winding up her puberty talk and nearly turned purple. “No need to be embarrassed dear, it's perfectly normal.”


“Um, no actually, I'm not concerned about that. I'm actually here because I wanted to get a Mark.”


That stopped her in her tracks, and her eyes turned suddenly more serious. Her brows climbed up into her bangs as she began to speak. “You are very young. Are you involved with anything that would make it necessary? If so that is quite the serious matter.”


“I'm not, and it isn't because I think I'll need it now, or any time in the near future. Rather so that I have it covered in case I do need it later in life.”


“Is there some reason to not simply get it when that time comes about?” She seemed unconvinced as to my explanation.


“Things are not stable in my experience. It is best to be prepared as early as possible to keep things from getting out of hand.”


“That's... an unusual view of things.”


“During the war my village was destroyed. It is because of my teachers showing me how best to prepare for even the worst that I managed to survive. So... I don't think, or want anything to happen, but if it does, and I can't get a Lovers' Mark in the future I want to be prepared.”


The priestess made a quick movement of her hand and a blue light flashed over me ever so briefly. In a second I'd jumped from my seat and was glaring at her. I was unsure what exactly she'd done, but casting something on me without my permission or consent like that was unbelievably rude.


“My apologies, I had to make a quick check on some things, just to be sure.” She held up a placating hand as she spoke.


“You checked to see if I'd...” I didn't manage to finish the question completely before she cut me off.


“No, there is no spell that can determine with complete surety if someone is a virgin. At least not to my knowledge. I can however check for signs of abuse, and for a girl your age to come here seeking a Mark, you must understand my suspicions that they would be present.”


“Look at my aura. If anyone tried something improper I'd bury him.” I glared at Kiana, my teeth clenched. I really wanted to scream her into the floor, but that would probably end with me failing this mission.


“I would like to believe that, but what can be done and what is are often not the same. As it stands though I found nothing of concern, so if you still want a Lovers' Mark, I will arrange it. Will the fee be any issue?”


“It will not, and thank you.” I had enough silver saved up to easily cover the cost. I wasn't sure on exactly how high it was, but I was sure that I'd brought more than enough.


After informing me of the cost, and taking it Kiana left me there in the comfy little room to remain irritated. Returning a few minutes later with a small box. Upon opening it I saw a number of tools, including a hammer and needle type tattooing arrangement and some rather fancy looking bottles of ink. She closed and locked the door behind her.


“Now, please show me where you want it and we'll begin. If you need to undress, you may do so.”


I did as she indicated and pointed to a place high up on my right thigh. Kiana gave me another look before she began. The ink was literally beaten in, it was an old type of tattooing I'd seen talked about once or twice, and nothing really prepared me for how painful it was.


By the halfway point I was really regretting my decision, and thinking about all the stupid things I'd done in my life. It wasn't singularly painful, not a harsh stab, but a growing throbbing agony. It wasn't enough damage for adrenaline to kick in and block out the pain, nor slight enough to ignore. It was instead constant, like a stabbing and ripping.


My teeth were clenched as she finally put away the tools and turned back to the work itself. It was red and raw, the skin angry at it's punishment. There she put her finger upon it and I could feel her working some kind of spell. The magic was invasive, moving through my body along various routes. I squirmed as the spell wormed it's way into me, like something living wriggling through every inch. Then it faded, even the pain was gone as everything finished and I felt strangely normal.


A look down showed the mark standing bright against my skin, with a tiny amount of mana in it. The skin itself appeared to have been healed by the spell that was added to it, as well as any and all of the little imperfections in the tattoo worked out.


“Thank you.”


“My dear, I am quite discomforted by this. I do hope you speak the truth about your situation, but if something ever does happen, please do seek shelter either here or with The Shield. The only reason I did agree was that the possibility of something horrid happening to you would only increase had I refused.”


It was weird leaving. I'd done what I came for, but it was still a major thing, a hurdle I had wanted to, and succeeded in passing. The walk back to The Sky was far shorter than the one out this morning, though it was already late afternoon as I strolled home. I took my time, letting the sights and sounds wash over me. I'd wanted safety for a long, long time, and today I'd managed one step closer to it.


As I entered The Sky I saw Dras, huddled in a corner. I went over to join him and plopped down on the opposite side of the table.


“Hey, I came by to study, only a few weeks till entrance exams. Everything alright?”


“Yeah, I just had an errand to run. How goes things?”


“I think I've got everything I need down, can we go over some of the geometry again though?”


We spent the rest of the evening working on problems. If I was any judge, he was going to ace the math and reading. He should with how hard he'd put his nose to the grindstone for the last couple of years. I couldn't help but be proud, his hard work had really paid off.

            

    
        Chapter 43 The Exam

    
    
    
    
                I spent more and more time working on studies with Dras as the day approached for his exams. I was assured that he was going to ace the math and reading parts at least if the study book we bought was good. It was all we had at any rate, but he knew it back to front, as did I. I still remembered a bit of trig from my past life, I'd even run a few of them myself to keep my skills up. Sharing those seemed to go against Mystien's advice of not adding new/unknown knowledge though, so I held off for now.


The night before he wanted to come and go over everything one more time, but after a very quick review I told him to go rest. He knew everything he needed to, and trying to force any more would just make him tired for his exam. He briefly argued, but eventually he did head to go sleep. I kept our study guide to discourage any late night work on his part.


Dras and I would be traveling separately. His parents were going to come to watch and cheer him on, and my issues with his mother did not need any further prodding. It also meant that I could sleep in a bit, since there really was nothing I could do for the written part. I was planning to come to the practical though, to cheer him on from the stands.


I put on one of my nicer outfits, the one Dras had paid for, and headed out to The Academy. There was far less wandering around as I'd been there once before, and finding the testing area was rather straightforward. I could see the line of people headed for the entrance, those dressed as nobles skipped the line naturally and went straight to the front. I wondered if they were here to watch their children, or perhaps for some other reason.


“Why hello there young lady.” A voice interrupted me as I came up to the entrance.


I turned to see a man who was vaguely familiar. He was lanky and tall, somewhere in his mid or late twenties. His pitch black hair was falling straight to his ears and he had a pair of spider-like hands woven in a scholar's cradle in front of him. Even his robes were a bit unusual, nicer than what Dras normally wore, and in a deep, almost black purple. I gave him a once over and tried to place him, but couldn't quite. He stood beside the entrance with an amused expression.


“You're the girl who came with your friend a couple of years ago are you not?”


“I... you remember that?” I finally remembered who he was. This was the same man who'd led us to the study guide.


“My dear, it is not often that we get people seeking to watch the practical who aren't family of the tested. Even more rare that they should be here to examine our examinations. I suppose the lad who was with you is taking his test today?”


“He is,” I nodded, “I've come to cheer him on.”


“How kind, do you think he'll pass? He looked a bit confused when I explained what was needed.”


“His math and reading have improved greatly over the past two years. I've no worries about that at all.”


“I hope he does. I suppose you'll be joining him in a year or two?”


“Two, and I think I will. I've learned most of the basics so far, at least as far as I can tell.”


“You seem sure, would you consent to showing me one of your spells? I'm always eager to see what those from outside formal institutions come up with. It's rather more original than some of the rote things nobles learn, at least sometimes. Some people come up only with truly bland magic.”


I thought for a few moments on what I might show him. Eventually I settled on the spell I had come up with for the competition with Dras. I sang a few notes and it was like a bell jar had fallen over us, locking out all sound from outside.


“This is something I came up with for a competition with my friend.”


“Oh-ho, a dome of privacy. Not bad, and it doesn't just muffle or distort, but complete negation. Is it both ways?”


“It should be, but I've never actually stood outside and tried to listen or anything.”


“Did you win?”


“I did.”


“Well, I'll have to look forward to seeing what else you've come up with when you do join us. For now though, you'd best hurry along. Wouldn't want to miss your companion's examination now would you?”


At his urging I hurried off, it turned out that the dome did block sound both ways. I saw him laughing from the inside before I cut the spell. I'd made quite the mistake not figuring that out before, and was quite glad he'd pointed out my oversight.


My spot today was quite a bit closer than the last time I'd been here. I saw Dras' mother, and who I assumed was his father, they were just behind the nobles watching the students being led out. As they came into the arena like area I saw Dras scan the crowd, his parents waving to him first. I gave him a happy wave too as he moved his eyes past my spot, and saw his smile in return before they began.


I watched on as Dras demonstrated first what I guessed was his muffling spell, followed by a lot of fire magic. Other than a light spell everything seemed to be fire actually, and not even a large variety of it. He showed his fire ribbon, but while it was powerful, it was his go-to. I realized our mistake too late, we had drilled over and over on the bookwork, but his variety of magic was lacking. His exam was over soon, too soon. He just ran out of things he could show to the proctor.


He was at least not the first to be led out of the arena, but decidedly not far up that list. As I sat in the stands I buried my face in my hands, cursing that we had not covered at least a few basic elements for his spells. I saw his parents get up and head to the exit, they looked so excited. I could only hope that he'd managed to scrape by with a pass.





Dras did not come by that evening, and I didn't see him for a full day. When he did he looked broken, coming in and slumping down in a booth.


“How bad?” I asked.


“Failed by a sliver. I aced the written, but when I got to the practical they said I just didn't have it, not enough control, not enough finesse, not enough variety. Guess I'll just take up a job like I have, it's no big deal.”


“It is, and what you're going to do is go in next year and pass.”


“No, didn't you hear me? I'm just not...”


“Quiet. We spent all of our time focusing on the written portion. That's my fault, I should have known you'd need to work more on your practicals. You're in luck though, I need to too, so we can do that together. What we'll do is get you hitting several different elements, then combining them into some really cool stuff. By next year, you'll be so strong they'll not even recognize you.”


“Did you not hear me!?” He almost stood up before I brought a fist down on his head.


“I did, you're the one who's not listening. I'm going to make you a little magical monster. We'll do reviews and I'll help you come up with new spells, and Dras,” I leaned forward as he kept rubbing his skull, “don't you ever even pretend to give up that easily again.”


Lucien was at the bar, and had apparently heard enough to send him laughing as I took the boy by the scruff of his neck and pulled him out the exit into our back alley. A not quite so easy feat as he seemed to be gaining height by the day.


I raised my voice as we made out exit and stood there in the empty street. “Alright quitter, listen up. Your new training starts today, first is water. My first teacher was an expert in water and I know enough to get you started. What water type spells do you know?”


“Er... none.”


“Basics it is then. First water starts in the shape of a triangle,” I drew one like Mystien had used in the dirt, “this symbol. Focus on it as you try to summon some.”


It took him a few minutes as I walked him through the basic summoning of the easiest liquid. His spell was much like mine, in that he had not imparted any force into it. The water just fell to the stones.


“Good, now, try to make a stream and give it direction.” I demonstrated, though for me it was kinda like a weak water pistol, even then it was horridly mana inefficient. Being a bard had it's limits. Dras on the other hand was able to quickly get it into something like a rather powerful hose, though he ran out of mana shortly thereafter.


We continued like that until it was too dark to see. I'd push him to try and make a stronger and stronger water cannon until he ran out of mana, then while we waited for some to come back I ran him through basic math and grammar. Progress was slow, as it always was with new magic, but by the end of the day he could at least make something.





We spent weeks working on that alone. He complained that his water stream was strong enough only for me to counter that he needed to bring the cost of it down through practice. I was practicing fire magic as he did so. It wasn't something I'd bothered much with before, but I figured if I was going to drag him into learning water I could at least set a good example by learning some of what he did. It was a bit pathetic when compared to his, but that was sort of the way of things. I knew my magic would never be stronger in some areas, but learning how to do fire would at least be useful.


After about a month we each had something that was, if not very good in comparison to what we knew before, at least workable. I could make small fires, and he could make something just short of a fire hose, easily able to power wash the alley clean, something Lucien was thankful for and amused by. There were a few issues, both of us had to work, and that meant that practice time was limited. We also didn't often start with our full mana and quickly ran out, but it was unavoidable, so there was no point complaining.


It was starting to get colder, and I thought now was a good time to teach Dras about ice. This was one I'd learned years ago, and while there wasn't much use for it in winter, having ice all around us seemed to me a good way to have ready examples. I explained that ice came in hexagons, something Mystien was surprised I'd known, and we set off. I was still working on getting fire and moving water down as Dras struggled his way thorough making the cold stuff. He outshone me in all of these things, in speed and force wizard magic was just better. We set up a target so that he could hurl chunks of ice and streams of snow at something.


I'd been using ice to keep food for longer since working at The Sky. It was one of my occasional, and helpful uses of magic. It was also something that everyone understood already. Larger estates and businesses had an ice room, normally in the basement. The Sky had a very small one for meats and cheeses, surrounded by a wall in the basement.


While Dras was learning ice, and hammering out some of the roughness of water I worked on illusions. I could now make a few objects move believably so long as I kept them rather simple. Furniture that moved on it's own or walls that did the same were a go to for me. I felt like I still had a ways to go before I could make something that looked like a person, but I was making progress. Dras for his part had no head for the subtlety involved, and didn't bother with those after a few rather poor attempts.


We each practiced together on our chosen magics until spring came and we felt that we'd gotten close enough for us to move on to something else. Dras suggested we move on far more quickly than I'd like, but nodded when I told him about Mystien's insistence on hammering fundamentals before learning too many different things.


I was glad as we worked. It took a bit at first but I saw my friend brighten and rekindle his hope, letting it grow into a blaze like it had before his first attempt at the exam. I was sure of it, his next time he would pass both written and practical. If they failed him after what he was learning now, it was them that had the problem.

            

    
        Chapter 44 Stalker

    
    
    
    
                As Summer slammed into us Dras and I were surprised by a visitor who joined us in the tavern one night.


"Good evening bookworms," Charles said as he flopped down beside us.


It took me a few moments to realize who it was. His skin had started to take on a bit of color and his whole body had filled out. He was still pale and had huge eyes, but no longer looked like a cave dwelling lost kid.


"Hey Charles, long time no see." Dras looked up from where he was working, giving our friend a light punch on the shoulder.


"There somewhere we can talk? Ya know, without people overhearing us."


Dras blinked a bit and I put up my sound barrier, before turning back to the young man. For now he was certainly a man, lean muscle all over his wiry frame.


"Okay, that's a neat one. Love to be able to do that on command. Anyway, we've got a problem."


"Um... okay? What kind of a problem?" Dras asked before I had a chance.


"You two are being followed."


"How do you know?" It was my turn to speak up this round.


"Because I've been following you every now and then."


"So... you're here to tell us that you've been following us?"


"Yes, and no. I've been following you as part of my training, and not for very long at a time. The issue is that somebody else has been following you."


I narrowed my eyes. "I'm so very glad that you've been stalking us. Who is our other stalker?" I felt like I needed to put in just a bit of sarcasm there.


"I don't know, haven't gotten a look at his face. He's also significantly harder to follow than you two."


"We should tell Lucien." Dras pointed out.


"He knows, or will shortly. My teacher is going to go over it with him. She wants us to handle it if we can though, think of it as a test she said."


"We could probably take them, but what if it's a noble or you know..."


"Fringe of the law... if you catch them they'll be in trouble. If you'd caught me and been mad I would have been. The two of you are a bit oblivious though, just so that you know. So if we catch them, there'll be no big issue. Assuming they're not from... you know."


It went without saying that if we attacked someone the royal palace had sent to spy on us it would be trouble. I couldn't think of a reason for them to do that though, or to send someone who Charles could catch.


"What are your opinions?" I was fully at a loss of what to do here.


"Catch and stomp them." Dras was direct, if nothing else.


"Capture, then see where it goes." Charles was only slightly less so.


"Are we sure we can? Do we know if this person is stronger than us?"


"Should be possible. Teacher looked in on them a few times, and seemed only mildly concerned. She's a friend of Lucien, so if she thought they were a serious threat, she probably wouldn't have told me to handle it."


"I would like to ask Lucien his opinion before we do anything. Let's come up with a plan to take them down though."


We spent the rest of the night going over ideas and things we might be able to pull off. The boys knew the city much better than I and so having them pick out places for an ambush was a lot better than asking me.





The next morning I went to ask the most trustworthy adult caster I knew. Well, at least the one who was in the capital. It was really telling how screwed up it was that that was an aging bard who had, for all tellings been an absolute womanizer in his youth. Though maybe his hard won experience would be useful here, and he'd certainly calmed as he'd aged.


"So, I'm guessing you already know what's going on?"


"Yup."


"Do you know who it is?"


"Not exactly, but I've got a pretty good idea."


"Are you going to do anything?"


"I think letting you kids handle it will work out best."


"Any advice?"


"Don't aim to kill, capture only."


"Wow, thanks for all the help."


"Cut the sass. If I thought it was any real issue I'd do something, most likely let the city guard know. As it stands though I think you can handle this on your own, and the three of you need experience that will only come from field work. So take care of this, or don't, the results will be educational for you whatever you do."





The boys and I took several days to get a real thorough idea of how exactly our stalker was following us. Habits, how far behind, where they'd be if we went down an alley, things like that. It was exhausting to go and walk around the city every day for no real reason, but needed. I suspected that if our little friend was a pro they'd have figured out that they'd been made, but it didn't appear so.


Charles for his part stalked the stalker, flitting between buildings and roofs like a shadow. Even knowing he was there I didn't see him, not unless he wanted me to at least. His teacher, and I hadn't been given a name, had certainly taught him well. I wondered what else he was learning, then decided not to ask. There were only so many reasons to learn a skill set of stalking and hiding. Of course I wasn't really one to speak on that account.


We met at night after our daily work to go over what we had and to plan. This part was fairly simple, we all knew about what we could do. The question was what could the stalker do. In a few brief glimpses I'd stolen I'd confirmed that our follower had an aura, though not strong. I suspected that they were suppressing it to avoid attention, but perhaps I was being paranoid. The reason for that suspicion was that it flicked in and out, also making it hard to get a good feel for it.


All auras I'd come across so far had a unique feel or taste to them. Often something about the person who had one was reflected into their aura, sometimes not, but it was always very unique. The weaker it was though, the harder it was to get a feel for it. For particularly weak ones, like the girl I'd seen at a noble's house so long ago in Istlan it took a lot of time and close inspection to work it out though.


When the day to strike rolled around it was perfect. I had the day off, our stalker had shown up early, and a thick fog had rolled in with the early morning, Dras had even showed up for an all day magic/study session. Charles insisted that we leave early, to make the most of the fortunate weather, something I agreed with fervently.


Ten minutes in we made it to the agreed upon point. Dras and I turned into the alley and saw a green bottle laying against one of the side walls. It was a cheap piece of pottery and our sign that as of a couple of minutes ago that our tail was still in place, something Charles had suggested. I made a mental note of that being a really good one as we passed.


I moved behind a bin, humming out two spells in quick succession. The first was my invisibility, the best I could do for remaining unseen, along with pushing down my own aura. After that I sent something that looked rather like a shadow version of myself walking along with Dras. It wouldn't fool anyone who got even relatively close, but the fog helped a lot, and our tail was keeping well back.


If something failed here it would be the illusion. It bobbed as if walking, but the colors were all wrong, it didn't move quite right either. Again, the fog was a great help, as was the fact that many people just see what they want to see. I hoped that it would work long enough that our pursuer didn't realize it didn't have an aura.


Dras and the shadow Alana walked to the end of the alley and into a door that stood there. It was one of the lesser known and used entrances to the Undercity, not that they were actually going in.


I heard the quick footsteps as someone marched down the alley, a fast *tap, tap, tap* of shoes on stone. As she passed, and I was now sure it was a she I could hear the muttering. Her dark cloak with hood pulled up not managing to hide the distinctly feminine voice.


"Of all the stupid... Where are they even going? Isn't that building a store? Basement? Don't tell me they're going into..."


At this point she was far enough past the bin I'd pressed myself behind that I could get a clear shot at her back. It was oddly enjoyable to smash her with the scream I let loose. I hadn't had much a chance to really let go in awhile and I was absolutely going to take it, I'd even brought out my old mace.


The scream was the sign for go and Charles dropped down from above, running forward with a net to try and bind the woman up. Dras almost literally exploded out of the door he'd just gone in, water swirling around one hand. He'd chosen it because it was far easier to keep it non-lethal than fire or ice.


The woman was a far quicker to recover than I'd have anticipated. Before Charles could get to her she'd already come up to one knee and loosed a spell of some kind at him, strong enough to drop him to the ground, curling in pain. It was about that time that Dras' water cannon hit her and threw her across the stones, sprawled out in a quite undignified way.


She sent something headed his way, which he dodged, and I saw red. As she got to her feet again I sung the wet ground below her into ice, one of Jackson's tricks. She stumbled and slid a bit but kept her feet as I closed in with the mace. A powerful swing at her thigh, enough to drop her to the ground, and keep her there.


A swing and a miss, truly my lack of practice with that was coming back to bite me. She yelped at the attack and pushed herself against the wall as a brace. Her eyes flicked to me and another spell flew forth, catching me square in the stomach.


My whole body went numb, like someone had given me novocaine just everywhere. Like a puppet with my strings cut I fell to the ground, unable to move as the muscles just wouldn't respond. It didn't hurt, but was quite disconcerting. Moreover, it was clear what we were up against now, not that I could do anything about it.


Dras' roar of rage as he saw me fall could have shaken the buildings. I wanted to tell him not to do anything stupid, to keep his head, to keep to the plan, to not kill the priestess. Unfortunately I couldn't feel much of anything, or move at all.


A powerful jet of water whipped over me, catching the woman again. A few drops splashed on me and even I could feel that it was ice cold. Though the little bits of slush coming off of it were strong confirmation. In moments the girl was down, unable to move from her quickly onsetting hypothermia.


Marching towards her was an enraged young wizard.

            

    
        Chapter 45 The Bishop

    
    
    
    
                "Whatever you've done, undo it.  Now!"  Ice had been replaced with flames, now licking up and down Dras' arms as he looked over the shivering priestess. 
I for my part was trying to find a way to do magic, but having a bit of a time at it.  I was trying to hum or speak, but it was going nowhere fast, I knew that eventually I'd manage to get a tune going, but the question was, would it be too late? 
For her part the now sopping wet and freezing woman was still trying to pick herself up.  I had no idea if she needed to do that to undo her magic, or if she had any foolish notions about fighting Dras in the current state.  If she did she'd have to hit him with something truly terrifying, or he'd turn her into baked caster. 
"B-b-b-b-be f-f-ine," stuttered the woman, speaking seemed to be giving her a hard time.  "J-just... d-dis.." 
"I don't care, undo it."  I'd never heard Dras actually angry, and his voice was trying it's hardest to fall into a growl. 
I could still see from where I was laying, in a skewed sort of way.  Our would be follower pointed at me first and I could feel the feeling start to creep back into my limbs.  It moved in a prickling sort of way, rather like when your leg was asleep and coming back. 
"Calm" I slurred out as it hit my face, making me shiver a bit as the unpleasant sensation passed over me.  It was slow to pull out the numbness and I had to wonder if it was a poison of if she'd done something to my nerves. 
Charles groaned as she pointed to him next.  I couldn't see him from my position, nor was I totally confident in picking myself up off the ground quite yet.  After her hand pointed to him again she fell back to the ground, shivering overtaking her once more.  I wasn't sure she had a way to counter that. 
From what I knew of priests and their manner of magic they could only work on living things.  I guessed she might be able to pull up her body temp with a spell, but if she didn't have one she knew that might be quite difficult.  I also didn't know how long until she suffered real damage from being soaked in what was effectively slush, but surely her falling back onto the ground wasn't going to help at all. 
A few individuals had heard the commotion (Mostly Dras yelling) and were now peeking down the alley we were in, leading to a general look of panic at what seemed to be casters going at each other.  That was something we'd have to deal with shortly as well.  There was no really good answer to that issue though.  For now we needed to get everyone to calm down and talk. 
"Dras, enough, she's done.  Remember that we're supposed to not hurt her too bad," I offered up as I pulled myself up off the ground. 
"She hurt you two..." 
"I'm fine, little numb, but fine." 
"Ugh, I hurt."  Charles was not being helpful here. 
"What'd she hit you with?"  I looked over at our older friend as he struggled to pull himself up. 
"Like a full body cramp, couldn't hardly move." 
"Effective, not nice, but you'll be fine soon enough." 
"C-c-c-old."  The voice from the only person still laying down brought me back to my senses quickly enough. 
"What order?"  I asked as I looked over to her. 
"S-sh-sh" 
"Got it.  Dras can you see about drying her off a bit?  Cold can do some nasty stuff to a person."  He furrowed his brows at me as I hummed up my warming spell, trying to wrap it around the priestess.  That was a bit difficult, I'd used it on myself quite a bit, and on my surroundings too, but never on someone else like this. 
I was more than a bit irritated at the whole situation.  The Shield seemed determined to be overprotective busybodies, inserting themselves into my life even after they'd been told to shove off.  If this was going to continue I hoped we could at least avoid violence in the future.  Without me giving into their obtuse demands as well, because I wasn't going to go back to their temple. 
At this point a few guardsmen did show up.  City guards were not something you saw all that much, being that they mostly kept to their barracks and the upper parts of town.  For an incident not in the section of the city frequented by nobles someone would run to the local guardhouse and grab one.  It was easy to identify them by their distinctive armor.  Each wore chain mail with a crest worked into the design on their shoulder, also worked into their shields.  They commonly carried a shield, a truncheon, and a sword, in case lethal force was needed. 
"Care to explain?"  The one who seemed to be their leader looked at the lot of us.  He seemed on edge, certainly knowing that magic was involved.  The sheer amount of slush on the ground mid-summer was a bit of an obvious sign. 
"Case of mistaken identity."  I offered him, hoping he'd jump on it.  The boys looked at me a bit askance at that one. 
"How so?"  The guardsman raised an eyebrow. 
"We thought she was following us with bad intent, but it seems she's from one of the priest orders.  I've got an old acquaintance there who likes to check up on me from time to time.  He's just a jerk and can't bring himself to do it by stopping by to see me." 
That actually got a few snorts from the crowd.  I really was hoping the guards would accept it. 
"That true?"  The guardsman looked down toward the priestess.  She was an adult, but not by much, and was easily a head and a half shorter than him. 
"Cl-ose enough."  She was finally managing to get back to her feet, even if she was still shivering a bit.  I noticed that Dras had done all of squat to help warm her up, but I couldn't actually blame him. 
"Which order?"
 "The Shield."
 "Fair enough then.  We'll head down to the temple, if they confirm and there's no other issues, we'll leave it at that."  I could feel my heart sink as the guard spoke, knowing that this would be unpleasant.
 There wasn't even any grumbling from the boys, which surprised me.  They allowed themselves to be herded towards the temple district without any issues at all.  I noticed while we walked that the guards kept well behind our group, hands on their weapons as they directed us.  Charles for his part seemed a completely unbothered, like he knew he could get away or take one out regardless of where they stood.  That put them a bit more on edge around him,
 For my part I quite disliked having armed men behind me.  I severely disliked not being in control in situations like this, and it had me on edge.  Which was apparently the normal response, because it didn't really get much attention at all.
 Dras just looked pissed.  Pissed at me for not explaining everything, pissed at the guards for driving us towards the temple, and really, severely pissed at the priestess.  I was fairly certain I'd be getting an earful at some point, not that there was really anything here that was (completely) my fault.
 It wasn't too long before we stood before the gates of the temple to The Shield.  They were quickly opened and we were all hurried in and into a side hall.  A rather unhappy looking old man came down to meet us shortly after we arrived.
 "Greetings, what seems to be the issue?"  He looked over the lot of us and I almost shrank back. 
 Whoever this man was he was potent, his aura flowed over us in a wave, it looked bright and hard as steel, forming a protective wall around him.  I could see Dras looking pale too, this was someone we could not win against in a fight.
 "This lot claims there was a bit of a case of mistaken identity.  Seems they thought this young woman was following them with ill intent, but she's one of yours sir?"  The guardsman who'd taken charge asked, keeping his tone quite polite.
 "Indeed, one of our trainees.  I'd rather prefer to handle this internally, if you don't mind?"  It was worded as a question, but everyone understood it was more an order.
 "Of course sir, have a good day."  The guards and priest nodded towards each other and we were left alone in the temple.
 As soon as they were gone the old man waved the priestess off.  "I'd rather like to have words with the three of you.  If you don't mind?"  With that he began walking, expecting us to follow.
 He led us to what I could only assume was his office.  It was well made, but not fancily so.  It seemed everything here was for function, the desk and chairs sturdy and comfortable, but not ostentatious, the shelves lined with various materials and files for whatever work this man did.
 "Now, I believe that introductions are in order.  I am Bishop Theodore.  I'm in charge of the training of our more advanced priests here.  Including the young woman who it would seem the three of you decided to get an altercation with.  I'm guessing that would make you miss Alana?  And the boy there would be young Adraias?"
 "Dras, if you don't mind."  I had to respect his guts on that.
 "I do.  Now, as for the third member of your little group.  Who might you be young man?"
 "Charles, nice to meet you sir."
 "So, am I to understand that the three of you noticed your tail and decided to incapacitate her?"
 There were nods all around.
 "Interesting, and you succeeded?"
 Again, the three of us bobbed our heads.
 "That's mildly impressive."
 "I would prefer it if you didn't have someone follow us in the future."  I spoke up, having the man's eyes settle on me.
 "I will not promise anything on that, but perhaps it would not be an issue if you would agree to stay with us instead of wandering around the city without a proper guardian."
 "No thank you.  I've already explained my opinion on that to Rosk in detail."
 "I'm aware.  He was quite displeased with your attitude, and asked that we keep an eye on you periodically.  Which is why I've had our trainees take turns tailing you every now and then, it's good training and makes sure you have someone looking out for your interests."
 "I do not need anyone to look after me.  I've plenty of friends who are quite capable of helping me should I have any issues."
 "My dear girl, what were we supposed to think when you got a Lovers' Mark?  That all was well and you were quite safe?"
 I felt both Dras and Charles turn towards me a bit as my face went beet red.  This was his version of punishing me.  He didn't have to lift a finger to do it, no paddle or belt was needed.  I'd pissed him off by defying his little order and his response was to shame me in front of those I called friends.  It was a contest of emotions for control, between profound embarrassment and absolute rage.
 "That is none of your business."  I hissed out.
 "Everything concerning unattended minors is our business young miss.  Even more so when they are capable of magic.  The simple fact is that we've allowed you to remain outside of our direct supervision so far.  That allowance can be revoked."
 "If you try you will find me an enemy for the rest of time."  I wanted to punch this bastard, but that would only end poorly.  We were in his fortress, and he was at his strongest here, fighting was a losing proposition.
 
"Which is why I shall not revoke it for now.  Understand though, that should I come to believe it must be done, it will be.  If you should hate us afterwards that is a problem for the future.  The three of you may show yourselves out."

            

    
        Chapter 46 Conference and Study

    
    
    
    
                I was fuming as we left the temple, hands clenched so tightly that my nails bit into the soft skin of my palms. None of us talked as we went, the bishop having sent us out. For a brief moment I thought Dras might argue with him as I got up to leave, but he seemed to take my lead and follow. Charles was hard to read, he looked irritated, but also as if he had a lot of questions.


"So, what are you going to do about that guy?" Charles asked once we'd made it about half a block away.


"Nothing."


"Nothing? We can't do nothing, we could..." Dras seemed a bit unhappy with my decision.


"Lose, we could lose. He wants an excuse to do something and he has a lot more power than we do. Half of that was probably him poking us to see if we'd strike at him. If we do, we lose." That was the worst part of it, there really was nothing to do. I could have come up with some way to cause him issues, but if I did, he'd have all the reason he needed to come after me.


"So that whole thing about you getting a Mar..." I heard Dras' hand come down hard on Charles' shoulder as he spoke. I turned around to glare angrily at him as I saw the younger boy pull him in.


"Charles, I know you spent literally years underground, so I'm going to give you some solid advice. Shut up." I was thankful for Dras' correction. I had no desire at all to get into that conversation.


The rest of our walk back to The Sky was quite silent. The boys looked like they didn't quite know how to restart the conversation in a direction that wouldn't cause an argument. I was busy keeping my jaw clenched so that I didn't start hurling obscenities, or some other ridiculous emotional outburst.


When we arrived we found Lucien, and Charles' teacher sitting at a table waiting for us. I was more than a bit surprised at that development as they waved us over.


"I'm glad to see you three made it back safely. Alana, Dras, I don't know if you've met Meg."


Lucien motioned for us to take some of the extra seats around the table then spun up his own version of a quieting spell. I suspected it was based on mine, but he worked in some kind of illusion that made everything around us look like frosted glass. That was a neat little add-on, I would have to think about stealing it for some purposes.


"So, how would you say things went?" he asked.


"Well the fight wasn't too bad..." I began, before Meg cut me off.


"You three took her by surprise then got yer arses handed to ya. Only the fact that ya outnumbered her so badly helped at all." Meg finally spoke, the first time I'd heard her say anything.


Meg was as old as Lucien or Mystien if I was any judge. Her graying hair was tied back in a rather tight bun and she looked like someone's very angry aunt. Sharp features and hard eyes. She was also quite solidly built, and for a change wore some kind of loose pants rather than a skirt. The last part was of great note as almost no women wore anything but a dress or skirt unless it was part of some specialized work clothing, even that was really rare.


"We didn't do too badly..." I tried.


"Arses handed to ya. You lad, you went down too fast. No worries though, we'll be solvin' that issue soon enough." Charles paled as she fixed him with a rather hard look. I did not envy whatever she had planned for him.


"Meg here kept an eye on things as you might have guessed. I'm assuming you met Theodore? How is he, still a bit of an ass?" Lucien seemed downright amused by the whole situation.


"That might be the understatement of the century. You know him?" I asked.


"We've met. My own personal history is long and we'll not be covering it today. I'm assuming that since you're here he let you go, or did you just come back to get your things?"


"Did you know what he was up to?" I now fixed my erstwhile employer with a cold gaze.


"I suspected he was watching. The Shield are known for wanting to keep all orphans under their purview. That said as a caster and someone who's shown she's quite capable of taking care of herself, I thought you'd be fine."


"You could have told me."


"Sure, but letting you see for yourself is better for learning. You also got the experience of fighting a priest, which isn't something that's easy to come by, at least not under normal circumstances."


"That could have gone wrong in a lot of ways." Dras seemed peeved that they'd let us blunder into that mess too.


"Which is why I kept an eye on ya as ya did it inn'it?" Meg growled out from her spot. "Make sure ya didn't get hurt, or cook yerselves a priestess. Nearly had ta stop you though lad. The ice spell was a nice one though, liked that."


"Er... thanks?"


"Yer welcome. Anyway, comon' Charles, let's go have a word about where all ya screwed up." With that she grabbed and pulled the young man after her and out of the dome. It was impressive, being that he was quite a bit larger than the older lady.


Lucien looked over towards Dras, "I'd like a private word." He took the hint and bid his farewells, promising to return tomorrow for more studying.


"You could have at least told me the bishop was going to be that much of a jerk." I looked over to him once we were alone.


"No, if he'd thought I'd coached you on how to deal with him he might have used that as evidence against you." It was sour, but I hadn't thought of that.


"I see."


"They're going to make a few more passes at bringing you into their fold. I doubt it will be anything as hostile, but they will want you somewhere you're kept an eye on, The Shield is rather like that. You may not like it, but it may be important for you to compromise with them on that at some point."


"Compromise!? After they stalked and threatened me? You've lost your mind if you think I want anything to do with them!" I was still pissed about how much they'd dug into what I considered private business, and no way was I going back to their orphanage.


"Listen to me." Lucien let his voice get hard, he was seldom serious, but when he was he meant it. "They've got the law on their side, and enough power to do pretty much what they want. You are lucky that they understand that trying to force the issue too hard would just make you a real thorn in their side, but they will want to check in on you. When they do you don't need to be friendly, but let them at least say their bit and see that you're okay."


"Fine." I hated it, but he was right.


"And try to stay out of trouble. If they do come down too hard there won't be too much I'll be able to do."


"I'll try." With that I went off to my room. I simply couldn't deal with people any more today.





The rest of my summer went on as had the previous seasons. Dras was getting better and better with mixing his elements, and his power was really getting to be something. I suggested trying to work air into his fire spells, but was not much of a help there as I hadn't really done too much with that particular element.


It was one day as I was working on my human shaped illusion that I saw him succeed. There was a noise like a loud *Thump* and a large ball of fire consumed a small pile of trash that had been left back there. It was only through quick application of water magic that Dras kept us from starting an uncontrolled blaze. He decided to put that trick away for now, too dangerous.


My illusion person was actually coming along smoothly. She'd still fail any close inspections, but if I had to bet, at night, or from more than ten feet away, it should fool most people. Even the movements were pretty good. It could walk, run, and climb without issue. I also began to work in my spell that moved things, though that was not really working so well, it could at present pick up something the size of a pencil, poorly.


The rapid increase in my illusion capability was mostly due to Lucien. That was his specialty, so to speak, so he had lots of advice. He couldn't do much for Dras though, their magic just worked on areas that were too different. His only advice for my friend was to work on fine control. He ended up instructing Dras on a few exercises that focused on making ice in very small sculptures.


The days wore on though, and as they did I could see the stress Dras was under. He was determined not to fail this time, and was working himself to the bone to make his desire reality. He practiced magic until his mana was all but depleted, then pushed himself to study hard until he had it down perfectly. It was a bit worrying.


Soon though Summer faded to Autumn and his time to ready himself began to wane. I asked for, and received a week off before the exam to help him prep as hard as I could. He even rented a room at The Sky for that time so that we could keep going long into the night.


"I'm surprised your mom allowed you to stay here for a whole week to study with her least favorite person."


"Oh, she pitched a right fit. Made all kinds of threats, screamed for almost an hour. When dad got home he calmed her down though. Told her that it was best for me to make it this time. He's also seen some of what I can do now, and knows that I've learned a lot studying with you. Mom refuses to listen when I tell her, but he's a bit more reasonable."


"I don't think I've ever met your dad."


Dras took a moment to think. "No, don't suppose you have, have you? He's good, but his work keeps him busy all the time, so I don't get to see him much."


We went hard. Going over everything in our little study book, which was now quite well worn from our constant use. Last time I had been sure he'd ace the written exam, and I couldn't say my opinion had changed. This time I knew he was just as ready for that, as well as prepped for a far better score on the practical. His variety of spells had exploded, and while some of them were a bit rough around the edges they all functioned.


I was still a bit worried, there was no way I couldn't be after the disaster that had been his previous exam. For all that he'd worked we really hadn't had time to hammer out all the edges on his new magic. To that end he spent a lot of the last week working on control. While we chatted he'd work on pieces no more than a foot or two tall, made of fire, or flowing water, or ice. They looked okay, and that he was forming them on the fly was an important step too.


Our friends gave us plenty of space, with Lucien allowing us to study at night in one of the corners. He even showed his support by giving us free food, something I normally only got while working. I got a chuckle and a nod when I looked at him as he sat it down that first night. If he was showing his support to us I figured Dras was on track to do us all proud.

            

    
        Chapter 47 Exam Round Two

    
    
    
    
                The sun rose early on our last morning of study, and I rose to meet it. That in itself was rather normal, having lived on a farm, then working a morning shift I was used to waking up at the crack of dawn, if not a bit earlier. Breakfast was a bit of a hurried affair, where Dras joined me looking quite a bit less like a morning person. I wondered if he'd stayed up studying all night, but that didn't really matter that much, today was a day for prepping.


As we finished a rather tasty meal of soup and bread we looked at each other and began to talk over the important points of his studies. His having taken the test before was a big help here, since he already knew the basics of what was on it.


After breakfast we decided to take a walk down the merchant district, then up to the Academy gates. There was no real reasoning for this, just a good way to get outside a bit and go enjoy the Autumn air. The gates were closed, but he'd registered for the test weeks ago, so there were no worries there.


After lunch we went for a bit of magic practice through the afternoon, going over each and every spell he planned to show them during the practical. I was satisfied that he had a good variety now, and some of them really did show off more of his control than his fire ribbon spell ever had. He planned to make a few small ice sculptures, just to show he could, and even made me a small cat that fit well in my hand as practice. Add to that the various water and fire tricks and I was confident about how far he'd come.


Unlike the last few days we went slowly through all of this. The point was to bring confidence, he had the material down, all he had to do was show it. My only fear was that he would get too nervous or something, and that might cause him problems. That was the whole purpose of today, to make sure he didn't.


We went out for dinner, something I almost never did. I liked to think of my life as frugal, though in the opinions of others it might be considered spartan. For that reason I'd only ever been to a few of the various eating establishments throughout the city. Dras claimed to know a place though and led us on, right up to the edge of the noble's district of the city.


The place he led me to was rather more tall than the rest of the buildings around it, though significantly less fancy from the outside. As we entered I could see small wisps of aura around the hostess, one of the weak, barely there kinds that signified those who'd never developed far, or were suppressing their power.


"Welcome to The Tower, do you have a reservation?" She asked as we came up, this place was far, far more than I was used to.


"Dras, should be a place on the top."


"Indeed there is, right this way please." She turned and led us over to a spiral staircase, taking the steps up slowly and with the grace of someone who did it every day.


Our table was on what might have otherwise been the roof, and it looked out over most of the city. It was even possible to see over the wall in places. From here I could tell why they had built this place as they had, there was a clear view to watch both sunrise and sunset on either side, a rather well thought out gimmick.


"My parents brought me here when my magic first manifested. They were so happy to see that I had a real chance that they spent the coin we normally wouldn't. Since then I've loved it, and tried to come back a few times. It's too expensive to do often though."


"Thank you for sharing this with me. It's certainly lovely."


"The food's amazing too. I would have preferred to bring you in the morning, but... well, I couldn't afford, or get reservations. Too many couples..."


I didn't really follow that, but I'd ask later. I seriously wondered how great the sunrise here would be. While it would be a great view, it would also mean waking up so very early that I would probably pass.


"Morning would mean waking up early though, night is better."


"Yeah, I guess you're right." Dras passed me over a menu, an actual small paper one.


We decided to have fish. It was brought in daily from a local river and slowly baked. The light greens and citrus it was served with worked with the flaky pale meat. It was also one of the cheapest things they had. I worried about how much Dras was spending on this outing, and while I appreciated it, I didn't want to break his bank. Also, I hadn't eaten decent fish in some time, so it was a nice change.


"So, are you excited?" I asked between bites, making a note that Dras' table manners really needed some work.


"A bit, I know that things will be very different tomorrow. That I'll take one more step towards being who I want to be. Thank you, for everything."


I looked at him as he gazed towards the slowly setting sun. "You're welcome. You did the work though, how far have we come since we met?"


"Well, I don't see any groups of angry women around here for you to put to the ground." He smirked over at me.


"I'm sure we can find someone, just have to look hard."


He was chuckling as the waitress came by and asked us if we wanted dessert.


"Yeah, what do you have for it tonight?" Dras answered for us.


"Oh, we have a new product coming out of the East of the country. It's called ice cream, and it's quite wonderful. We have three flavors, strawberry, roasted cinnamon apple, and honey walnut."


I nearly died. Both at hearing that it had spread this far, and at the flavors. Some of those were a bit... original, where was the chocolate? The vanilla? The mint? On second thought, honey walnut didn't sound all that bad though.


"Honey walnut please." I tried to keep my face from breaking as I asked.


"Then I'll go with the roasted cinnamon apple." Dras seemed to be weighing the options as I choose mine.


"Okay, what's with the face?" he asked after she left.


"I wasn't really expecting it here."


"You have ice cream where you're from? I've never even heard of it before, but if it's from here I'll trust it's good."


"Um... yeah, I think our village was the first to make it, though we just used honey for sweetener, I imagine they will have some amount of sugar in it here in the capital."


"You and your sugar, that stuff's too expensive." He shook his head with a good natured smile.


When it came I thought Dras' eyes would pop out of his head. He was obviously keeping himself from just digging in all crazily. I was glad to see he liked it.


"You know, you could make this stuff pretty easily Dras, you can make the ice for it. You'd have to get a churn and all, but it's fairly straightforward to do."


"Really!?" he coughed, "I, I mean, that's great, you'll have to show me some time. I can see why people like it."


We laughed and tried each others' flavor as the sun set. The view from up here did not disappoint at all. Dras paid the bill without letting me even see it, said it was a thank you for teaching him so much.


As I waited for him I could hear the hostess from the back room talking to one of her coworkers.


"They're so cute, and her manners, she's got to be related to a noble family."


"A daughter, here?"


"Nah, cousin or something like me. The boy has an aura too, I think he might be first generation, if only he were a few years older..."


"Are they?"


"Casters? I think so, maybe physical, but I'm betting casters."


"Oh, that's good, if we get more casters or hopefully even nobles for business... But I meant a couple."


"Most definitely. I'd wager their families set them up or something, trying to get them together to improve everyone's standing."


"Yeah."


At this point the door to the back was opened by another passing wait staff, and I got to see the hostess pale as our eyes met. I wanted to go collapse in a corner or something, but she was probably having a minor heart attack at the idea I might cause a scene. I wouldn't, the food was good and her assumptions were not that far outside of the average.


I decided not to share their thoughts as we walked back to The Sky. It was still early but we both turned in. Tomorrow was Dras' big day, and he needed his rest. I looked at my sugar jar and considered making him something sweet, but decided against it. I was sure there would be celebrations afterwards for his inevitable success.





Our morning was fast. Dras' parents came to pick him up and take him over to his exam early. His father and I exchanged a nod and smile while his mom scowled in the background. He seemed like a nice enough guy on that short meeting. I was planning on leaving a bit later as I did last year, they needed their time together after all.


Upon arriving at the practical I met the same guy again. He stood there as he always did, giving me an amused smile as I came over. I knew by this point where to go, but it was tradition to speak to him, so I did.


"Ah, I'm glad to see you returned. I did notice that your friend didn't quite make it last year, but registered to retake today."


"Yup, we neglected the practical too much, but I've no worries this time."


"Oh? I took the liberty of going over his exam results. On the written he got top marks, it was only by a small margin that he didn't make it before. Had he been the child of a noble, or even a close relative..."


"That's a lot of favoritism."


"Of course, not showing how much we prefer the higher classes would be unthinkable." He said it as if giving nobles an easier pass was the right and proper course.


"Are you telling me that I'll have to struggle hard to make it in then?"


"That depends. If you're truly skilled you'll have no issues. I would say that if your little spell from last year wasn't just a one off fluke then you'll do well."


"It wasn't, and thank you."


"You're quite welcome, would you by chance be willing to show me another?" Now we got to the meat of it. He wanted to see what I could do.


"I'm planning on taking the exam next year. Why not run my practical if you're so interested?"


"Oh ho! It isn't often that people come to me so snippishly. Very well, I shall."


"I mean, I don't even know your name..."


"Ah, well. I must wait until next year to learn more about you, so I see no reason to tell you more about myself until then."


I wasn't sure how much I liked that this guy was a teacher, but he was fun conversations every now and then at least.


"Fair, see you next year."


"Indeed you shall, and best of luck with your friend young Adraias."


"Dras doesn't need luck, he worked hard."


The laughter as I left was a bit irritating. I'd have to come up with something quite fun to show him next year. I had an idea or two on that, and it seemed well within the realm of possibility.


As I sat in the stands and watched I knew that he was on the right track. I saw all that we'd worked on pulled out and displayed for the tester, and cheered to myself for my friend. Unlike last year his test went on and on, well after those who had been canned early were ousted.


He made it of course, and that night the party we threw at The Sky was amazing. I pulled out the sugar and we tossed out a few caramel apples for the table. Dras' dad got a bit drunk and sang several songs with Lucien, sadly he had no skill at it. Even his mother was friendly, we still didn't like each other, but there would be plenty of time for that later.


Dras had less than a week to prep for school, and prep he needed to. I saw the list of things he needed to get ready and nearly fell over. He'd been debating but ended up going with living in the dorms. The walk in every morning from where we lived would be too much. Preparing for that was an effort though, and I only saw him a few times in the evenings.





The evening of his first day of classes I sat at a table, enjoying a meal. It was strangely lonely. I had gotten so used to sharing my evenings studying with Dras that him not coming by felt sad. Like there was just something missing from that part of the day. I really needed to make new friends or find a hobby.


It was as I considered this that a beleaguered looking man stumbled in. His jaunty hat was to one side, and he looked like he'd been traveling hard for days. Even his normally colorful clothes seemed a bit more sedate. Then again I'd known him for... Wow, about a decade, and he was pushing into his late twenties, maybe early thirties at this point.


"Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in," I said as he drew near.


"If it isn't the traveling troubadour of trouble." Lucien added, having appeared by my side in his characteristically silent way.


"Alana!? Good grief how did you get... You know, never mind, I don't want to know."


"So, is it a father, a spouse, or the law you're running from?"


"Oh come now Lucien, when is the last time I..." He cut himself off as he saw both of our smirks.


"To tell the truth, I just wanted to get away from the borders."


"Don't tell me we're going to have another war with the Empire?" That was a thought I truly dreaded.


"No, we won't. Mostly because the Empire no longer exists." The silence that greeted that statement spread through the whole room. "I see news hasn't made it this far yet."

            

    
        Side Story 8 Fool's Folly

    
    
    
    
                I smiled at my Generals as they stood around me, "We've won men. Tonight we celebrate the end of this miserable uprising."
I was of course greeted with cheers. I could see from the hill we'd put our command camp atop where the enemy army had been driven. It had taken days for us to press and chase this lot of slaves down. They'd run like rats as we followed, eventually being maneuvered into the valley my regulars had chased them into.
I had to give it to them, for a collection of slaves they'd done marvelously. They'd harried caravans with impunity, razed a few small towns and industrial operations, even destroyed a couple of bridges. I had personally had to gather the full army to come deal with them. The first three generals I'd sent to clean the rabble up had failed to even locate their camp. Such failures were unacceptable.
But I'd done my duty as Emperor, gathered an enormous host of one hundred thousand men, and we'd scoured the countryside. When we found them they numbered only perhaps ten thousand, barely half of what my least cautious advisers had believed. A few had had the audacity to suggest that they'd managed to get nearly eighty thousand men, but that was impossible. They'd have been found, they'd have to supply themselves, we'd seen no way they could have. An army of any size left a footprint, had to have a supply train, they had almost none.
My own army was comprised of professional soldiers. Armed and armored properly. We had ten thousand cavalry, thirty thousand heavy infantry, twenty thousand light infantry, twenty thousand archers, and around ten thousand specialists. Most of the rest were support staff, they could wield a weapon in a pinch, but a host of this magnitude required great organization. I'd even pulled a fair number of my combat ready mages, as we'd had reports of casters in their army, nearly a hundred of them.
It was painful to deploy magic users. They were like siege weapons, each capable of great destruction, but needing special treatment. Few had training as soldiers and their magic was often quite varied, taking on special roles that they did amazingly well, but that whole units would have to be built around optimizing. Armies had tried to do without them before, but magic was too potent a weapon, they'd just run into someone who could hide from their arrows and rain death upon them. Killing a unit is not particularly difficult for an army, but without a mage to counter, chasing down one wizard who knew the area was a monstrous pain.
My own guard had nearly twenty mages in it. They had been trained as both casters and soldiers, and worked together like folded steel, stronger than any of those that could take the field against them. Most of them had gone down to the field to win glory for me today, my men would whoop and cheer as they saw such heroes among them.
I looked back to the rebels, coming out of my thoughts. They'd fled up to a small rock shelf, hardly big enough for them to even stand on, they didn't even have any cover from the sides or above. They would die on that rock. There was even a lake on one side, they had nowhere to go.
"We should give that valley a new name, or... maybe the little rock they've tried to hide themselves on, any suggestions."
There were snickers from some of my advisors, a few even handed out some ideas.
"Slave rock"
"Dead man's valley"
"Rebel's end"
Not bad ones, but not great. I looked to some of the guards standing around, indicating they could speak. Such men often had a good sense of humor.
"Fool's Folly"
"Oh, that one's good. Who are you?" I turned to the man in question, he seemed to be a unit leader, older, and grizzled.
"Verren, your Imperial Majesty."
"I like that Verren, very good indeed. Perhaps when this is all over I'll give you some lands nearby."
"My emperor, something's happening!" I turned toward the man who'd broken my conversation, few had that kind of audacity.
As I watched the lake began to move, not a bit of water, not a stream or the like. The. Entire. Lake. My eyes went wide as it circled behind slamming first into the flank, then the rear of the soldiers, smashing them like children's toys. It flowed and flowed, and then it moved through my whole army, picking them up and pulling them along. It smashed into the edge of the little rise the rebels had been standing on, then flowed back into the lakebed.
I felt numb as I watched so many of my men pulled into that bed along with the water, unable to find anything to even hold on to as it swept them to their dooms. As the rebels flew down to slaughter the survivors I realized it had been a trap.
"That's... that's not possible, the mana to... It would have taken months, years maybe of..." My head advisor on magic was just as flabbergasted as I was. The man couldn't do anything but stand there and spew nonsense.
I put my hand to my head. How many had just died? Seventy thousand? Eighty? Most of the army was in that valley, most of them were dead. I steeled myself as I took in a breath, preparing to call for a retreat.
It was so fast I hardly felt it. The spearhead bloomed from my chest like a silver flower bursting from the ground. The breath caught and I could hardly make a noise as the other guards moved against their companions, and my advisors. I turned to look at the man who'd gotten me, shocked as I saw the hate in his eyes.

"This is where a Fool's Folly ended his empire." I fell as he withdrew the blade, unable to move to aid my men as my lifeblood soaked into the ground, a Fool's Folly indeed.

            

    
        Side Story 9 Bishop's Meeting

    
    
    
    
                Theodore closed the door to his office, locking it tightly in place before turning back to his desk. This room had always been the office for the Bishop, the highest authority for his order in the central area of the Kingdom. The reason for that was unknown to most, but as he passed back behind his desk and pressed a certain place in the wall the doorway that opened before him made the reason clear.
He stepped in, it was nearly the appointed time. Down a narrow stairwell into a room slightly smaller than his own. It seemed plain as well, a single stone chair lay before a small table. A small magically powered lamp providing calm bright light. The real magic was hidden within the stone in a technique unknown to him. As he sat down it activated, connecting his eyes and ears to other such devices.
Overlaid over the normal view of the bare room was a much larger one, showing a number of priests and priestesses sitting around a large table. At it's head an old man sat in a plain off-white robe, his bearing fatherly. The others were still arriving, the bishops and leaders from the orders in the surrounding countries came one by one, until nearly three dozen sat waiting.
"Allow us to begin," the Elder intoned, bringing all eyes to him. "What is the current situation in the... former Ermathi Empire?"
There was a brief look between of the different heads of the Empire, until their representative finally spoke. "Surprisingly stable. Normally I would expect more problems but the Lord of Shadows has for his part done what he can to keep the peace. There have been a number of changes to the law, but no wholesale slaughter or destruction. At least not after what happened to the Emperor and some of the other leaders of the government."
"That is unusual, but good to hear. How has his relationship with our various orders been?"
"He has respected the various orders. Allowing civilians to seek shelter under the shield, and those of his army who have been found to have predated against both his orders and those of the Lover have been handed over to them." He took a deep breath. "I will say that the Vine has some issues with his actions at what is now being called Fool's Folly, but he's making a few concessions to apologize for such a disturbance."
Theodore did not pity those men given to the Lovers, they surely would suffer for such foolish viciousness. As for the Vine, they tended to be prickly about any large scale disturbance of nature, so their irritation was no surprise.
"Do we know how he did that by the way?" The Elder looked over toward the representative with a questioning look.
"It would seem he has a unit of water mages of unusual power. The head of it is alarmingly strong as I told you all in our previous meeting. I'm not sure if this is the maximum of their collective ability or not."
"Based on the Lord of Shadows' actions so far I worry some about that. How go our attempts at building relations and control measures?"
"I would say they go well, neither Lord Durin nor his generals seem to want overmuch. In comparison to most governments I worry little. We've done what we can to ingratiate them to us. There is the matter in the Kingdom of Bergond."
"The child is safe, if uncooperative. We are keeping an eye on her welfare from afar." Theodore frowned, it was not exactly the thing he would want to tell his companions.
"Forgive me, my absence from our last meeting must have caused me to miss this. What exactly is this about a child?" The bishop of the Vine from the northeastern part of Bergond turned to the others. That was not unusual, with limited communication over such distances and infrequency of these meetings such things sometimes got lost.
"One of Durin's generals and the aforementioned head of his water mage unit have been making some inquiries as to the location of the general's daughter. The issue is that if they find it, they may go to retrieve her, and start a war, and if any harm should come to her..." the Elder allowed his explanation to fade off.
"They could try to use it as casus belli? What is the general's ranking?" The bishop of Vine furrowed his brow as he considered.
"The Lord of Shadows' hierarchy is a bit unusual, but I feel we should treat him as something equivalent to a highly respected noble." the earlier representative explained. "He's at the least high in their rankings. Our reports also indicate that he was the one who killed the Emperor a few months back."
"Ah, I see."
"Do we have any other news of note?" The Elder looked to around the table getting a few nods here and there.
The meeting went on for hours after that. One of the Elven nations across the Eastern Sea was trying to increase relations, not unwelcome but highly unusual. Some strong monsters had been sighted in the far north, and more trained priests were being requested to aid in their destruction and the cleanup of the mess they'd made. The rebels throughout Bergond were being a right pain in the neck, disrupting large swaths of the country, though the government was trying to keep that quiet.

These meetings were like that though. The various Orders had a working, if sometimes a bit strained relationship, and communication between them was an absolute must to keep the peace. Theodore sighed as it finally ended, exhausted from the long conversations. It had nearly drained the artifacts of them all of the mana needed to maintain contact and would take weeks to refill. At least he only had to attend one of these once a season.

            

    
        Chapter 48 End of Autumn

    
    
    
    
                Jackson's arrival, and announcement caused what can only be described as a 'significant disturbance' to that evening's events in the tavern. He'd successfully chosen everyone's conversation topic too. So once everyone settled down a bit, that was all I heard about for the rest of the night.


Part of the reason was that nobody had known just how bad the Empire had apparently been. Sure there had been rumors of revolts there, but nothing of that level. This level of surprise was not something that most people were used to. Normally there would have been at least signs that they were about to fall, but the report from our newly arriving bard was that their army had been destroyed in one fell swoop. That was followed by city after city being taken down, ending in their capital being taken.


Not even the messenger knew much here. Jackson knew what had happened, and knew that it had been quick, but not the who or how. This was much to the chagrin of several of our patrons who'd bought him drinks in the hope of pulling out more information that he simply didn't have.


What he did have though was reports of a few people fleeing across the border to seek safety from the new regime. Most of these were those who lived nearby, or fleeing nobles of the Empire. None of those trying to get refugee status were very welcome though, and the overwhelming majority had been quickly chased away. Our people were a little less than interested in helping those we'd just fought a years-long war against.


It was also apparent that the Empire had done all it could to hide just how bad their problems were, even from their own people. Their fall had come so quickly after what seemed to be minor reports that it must have been covered up. Even the knowledge that their army had been destroyed was just now filtering across the border. I suspected that they'd hidden all the information that they could in an attempt to keep order. Hiding that knowledge hadn't helped them at all, and may have in the end caused more issues since nobody knew what was going on until it was done.





It wasn't until the next morning that I got a chance to talk to the bard myself. It was unsurprising that Lucien had rented him a room, or that he planned to stay for the winter. Of course I wasn't really looking forward to a full season of having to deal with his antics, but he could be a bit fun every now and then.


"Morning." I waved as I came down to the main hall.


"Mornin', so you're here now."


"So I am."


"Working for Lucien?"


"Yup."


"In the capital."


"Uh-huh"


"And the Shield is okay with that. I remember you were with them last I saw you."


"Not at all, they're livid."


"Well that's... good I guess? Any word from your folks?"


"Nothing, don't suppose you've heard about them or Mystien?"


"Sorry, no." As the aforementioned Lucien arrived he looked between the two of us. "Okay, how did you two end up meeting anyway?"


"She showed up at my door. So she actually is that old coot's apprentice?"


"Oh yeah, I met her when she was just..." He indicated roughly knee height. "This big of a little monster." He turned back to look at me. "You scared the fire out of your town or something right?"


"Okay, yeah, but that was my brothers' fault, not mine." Both men snorted in disbelief at that declaration. "I was minding my own business," another snort, "and my brothers came up and threw a bug at me, and my spell went out of control."


"A likely story," declared Lucien.


"Yeah, nobody's gonna believe that," agreed Jackson.


"It's the truth! It doesn't matter if you believe it or not." I didn't even have Dras to back me up anymore. Of course he might have sided with these two jerks, that was a daunting prospect.


They shook their heads in apparent disbelief, with Lucien even going so far as to press my cheeks when I puffed them up. An action that got about half the staff laughing. Soon enough though I did have to get back to work. Even as winter approached there was much that needed to be done.


I ended up cleaning most of the kitchen. The room was rather small, designed to shove out high amounts of food in low varieties. There was a oven for bread and things like pies or casseroles, a stove mostly optimized for making huge pots of stew, and a few small spits for meat. I didn't spend much time back here. I wanted to be rather alone today though, and with how little food we put out in the afternoon I could be assured of low traffic.


The cook who was working for The Sky right now was a tall, thin, and not particularly talkative girl by the name of Lude. With Lude and I thoroughly ignoring each other we both got to enjoy the silence. So when she finally spoke while ripping up our day old bread for stew I was more than a bit surprised.


"You're the one who makes this right?" She held up one of the loaves she was breaking into bits.


"Yes."


"Why?"


"Why what?"


"Why do you spend time and mana making bread. Isn't there some better way to use it?"


"At this point my spell for that is really efficient. So it's not like I'm using very much. I've been doing it since I was a little kid."


She cocked her head, a few strawberry blonde strands fell over her shoulder as she made a face. "Why would you even learn that spell though? Isn't it hard to learn magic or something?"


"Have you lived in the capital your whole life?" She nodded as I finished my question, looking a bit confused. "During the war the small towns and cities outside of the central area of the country were starving to death. There was no food, so I learned to make some. It really helped both my family and village."


"What? Don't they grow lots of food out there?"


"Normally, but not when too many people are called off to war. Not enough people to work the fields."


"We never had that kind of problem. Sure, grain got more expensive, and meat was really hard to find, but it was never just nothing."


"The laws here are made so that there isn't too much scarcity around the capital. Probably because the rulers don't want problems here."


"Huh, I didn't know that. Well, at least the war is over, so your village can grow enough now." She smiled.


"Something like that." I didn't really want to go into all of it.


"Can you make other kinds of bread though? For a bit of variety?"


"I can change it up a little bit, anything in particular?"


"Most of your stuff is the very fancy white bread. Having some of the darker would be nice for a few of our dishes. People don't like it as much, but the flavor is better for some things."


"Sure." I generally defaulted to something more like white bread from back home. Here though that was considered rather high class. Whole wheat, much more almost 'meaty' breads were used by the more common folk. Mixing a bit in would be no issue at all.


After I finished up with my cleaning we chatted a bit more. Lude was in her late teens or early twenties and part of the group that made up a lot of the temp workers in the city. Most women lived with their parents until they married and she was no exception, but at her age and economic level she still needed to bring in a bit of money. Working for Lucien was her solution to that. The pay was fair, the job easy enough, and she didn't really have to deal with customers. The last part was of importance to her because she was a bit of an introvert.





After work the next day our newest resident came to join me for a late lunch.


"So, what's this I hear about you getting a boyfriend?" Jackson leaned over the table. "One going to The Academy at that? I'll admit I was a bit surprised at first, but you did learn from the best..."


"You heard wrong. Anyway is there a point to this?"


"Alright snippy, I've got a gig tonight that involves some light illusion work. Lucien said you'd been putting real effort into some of that kind of thing and might do well to have a bit of experience in the field. So, wanna come?"


"More details please?"


"Fine, fine. There's a merchant putting on a party. It'll be really swanky, lots of high class folks. A lot of those guys aren't nobles, but really like magic, and have tons of cash to boot. Therefore they often hire casters to come and put on some effects in the background. The pay is solid, and it's the kind of thing you only really see here in the capital."


"So we'll just be tossing out illusions in the background of the party?"


"We get to attend the party too, if that's a bonus you wanted."


"I wasn't really thinking about that, and don't really have a fancy party dress."


"Not a problem. I know a guy who can help. You'll be borrowing it, but it'll look good and so will you."


Now that was something that piqued my interest. After a few moments I nodded. "Alright, let's do it."


I took a few moments to tell Lucien that I'd accepted the job with Jackson and we were off. The city streets passed by quickly as we climbed higher and higher into the city, moving just to the edge of the nobles' district. Eventually though we came to a small, rather hidden shop. It was the kind of place I would have walked past without anyone else with me. The small sign beside it read 'Marcus' Fashion' and my companion opened the door like he'd been there a thousand times.


The store was bright and clean on the inside, with a surprising amount of mirrors. In the back was an area that seemed dedicated to cutting hair, while the front was obviously a tailor's shop. Upon hearing the bell a man quickly came out towards the front, looking us over.


He was tall and clean cut, with sharp eyes that moved over us approvingly. His hair was jet black, short, and well done. Perfectly fitted pants, vest, and shirt paired with the tape measure behind his neck gave him the look of a professional. A small woman followed after him behind. She gave me a bit of a frown.


"My my, if it isn't Jackson. You're looking garish as always, and a new friend this time? A bit young isn't she?"


"An apprentice of sorts, and both of us need something on loan appropriate for a ball. I figured I'd bring her to the best."


"Flattery as well, you know it'll get you everywhere. Come on then, let's see what we have to work with."


He motioned us both over and quickly began taking measurements. As the tape fluttered around, checking each body part I had to admire his speed. It only took him a few moments to get everything he needed before looking at me again.


"Janis, hair and makeup on her." He motioned over his assistance who led me back into the back of the shop while he worked on Jackson.


The current fashion it would seem was for complex braids that lightly pulled the hair up off of the neck. Janis didn't bother cutting my hair for this reason and just started working it. Her hands were firm and quick, but not rough, lightly tugging and pulling things until she was satisfied, then pinning them in place with care.


Makeup was, to my relief, minimal. Janis explained that some older women would wear heavier stuff, but for girls my age that was considered poor form. Since I was already rather pale a bit of blush and the smoothing out of a few blemishes was all I really needed.


As I finished up I took a long look in one of their mirrors. I almost never got to see myself in one, and it was surreal to see how I now looked. I took my time, finally giving a smile as I decided that I really liked the whole thing.


When I returned to the front I got to see Jackson paying for us and popping out for some reason or another. While he did that Marcus was bringing forward two sets of clothes. He had a pale blue dress I was fairly sure wouldn't quite fit me and I marveled as he sang to it. The cloth subtly shifted and seams moved, pulling and expanding the dimensions to his desires.


"My family specializes in bardic magic that works on clothes. We've done it for generations, each learning what they can and passing down their knowledge." He looked up as he saw me staring.


"It's quite impressive."


"Thank you. Now, go and put this on." He handed me the dress and I quickly moved back to a curtained off area. Janis came to help me, a kind mercy as this particular garment was rather more complex than what I normally wore.


It still took several minutes for us to get all the layers on and tied down properly. When I finally returned I found Jackson dressed in similarly fancy clothing waiting for me.


"I went and rented us a carriage for the night. It's not fancy or anything, but we can't well walk in these." He indicated our borrowed outfits with a flourish.


I felt myself blush a bit as I suddenly had the feeling that this was rather like a very awkward prom.


"If you can keep that up all night dear you'll be an absolute hit," Marcus said as he saw me reddening. Which of course only caused it to get worse. "No, no, too much, a bit less dear."


I had a feeling that I may have bitten off more than I could chew.

            

    
        Chapter 49 Getting ready and an emergency lesson

    
    
    
    
                The carriage that Jackson had rented was nothing particularly nice. The outside was clean and plain, with a coat of dark red paint and bare metal fixings. Inside was a bit nice, with cushioned seats and bars to hold onto while riding. I smoothed out the dress that I wore as I got in, looking over at my coworker for the evening. 
I tried to begin conversation, but it died as soon as we left. This carriage had either no shocks, or very poor ones compared to a modern car and talking while being shaken so was near impossible. I was bounced mercilessly about as we passed down the cobbled streets, internally begging for an end to the jostling. 
The fact was though that walking would have been completely impossible dressed as we were. We would have attracted far, far too much attention. I had no desire to get mugged, not that any mugger would have been able to take the two of us. It also kept us from getting dirty, something which was of great importance as we had to look presentable. 
Eventually though we did arrive. It was still early, far too early for the party to have begun. Jackson was kind enough to lend me his hand as I was coming off of the steps of the carriage and towards the large house. Servants were running about preparing things. Several were cleaning everything they could get to, others were putting up decorations. 
"So, am I not a bit young for this?" 
"Certainly not. Larger events are reserved for those at or near adulthood, but this isn't quite of that level. These merchants want their daughters to attract rich noble husbands, so they tend to start them on the lower events of the party circuit around puberty. You will be among the younger girls here, but you definitely won't be the youngest." 
"They're hiring us and this is a lesser event?" 
"It's being put on by a merchant, not a noble. That alone puts it far lower in the rankings." 
"Fair. Do the merchants often get their children married into noble households?" 
"Depends on if the girl has any ability with mana. Lower ranking houses or those a few generations removed from the main family may allow it if not. If the kid is a caster though that changes things depending on how strong they are. Boys are almost never married in, even if they are skilled the best they could hope for is a position in a branch family." 
"Good to know. What exactly are we doing tonight? Something specific I'd imagine?" 
"I'm not actually sure on the specifics. The job explanation was for two mages able to do basic illusions. We'll find out when we meet the customer. Which should be right about..." 
As we entered into the main door we were quickly greeted by what I could only assume was the customer. His eyes moved over us with joy first, but his brow furrowed as it settled upon me. 
"Ah, you must be the caster I hired.  I am Ulbert of the Minhousen Company, and you brought..." It seemed he believed that I was here for pleasure instead of business, something that would need to be corrected with haste. 
"An apprentice. She is being trained by my teacher and comes highly recommended. She'll be helping me tonight." Jackson seemed to understand my feelings and his words put the man slightly more at ease. 
"Ah I see, follow me please." He led us to a rather extravagant ballroom, easily large enough for two or three hundred people. 
I was surprised at the display of money here. Building something like this in the middle of the capital had surely cost a fortune. Even if it had been around for some time I could imagine the cost would have been high just to maintain it. 
The floors were well polished marble, white with small light gray inclusions flowing throughout. On the wall in brass sconces were lamps burning some kind of oil, odorless or very near from what I could smell. The ceiling was high for buildings I'd seen in this world, perhaps thirty feet. The chandeliers though were dark, and I saw no place for candle-holders on them. 
"The first thing I need you to do is to put enough mana in these to keep them active for the party.  After that our theme for the night is the coming of winter.  If you have any ideas I'd love to hear them, but I was thinking something snow or ice themed along the ceiling." 
It took only a moment for us to find the recharging location for the chandeliers and I filled them.  Not much but enough certainly for a day.  Jackson stood back while I did so, looking up and around.  That alone seemed to mollify our employer. 
"Thoughts on what we should do Alana, snow certainly." 
"We could do some lightly rolling light clouds or a night sky on the ceiling.  I could also probably modify a sound suppression bubble to mimic how snow muffles sound?" 
"I would prefer a mix if possible," Ulbert declared. 
"Very well then.  Alana, handle the snow please, and the muffling if you don't mind." 
"Certainly."  I quickly hummed a tune to start up the spells. 
Expanding the sound proof bubble and weakening it's effect to just a muffle wasn't that hard, nor was the actual snow illusion.  Snowflakes always have been sort of indistinct unless you're very close, so mimicking them is fairly easy, even in a large area. 
After examining how I had them moving Jackson brought in the clouds.  It was a lightly rolling bank above us, with a few openings to a dark night.  He even brought in a small faux moon that shone down upon us.  It was like being outside on a snowy night, except warm, and dry. 
"Oh, yes, yes this will do perfectly."  He bounced on the balls of his feet slightly, his voice dying as it hit the walls of the room and my bubble.  I was quite pleased with the effect.
 Another man approached us.  He wore the formal attire I would have associated with the rich, but stood very rigidly.
 "Let me introduce the Master of Ceremonies for the night, Hugh, one of my most trusted retainers."  Ulbert nodded to the other man, "Alas, I've other things I must prepare, please consult as needed."
 Hugh seemed a nice enough man, if a bit rigidly formal.  He gave us a list of the dances planned for the night and led us to a small room to the side where we could rest until the festivities began.  We had a couple of hours now that our spells were decided on and the chandeliers charged, and it was important for us to have lots of mana so we could keep the illusions up into the night.
 Jackson looked over the list of planned dances.  "These are all fairly standard group dances.  Looks like he mixed in about half for couples."  He froze and looked over at me.  "I don't suppose you know how these go?"
 "Oh... no, no I don't."
 "Okay, well, that's not the end of things.  We'll run over them all real quick.  If you're unsure just follow the directions and what others are doing.  We're lucky you're young, if you were even a couple years older we'd have real problems."
 He started with the dances for couples, since there were more of those than anything else.  These were mercifully simple, owing to the fact that many of those present were likely to be either young or inexperienced.  The style was sort of like a Viennese Waltz, though the order of steps was slightly different.  I hadn't had much experience here, but I at least could process what I was doing.  It took only a few minutes before he nodded, apparently satisfied.
 "That will do for now.  We'll work on these later if you want to join me for any more of these jobs, but for now it'll pass.  Let's see..."  He picked up the list, quickly going over it again.  "When they call for Summer Flowers or Winter Flowers excuse yourself; those are too complex for me to teach you in the time we have.  That leaves us with the Diamond, a Couple's Arch, and Twin Circles."
 He had to lead me through these rather awkwardly, as they were truly dances for groups of size, some of it just didn't work with only two.  Again we were lucky that this particular party was not from a noble house, as they would put on some truly complex ones.
 The Diamond, as one might suspect, started out in a diamond formation of eight, with pairs moving in and around each other to move the whole group in a clockwise direction.  It was repeated for the whole song, and was one of Jackson's favorites as far as ballroom things went.
 A Couple's Arch was mostly walking elegantly, something I could at least passably do, and involved a lot of following those in front of me.  It was the easiest being that I wouldn't be leading so it was just follow the leader and keep an eye on your dance partner.  The couple who would lead would already be chosen, so there would be no issue.
 Twin circles would take up most of the dance floor.  Couples would form into concentric circles, moving outwards from the center.  The first would be small and partners would face each other.  Then another pair of rings would form outside of that, and another until all were involved.  There was again much walking, though the timing of steps and their length was important to keep organized.
 Merchants liked to act as if they were of the higher classes, and some had astounding fortunes, but when it came down to it magic was just too powerful.  This meant that the nobility had far, far more time to practice overly complex social interactions.  A merchant couldn't do that, they just had too many things to do.  That meant they had to limit the types of dances they put on, a mercy in our case.
 There were a few more rules that we had to go over as well.  I was not to accept an invitation to dance more than once from a given man.  I was unlikely to be asked, but to do so indicated a rather more than casual link between us.  Only those near my age or having just reached adulthood should ask me to join them, but I was told to deny any older men who did.  I was to try and socialize lightly with the other girls near the front of the room when dances were not being held, but topics were to be inane, like dresses and weather.
 I was not under any circumstances to reveal that I was a caster keeping the illusions going.  We were too highly ranked by parts of society to be considered servants, so everyone pretended that we were guests, and a guest wouldn't reveal such.  Everyone knew we had been hired, but that was considered rude to actually acknowledge.
 Finally there was a room to the side reserved for women and girls that would have some water, bathroom facilities, and a place to fix any hair/makeup/wardrobe issues.  I couldn't hide in there all night though because my spells would start to falter if I didn't keep mana flowing into them at least periodically.  It was a good place to retreat to when the dances I had to avoid were called for though.
 We finished up with these basics about the time that Hugh reappeared, telling us that the guests were going to arrive shortly and we needed to reestablish the magic.  We arrived just before the Ulbert's family, both direct and extended.  It was considered good form for a few people to be in place before guests, and all was ready when the moment arrived.
 
The first wave of guests arrived in a large group, several of the girls let their eyes sparkle as they saw the illusions.  One or two even tried to catch a snowflake on a daintily extended hand.  It was good to feel appreciated.

            

    
        Chapter 50 A long evening

    
    
    
    
                There was still a good amount of time to go before the beginning of the party, and I was expected to spend it socializing with the other girls that had arrived. Those that had come in already seemed to gravitate towards those they knew. The room had separated almost down the middle, with men on one side and women on the other, and a small area between the two where light conversation and introductions were being made.


I meandered over to several girls who were marveling at the snowflakes, the spell was drawing a small trickle of mana from me, but I could keep it up for practically forever. They gave friendly smiles as I came over.


"The snow is amazing! how is it not melting and making a mess do you think?" one asked.


"Perhaps there's some sort of drying enchantment going on?" another commented, following a flake with her eyes.


"Father said something about warm snow once, but I can't remember the details."


"It's probably just an illusion isn't it? I can't feel any snow touching me, and if you look at the ceiling the sky definitely is one." I decided to give up the secret easily, these three obviously knew nothing about magic at all.


"I suppose that might be true, and the fake sky is lovely." The oldest of our little group commented, looking up.


I nodded, along with several of the others. Eventually they did look back down though, the leader settling her eyes on me.


"I'm Quinta, these two are Julia and Armina." She pointed to her friends in turn.


"I'm Alana, it's a pleasure to meet you." I tried to fall back into the tone and mannerisms Mystien had me study all those years ago, but it was a bit difficult since I hadn't really been practicing.


Quinta was perhaps two years older than myself, with flaming red hair that draped down the front of one of her shoulders. She stood just a bit taller than the rest of us, perhaps owing to the small heels on her shoes. Beside her the other two looked like they could have been sisters, their hair chocolate brown and features quite fair, as was common among the wealthy.


"I don't believe I've seen you at any of the balls I've been to before Alana." Quinta looked me over for a few moments as if trying to recognize me.


"This is my first in the capital I'm afraid."


"Oh, that would explain it. Are you coming to the one hosted my Lord Johannes next month? I hear he's trying to find a wife for one or two of his sons. It would be best to be noticed early if you want success there."


"I'm afraid neither I nor my guardian have received an invitation as of yet. Perhaps I'll meet them here or there though." I needed to be as non-committal as possible when it came to this subject. I had no desire to get invites to parties thrown by the merchants and weaker nobles.


Julia had a keen eye for fashion and started pointing out the new trends to us in the dresses of some of the older girls. One in particular had managed to find a stunning violet piece that incorporated a few frills along the sides that were gaining popularity. Other trends like overlarge padding on the bustle were now falling out of popularity hard, and were only being seen on older women. I was thankful that my new dress seemed about average for what was expected, probably something Marcus had thought of.


As we stood back looking at the various people as they came in one group threw me a bit. A man and three boys who could only have been his sons came in the door. The man was decidedly a magic user of some kind, as was the oldest of his sons. They were both quite a bit weaker in aura than I was and the two younger boys had barely a flicker. I could see it, just barely, but it was one of those that meant they probably couldn't do anything.


The man's eyes scanned the crowd quickly, I could see when they fell on Jackson and immediately I began suppressing my own aura. Not quick enough though it would seem, the oldest son was already looking in my direction with wide eyes. He quirked his head a bit as he and his father exchanged words I could not hear. The other boys then perked up and looked over too.


"That's Lord Johannes, he's looking at us!" Armina excitedly whispered as a slight blush worked it's way up her face.


As I internally cursed the other girls around me began squeeing in excitement. All of them were here in the hopes of being noticed. I on the other hand had no desire to be noticed at all. In fact it took all of my effort to keep my face neutral as I had a cross room staring contest with the young noble boys.


Their father eventually got their attention, pulling them away towards... Jackson, naturally he'd go straight to the other caster in the room. In the middle of their conversation I felt my sometimes teacher's eyes flick over towards me too. We really needed to work on his poker face.


"Who's that man Lord Johannes is speaking to? I don't think I recognize him," Quinta asked.


"And what in the world is he wearing? It's the loudest thing I've ever seen!" Julia added in a small scandalized whisper.


Julia was, in my humble opinion, right. Jackson dressed like a man who puked and decided to dress in the colors that he saw there. It did kinda work for him though. I dreaded it as he, and the small group of nobles moved toward the area for the genders to meet, his eyes on me.


"Are they looking this way?" Quinta whispered.


"I suppose I'll be right back." I groaned internally as I moved towards them, feeling like I was walking towards my death.


"Alana, this is Lord Johannes, and these are his sons, Dietrich, Rieg, and Armond." He turned to the nobles, "This my lords is Alana."


"A pleasure to meet you my lords." I curtseyed as we were introduced, even if it was absolutely the last thing I wanted to do to attract the attention of people at this party.


Each of the men nodded in greetings. There was a lot of hierarchical things going on here in who had to be introduced to who based on gender and rank and all kinds of other rules I was only barely aware of. Regardless after that the lord and his sons quickly moved on.


As soon as they had I hummed up a silence bubble around Jackson and myself.


"What was that about?" I asked as the sounds of the party faded, trying to keep my mouth as still as possible.


"Now that you've been formally introduced, it is not impolite for his sons to speak with you later tonight. It would also be quite rude of you to refuse light conversation or an invitation to dance."


I groaned loudly, knowing that it wouldn't escape.


"Be noncommittal as possible. I'll have to give you some very basics on the etiquette of these events should you wish to continue working with me at them. We'll handle that later though." With that said he left my little silence bubble, moving across the room.


I returned to the group of girls I'd been speaking with earlier, a rookie mistake. The three kept bright smiles on their faces as they all but demanded an explanation on the events. The simple answer that Lord Johannes realized he hadn't met me and arranged an introduction did not sit as well as I thought it would have.


All three had been introduced to him, and his sons, at some point. They all also knew that he cared not at all about them, it had just been a formality to bring them up. That kind of thing would be handled later in the evening by those who knew both individuals. The fact that he saw, was interested in, and acted to actually speak to me pretty much ousted me as a caster, though if I had to guess only Quinta truly understood it.


I was saved by the dancing, which began before too many conversations and questions could be had. Everyone began to intermingle for a few moments before, choosing partners as they did. Armond came up to me at this point.


Armond and Rieg had to be twins if I was any judge, as their heights were almost identical. Both were close to my age, perhaps a year or less younger than me. They had dark brown hair, Armond's fell over his eyes, while Rieg had his cropped short.


"Miss Alana, may I have this dance?" His voice was smooth and kind as he offered his hand to me.


I lightly took it, and quickly moved with him to the floor. A few moments before the Master of Ceremonies had called out that the Couple's Arch would be first. It was a group one, so talking would be minimized, and I knew it, so I was confident.


Armond made light conversation as we moved into place. The normally permitted subjects, how the weather was looking to be especially cold this year, a compliment on my dress. It wasn't until we were nearly in place that he started asking what I felt were the real questions.


"It is a shame I haven't seen you before miss Alana, did you just move to Lithere?" He actually used the name of the capital, that was a bit unusual among my normal crowd. I'd only heard it in lessons with Mystien and in conversations where multiple countries were involved.


"Awhile ago actually, but I prefer to keep mostly to myself."


"Where from, if I might ask?"


"Out east, ah it seems we are beginning." Using that excuse was magical, and soon enough we were working though the many motions needed for this particular piece.


It ended soon enough and I managed to go back to join the chatting with the other girls. The fact that boys could, and did now join us ended with me getting introduced, and subsequently dancing with several others. Quinta's brother came by for one of those, as well as one of Julia's cousins or something, the relationship there was a bit unclear.


Rieg came by shortly after to ask me to join him for Twin Circles. That went much as it had with his brother, him trying to pry information out of me after small talk. I made another attempt at avoiding too much of that as well.


"It is surprising that your parents were not here with you today miss Alana. I should hope to meet them."


"Perhaps in the future that shall be, but they are unfortunately unable to be here tonight." That was technically true. They were unable to be here because well... they were out of contact.


"Oh I see, do I know them?"


"I find that unlikely Lord Rieg." Again I'd managed to delay until the dancing started, and postpone my suffering.


I hid for Summer Flowers, going into the room reserved for ladies as I'd been instructed. It was a good chance to grab a drink of water and use the facilities anyway. The latter part was a bit of a chore in a formal dress, involving a chair, several minutes, and a rather more fancy chamber pot than I was used to.


Following that there were several more rounds of dancing. As I again fled at the announcement of Winter Flowers I saw Dietrich trying to approach me. I did all I could not to literally run. The idea of having to tell him no and violating some Byzantine rule of etiquette speeding me along.


Irritatingly some girl of about eighteen, who I didn't know approached me shortly after my arrival.


"Are you quite okay? I believe Lord Dietrich wished to dance with you. You should hurry before they begin."


"Sadly my history with Winter Flowers is poor," because it doesn't exist, "and I was told by my dance instructor that I was, under no circumstances to dance it tonight. Had he chosen almost literally any other I would be happy to join him. I can't well turn him down though, and I've no clue how to explain the problem."


I could have died right there. All I wanted to do tonight was make a bit of money, maybe have a bit of fun along the way. I had been woefully unprepared for what I considered my second worst disaster in the capital. Frankly I might be willing to go fight the golem again if it kept at this rate though.


The girl suppressed a giggle and turned. "No worries, I'll take care of an explanation for you."


I didn't know if I should be relieved or more afraid. "Thank you."


When I returned, after hearing the call for an upcoming dance for couples, I was met by the young Lord Dietrich before I'd even made it all the way back to the floor.


"One of my cousins tells me you had a bad experience with Winter Flowers?" He asked as he neared.


"Something like that Lord Dietrich." I could feel heat creeping across my cheeks as I tried to properly explain myself.


He seemed to take it in stride. "Ah my apologies, I thought you were avoiding me for a moment there."


"Not at all. I merely wished not to publicly embarrass myself, and you." That got me a chuckle.


Of the three brothers I'd met he seemed to be the most charming. He had a warm smile and his hair was longer, pulled back into a simple ponytail. If I had to guess I'd say he was around a year my senior. Most of all was his confidence, he exuded it from every pore. This young man knew his place in the world and he fit there perfectly, moving past people with perfect grace.


"Well then, would you do me the honor of joining me for a couple's dance?"


"Certainly Lord Dietrich."


"I don't believe I've seen you at the academy, are you not planning to attend?" He asked after the standard handful of small talk questioning.


"Oh, I'm just a sliver too young to attend this year. Next year I plan to apply."


It was at this moment that the music began. He wrapped one arm around my waist and led, quite a bit better than the other young men who'd joined me earlier in the night. This particular dance involved us being extraordinarily close, pressed together as we moved in circles around those older than ourselves.


"Oh I see, I see. I shall look forward to it. There are several lovely places there. One particular nook is perfect for watching the sun rise. I hope you'll let me show it to you over breakfast one day." ... Um, what? I mean, I liked breakfast as much as the next girl, but that was kind of a weird invitation.


"Perhaps my lord. That does not sound unpleasant." Being noncommittal seemed best here, since I was a bit put off.


"Ah, but I'm getting ahead of myself. Is there anything you would like to ask me?"


"Why are you and your brothers paying so much attention to me?"


"That's quite simple. We know most of the magic users in our age range. Both our rivals and potential allies. A new individual is of great interest."


"Oh, I see."


"I don't suppose you'd be willing to join me in a bit of mischief?" He whispered to me, causing me to grin a bit.


"That would depend on what that is Lord Dietrich."


He chuckled. "You see, I saw you before my father. Before you began suppressing your aura. He thinks, from what he can see now that you might be interesting as a potential candidate to marry one of my brothers in the far future, and that I'm wasting my time by even speaking to you. I'd rather like to get one over on him, as I seldom manage that."


"And how do you propose to do that?"


"All you would need to do is stop suppressing yourself. I really would appreciate it."


I knew it was stupid, that what he was requesting of me was an absolute fool move. At the same time the way he spoke, so kindly and warm. Even his aura was warm, it looked like leaves floating in the wind around him. In a snap moment I let my suppression go, flooding out a trail of ethereal bubbles behind me. Just for a few moments as we turned. The huge widening of his father's eyes was something to see as we spun past.


"Thank you Alana, I really do mean it." He said shortly after I pulled it back in. "Will you be joining us at our ball in the near future?"


"Lord Dietrich, I haven't even received an invitation, much less considered it."


"Well, I will have to see that that changes then won't I?"


After that display, the rest of the party was rather less eventful. I enjoyed a bit more until it was time to go and I joined back with Jackson.


"Well, that was wild," he said as he slid into the carriage after me.

            

    
        Chapter 51 A month of preparation

    
    
    
    
                The day after the ball Jackson woke me up by pounding on my door. We'd basically gotten back to the tavern, coming in through the back door, and crashed. My rented dress was put to the side, since it was supposed to be returned later this afternoon. It wouldn't be a bad trip and I had the day off anyway.


I yanked open the wooden door with all the viciousness that a thirteen year old could muster. Someone awakening me so early on a day otherwise reserved for rest and relaxation was likely to get screamed at.


"What did you do!"


"What?"


"WHAT DID YOU DO!"


"Jackson it's way too damn early for riddles."


He waved a folded bit of parchment in front of me angrily. "It is also too damn early for me to be getting invitations to a noble's house for the both of us. Now, what did you do!?"


"Lord Johannes' son asked me if I was coming to their ball. I suppose he sent them upon learning I hadn't been invited." I tactfully left out the part where I'd told him I hadn't been invited.


"Which son?"


"Dietrich? The older one."


"Did he say anything else of note? Invite you to do or go anywhere else?"


"He suggested we have breakfast some time. I don't know what that has to do with anything though. I was non-committal as you told me to be."


Lucien had appeared by this time, and I considered it rather fortunate that we were currently the only people staying here. A guest having a shout at one of the workers early in the morning would look bad.


"What's all this about then?" The old man asked as he came over toward us.


"Some noble's son is trying to court Alana, and it seems she's TOO DENSE to realize it."


"He invited me to a public party and breakfast. It's not like that's a big deal or anything."


At this point Jackson actually bonked me on the head with a closed fist. "He invited you to his house and on a date. The second of which you at least didn't say yes to."


"How is breakfast a date? Shouldn't that be dinner?"


"What kind of an idiot would invite a girl to dinner as a date? She's just going to go home and sleep. Isn't it better to wow her in the morning and have her thinking about it all day?" I had apparently missed some cultural stuff here, constantly forgetting that some things were just going to be weird. "And how are you going to attend a ball hosted by a noble family Alana? You're going to need to be far more dressed up than you were for our little job last night."


Lucien looked like he had a headache. Jackson had a vein pulsing just above one eyebrow.


"Let me see the dress you rented." The older man finally declared.


I went and got it, it had been hung up and I was fairly sure that it was nice enough.


"This will do, but you will need at least a necklace, hair decoration and a bracelet to go along with it, all of good quality. Take this back to Marcus and speak with him on the subject."


"How long do we have to deal with this?" I hesitantly asked.


"About a month." Jackson looked down at the invitations, handing me mine.


"You'll need to go today to start getting her ready. Alana, do you have more of that sugar?"


"Erm, yes?"


"Good, take it to market and sell the lot. You're going to need the money to pay for this mess."


"I mean, I could just not go..."


"No, no you can't just not go. It will lead to some absolutely unacceptable social repercussions for me." Jackson was more than a bit irritated.


"Alright, you two need to go and take care of this as much as you can today. Lad, since you're the one who took her there when she had no clue you can take her to the market today and back up to Marcus' to talk with him. You know him better anyway. See what you two can do about accessories for her too, so she doesn't look awful."


Jackson was pissed, but went along with it, packing up our clothes in cloth bags and leading me off. Our first stop was the market so I could sell the sweet sugar I'd amassed over the past bit. I hated to see it go but I really needed the funds. The price that I got was excellent, as it was more than most people could get and of higher quality. My familiarity with pure crystal sugar from Earth had really paid off.


After that we returned to Marcus' Fashion, the proprietor met us as we came in.


"So, how did everything go?" He asked as he handed over the clothing.


"The girl went and got herself invited to a noble's ball, any advice?"


"Don't do that." The tailor answered quickly with a smirk.


"Any real advice?" I chimed in.


"You can get some decent jewelery from a place down the road for a reasonable price. I'll keep the dress in your size for now and you can use it again. I would go for lapis in silver if you can afford it."


"And if I can't?"


"Definitely something blue. It'll match both the dress and your eyes. I advise silver or something silver colored as well, for similar reasons. You could go with brass as well since it'll match your hair, but you would need a different dress."


Our trip to the jeweler was spent with Jackson glaring daggers at me. He was very stressed about this whole thing and I was personally a bit tired of it. I was the one having to spend all the money to make this actually happen.


We took our time looking at different sets at the store Marcus had recommended, until I found one tucked in the back corner. The necklace was a simple pendant with a few small glass beads that were a lovely blue held in a silver wire. It had a pair of bracelets as well, more dainty pieces that were almost too large in the same style. The included hair piece was not one, but a number of small pins with little blue balls on the end.


The whole set looked almost like bubbles in light silver wire, or in other words, absolutely perfect. It would match the dress and myself very well, and had the added advantage of being one of the cheapest sets in the whole shop. Most people liked stones instead of glass, but in this case it went so well with my aura that there was no issue at all.


When I worked it all out I was actually a bit up on money. With the sugar I sold and the pay for the previous night's job I had a hefty sum. Re-renting the dress was no small expense, though much of that was the cost of the deposit which I would get back except in disaster. The other expenses were comparatively small to what I had feared.


I walked through the market with Jackson, headed home. Until that is I was distracted by a flutist standing beside a small cart. It appeared he was advertising the pieces the man who owned said cart was trying to sell.


"Hey Jackson, I've been thinking I need a hobby."


"Can you even play a flute? Anyway, for the next month you need to focus on learning every dance I can force into your head."


"Oh come on, you can't tell me you've never made flash decisions. As for playing, let's find out."


I watched the player for a bit, looking at his fingers. My first set of parents had decided when I was still in elementary school that I needed to learn an instrument. Pianos were large and expensive, and a violin was not only expensive it tended to sound like someone was skinning a cat when played wrong. They had settled on the recorder as the safe option to force me to learn, the poor fools.


What had followed was a couple of years of pain for the entire house, though I did learn. Eventually I traded it out for an ocarina, and a concert flute at school. I'd not had a replacement ocarina since coming to this world and I knew their making was a bit difficult, the holes had to be just right.


These flutes on the other hand seemed to be set up almost exactly like a recorder, and I was pretty sure I remembered enough to make it work. So I walked over to the merchant.


"How much?" I leaned over a few of his pieces, pointing out one that looked a bit more reddish than the others he had laid out.


"Two silver each. I've got three sizes."


"May I?" I asked, it would be impolite to not at least request permission, and might get me in more than a bit of trouble.


"Go on." The man nodded.


I picked up one of them, the reddish one that I liked and played through a scale. It was pitched in D if I still had any ear for that, and made quite a nice sound. The fingering was ever so slightly different, being shifted just a bit upwards, but it was easy to adjust for. I ran through one of my practice songs that I'd probably played a couple thousand times.


"One and a half?" I offered to the seller.


"Ya know, I've never heard that tune before. How about one and a half and you teach me that song?"


"Deal."


Jackson waited not so patiently as I ran through the tune with the merchant a few times, even letting his assistant come over and look. It was short, only a couple of lines, and catchy as well. As far as I knew it didn't even have a proper name, just Irish Jig. That was all that had been written in the book I had.





The days that followed involved me being forced into dance lessons for a couple of hours daily after my shift. Jackson would drill me until I could do it perfectly, often using the cook as his example and assistant. Lude seemed to enjoy this to no end, smiling happily as he twirled her around the floor. After that I would spend the evenings doing some light studying and playing my flute. I wasn't nearly as good as Lucien was with the mandolin he brought out around the time I'd previously headed to bed, but I was passable.


Often, after all the kitchen work for the night was done we'd be joined in the common room. It was kind of odd. I'd seen Jackson flirt, a lot, chase skirts, invite women to his room to varying degrees of success, and generally sleep around while in Istlan. Here though he seemed to actually be enjoying just talking to and sharing a laugh with a girl I think he wouldn't have given a second though to just a few years ago.


For my part I wished those two the best. I'd never thought of Jackson as one to settle, either in one place or with anything close to one woman. I remembered the lines of angry fathers and husbands, the long list of one night stands, the fact that he openly admitted he'd happily knock a maid up if she just wanted that. Perhaps I was wrong though, or perhaps they could work something out, I didn't know. Lucien seemed to share my opinion, communicated through looks and nods only.


The time passed both too quickly and painfully slowly, and soon enough the evening of Lord Johannes' ball had arrived. We returned to Marcus to prepare and rent a much nicer carriage (Which I was eating a bit of the cost on). He'd made a few additions to the dress to fancy it up a bit and quite approved of my choice in jewelry. His assistant again fixed up my hair as part of their service. All prepped and everything in place we were ready, or as ready as we could ever be. I was nervous, excited, and a bit exhausted as the carriage pulled us into the evening light, hoping I was ready for what came next.

            

    
        Chapter 52 A noble party

    
    
    
    
                
The first differences became obvious as we moved towards Lord Johannes' manor. First of all, we were going well into the noble section of the city, and the traffic around us showed it. People were finely dressed as they came in and out of shops and few were walking. Some rode horses, particularly young men, and some were using carriages much like ours.

As we came to more residential parts the houses and close buildings gave way to far, far, larger structures. The yards were still rather contained, but it was obvious these were buildings belonging to the very rich and very powerful. I could catch a few glimpses of the palace as we went along, though it was more often than not hidden from view.

I got more and more nervous as we neared our destination. Eventually I could see what must have been it from the window. The house was huge, with large marble pillars out front that had been festooned with lights. I was fairly sure that was it because of the lights, and because of the line of carriages.

I had completely forgotten that we were coming in as guests, and therefore were not coming in before the other guests. I looked over at my companion in our little vehicle.

"You look a bit nervous. I'm glad that has finally settled in." Jackson observed.

"How rich are they exactly?"

"For nobles? Not too bad, but this is the capital, and they can cause lots of issues for you if they so choose. Try not to look too nervous, that will only make you look bad. Be confident, as it stands the two of us are more powerful than most lower ranking nobility. It's their power and money that are the issue, not magical strength."

"Should I suppress my aura?"

"That's a coin flip, hiding it for no reason might seem a bit rude, but it's also not uncommon. I'll leave the choice to you."

I mulled that over for a few moments while we waited for the carriages in front of us to make their way through. Eventually I decided to let it be, suppressing it was hard and since Lord Johannes knew already I saw no real point to it.

I asked to run over a few of the rules of interaction a bit more. It still came down to remaining non-committal about almost everything, and to be vague about my past. There wouldn't be any direct threats to me at a party, but there was no point in pointing out that I was from a poor peasant family from the middle of nowhere. All that would do is get me the kind of attention that I didn't want.

We disembarked when our turn came and I got a full view of the entrance. The lights I'd seen from afar were small dim orbs, slowly floating around the front with warm, inviting light. Servants and the like ran to and fro, helping everyone out of their carriages and to the entrance where they were greeted and told the nights theme.

Themes seemed to be a running thing with balls as of late. The style had popped up a few years ago and caught on like wildfire. Now every ball was expected to have some sort of thing going on in the background to add decoration, usually expressed through illusions. The contest to come up with the best was fierce, and those who could cast good illusions were considered must haves at all parties.

Tonight's theme was 'the forest'. As such halls and the like had been glamoured so that the walls appeared as trees leading you through and into the main ballroom. Vines twisted along, showing that while it looked like you might be able to pass through certain gaps they were in fact solid walls. They'd even added in a slight warm breeze and the scent that large areas of woodland always had.

I gasped as we entered the main ballroom. The work was magnificent. The sky was far more complicated than we'd gone through, with complicated cloud formations and a few birds flitting across it. The sunlight pouring down as the light outside faded was striking and warm. I could even pick out a few bits of birdsong that I'd heard myself when out with my brothers.

We spotted Lord Johannes easily. He and a woman I didn't know were greeting all of the guests. She seemed about his age and I was guessing was his wife. They smiled at Jackson and I as we approached.

"Ah, if it isn't mister Jackson and miss Alana. I'm so glad that you could make it even on such short notice." The man smiled at us with the trademark warmth his sons had displayed. I didn't think it was magic as such, just that they all had powerful natural charisma.

"Of course Lord Johannes, we were honored at your kind invitation." Jackson smiled back, regardless of how much I knew he didn't want to be here.

"Well, allow me to introduce you to my sister, Geradine. Dear sister, these are the two I was telling you made such a good impression at Ulbert's gathering the other day. Would you be so kind as to see to the young miss?" He quickly drug Jackson off for some private conversation.

The woman looked down at me, obviously making her appraisals she seemed a bit more harsh than the men of her family. Perhaps that was because she was used to girls trying to get their attentions. I suspected that had I been a boy Dietrich and his brothers would have been much harsher with me.

I curtseyed to her in response. "A pleasure to meet you Lady Geradine."

She smiled, I'd apparently passed on some level. "You as well miss Alana, my nephew spoke quite highly of you, but I was rather loath to believe him. I'm glad that I was mistaken." She slowly led me over to one side of the room, nodding towards a small bar looking area by the back. "We won't be beginning our dances for awhile yet, but you should try one of the refreshments we've prepared. A rather new dish from out east. This particular version has some quite fanciful fruit mixed in." At this point I could see Lord Johannes returning and she nodded to me, "Alas I've other guests to greet, but I do hope we can talk later."

As I moved towards the small bar I took note of those around me. Many of the people here had magic of some kind or another, though I couldn't tell who had what. There were perhaps twenty casters in total, and only one or two with auras comparable to mine. One man in the corner had one that blazed like the sun and was painfully bright, and a girl around my age who gave off a sensual purple mist.

The people here were noting me too, I could see questioning gazes from several of the men on the other side of the room. The women though had mixed responses. A few of the older ones were keeping a close eye on me, much as Geradine had. The younger ones though, most of them were sending outright hostile glares at me, as if I were some intruder there to steal their treasures. I supposed that to them competition for the limited number of noble husbands certainly was unwelcome. Not that I actually wanted one of those right now.

There was a small group of teens near the bar slowly eating small scoops of ice cream from cups that I could swear had been grown into shape. Their discussion was intense, each taking a bite then having words with the others. As I approached the two twins motioned me forward to join them. This it seemed was the area where socializing between the sexes would be permitted at this party.

"Our father procured this treat, and tells us that the flavor is a fruit, but nobody seems to be able to divine what kind. Care to give it a try?" Armond offered as the waiter prepared me a small cup as well, with what looked like a silver spoon in it.

"I don't see why not." I looked at the gathered group, recognizing Quinta and her friends from before.

The small bite I took flooded my mouth with flavor, and nostalgia. The treat was perfectly smooth and firm, with a tropical taste that seemed a mix of all the things one would expect to find on a deserted island, mango and banana.

"Oh, that's a bit unexpected." I had to cover my mouth as I thought over it.

"Any guesses as to what it is? We're thinking something from overseas. Dietrich said he had an Elven fruit once that tasted sort of like this." Rieg grinned as he put forth his opinion. I noticed his brother wasn't here just yet.

"It tastes like paw paw, and I hate to tell you but that's from just a bit east. It might even grow nearby."

"You've had it before?" The girl with the purple aura asked.

I had to process this particular girl for a few seconds. She was, if I was any guess, almost my age, with thick brunette hair. Her dress was far, far simpler than I would have thought would be permitted here with the only jewelry a small pendant hanging from around her neck. That I recognized instantly with it's man and woman motif as a symbol of the order of The Lovers.

"Oh... Yes, my brothers knew of a tree and would harvest it every fall. It was a rather nice treat we only got a little of every year."

"In the fall? You mean it isn't a spring fruit?" Armond seemed quite surprised by that one.

"Yes, it produces fruit for only a short time in the fall. I only ever knew of the one place it grew though, it seems they grow near streams. I wonder wherever your father managed to get enough to make so much ice cream from."

Everyone looked toward the waiter, Armond and Rieg both had raised eyebrows.

"The young miss is quite correct. Lord Johannes did indeed acquire this treat made from paw paw fruit, a rather less common treat that grows in this region, if only rarely." I almost pitied him, having to work this closely to so many of the nobility. The gazes he got from some as he declared my success were not particularly kind.

After I'd finished the dessert I quickly moved off to speak with others. I wasn't sure who all was here but I was hoping that it would help to pass the time. As I was speaking to an older woman who it seemed was a merchant specializing in spices I saw Dietrich enter from the side. After he shared words with his father and aunt he scanned the crowd, giving me a small smile and nod as our eyes met.

I wasn't really sure how to feel about him. He certainly was charismatic, rich, and if I had to give an honest assessment handsome. I suspected in a few years he would be a rival to many male models from earth, and he certainly had a lot going for him. That said I also felt like he was way, way too good at getting me to do things not necessarily in my best interest. Like revealing my aura, or coming to this party.

As I was mulling this over several heads turned towards the doors. Then men near them first, those who looked like they were tougher reacted very fast but it soon spread. There was the sounds of some kind of large clamor, followed by a bloodcurdling scream.





 





            

    
        Chapter 53 Mana-eater

    
    
    
    
                




The scream was decidedly feminine, and as all eyes turned toward the doors our blood collectively ran cold. What was the worst was that as everyone looked the illusions started to fall, bringing the room into night quickly. Even the lights that hung from the ceiling started to fade slightly, which seemed odd to me.


One of the men stepped forward, he had eyes like steel as he began to shout orders. He wore a silver jacket. "Men, cover the doors. Physicals in front, if you have a weapon draw it. Wizards provide covering fire and shields, priests and bards on the inner line with women and children, support where you can. GO NOW!"


Men blurred as they ran to the fireplace to grab pokers. The bar and it's stools were ripped apart with bare hands to form clubs. One man took a plate from a waitress and wrapped it around his fist like a gauntlet. I didn't know what was going on but these men had been to war, had fought for years. I was now going to see them when they defended their families.


As the chandeliers began to fail several sent up balls of light. When mine went up though I experienced something completely new. It felt as though the mana was being sucked out of the light as it hung in the air, pulling the power directly from me. I was not the only one to feel this.


"Somethings pulling away my mana!" A woman just ahead of me yelled.


"Three potential monsters, two potential spells. Do not cast directly at whatever comes through that door, suppress auras." An older wizened looking man near the first who'd given the orders for our orientation called out.


I pushed hard against my aura, pushing it harder down than I had in years until it was almost nonexistent. Jackson was just in front of me, looking forward as he pulled up a mace he'd gotten somewhere, his was nearly gone too. All the auras began to shrink down smaller and smaller, all but a few of the young, those who hadn't yet learned how.


Several of the older men were whispering to themselves. Most likely and worst case scenarios, battle and retreat plans. They were spooked, not much could mess with the spells of others, and all of those that could were powerful enemies.


We could all feel whatever was coming, it moved toward the front door of the ballroom. Inch by inch it got closer, draining our magic bit by bit as it came, everyone was on edge, everyone could feel their breath in their chest as something slinked ever closer.


The door opened.


There stood Armina, one of Quinta's friends. Her pretty pink dress and the bows in her hair marred by gouts of blood and black ichor that flowed down it. From her mouth, her ears, her eyes they flowed. When she looked up all that was where her eyes should be were a pair of black voids. She stood in the doorway looking at us.


The old wizened man didn't hesitate.


With a 'thwump' the wall nearest to the back line ceased to be. His other hand shot forth a light that flew through it. His voice was panic and despair as he began to yell.


"That's a mana-eater! RUN! Men, hold the line, hold if you want your families to live!"


Armina shot forward like a rocket towards the screaming old man, only to be met by the silver-jacketed man and he who'd wrapped a plate around his fist. Several of the men ran forward to slam into her with whatever they had on hand. The mass of bodies swirled as panic gripped everyone around.


It took me too long to move and a hand wrapped itself around my arm, pulling me away and towards the now missing wall. It was hard to run in a dress but run I did, terrified people were all around. I could hear a few cries and as I got near the hole a torso slammed into a pillar near me.


I looked up to see Dietrich pulling me along behind him, his face a mask of stone as we passed through the opening. We were one of the last and fortunate to be so. A series of twangs and thunks rang out and the first few of the women and children to flee fell.


It was unclear who or where the attack had come from but I paled as I realized that this surely was an attack. There could be no mistake, someone had loosed a monster on the ball and set to ambush any who fled. I didn't know who, or how, or why anyone sane would have done such a thing, but I wanted to weep as I was pulled into the bushes, past a girl no older than myself lying with a quarrel protruding from her chest.


I struggled to keep up with Dietrich as he ran, finally letting go of my hand. The outfit I was in was in no way made for running. I took some heart in the fact that this was his home and he probably knew it as good as if not better than anyone else.


Eventually he stopped in a small concealed alcove so that we could both breathe. I nearly fell over as the adrenaline pulsed through me. As I looked at the ground I saw my shadows doing strange things and pointed my eyes skyward. There high above us a light flickered through a series of colors, brilliant where it hung in the sky.


"It's an emergency signal, highest priority if I remember right. There'll be knights here within the hour, we just need to survive."


"What, what was that thing, that looked like Armina?" I stammered out.


"A mana-eater obviously."


"I don't know what that is."


"They're rare, and old... I'm not sure on the details, but they go after magic users. They're considered among the more dangerous of monsters."


"What do we do?" I whispered.


"Keep quiet, keep hidden, keep our auras suppressed"


I took his advice and we rested where we were, both trying to bring our auras into non-existence. It was a skill I hadn't practiced in awhile, something I resolved to change if I made it through this. We hid in the alcove, looking out a small hole in the bushes as we waited for help to arrive.


I saw two men moving through the courtyard. It wasn't big, and through our hole I could see them nearing a fountain. As they did another man came from the side. All moving toward the water feature. A hand shot forward pulling a form from the water.


"Well, well, well, look what we have here," said the man as he pulled up what seemed to be a girl in her late teens, "Not gonna cast nothin'? Afraid our little pet might feel it and come out to play with you? I'm sure it will sooner or later."


I was frozen. If I used magic would it draw the mana-eater? If I didn't what would they do to her? Could I cry out, or scream? What might they do to me if they found me?


"We don't have time for this. Look at the sky." The man who'd come from the far side said, pointing upwards.


"I've plenty of time for a bit of fun." The first said.


I drew in my breath. It was hard to start pulling what I needed for a scream while keeping my aura suppressed, but I began the process. I'd wait until I was sure I had a good shot and I'd let loose on the bastards, damn the consequences. I could see Dietrich from the corner of my eye moving his hands forward to point at them, ready to loose his own spell.


The first man's hand reached forward towards the girl's chest but it never made contact. A small purple light smacked him in the back and he popped like a balloon. The girl fell as blood and viscera sprayed the other two men and their would-be victim.


The two remaining men turned and raised crossbows but never got the chance to fire. As soon as the girl hit the ground both Dietrich and I loosed on them. A wave of agonizing sound followed by a burst of wind that took both men to the ground.


Both men were down for the count. As I rushed forward to try and help the now quite in shock girl, the priestess from earlier entered the little clearing with it's fountain. Her face was a mask of rage as she approached the man nearest to her. Holding her hand up as he clutched at his ears.


"Those such as you do not deserve to live, perish." was all she said as she cast upon him.


It was not as explosive as her previous spell. It didn't need to be to have a profound effect though. I didn't think her target could scream, but his face said all it needed to about the agony that passed through him with the purple light she sent his way. It took a few seconds for him to die. When she finished there was little more than a pile of organic goo left behind.


Added to my note to practice suppressing my aura was another to never truly piss off a priest. They were terrifying when they let loose.


The final man was trying to rise from the ground. He had been the one to tell the other to stop, so he might not die quite as horribly as the other two. Judging by the look on the young priestess' face though, he was still absolutely going to die. He crawled away as she came nearer and nearer, walking towards the man.


A small figure emerged from the bushes in front of him, looking down. The man looked upwards. I'm not sure what was going through the mind of the mana-eater as it's void-like eyes met those of the would-be killer, but for whatever reason it made an errant swipe with an arm and his head turned with a sickening crunch, body falling lifeless to the ground.


"Oh, shit," the priestess said.


"Oh shit," I agreed.


The mana-eater looked up towards us. It had taken quite the beating. One of Armina's arms was gone, only a stub remained. Her dress was in tatters, bits and pieces ripped, cut, and torn away by whatever battle it had been in before finding us. Even it's face was marred to bare recognition as it turned and stared at each of us, as if looking for the next thing it would call it's meal.


"I do not believe we were done yet young lady. Wherever have your manners gone?" The large man in the silver jacket said as he strode out behind the mana-eater, a sword raised high above his head.











            

    
        Chapter 54 Carnage

    
    
    
    
                I would have to learn silver jacket guy's name, because he was something else. He was turning and slashing as he went blow for blow against what was formerly Armina. The mana-eater was terrifyingly fast, and it seemed to take less damage than I would suspect from the few slashes that landed.
I fell back a bit as did Dietrich and the priestess. The girl we'd tried to help seemed to still be in shock, and was staring at the pair of combatants with saucer eyes. She held tight to the young faith caster, seeming to tremble as she did so.
"You lot, fire, non-magical variety!" the man yelled as he ducked under a blow, the hand grazing his hair.
I looked at the other two, to see if they had any ideas. The priestess looked at a loss. Dietrich, for all he wanted to help immediately tried to light the grass with magic, a failing idea if ever there was one. The boy had a good heart but he was perhaps not the brightest in the world.
This was complete crap, where were we supposed to get something that could burn? If only I had a flamethrower, napalm, or heck even a Molotov cocktail... Wait that could work, maybe. I knew it well enough. I'd seen it made, tried it, smelt it, had it spilled on me. I even knew the formula from some nerdy t-shirt a friend had had.
"Burning summoned things okay!?" I screamed as my idea took shape, feeling it all come together in my head. I felt so stupid, I should have thought of this years ago.
"Yes!"
"Get me a shot then." I brought my hands up and began to cast. I even knew the song to go along with it. Luckily the translation was so simple I could do it on the fly.
"What do ya do with a drunken..." As he kicked the mana-eater back I forced as much mana into the spell as I could. This close to the monster it wasn't easy, but a spray of clear liquid flew forward, just like it had with the water. It even looked like water, not much more than would come out of a rather anemic hose, but a good spray for me none the less.
"Fire you idiot girl not water!" Those words were followed by my call of "Early in the mornin'" and a small spark woven into my spell.
I should have anticipated how energetic the fire would have been. I did not, and found that it sent me diving for cover as everything forward just lit. The blue flame seemed to travel almost instantly up the whole stream and onto the confused mana-eater, turning yellow-orange as it left the flow of alcohol.
I wanted to laugh at all the people who'd told me bards couldn't do combat magic, but it really wasn't the time. The creature screamed as it caught and tried to backpedal, only to hit a bush. It was hurt, but by no means out of the fight yet. The little monstrosity was some other kind of durable.
That did mark the turning point though. While the monster charged and slashed and dodged, the fire both injured and seemed to slow it. I could now just keep my eyes on it's movements as the man cut chunk after chunk away until finally managing to bring the beast down after several tense passes with his blade.
All of us currently alive in the little clearing by the fountain took a second to gaze at the burning corpse, and the fire that was still going hot right near it. The man kicked the body into the flames and looked at us after confirming that the beast moved no more.
"Can any of you heal?"
"I can." The priestess and I chorused.
"Good, come." It took her a second to convince the viscera covered young woman to hold onto Dietrich instead, and I struggled for breath from the running and spell improvisation, a draining feat at the very best of times.
We passed a number of the dead on our way back. There were more young people here who'd lost their lives than I'd care to admit to. We did stop to check those that lived, finding mostly survivable wounds. Once or twice the priestess stopped at a person casting a quick healing spell to stabilize them before moving on. I was nearly out of mana and so let her take the brunt of that as we headed towards the manor.
When we got to the manor what we found was a bloodbath. There had been perhaps two hundred people who were supposed to be there, counting servants and non-casters. Of that I guessed that perhaps half had perished here and on the outside of the house. Most of the men had gallantly thrown themselves at the creature to buy us time and whatever injuries on it they could. They had taken the highest toll.
I found Jackson struggling to stand, a woman helping him move from person to person so he could heal them to stability. He'd taken what looked to be a hit to the ribs and just managed to keep his casting going. He nodded and pointed to the side of the carnage furthest from himself, telling me where to go first.
I found Lord Johannes and Rieg, bent down and holding Armond. The boy had taken a crossbow shot to the gut and looked as if he might die any second.
"Hold on son, the healer will be here any second, just hold on." The man wept as he held his child. His twin seemed unable to form words.
I stumbled to their side and began to cast, though I had to ask both father and brother to sing with me so that I could even do that much. I was running on fumes as I struggled through closing up his wound. It seemed to take longer than it should have but eventually it was done enough that I could tell he'd make it.
I had to drag Rieg with me after explaining that his brother would live and I needed his help as a gestalt. Dietrich had taken over helping the priestess as best he could, applying pressure to wounds and finding the most injured. When he'd come over before his father had waved him off, pointing at the other girl without breaking from the song I'd had him singing.
As I worked on the next person a group of men in full armor arrived, charging forward into the carnage as they looked for the source. As they took in the full sight I saw a few of them have to slow to process it all, quickly returning to action as they looked about.
"You lot, you're late. Send your fastest man to The Shield, tell them the fighting is over and we need help here as fast as possible. Most of the victims are non-combatants; they will help. The rest of you; scour the grounds for enemies and hiding party-goers, particularly the injured."
"Yes sir, Lord Fallon!" I'd finally learned silver jacket man's name. It seemed a bit odd to me that the knights obeyed him without any hesitation, but I was happy about it.
I finished up with my second patient and was having Rieg help me up to my feet when a hand fell onto my shoulder. "Cease casting for now girl. You've reached your limit." It was the old man who'd blown the wall off of the building. He was the same man as had an aura that was so bright it was unpleasant to look at.
"There are still people hurt," I objected.
His face was kindly, but his voice firm and commanding.
"If you overreach you will do nothing but knock yourself out. At which point you will be unable to do anything for longer than if you just rest. So you will rest, and when you've gotten enough of your mana back to be useful again, you will return to helping. Trust me on this young lady."
I really wanted to fight against his judgment, if only because he was annoyingly patronizing. He was right though. I was on my last legs and before long would be out cold on the floor. With that in mind I let him lead me over to a seat by the bar after a "Fine, I'll take a break."
"Drink something while you wait. It will help."
Shortly thereafter he went to make the same declaration to the priestess. She'd had more mana to work with than I had on the healing, but was working far faster through patients. I suppose she must have actually been around thirteen and not a reincarnated girl because after a few comments I couldn't catch on his side she began loudly telling him to mind his own business.
So he did, and after she'd finished with her next patient she fell over unconscious. He floated her over to the bar where I was sitting, feeling like a dunce. After putting her down on the floor the old man looked me over again.
"Stabilize three more, then another break. You two are still too young to keep it up like this. Good job though."
The knights had started organizing the injured while I was benched and it was easy to find who I needed to work on next. Even as I started a few priests arrived to help with the carnage, a most welcome sight. They could do far more than I could in the same time and with the same effort.
When I'd done my three and returned I found the young priestess just starting to wake.
"Ow. Who are you, and why am I on the floor?"
"Alana, and because you over-pulled on your mana and knocked yourself out." I knelt down beside her, knowing how unpleasant it was to have someone stand over you.
"Oh! I've got to..." She began as she tried to rise.
"Relax, a bunch of people arrived and are taking care of it." I put a hand on her shoulder lightly to guide her back down to the floor.
"Alright then, I'll rest a bit if it's okay." It was not really okay, but she'd only be getting in the way. Regardless she let me guide her back to a laying position. "I'm Kala by the way." I grabbed Kala a cushion from one of the bar chairs for her head and sat with her for a few moments in silence.
The priests had everything well in hand by the time I returned to assist. Kala had passed back out, proving the old man right, much to my chagrin. I spent the rest of the night trying to patch up people as best I could until Lord Fallon gathered up Kala, Dietrich and myself to have a conversation with himself and the old man, whose name I still didn't know.
"All right, care to explain what happened before I arrived?" The man asked as we went into a side room.
I finally got a good chance to look over Lord Fallon. He was well muscled and tall seeming to loom over others. If I had to guess I'd say his age was mid-fifties, but it was a bit hard to tell, his hair was dark but a few specks of gray had seeped in here and there.
"A handful of men were attempting to rape a woman. I intervened. That was probably what got the mana-eater's attention." Kala was rather straight and to the point on that.
"I saw, and I saw what was left of them, not that anyone will complain." He turned from her to the Dietrich and I. "You two, how'd you end up in the middle of that?"
"We were hiding nearby and also decided to intervene." Dietrich nodded along with my explanation seeming satisfied with it.
"All right, fair enough. The guards will want to have a look over you and ask a few more questions but that's most of what I need to know."
"Lord Fallon said you used some kind of liquid fire against the mana-eater. Could you explain that to me please?" The old man finally asked from where he stood nearby.
I had to stop and consider this. Mystien had been very clear about me sharing secrets. That said I didn't think a no would be well received here. I needed to think carefully about how this could be abused, or used, by others, and if it was too valuable to explain. Or rather how I could explain it in such a way as to not have it be too big a deal.
"Um... that was just liquor. I summoned liquor onto it and lit it up."
"Liquor? Like... whiskey?"
"Yeah, it burns if you get the strong stuff."
"Huh, I'll make some notes on that. Did someone teach you to do that?"
"No, I kind of made it up on the fly. Wasn't even sure it'd work."
"I'll have some of the bards I know try it out. I'm not sure how good a combat spell it would be, but knowing that it could fight a monster like that will be helpful. Shame, food and drinks are a bard's domain, except water of course." He seemed disappointed. That was good, because a wizard definitely could summon ethanol and I decidedly didn't want to see what kind of fires they could make with it. "Your name was Alana was it not?"

I nodded at his last question, hoping I didn't get any more attention than I already had.

            

    
        Chapter 55 Light spying and the walk

    
    
    
    
                The knights and guardsmen did indeed have a few more questions. They wanted to go over the whole incident about three times with me. It seemed they were interested in how I'd been invited to the party, by whom, who I had come with, where I had been for the attack, and particularly how many and who of the attackers I'd seen. I didn't get the feeling they suspected me of anything, they just seemed to want as much information about everything as they could get.


The whole thing took a couple of hours and we were only a few from sunrise as they finally finished. One of them, a man with the distinct look of a father took me back to my comfy corner to rest while they finished up with Jackson, apologizing for how long everything was taking. Seems that having actually been at, and survived, the monster he had much more they were interested in.


I lay down in a quiet corner near Kala and nearly fell asleep. As I waited I saw two figures I recognized come in the open wall and start looking around. One of them took a few moments to speak to the priests that were present, the other the guards. Following that they met back up and walked towards the back, where one the entry hall used to be.


Physically I was exhausted, mentally I wanted to sleep. That said I wanted to know what those two were doing together and what all was going on. My mana had partially recharged so I hummed a few lines to toss up invisibility, then another to silence everything below my ears and followed after them.


They walked past the guards at the door the mana-eater had destroyed and into the hallway beyond. I hadn't come back here but the old man, Lord Fallon, and Lord Johannes were already there, along with several corpses in a rough circle and a small ceramic jar.


"So this is where it started then?" Emil said as he slid in, moving to the side as he looked at the scene.


"We believe so, though it's pretty likely most of the carriages were disabled and their drivers killed first. This is at least where they released the mana-eater." Lord Fallon shook his head. "Not that I know where in the world they even got such a thing."


"The host?" Emil inquired.


"A merchant girl named Armina, well liked. Appalling that they would choose one so young to act as its host." Lord Johannes looked like he was about to puke at the thought. "My guess is they thought it might cause a bit of hesitation on our part, nobody wants to put down a child."


"This is an absolute mess. It could have been much, much worse though. I'm truly glad the creature got put down so fast as it did, and you have my personal thanks Lord Fallon." The spymaster seemed genuine here. "As for the host, I'll see what I can do for her family. I imagine His Majesty will be livid on what has happened and I'll finally be able to go in hard against the few rebel cells I've been investigating."


"That is not as much of a concern for me as where they got a mana-eater Emil," the old man seemed a bit irritated at his unconcern with that.


"That is something I can actually answer. They stole it from us, it was taken about a month ago while in-route to its destruction." That admission brought shock to every face.


"You were keeping a monster like that!?" This was the first thing Bishop Theodore had actually said since coming here. "Are you mad!?"


"No to both of those. It was brought by one of the fleeing Imperial leaders. He wanted to trade it to us for sanctuary. A true shame that he had a fatal accident on the way there." Emil sighed like he was discussing a tragedy. "So my men took it in, we were transporting it to a hidden site where it could be killed without posing a danger to anyone when the storage vessel was stolen." He pointed to the jar, covered top to bottom in runes.


"Why was nobody told about this?" Lord Fallon scowled down at the man. I wouldn't want that look turned on me after seeing what he could do.


"Operational security. I can tell you now because though we failed, we were honestly trying to protect everyone. None of us are fool enough to try and use a mana-eater, not that the king would permit it even if we were."


Lord Johannes found a place and sat. "That is too much. There's no way a bunch of peasant and city-folk rebels could have found out about all of that and managed it."


"I agree, they had help." The snake-like man nodded.


"Perhaps the man who took over the Empire? I've only heard a few rumors, but perhaps..."


Both the spymaster and the Bishop shook their heads.


"He has respected all of the Orders up until this point. Provided assurances and even took great care not to harm civilians. This does not match his actions so far," Theodore said.


"I agree, my reports show of clean, precise strikes against the Empire. This... this is messy. Killing a bunch of non-combatants at a party? Potentially releasing a dangerous beast? No, that does not match at all what I've seen. If this were one of his operations I think we'd see a lot of dead soldiers, potentially with a spectacular show to go along with it."


"Then who?" Lord Fallon asked.


"I don't know. I can tell you why though general. It's well known that you always attend your cousin's parties." He looked pointedly at the other man. "If I find out who though, rest assured that they will not enjoy it."


"It nearly succeeded too. If things had been not perfectly so, I'd be dead." The warrior now had a bit of a tired look.


"But it didn't. Now gentlemen, if there's not anything else. I understand we managed to capture a few of the conspirators, and I for one would like to have a long..."


"Conversation?" The old man helpfully interjected.


"Torture session, a nice long torture session with them." With that declaration the man left, ostensibly to go hurt people.


"Most of the healing is done, but I'm off to check on the priests. Make sure they're all taken care of."


"My continued presence here seems to be putting you in danger; so my friends, I think I shall head back home."


Lord Johannes looked to the old man. "If you'd like a place to rest I'll do all I can to arrange it, though things are a bit of a mess now."


"Not quite yet. I'd like to have a bit more time with this containment vessel, not something I get to take a look at every day."


"As you wish, inform one of my staff when you're done. I should see to the others that are still here." With that the owner of the house left. Within a few seconds the hall was quiet and it was just me and the old man.


"I know you're there, come on out."


I dropped my spells, allowing myself to be seen. I was still a bit shell-shocked by seeing all that had gone on.


"That was dangerous Alana. Why did you think it was a good idea to come and spy on us?"


"Why didn't you tell them I was there?"


"Because it would have made them angry and not really changed much. Also I don't think you had anything to do with releasing this creature. I'd like an answer though."


"I recognized the Bishop and spymaster, and was hoping they wouldn't talk about me."


"From where?"


"The Shield considers me one of its wards, even if I disagree. I met the spy after someone had an assassination attempt on them. What makes you so sure that I didn't have anything to do with it? Not that I did."


"Because if you'd wanted Lord Fallon dead all you had to do was flee instead of help him."


"Who are you?"


The old man chuckled. "You seem to like being secretive, so I think I'll hold off on letting you know that just yet young lady. Know that if you try to spy on me again I'll take it rather more personally though. Now I'd suggest you go back to where you were before young Dietrich comes looking for you."


I sighed. "I kinda liked him, but he's not very bright is he?"


"No, he isn't. Rather charming though isn't he? You're delaying though, go on now."


I clenched my jaw. Disobeying just to disobey would be stupid, and from the look he was giving me might cause me more trouble than it was worth. I still hated that he was telling me to go though.


"I don't like being told what to do. It's even worse because I have to keep going on with it."


"My dear I already knew you were a bard, but if you don't like having to deal with some people, just don't. If they don't like it, tell them to go away. That's what's always worked best for me."


I pouted, but began singing my spells back into place. Redoing all of this was costing me even more mana, but afterwards I went back to my place beside Kala. She was still out cold as I relaxed and drifted off for a bit.





I woke up only a couple of hours later as the sun lit everything up. Most everyone had left by now except a few of the guards who were keeping an eye on the damaged house and one or two other casters who'd similarly fallen asleep from the work they'd been doing.


Dietrich was standing nearby, saying my name rather gently. "Alana, you really should wake up, I believe your tutor is currently talking to father."


That got my eyes open. "About what?"


"Father wanted to thank the both of you for helping save so many people. The young woman beside you too."


"Mmm, leave me outta this." The priestess said as she rubbed her eyes. It would appear I was not the only one disturbed from my rest.


"Well, if you wish there's food, and I can arrange for rooms too. I don't know how things are with our guest quarters right now, but I will figure something out."


"That won't be necessary, we're going to be returning home." I was saved as Jackson appeared. His clothes were stained and torn in a few places, and he looked like he needed to rest in a bad way.


"My apologies then Dietrich, but I think I shall be off. What of you Kala?"


She rubbed her eyes again, looking about. "Oh, my escort for the night... didn't make it."


"Would you like to come with us then? We're heading out anyway."


She blinked, "Very well, it's that or go back with The Shield. Personally I find them a bit stiff."


I offered her a hand and the two of us headed out toward the exit. Jackson looked a bit exasperated as he followed, the poor noble boy didn't seem to be able to say anything at all.


It took me a few seconds to realize that the driver and horse were dead. We did find the carriage though, with a few nicks and the like in it.


"I bet we could ask Lord Johannes to..." Jackson began.


"Nope! I do not want any more 'debts' to him or any other noble. I will walk." Then I looked at Kala, realizing we couldn't give her a ride anymore.


She snorted. "You know, I kind of like that idea better anyway."


After smiling to her I dove into the carriage to get my normal clothes. They were expensive to buy and I wasn't leaving them.


"I got some great advice last night."


"Oh? What's that? And from whom?"


"Some old guy, and it boils down to this. If you don't want to deal with people, tell them to get stuffed. By the way, you're going to be the one telling Marcus about the dress and dealing with the fallout, since you insisted that I come along and all that." I thought for a few more seconds. "Also, no more balls for me."


"I'm fairly sure that this incident killed the entire lineup for the year."


"Unsurprising."


The three of us walked down the streets in full destroyed party regalia. We got all the looks that one might expect, but no guards patrolling decided to say anything. My guess was that they had been told something, or just didn't want to mess with a group of 'nobles' whatever it was I was pleased by it.


As we left the noble section of the city I heard Kala's stomach growl. Mine shortly joined her in agreement.


"Perhaps we should have gotten some food on our way out." She observed.


"Screw that. Jackson, you have any idea on drinks?" I said as I began to sing some sandwich sized rolls and some cheese into existence.


With a sigh he looked around. I'd apparently disturbed some deep thinking from the man. A few seconds and he turned going into a nearby store and coming back out seconds later with a bottle of wine which he promptly drank half of.


"Here, water it down. It's a bit early for drinking." Before he retreated back into whatever he was on about, drifting away from the two of us enough so that he was just keeping an eye out.


I watered it down and we passed it back and forth as we munched on our food.


"Is this what being a bard is like? Telling people that they can screw off while drinking watered wine at breakfast might be the most original way I've ever started my day. Could do without all the death though." I nearly spat out the drink at Kala's question.


"The death is pretty uncommon. As for the rest of it... I don't know, this is the first time I've done it," I coughed out.


"You're handling seeing so many die remarkably well. Most of the girls I know would be having a breakdown right now."


"My home was destroyed during the war. I've seen bad things before. How about you? How're you holding up?"


"When I first manifested my magic I was near the battle lines. I ended up staying at one of the hospitals The Shield sets up for a few months, so I've seen worse."


The two of us decided not to dig into each other's pasts more than that, and quietly walked for a bit. After a bit of consultation we decided to stop by The Sky before taking her home. It was somewhere we could actually take a break and get some real food.

            

    
        Chapter 56 A relaxing bath

    
    
    
    
                The only people at the sky when we got there were Luda and Lucien, something which I was grateful for. Partially because the latter was gazing daggers at everyone as we came in. While Jackson was getting the brunt of it I was not spared the angry looks as I entered into the tavern.


"You were supposed to be back by midnight, not midday the next," was the first thing that came out of his mouth. It occurred to me that I was currently supposed to be at work.


"Er... sorry about that Lucien. We got attacked and a lot of people..."


"I wasn't talking to you girl. Jackson was supposed to be the more responsible of the two of you, and make sure you got back safely."


"A monster attacked the party. You have my sincere apologies but both Alana and I were needed for healing the injured guests." For once Jackson didn't seem to want to give any lip. He was calm and contrite.


"How bad?"


"Bad, something called a mana-eater. It killed... around half of the people there."


"I've heard stories of um, but never seen one. Are either of you hurt?" The explanation took the wind out of Lucien's rage. He still seemed mad, but more controlled.


"We're fine, I got hurt a bit but I don't think Alana got more than a few bruises." He looked at me questioningly.


"I'm fine, Jackson joined the men holding the monster back while we ran. A lot more things happened but he did his best." The older man frowned, but nodded.


"And who're you? A priestess of... Lovers?" Kala nodded, "Bit young isn't she?" he mumbled at her confirmation.


Kala ignored his comment. "Yes, I'm Kala. Alana and I worked to help with the healing too."


"Well, you three look terrible. Go wash up and I'll have some food when you're done. Lunch is stew today. Alana, you're taking the day off to rest. Though I'll want some explanations on things from you later."


"Okay," I chimed as I led Kala back to one of our open rooms, stopping by mine to grab one of my dresses and a towel for her.


The room was fairly simple, but I knew that this one had a washtub under the bed. It should be fine to use it so long as I cleaned it up later. Otherwise there was a rather more simple bed and a small desk. The oil lamp wasn't kept filled but that was a simple fix and soon the little room was lit brightly. I hummed a few tunes for lighting the lamp and filling the tub, turning to talk with Kala as the hot water flowed in. Getting it up to temperature was easy with my warming spell, something I'd been doing ever since I realized I could warm the water.


"Sorry if it's not all that fancy, but it's what we've got."


"Um... is that water hot?" she asked excitedly.

"Yes..."


"Is that a joke? We almost never get hot baths at the temple. It takes forever to heat the water. The best I get is lukewarm or maybe a pitcher of hot water to pour on myself." As she spoke she began pulling off her robes and putting them on the bed.


I thought back to my time in Istlan. That seemed to check out for orphans, but for priests too? "I thought that the temple would at least have hot water for priests."


"There are magical items that can do that, but priest magic can't, and spending that much money and mana on something just for warm baths? It's not really responsible so far as the temple is concerned, so they don't."


"But what about winter? Cold water could really mess you up."


"We can warm our bodies and keep sickness away easy. Heating water on the other hand requires tools, lots of fuel, or another caster. Um... sorry I didn't ask, do you mind if I go first?" At this point she was down to her under-dress, folding the other pieces. and putting them to the side.


"Huh? I'm gonna go bathe in my room. This one's all yours."


"Isn't that super wasteful?"


"I've been casting both water creation and warming spells since I was like... I don't know, four, so they cost me almost nothing now."


She gave me a bit of a look of confusion.


"The more you practice something the easier it gets right?"


"I guess?" Kala answered as she finished undressing and stepped into the tub, sitting down. It wasn't large, or deep, only about knee height and a few feet circular, but she could at least soak a bit.


"So if you focus on some things a lot before moving on you get better at them. At least that's what my first teacher taught me. He had me practice the same spell over and over until it was easy. Making water is basically free to me, heating it a bit less so, but it's not hard or mana intensive."


"This is heavenly," she sighed as the warmth set in, steam filling the room slowly. I handed her the pitcher kept in the room so she could pour over herself if she wanted. "I wish I could do bardic magic."


"It's nice for things like this, but I can't pop a man like a bubble, or stuff like that."


"Well... normally I can't either. They have to be like, really evil for me to pull up that kind of power against them."


"Weird, anyway, I'll see you in a bit." She gave me a smile and a wave as I stood and headed out, satisfied that she'd be okay.


My own bath was extremely relaxing as well. There simply was nothing like hot water and clean clothes to refresh you after a long period of hard messy work. I even took the time to soak for a bit. By the time I came back Jackson was already at the bar going over the night's events in flowery words with an increasingly worried looking Lucien.


"Where's the priestess?" the older man asked.


"Taking a bath. I imagine she'll be there until the water goes cold. Did you know they don't set up for priests to have hot baths?"


"I didn't. Anyway, I've heard Jackson's part of the story, what happened after the two of you got split up?"


"Um... okay, so, Dietrich pulled me out after the wizard blew the wall off the ballroom and after escaping from some men with crossbows we hid."


"Dietrich being the noble boy who thinks he wants to marry you?"


"Yeah. So, as we were hiding we saw some men catch a girl, and it looked like they were going to do some rather unpleasant things to her. Before Dietrich or I could get a good shot in on them Kala blew one of them up. Some things happened and the mana-eater showed up."


That got me some raised eyebrows from both men. It occurred to me that even Jackson hadn't heard all of the goings on.


"Right as it showed up this guy named Lord Fallon came, and he fought it. I hit it with a new spell I made. Oh! I need to show that to you two it's really cool, and useful."


"Back to the point Alana," Lucien sighed.


"And he killed it. Then we went back and healed as many people as we could."


"What's the new spell of yours do?" Jackson asked as he was given a bowl of stew and started to dig in.


"It makes a spray of flaming liquid." I smiled as he nearly choked on his food.


"That's... important. Did you tell anyone about it?"


"Some old guy. It didn't look like I was going to have much of a choice on that though."


That got me sighs of exasperation. "Alana, did you at least get his name?"


"He refused to tell me."


"You're going to kill me child." Lucien said, looking rather disappointed.


I shrugged. I wasn't even sure if another bard would be able to manage the spell fully with what I'd given him, or what I'd give these two. I did consider telling Lucien the deeper parts of it, but that would just raise a lot of questions that I didn't want to answer.


About that time Kala returned looking deeply satisfied. She sat down and was fed a bowl of stew on the house. Lucien said it was for helping save people, but I suspected he was just feeling generous. I hoped that they would all get along, but regardless it was good to have a friend who wasn't a guy. I had lots of questions about her order too, but those could wait for later.


Once we'd had a proper meal I set off with Kala back to her home. I'd asked if she wanted to come with us so I felt it would be wrong to just send her off. Jackson on the other hand had to go deal with the fallout of the previous night, talking to the rental people about the destroyed products and their dead employees. I didn't envy him that, but he was the 'adult' so it was his responsibility.


The walk back to the temple district was pleasant. News about last night hadn't spread, so everyone was just going about their days as normal. It was good, really good to see normal people going about their business. It reminded me of how things would be fine in the end, no matter how crazy they got sometimes.


"I am not looking forward to my conversation with the Head Priestess." Kala said as we got near.


"Pfft, how bad could it be? You are fine, and you did a really good job. Basically you spent your night being excellent. Even if you are a bit late coming home."


"She can be a little... traditional? Hmm, that's not quite right. She'll be mad that I didn't send word earlier, and probably have something to say about me taking my time to get back."


"Well, well, well, dear, I'm glad that you already understand." A rather matronly voice came from behind us.


We turned to find several priests behind us. I had never seen four in any one place except perhaps at The Shield's temple in the capital. Kala's eyes nearly bugged out seeing them all arrayed there, with several non-caster staff aiding them.


"You know, I just got back from a rather urgent meeting about the party you went to last night Apprentice Kala."


"I'm not surprised, it was... an interesting affair Head Priestess."


"I'll be expecting a full report on it, and your activities later. Who is the young girl with you?"


"Hello ma'am, I'm Alana."


"A pleasure. Now, if you'll excuse us." I waved to my new friend as her order swept her off.


As they passed I recognized the priestess that had given me my mark, she nodded at me as she went. I wasn't sure, but that looked to be a huge part of their order here in the capital, whatever the priests were going through now seemed rather significant.


I didn't even make it to the end of the block before I was approached by a familiar figure. The priestess my friends and I had gotten into a fight with stepped out in front of me, blocking my way. She looked... cross.


"Good morning Alana, Bishop Theodore wishes to have words with you."


"I kinda expected that. Sadly I have a busy, busy schedule today, and must be on with it." I turned to step around her.


"You may come along the nice way, or you may come along the not nice way, but you will be coming with me. It will look much better for you if you come along nicely though."


I briefly considered introducing her to my brand new flamethrower. I stopped myself though, if only by a hair. It was too mana intensive, I was alone on a whole street full of apparently pissed off priests, and I could always light her up later. There were a few tense moments where the two of us stared at each other. Then I relaxed my posture a bit.


"Good choice. I believe you know the way?"

            

    
        Halloween Special Chapter

    
    
    
    
                Far, far, to the south and west of the Kingdom of Bergond, on the continent of Elazia, in the country known as the Magocracy of Atal there was a small town. This town was known as Eratol and sat just to the north of a set of great ruins. Few dared enter those ruins but those who did passed through Eratol for their final resupply before their delve. Most who stopped by on their way in never returned again, their lives lost to the ancient place.


Preparations were made at a small home just to the outside of the town. The open field nearby had been festooned with banners and tents, small lamps were strung as they led inward to the ceremonial area. It was a festive occasion as more and more decorations were added.


Near the central tent stood Ilazia of House Ralentel. She was no high born lady, no important person to most, but today she commanded all in her circle and they all obeyed. For tomorrow was her wedding day and she would see to it that everything would be perfect. Every banner had to be hung just so. The lighting must be proper of course, for this was one of the most important days of her young life.


Eventually though even she was commanded, this time by her mother, and grandmother and great-grandmother. Her dress had been settled upon months ago and was set, but her other outfit for the coming night still needed to be looked over by those who knew such things better than her.


Soon she found herself dressed in the costume for her dance. This dance would have only one member of audience. For elves had a tradition, dating long and far back as any knew. On the night of a woman's marriage she should dance for her husband, showing him all she was, and all that would now be his. He of course would have to do the unthinkable and show her the full might of his magic, that she might see all she was gaining as well.


While every elf had magic, most could do only a few minor tricks, a handful of spells to make their day to day life easier. True casters were no more common than to any other race, just the fact that they all had that little spark. Which was hidden from the world, only ever shown to the most personal and closest of people, parents or spouses would know the truth, but none other than that. Ilazia had never seen her betrothed's full aura, only a glimpse here and there. She knew, as well she could, that he was no true caster, but tomorrow she would know for absolute certain.


The young elf maiden stood in her bangles and tied bits of brief silk before her forbearers spinning and turning as directed. They had only a few things that needed checking over, a few bits to add here and there.


Her mother went first, adding a coin to a hem of the outfit, followed by her grandmother and great-grandmother. That done her aunts came to do the same, then her other female kin were brought in, in an order decided through frankly byzantine rules. One by one they came, each attaching a small coin to the outfit so that it would jingle as she performed for her husband. This was a form of gift to her along with tradition, money to start their new household together.


"That is a respectable amount," her great-grandmother said as the last left.


"At least as much as I had." grandmother agreed.


Her mother nodded. "Yes, our family has been growing well. Ilazia, see to it that you continue it's growth."


"Of course mother." The maiden blushed as her mother basically commanded her to produce as many heirs as she could. It was the traditional command, but still a bit much.


Now ready for tomorrow she carefully removed her dancing outfit, the bits of flowing red and purple silks being locked in a small box for her tomorrow evening. She returned to her simple blue outfit, bound with a light silver chain and made for her bed. It was a small, tent to the side of that she would be using tomorrow, with a good, comfortable bed so that she would be very well rested.





Outside the central area where the ladies were resting the lads had just begun their evening of celebration. The noise was kept to a minimum, but all played games and toasted the groom to be. The tents of the male family members of both sides were arrayed around the wedding venue in a circle, they would mix a party with guarding the location, and every man was armed in some manner.


"Thank you my brothers, for all the kindness you've shown to me." Ormien toasted, giving shoulders of friends and relatives a light shake as he moved among the crowd. "For tomorrow I shall be wed, and I fear my lovely wife shall keep me from many of you for awhile." That got a laugh. "For tonight though, let us enjoy ourselves, and celebrate life!"


"To life!" The crowd cheered as they raised their cups and drained them.


As the merriment continued a sound that should not have been drifted across the field. A pained scream fell upon the ears of revelers and brought their party to an abrupt end. The wedding guard looked at each other for only a moment before blades were drawn and helmets picked up. None had truly expected a need for it, but tonight it seemed the kinsmen would need to fight to protect tomorrow's celebration.


The source was easy to find, elven ears were sharp and their skill at detecting the direction from which something had sounded good. What they found there was one of the bride's cousins, his torso opened and organs ripped out.


"What are we up against?" Ormien asked one of his uncles, the best hunter amongst them.


"Can't tell, whatever it was it took him fast."


"Something from the ruins?"


"Hard to say, one thing is for certain. It's not one of our kind. Look at the wounds, looks like a large mouth and claws."


Ormien looked at his soon to be father-in-law, "Can your kinsmen protect while my brothers and I hunt the beast?"


The older elf smiled. "Good lad, go and add the thing to tomorrow's feast."


Ormien grabbed five of his most skilled kinsmen and they prepared for the fight. Their blades were loose as they began to circle the camp, each ready for the fight.


It didn't take long before another body was found. Another of those on guard had fallen to the beast, his guts spilled across the grass. As the hunters circled they found the monster must be doing the same. It was taking individuals who were too far away from others, and must have been doing so for a good bit.


By their first circle of the camp the hunters had found ten dead. All of these had been part of the group stationed here, apparently caught off guard by whatever monster was now hunting them. They'd also all been alone, unable to have any others assist them when they fell.


As they came around a second time there was a scream of pain from one of those still on guard. They were too late as they fell upon the location. Two of theirs lay on the ground, one gone and the other just holding on by a thread, as they approached the fallen warrior pointed into the camp before breathing his last and falling limp.


There were shrieks as the creature stepped amongst the elven women. Few were still awake, but they were not prepared for such a monster in their midst. Ormien ran into the camp as fast as he could, leaving several of the men in his party behind as he sped forward. At this point even the guards who'd taken up positions would fall inside, desperate to protect their loved ones.


His first glimpse of it was standing over one of his fiance's cousins. The poor girl had had her throat torn out. The beast standing above her was pitch black, its form twisting and fading in and out like a shadow. Ormien could do nothing as it turned and bolted towards another of the women. It was fast, nearly a blur against the darkness this thing seemed to call home.


Arrows flew towards it, and through harmlessly. Ormien registered that with tremendous fear. Whatever this creature was it seemed immune to normal forms of damage. He didn't have much that might harm it, but he would do all in his power.


"Try magic! Regular weapons useless!" Ormien screamed as he pumped his feet, its current victim was lost as it brought jaws down upon her throat.


Upon his call a few weak bolts of energy flew forwards at the creature. It dodged most of them, the few that struck dealt damage, but sadly nowhere near enough. The beast was illuminated, its wolf-like form twisting in momentary surprise, before turning coal red eyes at those who'd harmed it.


It had taken enough, Ormien charged his blade with all the mana he could as he swung at the monster, leaving a weeping rent in its side. As it turned back on him he saw into its depths, its very look radiated nothing but pure hate as a paw slapped him away. He flew like a ragdoll slamming into the ground some twenty feet away. He was cut from the thing's nails and fairly sure he had at least one broken rib.


It took several hits from the crowd as it flashed about a bite or the slash of a paw taking the combatants down one by one. They were simply not dealing enough damage to the thing to bring it down. Ormien struggled to stand as the thing flashed around the camp.


There were a few more with blades like his. Simple constructions that could harness the mana inside a fighter into a cutting force. They were not powerful, and with the infinitesimal amount of mana most elves possessed they were only a couple times more effective than a regular sword. But they were able to damage the creature, even if the wounds were not deep enough to kill.


They were losing. Too many were falling to the creature or fleeing for their lives. That was when he saw his worst fear. Ilazia fled from her tent into the central area and the beast turned its head towards her, seeming almost pleased.


"NO!" Ormien screamed.


The groom to be found that his injuries were no longer a problem as he rose. He felt like someone had lit a bonfire in his chest as he roared at the creature. His sword, that on his last attack had only a pale paltry glow now burned like purifying fire, vibrating in his hand. He could feel his skin harden to iron and muscles tighten as his enemy turned to face him.


There were now only two combatants that mattered. They flew at each other. As the groom and the beast clashed each roared rage at the other. The others couldn't keep up. This monster had been toying with them before, it no longer toyed. Burning sword and blackened claw slashed as they made their passes, each scoring hits on the other.


Sadly Ormien had no idea how to use his new power. He was strong, and fast, but he overextended. His bones and tendons screamed as they moved at speeds they couldn't handle, in ways they were never designed for. The elf didn't know how to fight like a true soldier and each strike hit well, each bad landing jarred him. He fought on though, gritting his teeth through the pain.


He slashed, but overextended. As the beast ducked under his blow and it was over. The monster came up and with a snap of hits horrid jaws took his arm in its maw, shearing it at the hand and shoulder. The creature chewed once and swallowed as the elf fell to the ground.


Ormien waited for his death, which was sure to come. The beast looked at him, it seemed to be smiling. Then it turned towards his beloved Ilazia. She tried to turn and flee but it was no use as the monster, now victorious lunged for his prize.

            

    
        Chapter 57 Another meeting

    
    
    
    
                The walk back to Bishop Theodore's office was silent.  It seemed everyone had their hackles raised, and the priestess behind me wasn't really helping.  I knew that she was waiting for me to give her a reason to drop me and just haul me off, and I was just waiting for a chance to see her jump off a cliff.


Eventually I did find my way back to the Bishop's office.  The man himself wasn't there when I arrived but I found myself a seat while my erstwhile companion stood behind me.  It seemed she didn't trust me for some reason; like I'd attack her or something silly like that.


After a few minutes of waiting a very tired, and again, quite cross looking Bishop arrived.


"There are literally tens of thousands of children in this city and you, I am sure, are the largest headache."


"Good day to you too Bishop."


"I understand you were at a ball that was attacked last night."


"I was."


"Where a number of people died, rather violently."


"Yes, that is correct Bishop."


"Our order was called to come and assist."


"I'm aware.  I was healing people as best I could.  I even saw you arrive."


"And you didn't come to say hello?  I'm a bit hurt."  The last bit was so dripping with sarcasm that I was actually surprised.  Normally he was just a smug jerk.


"You looked busy.  What exactly can I help you with today Bishop?  Your... assistant?  Was quite insistent that I come and meet with you."  That designation got me a nice sound of grinding teeth from behind.  It was probably stupid to harass her, but...


"Good, I'm happy to get to the point.  You remember our last conversation yes?  How I told you that if I felt the need we would be reevaluating your living situation we would?  Well, based on last night's events I believe we must now consider that."


"Explain your reasoning."


"I do not need to explain myself to you Alana."


"You do if you want me to live under your nose without me setting said nose on fucking fire."  The air could be cut with a knife.  I knew they could, and would if needed drop me.  As did they, but we all also knew that eventually I'd get back up, and when I did, I wouldn't be coming at them straight.


"Very well, you have now been at the site of an attempted assassination."


"Which I was decidedly not the target of."


"Involving extremely dangerous magic."


"Also not my fault."


"Your current guardians have even failed to keep you from such danger."


"That is a patently ludicrous accusation.  No reasonable person would have expected an attack at a ball.  Even if you were to tell me that you could, I wouldn't believe you.  Because there was a priestess of my approximate age there as well.  If the adults with me were being irresponsible you need to go bother The Order of Lovers about their foolishness too.  I'm betting you won't."  He was getting a little eye twitch.  I knew I could win this argument if I could just keep him from coming down without explanation.


"Alana, I know you dislike me.  Will you at least believe that I wish for your safety?"


"Dislike is a weak word Bishop, you threw some of my most private business in front of my friends in a blatant attempt to embarrass me.  I believe that you think you are doing what is best, but I also believe that you are a petty little tyrant and completely wrong."


He spent several minutes staring at me, thrumming his fingers on his desk.  I could tell he was thinking, going over arguments and ideas in his head.  I would wait, this was a game where I needed to wait and respond to whatever he came up with.


"There are so many things which I cannot tell you right now Alana.  If you but knew you might agree to work with me, but you might also go and put yourself in even more danger.  When you come of age I will tell you."


"That explanation is just evasive and will not convince me."


"I'm aware.  You wish to go to the academy next fall yes?"


"I don't see what that has to do with anything."


"As one of the wards of The Shield I can provide for your education.  As a matter of point we do have an agreement with the academy to have our spellcasting capable wards attend, if they show enough skill and can pass the entry exams.  I've no worries that you shall do so."


"Are you trying to bribe me into staying at your orphanage?"


"That would be ideal, yes, but I'm wagering that you won't."


"You're quite right."  I nodded to the Bishop.


"How about this then.  We'll make arrangements for you to be paid for IF you agree to stay at the dormitories there and have one of the professors appointed as your guardian while you attend.  Until that point though I want someone to be able to openly keep an eye on you who I trust as a responsible adult.  They would basically be acting as your guardian until you go."


Now it was my turn to think.  That was not a bad deal, and would make paying for school a non-issue.  I had a few questions, but I thought there might be a chance we could come to some arrangement.  Even Lucien had suggested that if they came to me with some reasonable compromise I listen.


"I have some questions."  When the Bishop made a gesture for me to continue I began asking.  "Who would you be assigning to keep an eye on me until I attend?  How would you have someone keeping an eye on me openly?  How would the professor who would be appointed as my guardian be chosen?"


"Valid questions.  While I would like to have a priest keep an eye on you due to your magic that is simply not feasible, so it would be one of the members of our staff.  We would need to make arrangements for them to live with or near you and you would have to interact with them often.  As for what professor, I believe that generally a volunteer is sought, or if none is available someone is assigned randomly."


I already knew at least one person I thought would jump at the idea of having me as his charge.  Not sure how I felt about that, but I liked him more than I liked Theodore, that much was certain.  The rest didn't seem too egregious.


"Why are you spending this much time and money on me?"  He was really bending over backwards here.  Even if he was supposed to keep me safe, this was just a bit insane.


"I have my reasons.  Not the least of which is that you are a rather more potent than average caster with a habit of making... shall we say 'interesting' spells."  He stared hard at me.  "I think you have potential young lady.  Will you take my deal?  Or shall we see how this ends if you don't?"  The threat hung there for a few moments while we stared at each other.


"I will, try to find someone with less a stick up their ass than you.  It would also be nice if they could play an instrument, as I think we'll be spending quite a bit of our winter playing at The Sky."


I could see the eye twitch, but he seemed to relax a bit.  "I'll see what I can do, and Alana.  I really do not enjoy these meetings.  So I will ask you to not cause any more problems, or get involved in any large scale disasters until you've come of age.  Or at the very least are attending the academy."


"I'll do my very best."  I replied in a saccharine sweet voice, while making my brightest smile.





After the irksome girl removed herself from my office and I could get back to the paperwork that needed to be done I heard a slight cough.  The now full priestess seemed a bit irked at me.


"Bishop, you can't let yourself be bullied by a child."


"Oh?  How did she bully me?"


"Getting you to pay for her education, all of the kindnesses you're showing letting her stay at that tavern."


"Well, first thing, I have received no less than three requests to see to it that she attends that academy from those who have both the interest in her to know that she's one of our wards and the power to push a scholarship through.  I bribed her with something she could have gotten without me.  I got a full report on how last night she might have influenced bardic combat magic more significantly than we've seen in decades.  That alone would qualify her."  I chuckled.  "Secondly, I will choose who keeps an eye on her.  Did you know that Eleanor plays the harp?  If anyone can both whip that girl into some semblance of shape and keep her out of trouble that will be the one."


"Sir, Eleanor, that's just... a bit mean.  You're right though..."


I nodded and began filling out all the needed paperwork.





When I finally made my way back to The Sky I was greeted to even more interrogation by my two teachers.  First of all I had to give a full demonstration of my new flamethrower.  Both of them were nearly floored, as was I, the mana cost on that was still somewhere near my absolute limit.  They made a couple of tries, but got nothing nearly as effective.


Then I had to explain about my deal to Lucien.  After I finished with the overview he nodded.


"So, when should we be expecting your new guardian to show up?"


"Dunno, tonight or tomorrow I guess."


"You really need to learn to ask more questions.  Will they be renting a room to stay here?"


"No idea."


"..."


"Come on, don't give me that look.  I got a good deal at least!"


"I'll give you that.  You at least managed to keep most of what you wanted.  You're not being forced to live at the orphanage, and you've gotten school paid for.  Were you going to stay at their dorms anyway?"


"I don't know, would have depended on the cost.  Dras is, and it will be far more convenient anyway I suppose.  Do you think the professor they assign to keep an eye on me will be a problem?"


"I don't know.  Some of those types can be a little single minded.  They normally are safe people though, and know a lot about magic.  Anyway, first thing tomorrow you need to prep a room.  Won't hurt anything if we end up not needing it.  One of the ones down near you will probably be best."


"Okay, I'll make sure it's ready."





Bright and early the next day I picked the room just to the left of mine and began cleaning.  By time for breakfast I was well assured that it was ready with fresh sheets, no dust, and everything just in it's place.


As I was eating the mix of leftovers from dinner and warm bread she appeared.  The woman was middle aged, with lines around her mouth and a rather large case for a harp.  An older boy helped bring her luggage in and stood back as she marched up to me where I sat at the bar.


"I suppose you must be Alana then?"


"I am."


"Good, I'm Eleanor.  Know that I've been told you're a right handful and I'll be having none of it.  Now, where is our room?"


"There's one ready for you right beside mine.  You'll need to talk to Lucien first though."


"That won't do at all.  We'll need to stay together if I'm to keep an eye on you no?"

            

    
        Chapter 58 The irritant

    
    
    
    
                Eleanor seemed determined to be a pain in my neck. First she wanted us to stay in the same room, insisted upon it vehemently. Of course because I was currently working that meant I had to clean another room. I also had to go get all of my things and move them in, not that I actually owned all that much. Other than a few large pieces most of my possessions could fit in a carry-able bag.


She complained about the size of the room, how it wasn't large enough for people to live in long term. Of course it wasn't really meant for people to stay in long term, but that memo never seemed to land. Once I was done unpacking she began with the questions.


"Is that all?"


"Pretty much."


"What about winter preparations?"


"Um?"


"Food, extra blankets, extra fuel for lamps and the like!"


"... You do know I'm a bard right?"


"And?"


"I eat at The Sky when I'm working. When I'm not I have simple meals of bread and cheese, sometimes I'll buy some dried nuts or something, but that's about it. I've got a spell to heat myself so I don't really need more blankets, same for light. If I really need anything there are a few places in the market still open and as long as it isn't a blizzard I can just go get it."


"That's very frugal of you dear, but you still need to make some basic preparations. We'll go shopping tomorrow and I'll show you what you need. Now, what all do you do for work?"


"I wait tables, make bread or cheese, and charge magic items."


"You can make both bread and cheese?"


"And a few other things besides, yes."


"You'll need to go over your spells with me."


"No."


"Excuse me?" She seemed aghast that I would defy her so openly.


"No, that's rather personal. I'll tell you about some of them, but some are simply not your business. As far as things you should know, I've already told you about heating, bread, cheese, and light. I can also do water and sugar, and I can do some things to defend myself."


The woman pursed her lips, but held her tongue. "How much do you work? And when?"


"One day off, two days on. Normally morning shift, from before we open to anyone other than overnight guests until just after lunch. If things get weird I'll work nights every now and then." There was no harm in telling her that, she'd see it soon enough.


"Hmm, what are the meals served here like?"


I went over the normal menu. It was mostly soups and stews with seasonal fruits and veggies when available. Winter was a bit more limited because everything had to be stored, but that was normal for everyone.


"That's not terrible, though I'd like to see more greens... You don't seem to be malnourished at the very least. I'm thankful for that, too many children in the last few years..." She looked a bit sad at that thought.


I understood that concern. I'd seen too many starving faces and would be happy to never see another.


"Anyway," she started up again, "ground rules. You will keep your things in order and clean. Your bed will be made every day after you get up and you will be back in it before the final bell rings for the night. I expect you to keep yourself clean, as well as your clothing, as much as is possible."


"Pay attention Eleanor. Look at my things, they're already clean, I'm already clean, my clothes are already clean. With heating magic I can wash and launder as needed without your input and far more regularly than would otherwise be possible. Also, you can't hear the temple's final bell for the night without going outside, and if you plan to sit outside through winter... well you have fun with that. I do not need your input on these things at all."


The temples in the city ran a series of bells to indicate time. Sadly they weren't particularly loud, so if you weren't outside or in their district it wasn't all that useful. It should have been possible for them to make louder ones, but for some reason they didn't.


"Your magic has gotten you through this far dear, but the lack of anyone actually keeping an eye on you had led to you being in danger. If it were not so, I would not be here. So the backtalk will be unnecessary."

"You are here because Bishop Theodore is an asshole, and for nothing else."


"The foul language can go as well young lady, and I'll not have you talking ill of the Bishop. His concerns are keeping the country as stable as it can be."


I snorted. "If you'll excuse me, I've got to get back to work." With that I left her there.


I convinced Lucien to give me my old room as a place I could study at a low rate for the winter. He grumbled but understood when I informed him that if he didn't the chances of both me and The Shield's servant making it through the winter were near zero.


I understood what she was doing. She wanted to establish herself as some kind of authority. Problem was, that she really didn't have a leg to stand on there as I was already quite capable of taking care of myself quite well. My hope was that she would get the message sooner rather than later and leave me mostly be.


I actually did go to sleep pretty early if I had work the next day, so we didn't run into any issues the first night. It was weird to think about, but I'd never realized before how easy it was to wake up when you wanted. There were a number of methods the people of this world used. Of course the wealthy had forms of clocks, but most used one of a few rather more simple methods. Mine was to manage my water intake and time getting to bed. I always woke up on time because I was rested and simply needed to find a chamber pot.


We'd had no issues so far and by the afternoon I was hopeful we wouldn't. Unfortunately our first argument started due to weather. I'd not objected to her little shopping trip because I had a few things I needed to pick up anyway.


"Alana it's time to go." Eleanor stalked up to me a few minutes after my shift had ended.


"I'm ready."


I got a raised eyebrow. "You will be once you get a shawl or the like, it's too cold to wander about without one. Hurry along and grab one so we can be off." To be fair it was rather nippy out.


"Heating Magic" I spoke slowly so that she'd let it sink in.


"It is foolish to waste mana when you can just grab an extra layer."


"It is foolish to be uncomfortable when the spell is nearly free."


We spent several moments glaring angrily at each other before we were interrupted by Jackson's chuckle.


"Better be careful girl. She might put you over her knee."


I looked dead on at the man. "The first person who tries to strike me will be the last." That threat seemed to cool even him for a moment.


Eleanor huffed. "Fool boy, beating a child doesn't work. Makes them afraid and teaches them to use violence to get their way." That was... strangely progressive for a viewpoint.


"You're all being foolish. Eleanor, the girl's a mage, and a rather good one. She doesn't need your input on her day to day activities." Lucien said as he appeared beside us.


"Thank you."


"Girl, stop arguing and go get another damn layer, you're wasting everyone's time."


That got a satisfied "Humph." from Eleanor.


"Jackson, stop picking fights. Because if you succeed and you lot start going at each other I'll have to get involved." He took a moment to glare at us each in turn. "And nobody will enjoy that."


I didn't think I'd ever seen him look at me that cross before and quickly went to get a poncho, only grumbling a little. I had a shawl, but was still feeling just a bit contrarian. When I got back I saw him and my assigned minder in a glaring contest. Apparently she didn't like that I'd listen to him but not her. Too bad for her though, Lucien was way scarier than she was, and actually had taken care of me when I needed it.


Our shopping trip went relatively well.  While Eleanor was busy lecturing on oils and blankets and how much of what was needed for each person in a household I bought the few things that I actually was there for. Some of her info was useful, but I wasn't buying for a household, I was buying for myself.


No, our argument came afterwards. I decided to follow Kala's lead and have a long and steaming hot soak. The tub had been moved into the shared room but I threw up an illusion for privacy. As I was sitting there enjoying my bath Eleanor walked through said illusion, ostensibly not realizing why I'd put it there.


"What in the... oh goodness excuse... what's that on your leg Alana?" She went from confusion to embarrassment to accusatory in under three seconds flat, quite impressive.


"A Lover's Mark." I didn't even look up. The hot water was just too good.


"I... you're thirteen! You shouldn't be having... relations with anyone."


"I'm aware of that, and I'm not."


"Then why do you have that?"


"Because I might not have the option to get it in the future, and as insurance."


"Alana one does not put sheets on a bed nobody will sleep in." That was a surprisingly good saying, and one I'd never heard before.


"They do if sheets are a product that's hard to get. I'm surprised you didn't know I had it, Bishop Theodore did. Now if you don't mind, I was rather enjoying my privacy."


"I DO MIND... Why in the world would Theodore know anything about..." She was getting rather flustered, something which I was happy to allow.


"You'd have to ask him. Are we done?"


"We are most certainly not! Good grief, could you at least cover yourself?"


"Well, I did put up an entire wall to do just that. You seemed to realize your rudeness in walking through it for about half a second."


The poor woman looked like she had a headache. "You're actually not wrong there. We'll continue this conversation when you're done." She left before I even had the chance for a good denial.


I soaked for a long, long time, but all good things must come to an end. Eventually I got prepped and dropped the wall, to find her sitting there on her bed. I decided to sit opposite her for what would undoutably be a long talk.


She kept saying things like "Alana, sex is a very important, personal thing." and asking me if I was sleeping with anyone. The latter was asked no less than half a dozen times, until I finally snapped at her. She didn't seem to believe me on that account, sure that I'd been hooking up with someone. Eventually even her long wind faltered though and I left for dinner.


Dras walked in in the middle of my meal. It took him a moment to scan The Sky before he walked up and sat. I hadn't realized how tall he'd gotten, but I suppose he must have hit his growth spurt at some point.


"Look at you! Long time no see." I offered as he joined me.


"Yeah, no time really to travel much. Sorry for not coming to see you sooner. I've really been unable."


"I understand, school must be rough. You got a day off or something?"


"Yeah, some of our classes cover social activities. They say it's important to know because a lot of us are nobles, and a lot of us will end up dealing with nobles, or something like that. We were supposed to go to some event tonight, but everything got canceled. There was a monster attack or something."


"Yeah, I know. I was there."


"For real? What happened?"


"Well..." I spent several minutes regaling him with the tale before we were interrupted.


"Alana, who is this young man?"


"Dras, my friend."


"Is that so?" She looked down at him appraisingly.


"Oh, hi. Yeah, I'm Dras, nice to meet you." He held out his hand.


"And you as well. I'm the guardian assigned to keep an eye on Alana by The Shield."


"Pfft, I see your Bishop made good on his threats."


She didn't say anything, but glared angrily and found a nearby seat. At some point Dras had to leave, as he had class the next day. I did a bit of light studying, no point letting him get ahead of me or anything, then began to play with the other musicians for the night.


As a marked surprise, I was not told to go to bed. Eleanor did motion to me about the time, but when ignored simply went herself to go and sleep. It was a bright ray that told me that perhaps she would learn to act reasonably.


I nearly snapped when I was pestered out of bed at my normal awakening time the next day.

            

    
        Chapter 59 Truce

    
    
    
    
                I had gone to bed early after being woken up on my day off. This was not due to some contrition on my part, nor tiredness from lack of sleep. No, I was angry, I really, truly hated being awoken when there was no point to it. I even tied a string around my wrist so that I would remember when I inevitably woke up at early o'clock.


Upon my return to the world of the awake I looked about. Eleanor hadn't stirred yet and so I hummed a few different spells into existence. First came a bubble of silence and darkness around her, then another bubble of silence around our room. Now safe to act I retrieved my flute from it's place amongst my things and went to stand in the middle of the room. On a whim I put up a bright ball of light in the middle of the room, just for good measure.


I dropped all of the protections from light and sound around her and launched into a flute variation of the bugle wake up call. I'm quite sure that the influx of sensation was jarring, to say the least. Eleanor nearly jumped straight out of bed.


"Good morning Eleanor!" I cheerily chirped.


"What are you thinking?!" She nearly screamed.


"That I prefer not to be awoken on my days off. Shall we continue bothering each other's sleep or would you like to call a truce?"


"And you woke everyone up for that?"


"Only you."


"That was very loud Alana. You certainly woke everyone up."


"There is a bubble of silence around the room."


I could see the twitch in her eye. "I see."


"So, do you wish to continue our fighting? Or can we come to some understanding?"


"I believe you already had an understanding with Bishop Theodore did you not?"


"Certainly, that I would allow you to be my guardian until such time as I go to school. That does not mean that you and I have to get along though. It will be easier for both of us if we do, so I would prefer to."


"You are completely reasonable and unreasonable at the same time."


"Thanks?"


"Not a compliment. Very well, what do we need to do to not be at each other's throats for the rest of this year."


"Let's start with not waking each other up for no decent reason."


"It is important that you keep a schedule Alana."


"I do, you also need to accept that I can, mostly, take care of myself. There are times when I may need help, and if I do I'll come to you, but for just going about my day... I can do that without you being all over me."


"For some things you certainly are, but you have some very concerning habits and situations young lady, and you need to accept that I need to keep an eye on you because of those."


"Like what?"


"Let's start with your boyfriend. You're very young to be in so serious..."


"Gonna stop you there. Dras isn't my boyfriend, he is a friend. I'm also not having sex with him, and don't plan to. You can accept that, or you can not, but it is the truth."


She took a few seconds to stare at me. "I find it hard to believe, but you don't look like you're lying. We'll put that to the side for the time being then. I'm also concerned about your habits of preparing for the future, and your finances. You have a good amount of earning potential even at your age and I want to make sure you're not making a mess of it."


"I'll go over my savings and stuff with you after work if you're that concerned about it. As for standard winter prep, I've already told you that most of it just doesn't matter to me. I can make up for the most important parts with magic."


"Your magic helps you a lot, but you need something to fall back on in case you end up having to use lots of mana on other things. I agree that you don't need the same preparation that most do, but you should have at the very least some things set back just in case. That is the very basics."


She seemed exasperated, but actually concerned about it. "Fine, on my next day off I'll get some extra stuff just in case. I think it's a waste though."


"You need to think about the things you buy. What will you do when you have a family if you're not thinking about that? You may be fine, but what about your children, or husband? Will they?"


This world was one in which it was pretty much taken as a given that i would, at some point settle down and have a family. Few were those who never did, and as a spellcaster there was even more pressure to make lots more little spellcasters. I wasn't entirely sure how I felt about that, but I could see myself at some point wanting kids.


"Those are valid concerns. I'll consider it."


"At least I don't have to worry about your cleaning. You do that rather well for someone your age."


"Yeah, I made a spell for that awhile ago. I don't use it on clothes, but for the floor and stuff it works fairly well."


She sighed. "Don't want to do anything the old fashioned way I see?"


"I do not like assigning myself more work than I have to do. If I have a resource, I will use it."


"Fine, well, let's get breakfast then. No point trying to go back to sleep now."





That afternoon I had another visitor in the form of my new friend Kala. She strode in just after noontime with my folded up dress for me.


"I see you escaped the other priests." I gave her a smile as she handed it over.


"It was a grueling affair, but eventually they decided I wasn't actually in the wrong. I still had to go over everything about a dozen times though, and got chewed out for not sending word that I was okay when I had the option."


"Boo on responsibility."


She snorted. "Some things we must be responsible for, but there are others where I think we could relax just a hair." Her fingers held up in front of her face to show a small bit.


We found a booth and ordered a bit of food. "So what do you lot do at the temple all the time."


"Depends, there's plenty of work for older priests either helping people or maintaining everything. There's also a lot of... clerical... work."


"Ugh."


"For apprentices like me though we study and are drilled on things like healing and how our magic works. Lot's of stuff on philosophy and how to act too."


"How'd you become an apprentice anyway? Be a priest and what... submit an application?"


"All priests are taken in by one order or another. Once your abilities manifest and are recognized you are given plenty of time to meet with a few different priests and decide where you want to go, but you have to go somewhere. Most girls end up joining The Lovers, because we do so much that helps women in particular. But it's not a hard and fast rule, we have priests as well as priestesses."


"What if they don't?"


"Don't what?"


"Choose an order."


"You have to."


"Really?"


"Yeah. Priest magic is like, scary dangerous if you don't know what you're doing. You can kill yourself or a lot of other people without meaning to. Also, if a priest is not right in the head, they have to be disabled and restrained, though that is mercifully very, very rare. Something about how we are makes us like grouping up, and keeps us on the right path."


"Huh. I never really had that kind of issue. What made you choose how you did?"


"Well... The Shield was the first to take me in. They're really strict and military-like though, so I never really liked them." I understood that. "A couple of the other orders had people I talked to, but they just never felt like a good fit. The Lovers though, I spent some time with a priestess and went with her as she helped a few women who were pregnant or trying not to become so. It just seemed right. Don't bards have some form of that too?"


"Not really. I was hiding my abilities until I got found out and a local wizard took me in for some basic training. Eventually he introduced me to Jackson, the guy over there in the five colored pants." I pointed out the man in question. "He trained me a bit, and I trained myself a lot. When I got to the capital Lucien taught me some too, though most of that was to do stuff on my own. I think bards are pretty independent. We have friends and stuff but I've never seen any kind of formal grouping."


"That matches the stereotypes yeah."


"Everyone kinda says that. Says we're flighty and a pain and a bit of flakes."


"Yup, that's what bards are like."


I stuck my tongue out at her. We laughed and exchanged a few jokes. There were a few really dirty ones from Kala, seemed The Lovers really liked those. Eventually though she had to leave. A brief hug and promise to meet back up later and I had my meeting with Eleanor.


Finances were not particularly fun or public to go over, but we did back in our room. I had in total around fifteen gold to my name, a frankly absurd sum for most children. A gold was a lot of money, enough to buy a large animal like a cow or horse, though quality would vary depending on the local market you'd surely get a good one for that.


There were thirty copper per silver and twenty silver per gold, but prices in this country and world were a bit wonky. Food prices had been higher during the famine, but at normal rates a copper could get you a meal with a small ale, or a strong drink at a tavern. Things of less value than that were normally grouped together or bartered for. Peasants made a few copper per day.


I was making between one and two silver a day, depending on the amount of things I had to do with mana. Charge rates on 'most' magical items were standardized based on the runes on them, filling one rune was normally three copper. That was about the equivalent to a day's charge for a Lover's Mark. Mana was just expensive like that, a few minutes of work from me might be a week's worth of labor for a farmer back where I came from.


A rune worth of mana was a sort of weird amount to measure too. It was more than some of my simpler, more practiced spells, but less than some of the more complex ones. That all depended on a number of factors involved in the casting, not some set price.


My sugar though, that sold. It was an expensive luxury item that only the wealthy really used. There were also very few sources for good quality sugar, of which mine was. If I spent all my time just making that I could increase my income to easily five silver a day. Something I might have needed to do if I were having to pay to go to the academy.


The tuition was twenty gold, twenty-five if you wanted to stay in the dorms. That amount was insane for most people, enough to buy a house, and furnish it well. People in the city though made more than the villagers, and had more expenses. I was at least glad to hear that the tuition covered all four years, even if you had to pay it up front.


I was glad that The Shield was eating my cost, and a bit unsure of how to keep my money. There were no banks in this kingdom. Someone had attempted to make a few, but they'd either failed or attempted fractional banking. The practice had been seen as hugely immoral and was now severely illegal. For now I supposed that I'd have to just keep my money, or put it into some form of hard goods.


I thought about that as I drifted off to sleep that night. Tired from all the day's activities.

            

    
        Chapter 60 Winter passing

    
    
    
    
                After a bit of time Eleanor and I managed to relax our relationship just a bit. She was still a bit of a pain, but didn't get into every inch of my business so long as I at least pretended to think she might have a point.
As the end of fall passed into winter the few people who were still coming to The Sky fell to almost none. Jackson was staying for the season, much to Lude's joy. He seemed to be spending more and more of his time with her, and she didn't mind since there was little to do. I even had plenty of time after the basic daily work was done. We had lots of breaks between charging up magical items. Jackson joined Lucien with charging the few Lover's Marks that still needed it. Even the brothels mostly shut down for the season, with only a few still running at all.
So as three bards were locked in a tavern with plenty of time and nobody to really disturb the predictable happened. Music on a frankly insane scale was played. We played during the day when we had time. We played all through the night. Any time that anything was being done singing, playing, and humming for new tunes was being done.
My erstwhile guardian even joined in to an extent. She had some songs she knew and would bring out her harp in the evenings. She even taught me the basics since we had plenty of time and I was happy to learn it. Unfortunately she was painfully formal. We bards tended to a bit more musical tastes that were foolish, or group songs. Even pop tunes seemed to be roughly appropriate, anything that was fun to sing together. Learning from her was a bit stifling, but I did learn plenty.
Dras came by only one more time, since he was having his nose pressed hard to the grindstone. Kala was a far more frequent visitor managing to come in about once a week. After a few of these visits I got permission to go and visit her. Pretty much anyone was welcome to come to the temples for business, but personal visits were a bit different.
So I took to visiting her. Even in a blizzard I wasn't too much bothered since I could make myself warm. Since I had a bit of time I even worked out a basic spell for keeping myself dry. It was far more rough than a lot of my magic, but it served a good purpose in that I could probably walk through a rainstorm now and come out with little more than ruffled clothing. I could also use it to clean up spills. Sadly it could only do so much at once and removing large quantities of fluid wasn't really possible yet.
It was near midwinter as I came by giving a smile to the poor attendant who'd been assigned to let people into the temple this particular day. I was quickly led to one of the rooms that was being used for some of the daily work that the priests had to do. Most of that was recharging the magical items used in the temple.
The room itself was not particularly large. It was perhaps the size of a large bedroom or living room, and had a roaring fire happily crackling away on one side. I wasn't sure why, but the temples seemed to be really opposed to using magic for convenience.
"Hi!" I waved to Kala as I entered. "Not bothering anything am I?"
"Not particularly no. Just doing some studying while my mana recharges."
"Prepping for the entrance exam then?"
"A bit, but most of this is on how things at the temple are run. There's a lot of background work that nobody ever sees."
"Sounds... kinda boring actually."
"But important."
I nodded in agreement. "Yeah, I suppose it is in the long run. Anything else going on?"
"Nah, just charging some of our tools up."
She showed me the tools in question. They were mostly for checking on the health of a pregnant woman and could give all sorts of information based on what you looked for. These were spells that a lot of the priests already knew, but having the items on hand meant that even a non-priest could do it, and they could save mana for other tasks that would be done during the heavier working seasons. There was one thing that did strike me though.
"The capacity on these is insane isn't it?" I was no expert, but had charged a good few items in my time and had a feel for how much they could take.
"It's really high yeah. Most of our stuff is built that way. We charge it up in winter and then use it as needed for a couple of seasons afterwards. You would not believe the number of pregnancies we get in spring and summer."
"People locked in their homes with nothing much else to do? I think I probably would." That got me a laugh.
She led me over to a small bench near the fire where we could chat, bringing the items that she had to work on and placing them on a side table. For the next couple of hours we just talked about our days, sharing jokes while enjoying the afternoon. I even helped with charging up the tools. I had plenty of mana and there was no point letting myself top out while some was needed.
Eventually she put a pot of herbal tea over the fire so we could have something nice to drink. The drink itself was fruity, if a bit bitter, and they only had cream to add. When I summoned a bit of sugar to sweeten it Kala sighed deeply.
"You're going to have me all spoiled with sugar and the like."
"Sugar is an important part of tea, without which it just isn't complete."
"It's also dumb expensive Alana. We use honey every now and then now that there's tons of it coming out of the villages to the east, but it's just not the same."
"Is there really tons of it coming in now?"
"Well... it's still not all that much, but it's way more than it used to be I'm told. Seems some of the farmers have found a way to keep bee hives or something. I don't know all the details."
I briefly thought about my brother. He'd loved to keep bees, and all the honey and wax we'd gotten from them thanks to his hard efforts. That of course reminded me of his death.
"Something wrong?" Kala asked, apparently reading the look on my face.
"Ah, I was just thinking about one of my brothers for a moment there."
"He's..." She didn't have to finish.
I nodded, not really trusting my voice.
Kala put down her drink and reached over, pulling me into a hug. She held me like that on the little bench for awhile. It had been a long, long time since I'd cried about losing him, or about missing the rest of my family, but she said nothing as I let silent tears fall. I ended up getting her robes all messy.
Eventually though it passed. One could only be so sad for so long at a time, and I'd used up my tears for the day. When it did she gave me a small smile as I wiped away the last. Then she began to speak.
"I had no brothers, but I have a sister. She's still living somewhere near our old village from what I hear. Dad got called into the war and... well, soldiers die." Now she was the one who looked sad. "Eventually there was a battle near our village. I wasn't at home when the Empire's soldiers came. They went house to house, killed the boys and the older women. The younger ones though... They take slaves, did you know that Alana? When I got back home I found her there, in chains. The things they'd done to her and the others..."
Her voice was shaking a bit and it was my turn to hug her as she continued. "and when I saw it... I'd been hiding my magic for awhile, careful to keep the few things I could do secret for fear of being taken away. That day I let loose on them. I knew they were evil, monsters in the skin of men. Killing them was as easy as breathing."
She cried quite a bit, eventually settling her head on my lap as she did so. This wasn't a happy time, but there was something deeply comforting about it. We'd both been through so much, seen such horrors. Certainly others had seen similar things, or perhaps even worse, but we were alike in our ways, and understood each other's hurts. This was something I couldn't share with the others around me, and having someone who understood, someone I could lean on without holding back was a true blessing to me.
So we mourned. We let each other have another to lean on while they processed until we were both done for the time being. Then we just sat in companionable silence for awhile, curled up and watching the fire as it burned.
Eventually we were interrupted by the Head Priestess coming to check on progress. She took one look at the two of us and quirked an eyebrow.
"Is everything okay?"
"It will be Head Priestess," Kala answered.
"Very well then. If you're sure." She gave the item we'd been charging a quick look over and raised her eyebrows.
"Ah... Alana helped me fill it..."
The older woman looked over at me with a kind smile. "Thank you for contributing dear. You two... take care of yourselves."
We nodded as she left, wiping away the last of the streaks on our faces. After looking at each other for a moment we both laughed. If I looked half as bad as Kala did I must be a total disaster, and I reckoned she felt the same.
"Oh no! The tea, and after you put the effort into making sugar for it." Kala despaired over the now ice cold drinks.
I suppressed my giggling for long enough to cast the spell to heat them back to steaming. Only to fall back into it at Kala's declaration of "That's so unfair!"
After finishing our drinks I actually paid attention to the sounding of the bells and nearly bolted off the bench. It had gotten well past time for me to head home and if I didn't soon I'd be walking through the dark. After one last hug to my friend I rushed out into the snowy cityscape, and hurried on my way.
The walk home was peaceful. As the sun set and the lightly falling snow killed all noise I strode along the roads. It was almost like a scenic painting as I made my way home to The Sky and it's warm, often loud interior.
Winter continued in that pattern until the season finally broke. Kala would visit me, I would visit her. I introduced her to the idea of hot, spiced cider, which we drank while at The Sky. At the temple we'd sip on warm tea, enjoying the fruity sweetness. I even taught her a few of the dirtier songs that Jackson liked so much and really pissed off Eleanor.
I was happy to finally be fourteen as the first blooms of spring started to show in the little green areas around the city. The last of the snows melted and birds again returned to their singing letting everyone know that the time for quiet rest had finally finished, and that the time to begin working in earnest had begun again.

Social visits didn't stop with the flood of activity, but they were just slightly less common. Both Kala and I had jobs to do and even if travel was easier, we two were busier.

            

    
        Chapter 61 Cocktails and hangovers

    
    
    
    
                Other than the influx of work, spring brought with it a host of things. Most importantly to me was the food. While it wasn't quite as good as summer food, that of the spring actually had some fresh ingredients. It was sad to say, but most of what we ate over the winter were stored products, or things made from them, and it really put a damper on my mood sometimes. The coming of spring though, that brought salad, sprigs of veggies, and even a few different fruits.


So it was one morning that I came to Lucien. There was a lesson I needed and I had something I would trade for it.


"Hey boss!" I chirped as I came over.


"What do you want?" He easily read me.


"I'd like you to teach me to add sound to my illusions. I need to take them to the next level before my exam."


"You could figure that out on your own you know." His normal method was to tell me a general idea of what to do and leave me to it.


"Sure I could, but if I had someone explain the basics to me before going off and trying to make it work myself it might speed me up a bit."


"It might, but you might learn something new. It would also take hours that I could be doing other things. You could ask Jackson, he hasn't buggered off yet."


"I could, but you're the best at illusions."


"Flattery will get you nowhere."


"How about a trade?"


"What ya got for trade?"


"A few new drinks."


He had to think on that one for a few moments. "Bring me an example later and we'll see."


There are a handful of basic things one needs for a cocktail. I now had most of them, even if I had to improvise a bit. With the various things I could make using magic I could easily enough whip up a small batch of cherry syrup. Add to that a few early citrus that were being brought into the city from warmer parts of the country and a bit of mint and it was easy enough to make some light drinks. Sadly I didn't have tonic water of any kind, something I might have to work on.


The first drink was a rather potent cherry lemonade, I did a full pitcher of that as it was easier to measure it that way. The amount of summoned alcohol was not terribly much per volume, but it just didn't need to be. That was followed up with me making a batch of cherry cordial. It would take time to make, but would be well worth the effort. I ended with a very, very rough approximation of a cocktail called Blood and Sand. For that I had to sub out most of the ingredients, but we had several whiskeys and a high alcohol wine or two, so it was not too bad.


I had to be careful when making these. I was still tiny and not fully grown, and the last thing I needed was to get fall-over drunk trying to figure out how to remake cocktails. Eleanor had been backing off a bit as of recently, and me inebriated would probably turn that on its head so fast I might get whiplash. I also really didn't like being drunk, and even worse were the hangovers.


That night I presented my creations to Lucien. He looked over the three drinks while giving me a bit of a look.


"What in the world are these?"


"Drinks, they're sweeter. I think a lot of women will like them, even if they will be a bit pricey."


"So should I guess there's lots of sugar and alcohol in them?"


"Yup."


He took a few moments to try each of them, though I warned him the cordial would take some time to come together.


"Not bad, though I'm not sure how popular they will be."


"What's all this then?" Eleanor asked as she came over, looking at the two of us.


"They're drinks. Wanna try?"


"Very well, I suppose there's no harm in that." With a look at each the rather annoying woman decided to try the lemonade. "Oh, that's not bad, that's not bad at all."


"Well there's a pitcher of it there, but I wouldn't drink all of it Eleanor."


Lucien and I slid down the bar a bit so that we could continue our discussion in private.


"See, even she likes it. There's decidedly a market for them. Even if they are a bit expensive." I pointed out, trying to get the best price.


"Alright, I'll give you that much. You just want to add sound to your illusions then?"


"Yup yup."


"It's easiest if you have a sound you can move to where you want it to go. Otherwise you need to know the sound you're making almost perfectly."


"Fair enough, and that should work for most of what I want to do."


"What are you trying to do?"


"Heh heh. Don't worry, just a joke that's been a long time coming."


He explained to me how he did it. Which seemed a rather inefficient method of hearing then making what he heard appear somewhere else. That wouldn't quite work for me, I knew my voice sounded different to me than it did to other people. When I asked Lucien didn't actually have a solution to this issue, so I tried to come up with one of my own. He apparently didn't have a good way to project his own voice other than to make it louder. I wasn't sure if he was lying to me about that to make me do my own work or not, but some of his insights on using an 'ear' as a receiver were nice.


This information and considering my own changes that I'd have to be making to the spell took awhile to go over. I knew passing off how to make the drinks even though he hadn't helped me much was a bad deal, but Lucien had been a friend for a long time, and I was going to give them to him anyway.


By the time we'd finished Eleanor moved over to us. She squinted as she looked at me and sat down.


"Alana."


"Hm?"


"How... how strong is that lemon drink?" she slightly slurred out.


"Um... pretty strong why? How much did you..." I looked at the half-full pitcher and began to laugh.


"What's so funny?" Lucien leaned over.


"Oh, don't worry. It's gonna be a good night."


"Alana... ALaNA, you never pay attention, pay attention." I almost felt bad for her. If nothing was done she'd certainly be feeling this in the morning.


"Eleanor, you're drunk. Get some water."


"Fine fine..." She didn't get up to get water, so I kindly filled her cup with some.


"Drink, you'll thank me for it in the morning."


"You waste too much mana. Spending it all here and there on things. You should use it smarter." She did in fact drink now that she had something in her glass, but still babbled on about my failings. She'd been on me a bit recently about how I shouldn't just use magic to solve as many problems as I could.


"So," Lucien now took his turn to ask. "how strong is that stuff?" He then took a chance to look back down at the recipe. "Oh, oh dear."


"Should we get her sobered up now or wait till morning?" I asked, trying not to laugh.


"Honestly I don't care."


I opted to wait. Watching my normally cross guardian bumble about was a source of untold amusement for me. Eventually it was time for bed though. It took a bit of cajoling from both Lude and I but we managed to convince Jackson to haul her back to her bed and help her lay down. He asked why I didn't do anything about her drunken state, but I just shrugged.





The next morning Eleanor rose from sleep with a groan.


"Good morning." I said as I went about getting ready. I had the day off today.


"Ugh. What in the world happened?"


"You drank a bunch, I did warn you."


"Of the lemonade? it didn't taste that strong though, and I didn't drink that much." I slid a bucket over as I saw her face, and just in time. She spent several moments emptying her stomach into it.


"It's the sugar, it hides how strong it is and makes the hangover worse."


"Good grief."


"I could help a bit, but you went on a whole thing about me wasting mana last night." Her glare met my shit-eating grin.


"Alana."


With a last laugh I began to cast the poison removal spell. Alcohol was mostly just a poison, and a hangover was at least partially that. Getting the small quantity of alcohol she hadn't yet digested out was easy. Of course many of its byproducts were also a problem. While I didn't specifically know those I could imagine that they were there, and I knew they were making her hangover worse, so pulling them out was my next step. That done I could only do one more thing for her.


"Here," I said, putting down a pitcher and glass with cool water in them. "drink up, that's all I can really do for you."


With the toxins gone all she had to work through was the dehydration. It ended up with her getting a nice quiet morning while I went to my old room to practice my magic.


I worked on a receiver/broadcaster model for my sound spell, not unlike a telephone. Half of the spell 'heard' something, taking in the sound-waves, while the other half put out a copy of them. I could also alter this to make sounds from my imagination rather than the receiver, but that was really difficult, and not quite what I needed. It took me most of the day going between casting and studying to get it to a place I was happy with, but by the time I was done it was at the very least workable.


Eleanor found me at dinner, parking herself across from me.


"Last night was a bit of an embarrassment. I hate to say that I was taken completely off guard by that drink. I thought it was more akin to a beer or cider than hard liquor."


"I could tell, but you were well and drunk by the time I realized your mistake."


"I would prefer it if we didn't speak of it again."


"Okay, if that's what you want. Jackson might have words for you later though." I felt that was an empty threat, but it did get a good look on her face.


"What? Why?"


"Because he's the one we got to carry you to bed and dump you there." I tried, and failed, to keep a straight face as I said it.


The flare of embarrassment on her face was perfect. I knew I was being a bit pointlessly mean here. I could have sobered her after she fell into bed, or before. The poison removal spell would have stopped it dead in its tracks, ceasing the drunkenness and preventing the hangover. On the other hand, it was really funny to me, so...


"Why Jackson?"


"Because I'm too small and Lucien is getting on in years."


At my answer she put her head down on the table. I patted her on the shoulder a bit. It wasn't that bad. Sure for about as long as I'd known him Jackson had been a playboy, but he wasn't evil or anything, and he probably wouldn't even mention it if she didn't. I imagined he'd had to been thrown into a bed once or twice in his long career of drinking and chasing women.


So far as I knew the man never did say anything to her about it. For the rest of the spring though she ended up studiously avoiding anything she wasn't particularly familiar with. Not much else of note happened for the season other than a few visits from friends and a good bit of hard studying. By this point I could almost quote the study book line for line, it was kinda sad.

            

    
        Chapter 62 Jackson's exit and exam registration

    
    
    
    
                Spring rolled on into summer and one day Jackson made his exit. He didn't say anything to me personally. He was just there one day, and gone the next. It was my understanding that he had some words with Lucien before his leaving, he did have to pay for his room and the like. Lude joined me at the bar that evening after we both finished up for the night, she seemed unbothered.


"How're you tonight?" I asked, keeping an eye on her mood.


"I'm great. How about you?"


"Fair enough. So... um, you and Jackson then..."


"Yeah, he's got some things he needs to take care of. Then he's coming back."


I seriously doubted that. "Yeah... he does seem to come and go doesn't he?"


"Mmm, yeah. I don't care though. I don't even care if he goes for other girls, so long as he returns to me." She had a dreamy look in her eyes. It was honestly a bit creepy.


"Well, he'll come back here eventually. If nothing else he and Lucien are friends."


I left her to her daydreaming to prepare for the inevitable tide of angry husbands and fathers. We even took bets on how many would show up. Several of the bar staff made a pool for betting and chose numbers. Based on previous experience I chose five, putting up a small jar of sugar as my wager.


To everyone's surprise Lude won. Not a single man showed up to complain about Jackson's behavior, nor to beat him for cavorting with their wife/daughter/friend. To say that both Lucien and I were surprised would be an understatement, perhaps he had really changed.





Around mid-summer Kala sent me a letter asking if I'd like to join her for going to register for the academy. I responded with a fervent yes, as we'd not had nearly enough time to hang out recently. I'd been lain down with work, trying to build a bit of a cushion of money and she'd been slammed too with making preparations.


Late summer and early fall were the busiest time for The Lovers, as many women would, if able, choose to give birth as near as possible to one of their priests. It was considered good luck. It was also rather smart as they tended to be highly trained in midwifery and able to heal injuries dealing with births unlike any normal person could. While infant and mother mortality might be horrific in many parts of the country, the presence of one of their priests dropped that number to near zero.


When the day came Kala and one of the older members of her Order stopped by the bar to pick up Eleanor and myself. It was considered proper to have someone acting as your guardian apparently, though not an absolute rule.


The two of us hugged and then began our normal chatting.


"How's things?" I began.


"Oh, you know. Marks, babies, the works. You?"


"We had a couple of good bar fights recently. Let me tell you about them..."


The walk up to the academy was rather uneventful. I wasn't overly surprised to learn that Eleanor knew who they'd sent with Kala, the temple district wasn't all that populated when it came down to it. They talked behind while Kala and I held hands, leaning in to spread what little bits of gossip we'd been gathering.


Eventually though we had to split up, as registration for the exam was done by caster type. I was surprised that they had a section for physical magic. Apparently they didn't come to the academy for much, but attended a few classes, with formal training in a nearby barracks. The arena that we used for entrance exams were part of the facilities that had been built partly for their use.


Eleanor had to split from me to go do some paperwork on her end, something about finding me a guardian when I got in. I was glad to see her go as I walked down the hall towards the bard area. It was a small hallway with a line on the floor leading to a door.


The room was a bit on the opulent side. It had thick green carpets and a number of couches we could wait on. There were perhaps a dozen of us in total of various looks. Most were rather fancily dressed, obviously nobles or some shade thereof. Some of these were clearly wealthier than the others and all of them seemed to have a servant attending them. There were also a few who looked rather less well off, though still rich if I had to guess.


I'd worn my nicest dress. It was the one that I'd gotten from my work saving Prince Lief, though I'd had to have the seams extended to their very maximum length to keep it properly fitting. Even now I doubted that it would be long enough for too much longer. I still felt far under-dressed for the occasion.


"A servant? Why are you here? And not even in uniform." A boy with a frankly uninteresting aura asked. He looked both weak to me, and like he was glowing a dull gray.


Maid outfits seemed to be a multiversal truth, as all those here were wearing one. The male servants had on similar clothes of black and white one might expect of a butler. I could only assume that was what he was referring too.


"I am here to register for the exam." I explained simply.


"Pfft, you've no aura, begone commoner."


"I'm simply suppressing it. That is to my understanding common practice."


"Completely?" The boy began to laugh, which spread to several others.


I was happy to see the little bits of practice I'd slipped into my daily routine after the incident at the ball had paid off. I could still detect it, but it seemed this little idiot was having a hard time.


I considered letting it loose and giving them all a real showing. Honestly though, who cared? I was going to ace this test. I was going to slam their fat little noses into the academic grindstone that was this school and teach them a real lesson about learning. I'd been through more formal schooling than all the little noble prats in this room could even dream of, and I knew the materials for this test like the back of my hand.


"Discipline is important." I simply shrugged and sat down, causing those who'd been laughing to bristle a bit.


The boy in particular seemed to take this a bit personally. He clenched his jaw as he rose advancing towards me with a few stomps.


"I'll teach you to respect your betters." I could see him breathing in to scream at me as he came.


Unfortunately for him I was quite a bit faster. With a hummed note I threw a bubble of silence all around his throat and mouth. I practiced my spells every day. I used magic as much as I could. His little show, it was a joke. I could have responded with something significantly nastier, but just shutting the little shit down was enough for me. Technically he could still cast, but without hearing himself sing, I doubted he would realize that fact.


He tried and failed again and again. I didn't say a word as I watched him breathe in and scream himself hoarse. It was dead silent. Those who'd been laughing before had shut up in a hurry as they saw that display.


"Well, I can see you don't have anything to teach her then. Best if you sit down isn't it?" A masculine voice uttered from one corner, out of which strode a man in rather formal looking robes.


I hadn't seen this man before, and wondered if he'd been using some form of camouflage or invisibility. It was possible he'd just been really good at remaining unseen too. I looked him over, and then the corner. He was tall and dark haired, and moved as if everyone in the room were already his students, giving us each a hard glare. The corner I saw had some kind of weird optical effect going on. My guess was that it was either something he'd done, or something about the room itself.


"I am Professor Magnolia. I also happen to be the nominal head of the bards here at our most esteemed institution. Allow me to point out that if either of you had actually managed to harm the other you'd have been instantly rendered unsuitable as a candidate. Magic, particularly combat magic, is not something to be used lightly."


Professor Magnolia moved to one side of the room. He sat down at a desk there and began to take out bits of paperwork. "I'm going to need you to come up one at a time to answer a few questions. Don't worry I'll put up a muffling spell to keep your answers private. Miss, I would appreciate it if you took whatever you'd done off of your fellow prospect."


"Yes sir." I nodded and dropped the spell.


We were called forward in order of status. I suspected he knew what nobles were here, or could tell by their clothing their rank. I would of course go last. The idea of equality was completely foreign in this world, and I could understand it. Either you could do magic or you couldn't, there was no equality in that, and magic was a powerful tool.


Eventually it was my turn though. When it was just myself and the professor left in the room he looked up, motioning me over to the desk.


"Name?"


"Alana."


"Place of birth?"


"Orsken on the Forest. It doesn't exist anymore as far as I know though sir."


"Not a problem. Parent's names."


"Verren and Amara."


"Very good, if you had any teachers I would like to know their names."


"My first teacher was a wizard by the name of Mystien," the man's brows rose at that, "followed by a bard named Jackson, and another named Lucien." He gave me a hard look after I'd finished.


"Normally at this point I'd ask you to demonstrate some small spell, but I think you taking the little lordling down a notch will more than suffice. That was a good response by the way, what did you do?"


"Um... zone of silence around his mouth and throat. Nothing terribly complicated there."


"Ah, it was just localized. There are a handful of ways to get a similar effect, but I can see that working quite well."


After being dismissed I returned to the main entrance. Several groups were forming here with a few of what I could only guess were current students filing among them. As I found Kala and Eleanor a familiar voice greeted me.


"Hey there, figured you'd be in today. Long time no see." I turned to see Dras standing there in what must be his favorite robes. They looked terrible, if rather comfy.


"Oh? A friend of yours Alana?" Kala asked as she came over to stand right next to me.


"Yes, this is Dras. I told you about him. Dras, this is Kala, we met awhile back and she's a good friend."


The two looked at each other for a few moments. While Dras had come up to join us it was Kala who seemed to be staking her claim as my best friend right now. I liked them both, but it was true that there were some things Dras would just never get...


"Yeah... anyway. We don't have classes today, so I thought you might want to... get some lunch or something after you'd registered for the exam..." Poor Dras seemed at a loss on how to deal with Kala.


"Let's all go," I suggested, forgetting the constant pain in my neck who was nearby.


To my relief Eleanor waved us off. Leaving us to what had to be one of the most awkward lunches I'd ever been to. The place was one near the school, and a popular hangout for the students. The food was good. Also, neither of my current companions said more than three words at a time to each other, they'd apparently decided that rivalry was the way to go. I felt like that would get tiring in a hurry, but that would be a problem for another day.

            

    
        Chapter 63 Taking the exam

    
    
    
    
                Fall came, and the studying became real. It was either Kala or Dras or both at all times that I wasn't working. Once I was a week out I took the time off to just study. If I didn't get in I would be amazed, if I did I wouldn't be staying at The Sky. As it stood Lucien accepted my leaving with little more than a chuckle and pat on the head.


On the night before Dras came down to join Kala and I. We spent the evening relaxing again and chatting about whatever came to mind. I appreciated that he was keeping this tradition alive and as the sun set we all went to rest for the coming day.


I woke up early. Insanely so, and found that Eleanor was still sleeping. With little else to do I slipped out of my room and headed towards the main room. I wanted to see it, to take another hard look around the place that had been my home for so very long. As I came in I found Lucien there, leaning on the bar and doing some light cleaning.


"Woke up early?" he asked with a grin.


"Yeah, nerves."


"Alana, I've known a good few casters. I've known bards, and wizards, and clerics of all types. So, as someone who has seen plenty of people who've gone to that school, allow me to tell you. You're going to be fine. If anyone I've ever known was ready for that exam, it's you." He gave me a kind smile and motioned me to take a seat by him at the bar.


"I know that I know what I need to. I'm also fairly sure I'll destroy the practical."


"How's that thing you were preparing for that going?"


"I got it down, it'll be great if it works."


"Odds on that?"


"Fifty fifty, depends on one big factor. That's out of my control though so who knows."


"Well soon you'll have a proper teacher. I'm sure they'll be able to help you get it going afterwards."


"You're a proper teacher, just a rather unconventional one."


"Alana, I take in strays every now and then, but I'm no professor. You and Jackson are my only two real students. Even then I only took you on because you reminded me of my old friend."


"And Jackson?"


He gave me a real deep look and I nearly fell out of my chair. "Does he know?"


"I'm not even sure. Could get a priest to check or something if I really wanted. He's the right age though, and from the right neighborhood. I can't deny that he certainly acts like I did too... Enough about my past though, you've got a future ahead of you. Do you think you're ready?"


"As I can be, not just on an ability way either. I like it here, it's comfy, but I need to get stronger. When I come of age I need to go and find my family. I'm betting they're still out there somewhere, I just don't know where yet."
"Bit surprised you're waiting that long."


"I don't really know where to start. I'm hoping that they come and find me, or Mystien comes to visit you. If he does..."


"I'll get word to you, and I'll let him know where you are."


"Thanks, for everything."


Lucien smiled at me and patted me on the shoulder. He then made me a frankly huge breakfast with most of my favorites. I was surprised he knew them, but we'd lived in the same place for so long I really shouldn't have been.


Before long The Sky was abuzz with the morning crowd. Eleanor rushed me off to get ready before it got too late. Even as I was doing that I could feel the butterflies in my stomach. When I returned I found Kala there, along with an amused looking Charles. His big eyes taking in everything around him.


"Surprised to see you here." I said as he came over.


"Oi oi, we're friends."


Were we? I only saw the guy like once or twice a year outside of him coming to get his injuries mended up. Charles was weird about the social stuff though, so he might actually consider me his friend. I mean, he did tell me when I was being stalked.


"Well, sadly it's time for me to go on..." I looked at him and he shook his head.


"Sure, but we'll see each other again. I mean, you're not even leaving the city, you can visit The Sky pretty much any time you want."


I felt really silly in that moment about being all tied up in leaving. Sure, The Sky had been home, but it was just going to be a short walk away. Even Kala shook her head as she looked at me.


Our walking chat up to the gates was at least fun. Kala had apparently been saving some of her best jokes for this very trip. It worked to relax me completely by the time we arrived.


"Alana, I know you don't like me, but good luck dear." Eleanor said as we split from the adults with us to go to the actual test.


Kala had a few that had come to cheer her on in the practical as well, and they gave her a wave. Lucien had opted to stay back, something about not liking the noble section of the city.


It was easy to follow the crowd to our testing room. I'd thought that we'd only have a few people based on what I saw yesterday, but it seemed that I had been mistaken. There were easily a three hundred candidates filing into the large hall used for the written test. I didn't think there were this many in the capital itself. My guess though was that nobles from all around the country sent their kids to try and get in.


"Welcome to the written examination for The Bergond Academy of Mages." A familiar old man spoke from the front of the room. His aura was still a bit unpleasant to look at for too long, but I thought he was toning it down a bit. "Though we more often refer to ourselves simply as 'the academy' here. I am Dean Lorrae and fifty of you will have the privilege of being my students. First you will take the written portion and those that pass will undergo a practical examination afterwards. Attempting to cheat here will result in immediate failure, you are here to show us your abilities, and your abilities alone. Find your seat, once we begin you will have until the sand runs out."


At the front of the room was a desk with a rather large hourglass on it. I wondered if they used that rather than a clock for some practical reason, or just because someone thought it was a good visual. My desk was near the back, quite far from it. As were all the desks of what could be considered lower class folk. Not that that bothered me in the least.


We began as soon as the hourglass was flipped, and as soon as I began to dive into the test I relaxed. It was easy as pie. After years of study on the material this was a bit of a joke. Even the prose and rhyme parts were nothing major for anyone who'd been forced to sit through language classes for as long as I had. The math was laughable, nothing more complex then the most basic of algebra and geometry.


As I was around halfway through the math section there was a loud *bang* and one of the students on the other side of the room was launched backwards from his chair. He was quickly removed from the room by an irate looking Professor Magnolia.


"That's our one for the year. We've never had a second, but do feel free to break the record if you were planning on it. For those of you who are smart though, back to work," the Dean declared.


I finished early and ended up sitting there for a good bit of time. That was after I went back over everything twice, just to check. There were one or two more that had finished as well, though most were still bent over their papers and scribbling furiously.


When it ended there were only a few who hadn't yet finished, and the lot of us were quickly instructed to group up. Since there were so few bards we ended up as a group. The priests were much the same, but the wizards... The wizards had to consult a list, and then go to their assigned section of the room. They had the rest of us thoroughly outnumbered.


Our time spent waiting was filled with nervous glances around, the tapping of fingers, and one rather annoying noble giving me a glare. It wasn't too long though before Professor Magnolia and my old doorway guarding acquaintance walked up to us.


Professor Magnolia took out a piece of paper and looked it over briefly. "June of Estri, Omar of Mintra, Lora of Lithere, and Alana of Orsken, you may stay. The rest of you may now leave."


Most of our little group rose and began moving away. I was glad to see that the boy with the gray aura was among those. He on the other hand seemed to have something to say.


"The common girl passed?"


"Her score made yours look like the scribblings of a small child, now go."


"Professor Rooke, there's no need to be impolite." Professor Magnolia inserted.


"I've no use for those who can't pass that test. Particularly when they let themselves be blinded to their own failings by the illusion that their birth should do anything other than require their excellence." Professor Rooke seemed far more harsh in this setting than I'd ever seen him before. "Now, go. I've far more interesting things to be on with." Yes, he seemed particularly cross for some reason.


The students who'd failed quickly fled from his presence when he turned to give them a look that might be capable of literally wilting flowers. One which he then turned on me. I was unsure what I had done, but it seemed there was something.


After they'd left the two professors took out June and Omar. My guess was that they'd take us in order that we were called on the list, meaning I was thankfully last. I took the chance to begin quietly humming several spells into place, one after another until everything was right where it needed to be.


"He seemed pissed." Lora leaned over after they'd left. If I had to guess from her clothing she was fairly low on the nobility totem pole.


"Yeah, that's an understatement."


Professor Magnolia came back first, and gathered up Lora for her practical. He dropped off June at another waiting room to the side as he came, she seemed in good spirits. Professor Rooke on the other hand pointed Omar off to the exit as he came in, before he came striding up to me.


"Alana, I'm a bit miffed at the moment, though not at you."


"Oh... I suppose that's good then Professor..."


"Did you know that I came to join the duty roster for the odious job of testing applicants who show almost no talent just to see you in action?"


"Um... you did say you'd administer my test last year sir, yes?"


"Good. Then I don't suppose you can tell me why the Dean has decided that you passed your practical already then?"


"Oh." I understood now. I'd convinced him to come and test me himself and then shown to Dean Lorrae enough magic that he didn't feel the need to test me further.


I'd literally kept him waiting to see me cast for a year, gotten him to take a job he hated, and then been pulled away before he even got a look at my magic. I'd be a bit grouchy at that level of tease too.


"I... suppose that the Dean saw some of my magic awhile ago, and made his decision there..." I could see the eye twitch.


"Well,. I am still quite curious as to what exactly you showed him."


"You could still run me through the practical sir... I prepared specifically for it and all."


"I was hoping you might agree to that. Did our esteemed Dean," I could nearly taste the sarcasm in the word 'esteemed' "let you know that he'd passed you?"


"When we met he didn't even tell me who he was."


"That... is a bit unsurprising. He rather likes his jokes."


As we walked past the man in question he looked up at me, and then he looked at me.


"Eh heh heh heh heh," he laughed as Professor Rooke passed.


"Something funny sir?" The still slightly irate man asked.


"Don't worry about it lad. You'll like it."


When we finally made it out into the arena, coming in through a side door Professor Rooke had on an actual smile.


Once we'd found a good spot away from the other examinations he turned to look at me.


"Alright Alana, you may begin when you're ready."


"Oh, I began some time ago Professor." I smiled.


"What?..."


When the illusory me that I'd made while waiting for him to come administrate my test poofed and I appeared some twenty feet behind it I got to see him actually begin to laugh. It took him a good fifteen seconds to stop.


"Okay, how'd you do that?" he said, wiping his face.


"Invisibility and illusion mostly. I used a silence bubble over my mouth to hide the sound of myself and a sound moving spell to make my voice appear from the illusion's mouth." That got me another round of chuckles.


"Quite good, and the footprints?" He pointed to the places in the sand where my double's feet had landed.


"Just a simple movement spell."


"You're quite the bold girl to go and pull that on me. Good job on the casting, multiple spells like that can be hard to work out. What else have you got?"


Most of my other spells weren't all that impressive to him. Though he gave some good reviews on my sugar summoning. The big show was the flamethrower, which I saved for last. It was too expensive mana wise to use earlier. Even if the cost had dropped significantly for me, it was still a monster.


After that there were indeed a few small questions on mana regulation and group casting, nothing complex though.


"Well sir, did I meet your expectations?"


"And exceeded Alana. If you'll come with me, we'll go join the other successful candidates." There were a few still testing as he led me back in and to the waiting room.

            

    
        Chapter 64 Announcements, parties, and letters

    
    
    
    
                When I got to the room for passing candidates I found Kala waiting for me. I was glad she passed even without me going to the extremes I'd done with Dras. I would have if she'd wanted it, but that had never been requested. We smiled at each other and I nearly fell into the chair beside her.


"How'd it go?" She asked as I flopped down.


"Well, I'm wiped from all the mana I used, but very well, you?"


"I did good enough. The written was kinda hard, but I think I aced the practical."


We chatted about the exam and it's results and eventually Lora was let in as well. She looked ready to collapse and nodded as she passed me. I hadn't had more than a few words with her, but she seemed personable enough.


As the room began to fill slowly I looked around at who had made it. There were quite a few fewer commoners here than there had been in the beginning. All but the priests and one other person were dressed as nobles. Everyone was also exhausted looking, running through all of your spells in front of a teacher was no easy feat.


We spent a good long while waiting, and after a bit a group was led in to join our own. This room had apparently been designated 'passing' with another put to the side as 'potential' for those who'd done not quite well enough to grab a spot for sure. The failing candidates had been shown the door.


"Greetings everyone." The Dean looked about as we all rose at his entrance. "I'm glad to see you all here and eager to continue, but there are things which must be done first. You'll each be provided with a list of needed materials and your time for uniform fitting. There will also be a few meetings with the professor in charge of your group, information will be provided to each as you exit. Classes begin a week from today."


I had to split from Kala and join with the other bards as we went to see Professor Magnolia. He was in a corner and gave us a big beaming smile.


"Three is an excellent crop this year, some I don't even get one. Allow me to congratulate each of you on your hard work and success. We'll have one class that will be just for you girls and focused on making sure you've got some basics down during your first year, then we'll be moving you onto bigger and better things. That's for later though, for now, schedules."


He handed each of us a small booklet. The meeting and fitting times were all written on a scrap in the front, while the rest was dedicated to rules and a rough map of the campus. There wasn't much to the rules. Stay in uniform during class and on days when we had classes, with a few exceptions. Don't attack other students or teachers. Don't damage the campus. There were also some rules about keeping the dorms in order and where we were allowed to work on new spells and items, but nothing odious. Appended was a section for rules for servants, we were apparently allowed to bring one and they had their own guidelines.


The more concerning thing was the list of things we needed. Most of it was basic, but near the bottom was listed attire appropriate for social gatherings. I hated the idea, but apparently they did require it.


Professor Magnolia had a little speech that sounded like nothing so much as a regular greeting before he released us. The other students had gotten their information and were going now too and I was ready to head out.


I found Professor Rooke talking to Eleanor as I exited the room. He had apparently finished rather earlier than the rest of us had, and taken to speaking with my current guardian. I wasn't sure if that was to be expected, or if it boded poorly for me.


"Greetings again Alana, I'm glad to see Professor Magnolia didn't keep you too terribly long." The man said as I came over to them.


"Ah, there you are dear. This kind gentleman was telling me how well you did. He's even volunteered to be your guardian for the time you spend at school."


"I'm quite grateful for that professor." It was painfully obvious that he just wanted me close by to try and observe my magic as much as he could.


I got the feeling he knew that I was doing some out of the box things, and wanted in on that while the getting in was good. Frankly I was going to hide a lot of it from him, at least in the specifics on what I was doing. Some of the thoughts I had told me that a wizard with even a fraction of the limited understanding of physics and chemistry I had would be far, far too dangerous for me to loose upon this world.


"Well then, when exactly do you have your meeting with Professor Magnolia? I'd like to have a few words with you before you go to that. Eleanor and I will have to get all the forms in order and we need to discuss your classes and preparation."


"It's two days from now sir." I brought out my schedule to check, and it was there, in the morning. Apparently they gave higher status students what were considered more convenient times, later in the week, and later in the day. Most had celebrations to attend.


"Then let us meet tomorrow afternoon. We have much to discuss." I made a small mark on my schedule before Professor Rooke bid us well and left to attend to his own business.


"Are you okay with him as your guardian Alana?" Eleanor asked as I walked back to The Starlit Sky with her. It was nice that she was taking my opinion into consideration for once.


"I am. I suspect he's just interested in my magic, but he seems like he's a decent enough person. If things go wrong I'll contact either Theodore or the Dean. My experiences with the latter say he's someone I can trust."


She snorted. "You would actually contact Bishop Theodore?"


"He's a jerk, but if I were actually in danger I think he would probably step in. He's also powerful enough politically to handle it. I would be loath to owe him any favors though."


"You're right about that at least. If you were in danger The Shield would try to protect you. As we do with all children in your situation."


As I opened the door I was greeted by my friends and pulled into a party they'd thrown together for me. It wasn't some big noble fancy get together, but everyone had chipped in a bit. Dras was pulling out a few small presents he'd bought. He got me some pens and the like that I'd apparently need for classes. Lucien and Lude had handled food. Charles and Meg (though i didn't know her past our one conversation) had shown up. There were also a few of the neighborhood folks here, regular customers and some of Dras' friends.


I hadn't known, but it seemed that Lucien had taken my idea of making sugar to heart and been doing a bit himself, the scamp. He let me know that as he passed out a small amount of ice cream. He also told me the tools for that had been hard to get. People weren't sharing it freely it seemed.


There was also a slow roasted beef dish, the sauce for which was sweet and mildly spicy. Lude just winked when I asked her what the recipe was. Seemed she had some surprises for me yet.


Charles looked like he was suffering through a social anxiety attack. His little brother sat with him and chatted lightly to help him along. I joined them for a bit as things settled down and we sat in silence for a bit.


It was well into the afternoon and we were all roughly done. The Sky had to be ready for the dinner rush, and everyone else was good and partied out. I was considering making a quick trip to offer congratulations of my own when a rather confused messenger in clothes far, far to nice for this part of town appeared at the door.


"Er... I'm here looking for a bard?"


Both Lucien and I raised our hands in greeting. Relieved he came over to me.


"May I please have your name miss?"


"Alana..."


"Ah, excellent. Lord Johannes wished for this to be conveyed to you." He held out a letter written on thick parchment with a rather complex seal plastered on the opening.


"Oh... thank you." The young man nodded to me and left.


With a shrug I opened it, curious as to what he wanted.


Dear Alana


  Word has reached me that you have passed your exam, my congratulations. When I heard this it occurred to me that I had failed to offer proper thanks to you for your actions on that most disastrous night. It is therefore in the spirit of thanks, and of joy that you shall soon find your proper place amongst the finest casters of our esteemed nation that I have made arrangements with the finest tailor I know of. Please accept this small gift from myself and my house.


Thank you once again

Lord Johannes of House Kiedern


I called over both Eleanor and Lucien. Not sure how to and if to respond to this letter. They both took time to look over it and the directions on the back. I recognized the location of Marcus' shop there.


"What are your questions?" Lucien asked first.


"What should I do? Should I go and accept whatever 'gift' he has arranged, or not? What are the repercussions of doing so? Will I owe him any favors if I do? Will he cause any problems for me if I don't?"


"Good questions. He's labeled it as a gift and one in thanks, so you shouldn't owe him anything if you accept. If you don't he might try to send you something else, or who knows. Nobles can be kinda weird when they feel they're obligated to someone. Also, he's definitely trying to get you on his side, probably hoping you might end up with his son or something."


I'd already come to the conclusion of the last part and nodded along with him. Then I looked to Eleanor. She read the letter a few times with a rather furrowed brow. We didn't get along much, but she did know her stuff when it came to handling issues.


"Alana, I would like to have one of the priests look over this and advise before you accept or decline this 'gift' I think that the wise position."


"Why one of the priests?" I was glad she was at least asking my permission to do that rather than just trying to force it, but she wouldn't be my guardian for much longer anyway.


"Several of them have been to the academy and have some training when it comes to the etiquette of the nobility. I'm not sure on the proper response, but one of them certainly will be."


"Perhaps I should ask Professor Rooke as well? I would imagine he has a good idea, and he'll be my acting guardian soon enough."


"Good thought on that one dear. He's surely someone who'd want input as well."


Eleanor was eager to go and take the letter to The Shield, and I wanted to go and see my one friend who wasn't here. We both headed down to the Temple District, bidding our current party goodbye. She requested that I stay with Kala at the Temple of Lovers until she returned, something which I could easily agree to.


Kala's party was still swinging as I came in. It was a bit smaller than mine, but it seemed the priests took one of their apprentices getting accepted as a big thing and had gotten tons of good food for those who were coming in and out. We hugged and excitedly chattered about how awesome school would be as I took a few small bites of a really wonderful little tart.


Somewhere nearby a couple of men pored over the letter for a bit, discussing every phrase before deciding it was innocuous enough. Those of The Shield knew how much of a pain nobles could be. Not even they knew that another letter had been sent over to The Lovers that was very nearly word for word for another young woman.

            

    
        Chapter 65 Meetings

    
    
    
    
                "Alana, you're oversleeping, wake up or we'll be late to our meeting with Professor Rooke." A voice sounded, causing me to sit bolt upright.


Normally I hated being awoken, but I'd had trouble sleeping last night after all the partying. For once I was glad that Eleanor had bothered me. As these thoughts passed through my head I rose, stumbling around for my dress and shoes. If I was late I was sure to get chewed out, and that would be a horrid first impression to someone who would soon be both my legal guardian and teacher.


"Thanks for waking me!" I shouted as I pulled clothes on.


"My, the surprises never cease. Remember the letter Lord Johannes sent you."


It was only a few minutes later that we left The Sky. I was still struggling to get my hair into a proper shape as we walked. About halfway there I remembered that I'd forgotten breakfast and summoned myself a bit of bread and cheese. I might have died of embarrassment if my stomach started growling in the middle of things.


I was flustered and Eleanor looked a bit disappointed in me as we finally came to the gates. They were closed, unlike the day before. We were met though by a man in servant's garb, who allowed us in and led us towards Professor Rooke's office. A bit unexpected, but not unwelcome. I made sure to memorize the route in case I needed it later.


Upon our arrival at the solid wooden portal the servant knocked. I was nervous, but also very excited by the prospect of coming to school here. All of the hallways were stone, but clean beyond almost anything in this world and beautiful. There were small columns and art in the hallways. I even passed a few magical items in cases, though I didn't know their function.


"Enter." The voice from behind the doorway bade us.


Professor Rooke's office was easily the size of a large bedroom. In one side a small fire crackled, keeping any of the oncoming chill at bay. There was a comfy looking chair for reading beside it. The walls were lined with shelves, each loaded down with a variety of raw materials. There was even a shelf dedicated to books, though it was easy to see that there was some magical effect on it, presumably to prevent anyone from messing with them. It was also very bright, light being shed by a number of oil lamps stationed along the walls.


Behind a large desk sat the professor, there were two chairs before him. Behind and to his left was another large table that was covered in runes in amazingly complex patterns. He gave a smile as we came in and motioned to the chairs.


"Please, sit. We have quite a bit to discuss."


After we found our seats Eleanor began. "Where would you care to begin Professor?"


"The paperwork for The Shield of course. It is what I need you here for most."


What followed was not unlike a parent teacher conference. I was expected to sit quietly while the two of them filled out all the forms needed to have my guardianship transferred over to Professor Rooke, at least temporarily.


I took the time to examine his aura. It was odd, looking like a number of different symbols coming and going, almost like they were being written around him in the air. It was also definitely suppressed, being that I could only make it out if I payed close attention to him.


"Well, that's all of it. I'd like Alana to remain with me at The Sky until she moves into the dorms, if you've no objections?"


"Of course not. Alana, is that alright with you?" The professor looked at me with a raised eyebrow.


"I'm quite fine with it Professor."


"Good. Then Eleanor, while I do not mean to be rude, my charge and I have much to discuss. I would like this meeting to be private."


She gave a brief nod after seeing my smile and left.


"Now, let's get down to the actual reason for this meeting. Are you fully prepared right now to move into the dorms?"


"Mostly sir. I don't have many things to pack."


"What about your maid?"


"I... don't have a maid?"


"Alana, you are allowed to bring one. I encourage you to do so."


"I'm not sure I really need one though? Do I?"


He rubbed his temples for a moment. "Alana, do you know the purpose of this school?"


"To teach magic, isn't it?"


"Partially, but not entirely. Our true purpose is to raise those who will be leading the country. Teaching magic is a part of that, but teaching the proper behavior and forming valuable connections is another. On a purely time basis you will struggle if you don't bring a servant to help with things like basic cleaning and clothes. You will also miss the chance for a good connection there."


"I mostly use my magic to clean Professor."


At my statement he picked up a few papers from his desk, rolled them together, and hit me on top of the head, only hard enough to make me nod a bit.


"Umph! What?"


"That was for saying the dumbest thing you've ever said to me. The amount of mana you use will easily be able to hire a maid, with plenty to spare. You also missed the second part Alana, to form a connection."


"I don't understand. Could you explain what you mean?"


He grinned at that. "Certainly, admitting ignorance is the first part of learning by the way. That's one of the most important lessons you'll get. Don't forget it," he said before launching into his explanation. "Most servants are young adults or older children from lesser noble families. Perhaps they're a branch of a true noble family, or perhaps a child who never properly manifested magic. Are you familiar with the term Minor Talent?"


"I am not."


"Have you noticed how some people seem to have an aura that is barely there, or seems to try and flash through every now and then?"


"Yes."


"These people have what is called a Minor Talent. They're not full casters, and cannot see an aura in the same way you or I could, but they do have a tiny amount of mana. Enough to use one or two very simple spells, or bolster their physical abilities slightly. Many children of weaker nobles are born with this, and while they are not a caster, they can grow, and potentially become one."


"And these people often become servants?"


"To nobles and casters yes. The common belief is that being around more mana makes awakening as a caster more likely for one of them. There are other methods, but they're highly dangerous. They can also learn to make magical items, though they're slow at it and never advance far down that path. As one of the benefits of being a servant to one of our students they're permitted to attend a basic class on magical item creation, something rather hard for them to get access to outside of these halls."


"Okay, I can see why they'd want that. If I had to work as a maid to maybe gain magic and item creation I definitely would."


"Female servants will also often try to form relations with some of our older male students. There are some rules on that. For example if a maid were to get pregnant before her charge's final semester it would cause rather severe fallout for her, and potentially her family."


"Wow, it's great to know that I'd be hiring a woman who will drive herself to get knocked up by one of my classmates."


"Alana, noble families are concerned with the magical strength of their members first and foremost. This holds at every level of wealth and power. Because magic is power and power gives wealth. Do not forget that. Noble women will seek a partner strong enough to ensure their child is stronger than they are. Noble men will seek a woman whose children will bolster their family. They will go to great lengths to this end. You will have suitors just because of your abilities."


"The one boy from the exam might disagree."


"Yes, Professor Magnolia told me of the initial incident, and I saw it's follow-up. There are a few, but only a few like that. There are only a few because within a few generations his family will weaken if they behave like that young man did. He is a fool, and while there are many students who are barely worth my time here, there are mercifully only a few like him."


"So.. if you think it's best I'll get a maid then. What is the method to go about hiring one?"


"Normally you would seek someone who's related, or who's related to a friendly family. I'll ask my wife to gather candidates and the two of you can meet with them and decide. On the subject of other things you need. What is your clothing like?"


"I have a few dresses not unlike what I'm wearing, and one that's a bit nicer. Before I forget, Lord Johannes sent this to me the other day." I passed him the letter, which he read over several times while thrumming his fingers on his desk.


"You should accept the gift. You'll need more, and better clothing, and if you don't he might try to repay you in some other way that would be a pain."


"That is what The Shield advised too."


"There are a few other concerns, but most of those can be handled as they come. Professor Magnolia knows his business when it comes to recommending classes but I'd like you to take at least the class on the Atali language. We have a visiting professor for the next few years and it's a chance most don't get. It's tangentially related to the runes used in item creation and may be useful to you." He made a few notes for himself. "Anything else?"


"Not that I can think of presently, no. I will take care of all the things you mentioned as soon as I can."


"Good, see you at the beginning of the semester then." He waved me from his office and I fled a bit exhausted.


I received a letter from his wife that evening with an address and time. It was after my uniform fitting and meeting with Professor Magnolia, which was a small mercy.





My meeting with Professor Magnolia was actually significantly calmer. There were a few classes I was required to take. Magical Item Creation had both a practical and theoretical side,and was one of them. There were also required classes for all bards, and general spellcasting. On the less magical side I was told I was going to be attending mandatory social classes, which included some ball attendances, and general math and history.


I also had to choose three instruments, since I was a bard. I went with flute and harp (since I already knew at least the basics) and Atali dance. The last was a class mostly for girls being taught by the visiting professor that I'd been told about.


Finally I had to choose elective courses of which I had three. One of those spots was taken up by the Atali language that I'd been advised to take. The other two I picked were Magical Materials and Combat Spellcasting. Professor Magnolia did his best to dissuade me from the final of those three.


"Alana, Combat Spellcasting is seldom taken by girls, and particularly bards. I really rather think you should take Healing instead. It would help with any medical issues you encounter and is rather well received. You could also go into Summoning. We cover some in the bardic classes but you've already shown great skill in that area."


"Professor, I've already had far, far too many times when I've been unable to defend myself. I'm no expert healer, but I can handle most emergency situations. As for summoning, I mostly use that for convenience or combat."


"Fine, if you're sure that's what you want. I do want you to know that they'll be treating you rather roughly there though."


"I understand."


The classes I was taking were as follows.


Magical Item Creation (Theoretical)- Professor Rooke

Magical Item Creation (Practical)- Professor Hern

General Bard- Professor Magnolia

General Spellcasting- Professor Klien

Proper Etiquette- Professor Sasha

Math and History- Mr. Ilvern

Flute- Mr. Hansel

Harp- Mrs Nadia

Atali Dance- Professor Etia

Atali Language- Professor Etia

Magical Materials- Professor Hern

Combat Spellcasting- Professor Endel


"Professor, why are some of the teachers Mr. or Mrs.?"


"Because they are not casters in their own right, merely experts in their field. Do not think that means you may disrespect them though, doing so will result is immediate and harsh punishment."


As I poured over the painful looking list of a dozen classes I fully understood why Dras almost never came to visit. This much studying would be enough to crush anyone. I contemplated how best to study for all of this as I drifted off. It was early, but tomorrow I'd be getting fitted for my uniform, and I was beat from the meetings.

            

    
        Daily Schedule

    
    
    
    
                Each (period) is roughly an hour and a half

Order and timing

Day 1

Magical Item Creation (Theoretical) 1 period

Magical Item Creation (Practical) 1 period

Lunch

Flute 1 period

Harp 1 period

Dinner

Magical Item Creation (Practical) 1 period


Day 2

General Spellcasting 1 period

General Bard 1 period

Lunch

Magical Item Creation (Theoretical) 1 period

Flute 1 period

Dinner

Harp 1 period


Day 3

Math 1 period

History 1 period

Lunch

Magical Item Creation (Practical) 1 period

Ettiquette 1 period

Dinner

Free Period


Day 4

Atali Language 1 period

Flute 1 period

Lunch

Atali Dance 2 periods

Dinner

General Spellcasting


Day 5

Magical Materials 1 period

Combat Spellcasting 1 period

Lunch

Atali Language 1 period

Harp 1 period

Dinner

General Bard 1 period


Day 6

No normal classes, reserved for events for classes.


Notes

Atali Language meets more often than is normal, because of that Alana is not getting one of her free periods. There are other electives like this, but they are far less common.

The sixth day is sometimes used for events. The only classes Alana is taking that has these are Etiquette and Combat Spellcasting these may take all day, or a large part of the day, or may take place in such a way as to make rest more important on that particular day.

Before and after each block of classes there is a period long break. For example on day 5 Magical Materials starts around 8:30am, goes until around 10am, followed by Combat spellcasting around 10:30am until noon. Atali Language would begin around 2pm-3:30pm followed by Harp at roughly 4pm-5:30pm. General Bard would start around 7:30pm and end at 9pm.

Most students are absolutely exhausted by the end of the day, and study during their breaks.

This schedule is considered brutal, and that is by design.

            

    
        Chapter 66 Clothes, clothes, and maids

    
    
    
    
                I finally arrived to the uniform fitting. It was interesting in that I had no idea what our uniforms actually looked like. The shop I was going to was obvious, due to all of the carriages out front of it and the large number of important looking people wandering around. Sadly Kala had a different day for her fitting, so I was on my own for this little outing.


A few gave me looks as I walked past all of them and into the shop, right up to the counter.


"My name is Alana, I'm here for my fitting."


"Ah lovely dear, you're the last. This way please." The woman led me into the back, where a group were taking measurements on the various girls lined up and lightly chatting.


"Stand here please Miss Alana." Within moments a seamstress was seeing to me.


"Did she just say Alana?" One of the girls in a rather more fancy outfit looked over at me.


"Um... Hi." I smiled at her.


"Are you the one who came up with the fire spell. My uncle was telling me about that. He said it was a rather new one."


"I am. Who is your uncle, if you don't mind my asking?"


"Lord Fallon." A few more of the girls were paying attention to us now.


"I met him only very briefly. I'm surprised he remembered me."


"Oh, my little sister is a bard. He was hoping that she could learn to do that. Thought it would make a good impression when she goes to apply for her spot in the academy. I don't suppose you'd share how it works?" Her eyes were gleaming as she asked, almost predatorily.


"As I told your uncle, you just summon very high purity liquor and light it. It really is nothing too complicated. The other bards I know have a hard time with it though."


The girl pouted. "She couldn't get it to work quite right. I was hoping there was something more."


I tried to shrug only to be glared at by the seamstress. "I'm afraid that really is how it works. Even I have a really hard time with it. The mana cost that first night almost dropped me on the spot." That was mostly true. It was harder than most of my other spells, and far more mana costly. I was bringing it down though, slowly but surely.


"A shame, but it is what it is. I'm Pinea by the way, a pleasure to meet you."


"And you as well."


Her acceptance of me seemed to encourage the other girls as well. The subject of most of our discussion was the uniforms we'd soon be wearing. While I thought they looked fine most of the young noble girls who generally wore skirts to their ankles were a bit scandalized.


The uniform itself was based on the armor worn by the few female mages in the kingdom's army. This was generally only worn while on guard duty to one of the women of the royal family, or while in dangerous situations. Due to the fact that there just weren't many women in the kingdom's army, and those that were were heavily, heavily discouraged from dangerous situations it was rather a more rare thing to see.


On the back wall was an example of both our uniform, and an unenchanted version of the armor for us to understand this. They stood side by side, the placement of their seams nearly identical. Even the skirts were the same 'short' length, going only to just below the knee.


While ours was made of cloth, the armor was mostly enchanted leather. It was supposedly made in such a way that if anything should strike it, it would harden like steel, providing excellent protection. There was a cuirass, gorget and helmet, with spaulders over the shoulders and an armored skirt. Almost every inch of skin was covered by it. The boots were calf height, and well made.


We had no gorget, though it did come all the way up to the neck. The helmet was of course excluded as well, having no purpose in classes. The lacing in the front mimicked the armor's design too. I nodded, it was modest, simple enough, and looked very warm. There were even stockings to go with it and the thick cloth which would cover us was dyed a couple of lovely blue colors.


"Yeah, the skirt is a bit shorter than normal, but it's not that bad. With the stockings your legs will be covered anyway, and those shoes look excellent. They look extremely comfortable." The boots on the uniform were the same as the military ones. They were light and supple, and looked wonderful to run around in.


My appraisal got a few grumbles.


"What about the top though?" One asked as she appraised it.


"It's high necked, but the cut is really good. I think we'll look great." That part at least met with widespread approval. The seams followed the curves of the body, which gave good emphasis to all the places they might want to show off if they were after a husband.


It all ended rather quickly. We mostly were just being measured, with a few rounds trying on test sizes to examine potential issues. That done the lot of us went out separate ways.


I personally had another thing I needed to take care of while I was up in this part of town. When I came into his shop Marcus looked at me harshly.


"My my my, look what the cat dragged in."


"Destroying that dress was hardly my fault."


"I'm aware, but you could of at least come to me afterwards."


"Eh, that whole week was insane. Everyone wanted all my attention and I was in a mood to tell all of them to shove it."


"Well, in that case, it may have been best to avoid my shop. I was enjoying the headache of so many very lovely outfits destroyed by that incident. The fact that the entire season was canceled nearly tanked my business. Still, sending Jackson?"


"My apologies. As it is I got a note from Lord Johannes?"


"Yes, he's paid for you to get some new clothes. Five outfits in total."


That would easily double my wardrobe. I could also look forward to really, really nice clothing.


"That's a bit much though, isn't it?" I was confused at the sheer scale.


"My understanding is that you saved his son's life, as well as the lives of many party-goers. Good job on that at least."


I nodded and began thinking about what to get. Marcus took me through a number of different shades and styles, example pieces he had, or other people's clothes they hadn't yet picked up. I needed one formal dress, which was my first pick. I went with a lovely midnight blue cloth, and a rather standard style, no point in looking too out of place. For my day to day clothes I got several different sets, in blue, two different greens and a yellow. More color could only do me good.


He agreed to have me one of the green ones ready by the next day. Something I was thoroughly grateful for. I had one more major operation left before I was actually prepared to begin school.





I was nervous when I arrived at Professor Rooke's home. I knew inside and waiting for me was some woman who I didn't know who would ostensibly help me find a maid that would, I hoped, serve me while I was very, very busy taking classes. I stood there alone, waiting. Eleanor had offered to come with me, but I'd said no, soon enough the good professor would be my guardian, if I couldn't trust him to get me through this, what could I? He'd nearly insisted that I undertake the task.


I was led inside by a maid who'd come to the gate to greet me. The walk up to the door was my first jarring event. Rooke's house was even more ostentatious than Lord Johannes' had been. We passed through a garden with neatly trimmed bushes and a pair of fountains burbling. The stones were white and cleanly swept beneath my feet as we moved along, quick steps leading me to the huge double doors.


As I entered I tried to not gawk around like an idiot, but it was difficult. I knew that the professors were likely nobles, and possibly extremely rich, but this was on another level. The entry room was floored with a warm cherry looking wood, with several alcoves for art spread about. I got the chance to examine one while the maid went off to find the lady of the house.


The piece was exquisite. A life-sized marble statue that had been painted or dyed somehow. While the figure's skin was still the pale white of the stone, the clothing had been gifted with marvelous colors. If I squinted I thought I could even see a weave to it. The man stood proud with hand raised. When I looked up I saw an even more shocking thing. Someone had replaced his eyes with emeralds. I tried to understand the amount of money invested in this one item, but knew only that it was far beyond me.


"It's lovely isn't it?" The soft voice from behind made me jump a bit. Of course with Lucien around I was as used to it as I could be now.


I turned to find a young woman, perhaps in her late twenties. She wore a fine dress of deep red, which went well with her dark hair and pale complexion. It took me a moment to realize that it was because of a sheen in her hair, something red shining through the deep brown.


"Yes ma'am, it is. The eyes particularly are striking."


"One of my husband's forebearers. That man lived about two hundred years ago, he was an archmage of some kind. My dear husband keeps it where he can see it all the time, to remind himself of what he aspires to. Ah, but where are my manners, you may call me Amelia."


"Is that so? Professor Rooke hasn't told me all that much about himself, so I only know what I've seen."


"Oh, then this is a rare occasion for me. What is your impression of him?" She quirked her brow, moving forward a bit.


"He seems to be irritated, quite a bit, by those who don't strive. There's not a lot of tolerance for those who don't show skill either. That said, he has shown me kindness, even if I did something that irked him."


"That's not a terrible assessment. I will say though that even those that lack skill will not gain his ire too much. As long as they keep working towards their goals." She took a few moments to think, then gave me a smile. "That's not why you're here though. I've been asked to help you find a proper maid, and so I shall. The candidates will be here shortly. Do you know what you wish to prioritize in your search?"


This seemed like a first test, but it was one I was not unprepared for. "I'm inexperienced in much of noble culture, so someone who can aid me in that, along with normal work might be best. Professor Rooke also said that this was a good chance to gain connections, but I'm not sure on where I should try to gain those to. I was hoping you might have thoughts on that. Since I know that those with a Minor Talent will likely value working for me the most, I think that I should aim for that as well."


She laughed. "Oh, that's fairly well thought out. I can see why he likes you. Let's interview them then, and we can talk about it afterwards."





I interviewed ten girls. All of them were just of age and quite proper. Of them six had a Minor Talent. Of those six, four were from branches of noble houses. The other two were from mothers who'd served in one, but were not a member themselves. One of those four I cut out myself, something about her was just too haughty, it felt wrong.


"What are your thoughts Alana dear?" I was asked after the last one left.


"I think either the Sarah, Daisy, or Emma would be best. I'm not sure which of them though."


Lady Amelia put three sheets before me. She'd had these three girls picked out already. "If you look at their references you'll see that Daisy simply has none, this would be her first major job. For that reason I would recommend against her."


I nodded. "Then Sarah or Emma. How would I go about making that choice? Both seem to have good references, and they both strike me as well prepared."


"Emma is the proper choice. Her family has some connections to mine. Even if she's just the daughter of a baron's second son. If she grows it will reflect well on you, Rooke, and myself."


"Did you have her picked out from the beginning?"


"Naturally Alana. I've gotten reports on most of these girls from their former employers. I also know enough about family lines to know who's who. I am a bit surprised you didn't pull out Irina on your list of potentials."


"Something about her seemed off."


"Good intuition. I'm told you rather embarrassed her cousin during the exam. I didn't think she'd come to the interview, but..." The older woman just shrugged.


"Was this all just a test?"


"Of course not. It was partially a test. I wanted to see what my husband did in you, and I did, but I also showed you how to choose a maid."


"And I suppose that since you arranged it, and you're already well in with Emma's family that getting her the job will gain you connections too?"


"Certainly. Use what opportunities you can to build relationships with those who can benefit you. Emma's family is not a major player, but they've done well by our family in the past, and this is their reward. Hopefully that relationship will deepen through this, and all will prosper. Even you, since you are being associated with both Emma's family, and my own."


"Lady Amelia, I feel like trying to manage all of this will be a true trial."


"Don't worry dear, it will come with time." She patted me on the shoulder and gave me a kind grin.


I spent the rest of my day learning how to do the proper letters accepting Emma. As well as one to Professor Rooke to thank him for his aid. That evening I made one for Lady Amelia in the style I'd been shown. She didn't tell me to, but I wasn't so truly dense as to not know to do it.

            

    
        Chapter 67 Arriving at the academy

    
    
    
    
                I sat on my bed. Today was the day, the day that I left The Sky, left Lucien and Lude. I would even miss Eleanor, just a bit. I had packed most of my things, not that there were many. I'd made it to the bottom of my trunk. There I found an old spindle, the same one I'd had with me all these years. I nearly broke down at that but with some effort managed to keep myself together. I rolled the little tool in my hand as I thought about it for awhile, smiling at all the memories, all the places I'd been. I packed it away again, knowing that I'd have to keep it.
Dras showed up to help me get my few things up to the school. I knew that he wasn't allowed in the girl's dorms, and that Emma would meet me there to put it all away. I didn't have much to take in truth, only a handful of clothes and personal items. It all fit in a few small bags.
There was a bit of light chatting as we made our way to the gates, but not too much of that. I was feeling more contemplative today than I had in awhile. Eleanor walked alongside, reading my mood and letting me to myself, I appreciated that. Eventually we did make it though and she would leave me here. I turned to her as I came up and we took a moment to look at each other.
"This is it then." I decided to open.
"It is, assuming you don't find your way back to The Shield's care. Know that we are there Alana, if you need it."
I nodded. "I'll keep that in mind. Thanks for dealing with me."
She smiled, patted my head, and left.
"Well, no use standing out here, let's head in." Dras smiled as he hauled up my bags.
As we approached the gate there was a group of maids waiting, from which one broke off.
"Greetings Miss Alana, may I get your bags?" Emma spoke, giving a smile as she approached the two of us.
"Certainly Emma. This is my friend Dras, he's also a student here."
She gave a bright smile as she moved to get the bags, which the young man handed over without complaint. If I had to guess Emma was only eighteen or so, and even with a bit of age, she still had to look up at Dras to see his face.
The school was laid out in a sort of plus shape. The first building you entered was mostly offices for professors and the like. By going through it you could reach the school proper, a large round building where the different classrooms were located. I was taking the average number, but unlike my wizard friend didn't end up in some of the weirder esoteric magical ones. Opposite the offices was a small library with laboratories for research and projects in the back. My practical class on magical item creation was there as well, which seemed sensible. The other parts of the plus were made by the dorms, girls on the right, boys on the left.
We made our way slowly to the door to the dorms. It was a massive oaken thing, easily ten feet tall and quite wide. There was a line on the floor over which men were not allowed, excluding professors and some special cases. As we came to the line Dras stopped, keeping well back.
"Well, this is where I leave you two. I'm not sure exactly what will happen if I try to cross into the girl's area, but some of the others have told me it's 'painful and funny to watch' so I'll be off."
I wondered what exactly it did do now. I'd have to ask, or wait until some blowhard boy decided to find out personally. I imagined that there was some equally unpleasant fate awaiting any girls who tried to enter the boys dorms. Not that I had any intention of ever trying to go there.
"Well, let's head on in then." I turned to look at Emma and give her a smile as we passed the door.
Our dorms were an enormous complex. I knew there were only around two hundred students here, and this was absolutely insane. This building could have easily fit four or five times the number. On the ground floor was the communal baths and a few other public facilities, study rooms and the like. Above that there were four floors, one for each year. First years were of course on the top, and had the longest walk to get to anything else.
Once we got all the way up I looked about. There was a central opening on all the floors to let in light from above, with our rooms circling around it. The first thing that struck me as odd was the room placement, some of the rooms were much further from the others.
"Are the rooms different? Do you know Emma?"
"Of course they are Miss. Their size is based on social rank, and to an extent family wealth."
"I don't suppose you know where mine is?"
"Naturally. I arrived early this morning to get everything in order for you."
"If you would then."
Emma led me to the far side of the roundabout. I was about as far as one could get from the stairs. Over here all of the rooms were spaced evenly. My guess was that these were from those not of noble birth. Something that seeing Kala coming out a few doors down seemed to confirm.
"Hey there!" She nearly skipped over to join me, slowing only to smile at Emma.
"Hi, how's it going?" I said as I opened the door. My maid's hands were full, and there was no point in making her wait out here while we talked, so I led the way in.
Then I did a double-take. This room was huge. It had a desk to one side, tucked under a small window. Along the wall near it was a fireplace, with all it's associated fixtures. The opposite wall had a curtained bed in a pale periwinkle, and a setup for dressing and hair. I could see doors off to the sides too, that led to some other rooms. This place had to be as big as a good sized apartment would be back on Earth, and it was for me.
"Yeah, I kinda felt the same way when I saw mine." Kala had gotten annoyingly good at reading me as of late. "Yina is getting all my stuff put away now. Not that I have nearly enough to fill it out."
"Yina?"
"My maid, it's tradition to bring one."
"I'm surprised the temple was willing to spend on that." I knew how much I was paying Emma. It wasn't that much to me, but it was more than a great many made.
"She works for the temple Alana. She has a Minor Talent for healing, so if she grows into a proper caster, she'll probably become a priestess of The Lovers."
"Ah, I see." They were putting Yina here in the hopes that she would grow. Everyone won from that scenario. "Aren't healers really needed though?"
Kala shook her head. "They are, but Minor Talents aren't all that potent. She can heal only minor injuries, it's useful, but not something in high demand. I do hope she gets stronger. What about your maid?"
"Ah... I don't really know Emma well yet. Professor Rooke's wife helped me find her. She seems quite reliable." I responded in a rather low voice. It was kinda weird to talk about someone I knew was just on the other side of the room.
"Well, you have time. Anyway, I'm off to explore the baths. Word is they're wonderful."
Kala rampaged off to find herself the washrooms. She did seem to love a good bath. While she was busy I began to look about my own room. I was still unsure on how to speak to Emma, so I just started looking around.
First I found a lavatory. It was smallish, but well appointed. It even had something akin to a toilet, which I had to check out. They'd figured out how to run a pipe down to catch waste, and how to install a stopper and water-tank, but not a u-bend quite yet. This led to an absolutely foul odor every time you tried to flush. That said, an actual toilet was probably one of the best things I'd seen in years. Beside it there was even a small apparatus that worked like a bidet. It also drew from the water tank, which I supposed Emma was filling, so I didn't mess with it too much.
The other door led off to another bedroom, this one much smaller and plainer. It looked rather like my own room back at The Sky and I quickly closed the door. As I did my maid looked up at me.
"My apologies, I didn't realize they'd put you a room beside mine."
"Miss Alana, these are your rooms, and you are my employer. You have every right to go in there if you so desire."
I cringed at that thought. The idea of someone I worked for just barging into my living space rankled on a visceral level.
"That's... I don't think I would want anyone to do that to me, so I won't to you."
She smiled as she hung up the last of my clothes. My uniforms were already in the room and I really wanted to try one on, but I would hold off until classes tomorrow.
"Thank you. By the way, are these all of your clothes?" She seemed a bit concerned.
"I've got some more coming soon. They should be in in a few days. Until then I have classes though, so it shouldn't be a problem, should it?"
"Not at all."
"So... we don't really know each other do we?" I awkwardly tried to break the ice.
"No, but we know some things Miss. You've read my resume, and I've been told a bit about you from Lady Amelia."
"True, but... um... do you have any hobbies?"
"Well, I like embroidery. I do that when I've exhausted all my mana on practice." She showed me the edge of her apron. On it I could see in the same color as the cloth were lovely designs that I'd missed before, small flowers and vines moving along the very edge.
"Wow, that's pretty good! What kind of magic do you do?"
"Oh... I only have a Minor Talent for water... it's nothing much, but... it's good for cooking and stuff. Water isn't considered all that interesting." She went over to one of the buckets by the fireplace and put forth a small stream from her hand, rather like a faucet. "I can only do a few gallons at once, but it's something."
"Don't knock water. It's one of the first things I learned to do. My first teacher was a water specialist wizard, and he was crazy cool. It's useful too!"
She blushed and after a bit more light conversation we got back to setting everything up. It was an all day affair learning the campus, and I wound up walking far more than I hoped I'd have to most days. When I finally got back to my rooms (nearly saying some rather unladylike words after the third flight of stairs) I was exhausted, and basically fell into my bed.
Emma gently woke me the next morning. There was much I had to do before class. First was getting dressed. While the uniforms looked good, they were also rather complex, and I was nowhere near used to having someone help me get dressed, so the whole affair was rather more difficult than I would have hoped.
For my hair I was told, in no uncertain terms, that leaving it loose simply wouldn't do. After a bit of discussion we settled on a simple waterfall braid. It looked fancy enough that I wouldn't irritate the noble girls, but didn't take so long that I would have to wake up before dawn just to get ready.
Breakfast was simple and served in a small communal hall on the first floor. I was so rushed that I hardly had time to enjoy it. The toast and fruit did serve as a good pickup for the morning though. Sadly before I even made it through my plate fully people started leaving, With a sigh I joined Kala and the other girls in my year. Our first class would be all together, and we were all looking forward to Professor Rooke's first lecture.
Shortly after we found our seats. As expected mine was rather near the back of the large hall, its massive blackboard covering easily half the room. Kala was right beside me though, so I had that going right. We exchanged a few hushed whispers before the man himself marched into the room and looked out at us.

"Good morning class. Let us begin with the basics."

            

    
        Chapter 68 Classes

    
    
    
    
                "The basics of runecraft. Who can tell me what runes are?" After waiting for a few seconds Professor Rooke pointed randomly at a boy near the front.
The lad looked nervous, but began. "The runes are magical symbols which..."
He didn't get the whole answer out before Professor Rooke harshly answered "No. You." A finger went towards the next nearby student who paled.
"They're the symbols on magical items Professor. I don't know much but there's something to do with them controlling the item I think."
"Better. Who can tell me where and when they originated?" After a brief wait he indicated another of the students near the front.
"I... am not sure sir."
The professor patted the boy on the shoulder, rather than giving a stern rebuke. Then he turned to me and locked eyes. "What do you know?"
"Very little. They serve as indicators on magical items of their power level, and are somehow related to the Atali language."
The professor returned to the front of the class and began looking at all of us. His gaze swept over each and every one. That done he returned to his lecture, the chalk flying up behind him and beginning to write on the board. The symbols it wrote were noticeably runes.
"This runic script, if it were inherently magical, would turn my chalkboard yellow. It is not. The runes are themselves no more magical than any other writing system, and are in fact a language of sorts. This language was constructed by the elves some five thousand years ago..."
He launched into the story, or what was known of it at least. Five millennia ago a great king came to power amongst the elves. He was a genius the likes of which the world has never seen since. His greatest invention was something called a core. The creation of which allowed the creation of magical items. Before mana had been only able to be used on site. The storage and ability for even those not gifted in magic to use the power was a game changer.
The Elven king took over the continent he was on and expanded around the world, forming an empire the likes of which the world had never seen before or since. Eventually though he passed, and over time his dynasty weakened. None of his children were blessed with his mind, and the low birth rates of the elves finally allowed every other people to kick them back to their own homeland. A few had tried to invade the Elven continent, but there were still items from their great king, and those could turn fleets and armies to ash.
A core was a magical construct, and a very small one at that, barely visible to the naked eye. They came in three types or levels, Apprentice, Journeyman, and Master. Each was composed of a number of parts, one which understood the runes, one which held what they were currently doing, and finally one for storage. The last stored both the information of what rune was what and the blueprint for passing on the core.
"Each of you will learn to make a core. You will do this by constructing it inside of your own brain. It is not an ideal location, but it is the one that the spells used to pass it on puts it in. You are heavily advised to not try and make any alterations to it, or it will not function properly."
That seemed insane to me, to actually build something in my own brain. He then went on to explain how there were a number of commands and control sequences which we would either have to memorize or keep a record of. The core itself did not tell you those up front, at least not in any way that anyone knew of. Much was poorly understood about it, and while there was much innovation on how to get them to do things, this was accomplished by learning what commands did and then kludging it together.
"For now, begin memorization of the runes themselves, and these three command sequences." He wrote the listed bits on the board. Each was very similar, indicating a color change with the first bit, and what color with the second.
Before I knew it the class was done, and we were off to the practical. It was held in the library and laboratory wing and we walked there as a group. Apparently it was tradition for every class to go straight to the practical side after finishing up with the theory for the day. My guess was that they wanted us to jump in while everything was still fresh in our minds.
"Greetings everyone," Professor Hern said as we all filed in.
The room where our practical was was huge. All around it there were small workstations which I was eager to get a look at. In the middle was a large demonstration table. I didn't see supplies out, but there were drawers and closets abounding throughout the room.
"First thing first. Everyone find your assigned workstation and familiarize yourself with what is where. You don't need to know what all of it does, or what any of it does. We'll handle those questions later. For now I'd like you to just see where it is, everything is labeled. I feel like I must say this, because I really must. Do not attempt to use tools before you've received instruction in them, and always follow your safety protocols. You'll be learning those too."
I made my way around, guessing correctly that i would be near the back. As I looked over the various parts of the workstation I noticed some rather interesting things. First of all, everything, and I mean everything had a label on it, and said label was easily visible. On the desktop were circles of runes labeled things like 'Metal Manipulation Array' and 'Wood Manipulation Array'. Each was on a separate slab of wood embedded into the desk and I suspected they were magical items of some form.
The drawers were also labeled by what manner of tool they had, and I had a whole tool-shop worth here, drills, files, hammers, and more. Two of the drawers had small locks on them. One was labeled 'Materials' and the other 'Projects'. I knew the combination to neither, but suspected that I would find out more soon.
"Alright everyone, you lot look settled. Now, first off, there will be no playing around in my class. What we are doing here may be fun, but it is also deadly serious, and deadly if done carelessly. Two, you are forbidden from using any tool that I have not signed off on personally. Once you've demonstrated that you can safely use them, then we can get to the practice portion. Any questions?" He waited a few moments as he scanned the crowd. "No? Good."
He then began to go over the tools one by one. This was a laborious process that involved all of us pulling out the tool as he explained how, and importantly when, to use it. There were like nine different types of hammers and all of them were for different stuff. Some were obviously bigger than others, and made of differing materials, but I had no clue what was for what.
He demonstrated each and then had us mimic his movements, assuring us that in time we'd all get it down perfectly, that he'd see to it. That sounded more like a threat than anything to me, but at least I was assured that he took his job with no amount of humor.
This whole chore went on for the period. By the end of it we were exhausted, and all looking forward to lunch. As we returned to our dorms and fell into our seats the talking began.
"Well... what did you think?" one girl down the table asked her neighbor.
"That I'm more qualified to be a carpenter than when I woke up. We haven't even done any magic yet!" her partner replied.
"Sounds like you lot just got back from Hern." an older girl said as she plopped down next to them.
"Is he always like that?" I ventured to ask as I leaned a bit nearer.
"Yeah, when you're working with new stuff, but not for no reason yeah? I made a dagger last year that was amazing. It has an enchantment that will clean it for almost no mana. It also involved me working with liquid iron. Do you know how hot that is?"
"Very?" One of the others ventured.
"Yes, very. Long story short, some of the stuff you use in that class is dangerous, very dangerous. So sit through the boring bits."
"I think we have another helping of it tonight." Kala peeped up as she looked over her schedule. I was sure we did, but was so not looking forward to it that I hadn't dared to check yet.
There was a collective groan from our group. Each year was broken into two main study groups, with an alternation of core classes. Well, some alternation, for the bards and priests we were all in the same group, our groups were just too small for us to break up for core classes. That meant that things like Item Creation and General Spellcasting were always going to be our little group of twenty-five.
My next two classes were Flute and Harp. Those both went rather swimmingly. The instructors were both experts of a level that I couldn't really follow, but they understood the methods and techniques far better than I did. Mostly I went over different pieces that I knew and started working on reading this world's musical notation. While I could play a bit, that last part was one I really would have problems with.
It occurred to me that an astounding amount of what I was learning was going to be different languages. That was odd and I wondered for a minute if there was some linguistic aspect to magic. Then I thought about it more. It didn't matter what I was playing when I cast, just that I performed. The intent, and performance were the important part, the method was secondary. The runes were also apparently not magical at all, but rather some weird kind of input to the interface that was the core. So the magic relation to linguistics didn't seem too likely, shame.
I mulled this over as I found my spot in the practical room. We were all in a bit of a sour mood as the professor came in and moved to his spot.
"Good, you're all here. Now I know that what we've been doing so far isn't too fun." That was an understatement. "So I've got a surprise for all of you. Something you can do on your own where you literally can't hurt yourselves. I wager that you'll even find it interesting... for awhile at least."
That statement got us all perked up as he led us out and down the hall to another room. This one was unlocked, and apparently open to our group at all times. That was a bit of a relief, since this seemed to be our current project.
My breath left me as I came in. Now this, this was a magical classroom. The walls were all black, as were the floor and ceiling, some kind of obsidian if I had to guess, or something that looked like it. On the floor were twenty-five rune circles all around a central pedestal. There, in the very center was floating a small light, pulsing out along lines into the floor.
"This everyone, is where you will be building your core. Pick a circle and stand in it. Once you're all ready you can kneel. The spell will take you inside yourself and show you where and how to build, just follow it's directions and all will be well. I will be checking to make sure you have correctly, but if you screw it up, you'll know. The spell will kick you back after an hour, or if you are disturbed."
I wasn't too sure about that last part, but joined my classmates none the less. I stood inside the circle of runes, looking down at the pulsing lines of power below me. I was nervous as I knelt down, my stomach all in knots.
Instantly my physical form fell away. I found myself seemingly inside myself. The sensation was truly difficult to explain but I could see a faint outline making some form of lattice in front of me. It formed a complex web of interconnecting parts with little balls and lines.

This was obviously what I was here to do, and one of the little balls was lit up. These seemed to be some kind of node point, with the lines moving around each other in three dimensions connecting them. I tried focusing on the little ball and found that it pulled a bit at my mana. I fed a bit in, only a tiny, minuscule particle, hardly enough for me to notice. The ball became physical rather than outlined and around it crystal formed. So this was the beginning of making a core, interesting.

            

    
        Chapter 69 The core

    
    
    
    
                The core was an interesting piece. Each line and orb I added expanded the crystal structure slightly and formed a web within it. I could see and feel these in ways that were rather unusual, and could tell that the whole thing was sort of impossibly complicated. I could also see where signals would run down each line and where the orbs met looked like a switch.
I was never all that into computers, but I'd had a friend who was, and between him and the insistence of the school librarians I began to recognize Boolean operators in the structure, if only because signals could be sent down the lines. The first I saw was an 'and' operator and it just went from there. Soon I was seeing 'if's and 'not's here and there.
This isn't to say that I could actually tell what this whole mess was doing, I couldn't, but I recognized that it operated on the same principles as a computer from Earth. It also let me conceptualize things as operators, a task that once done meant that I could just make the operators. That was some kind of weird bardic hack I think. I understood what one thing was, and what it meant, and what it did, so I could just put that through rather than a single line or junction.
Professor Hern was absolutely correct too. If we made any mistake the spell itself seemed to light it up with a bright red and a slight nagging feeling. It must be checking against something else that everything was where it was supposed to be, and then telling us. That was a really neat little safety measure.
I built and built until I suddenly found myself thrown out of my mindspace. I was again kneeling in the little circle, waking up with all the others. My knees really hurt too. Professor Hern was there waiting for us, he seemed to be going over paperwork while he waited. As we came out he looked up.
"Everyone stay where you are for a bit longer. I'm going to check on your progress."
He went person to person, giving advice. Nobody had managed to screw it up. Most hadn't gotten much done though and he told them that they needed to keep at it. Eventually he came over to me, placing his hand on a particular point on the circle.
Immediately we were back at the core. I could feel him there too, looking at it. After a few seconds we popped back out and he looked at me.
"That's... how did you get so much done?"
"Sir?"
"You look like you've been working on it for a week or so. What happened?"
I just shrugged. "The structure just repeats a lot, so I made the repeats instead of the basic structure... if that makes sense."
"You've a free period after lunch tomorrow do you not?"
"... Yes sir..."
"Good, come to my office. I'd like to talk about this a bit."
Shit. I knew I'd screwed up somewhere. I didn't know if they knew what all those junctions were for, or what they were doing, and that concerned me. What would they do if they found out? I began to thoroughly consider how I would answer questions that I knew were coming.
After our final class of the day I stumbled back to the dorms with Kala, she'd convinced me that I should absolutely try out the baths. Seemed to be a bit of a thing with her, but I needed one anyway. Sitting on the floor for an hour concentrating after all the rest of the day had been unusually physically draining, even if it took almost no mana.
Upon informing Emma of my plan she brought my clothes and towels and the like. She and Kala's maid insisted on joining us, even though neither of us thought it necessary. It looked like they were supposed to at least escort us and assist with the washing... I was told it was a multi-step process. I didn't really feel the need for them to do that, but when in Rome I suppose...
The idea of Rome was actually quite accurate. The baths were, in a sense, extravagant. First you undressed and washed at an area not unlike a shower, only buckets were used instead of faucets. From there you moved into the baths proper. These were more like heated soaking pools, there were a few different temperature pools depending on what exactly you wanted, from very hot to just slightly warm.
The maids helped at the washing stations to get our backs and help with hair, which nobody sane in any world did a full wash on daily. I felt my nerves melt as Emma ran a cloth covered in hot water over my back. I was happy to let her do that, though both Kala and I refused to allow much more than that, instead releasing our maids.
The soaps were simple, but well made. The foam from them pleasant as I scrubbed myself. Once that was done and I rinsed we headed towards one of the pools.
"Hot? Medium hot? I don't really want cool." Kala looked between the pools.
"Medium. I can see how much steam the hot is putting off. While it'd be nice to soak in that, we wouldn't be able to for too long." Kala pouted at my statement, but joined me anyway.
We were not alone. The medium was the most popular of the three. The water was still hot, quite so, but it wasn't sauna hot. There were three or four older girls with us chatting as we joined.
"You two new?" One asked, leaning over.
I nodded to her as I settled in.
"Excellent! What do you do? Who are your families? Are you betrothed?"
Kala and I looked at each other, and she went first.
"I'm a priest, my family isn't really of note, and no."
"Bard, and the two others are the same for me too."
"Oh wait, are you the girl who shut down that prick Johnathan?"
"If he's the one who tried to scream at me during the exam registration then yes."
"That's great! I'm Lapia by the way. That boy was trying to court my sister, but now that he's failed his entrance exam... Oh! Is it true that Rooke dressed him down in front of everyone too?" This girl seemed to really hate that guy. I took a few moments to wonder what he'd done to piss her off so bad.
"That's totally true. It was brutal," another girl from my year, Lora, said as she came to join us. "I was there. If Rooke spoke to me like that I think I might die on the spot."
"You don't want to go down that route, trust me. Rooke is... well, he's not bad if you're trying to learn, but if you slack off even a bit he'll rip you to shreds." Lapia leaned back as she spoke, seeming to carefully consider her wording.
We chatted about the different teachers for awhile. Apparently Magnolia was good, if a bit of a flake. While he knew his stuff, he often got sidetracked and led you down a weird path. Lapia had a good amount of experience with him since she was a bard in her third year. There were only three girls that year, and none in the year ahead of us. Apparently sometime soon we first year bard girls would be getting a lesson from some of the older ones.
As things went on I found myself slipping down deeper into the water, letting the heat take me. Kala poked me after a bit, making me wake from my stupor. After sticking my tongue out at her I sat up straight and paid attention. Not long after that I returned to my room, falling out cold as soon as I hit the sheets.
My next day consisted of general classes on spellcasting and bardic magic. Professor Magnolia began by handing out a list of spells we had to learn as part of his program.
"Sir, why do we need to learn to summon paper and ink?" Lora pointed towards the list that she'd been handed. "At least one food item as well?"
"Ah, because they are vitally important to the work that most bards do. Paper and ink end up being what many of my students produce for their fellows, and are also important to a lot of clerical work. As for food, well... It's highly useful for when you're traveling, or to feed yourself in an emergency."
"Okay... how do we become familiar with those though? I mean, I know what paper and ink are kind of like sir, but probably not enough."
"Good question! We'll be having demonstrations on their creation. It really is quite interesting..." He spent most of the rest of his lecture wandering from one tangent to another on that subject.
After lunch there was no getting around my meeting with Professor Hern. I walked to his office, still trying to work out what I would tell him. I settled on the truth, to an extent. Lying might be found out later, and if I just told him that I wouldn't answer some of his questions now, it would probably work out better.
Professor Hern's office was quite unlike Professor Rooke's. The fact that the madman had somehow added a forge to it was the first hint. Everything was overtaken by tools and projects. Everything seemed to have a place, but there was just so much of it. I found it claustrophobic.
As I came in I saw Professor Rooke sitting in one of the guest chairs. He motioned me to the one beside him as Professor Hern settled in behind his desk.
"You know Rooke, there really is no need for you to take valuable time out of your day for this..."
"Alana is my charge, so it is of course my responsibility to oversee any important meetings she has. Certainly you wouldn't gainsay me that?"
These two had smiles as they spoke, but they couldn't cover their rivalry. Each seemed eager for information, happy to learn something that might surprise them. It was like being a small fish between two giant sharks.
"Fine, fine. Unless you have some objections Alana?" Professor Hern looked at me with a glint in his eyes.
"I'm happy to have Professor Rooke stay." Having someone who could oppose him was useful. In fact the idea that these two might end up getting in each other's way and spare me did flit here and there.
"Fine then. You said that you realized that the structures in the core were repeating, and that helped no? My understanding is that many bards have realized this, but without some deeper understanding of them they can't reproduce the whole blocks. They can see, but not understand, not know really. We wizards face a similar problem in that we don't know what they are as such.
"If you don't understand, then I don't think I should explain that right now."
"Care to expound on that Alana?" Rooke was giving me a rather more harsh look than I'd like. Professor Hern had apparently decided to join him.
"I'm not saying that I won't ever, but not right now. My first teacher told me not to tell people too many conclusions that I came to if they were outside of the usual, and I wouldn't want to disobey him in that. I need to think about what I say and if it could cause any large upsets."
Neither of the two seemed happy with that explanation. I had to give it to them that they'd at least held off on immediately coming down on me though. Professor Rooke in particular seemed to chew over the words for a bit.
"This isn't the first unusual thing you've come up with is it?"
"No sir."
"The flamethrower, why it doesn't work quite as well for other bards is one no?"
"A couple of my spells. That is one of them."
"I'd really like to know that though Rooke. The girl could speed up our training significantly if she'd tell us." Hern seemed to want to press the issue. By the look on his face I knew that Rooke showing up had been squarely to my advantage here.
"I agree, but her insight could have a large effect. Ruminating on it isn't a poor idea. Alana, what would you need to feel comfortable explaining your little secret to us?"
"I think I first need to understand what it will do to magic item creation in general. As well as knowing what effects it could have that I don't intend. Basically I need to learn a lot more about magical item creation before I divulge that."
"I understand, your concerns Alana, and while it will personally be a pain... Well, we'll see to it that you learn as much as possible about magical items, wont we?" Hern looked over as he spoke, getting a smile from Professor Rooke.
That night I got a lecture on what they understood as the basics. They knew that the structures formed things that would only pass on a message if it was powered a certain way. On the other hand they didn't know the purpose of that. They had all the pieces they needed, but nobody had made the leap that it was doing very basic math and making true/false declarations on if/then statements.
There were a few theories that included those elements, but theory alone wasn't knowledge. It is for that reason that people had been trying to prove things for a long time. There were some hiccups though, primarily in that there was no way to get at the raw information easily. Even if you could, it was still a monumental quantity of data to try and work by hand. There seemed to be some odd blockage as well in transferring it over, but I figured I'd get on that later.

I was also instructed to finish my core as soon as was actually possible. Causing me to frown the whole way back to my dorm.

            

    
        Chapter 70 Dance

    
    
    
    
                Over the next couple of days I got to go to several new classes.  Math and history were about what they sounded like.  I found the history lineup to be rather interesting, but the fact that the math we would be covering was shockingly basic was tiring.  Etiquette came next, and for the first day of that we simply had tea as the professor observed us, taking notes.  Professor Sasha taught etiquette and I really had no idea what to make of her.  She was from the wizard program, specializing in some kind of light magic. 
I freely admit that I was excited most about my Atali classes.  Something that only overflowed when I realized that our teacher was an elf.  She was not quite as ethereal as one might expect, her ears not quite as long.  Her first class went over the basics of the alphabet, which I recognized as belonging to the same as the runes, a small mercy.  It meant that I only really had to learn one of them.  She also gave us a few words to learn, but seemed rather disinterested in her own subject. 
Dras joined me for this one, while Kala had some other class on healing or something for that period.  We sat beside each other since Professor Etia hadn't given us any assigned seating. 
"So, how's it going?" he asked as we finished up.  It was rude to speak in class, and just wasn't done. 
"Pretty good.  I have a feeling Rooke and Hern are going to pummel me with information though.  How about you?" 
"Oof, yeah, those two are rough.  I'm pretty good, my pyromancy course is finally heating up," he gave a smile like he was actually proud of that statement. 
"Ugh.  That joke must have been made a thousand times." 
"True, but it's still good.  We're going over how to get flames hotter right now, it's fun, and consists mostly of trying to keep the flame steady while you add air to it.  Simple in theory, but the practical aspects are a bit harder on the fly." 
I nodded, "Basically making a furnace with nothing to contain it?" 
"Yeah, the heat flows out really fast though, so it's a pain.  That and keeping it from just growing." 
We took a few moments to banter as we cleaned up on the subject of fire.  I didn't really know all that much from a practical standpoint.  Or at least I didn't know what I knew that would cause problems, so I pretended not to know anything. 
"Any other cool classes you're taking?" Dras asked, I forgot that I'd never actually gone over my schedule with him. 
"I think Atali dance will be fun.  You in that?" 
"My advisor told me it's mostly a girl thing... there are styles for men, but they're not all that popular apparently." 
"Huh... I've got that and another class on magical materials... oh, and combat magic too." 
"I've heard the combat class is brutal.  They send you out with some of the knight apprentices and stuff for games.  I wanted to take it, but there was just so much else, ya know?" 
I shrugged.  "The bard course is a little more sparse I think, because there's not many of us.  Magnolia tried to get me to take some advanced healing, but I just wasn't feeling it." 
"Fair.  Well, I'm off, catch ya later!" 
I was happy to see him.  Also really glad that we'd finally get some chance to talk.  I hated it, but over the past couple of years we'd not really seen too much of each other, and having a class together would finally help that, if only a little.  I ruminated on it as I made my way to lunch.  Kala joined me there as well as Lord Fallon's niece Pinea. 
"So, what's next on the schedule?" Kala asked as she plopped down. 
"Atali dance, you?" 
"Oh, the outfits for that are absolutely scandalous."  Pinea leaned in as she spoke, bringing her voice down.  "I signed up for it too, it's gonna be wonderful." 
"I'm taking advanced healing, but be sure to show me all the moves you learn," Kala chuckled. 
"I'll be sure to.  Care to help me practice Pinea?"  The girl nodded vigorously at my suggestion. 
"Of course.  Elves live for like ages, particularly the more pure blooded ones, so it's ancient and really cool stuff.  I got to see one of the performances a couple of years back at a party.  It was wild.  I thought my chaperone was going to die where she stood." 
"Pure blooded ones?" 
"Uh... yeah, pretty much all elves are like part human or something now.  Not sure on the details." 
Okay, so that was neat information.  I now wanted to go and see what I could learn on that.  Maybe ask someone.  That was something I could put a pin in for the time being though.  Because in front of me was Pinea, who was practically vibrating with excitement.  Kala looked on at the worked up noble girl before turning to me and shrugging. 
"I've never seen it.  Though I'm feeling like I might have missed something fun now." 
"You have!" 
"Regardless.  It's about that time.  Care to walk there with me Pinea?" 
"Yeah, of course!"  Pinea practically pulled me down the hall on our way to the room assigned for this class. 
It was a room full of girls.  I supposed that the various advisors had pushed the boys away, though I didn't know why until Professor Etia entered the room.  She was in what could only be described as a belly dancing outfit.  From head to toe, ten out of ten would absolutely agree that this was an outfit for belly dancing.  Several girls looked like they needed to pick their jaws up off the floor as she moved before us. 
"Greetings everyone!  I'm so glad so many of you have come to join me for this wonderful class."  Her earlier disinterest in teaching us had disappeared like mist on the wind.  "In this class we'll be learning traditional Atali dance.  It's enjoyable, excellent exercise, and those of you who are bards will find it works great for casting as well!  I'll show you a few things, and then we'll begin with some basic exercises!"
 She activated a small magical item that played music and then began to dance.  My understanding of the costume was not mistaken at all.  This was something I'd expect to see from the middle east, or at least something that someone would think would come from there.  I pondered all I had gotten myself into.  The culture in Bergond was what one would call 'highly conservative' when it came to clothes and dance.  Even trying to wear that, and dance anywhere even vaguely public might cause a ruckus.  Then again... it did look fun.  She also said it worked well for casting...
 I soon learned that there was much to this that I hadn't known about.  Things like posture and position and all that good stuff.  After the demonstration Professor Etia spent most of the remaining class forcing us into proper posture and then showing us only the most basic of moves.  It was fun, Pinea in particular seemed to be having a wonderful time.
 As class ended and everyone made their way out I stayed behind a bit.  I had a question I wanted answered.
 "Professor, you said you could use dance to cast magic?"
 "Ah, you must be one of my bardic students.  Yes, though you're nowhere near that yet."  Her accent was subtle, a small extension of her As and Ys.
 "I'd heard it was possible, but never learned it.  Do you have any advice?"
 "Hmm... it will be easiest when the dance comes naturally to you.  When you move with the flow rather than some predetermined way it will work best."
 I nodded at the statement.  "So you're a bard then?"
 "Indeed I am.  I will say that I find most of your bards here in Bergond a bit strange, but things are like that.  Now, if you'll excuse me, I need to go change before my next class."
 The rest of my day was a bit boring.  There was a lot of studying, because I really needed to show well in these classes.  I also spent a bit of time practicing what we'd learned with Pinea before dinner.  Kala joined us and looked a bit shocked at what she was seeing, and very interested in us showing her what we'd learned.
 After dinner I had to go work on my core.  I made a point to spend a bit more than average time on that task, if only so that I didn't start getting angry letters telling me to hurry up from Professor Hern.  That was something I was thoroughly expecting at some point in time.  The task there wasn't hard, per se, or magically draining.  It was mentally exhausting though, and by the end of it your legs were really sore.
 I slept well.  It was really clear to me why I got so few visits once my friend had started his classes.  I had just begun and I could hardly imagine having any free time at all.  One blessing was that there was no homework.  You would either study, or your wouldn't.  Of course this wasn't a school slackers could get into, and even those from really high noble families were pushed hard to achieve.  This led to hardcore study groups on our off hours.
 My final day of new classes began with Magical Materials, taught by Professor Hern.  He informed us that most of the materials we would be dealing with in our first year were not, on their own, magic containing.  Rather these were those used in the creation of magical items and we'd be going into far, far deeper detail than most would get.
 Metals were of great importance in this class as they tended to act as magical conductors, and were therefore excellent for building a number of things.  Silver was the best, though gold would be used if something had to last for a  long time, being that it didn't corrode, a real problem when dealing with higher energies.  Copper was considered good too, but iron was not.  Iron on the other hand could be made insanely durable to a lot of forces and was cheap, so saw a lot of use, particularly as a covering to the underlying structure.
 We didn't need to know the exact properties of them for now, but Professor Hern gave us a few simple to follow examples before letting us go for the day.  I gathered that we'd be learning quite a bit more about the various metals at length before we moved on
 My final class was Combat Spellcasting, something I was wildly excited for.  When I got there there were a number of tough looking boys about.  A few girls were here and there, but each of them looked hard as iron too.  It was a bit intimidating.
 Our teacher walked in and he was huge.  The man had broad shoulders and bulging muscles and looked out at all of us.  I thought he should have had scars, but with the level of healing magic available to those who could afford it, I suppose that was foolish.
 "Greetings and welcome.  In my class you will learn how to fight.  How to use your magic to defeat your enemies, and how to prevent them from taking you down too.  There are some simple things, methods and the like that I will teach you.  There are a number of things I shall warn you against.  There are also a number of things that you will need to figure out for yourselves.  War and battle are chaos, and you must understand this, internalize this, make it your own.  The methods that work one day may not the next, and you must be able to change on the fly.  Any questions?"
 His eyes eventually fell on me and I saw a slight grimace.  "You got the wrong class girl?"
 "No sir."
 "You sure?  You don't look like one of mine.  Didn't your advisor tell you anything?"
 "He advised me against this class sir, but I insisted.  I want to learn to fight properly."
 He sighed.  "You ever been in a fight girl?  Killed a man?  Faced down a monster?"
 "Yes, yes, and yes sir."
 
That got me a few surprised looks.  Even our esteemed professor quirked his eyebrow a bit.  "Well then, let's see what you can do."
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                Professor Endel decided that we all needed to be judged for his class before we did anything else. To that end he led us to the arena and had us ready for one on one fights.


The rules were fairly simple. We were to fight to disable, not to kill, so fire and other often lethal elements were banned, as well as going all out. We had to stay in the arena until one of us won. We were allowed a wooden weapon if we desired, and a strike from it was to be considered as if delivered for real. Most of the students didn't take a weapon, and my choice of a dagger and mace was considered deeply strange.


I was of course in the first match, and soon found myself opposite a boy from the wizard program. Endel stood to the side after a brief overview of the rules yelled 'Go!' I opened with a focused scream, it was fast even if I didn't expect it to do much.


The wizardy boy seemed to be expecting that and threw up some kind of shield. It worked partially for him but him being distracted gave me plenty of time to start casting. While he was trying to recover from the partial blast I threw up invisibility and my standard bubble around my mouth.


Wizard boy had recovered by this time and was looking around for me looking a bit confused. I had to be careful as I moved so as not to be seen, moving only when he was looking away and very slowly then. After a few moments I decided to sing in some fake footprints running around on the other side of the arena. It was just my movement trick from the exam, simple and easy to do.


The hard hose of water slamming into the wall there was a bit alarming. I could practically feel the force where it hit. While he was looking that way I slowly, slowly crept closer. If I could just get close enough I'd just use my dagger and be done with it.


My opponent was now shooting all over, here and there as I closed in. As I rose the little wooden tool he released a big wave. Perhaps he sensed that I was closing in on him. Perhaps he was just searching. I honestly didn't know, and it didn't matter much as I was swept off my feet and far back, slamming hard into the ground.


"Cease!" Professor Endel called as I rolled to a stop.


He moved out onto the sands and towards the two of us. Giving me a moment to catch my breath and get back up as I dropped my spells. I also cast the drying spell, since being soaked was no fun.


"Not bad, to either of you. Girl, do you have any attack spells other than the scream?"


"A flamethrower, but fire was against the rules."


The Professor took a second to look at a piece of paper from his pocket and I could see him visibly flinch. "Well then Alana, we'll need to work on that. The stealth approach wasn't bad, but we will really need to beef up your direct attack and defense." He then looked at the boy. "Lad, you did well near the end but you let her lead you around too much. Think about countermeasures to stealth on your own for now, we'll be discussing that later on in the class. You were on the right track with the area attacks."


I hummed a light healing spell as we returned to the stands to watch the next bout. I'd taken a pretty good hit there, and was currently on my way to some lovely bruises, which I didn't need. After I'd finished the boy I'd been against looked over at me.


"So... how close were you?"


"I was right next to you. You got me as I was setting up to jab you."


"Nice. I'm Troy, good to meet you."


"Alana, the same. What was that shield you used?"


"Oh, I was just trying to put up something to block sound. Figured you'd go with sonic attacks."


"Yeah, the easiest bard attack is just that scream."


"What about like... water or air?"


"They don't really work. Who knows though, I bet Professor Endel knows of something that will."


He nodded and we watched the rest of the fights quietly. There were a number of different approaches on display, some far more effective than others. The boy who soaked everything and then dropped the temperature like a stone was particularly good. Both myself and the priests who'd opted for this class got a good workout on healing by the end of it.


Professor Endel looked over all of us at the end. "Not bad, not bad at all. I want you lot to consider all that you saw and did today. Think about what worked, and what didn't, and what could work better. While I have much to teach you, you also have much to learn from experience, and considering that experience will lead to you learning faster those lessons that will keep you alive. In our next class I will be having a discussion with each of you on what you learned today, so be ready."


Our next day was designated as a rest day, and while I couldn't speak for everyone I was sure ready for it. Of course not much resting was done by most students. Everyone seemed to be quickly heading to one of the many places throughout the school to study their various subjects. A few of the older students even took the time to work on personal projects like magical items or spells.


I was no exception, having tons of subjects and not nearly enough time for them. Being that most of my subjects were something I could spend an hour or two on with ease every day. I was fortunate that at least I didn't need to study math and where I was now I could easily do my instrumental classes.


I spent all morning studying my different classes one by one, eventually being joined by several of my classmates. They were of limited help, being that most of them were wizards and the bulk of their classes were focused on things like rudimentary and often wrong physics or natural science. The company was nice though.


Dras joined Kala and I as we went over our runes. He could now talk to us about that kind of thing and together we went over several of the sequences we'd been told to study. None of these were overly complex commands, but it was fun nonetheless.


He was currently going over a far more in depth sequence and trying to figure out how to get it to work in an item. It was another lighting enchantment, as those were rather popular for testing. There was no real risk of explosion and the mana cost on smaller ones was so low that it wouldn't break you to keep it going as long as you felt like it.


As I poured over what he did and he explained what each part was I nodded along. This had commands governing frequency, intensity, and pattern as well as a simple on and off command. It ended up simply running through the different patterns in a cycle but the goal was to get the cycle to run in a certain way.


I would love to say that I instantly understood Dras' work, and could tell him how to do it, but I didn't. The runes and command structure was simply too different from anything I'd seen before. I did get that one of the variables was based on frequency of flashing, but honestly, everyone understood that one. There was another that was using numbers to represent light. I was pretty sure I'd seen something like that in high school physics, but I couldn't remember too much about it. When I asked Dras just kinda shrugged, seemed it was just one of the things that had come predone with the whole magical item system that nobody really understood too much about, but everyone knew just worked.


My afternoon and evening were spent on dance and light music, followed by a couple of hours spent meditating to build my core further along. I was speeding along compared to the others in my class on that front. At least that's what Professor Hern told me when he came by to check on it. It took most students the better part of a year to form the apprentice level of their core, but it seemed I might manage in just a couple of months, if my speed held.


My week complete I finally stumbled up to my bed and fell in. As far as first weeks of school went, this might be the most intense I'd ever had. The topics were a mix of old and new, but the sheer number of them and the difficulty, both physical and mental, was on another level. Practice for Atali dancing alone probably counted as a decent workout.





The following week during our class on bardic magic Professor Magnolia grabbed us all up and began to hustle us towards the door.


"Come everyone, we're going to one of the nearby workshops. We're going to see paper made first hand and you need to pay close attention."


"Um, sir, is there any reason we can't have them come to us?" One of our bolder number suggested.


"Certainly is, the equipment to make paper is rather more large than most would like to admit. We went through all the trouble of having the shop made, and even getting it approved to run in the city every now and then just so that you lot could go and see it, now come on."


I didn't understand that as we were rushed towards the gates. When we got there the whole street was empty. Not slow, dead empty. I could see on the ends a few barriers and guardsmen pointing people around. In an instant my hackles raised and I started prepping for some attack.


"Where is everyone?" I asked, already pulling magic to hide myself so I could flee if needed.


"Huh? Oh, there are a few classes going to places on our street today. In the past we wouldn't have bothered but... with what happened last year and the continuing unrest the Headmaster decided to organize our outings in such a way that the road could be shut down so we can go in peace."


"Isn't that like... really obvious and going to make us a huge target?"


"Indeed it would, but don't fret. Now, off we go."


His ending made it clear that he was done discussing it. Of course it also made me want to panic even more. I hated the idea of being bait, particularly for anyone as insane as the current flock of rebels seemed to be. That said I knew that this class was mandatory and complaining would only get me in trouble.


I lamented that I didn't know any spells to shield myself, even if they were sub-optimal I'd still need to pick those up. I concentrated on that, and looking all around me for any sign of movement as our little class walked down the street. June and Lora were both looking at me like I was crazy but they hadn't been on the receiving end of two botched assassination attempts.


It was as we came up to the paper shop that I took a deep breath in relaxation. I immediately regretted that decision. It hadn't occurred to me that we were going to a paper manufacturing shop, and that the professor had informed us that it only ran on certain days. I understood now why that was.


The place was rank, absolutely, positively, foul. As the door opened I feared I might cough up my breakfast. I was fairly sure that old style paper mills from Earth didn't smell this bad, but this one certainly did.


Lora didn't manage to keep herself as steady as the rest of us and bent to empty her stomach in the gutter. It wasn't dignified, but I understood. That of course led to two others joining her and with the sound, and the added smell even I couldn't hold it in. Within moments the whole class had begun to thoroughly toss our cookies in the street.


"Gets 'em every time." Our professor chuckled from the door. From his tone I could tell he was breathing through his mouth.

            

    
        Chapter 72 Paper

    
    
    
    
                We toured the paper shop as quickly as we could get the adults to take us through. I felt sick the entire time, as did everyone else. The owner I understood had simply built up a resistance, and of course our jerk of a professor knew not to breathe through his nose. There were magical items on the doors whenever the shop was active that served to push the air inside and down into the sewers. That was surprisingly well thought out compared to most uses of magic I saw.


The smell itself was from a plant known as Rotweed. Rotweed was useful in that is sped up the decay process of organic things, it also smelled like rotten meat mixed with feces and fresh baked bread. The last part served to make everyone slightly hungry, which the body fully rejected. The stuff seemed tailor made to inspire sickness. It also made it possible to break down the plants used in paper into their fibers quick, fast, and in a hurry. It even gave a fairly good color, not pure white, but close enough.


This meant that paper could be manufactured at a good quality. The issues were thick though. Making paper anywhere even near the vicinity of a city was strictly banned, excluding special shops like this one. It was almost impossible to find people willing to work in such shops as well, meaning they had to be paid high. A few nobles had tried in the past to force the work onto some villages but that had ended in a lot of their peasants fleeing the area. This meant that while paper-making was simple in theory, in practice it remained an expensive product. Expensive enough that young bards were encouraged to learn to make it for themselves and their peers.


Once the plant's bark (A mixture of two small trees and a woody bush) were broken down thoroughly by a Rotweed and water slurry, they were washed and run through a rather intricate process to make the paper itself. It was cool to watch. The process took two weeks to go from plants to sheets, most of that was drying though.


After we finished with our tour we were given a few sheets to feel, smell (Once we were out of the shop itself), taste, etc. I was fairly sure we all had a bit anyway, but this stuff was fresh and of the highest quality the shop could produce, so it was nicer than what we were used to. We were told that we had a week to make something acceptable, and that if we failed we'd be having to come back and observe the shop again. That threat was enough to make us all take the assignment with utmost seriousness. All of us looked at each other with the grim hardened faces of those determined not to fail a test.


After our release we three girls hurried back to our dorms. We collectively smelled like death, the lingering stench of the paper shop grasping onto our clothes, shoes, and hair. Professor Magnolia had made sure that his class had been scheduled such that we had plenty of time to wash and eat afterwards, which we all agreed to do as a group. I arrived around the time Emma was putting away laundry.


"Oh goodness, what is that smell?" were literally the first words out of her mouth.


"Professor Magnolia surprised us by taking us to a paper shop today. Please bring some clean clothes to the baths if you would. I really don't want to touch anything until I've washed. Also if you could, prep to wash this uniform."


"Will it come out?"


"The smell is supposed to leave with water and just a bit of soap. It gets on everything though."


"Understood, I'll meet you at the baths."


I met Lora and June there as well. All three of us furiously washing ourselves while June chewed on a small bit of the paper we'd been given. After three separate washings we all felt that it was safe and went to one of the tubs to soak as we talked out where to go on our project.


"Okay, I think I'm gonna try to summon some." June declared as she settled in.


"If you bring that stink into this tub, I swear I will stab you." Lore responded.


"Ditto." I gave her a nasty look as she brought her hands up and concentrated.


Slowly a sheet formed there. It was squarish and of the approximate right size, but it looked a bit too rough and slightly more yellow than I'd really want. There was no accompanying smell though, so I counted that as a win. June gave it a hard look over as she held it, frowning slightly.


"Needs work," she declared.


"Alright, my turn." I pulled my hand up and thought.


I'd handled literally thousands, potentially tens of thousands of sheets of notebook paper. So I thought of that, of the smell, the weird taste everyone ended up learning, the feel of it. I also thought about how it was structured, thousands of tiny fibers all compressed in a random way. I tried to picture all of these things as I pulled my magic together with a simple tune.


The sheet I held there looked like standard college rule. I'd even put the lines on it by mistake, but hey, nobody was perfect. As I looked it over I noticed a few imperfections, little changes that made it look just slightly more like the paper we'd been given. The way the grain stood out just slightly more, the barest hint of roughness.


"Okay, that looks pretty good." Lora leaned over to look at it, the warm water lapping around us.


"Better than mine for sure." June nodded. "What's with the lines?"


"Those weren't intentional. I guess they'll make it easy to keep an even spacing though."


"May I?" Lora asked, holding out her hand.


"Go for it." I passed over the sheet. It was starting to get a little wet from the bath and steam anyway.


Both June and Lora seemed to like my version, thinking it was a bit nicer than the paper we'd been given at the shop. I was taking that as a pass. I ended up making a few more sheets, with and without lines for them to check out as well. The spell was still inefficient, but one or two sheets at once wasn't very much anyway.


"What are you picturing when you summon this?" Lora finally asked.


"So, paper is just a really dry pushed down bundle of random fibers right? I just kinda picture that. They also need to be really white and kinda random. Other than that, focus on the feel and stuff."


They each gave it a few more tries, eventually getting something rather like what I'd made. It was around this time that a few more girls showed up. One made her way over to us with a scowl.


"Oi, you three, no summoning crap in the baths, you'll make a mess." If I had to guess she was a third or fourth year, and looked none too pleased with our antics.


"Oh, sorry..." June whimpered out. Lora and I both tried to look contrite.


"Don't do it again." With a snap of her fingers all of the sheets we'd made went up in a quick burst of flame, not even leaving ashes.


After she'd turned and left us I looked at the two others. "Well, with that I think I'm done. See you in class."


Emma met me at the washing area, seemingly relieved that I'd managed to get the smell gone. She quietly helped me dress and gather my things before prepping for the rest of my day.


"Thank you. Have you started learning about magical items yet? Professor Rooke said that he held a class for the servants."


"Oh yes, it's all quite interesting. It's a wonderful way to spend my time when I'm done with all the work for the day."


"I'm glad you have some time for it."


I was still faltering in my conversations with her, unsure of what to say, if anything. Did she even want to talk to me? Was there even any way I could ask that question? Honestly, if I didn't have to have a maid, I didn't think I would. She didn't seem to mind talking though, not that I thought she'd show it if she did.





After a few more grueling days I found myself back in Combat Spellcasting. We were each given a number of documents to read over while Professor Endel met with us privately. I tried to go over what I'd learned, but it was mostly just repeating what I already knew. The busywork was at least interesting, some notes on basic tactics for spellcasters on the battlefield.


"So, what are your thoughts on your performance." Professor Endel began when I first sat before him.


"I know my power is lacking and I badly need to improve my defense. It's my opinion that I should continue to use tactics that focus on stealth as in a forward facing fight I'm highly unlikely to win. I already knew most of that though sir."


"Your power is not lacking, your speed is. There is a significant difference in the two, and that is a mistake many bards make."


"So it's not that I can't manage to cast strong enough spells, but that I can't cast them quickly enough? How do I fix that?"


"You don't. It's the weakness of bards, but you can compensate. Magical items are not a bad way to go, but they tend to act as a crutch if used in learning. You need to learn to lock down your opponent long enough to get going. Illusions are also unaffected by the bardic slowness and I know you can use those, you showed it quite well."


"So... once I put up illusions I start prepping defenses and attacks, then release them when they're ready?"

"Indeed, or you can get somewhere where your opponent cannot get to you while you cast. It might do well for you to learn a bit about weather control. The cost in mana is often obscene, but the effects are something else when wielded by someone who knows what they're doing."


"There isn't a class on that is there sir?"


"No, it's mostly bardic so there wouldn't be many students, and it's also rather specialist. Professor Magnolia might know some, or have some books on the subject he'd let you read though. If not, you'll have to figure it out on your own."


"How do you know about it?"


"Seen it on the field. Some bard from Ermath whipped up a storm over one of our formations and started dropping lightning bolts. It was something to see."


"Sounds terrifying."


"Eh, I was fairly far from that point. The poor peasant troops broke and ran though. They had no way to deal with that."


"What about the bard in question?"


"Got to big for his breeches and stepped out in front. Caught a fireball to the face. That's another good lesson for you. Always keep your head down, you're a target. Now, off you go."


I nodded at his wisdom before leaving.


Dras came to meet me after that class, looking as tired as I felt.


"Is it always like this?"


"Pretty much, yeah. You get used to it though. How're things going?"

"Mmm, alright I suppose. Professor Endel suggested I learn about weather magic."


"Sounds cool."


"He said it was mostly bardic, but I think my old teacher could make it rain... I wonder if that was an actual storm or him just summoning a bunch of water really high up..."


Dras shrugged. "You'll have to ask him the next time you two meet then."


I frowned, wondering when in the world that would be. "Yeah, if I ever see him again."

            

    
        Chapter 73 Core completion

    
    
    
    
                My classes proceeded at an exhausting pace.  I was both exhausted and feeling like I was barely moving forward as winter came.  Each had it's ups and downs and each felt as if it was getting harder.


My General Spellcasting was straightforward.  At this point we were mostly still covering the basic techniques.  General Bard was much the same.  We had another field trip to learn about ink, a process which didn't smell bad at all.  My non-magical classes were what I considered my rest periods.  They were not held as high in regard by most students and were fairly straightforward.  Atali Language and Dance were at least fun, and I even felt like I was starting to enjoy them.  I was even enjoying Combat Spellcasting, not the least because we weren't having anymore fights for a bit.  Professor Endel had decided to run us through some basic shields.  I had learned a really simple one that deflected physical projectiles, it was painfully slow to get up, but was really something.


My Magical Items classes and Magical Materials were the outliers.  Hern seemed to think that I was purposely dragging my feet so that I wouldn't have to decide if I would explain my trick in speeding up learning about the core.  The truth was that I'd had to slow down as I hit the parts that looked to be dedicated to memory within it, as they were a bit different in structure.  I was still going fast though.  I was also starting to see something about the command sequences for the runes that was really nagging at me.  I felt like it was staring me right in the face but I just couldn't place it.


I sat happily in Rooke's theory class, ruminating on all of this.  He was going over another basic sequence that allowed an item to change color based on temperature in a given spot.  It was useful in that it functioned as a thermometer, and also brought in the commands for temperature.  We'd had to learn the structure for 'observe' a rather useful one that came up in many diagnostic items.  It could be repeated multiple times to give information on several variables.  Professor Rooke seemed to think he'd covered enough on the subject for the day though and invited questions.


"Professor, how will we know when our cores are ready?"  Pinea asked when called upon.


"Oh, has Hern not told you?  I suppose he might be keeping it as a surprise, but... The last bit is fairly obvious, it is considered the piece that really makes the core function for making items and allowing you to remake cores yourself.  You'll also receive a message."


"What sort of message?"  Another student asked, perking up.


"That's the thing, nobody knows what it is.  Everyone has some theory, ranging from a simple confirmation that it's active to some profound secret about the core itself.  They're all just theories though.  I'm interested to hear if any of you have ideas when you get to see it.  It'll only happen the once, so pay attention."


Well, that was cool.  Some mystery announcement that you were ready to go and make items sounded like somebody's idea of a prank.  There was a very good chance that it was some in-joke, or had no meaning at all and the ancient elven king who put it there just decided to screw with people millennia in the future.


As I packed up my things I had to start thinking about other items though.  First was that we had reached a point in our Etiquette class that the professor decided we needed some actual real world experience.  She'd therefore arranged for the school to put on a small ball of sorts.  That was apparently not ideal by anyone's reckoning, but most parties for nobility were still nixed as the rebels that were still alive made moves in other provinces.  The capital was quiet on that front though, I'd been told after the mana-eater incident His Majesty had gone nuclear on all those involved.


The school dance, because I really couldn't think of it as anything else had therefore been declared.  Some had escorts and dates already, but a lot were scrambling to come up with someone to go with them.  It was considered good form in this circumstance for a young man to ask his intended date by letter to join him for breakfast that morning five days prior to the event.  The idea was to woo her there, then allow her to stew through the day until the event, or something like that.


I was unconvinced about the whole breakfast idea, but that wasn't my main problem.  My main problem was that apparently word had gotten around that I could summon pure white, high quality paper.  This meant that literally half the male students were requesting it because they wanted to make the best impression possible.  There had been a number of incidents from young men already, and it was becoming a real pain.


The smart ones were grouping together with each other and finding someone's sister, or cousin, or whatever who could ask me for an order in the girl's dorms.  Some were also sending notes, which I then had to sort out for what, how much, and to whom.  A few were asking me between classes as well, these made up the bottom rung, as that was considered both rude by the nobles, and annoying by me.


The good news was that after consulting with the other girls in our dorms I'd come up with a price that had shocked my sensibilities.  I think some of the girls were telling me to set it so high just so they knew the boys were spending a lot of money on them.  The male half of the student body didn't seem bothered though.  I myself couldn't complain too much because I was making an absurd sum.


A small cough stirred me from my reverie.  As I looked up to meet the eyes of Professor Rooke I froze for a second.  He looked oddly pleased.


"Yes professor?"


"Professor Hern informs me that you're nearing completion of your core.  He said you'll be done with the apprentice level sometime in the next few days if you continue at your going pace.  Even if you've slowed down as of late.  I wanted to congratulate you."


"Oh... thank you."


"Once you have, you'll be able to make your first item.  Have you thought about what you want that to be?  I normally consult with my students much later, but you're rather early in your education for making something and your first item should be something special.  Many like to make something that they can keep as a memento, or use daily.  I myself made a small lamp of which I'm rather fond."


"I haven't actually put much thought into it.  Something small and useful would be nice though, maybe something I could wear?  I'll have to think a bit on it, but maybe a light source would be nice.  For a second there I thought you might be coming to ask me about my growth like Professor Hern has."  By this point we were alone in the classroom, all other students having headed off for their break.


He nodded.  "Is Hern pestering you often then?"


"About every three days or so he asks if I've learned enough to decide," I admitted


"I will tell him to cease.  Alana, in the future kindly come to me with things like this.  I am your guardian after all."  He saw my confused look at that and raised an eyebrow of his own.  "What is that look about?"


"I'm just surprised.  I thought you'd be pressuring me to tell you too.  You seem to... almost not be bothered though."


"I am patient.  While I greatly desire for you to let me in on your little secret I am willing to wait.  Professor Hern's approach is more likely to drive you away.  If you need to see what it could do before you tell me, I shall show you, and that will take time.  I'm willing to invest that time Alana, because that investment is one I believe will pay off well."


My real concern at this point was the idea of hacking a core, particularly one that was inside of someone.  I was still learning about all of the inputs and outputs and I didn't think that was possible, but I was still trying to figure it out.  The core was in the brain after all and seemed to have some form of interaction with it, that meant that messing with it could be insanely dangerous.  My question was though, could someone else force that interaction from outside?


"Well, thank you for that professor.  I am trying to figure it out."


"I'm glad.  Now, best not be late for anything, off you go."





I sat in the core building room in my circle, working away.  I dreaded the idea of going back to my dorm and resting because tomorrow was when all of the date invites would be sent out.  I had no idea how many, if any, I was going to get.


For that reason I was on my second session, and I saw the last piece.  The final bit that needed to go in to finish this project off.  I could feel it and even understand it.  The rest of the core had been methodical, built block by block.  The rest of the core felt like it was fashioned by the hands of a wizard, but this, this was bardic, it couldn't be anything else.


There was a ball of intention right at the center of the core, all the rest of the pieces had been build around it, leaving only this bit of magic.  It was so different it was nearly jarring, and so beautiful.  I understood it as I looked at it.  I understood it as it showed me how to make it because that's part of what it did.


As I formed it I felt it flowing through my core.  The bits that had been little paths of light flared to life, lighting the whole thing up as it flowed.  It was astoundingly beautiful to watch, a work of art and science all in one, all coming together.  The light of the last piece worked it's way out methodically, flowing through all the paths I'd made like a lightning bolt.


This bit of magic had only a few functions, but they all melded wonderfully together.  First, it allowed the mind to interact for some very limited purposes, this was only able to show how to build/grow it, and to work on the final function.  This was where the little light that had shown me the way to build my core had come from, where the magic that let me float in my own mind originated.


Second, it detected faults.  The core knew what it was supposed to look like and how it was supposed to function, and it showed me that it's advancements were nothing but that, no addition of function, only addition of speed and ability.  It also knew when things were wrong, and if they were wrong and tried to work wrong it would retaliate, breaking itself.  This magic protected the core and assured that if it were transferred, it was transferred correctly.


Thirdly, it could read the runes on an object if they were connected to the core properly.  I understood that because the spell was becoming part of me.  I even understood how to link them, it was a surreal experience.  Someone had managed to learn to do this manually, and shoved that knowledge into this magic.


The final function appeared before me now.  Now it was ready as it was finally complete and able to function itself.  Within my mindspace a small board appeared.  I knew that I could make symbols on it, but not what for.  I suspected it could also display information.  A suspicion that was quickly confirmed as words in a language I'd not seen written in years appeared upon it.  Two simple words in my first native tongue that sent me into instant shock.


"Hello World"

            

    
        Chapter 74 The Dean's office

    
    
    
    
                I raced back to my dorm, heart pounding in my chest. "Hello World" Hello fucking world? It was a joke, how was I even supposed to respond to that? I had so many questions, they were rushing through my mind, and nobody to ask them to.


I stopped dead in the hallway. There was nobody I could go to about this, nobody to even ask. If my family were here it'd be worse, but even without... I just couldn't bring this up, it would make too many questions. I'd never told anyone that I was reincarnated, that I'd lived another life, how could I? Lucien would probably have some advice, but I don't know how he'd respond to me having the mind of an adult. Rooke? Yeah that was a joke. I'd never let anyone within the nobility know about this, that'd be insane. Kala? Dras? Both bad options, who knows what they'd do.


I leaned against the wall briefly trying to straighten out my thoughts. The cool stone felt good to press against.


"Are you quite alright my dear?" The voice stirred me, making me turn quickly to see Dean Lorrae looking me over.


"I'm... fine sir, just heading back to my dorm."


"You young people always seem to think you're much better at lying than you are. I don't suppose you'll actually tell me what's wrong?"


"Um..." I tried not to look at him as I worked on coming up with an explanation.


He sighed. "I must at least know if there is a danger to you or any of my students. Or if you're being harassed in some way."


"No sir, I don't think there's any danger, and nobody has done anything inappropriate."


"Oh? Not even Professor Hern? I hear he's been pressuring you quite a bit to let him in on some technique involving building your core. Actually I witnessed him being dressed down for it by Rooke in the staff room, but don't tell him that."


"Wouldn't he already know if you were there?"


"You're not the only one who knows how to make yourself invisible Alana." Dean Lorrae gave me an impish smile as he let me in on that secret.


I chuckled, "Well, he does want me to tell him how I've been building on it so fast."


"Understandably so, but you seem to have some reason for not telling him. I would like to speak with you on that, if you don't mind too much." He turned and motioned me to join him. It was clear that his intent to speak with me was less a request and more an order.


I felt like I was going to my own execution as I marched along the halls beside him. There was no way I could tell him the truth, and I thought he would eventually demand my method for speeding up the core building process. Of course I could now answer that well enough.


Even if they learned a bit about the core, there was no way they'd be able to abuse it. The final little bit would see to it that any attempt at hacking the core itself failed. To undo that they'd need to remake the whole thing from the ground up, and frankly I didn't think anyone in this world had the ability to do so. If someone out there did, they certainly wouldn't need my help to do it. It was in my opinion therefore safe to explain that it was made of logic circuits, at least on an individual level. It might still lead to massive upheaval though, and I wasn't sure I wanted to be responsible for that.


Eventually we made it to the Dean's office and he opened the door. His office was massive, easily the size of a house back in my village. It had bookcases, all sealed with some magic or other that was easily visible along two of the walls. The back wall was home to a number of tools that I now recognized as being used to make magical items, along with a filing cabinet of the kind used for material storage. There was a massive desk, covered in drawers with two chairs before it, as well as two couches off to one side.


Dean Lorrae lead me over to the couches, taking a seat on one and indicating that I should take the other. He stretched back a bit, letting the cushions form around him until he seemed at ease.


"Now, what are your concerns about sharing your method?"


"At first I was worried that someone might use them to attack the core itself. Now I'm worried about what releasing that knowledge could do to the rest of the world."


"Is it dangerous in and of itself?"


"Not as such, but speeding up the making of the cores and giving insight could have massive implications. I'm not sure I want to be responsible for what might come of it."


"Most people your age wouldn't even consider that. It's valid, allowing the training to be shortened could have large scale implications, depending on how easy your method is. It could also upset the balance between countries. It's rather difficult to say on the long term effects of introducing new knowledge."


"Are you encouraging me not to?"


"Not at all. I'm actually of the opinion that you should tell us. My point is that there is research going on all the time that could have huge implications if successful, but we still do it. We still work and strive to share knowledge with the world, even if that knowledge could fall into the wrong hands."


I frowned. "Not all knowledge should be known by all people."


"True, very true Alana."


"What would you do if you learned some secret that could upset the world?"


"I have done so on multiple occasions, to varying levels. There are texts, very old and rare ones, which detail techniques of magic that are lost to most casters of this age. Some which contain the knowledge for spells of great power. These are passed down from Dean to Dean of our school, and used to protect it, or tell others when the time is right."


"Will you tell me what you know about the core? The things that others might be a bit surprised by?"


"Hmm? That's an interesting one, but I'll share some insights." Dean Lorrae stroked his chin. "First, there are a number of commands that make no sense in any language. While Atali has some of the words used in the rune sequences in its language most scholars suspect this is because the adapted those from the runic language. Basically, it came first, and added a lot of words to Atali. There are also commands that lead to menus in another language. I, and several others, suspect that this is important, but we've no way to translate them. There's no point of reference for what they say."


"They bring up pages in another language? What are they?"


Lorrae waved and two words in Atali script appeared in the air. As far as I knew they had no meaning in Atali, but if you sounded them out phonetically they were roughly 'guide' and 'help'. Then it popped into place, a lot of the commands that were runic sequences were Atali script that spelled out English words phonetically, which made good sense. There were parts that were still nonsense to me, but they probably meant something to someone who knew about coding.


"You're staring at those as if they're something more. I will say that while that knowledge isn't common, at all, it isn't secret either. Anyone who studies the core could have told you, most just think it's irrelevant and would distract you from your learning. So do try not to lose yourself in figuring them out."


"I'll keep that in mind sir."


"Also, the message that appears when the core is first finished. There are a number of theories, but I think one speaks above them all."


"What is that sir?"


"How much do you know of Ristolian?"


"I cannot say that I have ever heard of him."


"Then we'll need to reevaluate our History course. He was a magus of his age, and quite amazingly powerful. A wizard through and through who performed feats I would personally have loved to witness. When he first finished his core he did so with a number of his fellow students around him. It is reported that he fell on the floor and began laughing. When asked why, he simply responded that it was a joke. I think he had some insight that we do not, perhaps he cracked the language of the core and understood it for what it was."


Well, that's three. If he actually got it then there was a nearly one hundred percent chance that this Ristolian was another reincarnated person. Being a wizard probably let him use what knowledge of the modern world he had to beat up physics like it owed him money.


"What happened to Ristolian?"


"Nobody knows. Around the time he turned forty he just disappeared. While he was reported to be amazingly powerful he was also a bit of a nut. Perhaps he ran off to become a farmer or something. Based on the stories about him I really wouldn't be surprised."


I had lots of questions about the who and why of people being brought to this world. I also had no way of finding the answers, but it was nice to know that I wasn't the first. At some point I'd have to go and learn about the others. Probably a good place to start by looking for stupid powerful spellcasters who came up with potent magics.


I sat in contemplation for a good long while after that. Dean Lorrae seemed to be amicable to that and waited for me to think about things. It was truly annoying how some people could do that, just wait while you thought about crap. Like they knew disturbing you would only cause them more problems.


"I still think that I will hold off on sharing my technique for now."


"Are you still considering it dangerous then?"


"Less so than before, but there's something else."


"What's that then?"


"I think that there's no reason for me to share it, it doesn't benefit me. I keep meeting all these nobles who only do things that help them and theirs, but this doesn't aid me, only those around me."


That actually got him laughing. "Now, that is a good answer Alana. You should only share things if they're harmless or useful to you. We'll make a proper noblewoman of you yet." With that he waved me off, and I finally got to head back to my room.


I stared up at the ceiling as I drifted off. There was much to consider and I had the feeling that the list would only be growing from now on.





I awoke the next morning to a cheery and smiling Emma.


"Good morning Miss Alana. You've received several letters."


I resisted the urge to beat my head on the wall. I'd totally forgotten about the bloody dance, and the incoming invitations I'd been hiding from while working on my core. I had to read all of these dumb things and come up with answers. Then word them properly and go with Dras in all likelihood.


I took the stack and looked at the names, Dietrich, who I hadn't really spoken to at all in the academy, two boys from upper years that I didn't even know, and Troy, the boy from my Combat Casting class, he was a bit of a surprise. I blinked and looked again. I flitted through them a third time before looking at Emma.


"Is this all of them?"


"Of course."


I frowned, there was no letter from Dras. Had I done something? Had he forgotten to send it? Maybe he didn't want to go to the dance at all, that was understandable. I'd have to find some way to find out.

            

    
        Chapter 75 Letters, decisions, and romance

    
    
    
    
                I filed Dietrich's letter, as well as those from the boys I didn't know under T, or in my case F, for Fireplace, and got on to reading Troy's. It was fancy and floral and he had really rather nice calligraphy, surprisingly so for someone as into combat as he seemed to be, but I supposed that was likely part of a noble upbringing. I kept that for the moment, as while I didn't really know him all that well, he seemed like a genuinely decent guy.


It was unsurprising that most girls got multiple invitations. In our school there were certainly more boys than girls, nearly a two to one margin amongst the wizards. While we bards had an all girl class that was a bit odd. The priests were nearly equal in their makeup, but both they and we made up a small minority of the school.


My understanding was that the pressures were very different for men and women in noble society. Everyone wanted more magic, but to inherit a noble title one was almost expected to attend the academy if they were a caster. This was because of the hardcore education that went on (Compared to the rest of the country) and the connections one could gather. The magic was important, but political power was no joke either, and being able to potentially find a marriage partner from your peer group was a big plus.


While the boys wanted the titles, and were encouraged to go get them, girls had very different pressures put upon them. It was well known and established that if the parents were magical their child had a much better chance. Having both was not needed, but if both were able to use some form of magic then the chances of their child being so as well went through the roof. Women were the limiting factor in the equation, and as such were heavily pressured to get married and procreate.


This wasn't to say that noblemen were disparaging to their counterparts. Few boys in our school would have the gall to tell one of the female students to 'know her place' because of her sex or something like that. From what I gathered from my classmates though a girl's mother was far more likely to try and steer her towards things like financial and household management, or learning about the complex web of merchants they'd need to deal with. Since the academy focused mainly on magic and it's associated crafts that led them elsewhere.


Commoners tended to be a different story, depending on their level in society. It wasn't as bad as most of Earth's history was depicted as in movies and the like, but it was there. Magic though, changed things; if a girl could set you on fire or throw you bodily through a stone wall you'd do well not to be too discriminatory to her.


I thought about all this as Kala and Pinea joined me for breakfast. They both seemed rather pleased this morning.


"So, how many did you get?" Pinea opened with.


"Four, though two were from boys I didn't know."


"Dras and Dietrich then?" Kala asked. "Obvious choice between those two."


"Not one from Dras."


"He's one of the commoner boys from the year above us right?" Pinea leaned over looking at us. I wasn't sure they'd ever met.


"Yeah, specializes in fire magic mostly," I informed her.


"Mmm, I think he's in one of my classes. Seems nice."


"Eh," Kala still didn't seem to think much of him.


"So Kala, how about you? Any good invites?"


"I'm passing on those for now."


"Um... then who are you going with?"


"Myself? What about you Pinea? Get lots of letters?"


"Only one important one, but a couple others too."


Pinea had other things she had to do, so after eating Kala and I walked to class ourselves.


"You really not going with anyone then?"


"I'm going with me. To be honest I'm not all that interested in spending time with boys."


"I understand. They won't give you trouble at the temple though will they?"


"There are many kinds of love Alana. Sexual, parental, that between friends, romantic, all of these are love, and our order supports all of them. Even if we mostly focus on the sexual stuff when helping others. They might care if I told them I never wanted children, romance, sex, or friends, as we're supposed to experience all types of love we can, but I do at some point, so it's no issue."


I think I understood Kala well, but this was something I'd never learned about her before. We just didn't talk about romance and that kind of thing very often, there were far more interesting subjects.


"Would you like to come by my room after classes? We can study or something, and Emma's got the afternoon doing some of her own business, so it'll be quiet."


"Sure, see you then."


We split to go to our respective classrooms. I had a busy day today and looked forward to having some time at the end of it to relax. That thought would carry through the afternoon with no issues, and since I'd finished my core I didn't have to worry about working on that at the moment.


At least that's what I thought until Professor Rooke asked me to have a word after class.


"Alana, how are things coming along? I'm well aware of your progress in classes, but otherwise."


"You're aware of my progress in my classes?"


"I am your guardian, as well as a member of faculty. Your grades and the opinions of your teachers are no mystery to me. You still have not answered my question."


"Well enough I guess. I haven't gotten to all of the things I need yet, but I'm making good forward progress. Still need to ask Professor Magnolia about weather magic, but otherwise, well."


"You always seem to forget about making connections. Is that to irritate me intentionally?" The man looked hard at me.


"That's going well too. It's slow, but it should be shouldn't it?"


Professor Rooke grinned. "Sometimes, have you decided who you're attending our ball with?"


"I'm working on that. The person I thought would ask me has not, but I don't know why."

"Interesting. If you need any advice do feel free to come to me. Now onto the meat of the matter." I felt my stomach drop as his face fell to a much more serious expression. "Hern is getting more and more irritating, he seems to think you should have well finished your core. Have you?"


"Yes sir."


"Good. Do you feel you still need to learn more? If so, please tell me specifically what you need to make your decision."


"I do not. From what I saw in the last bit I'm fairly sure that it's not possible to do too much damage to a core, and if you did, it wouldn't work would it?"


"No, at least not as far as I or anyone else know."


"You could have explained that at some point to me."


"Would you have believed me? It was easier to let you see for yourself, to let you achieve a more visceral understanding, like all of us who make one do. All it took was a bit of time." He smiled slightly. "Alana, patience is a virtue that it is important to learn, both for you and Hern. It will improve your work quite a bit."


"I think Professor Endel had a lesson sort of like that... He said I wasn't lacking power, only speed."


"Professor Endel knows his business, and he's right. Now, back to the subject at hand. Will you teach your method for core construction?"


"I will not. I had this conversation with the Dean last night."


"His view on you refusing?" He seemed genuinely curious about that, and sharing that wouldn't hurt me at all.


"He laughed, said I'd make a proper noblewoman yet."


I could see Rooke's eye twitch, his voice dripped with sarcasm. "Certainly that would be his opinion. Very well, I'll inform Hern of your decision."


"Will there be problems from that?"


"Perhaps, but it is best to deal with that when it comes." He shrugged, taking this better than I could have hoped. "That done, we can now work on advancing your core. If you continue at your current pace you might well have all three levels by the time you graduate. It would not only be a first for our institution, but would be a good mark for your future."


"I'll have to sit in that room for the next several years?"


"Hmm? No, you now have everything you need. That array is simply to help those without a core. If you concentrate your core should have everything you need, though having another example on your person will be useful. I'll have an example core sent to you."


"Thank you sir." He nodded and dismissed me.





Classes for the rest of the day were rather less eventful, and after we'd finally finished Kala joined me in my room. We sat around going over some of the basic things we'd had to do this week in our more general courses and chatting about our plans for our next actually free day. Eventually I made my way back over to my desk and Troy's invitation.


I looked at it and considered. I didn't really want to go with him, but it was expected by most of my classmates that I'd go with someone. Then I looked over at Kala, and I remembered that first morning after we'd met. Had I actually been telling people to shove off with their expectations? Well, not always. I was getting better at it though, my interaction with Rooke being some evidence of that.


"You know what Kala. Screw going with any of these idiots. Who wants to wake up early just to go on a date anyway, that's just annoying."


She began laughing, "Decided to join me on the 'no boy' list then?"


"Yup. I will say though, look at Troy's handwriting. I'm jealous, it's just too pretty."


She came over and looked at the letter. "No lie." Once we'd both had our fill I chucked it in the fire like the others and the two of us found a comfy spot to sit.


"So, what's the plan for that day? I'm completely free now."


"Wanna hang out? Oh, we can watch all the people who're doing their dates. Put on our most comfy clothes and laugh at all the fancily dress folks who woke up too bloody early."


"Sounds fun, I'll get some sweets."


"Oh, yours are the best."


"It's practice Kala."


"And ready access to dumb amounts of sugar."


I crinkled my nose at her for a moment. Then she surprised me by leaning in and pressing her lips to mine. I froze, startled.


She pulled back and looked at my shocked face. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to... I just thought maybe..."


I looked at her, she seemed like she was about to bolt from embarrassment. "Kala, I like you, but... I don't really think of girls... sexually?"


"Well, mostly I just want someone to... be with. I think I'll get a husband one day, but when I do..." she seemed to consider her words. "It'll be more like a business transaction, and sex too. I care for you though, I thought you might be the same?"


She moved to get up but I pulled her back gently. I didn't kiss her, but I did hold her, and she held me. We stayed like that for a long time, wrapped up in each others arms. It was nice, if a bit different from what I'd done before. Kala was warm, and soft, and comfy.


Eventually though we did need to talk. It took a few hours for us each to go over what we thought. It was a whole thing I was a bit new to. Kala though felt that romance and sex were two vastly different things, and I couldn't say I really disagreed. Eventually she proposed that we pursue the former without the latter. A suggestion I happily agreed to.

            

    
        Chapter 76 Weather, and the dance

    
    
    
    
                In the time before the dance, my lessons really started to get interesting. Combat Magic particularly was moving on to a subject I hadn't even known existed yet. The ability to resist harmful magic. This we were told was an imperfect, but highly useful skill for every would-be battlemage.


It was much like hiding your aura, only in reverse. Rather than pulling your own strength out of your surroundings you had to try and flood them with a dense layer of your own power, one that stuck as closely to you as possible. This made you highly visible when you used it but would reduce the effectiveness of offensive magics to a degree.


The word reduce here was key as well. It didn't outright stop you from being hit, it only made the hit from the spell hurt less. It also didn't seem to function against every type of magic. Summoning for example went straight around it, explaining the high propensity of mages to use water in combat rather than fire, it could blow through the resistance with ease. We were also told that much like its sister discipline of hiding our aura, those who used physical type magic could learn it almost instinctively, and to a much higher degree than we were likely to ever produce.


Professor Endel had us working in pairs. We would alternate between casting very weak attack spells and trying to reinforce ourselves against our opponents. I'd been avoiding Troy since my decision not to go with him to the upcoming dance, and had therefore grabbed some boy whose name I didn't know for this exercise. He was currently hitting me with waves of concussive force roughly strong enough to knock me over if I didn't resist. An exercise that was not going particularly well on my part.


I let out an "Oof!" as once again I fell over backwards from the invisible blow.


I laid there on the ground for a bit, thoroughly considering the idea that perhaps this class had been a mistake. I was currently covered in small bruises, mostly from where backside had met floor, and felt downright horrible. That said I could tell that I was slightly improving, being that now I was only being knocked over, and not thrown. I was also able to notice my aura pushing back against the spell a bit now, it was nice of it to finally join in and help.


"You done over there?" The boy called after a few moments.


"Not yet." I brushed myself off and rose from the floor, launching a small, concentrated scream at him as soon as he signified his readiness.


A couple more passes and he asked for a break, turning to me as we sat down and started sipping on a bit of water.


"Nice scream there," he commented. I'd healed his ears twice now, because he wasn't any better at this than I was.


"Thanks, it's not super useful if you really want to hurt people though."


"Yeah, maybe not, but still useful. I'm guessing it's cheap mana-wise too?"


"Middling, why do you ask?"


"Oh... you're just throwing them like it's nothing." He seemed to be examining me as we talked. "What's your aura like when you're not hiding it, or pushing it out like you are now?"


I blinked at him, I was currently just letting it loose. That was something I seldom did, but being as tired as I was it was a bit relaxing. Like getting into your pajamas at the end of the day. Keeping it tamped down a bit was no longer too hard, but it was much more like wearing a slightly uncomfortable bra.


"This is what it looks like when I'm not doing anything to it."


"Oh... I just thought..." He looked a bit embarrassed by the question.


After that our conversation died down just a bit. We were by no means the first pair that took a break, and soon others were joining us. It seemed that some of the class was beginning to run out of mana through the constant casting exercise, something that was not particularly unusual. Most students didn't have a huge amount of mana in the first place, so using it quickly like this was rather more rare.


Our conversation died there. Professor Endel came back up before the class and gave another short refresher on technique, giving general corrections on some of the issues he'd seen while we were practicing. He seemed to be more in favor of actually letting us just experience things rather than trying to lecture too much on what to do, making the whole class rather more like a gym class from my first life.


I was asked to stay after dismissal and happily complied. Several times had Dietrich tried to come and talk to me, which I'd studiously avoided, even resorting to invisibility once. Troy looked like he wanted to talk as he gathered up his things, but upon seeing that I was staying simply smiled and waved before he made his way out.


"So, how go your attempts at learning weather magic?" Professor Endel began, looking at me closely.


"Not particularly well, Professor Magnolia doesn't seem to know much about it personally. He knows it's possible, but not much about how to do it." I'd asked him a few days ago, only to be disappointed that he'd never really studied that particular branch.


"I'm unsurprised. Have you worked on trying to figure it out on your own?"


"Er... not really sir."


"Why not? Did I not tell you that it would be an excellent route?" He looked down at me disapprovingly, like I'd failed some sort of test.


"It has just been a very busy time recently..."


"That will never change. I want you to at least put forth some effort to this though.  Your current spell list is simply not going to be enough for you to continue in this class. Learning basic weather control will expand it both rapidly and in a way that will help you. As such, I expect you to begin soon, because if you don't I will have you removed from my course. Am I understood?"


"Yes sir..." I resolved to take action as I tried not to imagine the embarrassment of being removed from any class by the teacher.


"As it is currently winter I've taken the liberty of reserving one of the larger of our rooms for you to practice in three days a week." He handed over a slip of paper detailing the reservation schedule and noting the location.


"I... you didn't have to do that professor."


"No, but I want you to succeed. I seldom have bard students in this class, and even more seldom any with any potential to actually use their magic in interesting ways. So you will not be permitted to keep me from seeing whatever absolute nonsense you manage to come up with when you try. I simply won't have that." Did he seem... giddy? While Professor Endel had a hard undercurrent of harshness almost all the time it looked like he was about to start smiling. Maybe he just really liked seeing people cause mass destruction in innovative ways...





Since my first scheduled time was that night, and I was fairly sure that Professor Endel was going to be checking if I had used it or not, I found myself going to his reserved room. The room itself was huge, if rather empty. My guess was that it was used for purposes similar to that which I ended up here. Sometimes you just needed a lot of space to work a large bit of magic, or perhaps a place for many people to work together.


There was no time like the present to begin so I tried to think of where to start. Water, wind, and heat tended to begin the forms for any bit of weather type systems as far as I knew and I had at least some basis in those. I decided to start with water first, since it 'should' be the easiest.


I thought that mist would be a good starting point. In the theory mist might be a easy way to begin. It was mostly water, could obstruct vision, and I thought learning it first would probably help with things like cloud formation later on.


My progress was, as always with a new spell, a bit slow. I did make some though, and by the end of the allotted time the room was quite full of thick fog. It really was much like making water, something I knew a good bit about, and I just had to make it into tiny droplets and get it to hang in the air. I was even fairly familiar with things like mist and fog from just my day to day experiences.


At least a simple drying spell could clean up the pea soup before I headed back to the dorms to crash. As I walked I wondered idly if that could be used for some part of weather manipulation too. Sadly I didn't know too much about that kind of thing. I knew that storms were mostly wet, hot air moving upwards then cooling, but as far as serious mechanics went, I really had no clue. Perhaps for something involving lightning? If I figured out that one I was sure Professor Endel would leave me alone, for awhile at least.





The morning of our school dance Kala and I sat around in our most comfy outfits watching the chaos. It was rather like a train wreck, or some natural disaster. Girls and their maids were all hurried to get everything perfect for that morning, each running around like there was a huge rush.


Instead of joining Kala and I simply sat and ate some light breakfast, sipping tea and eating toast as girl after girl went into what looked like a mild panic attack. One even spilled a bit of tea on what I assumed was one of her nicer outfits and had a near breakdown in the dining hall.


"Wow, that looks insane." Kala watched as the girl in near tears was hurried off by her maid to find something else to wear.


"Yup, aren't you glad we skipped it?"


That got me a snort. "So, no plans for going and trying to woo each other with fancy outfits and morning plans?"


"Well, we could do that, or we could just make cookies instead."


"Oh, now that's an idea!"


It was thus that that morning was spent in Kala's room on what was ultimately a rough approximation of gingerbread. It seemed the right time for it and I was feeling rather more festive than usual so we worked together, chatting as we tried to bake on a fireplace that was in no way made for our use.


The ingredients were far higher on spices and sugar than any normal food that could be found. Things like ginger, allspice, and cinnamon were available, if not overly used. What really caused issues though was my insistence of making a basic frosting to decorate them with. The fact that it was almost mostly sugar, and really there just for decoration nearly sent Kala into a lecture on wasting magic. That was until I pushed the spoon covered in the sweet gently to Kala's lips.


"Okay... it can stay," she muttered after tasting what was my best attempt at a Swiss meringue. "Only because you've already made it though..." After that she took said spoon and licked it clean.


Most of the rest of the day was spent getting ready for the ball. Regardless of how little I was really interested in going, we still had to. So I reluctantly split from Kala to go and prep for it. Emma had already prepared my clothes and thought of several different hairstyles she really wanted to try out, so it wasn't like it took too much effort on my part anyway.


Because of the rather more unusual nature of this particular event there was no real order to entry. There was no family that you needed to meet and greet and no strict formalities of who would arrive when. That was excellent so far as I was concerned because it meant that Kala and I arriving a bit late was not of any note. It also kept anyone from asking about our dates for the evening, which was nice.


The room we were using as the venue tonight was absolutely massive. I was unsure what its normal purpose was, but for tonight it had been bedecked with one of the most complex sky illusions I'd ever seen.  There were even a few auroras moving here and there across it as a primary source of lighting.


Kala and I both joined in a number of group dances, they weren't particularly romantic, but they were fun to do. About halfway through I saw Dras dancing with the same girl over and over again. Some blonde in his year who was snuggled close to him as she could be.


"Seems like your friend has developed a bit of a tumor," Kala observed, a slight sour note in her voice.


"His business then. Are there drinks? I rather think I'd like one." I hated to admit that I was a bit jealous, and a bit hurt that he hadn't even told me he was with someone, but I was.


Kala just pointed to a small setup on one side of the room and I went to go grab something. Really anything to distract me would do fine. As I approached I saw our dean, who gave me a mischievous smile and a nod, his eye flicking over to where Kala still was.


As I considered throwing some form of spell at the old jerk, Professor Endel came in the doors and bee-lined for him, a small envelope in his hand. As the older man flipped it open and began to read I saw his face fall. He went from his normal self to looking suddenly very, very old. His eyes darkened and fell a bit, and he looked deeply sad.


"You should make an announcement," Professor Endel said, his voice just at the edge of my hearing.


"And ruin a perfectly good party? This may be the last one for a bit and I'll pass. No, set up for an assembly of the students first thing tomorrow morning."


            

    
        Chapter 77 All across the Kingdom

    
    
    
    
                The ball went off without a hitch, there was dancing, a bit of light conversation, some refreshments. It was all in all rather nice. The little interaction between the dean and Professor Endel was a bit disconcerting, but there really was nothing I could do but wait till the next morning.


That evening Kala and I stayed up late and watched the fire burn down while we lightly chatted. It reminded me of the times we'd had just before coming to school. I missed Lucien briefly, wondering what he must be doing right now. He was probably serving drinks or something, singing and laughing. I considered telling Kala about the conversation I'd overheard, but there seemed no reason to worry her about something we could do nothing about.





In The Starlit Sky the only sounds were whispering and the sound of a few grown men weeping. Several sat at the bar with drinks in hands, looking hollow and broken. The proprietor sat near the back, trying to compose a letter for his former student. He'd failed again and again to put his thoughts into words, eventually scribbling down a rough note telling her to keep well. He then moved on, trying to come up with what he should tell his other former apprentice. Leaving nothing for him was just not an option.





Across the city the headquarters of The Order of The Shield looked like a kicked over anthill. Assistants ran to and fro through halls with stacks of papers and messages between the various priests. Coordination would be key they knew, it was their duty to keep things as protected as possible and they would follow it. The Bishop himself was packing for his own mission. It pained him to have to leave their main base in such a hurry but there was news only he could deliver, and it would have to be done in person.


His assistant was given a ream of pre-prepared notes. This day had been certain to come he knew, even if he dreaded its coming. The woman looked over them before she nodded and wished him well.





In the city of Istlan Father Mannory read all the news available to him. With him were several of his fellow workers. He struggled to compose himself as he looked around at them. Gigi, one of their oldest girls sat in a corner.  She'd managed to read his papers while delivering them and looked nearly in shock.


"I'll tell the children. Most of the younger ones won't understand, but we need to keep a close eye on the older ones. Keep together everyone, we'll weather this."





All of the brothels in Hazelwood were closed. Most of the taverns and inns had shut their doors too. Some were on the street confused, trying to figure out what had happened, looking in windows and for those they knew frequented these places.


Behind the doors and thick curtains in The Scarlet Harlot boxes were being loaded down to the basement. A veritable train of men passed each along and down, pushing them onto carts in a hidden tunnel far below.


Veska pointed at things one by one, before looking to one of her men. "How goes it?"


"Well ma'am, most of the girls are already out of the city. A good few of the men too. Once we've gotten everything cleared out we'll be set, but... Are you sure this is needed? There hasn't even been any incidents yet."


"Orin right?" she asked.


"Yes ma'am..."


"When 'incidents' start, there is a good chance this city won't be standing. It wouldn't if I were in charge. Now, get everyone, and everything out, preferably before the town guard notices."


"Yes ma'am." He frowned a bit, not that long ago some of those had been his men.





A boot fell upon a tuft of grass, crushing it into the dirt.


"I used to live here, before... so long ago it seems. There is where Sorren's house was, he was ever generous. A friend to all of his neighbors. There, see, that's where Andre lived, his daughter was supposed to marry my son." The words stopped for a moment as tears were blinked away.


Before Verren was the waste that used to be Orsken on the Forest. Now vines grew over the burnt out remains of houses and walls. The fields, left to go for so long without a plow now were tall with grass and small bushes. It was a ruin if ever there was. No more did fires burn in hearths, nor candles or lamps light the evening, only the cold light of the moon and stars lit this place now. Only the dead, and the animals that had come to seek what paltry shelter there was called this place home.


"Do you know the reason for this? The crime this village committed? They tried to live in peace! Tried to feed themselves and take care of their own! This is what the Kingdom did, the Empire as well. While their highest rulers sat back in comfort they sent men to do this to those who sought no harm to them. That my friends is why we are fighting, why I brought you here tonight. So that we may all be reminded what our mission is to destroy."


Verren turned, looking out upon his assembled men, his mail gripped tight to him as he rose to his full height, spear shining as he thrust it up. "Now let us do so! All hail Lord Durin! All hail the Lord of Shadows!"


"ALL HAIL!" The roaring cheer that went up was repeated again and again in ruined villages and upon deserted battle-sites across the Kingdom of Bergond that night.

            

    
        Unpublished chapter The dance of death (Circa chapter 58)

    
    
    
    
                

People were gathered around as Gwenna looked down on the crowd. It was unusually packed for such an event, as only the adult relatives of victims were permitted to come to the execution of criminals. Of course with how many had died they'd had to use one of the knight's training grounds for this one. She kept her face impassive as one by one the condemned were led out, impressed by how many had been captured.


Most of them walked with stoic faces to the gallows, their heads held high for what they'd done. They stood as the lower parts of the crowd yelled until they were given a push and their necks snapped, only for the next to be led forward.


Gwenna looked about at the two tiers of the audience. Nobles stood on the higher rungs, separated from the common folk by a opening, they kept mostly silent while the lower classes vented their rage. She stood within this group, resisting the urge to smile as each man was killed. Well above her, looking down upon the whole proceedings from his seat was the king, his face impassive as he watched the sentences he'd handed down being held out.


After all the men hung dead on their ropes the final prisoner was brought forward. The crowd buzzed; this one they wanted themselves. The smallish woman was pulled forward, unlike the others she fought, trying to pull herself backwards from her impending fate. Two knights had her though and there was no chance of her escape.


She was another commoner, they had all been. This girl, still in uniform, had been a maid at the palace. Nobody was quite sure how she'd been found out, but it was the truth that she'd been the one to copy the papers that led the rebels to the mana-eater. Her betrayal of trust that had allowed the catastrophe to happen. For this treason she'd been condemned


The woman looked at the furious crowd as she was drug forward, begging "Please! Mercy! I didn't know! I didn't know! Mercy!" The crowd though wouldn't hear a word of it, hissing and screaming that it was all her fault. Even a few of the nobility took a moment to shout her out as a traitor, almost all of them had looks of rage as they saw her though.


So many had lost loved ones in that attack that the crowd was easily over a thousand. Nobles had even traveled to the capital in haste for this event. Their beloved sons, daughters, and kin had been murdered because this woman had led to the release of a monster on a peaceful gathering.


Gwenna had spent years schooling her face, and tried her hardest not to smile. She'd heard that they'd put the creature into some up-jumped merchant girl who had the gall to think she might seek a noble's son in marriage. She hadn't even been a caster, the uppity little bitch. How she'd have loved to see it as the thing crawled down the girl's throat and took her body. There were some theories that the host survived and was aware as the monster took them. Honestly Gwenna couldn't decide which would be better; for the girl to die in agony right there, or to suffer as her body was used like a puppet before her death.


Apparently somewhere around a hundred people had died. Including one of Gwenna's cousins, not that she cared at all about him. They were still looking for some of the perpetrators, including the maid's boyfriend, who seemed to be a major figure in this little rebel cell.


Gwenna felt her blood racing as the maid was pulled up the steps. She pulled and jerked from the men holding her as they yanked her up and before the noose that had been set for her, tying her hands behind her back.


"For the crimes of releasing a monster in a city, murder, and treason, you Carmen have been condemned by His Majesty to death by hanging, do you have any final words?" The official read off, similar to what had been said for the others.


"Please! I beg mercy! I knew not what would come, I'd have never done such things!" The official looked to the king where he sat. It was he who'd signed the order of execution, and only he could grant even the smallest clemency to her. The king looked on impassively, not moving, his eyes cold as stone.


The hangman placed the bag and noose over her head as she continued to scream and beg. The crowd jeered louder and louder until the knights released her arms.


"WAIT PLEASE NO..." The rope snapped taut as she fell, but there was no snap of her neck. "...GCK!"


Kicking and struggling the woman hung there, her body twisting this way and that as the rope on her neck strangled her. The crowd went wild. The hangman hadn't had the rope long enough. This was a major faux pas and he would almost certainly be censured or relieved of his duty because of it. Executions were supposed to be quick and relatively clean.


Gwenna struggled, she could feel the hot, tingling pressure building between her legs, and had to put a hand over her mouth in mock shock to hide her lust filled grin. She loved this, she loved watching the unworthy suffer and die. It brought her a deep, visceral pleasure and was in her opinion the best kind of show.


The hangman really might have been bribed to botch this, that was unclear. He moved to fulfill his duty though, quickly going down the stage to reach for the woman's legs, pulling on them would speed her death considerably. The crowd on the other hand nearly lost it at his movements, the commoners shouting.


"No!" several screamed "Let her dance for us!" a woman yelled "Aye, she ruined a dance, let her dance!" The least demand got cheers from some others.


"Hangman." A calm voice overpowered all the others, some kind of amplification spell. All eyes turned toward the king as he spoke. "Let her be."


More cheers boomed as the hangman retreated. People sent up three cheers to His Majesty and his 'generosity'. It was obvious the king was furious with what had been done beyond words, so he let his actions speak.


Someone among the commoners had the unusually brilliant idea to begin singing. He launched into one of the more popular songs to be performed at dances this year. Those around him recognized his idea and joined in and before long the crowd was giving a lovely performance for Carmen to 'dance' to.


Gwenna managed to school her face into submission and gripped the nearby handrail as she watched. Her body was alight in pleasure as the woman performed for them. She wanted to thank those commoners who'd finally done something worthwhile with their song.


It took so long for the woman to finally die. After the first song another had to be launched, then a third after that. By the end of it Gwenna was positively dripping, her need to relieve herself nearly fulfilled as the last twitches left the condemned maid's body.


A nearby low ranking nobleman saw her and came over. "You seem a bit bothered my lady. Here, let me help you to the exit."


Since the show was over she let him guide her out, tightly gripping onto his arm as he led.


"One of your kin was killed by them then?"


"Ah, yes, my cousin."


"It was a bit tough to watch that last one."


"Indeed." Only because she had to struggle to keep herself in order. "I'm good now, thank you."


Gwenna separated from him and he gave her a kind nod, thinking she'd been bothered by seeing such a death. She quickly made her way back to her chambers, she needed to relieve herself and knew just how.





Not twenty minutes later she rushed through the underground. Her current living conditions were 'poor' by her standards, but there was thankfully an opening to the undercity in them, and it made traveling unseen rather more easy. If she had to live in a small home that barely counted as an apartment then there had to be some perk.


When she'd first come to the capital she'd lived with her brother at his mansion, or on the school grounds. That had ended when word of her traveling party taking in that stupid girl had been bandied about. The Shield had gone mental, declaring her and her immediate family in violation. For that she couldn't openly call for a priest, or even go into their temples. They wouldn't come to Hazelwood even when her father called. Her brother had kicked her out upon hearing of it, in order to save face with the various Orders, the bastard.


The school dormitories had been passable at least, but when she'd graduated her brother wouldn't give her any support. Her desperate letters to her father got her some funds sent, but even he was suffering, and he blamed her, sending only a pittance for her to live on. It wasn't until her new benefactor had come along that she'd had any hope of maintaining any dignity at all. Because of the Orders she wasn't even marriageable. They'd ruined her, those stupid priests.


Now she quickly moved through the undercity, on routes she knew by heart. Her clothes had been changed over from those of a noblewoman to those of a commoner and she rushed down to the lower parts of the city. Her business for the day not yet done.


She blended in nearly perfectly as she left the undercity entrance and moved through alleys to the safe-house. None of the passers by gave her so much as a second look as she moved to the discreet door and knocked in the set pattern.


She squeezed in quickly as it was opened ever so slightly, looking at Gregory when he'd let her in. He was the only one here and she gave him a bright smile.


"I'm so glad you're okay Orina. Things got dicey there for a bit. What's the news?" The man looked her over. He of course didn't know her true name, she'd no desire to be publicly executed.


"Everything's fine, they caught a few of ours, but almost everyone got away. We've got a caravan leaving the city tomorrow, it's too hot and we need to get out of town for awhile." She spun her story for him. "We'll head out at dawn to the rendezvous ."


"Carmen?" He asked, very worried about the woman he cared so much for.


"Taken care of, I saw her earlier today, don't worry." She gave him her brightest smile and ran a hand along his face.


He sighed in relief as he moved into the small safe-house. It was only one room, with a bit of food and a bed. He laid back on it, stretching out.


"I was so worried about everyone you know. I've been in here since that night, nobody else came by." That of course was because most of them were dead, but he didn't need to know that.


"I know," Gwenna/Orina purred as she moved beside him. "it's fine though. Everyone did a great job, you in particular."


"Thank you." He smiled, leaning back and closing his eyes.


"You know... we're pretty much stuck here until morning, and I was hoping you'd let me thank you for all your hard work." She leaned over, pressing in close to the man.


"I... I'm with Carmen, you know that."


"Don't worry, she doesn't need to know. Truth be told... I'm a bit pent up too, I really need this, please?" Gwenna made her best begging face for him, and saw his resistance melt.


Mere moments later they were both naked, her astride him as her dress lay strewn on the floor. He slid in easily to her very, very, ready sex as she began to move. It sent joy through her as she felt it, the pressure was magnificent, she took a second to make sure she put more mana into her Lover's Mark, something she kept charged just in case.


He groaned and placed his hands on her hips, trying to lead her forward. With a smile and giggle she pulled them away and above his head, letting a quick spell bind them. The spell moved slowly, and was easy to resist if you knew how or wanted to, he did neither. A few seconds later another bound his feet to the bed.


"Oh, what a naughty girl you are Orina." Gregory sighed out.


"You have no idea." Gwenna smiled as she sent another spell to wrap around his neck lightly.


"Oh!" He jumped a bit as he felt it. The sudden movement sending a trill of pleasure up her spine.


Once her magic was fully in place and locked she leaned down over him, her hips rocking as she rode.


"You see Gregory, I was there, I was there when they hung dear little Carmen." His eyes switched to a bit of panic as he felt the spell on his neck slowly getting tighter. "Oh!" Gwenna gasped as he struggled under her, enjoying the ride immensely. "Oh yes, yes just like that! Everyone cheered and cheered as she danced on the rope for us..."


She could feel the pressure building in her as she drew nearer and nearer to her cliff she was determined to jump off of. "Just like you're doing for me!" Her nearly drooling smile as horror bloomed on his face made the man panic and fight harder. She was locked on hard though, holding him with legs wrapped tight as her magic slowly began to strangle him, giving just enough air for him to continue on.


She never stopped riding and before long, poor Gregory's body spasmed with pleasure through the pain. Gwenna's own responded in kind and she let out a scream of ecstasy as the orgasm hit her. She maintained just enough control even through that to use her magic to crush his neck. The 'crunch' and spams accompanying it driving her to ever higher heights.


"Look at me! Look!" She nearly yelled as she leaned forward, her body trembling. "I want to see your light go out." She whispered as she drew nearly to his eyes, holding his head in place.


She locked eyes with him through the potent spasms traveling up and down her as he slowly passed. The fire going to embers and finally nothing but black coals before she pulled herself off, falling to the bed beside the corpse and laughing like a happy schoolgirl.


"Best sex ever." She declared, before tutting as she looked down. "Oh Gregory, look what an awful mess you've made."


She cleaned herself up as best as possible with the limited resources in the room before dressing. A spell to light a hot fire and keep it going to destroy the body, one to remove the smoke so nobody came too fast, and another to keep it contained for the same.  Later she turned and looked at the flaming bed.




Blowing one last kiss to the dead man she bounced out of the safe-house. Her benefactor had so many more people that needed to go, it was a true shame the important ones kept slipping away. No matter though, she'd take out all those she could. She just needed to find some convenient way to pleasure herself while doing it though, that was the real problem.




            

    
        Chapter 78 Emergency policies and core diving

    
    
    
    
                We were all called down to the assembly, held in one of the larger halls of the building. Once everyone had arrived and found their places Dean Lorrae moved before the students. He looked over us, letting his eyes rove between our slightly concerned faces.


"There has been a declaration of war upon our kingdom by the so called Shadow Empire. We currently know little in the way of information beyond that, but I am told that diplomats are meeting to arrange the rules by which both sides will conduct this conflict." Sound in the room died as shock descended upon the students, many seemed not too bothered, while a few were nearly visibly shaking from this announcement. "As such we will be changing our schedules to match the current situation. All students not currently enrolled in Combat Spellcasting will have a once per week lecture on the very basics of self-defense. All those who are capable of casting healing magics and are not in an Advanced Healing course will be given a once weekly class on basic battlefield medicine. It is my sincere hope that these will not be necessary, but it is our duty to best prepare you."


After the dean stepped down he was replaced by one of the other teachers who continued with the organization. For today all classes were being canceled in favor of a series of lectures on school safety and emergency procedure. We would also be getting talks on how this development could more directly effect us.


We were separated into smaller groups first. Professor Sasha, our Etiquette teacher was in charge of my particular group.


"In the event of an attack on the academy, you are to evacuate through the standard emergency exit located in the center hall of the school."


Our school was basically a big plus sign, so finding that location would be easy regardless of where you were. There was a large circle in the very center which, in the event of an emergency could be caused to change into a spiral staircase. This ostensibly led out to a safe location, one which we were not told of, just in case.


"I should hope that it is not needed, but I'll be showing you some secondary emergency exits. These are specific to each group and are not to be shared with your classmates until and unless you must use them. Also, since we'll be putting our protective enchantments on their highest setting all students will be required to add mana to them."


We were taken around by Professor Sasha to the emergency exit locations, these were hidden well behind cabinets and art pieces. Opening one was fairly easy, all one had to do was place a hand upon the exit and push a small quantity of mana into it. This would set off alarms in the school of course, and they had their own protections on them. The most notable of which was a complex series of runes around each exit that was supposed to prevent ingress to the academy. These doors would get us out, but only out.


As for adding mana to the school's defenses, that was simple enough. Every morning just before our first class there would be a professor waiting near the exit to our dormitories. A small array on the wall there would allow us to put mana into them and record how much we did. There was a daily minimum of three runes worth, not much for me, but quite a bit for some of our weaker students.


"So... what does it do?" I asked as I took my turn trying out the array.


"The full scope is undisclosed, obviously," Professor Sasha intoned. "I can tell you that it projects some form of shield around the academy though, that stops at least projectiles and most harmful spells. It's incredibly expensive to keep going, but in times like these... well, we're one of the most defended locations in the country, second only to the royal palace."


I had my doubts about that. There were probably some military installations that had superior defenses. This was where a lot of noble heirs were though, so whatever we had to keep us safe was probably quite substantial.


Once Professor Sasha had finished with us we were taken to meet back with all the other girls. I recognized the priestess that was here to speak to us as from the Order of Lovers. She stood in the center of the room and waited for us all to arrive. There was a bit of chatter between us as one group after another joined us, slowly filing in.


She began by giving us a lecture on the realities of war, particularly the danger associated with being caught in the siege of a city. Sexual assault and rape were not uncommon in these situations, and it was therefore important that we know, and understand what to do if the city were attacked. Escape was to be prioritized, to either a protected or hidden location. If that was impossible we would need to determine if fighting or surrender was the superior option. In either case we needed to make sure our opponents knew that we were casters.


The last part was important for a number of reasons. First was that most of those who would be any real threat to a magic user were magic users themselves. Establishing that we were likely nobles, or related to nobles would make them more likely to want to capture us unharmed as bargaining chips. Similarly this protection was also offered to their side. A nobleman wouldn't often wish to harm the daughters or wives of an opposing nobleman, for his opponent might respond in kind.


The other reason was also purely practical. Pairings of magic users often produced children who were magic users, and the limiting factor in how many of those children could be made was on the number of women, not the number of men. Since a country could live or die on how many mages it had, nobody wanted to waste those potential children. This as well would buy us at least a modicum of protection. So long as we didn't pose a threat, we were likely to be spared, and kept in far better conditions than a normal prisoner would.


It seemed that they brought in the priestess for this lecture as a matter of policy. The Order of Lovers dealt with most matters concerning sex in this world and consulted for any talks on the matter. The various orders also tried to negotiate rules for war in such times. Of course those weren't always followed by the soldiers on the ground, but in theory there were supposed to be agreements on how war between countries would be conducted.


The former Empire of Ermath had not wanted to agree to many rules, particularly in the case of non-magical individuals. They had a policy of enslaving most of those they victimized though, which they used to justify their actions. From my discussions with Kala I understood that this was a real point of contention between them and the orders, and had led to them being rather hands off when Ermath got brought down.


The Shadow Empire was a bit of an unknown to those who lived in our country though. The priestess giving the lecture indicated that they had in the past followed most or all of the policies that the orders had put forward. For this war it was still unclear how they would behave, but we could consult with one of the priests when all of that was settled.


After a brief break for lunch we received our new schedules. Our additional classes had been fitted onto our normal week, adding them as super-late on a rotating day. It was inconvenient, but my guess was that was the only way they could work them in without completely redoing everyone's schedule.


Kala had an additional lecture to attend, but my day ended early. That was a welcome break at least and would give me more time for my current personal project. Upon my return to my room I collapsed onto my bed and fell into a meditative state, accessing my core.


I was slowly, slowly working my way through the guide and help sections that were built in. The going was slow, complicated by the fact that I didn't have time, or the proper note taking abilities for it. There were some serious issues and I really wanted to beat whoever wrote these pages.


Issue number one was that the whole navigation of either 'help' or 'guide' was bonkers. There was no search function (so far as I had yet discovered at least), it wasn't even divided up into pages, just one massive mountain of text for each of them. Sure there were sections, and even a table of contents, but that was practically useless, since whoever had decided what went where had a system that I was guessing made sense only to him.


It also seemed to be written for someone who already understood the material. There was jargon and directions that only made sense with context strewn through the guide. If you didn't know where things went in what section the help page was useless too, because it was divided by action and issue rather than ALPHABETICALLY LIKE ANY SANE PERSON WOULD. Add to that the random comments like 'this doesn't work well, but it works' and 'I need to fix this later' that were just jammed in and it was like reading somebody's personal notebook.


I couldn't even take notes. If it was possible in the core I hadn't yet reached the directions on how. If I tried to in the real world I'd have to write in English, revealing that I understood these sections, or in the Common Human Tongue, and there was no chance that I was writing some of the insights that I was gleaning in any way where someone could get hold of them.


All of those issues aside I was learning things. Rather than play around with light like most of our classes were doing the writer of the guide began with moving parts. These were simple motions, isolating one part and having it spin or move forward and back. The directions may have been filled with jargon and nonsense, but once you made it through that they were at the least precise. What did what was clearly defined in the runic system. There was even a definition page included which had the numerical values used for defining things. As far as I could tell things like the speed of light and the like were correct, and listed in metric. There were measurements for that, temperature, force, and a whole list of others.


I also learned some of the issues that who I assumed was the ancient elf king was having. According to the notes there were several things he'd tried, and failed to do. It seemed that the cost of light increased with frequency in such a manner that high energy/dangerous forms like x-rays, and gamma rays were for most purposes infeasible. Some elements were also listed as highly difficult to make. Metals and the like were known for being very hard, but so was anything with a crystalline structure. He seemed to have tried to make a few heavy radioactive substances too, all of which he'd thought he'd done, but in quantities he couldn't detect.


There was a special note on antimatter. It looked to be impossible, or at least nearly impossible. An experiment was described that was trying to make one positron. The definition was given and everything was hooked in only for the spell to consume mana endlessly. All attempts after that had been canceled, there were easier fruit closer to the ground to pick.


After some time reading through the guide and coming up with my own mental exercises to do I was jolted back to the outside world harshly.


"Miss Alana! Are you okay!?" Emma was shaking me lightly and yelling.


"Huh!? Emma, what happened?"


"Are you well? I called to you several times but you didn't answer. I can call for a priest..." She seemed genuinely worried.


"Oh... no, I was just in my core. I'm fine."


"Well you gave me quite a scare there. I thought you might be hurt."


"No I'm fine, really."


"If you're sure miss. Dinner is soon by the way, you mustn't forget to eat."


"I won't, thank you." I rose as Emma gave me one last look and hurried off to her other duties. I really needed to find a way to keep aware of my surroundings while reading.

            

    
        Chapter 79 Selling the secret

    
    
    
    
                The next few days of classes were fairly standard. Well, everyone was stressed as all getout, and there was only really one major point of conversation, but beyond that fairly normal. Magical Materials finally got to some really cool things. We started talking about the various parts of magical animals and how they could be used. Turns out most monsters were chock full of mana, and once you got their bodies you could use them for a whole bevy of different things. The fact that they had mana in them, and were able to conduct it meant that they could be used to improve the efficiency of magical items by leaps and bounds.


My work on getting weather magic down was progressing, albeit slowly. I could get most basic things working now, slowly building up winds and water, but the growth rate was abysmal. It would take forever to get to nice huge storms. It was enough for Professor Endel though, who came by to check on my practice a few times. I was even thinking about lightning now, but I wanted a safe way to practice that before I tried to make any.


It was around this time that I was called to the dean's office. It was a simple enough thing, but when I arrived there I met with him and both Rooke and Hern. The three of them were sitting around the dean's desk, conversing lightly as they waited for me. Another figure was there, one that I recognized. The royal servant Emil sat nearby, waiting as well.


"Greetings Alana, please sit down." Dean Lorrae motioned to an open chair near Professor Rooke.


"Is something the matter?" I looked between the gathered men a bit nervously.


"Not as such, but we do have some important things to discuss." The dean said, looking down at me from his spot. "Though I doubt you will be pleased with it. As you know we are at war." I nodded at the dean's statement as he continued. "As such our country needs every advantage that it can get. Mister Emil here is a representative of the royal family, one who has been placed in charge of acquiring potentially useful information."


"We've met. Am I to assume that he wants information on core building?"


The man himself smiled. "Quite so. It is my understanding that you have no issues sharing it, if you were to be properly incentivized?" The way he said the last bit nearly sent a shiver up my spine. I didn't know if he was actively trying to be threatening, or if it was just force of habit at this point, but he could certainly scare most people with ease.


"I... do not. What is the proposal?"


In answer the man produced a rather sizable sack of coins. I could hear the metal jingling as they rubbed against each other. While it was interesting, money was not really a problem I had most of the time.


"We are willing to offer one hundred gold pieces, with additional monies possible if it turns out that the information is of military use." That was a... sizable amount, enough for me to retire on with no further questions. That said, I could make sugar, which was basically a money printing machine.


"Money is nice, but there are other things which would be more welcome."


"Such as?"


"Safety and privacy. Regardless of how things with this war turn out, I honestly want very little to do with it. I can use the gold, but I'd rather be left alone, than much else. So whatever amount you offer has to come with promises that you won't go bandying my name about."


"I can agree to that easily."


"And the rest of you?" I gave a look to the three teachers, Hern in particular.


"I don't know why you would think..." He began.


"Because you've been pestering her about this for some time you dolt." Rooke cut in. I really wanted to give him a high-five, but he probably wouldn't understand what that was and this truly wasn't the time.


"I would also like to not be bothered about other things I decide to research until such time as I'm prepared to reveal them publicly." Since most of the things I was looking at at the moment would probably never reach that point this was an important clause.


There was a series of nods and while I doubted that it would hold up forever, but buying myself a bit of peace while I was still in school was worth sharing this little tidbit.


"Alright, let's hear it then." Hern in particular seemed excited.


"What do you know about how the core works?" I asked. "Rather, about how it understands things on the basic level."


"It uses a series of inputs that are either on or off to give a particular output. Through some effort it is able to tell that parts of it are doing basic math as well. Certain series of inputs are giving known outputs. Its internal workings and the like are still a bit unclear though, particularly when it comes to more complex interactions." Rooke rattled off. That was pretty good all things considered.


"So... yeah, it's always doing math, for everything. The math it's doing is a bit different though, hmm..." I had to take a few moments to think about how best to explain.


"Alana, we understand math, please get on with it." Hern said.


Buddy, I've seen your math classes and you guys don't even know about imaginary numbers. Seriously, most of what you know could be found in The Elements, and a bit of basic algebra.


"Fine, it's converting logic statements into math and then solving them. That's the basic trick as to how I made so much progress. I didn't bother visualizing each connection, but rather thought of them in terms of the statements they represented."


"What?" Dean Lorrae looked at me as if I'd just said something incredibly silly.


"It's easier if I draw it out..." Within a few minutes I had diagrams drawn for the group. The professors looked like they were nursing headaches. There was also Emil, who was going over each bit with a fine toothed comb, and Dean Lorrae, who was laughing like a madman.


"So... it's not that everyone didn't know what these pieces were doing, rather that you were just thinking of them as... or, not, and and the like?" Rooke was massaging the bridge of his nose.


The pieces that I'd drawn out to explain were well understood. They already knew that if in one of these you put in a yes, and the other a no what the answer would be. The only change that I'd honestly made was converting them into Boolean logic, which wasn't a big one, but was a shift in paradigm. It was also like pointing out that you could see your nose if you tried, but that you just ignored it most of the time.


"It's obvious. I can't believe that you made us jump through so many hoops for this Alana." Hern said.


"I'm unsure whether to be proud or irritated." Rooke added as he opened his eyes to look at it again, only to go back to rubbing his nose.


"Is it useful?" Emil asked, squinting at the diagram like it had personally offended him.


"To a bard? Certainly, changing the way they conceive of this would have the same effect it had for Alana here and massively speed up the growth rate of their core. To a wizard... probably not as it is, though it is a new way to think about the cores and how to use them. If we do more research about it we might gain some insights." Dean Lorrae wiped tears from his eyes.


"I'll take that as a tentative yes then. How many bards do we have that this could help? If it speeds up magical item creation..."


"There are perhaps two hundred or so bards in the country that are capable of making magical items. If you decide to teach all of them it will speed it up a bit, but in my opinion it will be mostly useful for growing the core inside one's self. Making a copy for an item is rather more fast than building your own." Hern pointed out, he seemed to be the most versed on this kind of thing.


"That's rather disappointing. Well, you don't win every time, but at least that's something." Emil packed up my diagrams and a few notes that he'd made before pushing the bag of money over to me.


I smiled at him trying to move it into my lap only to find out what I should have already known. Gold is heavy. "Thank you."


"I can't believe you're actually paying for that, or that we even needed it at all." Hern grumbled.


"It is important that the royal family keep it's agreements to the letter. While the information wasn't what I was hoping for it is useful, and if there are any more useful insights young Miss Alana gains I hope that she will share them with us in the future." He smiled at me.


My best guess was that he was wagering that I'd come up with some more helpful shifts in thinking. The things I'd shared with them, like the flamethrower and this weren't something that was impossible for them to know, but just weird for them to think about. A lot of important things were like that though, they were things that were easy to find out, or kind of obvious, but that nobody really pointed out to others or used.


I had to be careful here, and consider my actions. I knew that it was often very minor changes in thinking that ended up having massive changes to fields, but some of that also took a lot of time. If I restricted myself to very few, and very minor insights then it was probably fine for now, I just needed to act with care.


Relativity was a good example of how a minor shift in thinking had a big ripple. Einstein's tram ride while looking at a clock was a perfect showing. Had he seen anything that someone else hadn't? No. Did he have access to some unusual information? No. Did his minor change in thinking have a big effect? Absolutely.


I wanted to avoid things like that, at least for now. The fact that this society was still thinking about a lot of things in a rather medieval way while I was thinking like someone from a much later society made that hard though. I had no idea what minor things might make big changes, and that meant that I needed to stop and consider everything that I said that wasn't just parroting what they were telling me.


I was dismissed. It seemed that those four had been going over a lot of other information as well. My impression was that Emil was here to coordinate with them on research they were doing personally and what they might do for him and his part in the war effort.


I returned to my room to put away my money. While I did that I went over the things I'd learned from the core so far. These were things that I knew I would be holding back. I felt the need to learn them so that I could use them for my own gains, but the idea of sharing them with others was right out. It would probably be advisable for me to not use them at all until I'd graduated and this stupid war was well and over.


I sighed in relief as Emma was about some other business. It gave me time to hide my gains and lay down to enjoy a bit of personal studying. I looked over the small command sequence I'd written out, a brief and simple setup for a lamp. After a bit of prodding I'd even managed to get one of the older students to show me how to set up an on/off switch. It would all fit into a small package that I was currently considering materials on.

            

    
        Chapter 80 Starlight and silver spheres

    
    
    
    
                My first healing class came by soon enough. I knew that the name of the teacher was Professor Londa, but little else. It was only once a week though so no big deal.


The classroom was one of those set up for more practical work, with tons and tons of room. I stood by with the other bard girls for my year, not that there were all that many of us and we chatted while waiting. Neither of them had opted to take any healing classes either, instead focusing on other subjects.


Soon enough Professor Londa came in. She was perhaps in her mid thirties, with a slim figure and dark hair, currently bound up in a tight, severe bun. Everything about her gave off the feeling of a rather stereotypical cross teacher. Every one of us quieted as her eyes flitted over the room.


"Good morning class. Here you will be learning the very basics of what you should know for healing. We'll be covering a few spells, as well as proper triage. The latter subject will take most of our time and while I don't expect any of you to excel, you do need to earn at least passing marks for my class. Questions?"


She had each of us fill out a few brief questions, mostly on what healing we knew, and then we all had to demonstrate. An older one armed man was brought in.


"This is Roon, he has so generously offered to help us with learning your basic spells. As it's best to demonstrate on a living target, and you lot will be expected to work on humans, he's an ideal candidate."


I could feel my own eyes go a bit wide at her declaration. I wasn't sure how they'd found some poor guy to act as a literal guinea pig, but that was a bit insane. Was she actually going to cut the man up, or poison him, or infect him with diseases? Where were the cute little mice that I'd learned on!?


Apparently she did intend to do all of those things as when the first student came up to demonstrate she took a small knife and made a cut across Roon's hand. He winced, but seemed otherwise fine with the situation, which didn't make me feel any better.


The line went on and on until it was finally my turn. I'd managed to find myself at the back, status being the main determining factor in things meant that I almost always was in these things. By the time I got there there was a small mark on the man's hand, where the skin had been broken and healed so many times.


"Are you ready?" The professor asked with a quirked brow.


"Yes."


She pulled the knife once more over his skin, splitting it and letting the blood flow. I immediately launched into my standard healing spell, knitting it back together as quickly as possible. I watched as the flow stemmed and stopped, and the skin regrew again, smoothing out as if it had never been there in the first place.


"Acceptable, please return to your spot."


She spent the rest of the class going over the basics of theory involved in healing magic. Most of this was a review, or just completely wrong from what I understood from my previous life, but I took notes diligently anyway. While it was no longer than a normal class the whole process was exhausting.





That evening Kala and I were headed up to one of the towers we'd learned we could get to the roof on to watch the sun set. I'd prepped some snacks and blankets so that we could have it rather like a picnic.


She told me about her day as we stood there watching the sky go from blue to pink to deep purple, finally letting night settle in as the golden orb sank below the horizon. She'd had to go down to the temple district to handle some things with her order. The whole trip had apparently been long and involved a stop at a lovely little shop she wanted to go to together at some point, it served some kind of hot fruit drink that she'd really liked.


We found a nice place to lay back and I responded in kind. She listened as I told her all about the healing class and the one armed man who served as our training dummy. I got the feeling that she understood my concerns, nodding along until I'd finished. By that time the stars had come out and decorated the sky with their pale lights.


"That's rather normal Alana. You have to practice on humans for some things, animals work for when you're learning the very, very basics, but humans are quite different and you'll eventually need to work on them too," she said after I'd finished, wrapping a blanket around the both of us and snuggling in close.


"Maybe, but it seems cruel," I pouted.


"Not at all. It takes a lot of time and mana to fix something like a lost limb, just because of how much is gone. That man is likely a volunteer who's being repaid by having his arm restored. Commoners can't often afford that kind of investment, but taking a few weeks where you're given minor injuries? It's really not the worst deal for him."


"So... is that normal?"


"Mmm, yeah, most classes have one such person at a time. That or someone who's got a child or something in the same boat. They don't use the children themselves, but a parent can volunteer."


"I see."


Kala shook her head. She could be a little cold towards those she didn't know sometimes.


We laid there for a good while, looking up at the stars. Without things like electric lights they were truly magnificent, and the few times like this that I'd taken to just stare at them had never disappointed. You could even see something that looked kind of like a purple and yellow cloud that stretched across the sky. I'd heard that the Milky Way was like that too, but I'd never seen it before.


Eventually a light snow started to fall. A bit strange as the night was rather clear, but not impossible. I took a few moments to sing up a light wind to keep it off of us and a drying spell to be rid of it completely if it landed anyway.


"What no warming spell too?" Kala asked when I'd finished.


"No, the cold is nice, and with the blanket it's fine." I also wanted an excuse to keep close, as I absolutely loved cuddling.


"You know this is fairly impressive magic right?"


"It's not like I'm making it stop snowing."


"No, but it's clever, and the control is really good."


"Mmm, well feel free to keep complimenting me."


She laughed and we went back to watching the sky. The added snow really made the view that much nicer, and when the moon joined us it seemed to make the falling flakes glow a pale white. We stayed like that for a long while, until it eventually got late and we had to return to our dorm.





The next few weeks were hectic. They were spent mostly ironing out my weather magic and the other spells I'd learned since coming to school. We also spent a lot of time learning about forming magical items.


There was a certain trick to the shape of magic items. While they could be any shape and still work there were some that ended up being slightly more efficient. This had to do with a number of factors involving the materials used and the amount of mana you were adding to something, as well as how it was being expelled. Geometric shapes were favored, of course particularly if they could be made into regular 3d ones, but this simply wasn't practical for many uses.


While going through these I finalized my design for my light. The item itself would be a small sphere of silver alloy, something rather like Sterling silver. Silver was perfect for many applications due to it's insanely high mana conductivity, and only avoided use due to price. The alloy was a nice middle ground for this, not too pricey, since the item would be small, but highly effective.


The sphere would be held in a small lantern that had a plain white fabric covering. It looked rather unassuming but should put off a large amount of gentle yellow-white light. It also didn't put off any heat, and so would serve well for me.


We'd moved on to actually forming things in the practical side of Magical Item Creation. The circles on our desks allowed for the visualization and molding of materials to a certain degree. It was limited, as they were mostly set up to make the geometric solids that were best for items, but after you made something into the general shape using them you could easily form it into other shapes. I used my practice time in there to form the lamp's cover, which Professor Hern allowed after looking over my designs.


For the item itself I approached Rooke. I'd finally finished up my sequences for it. It was a standard lighting enchantment with an on and off function that I'd set up to work on voice commands. The last bit I'd had to pull the details on out of the 'guide' section of the core. I'd checked with older students that that was a normal thing to have, it was, and tried to get them to show me how, but most of them had told me that it was beyond me.


Voice commands weren't all that difficult to set up in all honesty. Well, the training on how to do them might be a bit weird, but my personal reference source made it rather simple. The guide, for all of its weirdness, was rather clear on directions such as these, telling you what commands for simple operations like that were, and what each part of the code for it was. An on/off switch using verbal commands was even one of its example exercises.


I handed over the code I'd written down to Professor Rooke and watched as his eyebrows rose right at the end. It wasn't all that long, the whole thing fitting easily on one sheet of paper.


"You put in voice commands?"


"Yes, I wanted a way to control it without having to fiddle with the item itself. I'm going to put it in a holder and having to open that up to mess with it would be a bit of a pain."


"Those are not normally covered until much later in your education."


"I asked a few of the older students to help me a bit, is that a problem?"


"Not at all. It's just a bit more than most people try for their first item. Everything here looks good to me, though your choice of command words is a bit strange 'illuminate' and 'deluminate' are certainly original."


"I like them." I also really happened to like films from the early 90s, but he didn't need to know that.


"Fair enough then. What shape and material will you be using?"


"Sphere, one of the standard silver alloys. Professor Hern already agreed that those should work well."


He nodded. "Yes, for simple emanation effects like this a sphere will be best. Spending the extra to make it out of silver is a good choice too, even if it's a bit on the costly side."


I shrugged, it wasn't like I was short on money or anything. I could have made it out of pure silver with no issues, or even gold if I'd really wanted to. That seemed like a bit of a waste though, so I'd not bothered.


Professor Rooke had a few more questions about the overall design of the holder and the like. He seemed at least satisfied that I'd put proper thought into this after looking at the designs. By the end of the meeting he nodded and gave his blessing to go ahead and make the item itself.

            

    
        Chapter 81 Making a lamp and a group project

    
    
    
    
                First of all, making a core once you have one is simple. There is literally a menu control for it. Once you've put that in you mostly just have to go through and build, which is both monumentally faster and easier than the initial core building. That whole process took me maybe two or three hours. Then I just had to place that onto the desk we used in class and form the item around it.


When I went to actually make my lamp most of the process should have been underwhelming. Since the shape involved in the item was so simple making it was almost automatic. I did replace the number they were using for pi, 3.141818 with the proper first 100 digits, because I'd been taught the song so long ago. Humming that while making a magical item was in retrospect probably not a great idea.


I winced as I looked at it. It was... perfect, far, far, too perfect. You don't really notice how imperfect most spheres are until you hold one that is very, very nearly perfect. For that reason the whole damn thing stood out like a sore thumb. I was divided between redoing the whole thing and just leaving it be, and eventually decided to leave it since nobody would be looking at it anyway. I also thanked myself for doing this while nobody else was working in the same room.


I sighed and connected to the core inside the sphere by placing my hand on it. From there putting in the actual codes to make the thing work was also straightforward, I just had to copy them in line by line to the menu. I checked it over thrice to make sure I'd gotten it right then finalized. That actually locked the item down, keeping me and anyone else from ever accessing that particular core again. This process also wrote the runes on the outside of the item. I knew that it was possible to make these read as something different from what the actual code was, both from my work in the guide and my classwork, but I didn't know how and it seemed like a bother anyway for something like this.


And... it was done. I had a sphere with runic text all along the outside, going top to bottom in a little spiral. Putting a bit of mana in it was easy enough and once I'd done so I uttered the command, "Illuminate". The level of light it gave off was determined by the core, and after watching it for a bit I said "Deluminate" and put the dang thing away; I'd mount it in it's housing later.


There were so many more things to try out now. I'd managed to make my first item, and it was simple, but pleasantly functional. I also had an idea on something I could make that I would absolutely have to keep quiet about, and manage the 'hiding the actual runes' function on.





It was a week or two into spring that I was informed that my weekly class on healing would be canceled. That was a cause for celebration, until I was informed that Professor Endel would be taking all of his Combat Spellcasting students for 'exercises' instead, joined with a number of those seeking to become knights.


I'd made steady progress in most of my subjects. Managing to be able to communicate a few simple ideas relatively well in Atali and now actually dancing regularly rather than just a few simple exercises. Our general classes were still focused on things like hammering out some of the issues commonly found in spells, along with going over how to manage multiple spells at once easier. I found those particularly easy exercises since I regularly kept two or sometimes three spells going at once.


As the day of our 'exercises' dawned I found myself bleary eyed and slightly irritated by my poor breakfast. We'd all been awoken early and had to hurry down to the courtyard where we were outfitted with mildly enchanted practice armor. It didn't seem like much, but I knew from both my work on magical items and experience wearing it in class that it could keep us much safer than it appeared.


We were quickly loaded onto a number of carriages. As I was getting on I saw other students, in armor not too dissimilar to our own being loaded up as well. That was unusual and I cocked my head trying to look before Professor Endel gave me a look and I hurried along.


Our ride was bumpy, and we were all tired as we flew down the streets and out the capital's gates. It hadn't really occurred to me that I had stayed in this city for years without leaving it. As we moved past fields and the like I tried to catch a few glimpses, if only for nostalgia's sake.


Before long we reached our destination, and as the sun actually properly rose into the sky I stared wide eyed at the walls. They weren't tall like city walls, but they did cover an enormous area, and they were decidedly enchanted, though I couldn't tell to what end.


"Who knows where we are?" Professor Endel asked once we'd all formed up.


"Is this 'The Junkyard Copse' sir?" Troy asked.


"Indeed it is my boy, and do you know what it is?"


"Erm... a place for the disposal of broken and aged magical items?"


"Correct again, at least partially. What I have behind me here is an area full of broken and terribly aged magic. Normally magical items remain rather stable, or when they break do so in a way that releases all of their contained mana at once. Unfortunately this is not always the case. Sometimes they... leak, and are considered too unstable to safely just destroy, this is particularly the case if their purpose is unknown. If they're made of old and degraded materials produced by magical plants or animals those must also be disposed of, if they cannot be repurposed as well."


I looked behind him. Calling this place a copse was a rather generous use of that word. It had to be at least a few hundred acres if what I was seeing was right. I could see a few trees poking up above the walls. There were also a few questions running through my mind.


"So... they just throw them in there then professor?" Asking was often the best way to learn things.


"Not exactly Alana. Certain magical plants and fungi are grown around them which gradually leech the mana out. They are then used as materials for new items. The downside is that all of this mana in the environment tends to create monsters." That statement got a few looks from his class. "Now don't worry, this place is managed, so anything that does pop up in here is going to be small, or it'd have already been taken out. That said, there are a few smaller monsters in here that you lot will be sent in to hunt down. You'll also be on the lookout for certain magical substances that are useful. Once everyone is here we'll be dividing up into teams and each will be sent into a different section to see what they can. If anything does go wrong there will be several more experienced individuals, professors from our school, and trainers from the knight program, around."


"Um... another question professor. What happens if a magical item is not properly disposed of?"


"Most of the time? Nothing, maybe it makes a colony of some kind of mildly magical plant or glowing fungus. Sometimes though something nasty grows around it. Some of those magical plants can establish and grow beyond their normal bounds too, forming really dangerous areas and leading to much larger monsters. Ask Professor Hern if you want more details, or Professor Empia."


I didn't know Professor Empia, but it was something to look into another time. For now though I could see more carriages arriving and others being unloaded and given a similar talk to ourselves. I recognized two different groups from our school. One was definitely most of the priests and bards I knew. The other I didn't really see any overriding group dynamic to. It was mostly wizards and a handful of priests though. All of them were dressed in a slightly lighter version of our protective gear.


There was also another rather larger group disembarking. Of note on their side was their much, much heavier duty armor, along with the fact that they carried weapons. Their group as well seemed divided into two. One was much more heavily armored, wearing large steel plates that covered almost everything and carrying a sword and shield. The other seemed more lightly so, wearing mostly mail with inlaid plates and carrying a longsword and bow.


Numbers were assigned randomly and we each met with our groups. As I approached I tried to gauge each of my teammates. There was a girl who was decidedly a priest. I was pretty sure she was a year above me and she was rather plain, with pitch black hair. We had a reedy looking boy, also from my school who I'd seen in General Spellcasting, but I'd never learned his name. The two knight apprentices were both boys, a tall, handsome lightly armored one with flowing blond locks, and a rather short and stocky one who looked rather like a turtle lumbering along on only its hind legs.


"Hello everyone, I'm Etta, I'll be healing you if you get hurt during this excursion. Don't take that as an invitation to do stupid things though." She seemed... acidic, like someone who would help you only after telling you what an idiot you were.


"Morning, I'm Glen. I'll be taking point." The turtle looking guy was rather short on words, but his voice was at least pleasant.


"Wonderful to meet you all, I'm Ethbert. It'll be my pleasure to be taking out as many things as I can." He sounded... almost stereotypically like a haughty noble, guess looks weren't everything.


"Oh... I'm Ean. I suppose I'm here to help identify anything we come across. I guess I'm good at knowing my plants and beasts..." Reedy boy seemed nice enough, if a little lacking in confidence.


"Hi, I'm Alana. I suppose I'll be your combat caster. I do mostly illusions and weather magic, though the latter can be a bit slow to wind up. Don't suppose any of you have been in here before?"


Only Etta had it seemed, and after a few questions we learned what to expect. It seemed there really wasn't too much, some birds and giant bugs, with the occasional mutated boar. The plants were what we'd really want to be on the lookout for though, as gathering them was our primary objective. To that end we'd need to go slow and be thorough with our work.


After introductions the assembled instructors brought out a rather large map. The copse was laid out in something like a leaf pattern, with paths as the veins dividing the different sections. This made it easy enough to find a path and the edge of our area. Each group had one area, which we were expected to remain in for the duration of the exercises. When it was all over we'd be informed by a voice amplification spell over the entire area calling us back. Our main objective was to gather what we could from the area and get any experience in actual combat we could.


"Any questions?" one of the instructors asked.


"What do we do if something does go wrong?" One of the priests piped up, looking on thoughtfully.


"If it is your group and you can get to a path, do so and retreat. If you cannot get to a path, send up some form of light spell and we'll investigate. If it's not your group, but you think another is in trouble stay within your area and keep yourselves safe until the issue is resolved."


That seemed to be the only one anyone had. This was all rather straightforward, even for a student exercise, and I frankly suspected that the place was being a bit undersold.


As the doors finally opened and our groups were let in one by one I breathed a sigh of relief. "At least it's not underground."


"Claustrophobia?" Ean asked, rubbing his chin.


"Not at all, just that every time I end up underground it all seems to go wrong." That got a laugh from my group.

            

    
        Chapter 82 The junkyard copse

    
    
    
    
                We trudged through the paths until we finally came to our section. Said paths were actually very clean looking, and for some reason nothing seemed to bother us while we were on them. While that seemed a bit odd to me, others in the group didn't seem to think it was out of the norm, so I just went with it.
The area we'd been assigned was probably twenty acres total, in a triangular section. It spread out from the point we first arrived at and could only be described as dense. I looked to the others for how they wished to tackle this particular problem, but there seemed to be no consensus. Ean was in favor of going straight in, as he said most of the plants he thought would be best for us to find wouldn't grow too close to the path. Ethbert on the other hand was in favor of circling around the edge first, as to scout out any potential beast tracks. While both ideas had some points Ean was making significantly more sensible points.
"Ethbert, are you a hunter?" I asked when I'd finally gotten tired of the back and forth.
"What? Well I dabble of course." He seemed a bit confused by my question.
"Then we should go with Ean's plan. He claims to be expert in this kind of thing. His job is to help us with beasts and plants while we deal with the fighting."
That seemed to settle it and while Ethbert was a bit peeved by the decision he was overruled by the rest of the group. We dove in at the smallest point and began a snaking search pattern through the wood. It was painfully slow going, with rather thick underbrush until we got well away from the path.
A few hours in and all of us were tired, we'd found a few good plants but nothing else, and it was getting rather exhausting to walk all this way. I made some mental notes about getting better hiking shoes specifically for this class around the time we decided to take a short break.
"What?" Etta said, most of our group had turned to her as she pulled out a bit of jerky and began to munch, "I told you, I've done this exercise before. Learning to bring food is part of it."
"The rest of us were not informed of that," Ethbert stated, getting a grunt of approval from Glen.
"That is unfortunate, but I'm sure you'll do better next time."
"Did anyone else bring anything?" I asked, stretching a bit.
The answer to that from our boys was a resounding no, but a few songs later and we all had cold water and a rather plain sandwich. It was in times like these that I felt better about my lack of direct combat capability, because the lot of us would have just gone hungry had I been a wizard.
A half-hour after our little break we found a clearing, in which was our first real enemy. Across from us, and about fifty feet away was a dog-looking beast, covered head to toe with spines like a porcupine. It's muzzle was buried in a deer carcass, ripping and tearing the thing apart. My first move was to put a sound dampening barrier between us.
"Okay, it shouldn't be able to hear us. Ean, what in the world is that thing."
"Spinewolf, highly aggressive, highly resistant to direct magic attack. It can launch some of those spines so watch out for that. There are a few of the spines on its underbelly that are white, we want those, they're good for making items."
"Dangerous?" Glen asked. He was more the quiet sort, so speaking up caught me a bit off guard.
"Commoners with shields and clubs could take it out, it shouldn't be a problem for us."
After a few moments to plan out we moved. Glen and I, covered by silence and invisibility, moved around, flanking the beast. He was to be the initial attack, charging headlong toward the spinewolf and doing his best to draw its ire while Ethbert closed in from behind. I took a few moments extra to toss up some spells, before tapping Glen's shoulder, our signal for him to go.
He was nearly on top of the beast before I couldn't maintain the invisibility. I'd not worked too much on keeping others unseen and found it much more difficult than doing the same to myself, and anyway, he was supposed to be drawing attacks.
As Glen charged it the monster jumped back, spinning it's tail forward in an arc and throwing a hail of spines. They peppered the forest around me, slamming into trees with a wicked 'thunk' a few even bounced off of the shield I'd set up to keep myself safe, giving it its first live test.
While Glen weathered the storm Ethbert closed in from behind like an arrow. He blurred a bit as he ran from the trees to the monster's side. His longsword flashed in the sunlight as he struck, sending a spray of red out from the beast's back leg.
It was a good blow, but not enough and the spinewolf turned again. This time the rain of missiles flew towards Ethbert, who promptly ducked under the attack, only a few slammed into the armor covering his biceps.
While it was distracted Glen had closed in. His attack did not have the speed of Ethbert's, but it frankly didn't need it. The blow was titanic, cleaving through the spine of the monster in the middle of its back and out through the chest. He sliced through the spine, ribs, shoulders, I was guessing he got several internal organs as well. The legs were still held on by the skin but the spinewolf's head, neck, and parts of its upper body flew right off. Had that been a man he might have been able to go through him, horizontally.
I hurried over as I saw Glen helping Ethbert to his feet. Blood was flowing freely from the where the latter had been struck by the spines, several having pierced the lighter mail he was wearing and sinking deep. The young man just clenched his teeth and began walking towards Etta.
We found her over Ean, who'd been hit several times as well. He had three of the projectiles lodged in his leg, with another in his upper arm. Needless to say, Ean couldn't really stand and looked like he was in rather severe pain.
"You knew it could throw those, why the fuck weren't you behind cover?" She snapped as she ripped one of the spines out of his leg. Her other hand slammed a healing spell over the wound, not seeming to really care that his eyes rolled back in agony at the pull. "Waste of mana..."
When she saw Ethbert's injuries she immediately moved to treating him instead. She was no more gentle than she had been with Ean, but didn't seem nearly as pissed about fixing him up.
"Are you just leaving me here?" Ean asked as she moved to the armored lad's side.
"Your wounds are not critical, and we'll need our fighters up if something else happens. So shut up and I'll deal with you when I get the time."
I considered dealing with Ean's wounds myself. On the other hand she was right, his wounds wouldn't kill him, and I did need to conserve mana just in case. In the end I decided to let the generally angry priestess deal with it.
Etta was absolutely brutal in her behavior. She seemed to be of the opinion that if we screwed up... that was our problem, so long as it didn't endanger our lives or our mission. That did not particularly endear her to anyone, though I suspected that she didn't honestly care. Ean in particular seemed a bit peeved by her, understandably.
It took awhile, but eventually everyone was healed up and ready to continue. The spinewolf spines were easy enough to harvest. Mostly you just ripped them out of the thing's skin once it was dead. Ean wrapped them in cloth and put them with the other items he'd been gathering.
About the time he finished there was a noise like thunder crashing nearby and an actinic blue flash off from our side. It was followed by another, and another, and another. As I spun my head, looking for what was going on I saw from the middle of the clearing something pop up, flying into the air. In an instant I recognized the method of attack properly, my brain catching up to what was going on.
"GET DOWN!" I screamed, grabbing the priestess and the wizard as I flung myself to the dirt.
The earth-shattering noise and bright blue flash as the lightning bomb went off drowned out the rest of the world. Even though we were low to the ground I could still feel the lashing of electricity against my skin, burning and charring as it passed over me.
It passed quickly and I knew I'd survived the initial assault, albeit very injured. As vision returned I could see the weak wards of our armor an angry glowing red. Those had probably had a fair hand in keeping us alive, being that the whole clearing was covered in scorch marks. Even the trees had been broken, their sap vaporized and the bark blown apart. I knew I wasn't the only one to have made it too, judging by the chocking, pained noises from around me.
I also heard more explosions. One came after another almost like a chain. I could see a few here and there but mercifully there were none close enough to finish us off. Though there were definitely more in our section of the copse, as well as in those around us.
I was hurt, badly so. I could tell that places where the lightning had run over my body had been burnt as if by a brand. As I gasped and tried to stop myself from sobbing I looked at my allies. Etta and Ean had both definitely made it. Etta was rolling a bit, seemingly unable to do much through her pain. Ean... Ean was having a bad day, he currently looked like he was in the middle of a seizure. My guess was that my training pushing my aura out to defend against harmful spells had helped me significantly.
As for our two knight apprentices, they were a mixed bag. Ethbert was on the ground, unmoving. I couldn't tell if he was alive or not, and had other issues to sort before checking. Glen, that crazy bastard was trying to stand up. He looked to be having a hard time of it, but he'd somehow managed to weather that storm the best out of all of us.
The first step in triage was understanding the basic situation, if possible. I'd managed that and moved to the second step. I was a healer, and very injured, so I needed to get myself up asap. I wasn't even going to try and sing with how messed up I was, but I could hum, so hum I did. I focused on the areas that hurt the worst. Before anything else I needed to be able to think, and to cast. Glen briefly tried to talk to me, but I flailed an arm at him to shut up, I was busy.
Once I had myself in a state that I considered... acceptable. I stopped and looked over at the other member of my team. "What do you need?"
"Personally healing, and we need shelter in case there's another hit."
"Etta is next on the list. Where I'm at right now I could move, but we could kill the others if we move them."
"Ethbert is worse off."
"Ethbert can't help anyone else though, she can. Basic triage, get your healers up first."

Etta was still shaking. From the looks of it she was still doing well enough to stay alive and conscious, but probably too injured to think straight. Fixing that would be my first priority.

            

    
        Chapter 83 Pain and insanity

    
    
    
    
                I couldn't see the state that I was in, and Glen was covered by his armor, but the other three were badly burned.  Most of the hits had landed on their backs and limbs, charring skin and muscle and doing who knows what to the internal organs. 
Etta was my first target and I needed to work fast.  Glen was right and we needed some kind of cover, add to that that there was no way I could get everyone up quickly on my own and I needed to hurry in a bad way.  As an added incentive I was still hearing loud explosions and other noises in the distance. 
There were lines crisscrossing across the other girl's flesh, looking like the patterns of roots from a tree.  I slowly began my work, trying first to make sure that all of her organs were working before hitting her skin.  She was still awake, and once I got her fixed up enough she should be able to do the rest on her own, at least that was the hope. 
While I worked I tried to look at the still down members of our team.  Ean seemed much like Etta and myself, save that he was marginally worse off.  Ethbert on the other hand, he seemed to have taken a blast full on.  His once handsome face was crisp, with a few bits of bone sticking out here and there.  I was unsure if he'd survived, but if he did, he would need significant work to be back to his old self. 
It took almost a full minute, but eventually the priestess' breathing slowed down a bit and she seemed to be coming back to her senses. 
"Etta, can you hear me?"  I asked, continually pumping mana into the healing magic now flowing over her. 
"It hurts," she whimpered in response. 
"I know, but we need you to get to work." 
She nodded and slowly moved her hands up to her own body.  I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw a faint light start to emanate from them and flow over her.  Even a poorly trained priest could do far, far more than I could in the same time, so I left her to it. 
I gasped in pain and had to stifle a scream as I tried to rise.  I could feel the damage to my back, but hadn't realized how bad my legs currently were.  Hot tears flowed down my face as I tried to catch myself from falling, only really able to crawl. 
"Glen, help," I pled 
The warrior in question had been keeping an eye on things, vigilantly looking this way and that for any threats.  At my words he pulled me up and led me over to our other fallen knight apprentice.  Each step was another round of intense pain for me, and I could tell by the look on his face that he was hurting bad too. 
When I finally got over to Ethbert I basically flopped down beside him.  The good news was that he was alive.  The bad news was that he was only barely so.  As I pushed my magic into him to fix him up I got a sense that several of his organs were currently failing.  My first job then was to get him as stable as I could. 
I was beginning to flag a bit as I heard noises from behind me.  Our actual healer had finished with herself and was now reaching out to heal Ean.  I was glad for that, because while I didn't know what he had, he was a wizard, so I would think there was something.  He was also likely to be able to function under her ministrations far quicker than under mine. 
When I heard said wizard speak the words "I feel like I'm going to die." from behind me, I nearly laughed. 
"You aren't just yet, though you will need more healing later."  Etta responded. 
"For now we need to get out of the big open field and to some form of cover.  I'd rather not take a chance with another one of those," Glen said. 
"Ethbert is still in no condition to be moved, and I don't think he'll be helpful for quite some time.  Anyone got an idea?" 
"There's a place where a creek has carved out a little ditch on the far side of the field, we should go there.  As for how..." Glen was a wealth of things right now.  I had heard more words from him in the last few minutes than the rest of our mission combined. 
"I've got it."  Ean waved his hands and a soft light flowed around our downed companion, carefully lifting him off the ground.  With a few repetitions our casters had the same under them. 
Whatever this spell was for, its effects were perfect for this situation as well.  The dim light that formed it held me not unlike a couch, soft but supportive as it ferried us across the field.  I relaxed, letting my head rest on the magic, breathing a sigh in relief. 
The creek bed turned out to be a great place for cover.  The little winding trickle had sliced a ragged, but nearly sheer face in the clay nearest the field.  The other side was also fairly steep, but not more than about forty-five degrees.  As for the drop, it was perhaps five feet, quite well enough for us to hide in while we tried to patch up. 
Etta took a look at things, once we were there and decided to change her tactics.  She began some kind of large scale healing spell.  It wasn't as powerful as the singly targeted one, but as the magic flowed over me and cooled my scorched skin I wanted to hug her. 
While she was doing that I switched to putting up the projectile shield around us.  It wouldn't stop another lightning bomb, but who knew if there was some other attack that might come.  Ean joined in the shielding.  From his brief explanation I gathered that he had some that could act against heat and cold.  Nothing for electricity, but I'd take what I could get. 
Glen gathered a few fist sized stones from the creek.  At my quirked eyebrow he simply informed me that while he wasn't fast, he could throw pretty hard.  Based on what I'd seen him do to the spinewolf I wouldn't want to be on the receiving end of one of those.  The shield I'd put up also let things out, so no problem there.
 Once we were all able to move again, even though doing so hurt, our priestess began working on Ethbert alone.  She was pumping spell after spell into him, trying to do all she could for the fallen boy.  I personally couldn't see too much of the results, but my guess was that he was getting his insides put back together one piece at a time.
 "That's it, I'm out," she panted after a few moments.  "He'll live if we can get him more help, but I'm totally dry on mana.  So don't get any more hurt."
 I briefly considered taking up the cause and doing what I could for him, but my mana reserves weren't in great shape, and I wanted my shield up.  I could still hear a few sounds of fighting, and that worried me.  Coming to that decision I clenched my teeth and went to keep a lookout.
 It wasn't long until there was a crash and a figure flew into our nearby clearing.  She was decidedly female, with some kind of head and face covering and a number of glowing ropes of magic floating around her.  I could also hear her laughing like some kind of psychopath, giggling happily as her ropes pulled her at a rapid speed into the field.
 She was followed quickly by Professor Endel, who looked absolutely livid.  He too had some form of flight spell going on that made him look as if he were hovering just above the ground.
 "Awww, did I hurt your cute widdle students?"  I heard her yell at the enraged instructor as he came nearer to her.
 "Perish!" was his only response.
 A brilliant red orb flew from our professor, beelining for the woman.  One of her many ropes intercepted it.  When the two met the ground shook from the explosion, which even sent my hair flying back from my distance.
 I didn't see how she'd managed it, but somehow one of her ropes had gotten behind him.  As he was a bit distracted it grabbed the teacher by the neck, lifting him up.  He responded like most would and lost his concentration for a moment, and that was all she needed.  Within a second more ropes had reached out to bind him, looping around limbs and body.
 "GOT YOU!"  She cheered in a saccharine voice, closing in and saying other things I couldn't make out.  She walked up to him, one hand running down her stomach as she did reaching for the area between her...
 What the fuck!?  I didn't know who this girl was, but she was obviously nuttier than squirrel crap.  My mind made up I breathed in, gathering and focusing as much mana as I could.  It was time to give her a good screaming at.
 Before I could strike Glen moved.  His fist sized rock screamed forward like a bullet.  Sadly one of the ropes managed to intercept it, almost as if automatically.  The resulting explosion reduced the projectile to nothing but dust, but it did distract her for a second, causing her to look our way.
 That was when I let loose.  I gave all I could to the spell, trying to pump power in and bring it to new heights.  She fell for only a second, but it was enough for her ropes to briefly disappear and drop Endel to the ground.  They were back a moment later, but small wins.
 "Dammit!" she screamed.  Pointing at us and sending one of her ropes, only for it to be blocked by Ean with some kinetic spell of his own.
 Glen launched a few more stones to keep her on the defensive while I threw some illusory ones towards her.  Those were cheap, and while my initial attack didn't seem to do much, if one of his landed the fight was over.
 We continued on like that for a few seconds before more figures came from the forest.  My heart briefly sank.  That is until our enemy began to scream in incoherent rage and launched herself away from them, fleeing back into the woods while dodging and intercepting more attacks from the newcomers.  One, which I could only assume was from a priest, barely missed her, instead striking a tree and causing it to wither into a blackened husk in an instant.
 As she fled the field several pairs of eyes moved to us.  Some of the other instructors seemed to recognize us before any attacked though.
 "Students!" one of them yelled.
 "I'll take care of them and Endel, the rest of you, after her." the priest said loudly enough for all of us.
 The rest of the teachers needed no prompting and rushed after the assailant.  While I hoped they got her, I gave it mixed odds at best.
 The priest came over to aid us, though he was sparing with magic.  He was worried about any more attacks, but made sure all of us were at least going to be okay.  That done we kept sheltering in our little divot for awhile.
 From that point we didn't see any more direct action.  The instructors had chased down crazy girl until she'd fled down some pre-prepared tunnel.  Nobody had been stupid enough to follow her into what was obviously a deathtrap.  Eventually we were gathered up with the rest of the students, who all looked brutally rough, under the supervision of the combined teaching staff.
 Our group had been one of the closest to one of the bombs, and so had taken a rather bad hit.  Not the worst, as there were a number of deaths, but bad enough.  Most of the students capable of any healing, self included, were soon running on nothing but fumes as we waited for our professors to find us a truly safe way out.
 
The main entrance was just assumed trapped and after a good bit of discussion a hole was broken through the wall so we could get out and to get support in.  We were all hurried back to the city, and into the hospital run by The Shield.  As soon as we got there, I found the nearest bed and promptly passed out.

            

    
        Chapter 84 Hospital of The Shield

    
    
    
    
                When I awoke I found a familiar figure sitting in the chair beside my bed.
"Eleanor?"
"Hello dear, I thought you'd like to see a friendly face when you woke."
I wouldn't exactly call our relationship friendly, but we did have some form of understanding. We'd also spent a good amount of time together, so of those here she might well know me best. I looked her over, then gazed around me. The hospital was still a it busy, but the worst of it had passed. It was now night, the windows showing a deep blackness outside.
"Well, yesterday was..." As I thought about it I tried moving, noting that my wounds were gone. My armor also seemed to have been taken off and put beside my bed.
"Quite bad as I understand. As for your wounds, one of the priests saw to them while you were sleeping."
"Yeah, do you know about one of the boys in our group, Ethbert? He was looking quite bad."
"My understanding is that everyone in your unit survived. Not something that could be said for everyone. That said, I'd like you to tell me what all happened if you could." Eleanor seemed slightly more calm than usual, as if worried for me.
I recounted the tale. How it had all started normally; then how we'd been hit with that explosion. The good work from everyone that had brought us to somewhere with cover. When I got to the part with the fight with the crazy woman I saw Eleanor's eyebrows raise. Then I finished, told her how we'd been brought here and I passed out.
"I won't hide this from you dear. The woman who attacked you, everyone wants her. I don't expect you to know too much, but if you think of anything... The Shield wants her, the Kingdom wants her, everyone. In her attacks she's been indiscriminate, children, priests, non-combatants, commoners, and nobles..."
"I understand. Wait attacks? As in plural?" I saw Eleanor flinch at my question.
"The authorities have been trying to keep it quiet, but over the past few months there have been... quite a few in the capital and surrounding cities."
"How have I not heard of this? Why do you think it's the same person?"
"Because dear you've been at the academy, where information is easy to control. As for your second question, I don't know, but all of them are... big, loud, and tend to cause rampant destruction. I don't know all the details, since much is being hushed up, but I know it's been quite bad."
"Okay, is there anything else?" I was already exhausted, and I'd just woken up.
"Several things. The first is that you will need to talk to someone about all of this." At my quirked eyebrow she explained. "Alana, not for the first time someone tried to kill you. You were horridly injured, and saw others in the same state. Perhaps you feel fine now, but that's not something that's going to last forever. You need someone who can listen to you when you need to get that out."
I... well, I'd not had any experience with that from my last life, but I knew that it could cause problems. Even now I was pretty much ardently refusing anything that took me underground after all the pain that that had caused me. Though that felt more like stubborn superstitiousness than anything else.
"I have a couple of people I'll seek if I need it."
The older woman gave me a rather tired look. "Very well, there are also a few other people who want to speak with you. Are you up for that?"
I nodded and she went to go find whoever it was. I had a few minutes to myself while she did. It was nice, calm, I could just stare at the ceiling and let myself relax.
There was a knock, and the door opened before I could say anything. I found myself staring at a man in formal attire. "Good evening Alana, I've a few questions if you don't mind."
The man was one of the investigators assigned to this case. He asked for the same general breakdown that I'd given Eleanor, along with asking if I'd recognized anything. That one I did have to respond to.
"Mmm, a few years back there was an attack involving lightning that I saw the edges of. It would have been... four years ago? The day of the entrance exams to the academy. I saw some of the explosions that day and they felt very similar to the ones that hit us today. That's why I got everyone down, I'd seen those from far off before and knew they were bad."
"Interesting, did you see the source at that time?"
"No." I shook my head. While I didn't go too deep into it, I was sure his report would eventually reach those who knew just how close I'd been to the previously mentioned attacks. Letting them know that whoever did this was the same as who attacked the prince at that time could be helpful.
"Alright, if you think of anything else, please let me know."
"Yes sir."
A bit after he left Professor Endel came by. It was hard to read his mood. I knew he was probably less than thrilled by the fact that his attacker had gotten away, but he'd also survived the experience. He moved to pick up the armor that was sitting near me, looking deeply at its damage. One of his hands ran over the places where the lightning had struck me.
"It's hard to believe that you survived this." There was a scorch mark that went through the entire chest piece, in one side and out the other. "Did you know we recently changed some of the standard warding on our student armors?"
"No I didn't."
"We did. That madwoman who hit us isn't working alone. In the last couple months there have been... too many incidents where we've been hit, many involving those lightning bombs. Dean Lorrae thought it was just a matter of time before someone attacked our students. Needless to say, neither of us thought that our pupils would be in danger at that location. It's highly managed, even warded to keep things in and out."
"How bad was it?"
"Our academy lost six, which is almost unheard of. The knight apprentices... well, we did offer to change theirs as well, but they refused. I imagine that they'll ask us to now. They lost twelve."
Six out of a class of only fifty was certainly significant. Even losing one would be a big deal, but that many in that violent of an incident. It would shake our class deeply.
"That many from the knights? One of ours took a bad hit, but the other nearly remained standing."
"Ah, I met him. His armor was his own, not loaned. His defense is also rather thick." He sighed. "That aside, I'd like to personally thank you. If your group hadn't intervened I very well might have died back there. The lot of you did an excellent job in a situation that was well beyond you."
"Not going to ask me to recount everything that happened to you?"
"I'm sure you've gotten enough of that already and will get more in the future. Your classmates will be curious. As for telling me about things... Alana, many soldiers have issues after they've seen battle. Of them many are both older, and better prepared than you students were. I'll tell you as I've told all your classmates that I've spoken to already. If you need anything, do come and see me."
"You're the second person today who's wanted to have that conversation with me."
He chuckled, a kind of rough, tired sound. "Good, I'm glad that you have someone who cares about you. Now, you lot are getting tomorrow off of classes to rest up, then we'll be seeing you all back, bright and early."
With that he left me, taking the destroyed armor. I was a bit surprised that we were getting anything with how hard the students were driven, but I supposed that it was probably a good idea to get a bit of time to organize our thoughts anyway.
Since I didn't feel at all tired I opted to do a bit of looking through my core. This incident had proven to me that sooner or later I would need to make my own defensive gear, and I was betting that there were hints in there. The issue of finding them would be my first challenge of course, but once I had we could dive into that.
There were indeed a number of things within the 'guide' and 'help' menus relating to making defenses. Sadly they were much further along than I'd yet managed to get, and quite a bit more difficult. They were also strewn about with the large amount of jargon that whoever wrote these seemed absolutely in love with.
Finding those sections and doing a once over while pretending to sleep took a good part of my night. I did come out a few times to check on the world at large and after a fair bit of work found that the sky was quickly brightening.
I stood up and stretched. At some point in the night someone, my guess was Eleanor, had left me a rather simple dress at my bedside. Which was nice, because my current clothes were a bit... rough, and would decidedly attract attention if I walked around in them. After changing I poked around a bit to see what all was going on. I personally planned on going back to the Academy today regardless of how everyone else felt about it. There were some other things I needed to do as well though.
As I poked around I found Eleanor, who now looked exhausted, talking to one of the priestesses. She waved me over as I looked her way.
"I'm glad you found the dress. We've got a few headed back to the Academy in just a bit."
"Thank you for letting me borrow it, but if it's alright I would like to run some errands. It'll give me a good chance to clear my head too."
She seemed a bit concerned, but seemed to realize that if she said no I was just going to go back out anyway. "Very well, but be careful."
I nodded and headed out, my uniform tied in a small bundle. I'd walked the lower parts of the city a near endless number of times, and as I began I found myself taking my normal route from the Temple District straight to The Sky. That seemed as good a place as any to start, particularly if I wanted to unwind a bit.
The Starlit Sky was as it had always been. At this time in the morning that was rather slow. Sadly Lucien wasn't there today, as he'd had some business elsewhere, but I left him a message that I'd stopped by and said hello, and wished him well. After that I chatted to some of the regulars and staff that I knew, and had a good breakfast. The food wasn't as high quality as we got at the school, but it was homey, and rather nostalgic.
After that I opted to take a walk through the market. It was early spring and the perfect time for seeing what fresh things were being brought in. There were early fruits and fresh meats. I saw a ton of the handiwork people did over winter being sold, small woven, knitted, and the like pieces of varying quality. There was even a bit of carved art and small jewelry for sale, not that I needed any.
As I passed by the edge of the district, through the area where more industrial things were sold a man unloading a small cart tripped and spilled the contents of the sack he'd been carrying. Small white crystalline stones scattered everywhere.
"Sorry miss," he said as they spilled almost atop my feet.
"It's fine. What are those anyway?"
I didn't recognize the word he used at first, but he told me they were used for a few things. Mostly they were used by tanners or dyers, after being ground into powder. I nodded, it was clearly alum then, though I'd never seen it as anything except powder, and then mostly for pickling. I began to let my mind wander as I turned to leave, alum was such a weird word. It sounded almost like aluminum or 'alu-mini-um' as the Brits seemed determined to pronounce it. I stopped and turned... could that be because it came from...

"Actually, sir, could I buy a bit of that?"

            

    
        Chapter 85 Returning and breaking things down

    
    
    
    
                I had an idea. Well, somewhat of a theory I needed to test, but this would work. It would require a little caution too. I was unsure of exactly what I was and would be working with so I would need to do the proper setup, and that in and of itself might take a hot minute.


Metals were, for the most part, impossible to summon, at least in metallic form. So what if I could kind of bypass it, not summon the metal but rather draw it out? If I could, and this alum actually contained aluminum, which I was unsure of. Then I could possibly end up with something really useful.


I'd never seen aluminum in this world, which was a bit of a shame. It was easy to mold, great for pulling away heat, super light, and while I didn't know the alloys some of them were really strong too! It was the perfect thing to use for a number of cool applications if I could get it to work.


That would be a problem for the future though. Mostly because I was greeted by a number of concerned friends as I entered the gates of my school. I'd been so distracted by my new idea for a cool toy that I had totally forgotten about them for a bit.


First came Kala, who just booted everyone else out of the way. She ran up to me and gave me a hug.


"I was so worried when I heard the news, but they told us we couldn't go anywhere and the school was locked down for a day. Everyone who was outside had to stay out or be held off campus until it was all over."


"Yeah... I understand that, are you okay? Nothing happened here right?"


"No, everything was fine. It was just a bit of a shock. That kind of thing just doesn't happen to students normally."


While we were talking Dras came over. I hadn't spoken to him much in the past couple of months. That wasn't his fault so much as mine. Since the whole thing with the dance I'd been a bit stand-offish, and now he was here, looking rather regretful.


"Hey..." he said, scratching his hair.


"Hi... it's... been awhile since we've talked huh."


He nodded, giving a sad sort of smile. "We should though, when you're ready to."


"Yeah."


"Hey, what you got in the bag?" Kala interrupted us, pulling us back from that painfully awkward mess.


"Oh right!" I looked down at the medium sized bag of alum I'd managed to buy. "I saw something on the way in and had some ideas. This is for a project I'm going to do later."


"Anything I can help with?" She asked.


"Not really. It's not even a big deal." It totally was, but I wasn't going to say that outside of anywhere I didn't know was quite private.


The three of us found a quiet room where I got to once again recount the story of the attack for more people. I was rather tired of that by now, but the whole school was curious and I felt like I should at least tell these two. Kala because we were going out and Dras because...


"Dras, it was them. The ones who did the attack on the day we first came to check out the academy."


He nodded. "Yeah, I thought it might be when you brought up the lightning bomb. You're sure?"


"Very, and there's some insane woman leading them. Be careful, she almost took out Professor Endel in a fight."


"No kidding? That's nuts, he's like, a trained battle-mage, and good enough to teach here. They don't hire anyone who's not the best."


"Wait, what am I missing?" Kala leaned in, glaring at both of us.


Dras looked at me, as if he wanted me to explain. Well whatever of the two of us I was definitely the better storyteller.


"A few years back we came to see the entrance exams for the academy. During that time there was an attack and we fled down to the city underground, ending up way deeper than we should have. We met a few monsters, a couple of golems, and helped get our friend Charles out of there. You've met Charles right?"


"Quiet guy? Pale with eyes that look like he's constantly on alert?"


"Yeah, same guy. He was trapped down there for years. We helped him get out."


"Wow, no wonder he seems a bit off. You're likely to go crazy with complete isolation like that."


"Be nice. He's a really good guy, bit weird, but really decent." Dras said in defense of our friend. My expression must have told Kala how much I agreed with that, Charles had helped me out a couple of times when I didn't even know I needed some help.


"Fine, fine. So, what's the plan now?" Kala asked, her eyes sparkling.


"We keep our heads down and try not to end up in any more terrorist attacks?" Dras gave what might be the best practical answer I'd ever heard from him.


"I have to agree with Dras here. They're out of our league, but we should put some effort into learning how to protect ourselves. I could walk you two through the magic resisting exercises if you want. It's not hard and it might save your life. I also want to learn about making some other defenses, I'll show you when I'm about ready."


That got a series of nods and we decided on our 'rest days' that we'd have a small study session on those. Both of them were excited as getting access to new techniques was often really fun, if quite difficult. This particular one wasn't secret or anything, but most people never bothered learning it. I mean, how often are you attacked?





During the week leading up to our first practice session I got to work on my aluminum project. I was pretty sure that there was aluminum in the alum, like 60-75%, but there was almost certainly other things as well. To that end I wanted to set up my workspace.


There was plenty of area in one of our labs where there were setups for carrying fumes away, as well as preventing splashes or explosions. These were things that could happen when magic went very, very wrong, particularly with items or certain magical ingredients. So taking a spot in one of the rooms with lots of protections in place was easy enough.


It was rather like a chemistry lab, only all of the sciencey stuff was replaced by fantasy equivalents. There were beakers and the like, but they looked crude with corks and open flames. Glittering solutions were in the cabinets that I didn't have access to. There were even a few cauldrons of various make. It was clean though, more like an alchemists lab than a witch's hut. I supposed that made sense since what was done here was far more formal, and nobody would allow dirt in our pristine educational institution.


I found one of the tables that would work for what I was up to. The enchantments had blocks for splashes, and one that would purify and remove all gases that came off. I would have to power these myself, but that was no big deal. It was a bigger problem that I'd had to choose a time when there wouldn't be anyone around, and that meant it was late at night.


The spell I would need to design now would be simple enough in what it would do. I needed to separate out all the different elements into their pure forms. A few questions told me that some wizards had worked on similar things when messing around with metals and trying to get alloys to revert back to their original forms. Unlike those I was not trying to pull out a known from the alum. My goal instead was to pull out everything based on atomic weight.


I hummed, focusing on my goal. I pictured myself pulling each and every one out, sieving them by the size of their atoms. It was imperfect but I'd sorted plenty of things before so this shouldn't be too terribly difficult.


Problems started quickly. First was that a lot of whatever made this stuff up was some form of gas. I could tell this because it was steaming it's way out of the stone, making it smaller and smaller. It wasn't too mana costly, but I was losing so much to whatever gases were getting pulled away that I really worried about what I'd end up with. Second was that all that gas leaving at once was making the sample I was using move a lot. That was solved with the simple movement spell I'd been using for years.


I watched in horror as my sample shrank and shrank. Finally, to my great relief, it started to move apart into... three large blobs, and a few very, very small ones. When it was all done I had two metal samples and one that was a bright yellow stone. The yellow stone was obviously some form of crystal. It looked weird on the tabletop, and I honestly had no idea what the heck it was.


The two metals were my other head scratcher. I didn't know what they were exactly, but my guess was that one of them was the aluminum I was after. With no other options I took some tongs and picked both up, looking them over. Since that did nothing I moved on to poking them. One was way softer than the other, and at that point I thought I might have my aluminum. Well, the only other test I could think of was to test their density. Aluminum was known to be one of the lighter metals at least.


When I put a small bit of what I thought was aluminum into the water I was using it appeared that it was far less dense by weight than anything we were using in class, that was a good sign in my book. The other piece... well it caught on fire and flew around the little container of water. That was both good and bad. It was good in that I now guessed it was some form of alkali metal, but bad in that that shit was dangerous. I found a small phial with oil to store it in, since I was fairly sure that's what my high school chemistry teacher had done.


I tossed out the trace elements, not knowing what they were and honestly not wanting to screw with them. I now had aluminum, some alkali metal (I was fairly sure), and some unknown yellow stuff. I considered what I knew about them, and how I could use them.


While I had some ideas on uses for myself there was the issue of how rare they were. I hadn't seen or heard of aluminum, so... I figured I'd ask. I took the time to form it into a small block with a bit of heat and some of the metal molding spells that were fairly standard issue in our labs, no problem. The next morning I took it to someone I knew would be able to identify all the stuff I'd made.





Professor Hern was surprised when I showed up at his office. That had nothing on how he reacted when I told him that I'd found some interesting samples while browsing the market. I did leave the alkali metal behind. I was worried about how dangerous it could be.


"Well, this is just sulfur, nothing too special, but very pure. It's also been shaped nicely into a marble for some reason. Interesting, but not overly valuable." The crystal seemed to be something easily explained enough.


With the second we had a very different issue. He took sample and his eyes went wide. Probably because it was so light. After asking if he could reform it he melted it, changed the shape, tested density, tensile strength, compressive strength, seeming to get more and more wide eyed with each one. He pulled out an old tome from behind his desk and went over it as well, even running mana and heat through the sample using one of his tools, each time going back to his reference book. Finally he stopped and looked at me.


"Alright, you said you bought this in the market?"


"Yes sir," I lied.


"Do you know what it is?"


"Some weird metal?"


"Alana, this is sky-metal. At least as near as I can tell." His eyes were intense, like someone who'd walked into his yard and found a diamond sitting there.

            

    
        Chapter 86 Sky-metal

    
    
    
    
                I watched as my several gram bomb exploded in Professor Hern's mind, figuratively. He was tapping his reference book repeatedly as he waited for my response.


"Okay, what is sky-metal? Why is it important?"


"Excellent question! Do you know why we use leather for making most warmage armors?"


"Well... it's readily available, and you can enchant it."


"No, well, sort-of. It is enchantable and replaceable, but the main reason is it has good strength versus weight ratio. If a mage were to wear iron armor or the like, they would be harder to hurt, but much slower than they already are. Since only very thick, very enchanted metal would be good for stopping an actual knight who got too close and that would make your average caster unable to move we instead make armor that can stop blows from non-magic users while providing some magical protection."


"Okay..."


"Sky-metal is a game changer when it comes to that. It's not quite as magically conductive as silver or gold, it is nearly as good though. It differs more in it's weight, sky-metal is extraordinarily light, and those two things make it one of the best, if not the best material for making armor for warmages. It's soft certainly, but that is easily remedied with a few basic enchantments, the same we use on leather would be far more effective on this."


"What are the other ones? Not magical materials?"


"No, no, no, you absolutely don't want a magical material as your armor. If the magic is somehow disturbed the results can be quite bad. Those are used mostly in static items. The only other known material that could compare would be primordial-metal, though that is even rarer, and not anywhere near as conductive." He blinked, as if he realized I'd gotten him off track. "Sorry, where were we then. Ah, yes, do you have any more of this?"


"Sorry no." That was technically true. I did not have any more metallic aluminum laying around.


"The merchant who sold it to you, do you know if they did?" Professor Hern looked like he was nearly salivating.


"I highly doubt it. Not that I would even know where to send you, it was just something that caught my eye as I was walking down the street. If he had a shop, I don't know where it is." Another truth... technically. I hastily told him what street I'd bought it on, well, the alum at least. The last thing I needed was Professor Hern poking too deeply into my business.


"I see..." He had reformed the metal into a ball and was playing around with it in his fingers. "There are some more tests and the like I'd like to run on this. I've never actually seen a sample in person before and it's a rare chance. It will also allow me to update some of our reference works."


I considered that for a few moments. "I don't mind you keeping it for awhile, mostly since I don't have anywhere to store something that rare, but I would like it back at some point."


He gave me a few promises to that effect before sending me off. I could tell my professor was a bit too excited for this, but whatever kept him out of my hair. It was my guess that he'd find some reason to go into the market and search it bottom to top for more aluminum, but he'd probably be disappointed.


I on the other hand had some things to deal with. Other than my many personal problems I now had a new project. Aluminum enchanted armor would be on the docket so that the next time I knew I was going into a fight, I would go in hard and fast. There was no way I'd be sharing this with the teachers though, way too big. As a matter of point I was going to hold off on making any more aluminum at all until Professor Hern had his chance to waste a bunch of his own time. Hopefully I wouldn't need it too soon.





The next day I had Atali Language, and I went to class with a whole stomach full of butterflies.  Dras and I had yet to have our talk and that was something I knew would have to happen.  We needed to go over where we were and what had happened.  Certainly I knew we'd drifted apart, but it had been rather more extreme than I'd realized.  I hadn't even talked to him about his girlfriend.


We still sat near each other in that class, and even talked lightly sometimes, but nothing like we did when we were younger.  I sat there, barely paying attention as our teacher went over several terms I'd already put to memory.  While I was still trying to think of what to say, class ended.


The two of us waited as everyone left, packing our things but keeping to our seats.  Even Professor Etia eventually made her way out, she did give us a look before going though.


"So..."  He tried to start.


"Yeah."


"When is the last time we really talked Alana?"  Dras looked out across the room, seemingly at nothing.  "I mean really talked, like we used to."


"We chatted a bit when I first came to the school... even then though I think we were..."


"Mmm.  I suppose I let myself get too caught up in my studies, forgot my friends."


"I mean, I didn't really try too hard either.  So don't blame yourself."


"It's always been like that hasn't it?"


"What?"


"I'm two years older than you Alana, but I've always been behind.  Even when we were really young there was so much you knew that I didn't.  You're a better mage, better at math, better at almost everything.  I feel like you're always the elder in every situation."


"Is that why you didn't ask me to the school's ball?"


"What?  I didn't even know you thought of me like that.  I mean, Dietrich has been practically gushing over you since he discovered you existed.  Several of the other boys like you too.  Besides I'm dating Clarissa anyway, have been for like almost a year?"


"Okay, first, Dietrich is nice and all, but he's sort of an idiot, and I can't stand that.  Two, you've been dating someone for almost a year!?  Why did you never tell me?"


"What of course I told you... erm... oh, oh maybe I didn't.  We really do need to talk more."


I wanted to hit my face on the desk.  That was huge, how did he not think to even tell me?  We sat right beside each other in class and chatted, how had it never come up?  What even dude, do you not think your personal life is something I'm interested in hearing about?  Actually...


"You... you never do talk much about yourself and what's going on with you do you?"


"Nah, not so much.  Mom always used to ask me every detail about everything, then get mad at things she didn't like, ya know?  So I guess I just try not to go into personal stuff."


"Details she didn't like like me?"


"Oh she still hates your guts.  I don't think she knows you go to school with me though."


"Does she know about Clarissa?"


"Absolutely fucking not."  We both got a chuckle at that one.


"We should hang out more."


"Yeah, there's a few small events going on in the knight's school soon I hear.  They're catching a few beasts and letting the students fight them for training, wanna go?  Well, I think I'd need to bring Clarissa so she doesn't get all jealous, but..."


"That's fine, let's do it.  Mind if I bring Kala along?"


"Kala?  Why?"


I looked at him and raised an eyebrow.  It took a few moments for him to get it, but when he did his eyes got a bit bigger.


"I'm honestly surprised it took you so long."


"I mean... that's a new one for me.  I didn't know you liked girls."


"I don't, I like Kala, and probably not in exactly the same way as you like Clarissa."


"Um... okay.  Wait, why did you want me to invite you to the school ball then?"


"Because I knew you probably would, nothing was likely to happen because we're not like that, and you're a nice enough guy."


He responded by flicking me on the ear, hard.  "Do not play games with boys Alana.  If you are or aren't interested, make it clear, and make clear what you want.  Going to that ball together would have been announcing ourselves as an item, which would have pissed Dietrich off.  That's something I would have had to deal with.  Which I would have, had I been single and you just told me what you wanted."


I rubbed my ear and pouted a bit.  I suppose just expecting him to invite me had been a bit rude on my part, particularly if we both knew I wasn't interested.


"Sorry."


"Forget about it.  You've been there for me for a long time Alana.  You're like a big sister or something.  I could never really think of you like I do other girls."


There was a bit of a lull for awhile, both of us thinking about all we'd learned about each other.  It was nice, and in some ways reminded me of all the time we'd spent studying and hanging out.  Eventually we did pick it back up though.


"So, watching knights fight monsters?"  I asked.


"Hey, don't blame me.  I understand it's something a handful of nobles do for fun, and to see how the new students are coming along."


I rolled my eyes and we headed off to our next classes, making jokes on the way.





Classes for the rest of the day were rather uneventful.  When I returned to my room though I found a most unwelcome surprise.  Professor Rooke was there, as was another professor whose name I knew not.  She stood off to the side while he spoke with Emma, seemingly awaiting my return.  Several of my personal effects were laid out, uniforms and the like, it was also obvious some of my drawers had been opened, some still were.


"What is this?"  I asked my voice quite a bit sharper than I normally would speak to a professor.  "Men aren't even allowed in these dorms Professor Rooke, and what have you done to my room?"


"I received a number of disturbing reports, and it was determined that searching it was necessary."


"You had no right to go through my things."  I could practically feel my magic rising as my anger peaked.  The bubbles that constituted my aura seemed to cover me in a thick layer protectively, bursting out a bit as I released my control and pushed, seemed my training had paid off some.


"I did not search your things Alana.  It would be improper for a man to go through a lady's possessions.  I waited outside while Emma and Professor Lur did.  You will also find that I had every right, as your guardian to authorize such a search."


I could have almost spit fire at him.  With magic that was really an actual option too.  "Reports?  What reports?"


"Well, the most alarming would be that you have been spending hour after hour lying seemingly unconscious on your bed, failing to respond when called.  I would think that you might be trying to work on upgrading your core, but according to Professor Hern you seem to not be progressing on that much.  You've also appeared with a sample, albeit small, of an extraordinarily rare material.  Oh, and let us not forget this."  His voice was acid as he reached over and opened my lamp, revealing the actual magical item inside.  "I'm not sure what is going on with that, but whatever it is is really, quite decidedly not standard."


"Oh."  I looked over to the sphere that seemed to defy reality itself, still there, still looking too perfect, too... almost wrong.


"Oh indeed.  While I've agreed not to pry into your research, at least some of that needs explanations."
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                I needed a few moments to think, to organize my attack. In that vein I decided to go for the lowest of hanging fruits. 
"The sphere is research that I'm not yet bringing forward. In fact, most of what you're on about is." 
Rooke looked at my lamp. "I am inclined to believe that this is research, but my main concern here is if it's dangerous." 
"I doubt that." 
"I do not, because everyone who so far has looked at it gets the feeling that it is... off. What even is this thing?" 
"You can surely understand the rune sequences," I huffed. They were written right there on the surface. 
"There are ways to hide the true ones..." 
"No, it's just a lamp." 
"... then why does it..." 
"Personal research, but harmless personal research. Which I will expect you to stay out of as per our agreement." 
"Very well, I can ignore that so long as you don't do anything dangerous with it. It was incidental for us to find it anyway. The main concerns are your bouts of unconsciousness and the fact that you are appearing with unbelievably valuable materials that your explanation for is nonsense." 
"Well, as for my laying unconscious, that is me doing research on my core, and also none of your business." 
"Research? Without taking any kind of note or anything? Not recording any result? Even if it were in code in some manner that only you could understand that would make sense, but you've done none of that. You've just spent hour after hour laying there. That is the appearance of narcotics." 
"Oh yes, let me take notes, because my room is so secure from intrusion. I'm sure nobody would barge in and search through such things." I let the sarcasm drip for a few moments. "As for what I'm researching, that should be obvious, it's the core. Which you already know I've spent a lot of time thinking about already. Since you've searched my room and found that I don't have any narcotics, that should do away with that suspicion as well." 
Rooke picked up the phial that contained... my guess was potassium, and put it on the table. 
I opted to head him off. "Another sample I acquired, and not one I would advise consuming. I opted not to tell Professor Hern about that one because I don't think it useful." 
"Oh? And what would happen if it were consumed?" Rooke looked doubtful. 
As way of demonstration I walked across the room, picking up a cup from my bedside and filling it with water. I then used a minor movement spell to toss the metal sample in, wherein it immediately started tossing out fire and sputtering around. "That. I found that one while trying to measure its density. Sadly I have no more of it, or I would invite you to have a bit." 
Rooke actually seemed a bit put off as he looked down at the glass. I'd managed to easily demonstrate that the metal wasn't a drug. I'd also destroyed it quite nicely so he couldn't look into it any further. 
"Very well, on to my final concern. The appearance of these materials is so far outside of the norm that I cannot ignore their making their way onto our campus. Do you know how rare sky-metal is?" 
"Obviously not, that is why I took the sample to Professor Hern." 
"It is uncommon enough that he has never seen it before. Professor Hern has seen diamonds the size of your thumb, pure gold plates inscribed with magic, magical items the likes of which you can hardly imagine. Never has he held a sample of that material. My understanding is that he thought that it might be a legend, only put in his reference books because others had it in theirs. Here you show up though, with a sample you 'bought in the market off of a merchant you didn't know.' it's not believable." 
"I did buy it off a merchant whose name I do not know." 
"Alana, that's bullshit." He seemed actually irritated by that answer. 
"The truth is often stranger than fiction professor. That you cannot believe it is not my problem. Do you have any other concerns that would cause you to go through my things?" 
"The bouts of torpor were our main concern. That alone was enough." Professor Lur spoke up finally, she'd spent the entire time sitting in the corner rather quietly. 
"Care to explain?" 
"There are... certain narcotics sometimes used by young wizards in an attempt to boost their power. The main side effect is visions which incapacitate the user for a period of time. Well, that and the fact that they tend to be fatal." 
That sounded like some kind of psychedelic, not something I wanted. "There are drugs to make your magic stronger? That seems..." 
"Did you miss the part where they are often fatal to the user? Every few years the school sees someone try, often someone who has failed their entrance exam before and wants that bit of extra boost to get through. They almost invariably perish from that effort." 
"I'm already more powerful than most of my peers, I've no need to kill myself trying to gain more." 
"Indeed you are. A girl from no noble family who is stronger than most. That does nothing to allay suspicion. In fact it serves as a point of concern," she continued. 
"Well, if you lot must know, I've been looking into two pages in the core that Dean Lorrae told me of." I waved a hand to bring up the codes for the 'guide' and 'help' functions. "It was my understanding that these were well known enough to exist and they are extensive." 
"You're looking into those? Have you learned..." Rooke began. 
"There's no context professor. Whatever code or language they're in isn't ours, and it's not Atali. Similarly there doesn't seem to be any parts that are in either of those. Trying to gain insight is going... slowly. There's also an absolute mountain of that documentation, whatever it is, so trying to sort through it even lightly is daunting." That should be enough to get them off my back, and I even managed to put in that I was going into the core, but implied that I wasn't learning anything, a total win for me.
 "Well... it seems I owe you an apology then Alana. I oversaw a rather serious invasion of your privacy, I do hope you'll understand my reasoning and forgive me." Rooke lowered his head a bit. While he spoke the words, I was still pissed.
 "I understand, if you have any further concerns, do try speaking to me first professor." I let my tone tell him just how agitated I was. "As for the moment, I've a number of things that must be taken care of."
 "Oh?" Professor Lur looked a bit confused.
 "Why yes, firstly I need to retrieve my sample of sky-metal from Professor Hern, since he clearly can't be trusted with it. Then..." I looked over at my maid, who was trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. "Oh Emma, there you are. I have no need of a maid who cannot maintain my privacy. Get your things and get out by the time I return." I turned back to the two teachers. "Then I need to go complain to the Dean about people getting into my research. Finally I need to see about finding a new maid. I would appreciate it if you lot could close the door on your way out." With that I turned and left. The last thing I needed was any of them coming up with something I'd actually done wrong, or some suspicion that I couldn't easily deflect.
 Professor Hern and the Dean would have to come first. I needed thinking time as I went. My main problem was the maid issue. I'd seen through her work how much I actually did need one while here, a few days wouldn't be an issue, but long term it would be a problem. Where to get one that wasn't a spy was the problem though.
 Asking Kala if she knew someone was a decent option, but I couldn't be sure her Order wouldn't send me somebody to look over me. For the same reason asking The Shield was a low option on my list. They would certainly have a spy who they would send me, and probably would be happy to do so if I requested. As for others who might help... I knew most of the other bards in my year fairly well, but probably not well enough. Pinea also might know someone, but it might be the same issue as I had with Rooke. She was a rather high ranked noble, so she'd have connections, but anyone she helped me find might really be in it for her and her family. The only other nobles I really knew well were Dietrich's family, and that was a hard no.
 Hern didn't even question anything.  As soon as he saw me, and the angry face I was making he just handed over the little ball of sky-metal.  I could, and would, test it later to see if I'd lost any in weight or volume, but I was fairly sure he wouldn't be that bold when he was clearly in the wrong.  I wasn't sure how mad I should be at him compared to Rooke, but I wasn't all that surprised he'd told the other professor.
 Dean Lorrae was also in his office when I came by.  It occurred to me that I didn't know when any of my teachers actually went home, or if they did, but I managed to catch him.
 "Good evening Alana.  I suppose that your presence here, and that angry look on your face means that Professor Rooke didn't find anything incriminating?"
 "Correct.  I am quite irritated that after violating my privacy he found, and questioned me on, my research."
 "Understandable, does this have to do with the sample of metal you 'found in the market' then dear?"  I could practically hear the finger quotations.
 "Why does nobody believe that?"
 "Because it isn't believable.  I've seen plenty of strange things though, so it's not a big matter.  Since you're angry about his questions what exactly would you like me to do?"
 "Do you have any advice on how to keep people out of my things?"
 "Certainly, there are a number of magical chests and the like that can be opened only by the one registered as their owner.  Can you find the issue though?"
 "Anything you give me you will probably know how to bypass?"
 "Mmm, quite so.  My advice would be to think of something yourself, that will probably be the most secure."
 I wanted to beat my head on a wall.  He wasn't wrong, but that also didn't mean he was being particularly helpful.  I would have to come up with something, something only I could follow if I really wanted it to be secure.  That would be an absolute pain too.
 I briefly considered if the one who'd made the core had the same issue, and what his solution had been.  I knew there was no obvious answer, but I'd look and see if he had any advice on locks and the like that I might find useful later.  There was probably something buried deep in there that would help.
 "Any ideas on where to find a maid that would actually be loyal to me and not someone else?"
 "That's probably impossible Alana.  Everyone has their own interests, and you don't have nearly enough connections to get someone from your family or the like.  No, I would take a different path."
 "What's that then?"
 "Find someone skilled, and accept that they are going to report on you to others.  If you go into it knowing that then you need only hide the things you want hidden.  You can even feed others misinformation if you do it skillfully.  It's what I do, and it is quite fun," he said with a chuckle.  Dean Lorrae might be a bit weird, and very prone to bouts of laughing at others, particularly Professor Rooke, but he did know a whole lot of things.
 
As I left his office I had new things to think about.  I would need a new maid.  I could, and should, use this to build a connection between me and others.  All I needed to do was accept a lack of trustworthiness.
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                Pinea was now the obvious choice for helping me find a new maid. We got along, and forming a connection with her would be best. Her family was a big player and that would be good. I also happened to personally kind of like her, she was wild, and a bit pervy sometimes.


Setting up a meeting with her was my first goal the next morning. For that night though, I was glad to find that Emma had smartly gotten herself from my rooms quickly. It took me awhile to make sure everything I owned was still there and in it's proper place. They had at least not stolen anything nor moved any of it so far. All my things were in place, clothes in the closet, money in it's place (I did count that one just to make sure), spindle still at the bottom of its trunk. All done I collapsed into bed.


Luckily I had Atali Dance the next day, which both gave me a good chance and ended up putting Pinea in a great mood. We would sometimes practice a bit together, so it was easy to tell that this was by far her favorite subject, and one which she put her all into. I suspected that she'd bought her own dancing outfit already, even if we'd not been told we would need one just yet.


"Hey Pinea," I called her over after class. We were both a bit sweaty, even if it hadn't yet been a year we were constantly getting better and better, and now able to do at least basic dances.


"Oh, did you need something?" she asked, tilting her head a bit. Pinea was a bit weird, but she had the mannerisms one would associate with being high class down to an absolute T, though she normally fell into a pervy manner when speaking about dancing or anything even a bit 'risque'.


"Yes actually. I was hoping you might assist me in getting a new maid."


"A new maid? Whatever happened to your old one?"


"I relieved her of duty for invasion of my privacy," I flatly replied, still a bit sore on the subject.


"How horrid, of course that's unacceptable. I have some connections that could be leveraged to find you some candidates but..."


"But?"


"I would want something in return. A favor in the future, nothing major. I've got some ideas for projects, and while I can handle the ones I have now I'm not sure that I'll be able to do all the ones I work on in the future without help. If you agree to help me on one of my future projects, I'll help you find a maid."


That... sounded like a deal to be wary of. "What exactly would you need?" I narrowed my eyes as I looked her over.


"Goodness Alana, I won't ask anything terrible. You're one of the best in our classes with the different rune sequences, and you know more than I think you're letting on. I'll ask for some basic help with something like that. If I were to ask for something bad it would only serve to damage my own reputation."


I had to take a few moments to think this over. It really was a 'I'll help you now, but you'll owe me one in the future.' and I didn't think she'd go overboard. If she did I could refuse her, though I'd lose another maid for sure if I had to. As long as she didn't ask me for anything illegal or too dangerous I was fine with it.


"As long as you don't ask anything dangerous or illegal I'm fine with helping you on some personal project in the future."


"Oh, nothing like that. More like something like this."


She pulled a sheaf of paper out and let me look over it. It was a design for a small magic item that was supposed to light a room. This particular variation had a number of settings that would allow it to glow brighter or more dimly based on what the user needed. I could understand it easily enough in that it was close to what we were doing in class. I could also see that she'd already completed the sequences she'd need.


"Sure, if it's just a small item and it's harmless I will happily help you with something like that."


"Good! It'll be a few days before I can get some candidates together, how about I set up interviews on the next off day?"


"That should work fine. See you later Pinea."


She waved as she turned and walked off, we'd spent a good bit of time and both had more classes for the day.





Choosing a new maid was a fairly normal process. Unlike my last time I now knew what I was looking for. Rather than in someone's home we met in a nearby restaurant, who were only too pleased to let me rent a private room for the occasion. From the four candidates Pinea found I ended up picking one named Dora. She was seventeen and from one of the branch families attached to Pinea's.


"Is there anything I should know miss? Or anything you're rather particular about?"


"If you notice me doing something strange, and you have questions about it, just talk to me."


"Whatever else would I do miss?"


"Ideally nothing unless you already tried speaking with me on it."


"Of course. If you don't mind my asking, could I have your schedule? It'll let me make sure that everything is as it should be for you."


That was a simple enough request, and I supplied her with my normal daily and day-off schedules, which she looked over before nodding and assuring me that everything would be in order.


I was surprised the next day when she woke me up. My morning routine was far smoother with her than it ever had been with Emma. My clothes were hung by the fire to warm while my hair was done and I washed my face. I even found that she was an expert on helping me with the uniform, merely asking me to hold still while she put it on me.





Bishop Theodore had made his way across the country. He'd had to work hard and pull every favor he could to make sure that nobody knew where he was going, or who he was trying to meet. If the wrong people did learn, then things could get rather sticky for his charge, and for himself as well.


To that end he was traveling with only two others. They'd disguised themselves as merchants and were making their way East. There had been one incident with a small group of bandits, but the poor men hadn't expected to find a caster powerful enough to drop them all with a wave of his hand. Their bodies had been easy enough to dispose of, and their loss was no great one to any civilized person.


He approached the border between the two countries carefully, sticking to roads that were well known and making sure not to try and hide his presence. When he finally reached it he was stopped at a border station, where his credentials were checked. He used a false name, but for priests traveling from one country to another that was no big issue, and he made clear that the one he gave was false.


"And your business sir? If you don't mind my asking." The guard was polite. He stood straight in his jet black leather armor, a halberd held lightly in one hand.


"Oh, nothing much. Due to the wars we run a number of orphanages. There've been some issues I need to consult with my counterparts over. Once this war is over we want as many of the children returned home as is possible."


"A noble goal sir. I wish you the best." The guardsman handed back over his papers and let him pass.  Everyone knew that the orders kept the peace and were neutral, as much as possible.


From that post it was easy to find the nearest place which hosted his order, and he'd moved there with all haste. It was a good trek, and took him to the nearest city, but if that was where he needed to go, then that was where he needed to go.





Rooke sat before his grandfather. He felt almost like a student he'd had called to his own office to discipline. The old man was in his seat behind his desk, flipping through a number of files. The information he'd compiled hadn't been much, but it had existed.


"You moved too quickly my boy, and with too much aggression."


"Perhaps, but my hand was forced when the asset came to us..."


"That's a poor excuse. You could have ascertained if your charge was involved with anything dangerous in much better ways. What of our asset anyways?"


"I found her a new assignment. It will keep her out of the way. Luckily Alana didn't see the need to have her or us punished for our overreach." Incidentally having her sent to serve as the mistress of a minor noble was both what she wanted in the end, and a wonderful way to get her out of the picture.


"If the girl had complaints it would have been no issue to foist all issues onto the maid. We were already prepared for that in case anything came up."


The old man spoke the truth. The maid, Emma, had been chosen in part because she was disposable. There was no real chance of her dying, but she could have been punished for any issues caused, rendering herself no longer fit as a servant.


"Regardless, Alana is now far more guarded."


"Against you, yes. You need to find a way to make amends with her as soon as possible. If you need advice come to me. We cannot let her slip from the prince's faction under any circumstances, is that understood?"


"Of course grandfather. On that note, I understand that she had Lord Fallon's niece assist her in replacing our asset."


"Did you orchestrate that?" The old man seemed a bit surprised, perhaps even impressed.


"Not at all. It seems they are simply friends. I understand that both are trying to form connections with each other on some level."


"That might be the best news I've seen regarding this. I'll contact Lord Fallon and see what we can do to make sure things go as well as possible. Young Alana plays her secrets close to her chest, and if your reports are to be believed she's got several that might actually be of any use."


"Indeed. Once we've brought her into the fold she'll be a force for the whole country. We just have to make her understand how important her work could be." Rooke looked out the window towards the sky with a glint of hope in his eyes. "I suspected when I first met her that she might be worth our investment, and she's not failed to live up to that expectation yet."


"Do you think you can get the sky-metal source from her? Or at least that exploding material?"


"Doubtful in the near future. Honestly I'm more interested in the sphere, and whatever she did to it."


"What? Why?"


"You'd of had to see it. It had... not an aura, but something almost like one. When I went to examine it it appeared to be nearly reality bending. It has a shape that was defined to it, it's holding that shape, and that shape is a sphere so perfect that anyone who senses mana seems to get the idea that it is nearly absolutely perfect."


"Hmm, that is unusual. I may have to see it for myself at some point. Any ideas on how she managed to do that?"


"That's the best thing. I've got no clue as to what she did, or how, or even why. She claimed it was just a lamp. Even more, I think it actually is, that she made some kind of mistake somewhere doing one of the weird things she does with her magic and made something special."


The old man stroked his beard for a moment before shrugging. "Well, I will need to see that then at some point. For now though, make your apologies and be sure not to pressure her unduly again."


"Yes grandfather, I will."

            

    
        Chapter 89 Thunder

    
    
    
    
                Several weeks had passed since our incident at the copse, and slowly things began to return to normal. The dead students were mourned, the survivors finally stopped getting asked to recount what had happened, and life went on. I sat in the back of Rooke's class, as normal, enjoying a lecture that was some weeks behind where I was in my own work on the 'guide' when it began.


A peal of thunder, far off sounded, and from my seat I could see the rain start to fall upon the classroom windows. It was no big thing, no new action. The clouds in the sky showed clearly that it should rain today. I could even see the blue-white line as it traced its way across the sky.


My back tingled though, every hair stood up. I felt my heart speed up and I gripped the pen in my hand tightly. As I looked around everything seemed normal, seemed the same as it always had. Then why did I feel afraid?


Class continued on as it had, but by the end I was a mess. I stayed in my seat, trying to keep my composure as my heart felt like it would pound its way out of my chest. I was breathing fast and hard as I stayed where I was, everyone else left normally.


As Professor Rooke was cleaning up his things he looked over at me and I saw his eyebrows rise in concern. He quickly came over to look at me.


"Alana, are you quite okay?" Normally he was rather rough about things, but I could tell from his voice that he was genuinely worried.


"Oh, yes I'm fine I just.." I tried to rise, but as I did I found my legs shook like jelly.


A hand reached out to help me, keeping me from stumbling. "Come to my office and we'll talk."


We quickly walked through the halls. As we did I saw the storm through the windows. Black clouds were building and pelting rain upon us, sheet after sheet of it fell to the ground and slammed into the glass. To the point that most of the world had lost it's definition outside those windows. When we finally arrived I was told to sit while Professor Rooke moved to his desk.


He looked me over. I was still having a hard time for some reason, my muscles not responding quite as I wanted them to. "Alana, if something is wrong, I need you to tell me."


I was still pissed at him for having my room searched, and we hadn't spoken much since then. He'd made a few attempts, but I'd rebuffed him repeatedly. While I'd not come to any harm from it yet, it was still an awful invasion of my privacy and I was continuing to be a bit sore.


"No professor I'm just fine." At that moment a peal of thunder shook the room, as it did so I gasped, drawing my arms up to protect my head.


"... Alana, are you afraid of thunder?"


"No, that's stupid, why would I be afraid of thunder?" As if to contradict me another round of noise sounded off, and I felt my anxiety level skyrocket.


That made no sense at all. I'd seen plenty of storms before and they were no problem, so why now? This one was bad, sure, even worse than we normally got before the summer, but it was nothing terrible. It was stupid, I shouldn't feel any worry about this.


But I did. Every time the noise came I felt fear. I hadn't recognized it for what it was before, but it was fear. As I saw the blue lines trace their way across the world and leave light in their path I felt afraid. I also felt ridiculous, I wasn't some puppy, needing help because of a bleeding thunderstorm. I was me, I was a powerful spellcaster who'd faced death... more than a few times.


And then another bolt landed nearby, and I was afraid.


Professor Rooke looked at me with narrowed eyes. "Alana, Professor Endel said he instructed all those involved in the incident awhile back to seek out and speak with someone. Did you do so?"


"Um... I spoke with Kala about it a bit." That was technically true. We'd discussed it a few times, but I really didn't like talking about that too much, mostly I'd just kept myself busy with other things.


"That is hardly what he meant, and you know it." While there was a tinge of irritation in his voice, there was also a calmness, like he was telling off an errant child. "As it is, I have no classes for the rest of the afternoon, and I'd like you to stay here and speak with me a bit. Let us see if we can get to the bottom of things."


He went about making tea as I thought. It was interesting to watch him, since he used magic for the whole process, making the water and heating it, pulling cups and the like across the room to himself. I was still mad at him, and this was an obvious attempt to get closer to me. I needed to be careful here, but I couldn't well leave without a really good excuse.


"I don't think that's really needed." I said it, but it was apparently clear that I was still rather stressed, so he just handed me a cup of tea.


"Your words say that, but your movements say otherwise. Drink, this is a lovely herbal blend and it will help you relax a bit. Why don't you tell me about how your classes are going?"


That was harmless enough I supposed. So I told him how things were, how I'd been getting good marks in everything. I'd really enjoyed Atali Dance in particular, and even experimented with trying a few simple spells while dancing, though that was going painfully slowly. I wasn't sure why that was, but it might just be because I was so used to using sound as my medium of choice.


He nodded along, listening intently. He asked a few questions as he did so, but nothing particularly invasive. Had I had any other issues of note? What did I like about this subject or that? What hadn't I liked about them? Mostly he just let me talk though. It also pained me to admit it, but the tea did seem to calm me down a bit. When I asked he said that it was one he used when trying to wind down after a long day.


I was pleasantly surprised that he didn't breach the topic of my research. He also didn't ask about the incident in The Junkyard Copse, though he'd indicated that if I felt like it he would gladly listen. That was a bit refreshing, as I'd had to go over it with much of the student body. They were particularly interested in the attacker, and it seemed not many of us had seen her.


By the end of it all, I'd rambled for a few hours and the storm had passed. It had been hard at first, but I gradually calmed, even if just a bit, and when it finally stopped so did we. Professor Rooke said that he had a few thoughts on things that might help me, but that he thought Professor Endel would probably be the best to talk to. He also gave me a small bag of the tea he'd made, along with instructions on where to get it, should I feel the need.


"You seem more... kind than normal." I observed as I moved to go.


"I'm unsurprised by this development. It is... less than optimal for you, but I have faith that you will overcome it and continue to be one of the few students here who will make me proud. Now, you've missed enough classes, and if you don't hurry you'll miss your dinner too." With that he shooed me out.


He wasn't wrong, and I was hungry. When I got to Hern's practical that night I assumed he'd been spoken to by Professor Rooke, because he didn't mention me missing the period earlier in the day. He just continued on as if things were completely normal.


When I got back to my room that night I had received a letter from Professor Endel. He wanted to have a meeting with me on my next off day, said he had a number of things to go over, and it would take awhile. It was scheduled for after my Healing course that morning, which was something a bit worrying.





I woke up that morning and Dora helped me dress. It was odd to have someone else dressing you, but I'd pretty much gotten used to it by that point. After she'd done the last of my many, many buttons and ties I looked at myself in the mirror.


I was not unhappy with what I saw there. While I was a bit short, I assumed from my rough childhood, though it wasn't as bad as I might have feared. I was also filling out rather well with light curves that looked as if they would be quite nice in a couple of years. I was thinner than I'd been in the past too, a mixture of food, having to do most everything by hand, and dance classes had kept me from gaining much fat at all, which was really nice.


Going through puberty again had been, and was being, an absolute bitch. It wasn't as if it was any surprise though. I was also quite happy to learn from some of the older bard girls that over the generations spells to alleviate the worst of it had been developed. I had quietly picked up those, since they were mostly small alterations to things I already knew how to do. Cleaning, a small healing variation for cramps, nothing big, but damn useful.


Those spells had small variations for each of the caster types. We bards had the best ones, being able to control many things without knowledge, but all had something. Teaching them to your junior students properly and well was the self assigned job of the seniors, one they took with the utmost seriousness.


Small magical feminine products had also been invented some time ago. They were self cleaning and could be acquired by simply asking for some in our dorm. The Order of Lovers apparently produced and sold them at cost, but they were a bit pricey, as most magical items were.


I was surprised to learn that my Lover's Mark didn't actually affect that kind of thing at all. It was specifically to stop pregnancy, and did nothing else. When I'd questioned Kala she'd given me a strange look, and told me in no uncertain terms that while it was 'possible' to stop your cycle it was unadvisable unless you had very good reason. This world didn't use hormonal control and screwing with that was a delicate mess that could backfire easily.





When I got to my healing class I was happy to see that our previous test subject had been replaced. He'd slowly been recovering his lost limb and from what I could tell had finally gotten it back completely. We had a new girl in her mid twenties who had only one leg. I felt bad that she was going to be subjected to our many trials, but at least she'd be able to walk again without crutches at the end of it.


As it finished I headed over to Professor Endel's office, and was quickly let in. He had a number of things pulled out, and I could see that he had already put his armor on. I couldn't remember his previous set, but I thought this one looked a bit different.


"Good, you're here. Now, Professor Rooke told me about some of the problems you've been having, and I think there might be a way to help. I don't think you'll like it, but I want you to try."


I was a bit nervous already at what he'd said to me, but I nodded. "Yes sir... if you think it will help."


He gave me a bright smile. "I do. It will also serve to help you in my class. Alana, if you'd come to talk to me right after that fateful day we could have avoided some of the stress this is likely to cause, but I want you to know that no matter what happens, I will see that you are safe. Do you trust me?"


Now I was really nervous. "Hesitantly."


"Good, good, now, see that armor? Put it on. It's a special one that Rooke made just for this at my request. He seems quite invested in you getting over this fear of yours."


I grabbed the armor and quickly began to put it on. It was like our practice ones and would fit easily over my uniform so there was nothing wrong there, but it was not reassuring.


Professor Endel looked at me. "Alana, when a young man learning to ride a horse falls it is imperative that he get back on and continue riding. If he does not, he may come to fear the horse, and that won't do at all. We are fortunate in that you are particularly skilled for getting over this issue of yours, and together we shall see that you do." He clapped a hand on my shoulder in what I'm sure he thought was a reassuring way, but really made me want to run from the room screaming. "Now I just need you to remember that you trust me, even hesitantly, to keep you safe for this."

            

    
        Chapter 90 Endel's Idea of Therapy

    
    
    
    
                I was lead down to the training grounds, where I would surely die. Professor Endel led the way, a long metal rod hanging in the air behind him, some kind of spell to make it easier to transport. We got a few looks, as it wasn't often someone wore war gear just walking around and I probably looked like death.


Once we got there my teacher had the rod slam into the ground opposite us. It stood like a spear pointing upwards towards the sky. He turned to me with a bright smile.


"Okay Alana, this is going to go through a few steps. First, I want you to stand near me while I cast. Watch close, this might help you later on today."


I stood there. He was certainly going to do something with lightning, that was a given, but it seemed he wasn't going to point it at me, at least yet. He raised one hand to point at the spear and a bolt flew from it with a *Bzzt* sound. It was definitely lightning, albeit at a far, far lower intensity than I'd seen before. He let off several after seeing that I didn't bolt.


"Please don't shoot one of those at me professor." I said, shaking a bit as I'd watched him go a few times.


"Alana, please relax, I'm not going to shoot one of those at you today." He calmly stated, smiling.


"What do you mean 'today'!?"


"Here's what I want you to do. First I want you to sing us up a nice big storm." He totally ignored my question, and I got the feeling from the look on his face that I shouldn't keep pressing or I might find out.


"Okay..." I could do that, but I really didn't like where this was going.


"Then you're going to target that rod there with lightning."


"I've never done that before."


"First time for everything. I'm sure you'll be fine, just remember that I'm here with you, and that you'll be perfectly fine. If it helps that armor is made specifically to protect against lightning."


"It doesn't."


"That's a shame, begin then." He gave a gesture up towards the sky.


I didn't want to, but seeing as I wasn't actually being given too much of a choice I began to sing up a storm. I started small then slowly increased its power. I'd been doing these off and on for awhile now and had a decent handle on them, so while it was still expensive mana-wise, it was manageable. I kept it growing slowly because honestly I didn't want to go to the next step.


"That's enough Alana, target the rod and let's see it," Professor Endel yelled. My storm still wasn't big, only hovering over the arena, but it was strong, with winds whipping around us.


I waffled for a few moments, then began to think on how to do it. I knew that I needed to form a difference in charge so I tried to focus on the idea of pulling there. I also knew, far to well for my taste, exactly what lightning felt like. I knew the sound it made, the heat, the flash, the smell. I understood all of that and focused on it while I pulled the charge tight like a rubber band.


"Go on then!" I heard him, but I didn't want to, so I kept working on the spell, letting it take a little more mana, then a little more as I kept pulling. "Alana, do it!" I felt Professor Endel's hand on my shoulder again, pushing me forwards towards this.


I didn't want to, I didn't want to, why did he not understand that? Why couldn't he just let it go? Even my magic seemed to sense that this wasn't something I really wanted. That said with how much I was focusing and actually trying to set it up It was readying. Eventually the hand on my shoulder gripped, and I let it go. It was like the rubber band snapping, an almost physical sensation.


*KABOOM*


The arena shook at the force of the blast. My vision flashed just like one of those stupid bombs had gone off right in front of me. I of course panicked and screamed in terror at what should have been a significantly smaller strike, but some arm grabbed me and held me tight as the magic faded.


I tried to run, to pull mana for a scream to get this idiot professor off of me, but the magic didn't want to come. I felt almost faint and knew that if I cast again I'd be passing out. Even my body felt drained from the spell and I nearly fell as my strength fled from my limbs.


I wanted out of here, this was insane. I couldn't hear it, but I could feel the rumble of my teacher saying something. I was also trying to blink the large line out of my vision while he held me there. Struggle as I might though I couldn't get away, and there was no way I was letting myself pass out next to this guy, who knew what he'd do in the process of trying to *help* me.


"Calm down. You're okay, everything is perfectly fine." I heard him as my ears slowly stopped ringing.


"Let me go!" I yelled, still not sure how loud I would be.


"Once you're calm."


I tried, but it was honestly not all that easy to stay calm while someone significantly stronger than you was holding you in place. That alone would have been enough to have me a bit worried, but this whole mess was too much. This was my first time casting that spell and there was no way it should have been able to do that much.


"What... what was that!?"


"That was a lightning bolt. Are you okay?"


I spent a few moments thinking, checking myself over for injuries. I was unhurt, but I was still shaking a bit, and still weak from using too much mana.


"No, I'm almost out of mana. Why was it so big?"


"Because you put far too much mana into it."


That made sense. I'd messed around trying to find some way to avoid the exercise and put more and more power into it while doing so. That was dumb, it was possible to hold a spell, but for some reason I hadn't, maybe because I wasn't thinking? Or was it because I'd never done this one before? Whatever it was, it needed to never happen again.


"Can we at least go sit down?" I whined.


"Of course." Professor Endel led me over to one of the stands and let me plop down there.


From that vantage point I got a good view of what I'd done. The metal rod had of course taken the full blast and was partially melted. All around it I could see lines in the sand too, here and there where the power had fled through it, melting the particles to glass as it went.


It took some time but eventually I felt my heart stop pounding. The last of the ringing also faded and before long I didn't even have an afterimage in my view.


"I think I prefer tea and talking with Professor Rooke."


Professor Endel chuckled. "Oh? I'm sure he'll be happy to hear that. He seemed to think that you were still mad at him."


"I am."


"Well, would you like to go see the results?"


"No." I tried to stand up to leave, but my legs shook like a baby deer. "I want to go rest."


"I think you should stay sitting for a bit longer, you really put too much mana into that."


"I'm fine." I declared as I made my way to the exit, holding the wall the whole way. I needed to cut this short before he came up with any other good ideas.


"Really you should take a few moments to rest and think. Consider where things didn't go the way you wanted them to."


"Is there even a point to this?"


"Yes. That you don't need to be afraid. This isn't just their power, it's yours. You need to see it, understand it, and control it. Fear is what we feel when we think we can do nothing, but you can do something. You can fight back, in a way that many cannot. You can learn to control this, to make it your own, to use it against others, and to protect yourself from it."


That really, really implied that not only was he going to try and force me to do more of these sessions, he would actually be throwing lightning against me at some point. I considered telling him to shove off, but... but I did need to get over this, and this seemed the best way/only option. I couldn't just become a quivering wreck every time a storm rolled through.


I was a bit surprised that he didn't actually try to stop me from making my way to the exit, but he did not.  He simply walked with me back to the doors of the school.  I suppose that I'd actually participated in his little farce, so he was satisfied.  You could couple that with the fact that there really wasn't enough mana left in me to do much, so we pretty much had to be done unless I was just going to watch him cast more.


Once I stumbled my way back to my room and Dora helped me remove the armor I basically just fell into bed and passed out.  It was my firm opinion that there were far, far too many of my teachers demanding my time on what were supposed to be my off days, and I considered if there was anyone who would even read that particular complaint should I try to file it.





As it turned out nobody really cared when I pointed out that having me do actual work on our normal off days was insane.  Professor Rooke did listen when I went to him finally, but there wasn't any result from that.  It was through this that I ended up with another weekly obligation with Professor Endel, until such a time as he decided that I was no longer in need of his 'therapy'.


I heavily suspected that he was too interested in seeing how far I could take weather magic in this direction, and that this was influencing his judgment.  That was because I spent several sessions just throwing lightning bolts at big metal rods.  I did at least learn to control myself a bit better and not come close to passing out every time I did it.  I was also getting more used to the lightning, at least when I was in control of it.


It was around mid-summer that he pulled me aside after one of our weekly thunderfests.


"Alana, you seem to be well in control now.  We can move onto the next step."


I narrowed my eyes at him.  "What is the next step?"


He kept his smile big and bright.  "Teaching you how to protect yourself against that which you fear."


Nope, no, no no, absolutely not.  I turned on the spot and began moving as quickly as reasonably possible towards the exit, not even bothering to hear him out.


"Alana, I haven't harmed you so far have I?  Surely I've earned enough of your trust for you to listen to what I have to say?"  His guilt trip was not going to work.  I was leaving.  "If you succeed in learning this last bit we should be able to end these weekly meetings.  I know you don't like having them."  That caused me to hesitate.


"I'm listening."  I turned to look at him with a full on glare.


"Good.  There are a handful of techniques by which you can protect yourself from something like lightning, and I want you to learn them.  The first is warding through magical items, much like the armor you wear when we do this."


I looked down at the armor.  Professor Rooke had left this in my care since it was in fact made for me, and I suspected that it was rather valuable, even if it only really guarded against the effects of one element significantly.  Learning to make that kind of thing wouldn't be too bad.


"Alright, I'm happy to learn to make more magical items."


"The other two are a bit more... personal.  You already know how to protect yourself from harmful spells, and working on improving that will help you not only here, but in the long run.  I'd also like you to learn a shield for this not unlike your current projectile shield.  That's a bit advanced, as we normally don't work on putting anti-element shields up until your second year, and something as specialized as lightning would come in your third, but I think you can manage it."


I grit my teeth, those were in fact things that I wanted, it was just the idea of getting them that rankled.  "I'm interested."


"Good."


I then wandered off to go find Kala and have her work on my ears.  She did so on our evenings after these bits of training, so that I wouldn't lose my hearing.  It was also our excuse to spend more time together during the very short periods we actually didn't have class.

            

    
        Chapter 91 Clarissa

    
    
    
    
                I smiled as Kala held my head, soft light flowing over it from her hands. It felt warm and close and made me want to find somewhere to lay down and sink into. These little sessions were needed, the light healing she was doing was to repair the damage from all the loud noises during my 'therapy'. Once we'd finished both of us sighed and lay down on her bed for a few moments to breathe.
"You ready for tonight?" I asked, finally breaking the silence.
"Of course. It should be fun at the very least." She held me close, since we both knew we'd shortly have to get up.
"Okay!" I popped up quickly, it made it easier not to lazily stay in place. "I'm off to get dressed, you should do the same, meet after?" That got me a little pout, but Kala nodded.
"Alright then. I'll go make myself presentable." While I was a bit excited about our outing tonight, Kala was significantly less so, since she didn't like one of our companions, and didn't really know the other.
Of course I didn't really know Clarissa either, save for a few things Dras had told me during our conversations before and after class. We were still both painfully busy with school work so that was about as much as we got to spend together. That said we had both made some real attempts to keep up with each other as best we could.
I knew that Dras had kept up with his fire, but was now also adding some cold magic to his repertoire. This was apparently a rather popular combination since they were similar to each other, just in different directions. Wizards had figured out that much at least and were abusing it as well as they could.
He was also super jealous that I was learning lightning-type magic. It was poorly understood and thus extraordinarily difficult for wizards to learn. Some more advanced war-wizards picked it up, and there were thought to be a few texts that explained important details, but if those existed, they were kept well hidden. When I told him that Professor Endel was teaching me as 'therapy' he'd come to quick agreement with me that what he was doing also counted as him seeing just how far I could take it.
He even told me a few things about Clarissa here and there. For one, she was a noble, the third daughter of a baron, and his fourth child to attend the academy. That was pretty odd, as it was stupidly expensive and hard to get into, but it seemed they were really skilled as a family. He knew that her initial attraction had been because he was quite a bit stronger magically than she was, but it had gone further from there, and from what I heard they genuinely liked each other.
She'd also gotten us tickets to see some exhibition at the training grounds for the apprentice knights. It had taken months due to the fact that they were really limiting the number of spectators. They were also thoroughly vetting everyone and holding them with almost no notice, so as to avoid any potential terrorist attacks. We'd found out only the previous day that we'd be going tonight, so it had been a real rush to get things ready.
I was personally excited. It'd been a good long time since I got to go much of anywhere that wasn't the local market, and even that was being discouraged. It was subtle, but once you got to looking the signs that there were more and more attacks and that the kingdom was really struggling to keep up appearances became clear. I had heard no news of our war against the 'Lord of Shadows' or his army, save that we were in one. That alone told me that things weren't going well.
That was all beyond my ability to do anything about though, so I settled for getting dressed. Dora was there to help, as she always was. I was unsure how much she knew about Kala and I. She said nothing though, and that was enough for me. I suspected that she was reporting back to Pinea or her family, but it hardly mattered, I'd shown her nothing of any real importance. I had been particularly careful not to make any more aluminum, or even mention it around her.
Once I was properly ready I headed down to meet up with Kala. The two of us talked about what kind of monsters we were likely to see when we got to the exhibition. Sadly Kala knew many more kinds of monster than I did, something I'd need to eventually get around to learning.
We met Dras and Clarissa at the doors to our academy. From there the four of us took a carriage, it seemed even this was arranged by those in charge of the exhibition, but it was very nice. The inside was comfortable, with well padded seats and some form of suspension to dampen the rocking a bit. I knew little about those, but it was possible to tell that there was something.
"So, how long have you and Dras known each other?" Clarissa asked, looking over at me.
"Around five years I think. We met when we were both fairly young." I took a few moments to think about that night, it was a rather pleasant time in retrospect.
"That long? Were you in the same prep school or something?"
"No, he saw me hit a prostitute with a scream when she spilled food on me." That was not the expected answer and Clarissa looked over at her boyfriend, who seemed to be trying to avoid eye contact.
"It was really funny at the time. I didn't really know many other casters and I'd never seen a girl that young curse that fluently while slinging spells."
"So... you just went over and said hi or something?" I supposed it was more formal for nobles, but I didn't really know enough about how they grew up to tell.
"Yeah actually. After that we just sort of... ended up hanging out a lot. Alana taught me most of what I needed to get into the academy."
"I was taught by a wizard back home when I was little, so it wasn't like it was too much."
"Oh! You had a tutor too? That explains everything. Father hired mine when she first graduated, since she had high marks and needed a well paying position. Where did your family find yours?"
I saw Kala trying not to laugh from the corner of my eye. "He was the old wizard who lived next to us in the village. He and dad were friends from way back when or something, so he taught me what he could."
I could see it dawning on the girl that I really was some village girl from way out in the middle of nowhere. To my surprise that only seemed to cause her the briefest moment of pause. After which she continued.
"I... see. Well, it's good to know that Dras found someone to teach him more about magic."
"What about you then? How did you two meet?" I asked in response.
"Oh, we met in our Etiquette class. Poor Dras didn't know how to dance at all and the two of us ended up getting put together several times. He was just so cute I couldn't resist."
"Let's move the conversation away from me now, shall we?" Dras interjected. "Why don't you tell Clarissa how you two met?"
"We were at a party that got ruined by a terrorist attack. After which Alana told everyone to go jump off a cliff and invited me to join her on walking home." Kala really summed up that one in as few words as possible.
Clarissa gave me another long look. "You get into a lot of trouble don't you?"
"I kind of seem to huh?"
"Yup," said Dras.
"Absolutely," agreed Kala.
Not a moment too soon we arrived at our destination. This led to something not dissimilar to a TSA search. There were multiple stations, all separated from one another through which everyone had to pass. You would stay with your group, and your group only and everyone had to be checked against lists followed by a quick examination for any magical items.
It seemed a bit extreme to me until we actually entered the seating area. Once there, my definition of extreme was pushed up a few notches. No two groups were near each other, and between each there was both a physical wall and an obvious wall of enchantment. There were also the wards separating the arena and the spectators, which were so thick as to almost be visible. I could almost see a shimmer in the air there.
This was all on another level. It's like they almost expected there to be an attack. I knew that the academy was insulated, but this, this drove it home.
"Hey... Clarissa, is this level of protection normal."
She furrowed her brow a bit as she looked around. "No, at least not that I've seen."
I considered adding some of my own to the area around us, but thought that might be seen as a threat by one of the many people I supposed were now on the watch for any odd behavior. Everyone seemed a bit put off by it all. Eventually though, the fights started.
The first one was a first year apprentice against a spinewolf. I'd seen these particular nasties before and so knew roughly what to expect. The fight was good, if short. The apprentice was quick on his feet, managing to avoid any of the many projectiles fired at him, ducking and weaving expertly until he could close in and deliver the blows that quickly ended the monster.
After that was a girl who used a spear. The only reason I even knew she was a she was due to the introduction from an announcer off to the side. She fought something called a pyre hawk. That fight was hard to watch, not because of anything awful that happened, just that both of them were really fast. The bird was also impossibly bright once it got going.
There were several others, one fought a mutated cat of some kind, it was big and rather scary. There was also another bird or two of varying varieties. I couldn't find any sort of pattern in what made a certain monster go a certain way, but they did seem to come in a finite number of species. It was also of note that not all the fighters won, several, particularly the younger ones, would sometimes lose against their opponent, though the creature would be captured quickly by a few mages waiting on the sidelines for any such issue to arise.
"Ladies and gentlemen, now for our final bout of the evening. One of the Knight Instructors will be fighting a mountain lizard, brought in just recently from the northern territories."
"Oh, that's a rare one. Those are particularly nasty." Clarissa spoke up, looking as over to the rest of us.
"That name is familiar..." Was that the one dad fought way back when?
The man who moved into the arena was decked out in gear. Runes covered every piece from his helmet down to his armored feet. Even if I couldn't read them from here It was clear that he'd come for business.
His opponent was soon released as well and I had to sit back in my seat. The mountain lizard was easily the size of a carriage. It looked most like a chameleon had had an angry love baby with a crocodile which had then taken all the steroids it could find.
As soon as it entered the arena the thing turned its head, seeming to recognize a foe when it saw one. It launched itself forward. I was expecting a tongue from its apparent similarity to a chameleon, but no, it seemed this beast preferred melee combat. It slashed at the knight, tossing him back with the force, even through his armor, which sparked as the claws skidded across it lightly. He responded with a downward cut from his sword, which similarly did little to the beast as he flew back.
Their battle was the fiercest by far, and the longest. Both were heavily armored, and both were deadly quick. Eventually though it was the knight's constant small cuts on the beast which slowed it, bit by bit until it finally failed to keep up. Once its reactions were down to almost nothing he managed a killing blow, by sticking his blade through it's eye. It was gruesome, but it worked.
"Why the eye?" I asked. That was just... brutal to watch.
"The hide is too thick. To succeed in actually killing it one must hit through the eye, the mouth, or with potent elemental damage." Clarissa clarified. "Well everyone, ready to go home?"

I smiled as we made our way slowly back to the exit.

            

    
        Chapter 92 Meetings

    
    
    
    
                On our way out of the exhibition we met Glen. The short knight apprentice was attending as well it seemed and greeted us with a smile. It of course took me a moment to recognize him in what might be considered normal clothes, as opposed to the armor I'd seen him in last time.


"Oi there, long time no see," he said as he came over.


"Certainly has been. How have things been on your end?"


"Busy, what with the war and all training has gone into overdrive."


I nodded in understanding. "What about Ethbert?"


"Still a bit scarred, but they're fixing that."


"Sad, but where are my manners? Glen, this is Dras, Clarissa, and Kala. Everyone, Glen was on my team in that botched training exercise. He's the only one who could stand after everything went south."


From there we had some light, pleasant conversation. Most of it was a bit on the mundane side, but there were hints here and there that things weren't going as well with the war as would be hoped. The barest cracks in the facade that the kingdom was trying to keep up.


I really wondered how bad things were for us to know here in the capital. From my years spent talking to Dras I got the feeling that almost nothing affected life here. Even the years of starvation that had happened out in the greater part of our country had had little impact on this city. That concerned me to some level, as I knew that even if things were bad, really bad, we might not know until it all fell apart.


I worried about that on my way home, at least until it occurred to me that I had a good way to find out. I knew people who met travelers, and who spent time among the lower city residents. All I'd need to do would be to go to them and ask.





And so it was that on the afternoon of my next 'day off' that I headed out into the city. This was not something done without a bit of preparation, seeing that the academy was now also under heavy security, but I had an ace in the hole, so to speak. Kala had every reason to go and visit her Order's temple here in the city, and nobody would gainsay a priestess of Lover's going out with a companion in tow.


This of course implied that I was going to get a Lover's Mark, which I already had of course. Or that I had some other 'personal issue' that most of the guards, who were largely men, did not feel the need to ask about. For this reason they quickly let us pass out, giving us all the needed information on coming back. Getting back into the school would apparently be a bit of a chore.


"So, care to tell me what this little outing is about?" Kala leaned in as she took my arm. "You've been awfully tight-lipped about it."


"I'm a bit concerned that we might be watched in the school, and they decidedly don't want us talking about some things. It mostly comes down to the fact that I think the war is going much worse than we're being led to believe. I'm planning on asking Lucien and the others if they've heard anything. I'd like to know if the city is likely to be besieged soon. It will give me time to think about what I want to do."


"Think about what you want to do?" She seemed a bit concerned on that one.


"Well... the school has its evacuation plan and all, but honestly I'm not sure if that will be the best option if things are really bad. A large group of noble teenagers is likely to attract a lot of attention, so it might be best to go and hide among the commoners."


In the week between now and our little trip on the exhibition I'd been delving into some of the aspects of the core guide that I'd not yet made it to. These were mostly involving light and sound, as well as the trick for hiding your runes. The last of which was honestly easier than I thought it would be. I still had a ways to go before I was ready for my next creation, but I had good feelings about it. By autumn, or winter at the latest I'd be ready.


"You might be right. I think the priests will be going to the temple district if things start to get hairy. Listen... Alana I know you don't like The Shield, and going to stay with them is probably an idea that sounds... bad. That said, the school won't try to stop you since you're one of their wards, and regardless of what happens I don't think anyone will attack their temple... so."


"I know, I know, seeking shelter with them is probably the safest option. I've already put them on my list of places to hide." That seemed to relax her quite a bit and we walked the rest of the way in companionable silence.


Lucien was in fact at The Starlit Sky when we got there. The bar itself was more... somber than usual for this time of the day and he smiled when he saw me, motioning me to the back. Kala gracefully allowed us to talk while ordering herself a cider.


"Long time no see girly," he began as we entered the back room.


"You either, how's things?"


"Oh, you know, same as always. People come, they drink, the works. Jackson's getting married."


"Wait what!?"


"Yeah, he and Lude. They were making eyes at each other for some time, and just up and announced it when he came back to town."


"Is he here? How come nobody told me?"


"No, he's not here, and you weren't told because... well, we're keeping where he is and what he's doing quiet." That stopped me in my tracks. "Relax, it's nothing bad. They reinstituted the draft, or did you notice? He's hiding out and avoiding being pulled into the army. The fact that he's a caster helps, more help is the fact that the little bastard has never stayed anywhere long enough to end up with people knowing where he resides."


In truth I had not noticed. I supposed that perhaps there had been fewer young men on the streets maybe, but that wasn't something I paid too much attention to.


"Actually, that's kinda why I came. The academy is basically a walled enclave, so our news is what they want it to be. How bad is it really out there?"


Lucien sat down. "Bad, real bad. The people up at the top are trying to keep it tamped down as much as they can, but... Rumors are that several cities have fallen, and a lot of villages. Those that were already having problems with rebels are almost now all gone. Things are keeping mostly to the eastern part of the country, but we're losing." He laughed for a minute. "When war was declared I wrote you a letter you know, but I never could bring myself to send it. I think it's still sitting on my desk."


"Do you think the city is likely to fall?" He looked bad, and my question certainly didn't help.


"Perhaps, but not soon, and we'll have plenty of time to panic if it does. They'll have to take most of the central section of the country to take the capital, and news of one of the central duchies falling won't be something suppressible. If things look like that might happen... I'm sure that the academy has its plan, but I've got one as well in case of an emergency. You'll be welcome to join if you need to."


I nodded. After that things petered along for awhile, but Lucien had said his piece, and I'd had mine. It was good to know that there was something if I needed it.





Bishop Theodore had had a long, very long, very tiring journey. First he had to make it well into a country that was currently at war, then he had to find and establish contact with his peers there. That done he began the arduous process of trying to contact the leadership of that country, and get a meeting. He wanted to be quiet about exactly why he wanted to speak with one of their generals, if for no other reason than it was dangerous to let any news about his irksome ward out, but eventually he had to say that it concerned the man's daughter.


That had led to him being quickly given a meeting. Sadly not with the man he sought, but with his family members that were available. He was on his way to that meeting now, and hating every moment of it.


These people took their operational security to a terrifying level. He'd been blindfolded, put in a cart and driven around for hours, taken through tunnels, and streets, and buildings. Now he stood in a plain stone hallway, being led to a door. They'd finally removed his blindfold, and he supposed that this was his actual destination.


Even this hallway was odd. He didn't recognize the architecture, and the stones were something odd too. It was a plain grey rock he recognized, the large slabs being cut perfectly into cubes. This stone though was generally only found in the far north of the continent, so what was it doing in one of the former empire's strongholds? It was weird, but that was not why he was here.


When he finally came in he was greeted by three figures. One of which was clearly a magic user of some kind, while the others seemed not to be. The youngest was a boy in perhaps his early twenties. He had two swords and an aura like silver flames, one strong enough to give even the well trained bishop pause. Beside him was a woman, his mother likely. She seemed to be aging, but well, and had the air of a matron, well dressed and composed. The final individual was a man of prodigious size, with arms like small oaks and mostly grey hair, he smelled of fire and hard work, but lacked any aura to speak of.


"Good afternoon." The woman said. "I'm told you have information?" Her tone indicated that she hung somewhere between the grief of resignation and the small sliver of hope one would have for an unproven fate.


"I do ma'am. We currently have a girl named Alana as one of The Shield's wards. I've come to see if she can be safely returned to her family."


At my words the woman who could only be Alana's mother broke down in tears. She leaned on the older man for support, and if I was not mistaken I thought I saw even a small tear form in one of his eyes. The lad on the other hand seemed mostly to just lose the tension in his whole body.


"Shh, Amara, I told you to have hope didn't I?" The older man patted her on the back, letting her calm so she could continue. "You're sure it's her?" he asked me, his eyes serious.


"Her identity was confirmed by both a priest and a bard who I understand trained her as a child."


"Well bishop, you've certainly brought us the best possible news. When can you bring her here? Or do we need to send someone to pick her up?" The lady, Amara looked at me with a bright smile as she wiped her face.


"Ah... that's why I'm here. It's a difficult situation you see, as she's currently in the city of Lithere." That got me shocked looks.


"What in the world is she doing in the Kingdom's capital!?" The old man asked, clearly shocked.


"Well Mr..."


"Barro."


"Right, it's a rather long story you see..."


I proceeded to tell them what I knew. The only real issue came when I mentioned who her kidnappers, those that had seen to it that she'd been separated from her family, were. When Alana's brother learned that it was their former lord's daughter the room seemed to freeze, his hands clenched hard enough to split the knuckles of his gloves open. After he'd calmed I continued, telling them how she'd escaped, ended up in the orphanage at Istlan, and then left there to go to the capital.


"Why in the world would she go there?" Amara asked, a sentiment echoed by everyone involved.


"Honestly that was never entirely clear to me. She knew of a friend of one of her former teachers that lived there it seems, and thought she'd be better off with him, for some reason."


John rose from his seat. "I'll see what options we have. It'll take time to get word to dad and Mystien though."


"Do it, and only tell those who must know. If they find out she's there..." his mother said, looking at him with hard eyes.


The young man nodded and left, and soon enough my escort came to return me to our local facilities. I pitied the little lord of Hazelwood a bit, but honestly he'd abused his power to the point where something like this was bound to happen eventually. I only hoped that his people would be spared from his poor decision's consequences.

            

    
        Chapter 93 Those Who Show Up

    
    
    
    
                It was late in the evening as I made my way back to the lab. It had taken far longer than thought to work things out but I was now fairly sure that I'd put together the code that I would need for my special project.  Far, far too long I thought as I looked at the autumn sky.


This one I'd mulled over for some time, happy that it was at least simple. Well, the function was simple, hiding the code wasn't, nor was the fact that I'd had to check for bugs myself. Nobody knew about this, not even Kala, it was too dangerous. I'd even kept the physical copy of the sequences needed on my person after I'd written it down, making sure there was no chance for any nosy maids or anyone else to see it.


I sat down in the lab with a pound of the silver mix I thought would work best and began my project. There would be four of them, for me, Kala, Dras, and Lucien, so I began by making the shape. It was a simple enough one, molded rather like a ball with a flat extending spiral piece. There were of course a few moldings that needed to be done for comfort, and I doubted that anyone would want to use one of these for too long, but they were for emergencies only, so that was fine.


Once each was done and I'd put a core in them I began the process of actually putting in the sequences. These were simple enough, but even then they were pushing the limits of what one could do with the apprentice core. The lowest level like I had was weak, only able to do the most basic of things. I wasn't sure why that was, but probably to make sure that nobody without experience messed around too much and made something dangerous. I'd not bothered upgrading it so far, but soon that would have to change.


Commands for converting sound and light wove, finally I covered them with the obscuring sequence. Once each was done I needed to do some basic testing, and I already had what I needed for that. A little mana in each and a few illusions and I gave a big smile.


Making some small carrying cases was easy enough with the tools in the lab and once my test was done I simply burned the written copy of the instructions. This was something the army would decidedly want, and there was a zero percent chance they'd take no for an answer if they ever found out about it. So I would make sure they wouldn't.


Now that I was done with all my cloak and dagger nonsense I headed back to the dorms. I'd have to give these to their intended recipients soon, because even in the academy I was starting to hear whispers. Cities were falling and some of the students were finding out about it because fathers, brothers, and friends died. One by one parts of the kingdom were coming undone, and I had little faith that I could stop that.


I considered running, but to where? The lower city would be hit too if it came to that. I couldn't take the information I was gaining either, so that was no good. It would also mean leaving all of my friends, who were the only real connections I had right now in this world.


Even if I managed to get out, then I'd be basically alone in who knows what situation. Perhaps I could hide in a cave somewhere or the like, but that was unappealing. Any city or town I went to would likely be less well defended than where I was now, and I'd have to try and reform a support network, so that was a no-go.


I could also try to support the kingdom, if that wasn't just as insane an idea. It would lead to too many questions like where I'd learned some of the things I knew. Best case scenario I ended up trapped in a little box working my fingers to the bone for some military organization. Worst case they'd milk me for information for awhile then just kill me, and that was far more likely. That didn't appeal to me either, so I thought I'd take a pass.


Joining the rebels? Too many unknowns. I didn't know anyone in that organization and if I got caught the kingdom would definitely execute me. I didn't think I would get caught, but why risk it? I didn't have a love of their tactics either, since they left too many innocents dead or hurt.


So that left me where I was. Stuck between a whole host of bad options with no really good solution in sight. So I prepared, prepared to leave, prepared to hide, prepared to help my closest friends if I needed to. That was all I could do.





I had another session with Professor Endel. He wasn't actually insane in his method for teaching me defenses, which was a pleasant surprise. We'd been going over these for a month or two now and I was improving in leaps and bounds.


His version of a lightning shield was fairly simple, it was just a plane that distributed the energy along it until it was harmless. Similar forms were used against fire and straight kinetic energy as well, but this one was tuned towards deflecting the potential of electricity. The way he described how he used it was to form a sheet, or bubble or whatnot, then concentrate on the idea of the difference in energy flowing across it rather than through. Since electricity wasn't well understood, this was more a generalist approach.


I did understand what I actually wanted and that was to create a ground. So I imagined it rather as a bubble that was layered, an outer one which was very permeable to electricity, that helped it flow downwards, and an inner one which was far less permeable to the energy, making it take the other path available, around and hopefully downwards. At this point I knew instinctively what I wanted it to do, and I was quite familiar with the power itself, all of which helped.


Mine was not nearly as powerful as Professor Endel's, yet. His way of testing was to have me form it around a target, which he then hit with successively higher levels of his own lightning spell, until it broke. Then I'd reform it and we'd begin again.


He hadn't aimed a single bolt at me, though he'd had me form it around myself as practice. For that I was grateful. He had aimed other, far less powerful spells at me though. This was to get me used to having things shot at me, as well as for me to get more, and much more intense, practice at my own spell resistance.


"Can we stop?" I asked as he briefly paused in his rapid fire assault of weak magical strikes.


"Are you asking because you're too tired to continue, or because you just want to finish up today's lesson?" He easily read the face I made in response. "Your enemies will not quit because you ask nicely Alana. You will have to learn to make them." With that he redoubled his attack.


That went on for nearly a full minute of me dodging and resisting. His little balls of force weren't enough to hurt me more than a slight twinge, but there were just so many. I tried to dodge and put up shields, only for him to switch to bits of discomforting heat or cold that felt like putting my hand in ice water. As I tried to think of a way to get him to quit I thought over his words.


After brief consideration I began singing up a storm, letting wind and rain lash against him. I could see his smile as he pulled his own shields up and around.


"Good, but this will hardly stop me." At that I let him have a weak bolt. "Excellent! Again!"


He and I spent a minute or two launching intentionally weakened spells at each other until he finally called it off. I was huffing and a bit weak from using a lot of mana, even weakened my lightning spell was still unbelievably expensive.


"Really? You just wanted me to attack you?"


"You didn't just attack me Alana." The teacher laughed as I plopped down in the arena sands.


"What?"


"You attacked me with lightning. It was weak, sure, but when we first started you were afraid to even try it. Now you're turning it into something you control. I'm quite proud of your progress in that."


"So... this is your attempt at giving me a cure?" I asked with a quirked brow.


"Hmm... there was a storm earlier in the week, no? How did you feel as it passed by?"


I looked down, playing with my fingers. "Nervous, like something was crawling up my back."


"But did you panic? Freeze up?"


"Well, I suppose not..."


"A cure is not something I can offer you, as I know of no magic to soothe such pains. Perhaps in time you may get over this problem completely, perhaps it will always bother you a bit. My goal is to get you to the point where you can function. So if you find yourself in the situation you were in before, you perform just as admirably and don't freeze up with terror."


"And to turn me into a walking weapon." I grumbled.


"I'll admit I'm curious how far you can go. It is seldom that I find a bard willing to put forth even a bit of effort, and your circumstances allow me to push you to new heights. Thank you for that."


"I didn't exactly volunteer."


"You showed up. You had the chance to run, to not come to these lessons, to not even learn the basics of weather magic, but you did. You did go and learn what I told you I thought best, you did come to meet me even though you knew I was going to do something unpleasant. Here you are now, going through training I'd expect of a trainee actually preparing to go to war. You did volunteer, even if you didn't realize that was what you were doing."


"I mean... all I did was just show up."


He knelt down beside me, looking me in the eyes. "Alana, it is not the strongest, the fastest, the smartest who decide things. The world is ruled by those who show up."

            

    
        Chapter 94 Teacher Conferences and Future Plans

    
    
    
    
                It was late summer and my first year was slowly coming to it's end. So I had to meet with Professor Magnolia. I hadn't had much to do with him in the past bit other than our General Bard class, something which was, to be quite honest, really boring. He would be the first of my professors who'd be having a talk with me, being that he was in charge of the bards.


"Well Alana, what are your thoughts so far?" He said as he looked up from a sheaf of notes, ostensibly on me.


"Um... on what exactly?"


"Your classes, are you happy with them?"


"Yes sir, I suppose I am."


"Well, let's go over them. You're doing quite fine in your general courses. You are perhaps more limited than your fellows, but what you are using is far more advanced and well honed. Frankly I'd like to see a little more flexibility from you, but... I suppose I shouldn't push too hard."


"Thank you for that."


"Well, I would, but then there's the letters I'm getting from some of your other professors. Both Hern and Rooke have implied that if I were to take you from their classes they might resort to 'extreme measures' against me for it. Endel is also insisting that you remain in his class. He does say that he doesn't think that you have what it takes to be a front line battlemage, but we need every combat able caster we can get, so he's keeping you as well."


"Do I get a say in that?"


"No. Let's see then... your history scores are abysmal, but it's required. On math though you seem to be dozing in most of your lessons and still able to answer everything with ease... Your instrumental courses are fine, dance..."


I dreaded where he was going with this. We didn't have exams as such, so our teachers would report to whoever a student's advisor was about their progress and assignments. I felt like I was doing well in most of my classes, or at least acceptably. That is except history, I didn't know why but it was just so boring, and everything just sounded the same to me. I honestly tried to think about it as little as possible.


"Professor Etia is happy to keep you for both her dance class and her language class, though she does want to meet with everyone in them both... I think that about covers it."


"You left out both Etiquette and Healing..."


"Oh, so I did. Well, you're doing fine, you have to continue in both anyway, and we're having almost nothing from Etiquette because everything is canceled, but neither sent me any notes saying 'She's a failure! How is she here!' or anything like that."  Professor Magnolia made fake panic hands as he said that.  It was kind of endearing.


"I still have to meet with all of them don't I?"


"Yup, here's your list of appointments."  He passed me over a piece of parchment with times and days written, all of them in the next week.


"Wonderful."


"Have fun, and send the next one in if you don't mind."  There were several other students waiting in line outside his office door.  They looked a mix of worried, from the younger students, and tired, from the older.





Most of the meetings went roughly how I expected them to.  We chatted briefly, and I confirmed that I wished to stay in their classes.  For Endel it was almost a hand wave.  Rooke had a brief chat with me where he actually asked about my personal time, but little else.


Then there was Professor Etia.  I'd never been in her office before and found, to my delight, that it was large and open.  The floor was covered in a thick rug and while there were a couple of books, from what I could see they seemed little more than the normal reference tomes.


"Come in, sit with me," she said as I entered, in Atali of course.


She motioned me over to a small alcove off to the side, where there were two chairs and a little table.  There she went over a few simple sentences with me, holding a brief conversation in her native tongue.  I was still stumbling through the language, but I understood most of what she said, and that I was welcome to continue learning that particular subject.


"Your accent is thick, but not the worst I've had so far.  We'll continue in your language for now."  She said after she'd finished up.


"Ah yes professor.  So I suppose we'll be talking about dance now?"


"Indeed!  I hope you'll be joining me for next year."


"I plan to, I still haven't gotten down casting through it yet."  I had been trying, but it was difficult, and I had a lot of other things to study.


"I'm sure you'll get there in time, perhaps I should even focus a couple of lesson on it...  Regardless of how that turns out, I'm glad to see you're continuing."


"It's a good way to keep in shape.  Also nice to have something to take my mind off the war."


"That I understand my dear.  I even considered heading back home once or twice."


"But you're staying?"


"Yes.  I'm not much part of any government's forces, so it's doubtful that anyone would care about me very much either way, and the opportunities here, there too good to pass up."


"Is a job teaching that good?"


"Not really, but your land has a number of powerful casters who might be tempted to join me, at least for a time."


While our language class did cover some of the basics of Atali society, it was all surface level.  So I wasn't too sure about what all she was talking about.  She saw my look and nodded, explaining.


"Within Atali culture mana is one of the most important things.  Those with it, and with it in large quantities are valued, those without... less so.  For that reason we are encouraged to marry young and have many children.  The problem arises in the fact that young elven men with large quantities of mana are viewed as hot commodities.  Many will have a wife and several mistresses.  The more powerful they are, the more they'll have."


"I see..."
"I do not like to share.  Among my own people that would be an issue, as most who might match me will have one or more other mistresses.  But as prudish as I might find your humans, you are far more dedicated to monogamy."


"You're being really rather forward about this professor."


"I see no reason not to be.  What if one of my students has a brother or friends who would make a good match?  Would I want to miss out on that just because I tried to hide my desires?  That's sort of preposterous Alana."  She waved as if that much was obvious.


She was a bit weird.  No other professor I'd ever known would have had this conversation with a student.  That said, I couldn't say she was wrong either.  She knew what she wanted, and had no issues asking for it.


The insight into the elven way of thinking was also a bit shocking.  They were so forward, even more so than the nobility about how important mana was to them.  It really seemed to her that the first, and potentially only characteristic in a husband was how powerful he was.


"But wouldn't anyone you marry here be a human?  We don't live nearly as long as you do I thought?"


"That thought did cross my mind.  While there are a number of elves who care quite a lot about how 'pure' their bloodline is, I am not one of them.  The fact is that I will easily outlive any human man I marry, but how is that a bad thing?"


"Huh?"


"I'll stay young and fresh while he lives, which I think most men will like.  I can leverage that even if I think he has more mana potential than myself to try and get someone capable of being amazingly powerful."  She tapped her chin as she spoke.


I on the other hand was rendered speechless for a few moments.  "Ah, okay.  Well professor, I seem to have lost track of time; do you mind if we cut it short here?"


"Oh, so we have.  Do be well Alana."


With that I quickly fled from the room.  I knew that the elves had a weird culture, but that was all just a bit too much.  I wondered if I had felt the same way before being reborn.  I think it would have probably been a little less jarring.  I'd spent so long here, that I'd really lost a lot of my flexibility to adjust for other cultures.


I hiked back to the dorms where I joined up with Kala and headed off to the baths.  They were the best place to sit back and relax and with our schedules that was something we all needed.  She sat next to me in one of the larger, hotter tubs and laid her head on my shoulder.


"So, you know we have a few days off when they do the next rounds of entrance exams right."  She led.


"I do, and I'd like to have a meeting with you, Dras, and Lucien, if you're up for it."


She pouted a bit.  "You always include them in everything."


"Not everything, but in this I will.  We all need to talk about what to do if things go wrong."


"Why Dras?  You barely even talk to him nowadays."


"We talk, and... I feel a bit responsible for him.  He's here because I helped him make it and I want to make sure that no matter what he has an out if things go wrong."


Kala absently got a handful of water, which she poured over my head.  "Fine, but when we're done we go do something fun.  I want at least a little bit of time away from the gloom and doom while the newbies see if they can make it in."


"I know what I'll be doing while exams are on."  Pinea spoke as she walked up, slipping into the water opposite us.  It was seriously rude to just join without asking, but I somehow doubted she cared.


"Oh?"  Kala asked.


"I'm going to go and get myself a dancing outfit!" she beamed.


"Are... do we need one of those?"  If that had been added to supplies I'd never gotten the memo.


"What?  No, Professor Etia said that she'd wanted to put it on the supply list when she took up the class, but the dean had forbade her from doing so for anyone under their last year.  I really want one though, so I'm getting one.  I even found a tailor who'll make it for me.  You have no idea how hard that was."


"Yeah I can imagine.  Your family would probably be scandalized if they saw you in something like that."


"Which is why they will never know.  Want to come with me?"


"Yes," Kala answered for the both of us while I was trying to find the proper way to turn her down.  "It'll be just the thing.  I also want to see what all of the fuss is about."


"Great!  Do you want one to Alana?  I'm sure you'd look great in it."


"Absolutely not.  Someone would see it, and then they'd make a big deal of it, and it would be a whole thing.  I'll come with after our meeting because Kala thinks it'll be fun, but I'm taking a hard pass on this one."  I made a big x with my hands in front of me.  Sadly that gesture was slightly lost on these two, but they understood the refusal for what it was."


"She can be a real spoilsport huh?" Pinea asked.


"Yup,"  Kala answered.

            

    
        Chapter 95 Emergency Equipment and Pinea's Scandalous Outfit

    
    
    
    
                I managed to get Dras to join us at The Sky, alone, while our soon to be classmates were proving their worth.  He complained and whined, and asked what in the world I wanted that was so important, but in the end he did trust me enough to just bloody join us.  That was a relief, since I really did want him along. 
"Mind if we all head to a back room?" I asked Lucien as we came in. 
The old bard quirked an eyebrow at me, but he knew me as well, and knew that I had business to discuss.  He led us into his own private office.  This room wasn't really built with the idea of having four people filling it up, but it would suffice for the short time we needed it. 
"So, mind telling me what this is all about?" The old man asked as I set up sound blockers, and a black out over his window as well. 
"I have something for you three.  In case things go really, really wrong these will help."  With a flourish I put the three carrying cases I'd made for them on the desk. 
"And these are?"  Dras asked, picking one of the boxes up and opening it carefully. 
"I'm not going to tell you exactly, but they're a tool that will help us group up." 
"You're not even telling us what they do?"  Lucien asked, looking confused. 
"Let us simply say that if the wrong person found out about these... well I doubt we'd all be alive for too much longer." 
"Alana, please, please don't just carry around weapons like it's nothing."  Kala looked nervously at the little carrying cases. 
"They're not weapons, and not dangerous to us or anyone else, probably.  Here I'll show you what to do." 
It took a bit of goading, but I got Kala to help me demonstrate.  I slipped the little ball into her ear, working the spiraly bit around to hold it in place.  It was ugly, and probably uncomfortable as crap, but these were for emergencies, and I didn't really have the skills to make them too much better than I had already. 
Making light was a rather simple and well understood sequence of runes, as were the runes for changing exactly what color that light was.  It did have issues when you got into extremely high wavelengths, but that might be a safety measure built into the core, or just the limits of its abilities to form them, I wasn't sure.  That didn't matter for me, what mattered was that it didn't have any issue at all making much, much larger wavelengths. 
Detecting light was also a simple, and well understood sequence.  The thing was that nobody knew what the lower ranges were for.  Sure, there was some evidence that if you made a light detector that picked up really big wavelengths it would detect things sometimes, but it was discounted. 
Either nobody had found out that those were able to send messages really far, or the people who did had been really, really quiet about it.  I suspected that one or more of the other people from Earth had done something similar in the past.  The elf king was a shoe in for this, as he'd run an absolutely massive empire. 
My only issue had been the sound to light and light to sound conversion.  I did not know a ton about how radios were designed, but I did know that they were light.  I also knew that they were within a certain period of like 80-110 MHz, because that's what the radio displayed.  That was enough to cludge these together. 
I'd gone with a design that messed with the amplitude of the wave to communicate the frequency of sound to be played, and put in a controller that kept it at a constant volume.  It worked at roughly 100 MHz, and without some of the definitions already provided in the guide there was a zero percent chance I'd have been able to figure out the wavelength for that.  For reference, right at three meters. 
With all this I'd made these little radios.  They had one station, and one volume setting.  I'd also set them up to broadcast about as strongly as I reasonably could, starting about two meters away from themselves, and pointed only outwards.  I had heard that radio towers were dangerous or something, so that felt prudent. 
Those features, along with the rune hiding, had pushed the limits of what I could do with an apprentice level core.  I mean it had really pushed it, most apprentice type items were painfully simple, doing only one or two things.  These with their complex parameters and far more complex functions had come right up to the limits we were informed of in our classes.  Perhaps if I were a bit more elegant with my design I could have added in another feature or two, but I doubted it. 
"This is really unpleasant Alana," Kala complained as I showed the others how to wear it. 
"Many things are unpleasant, but they are for emergencies only."  I turned to the other two.  "Okay, so, if things fly head-first into a pile of manure you put these in and pump them full of mana.  Um... they probably won't work underground, and maybe don't stand too close to anyone while using them." 
"At a full charge how long will they last?"  Lucien picked his up and looked at it wearily. 
"I'm not completely sure on that, as I've not had a ton of testing time, but less than half a day."  They all looked at me tiredly.  "Look, I don't know if these will ever see use.  They might not even be helpful if they do, but they're the best thing I've come up with so far, and I think they might save our collective bacon later on." 
Everyone took their radio and looked at it.  Kala took hers out of her ear as soon as I wasn't looking.  Lucien seemed to be thinking hard, with a furrowed brow and all. 
"Is that all you needed?" Dras asked. 
"Yes, just... keep it on you okay?" 
"Alright." 
Everyone agreed to keep them on hand, though I had to frown and pout at Kala to extract that promise.  They also agreed to keep them hidden, particularly after I reinforced that they really, really could cause us far too many problems if known about. 
As soon as we were done Kala physically dragged me down the street.  I knew the tailor we were going to, as I'd been there a couple of times before.  I sincerely hoped that Marcus was doing well.
 There was a small ringing bell as we entered the shop, and the assistant came to greet us.
 "Can I help you dears?" she looked us over as we walked in.  I got the feeling she recognized me slightly.
 "Yes, we're here to join our friend Pinea.  I understand she's getting a fitting today?" Kala answered for us.
 "Ah, one moment please."  The woman disappeared into the back for a few moments before returning and waving us along.
 I saw Pinea in all her barely dressed glory in the fitting room we were led to.  The outfit was mostly done, safe for the flourishes.  Kala was stunned, and seemed to be trying to pick up her jaw from the floor.  The tailor supreme himself was working on pinning pieces here and there to get the fit exactly as he envisioned it.  I briefly wondered if he remembered me.
 "Kala, Alana, I'm so glad you came.  How do I look?"  Pinea was all smiles.
 At her words Marcus turned and looked at us briefly.  I thought I saw a slight eye twitch as he looked at me.  He certainly remembered me, and that I had absolutely destroyed one of his works.
 "Um... well... if you wear that you will... certainly get attention." Kala stammered out.  "Is that the standard uniform?"
 I tried not to laugh at my dear sweet Kala.  She'd been told that the standard outfits were not much.  I do not think that she'd been expecting what was effectively a bra and small panty decked out with bangles and flowing bits, much of it in nearly sheer silk.  What wasn't covered in the decorations really wasn't much, and that for this world was almost impossibly scandalous.
 "It is, what do you think Alana?" Pinea beamed at Kala's reaction before turning to me.
 "It's lovely.  The green tint is perfect on you too.  The real question is, where are you ever planning to wear it though?"
 "Probably mostly in my own room, and while alone or with others from our class."  She frowned as she considered, knowing well that this was not the dress expected of a young noble girl.
 "You should get one too," Kala leaned over and whispered in my ear.
 "Not going to happen."
 "it'll be fun.  You know the dances too..."
 "I'll happily dance with, or for you any time you want Kala, but I am not getting one of those."  I looked at her and the deep, potent pout.  "At least not now... Pinea implied that they'll be required in our final year of the course.  Also, if you like it so much, why don't you take Atali Dance next year?"
 She considered that for a few moments, looking first at Pinea and her clothing, then at me.  She kept frowning, tapping her chin.
 "I kind of want to now, but... I'm jammed packed lesson wise.  You'll have to teach me."  She gave me a grin.
 "Perhaps, but I'm not the elven professor who's been at this for... who honestly knows, decades, centuries maybe?"
 "Well, you're done," Marcus declared as he pulled the last bit in with a small spell.
 The clothes were, for all their briefness, a work of art.  The fabric hung just so, pulling along the bits of Pinea's curves that it touched, bunching and flowing.  The top was perfectly fitting, with several chains and similar bits hanging here and there.  The bottom had less of those, but the two panels in front and back that revealed the pale flesh of Pinea's legs hung nearly as perfectly as those on our teacher's clothing.
 The girl in question marched over to a mirror and examined herself thoroughly, turning this way and that.  She even began a few of the moves we'd been working on in class.  That was a bit too much for Marcus, who turned away before speaking.
 "Miss Pinea, I agreed to this against my better judgment because of your long term custom.  I will ask however that you control yourself in my shop.  I do not want anyone to walk in and see this scene."
 "Oh, but Marcus, it's magnificent.  I'll make sure to tell people where it's from when they ask."  She was all smiles as she looked at herself in the mirror, seemingly oblivious to the scandal she would almost certainly cause, or just uncaring.
 "Please don't."  He did seem exasperated by the way the girl was acting in his presence.  "I'm going to return to the front."
 Once he'd left she turned to us.  "It's so scandalous.  I love it!"
 "Pinea, please don't do anything dumb and cause a riot."
 "I won't cause a riot."
 "... you know that your Lover's Mark is showing right?"  It peeked out from behind part of the skirt, just barely, but enough to be understood for what it was.
 That put a damper on her and quick.  Pinea might be a bit of a shit-stirrer.  I was convinced that she was more than a bit of a pervert.  She wasn't stupid though, and that was something that nobody did, not ever.  It was a hard rule that that particular tattoo was only acceptable to show to those men you were actively trying to sleep with.  It was so much so that even though I'd worked in a tavern that catered to prostitutes I'd not seen one out in public ever.
 There wouldn't be a problem if she wore this in our dorm.  Even in class, since we were all girls, there would be no issue.  If however she were to take that outfit out in public, she would basically be advertising that she wanted to sleep with everyone present.  Even she wasn't that insane.
 "I should go get changed," she said, finally realizing what she'd been doing to irritate the long-suffering tailor so much.
 "Yeah, I agree," I quipped.
 "Erm, could you two help me?"  It was nearly impossible to get yourself into and out of the many, many layers that upper nobility wore on your own, which was why...
 "What?  Where's your maid?"  Kala looked about, finally realizing the absence.
 "I... left her outside.  If she'd seen that outfit she'd have told my father who would..."
 "Have lost his mind?" I interjected.
 "Yeah..."
 
Both of us, shaking our heads went to go help her.
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                Mystien


I sat in my command tent, going over today's reports. We were well on in our war, and things were going mostly to plan. I had command of our best war wizards, unlike the standard battlemage we specialized in large scale artillery type spells, mostly water. To say that my unit alone was a force to be reckoned with was no exaggeration.


Things had been going well, as we'd expected. The Kingdom of Bergond was nowhere near our strength. That was primarily because of their abuses towards their own people during their previous war, as well as the fact that many of their subjects were all to happy to throw open the gates and let us take over when they learned about Lord Durin's laws. There had been a few fights, to be sure, but nothing too bad on our end.


As I went through the various sheets of information a soldier moved to the front of my tent and announced his presence.


"Sir, permission to enter?" He was respectful, and forward, traits I rather appreciated.


"Granted. Some development?" I asked as he moved in front of my makeshift desk, really just a wide board between two stands.


"Yes sir, a group nearly walked into us a few moments ago. Our scouts found them before they made it all the way to the camp, but they came far too close for comfort."


"Soldiers?"


"I... don't think so sir. The group is primarily women, with a few guards and the like. There was a spellcaster with them, ostensibly their leader. She surrendered but is more powerful than we'd anticipated."


"Interesting, are there others with magic amongst them?"


"One of your unit is guarding them, he said he saw nothing more than a few minor talents, but that is no sure thing, so he's advising caution. Their caster has been restrained as per standard protocol, but..."


"That is imperfect and it is advisable to learn more. If she's powerful enough that one of mine sent you to me I suspect that he thinks that I should see her."


"Yes sir." The man nodded. My unit wasn't actually under his command, and even generals would have trouble giving me a direct order, but he wasn't wrong.


"Bring her in then."


It took only a few moments before she was led in. Around the woman's hands and feet were shackles attached to each other and small floating magical items. The items actually included each cuff in them and served to form a shield around her blocking several types of elemental energy, it would even stop kinetics to a degree. These were of course powered by the prisoner herself, who would be forced, at sword-point if needed, to constantly put mana into them. This served to limit her abilities to some extent as well. A dark bag to limit vision was the final piece, simple, but quite effective in most situations.


Even these measures were considered nothing more than a stopgap. While they could likely restrain a weak, or inexperienced caster for a long time, it wouldn't be forever. A powerful caster, would be at least delayed for a few moments by them though, hopefully long enough for someone to arrive to put said individual down.


In most cases though, they were also not used to their fullest extent. Casters were valuable to most, and knew well that if they surrendered that they would likely be spared. Noncombatants more so, and women even more than that. If a wizard or bard girl was content to surrender to you she would almost always be kept in very good conditions. Food would be ample, safety and comfort guaranteed, often better than a common soldier or low ranking officer would expect. There were on the other hand no second chances with casters, if she tried to escape or fight you she would be killed. They were simply too dangerous.


This prisoner was visibly tense as she was led in and to a chair. I was as I studied her aura as well, because there was no way that...


One of the soldiers pulled off the hood as a courtesy. We were going to be interviewing her of course. I looked at her, and she at me. I had to blink a few times.


"Oh Mystien," Veska purred, barely missing a beat. "If you wanted to blindfold me and chain me up, all you ever had to do was ask." That comment was enough to visibly surprise her guards.


"Goodness, still at it then?" I sighed. "Why are you here Veska? I'd like the truth, and straightforward if you don't mind."


"Oh fine. I fled Hazelwood with my people when the war started up. Which was in my personal opinion the safest option, since I expected you and that monster of a man to rip the gates off, followed by the lord's head."


"As I understand Verren did kill him, violently to boot."


"Well that's news to me. Anyway, after we fled, that asshole of a noble sent some of his men after us. Seemed he was irritated that I'd made a break for it. So, we've been moving westward, hoping that this war will be over soon, and we'll be well and out of the way when it does."


"Congratulations. It's not over yet, but you're now on our side of the lines, as is Hazelwood. You can return there if you want, we will have to check your things and hold you for awhile though, I'm sure you understand."

"That's more than acceptable. I don't suppose you could arrange it so that my tavern is returned to me?" She gave me a bright smile.


"I cannot say that for sure unfortunately. You may need to rebuild."


"Well what about a trade? I've got some information I'm sure you'll want..." She hesitated a bit. In some circumstances this might well backfire, but it was clear that she thought that I wouldn't try to force her to spit it out regardless of what she did.


"What kind?"


"I did get some small bits and pieces about your apprentice, Kale, or was it really..."


"Everyone out." I snapped, causing her guards to look at me with surprise. My voice was hard and cold as ice, and after the moment it took them to process they all quickly made their way to the door.


"Mystien..." she stammered as I set up privacy wards, obviously surprised as I let my aura loose a bit.


"You will not play games about this. Tell me what you know, and do it now." The air grew heavy and drops of condensation began to form on every surface. This was no joke, almost nobody knew just how dangerous that girl would be in the wrong hands, beyond that, she was also my best friend's daughter. I would carve a mountain in two if needed to get her back to us safe and sound.


"Of course, of course. Here's what I know..."


Veska wove me a full story about how Alana had been kidnapped, escaped, ended up with The Shield, and disappeared after that, to where she didn't know though. It seemed plausible to some extent. If she were captured by some half-wit soldier who didn't know what all I'd taught her, she could easily enough get away. I also doubted that she'd be willing to stay in an orphanage for too long with how much she'd grown even under my tutelage. I did regret by the end that I hadn't joined in killing Hazelwood myself, but the past was the past.




Veska


My heart was pounding as I was finally taken from Mystien's tent to the one where they were holding me. The setup was simple but nice for an army camp, with a very nice cot and even a table with some snacks. I was even allowed to be in here without my blindfold, which was quite kind of them, not that I'd be doing anything inappropriate.


I plopped down on the cot and let my breath out. My heart was thundering, every muscle tense. Perhaps teasing him about the girl was a bit too much. That said, while he'd let a bit loose, he'd never raised his voice, nor threatened. He'd just told me exactly what he wanted, and showed that he meant it.


He'd make a really good father. He'd absolutely take care of any of his own children if he was willing to go so far for his apprentice. Perhaps when this war was over... I mean I'd always had a bit of a soft spot for him, and I was fairly sure he liked me too. Would this interaction spoil him on me though? Did I even have much time? I was getting a bit beyond the years that most women would be able to seek such things. Hmm, so many things to consider.


Of course I'd spilled everything I knew. I would have anyway, and he could have probably found it in what files I'd managed to bring with me, but it was the action that counted. I knew he'd want the girl back, and smiled that I'd guessed correctly. It was a real shame that I'd not been able to procure her for myself. If I could have handed him her, safe and sound, well...




John


My feet skimmed along the ground as I ran. It had been days tracking my father and we were still behind. The miles flew behind us and we surged forward.


Sadly because of his assignments my father was mostly out of contact with the main body of the army. I could have gone there, but there really was no point, he'd be out and about, taking on targets that had been assigned to him and his unit by the Lord of Shadows himself. These were places and people who really needed to go, and he was the man for it.


Dad could suppress his aura until it was practically nothing, and could behave as a simple farmer because, well he'd been one much of his life. He'd chosen a few who were similar to join him. Together they could get into places a normal caster or physical magic user had no chance of. Once inside they could do what needed doing. It was better that way, less killing overall.


My own unit was with me for this delivery mission. There were only a few of us, and we were still learning, but each was an up and coming soldier in his own right, each well suited for his job. They'd stood with me when we fought against the empire's army, and they were standing with me now, even if they didn't know why I was going, and even if they knew that it was mostly personal business. We all suspected that we'd be called to the front soon enough anyway, with how things were going.


The camp was easy to spot. It was near a main road, like any of the kingdom's normal camps. It was small, but the soldiers were in mostly standard uniforms, milling about here and there. The only thing that would have alerted anyone was that they seemed to have more than normal sentries on duty, and if you could smell it, there was no alcohol.


We approached, not in a rush, but quickly enough. All of my father's men had met me before, so I led, helmet in my hand. From a distance I could even recognize the men on duty as they smiled at me, finally loosing their auras just a bit. I confirmed by pulsing my own once before approaching.


"News? Orders perhaps?" The man asked as I walked up.


"News, but only for dad."


"Alright then, he'll be by the fire at this time, head on."


I found him with ease. He sat there, looking for everything like a normal conscript of our enemy. He was a bit older than they'd normally want, with a bit of gray slipping into his dark hair, but still strong and well built.


"This is unexpected. What's the occasion John?"


"We found her."


Dad put his drink down. "Where, and in what condition?"


"The kingdom's capital, and from my understanding, perfectly fine. I'll give you the details in private."


"Later. We've got a few things to mop up here before we join up with the main host again. If she's in the capital, we'll be there soon enough." He gave me a grim smile. Behind him, if one climbed up a small rise, you could see the border to the central duchies. Before long I'd hold my little sister again.

            

    
        Chapter 97 Incoming

    
    
    
    
                School continued on. We got a new batch of students, and I was really starting to get a good feel for guessing who was a noble and who wasn't. There was just no denying that during the worst of the previous war food had just been poor for those not in the nobility, and they were therefore short. I thought that the fresh first years displayed this worse than our year, but that might have just been prejudice.


We had had a couple of days off while they were prepping the dorms and moving everyone in, which was pleasant. It wasn't a real break like we'd have gotten on Earth, but it was just enough for us to breathe a bit. I spent the time mostly with Kala, taking in the fresh autumn air in whatever empty part of the grounds we could find. We had invited Pinea to join us for one of our outings, but she'd had to go spend the break with her family.


Soon enough though the break ended and we were pushed back to the grindstone. Classes were much as they had been. There was no need to do much of a review as nobody had actually been out of practice for long. We did get a small surprise as we entered Professor Hern's class though.


"Good afternoon everyone. Now that you're in your second year you'll all need to begin advancing your cores towards the journeyman level. This is a lengthy process, and we don't think most of you will finish before your final year here." His eyes flitted towards me on that last remark. I'd probably have a year at most to get it done before I started getting whined at by him and Rooke.


"Professor, does that mean we'll have to go meditate in that room again?" One of those closer to the front asked timidly.


"Thankfully no. You will have to meditate, but the location is not as important."


He began to explain the process in detail. First we'd have to meditate to enter our own cores, then focus on one of the options therein, which would bring us back to the same location we were in before, allowing us to build more structures. We were told that we would emit a faint blue glow while doing so, some kind of side effect of the magic.


The guide of course spoke of this as well, though I hadn't tried it. In the guide's description it was clear that this was a quantitative increase, not a qualitative one. Basically, we'd be building a lot of the same structures we already had in order to increase the ability of the core to function. These increases came in two forms. The ability to hold longer rune sequences (codes) that would work, and the ability to hold more mana in an item.


Our current version was called the apprentice level by the teachers here, but the guide maker thought of it more as a beta, or a proof of concept. It wasn't ever meant to do much, because it was just the maker proving that it could be done. It was one hell of a proof of concept though. Even with the severe limits on how much it could do at once, it was still a game changer for most people.


There was similarly a note on the blue glow. Whoever had written the guide had noted that he didn't actually know where it came from, but it reminded him of Cherenkov radiation he'd once seen while touring a nuclear reactor. I'd had to read that sentence multiple times to process it completely, because apparently that was something people could do.


I had not been working on increasing my core, mostly because I was generally exhausted and a bit lazy sometimes. I did have to acknowledge that it would be good to do though.


That night I decided to go about actually starting the process of building it up. As soon as I started I realized why he only really expected us to finish years in the future. I dove in, navigating through to the proper places and selecting what I needed so that I could see the next stage and begin construction.


It was massive, absurdly, enormously massive. I'd thought that the original was something to worry about, but this was on a whole other level. It looked like a lot of the structures from the first one were repeated, and somehow connected in, but I really didn't know enough to understand exactly how, or what all that meant.


I briefly considered trying my trick to speed things up with some of the larger structures that I could see, but I simply lacked the understanding of circuitry for anything like that. It was too big to internalize anything more than the basic functions. Still, those would help speed me along markedly.





I walked into Atali Language and knew immediately something had happened. Rather than pulling out their materials or looking forward everyone was huddled up, whispering. I slipped next to Dras, looking about as we still had a few minutes before class began.


"Something up?" I asked.


"You're not in on all of the rumor mills are you?"


"Sorry no."


"Well, word is that an army has been spotted to the north, and another south. They're making moves against the Central Duchies there."


"That's bad Dras." I felt the blood drain from my face as I looked at him. If they were this close, they'd be here soon, or they'd lose soon, there were only those two options.


I had a small panic attack there. While I didn't see them nearly as often in my dreams I doubted I'd ever forget the faces of the villagers as they slowly starved. How the children would come and sing with me hour after hour for a mere bit of bread. Would I have to see that again? Would the capital that had been so safe turn slowly into a horrorscape with hollow eyes and skeletal bodies? Dras must have noticed that I seemed off, because he placed a hand on my shoulder, making me jump.


"Hey, don't worry. Even if everything goes wrong you're not alone. I'm here, and you remember that Lucien and Kala won't abandon you either right?"


"You still haven't seen what'll happen Dras. What the city will become and quickly if things go bad."


"I know. That aside, we'll make it through. I'd bet money that the academy has plans for just this kind of thing."


"Yeah, but everyone else..."


"We can't do anything right now, and we don't know that we need to. Just do your best, and when you're needed, if you are, help how you can."


Around that time Professor Etia entered the room. She sighed as she looked out at everyone. "Well, it seems news has spread. I see no reason to lie to you, the central duchies have indeed been attacked. We must assume that the kingdom's enemies are on their way to the capital, and respond accordingly."


"So what do we do?" One brave boy in the middle of the room asked.


"You? Nothing as such. The lot of you are all too young for this fight, so stay out of it. It is likely the school will be closed off though, so just be ready for that."


She tried to bring her class back to order, but it was useless. There was too much on everyone's minds, and too many people who wanted to make wild speculations. Then there were a few like me. We just sat there, staring out the windows. That was oddly peaceful, and while it didn't help to pull me out of my memories, it did quiet things in my mind.


The first few flakes of this years many winters floating down from the sky to try to stick to anything they could.





When I got back to my dorm that night I found two letters. The first was from Endel, with these new developments he was being assigned extra duties, and would no longer be available to teach me about lightning magic. The other were from Lucien, The Shield, and Professor Rooke, all imploring me to not get involved in anything stupid, and offering support should I need it.


I tossed those to the side and walked down the hall. It was only a few doors down that I found Kala's room. Her maid looked a bit bothered as she opened the door, and it was soon clear why. Kala sat on her bed, her face ashen.


Moving to her side I did the only thing I could. I sat down with her and hugged her tight. Together we sat there in silence, letting the time whittle away until sleep overcame us both. As I felt it creeping up on me I heard her breath shift into an easy and even rhythm.





I was alone back in Orsken. Half the houses were destroyed, the other half open to the elements. Bodies were strewn across the street. I saw friends, neighbors, even Rod was there. I walked alone through the graveyard, seeing all the people I knew as a child dead and laid out.


It was then that a soldier approached me, wearing the armor of the kingdom. I couldn't rightly see his face, but I knew that it was twisted in hate. With a scoff he pulled up his sword, preparing to lay me down with all the rest.


I couldn't move. I deserved this, for all the people I'd failed, everyone I'd let die. They were all gone now and soon more would join them, and there was nothing I could do. As the blade went to fall a ball of flame struck him dead center in the chest, sending him sprawling. As I watched it consumed him, and he melted away to nothing but smoke.


"Oi!" Dras yelled as me moved over to me. "Didn't I tell you you weren't alone?"


More soldiers were coming, moving out from the edges of town, slinking towards us. Even as they were though I started to see those I knew. Kala stood beside me, holding my hand. From a patch of darkness filled with stars Lucien stepped forth. Charles and his overlarge eyes patted my shoulder, giving a kind smile. From the edges of my vision I could see others I knew as well, people who weren't really close, but were there flitting in and out.


As our enemies closed in my friends and I struck out, tearing into them.





As I woke up I blinked, committing the dream to memory. That one was happy, something I'd had precious few times in the last bit, and I didn't intend to let it go. Kala opened her eyes soon after I'd opened mine. She looked much better than the previous night. I wondered if she'd had a good dream too.

            

    
        Chapter 98 The Calm

    
    
    
    
                I looked down from the window of my dorm. The city was currently in two states. While the streets were nearly dead to all traffic the walls looked like someone had kicked an ant nest. Men were running here and there, ostensibly setting up barricades and defenses, or delivering supplies to caches along its length. With a sigh I took another drink of my tea.
As far as things in the academy went, there had been some changes. Classes were cut so that we were now using almost no mana in them. The reasoning for this was simple, as much mana as possible had to be flooded into the school's wards. We didn't know if we'd be attacked, but it was safe to say that if the city was, the academy would be a rather large target for capture.
The only classes I was now using any mana in were my Healing and Combat Spellcasting courses. These were considered to be so important should the time come that practical experience was deemed invaluable. Even in those though we were going through a lot more theory than actual spellwork.
I'd taken time to make a few adjustments. Firstly there were a few things I was going to have with me at all times. These included a little bit of gold, hidden in a hollow in one of my shoes, my carrying case for my radio, and my spindle. The last of which was now mounted on a necklace beside the walkie, going everywhere with me. These were the only things I really considered crucial to have, the rest was nice, but not really that important. I did put a rather plain dress and the armor Professor Rooke had made for me in easy to get to places though, in case things started happening and I had time.
For the moment though the Central Duchies were holding. Nobody honestly thought that that would last forever, but there was hope. The real hope was that perhaps the enemy army would have supply issues like we were sure to soon. Of course that was more of a pipe dream, no chance they'd come all this way without proper supply lines.
I slipped out of my room and made my way down the halls, heading for my next class. I still had plenty of time, but getting out and moving sounded like a wonderful idea. It was so quiet, everyone seemed tense and worried, conversations never growing much beyond whispers in the halls.
We'd also lost a good number of our older students. Many of those boys who'd been of age, almost all in their final year, had left the academy to go and help with the preparations, and the fighting to come. They'd been extended that option, and told in no uncertain terms that they'd be welcomed back when classes resumed.
Those of us who were left behind could only worry and grit their teeth as their friends, family, and lovers had been pulled into the effort. Particularly because it was becoming increasingly clear how much had been hidden from public knowledge. We were now getting a few rumors about how so many of the forces sent out in this war had never returned, or had been beaten so bloody that they could no longer function in their current forms. Letters informing students of their loved ones' deaths that had been kept hidden to keep morale up were now being delivered, one after the other. There was simply no reason to hide them anymore.
I sat through my classes, but it all seemed a bit forced. The teachers' hearts weren't in it, nor were the students. We were just learning to keep ourselves busy while those who had the power to do so made decisions that would spell the doom or deliverance of our country. Afterwards I went up to one of my favorite spots on top of a tower with Kala to watch the stars.
"What are you thinking?" she asked, leaning over and resting her chin on my shoulder.
"I'm wondering if we should stay here or not."
"Mmm, you're thinking that it might be better to go hide in the temple district, or perhaps with Lucien."
"Yeah. When things start getting hot..."
"If..."
"When. We're going to be sitting in one of the biggest targets."
"Fair. Then why haven't you whisked me away yet? I assume you don't plan to go alone."
"This is still probably the best place to be. The wards are strong, the teachers are bound to be tough, and there are still a lot of escape routes. Who knows what it'll be like somewhere else."
"And yet you're worried about it."
"Of course."
"Well, mind if I make a suggestion?" I leaned on her as she asked, nodding. "Let it be, there's no point in worrying about something. You've already made some plans, at least basic ones. Now trust that they'll do the best they can. Then depend on the rest of us. There's no point trying to handle it all alone."
We laid there, looking up at the sky for a few minutes in silence. "Do you think the country will survive?"
Kala blew out air with a huff. "Honestly? I kind of hope it does, if only for stability's sake, but I doubt it."
"And when it falls? Do you think that we'll be okay?"
"I mean, probably. Yeah, they might go after the royals, and their immediate families, but we're just a priestess and a bard. Who'd care about us either way so long as we don't make any big waves."
"One second." I sang up a silence bubble around us and Kala looked at me with a raised eyebrow.
"Giving us a bit of privacy?" She leaned forward a bit and I stopped her with a slight glare.
"Yes, because I'm not supposed to talk about what I'm going to."
"Oh."
"Did you know I met Crown Prince Lief a few years back?"
"Seriously? How?"
"Well, let's just say Dras and I ended up going on a nice brutal little adventure during an attempt on his life and we ended up with him for a day or two. He's... well, he was a bit naive. Generally a pretty good person though. He... helped solve an issue that had been hanging over me for awhile. Then I was told in no uncertain terms that we were probably never going to talk again."
"I'm not entirely sure what to say to that Alana. It's not every day that you learn two of your friends were all close to a potential king."
"Two? I thought you hated Dras." I chuckled.
"Hated? No, I was just jealous of how close he was to you. He's alright I suppose."
I laughed, "Yeah, and he's matured a good bit here recently too. When we were young he was just this little spitfire wizard who liked to hang out in all the wrong places."
"Like a bar that caters to prostitutes and other dregs?" She mimed fainting.
"Just so. What kind of horrible person would frequent such places?"
"I can only imagine someone of terrible moral standing. Indeed, I'd hate to associate with such characters!" Kala loudly proclaimed.
"Well, it could be worse. At least they wouldn't be boring. Can you even imagine spending time with a bunch of... I don't know, priests or something? The mere thought of the lectures could put me to sleep."
"Oh my sweet, you have no idea the horrors that lie that way."
The two of us sat there and laughed for a bit. It was refreshing, I'd been stressed and not had a good one of far, far, too long. Soon enough though we ended up going back to our star gazing.
It was nearing time for us to head back inside and actually sleep when I heard a ringing. Kala popped up, her hair falling over her shoulders as she looked around. It took both of us a few minutes to realize what was going on as a series of lights appeared near the city wall. The sound of the explosions took another moment or two to reach us.
The world seemed to stop between the rings of the alarm bell. Somehow the enemy had made it all the way to the capital's wall without anyone knowing. Had the Central Duchies fallen? Had they just been bypassed? It was impossible to know.
The two of us watched in stunned silence for a few moments. We looked on as flash of light after flash of light flowed over the walls, some of it seeming to bounce up and around them. It seemed the wards were holding back whatever magics they'd released against us. Even then it was still shocking to watch.
Kala's hand grabbed for mine, holding it tightly. I was sure that my face mirrored the terror and surprise written now on hers. Both of us watched with wide eyes as the assault continued, unsure of what to do.
Then there was another bell, this much closer. The whole tower below us shook as the academy's alarms went off one by one. With a quick look at each other we both began to move.
The stairs seemed to fly by as we took them at speed. Neither of us yet knew exactly what the situation was, so the go to would be to head to the dorms rather than try to evacuate immediately. They had the best protections and thickest walls in the school, so were the elected place in case of an emergency. There were also plenty of escape routes from them as well, so we'd not be trapped if we did need to evacuate.
The sound of the school's alarms felt like it was nearly shaking the building as we breathlessly made our way into the halls. They were mostly empty at this hour and those that had been out of dorms seemed to have already made their way back as we ran along.
Our school may not have been overly complex in layout, but it was surely big. It was only a few halls until we came to the main atrium, across from which was the path home. Around the halfway point though there came a nearby booming sound, followed by a cloud of dust.
My heart seemed to freeze in my chest as a dozen men ran inwards from the front entrance. Each and every one had at least a minor aura, and they were all in solid black armor. I instantly regretted not casting invisibility over us, or using my communicator, or a hundred other possible protections I could have tried, but it was too late.

"Remember men, capture only. Minimal damage, particularly on the students. We want everyone alive." A man at the front said as they stepped in. His eyes locked on us as ours did on him. "We have our first targets."

            

    
        Chapter 99 The Storm

    
    
    
    
                I'm not sure if anything good has ever happened after the words "We have our first targets." but for us this was decidedly a bad beginning. Here in the atrium we were close, painfully so, to one of the emergency exits. It being nearly below our feet and the entrance easily within view, if closed.
This situation was not viable though. There was an approximately zero chance of us getting out of this without a fight, and the chances of us winning said fight were not terribly much better. We did have one advantage though. They were out to capture, but we had no such restrictions.
"Come nicely now girls. I'd really rather not have to get violent if I don't need to." Their apparent leader said as his men began to spread out, closing off several of the exits.
Kala and I both responded at once, her tossing an angry purple beam forwards as I started singing my shields into existence. While she attacked I'd set up. We might be able to manage to hold them back if we could buy enough time.
The leader ducked expertly under the purple beam, though I could tell from here that it had also smashed into whatever shield he'd had up, sapping much of its power. He could probably have survived whatever she's aimed with even passable spell resistance, but taking unnecessary hits was beyond foolish.
His men responded quickly as well. Most of them aimed at Kala, some kind of kinetic restraint spell if I had to guess, but my shield was up by the time it arrived, and well tuned against kinetics. Two aimed at me though, one opting for water, the other for a cold attack. The water splashed away just as any other projectile would have, but the cold grazed my arm sending a harsh chill down it.
Cold was an excellent non-lethal against a bard, and I had to internally compliment the choice. If they hit me right, or enough, I'd be gasping for breath like I'd jumped into a frozen lake. That would end the fighting in a hot second so I needed to do something about it and quickly. With that in mind I tried to add my self-heating magic into my current defenses. It probably wouldn't stop their attack fully, but every bit of help was important.
To be quite frank, we were outmatched. The soldiers that we were up against were all more powerful than us. It was the facts that they wanted us unharmed, and they needed to keep an eye out for other entering combatants that meant that we didn't fall in the first seconds. Without those we'd be either dead or brought low almost instantly.
With that said, we did have a chance. If we could do something distracting enough, or hold out for the teachers who would inevitably arrive, we might get out of this. That in mind I began the process of starting up a storm. The idea was that it might manage to distract them, or I'd get lightning added to our attacks if we could hold on.
Our enemies had other plans though. Even as I started working on the storm they battered my shields. Those that had seen the cold spell pass had already switched and were also becoming a bit of a problem. It had only been about ten seconds, but each brought us closer to being able to do something about this mess.
"Pulse the shields down," their leader said, his voice indicating his irritation at our continued resistance.
His men responded with perfect synchronization. The majority immediately started sending waves of kinetic force at us, slamming into the shield with potent force. Several though, the leader included, had small objects float up from their belts, hovering in the air beside them.
As the concussive magic hit again and again my shield finally began to falter. It was instinctive that it would draw in, pulling closer to me as I struggled to protect myself. As it did so though it passed by Kala leaving her exposed.
It was too late that I realized that she was no longer safe. One of the waves came in and smacked her, sending the young priestess flailing. I watched in horror as she fell and several of the little floating objects sped at her, unable to expand it again quickly enough. Most missed, but two hit home, and I saw that they were small syringes, propelled like darts. One got Kala in the stomach, the other hitting hard in the back of her shoulder.
The pulses refocused on me, leaving her out of their fire as the man closest to her threw another of their restraint spells forward. It hit Kala, expanding over her like a net as she tried, and failed, to stand back up.
My face must have shown how shocked and terrified I was because their leader spoke again. "Merely a sedative. Surrender now and you'll be fine."
I couldn't respond as I needed to keep singing to work on my shields, and the storm growing overhead. I did consider it though, we would probably not be hurt, they'd even said they wanted us all alive. That thought passed quickly though, as Kala turned to me, her eyes struggling to stay open.
"Alana, run," she said as her head fell forward.
That got a visible reaction from the leader of this little group, whose eyes immediately turned sharp. "Primary. Shut. Her. Down."
'Oh, shit.' Was the first thing that flew through my head as two of the men I could see held up fists glowing with a pale blue light. They'd stopped playing it safe and were now all in, and I was out of time. Sound died in the room as the light flowed forth, whatever spell they had killed it dead. This was unlike what I'd done to the other bard during our test, it didn't just block sound in a shield but stopped it completely. My spells began to fail as my song did, sending a trill of pure fear up my spine. This group had come loaded for bard.
I closed my eyes. There was only one gambit I had left to play and it was a long shot at best. I'd only ever gotten the most basic of basic magics to work this way, but there was nothing like panic to inspire you to go above and beyond.
A number of the little syringes hit my disintegrating shields, being stopped for the last time as I stepped forward and began to dance. I had to abandon defense and focus everything upward. My storm could hardly be called ready, but it would have to do. As I brought my hands up and into position I pushed all the mana I could in, releasing it in the form of a widely splitting thunderbolt.
The world shook as it fell, splitting over me like an umbrella and flying towards my attackers. Even through my tightly closed eyes I could see the bright flash of the point blank lightning arcing towards them. I doubted it would do any lasting damage, but sincerely hoped it would be enough.
As soon as it passed I opened my eyes, bolting forward to grab Kala from where she lay insensate on the floor and running with all my might for the girls' dormitories. The spell binding her fell away as I scooped her up, all of the men momentarily disoriented from the brilliant flash and strike of my attack.
I had no time to gloat at that working as I pumped my legs faster and faster, driving myself forward towards what would almost certainly be safety. At the very least the others there could help in the fight. I wanted to put up some invisibility or illusions, but I was on the last dregs of my mana. I was also struggling to carry Kala. She was just slightly taller than I was and while my adrenal gland had been smashing the 'go' button for the last couple of minutes there was only so much that it could push from my body.
As I was nearly there something blurred past me, stopping just ahead of where I was. One of the men in their assault team must have been a physical magic user and he now stood before me. He'd opened his arms wide, planning to catch me in a hug rather than risk hurting me by tackling me from behind. That was at least a small kindness.
I had no chance to dodge, already going full tilt as I was momentum would push me into him. There were only a couple of seconds before his arms would wrap around me and that would be it. I had no mana, and my body was pushed to its limits. There he stood though, just over the line that denoted the girls only area of the school, standing in the big oak door like a goalie.
As said line began to glow an angry blood red it occurred to both of us that he'd fucked up. A small bolt issued forth from the ward, pounding into the lower part of his abdomen. The man blurred again as he doubled over in pain, falling forward. It was just barely enough for me to jump as I approached, clearing his prone form by the slimmest of margins, my feet grazing it.
From there it was a clean shot into the dorms proper. It was only about twenty feet into the entry, but it felt like a mile. As I passed into the open space at the bottom of our tower I saw Professor Sasha, the Etiquette teacher speaking to a group of assembled students.
"ATTACK!" I screamed, hoping to get aid before I collapsed.
The professor only took a moment to process, her eyebrows climbing up her head. After only a beat she sped forward taking something from around her neck and pushing it into the tower entry. The panel where we added mana to the wards was there, and the small opening was sealed instantly by a formidable looking barrier, opaque and sizzling with energy.
I lay on the cold stone floor, sucking in air as hard as I could. My lungs burned from the efforts of the last few minutes. My arms and legs spasmed painfully every few seconds, their objections to my run while carrying another being made clear. I could even feel the beginnings of tears in my eyes as I tried to catch up.
"Are you hurt? What happened to Miss Kala?" It was Professor Sasha who made it to me first, and she'd knelt down to check us out.
"Okay... drug... sedative... trying to capture us." I answered as I gulped down more air. The group of steadily more panicked looking girls was gathered around.
"They were after you two?" She looked confused for a moment.
I was pretty sure they were definitely after me since their apparent leader had identified me as 'Primary'. They'd also stopped holding back at that point, which was some real supporting evidence. Of course I was nowhere near stupid enough to admit that though.
"All... of... us... many men." The air almost froze as the panic attacks began among my classmates.
The professor on the other hand kept herself well together. "Everyone, prepare for evacuation. Get to the emergency exits. If we're not contacted quickly, or if the ward shows any sign of issue we will move."
Pinea and another girl helped me towards the exit, while Kala was being carried by several more. One priestess was working hurriedly on her, trying to neutralize the drug that had put her out. As we got there Pinea looked over at me.
"How did you escape?" she asked.
"Lightning bolt to blind them, then ran. One almost got me, but he crossed the line into the girls' area and something hit him."
She almost smiled, "I can't believe that actually worked. I've never seen it go off before."
"What was it?"
I knew that there was something there, but like her I'd never seen it. The male students avoided the whole area like it was cursed or something, never straying more than ten or fifteen feed towards the mark on the floor.
"Couple of decades ago some of the girls got tired of boys breaking into our dorms for pranks and the like," the other girl helping me answered. "So a handful of the fourth years put in a ward there, any boy who crosses it, with a few exceptions, gets hit with several years worth of cramps. It stopped the male students from bugging us, and made the dean laugh his ass off, so they left it."

Now it was my turn to try and not smile. To think that I'd be saved by the frustrations of classmates long past.

            

    
        Chapter 100 Making Tracks

    
    
    
    
                I wanted to bolt from here as soon as was possible.  Unfortunately I had a few problems.  Firstly I was running on fumes of mana, and if I got caught out again in any kind of fight I was done.  Second, Kala was still recovering.  The priestess had gotten the drug out of her, but even without it she was nowhere near fighting shape yet.  There were also the twin issues of needing to let Dras know I was bolting and all the bloody people now hanging around at the emergency exits.


We were still waiting on the administration to show up or whatever, though who knew how long that would last.  As it stood, there were no sounds of fighting, or any indication anyone was trying to get into the dorm.  That would normally be rather comforting, but our invaders had somehow managed to get into what was supposed to be our very secure school, so I was feeling less than confident that the next set of wards would stop them.


There was a series of tones from the entry and Professor Sasha went to go undo the wards.  Apparently that particular series indicated that the staff were here and everything was secure.


We were shortly called to the main room.  Our main emergency exit was in our baths, a roomy, and well out of sight, room.  The dean stood there, looking rather more tired than I'd seen him before.  He was normally a rather amused looking old man, like everything around him was a joke.  Now though his eyes had bags and he seemed to be looking his actual age.


"Do we have any missing?"  He asked as his eyes flitted over us.


"No sir, what happened?"  Professor Sasha asked.


"We were attacked.  We're not sure how they got into the city, much less the school, but we think that they're gone for now and we're calling a few guards go aid with things here," he said, rubbing his forehead.


These statements brought a whole series of questions from the room.  There were demands to know if we were safe, who attacked us, what they wanted.  The whole dorm was basically in a stir about the night's activities, and wanted to have a full rundown of things.


"Enough."  Dean Lorrae let his aura fill the room, instantly silencing everyone.  "from what we can see they are obviously from the army attacking the city.  There is also evidence that they were here to capture students, ostensibly as leverage against their families.  We do not believe that there is any danger at the moment, but will be investigating tomorrow.  For now, several teachers will be staying in the dorms for the night so everyone can rest.  We'll also be organizing shifts for the older students and staff to back them up."


That all sounded well fine and good, but I had my own problem.  They'd designated me as "Primary" as in "Primary Target" and that was no good.  I needed out of here and as quickly as I could manage it.  If I stuck around either the staff would eventually figure out what our enemies were after, which couldn't end well for me, or they'd come back, which might well end worse.  I didn't know why I was being sought, but I suspected they might have gotten wind of some of my research and decided that I needed to work for them, or at least be taken from the kingdom as a safety precaution.


Therefore, I needed to go to ground, at least until I could figure out what they wanted.  There were a few things I'd like to take along, gold, some personal effects, my armor, Kala.  Sadly that would all have to wait, because my chances of getting out of here bone dry on mana were practically zero.  I might manage to if I told the school that I was going to head off to the temple, and got an escort, but that would be just putting another target up.  I needed to take a page from my old friend Jackson and make tracks before the heat got any higher.  Before I could go though, I'd need to sleep for a couple of hours.


So I headed up to my room like everyone else and went straight to my bed.  I feared that I would have issues getting to sleep but the day's events had been quite a bit and I fell right out like a light.  My dreams were a bit fitful, seeing again and again the people coming after me, or catching me, or prison cells.


Eventually I stirred, sitting up and finding my room pitch dark, which suited me just fine.  A quick call of "Illuminate" fixed the darkness and I set to work.  I packed my things, donning my armor and prepping a bag with some clothes and other necessities, along with my few personal effects.  I put on one of my dresses over the armor, trying to hide what it was, a poor camouflage, but it would do from a distance.


I also wrote a few notes, one to Dras telling him I was heading off, but would meet with him again later.  One to the school authorities, telling them basically that I thought that there was too much danger and was leaving.  Finally one for Dora.  I left a glowing review for any future employers, and a few gold to make up for my swift exit.


I heard the door open and the subject enter my chambers just as I was finishing the last one up.


"Am I to assume that you intend to flee the school miss?"  Dora asked as she looked me over, seeing my clothes and packed bag.


"Yes Dora, I do.  Will you try to stop me?"


"No miss, I quite understand your decision.  Have you packed everything?"  She was taking this remarkably well, but I suppose she was a professional, and would return to Pinea's family afterwards.


"I have a few sets of clothing that I'm having to leave.  Other than that I've got everything.  This is for you."  I handed her the note, and the money.


"You're quite kind.  Most wouldn't have thought of their staff."


"They should.  Anyway Dora, if you would please cover the fact that I've left until the rest of the students get up I would be quite appreciative."


"Of course miss.  I wish you the best of luck."  With that she moved out of the doorway, letting me pass.


I deactivated my lamp, and began to hum.  By the time I was past her I was quite invisible, and silent as a passing breeze.  There were a few people here and there in the halls, but none were really equipped to deal with my level of stealth, another point against staying here.


Kala's room was right just so close that slipping to it and in was almost trivial.  I moved to her bedside and woke her gently.


"What's?'  She took a moment to look me over as I dropped my spell.  "Ah, leaving are we?"


"Yes, and you need to get ready to go too.  It's not safe here for us anymore."


"Seriously?  Sure, they came after us, but they were after the whole student body."


"Kala, please trust me, I'll explain on the way, but we need to go now."  That got her attention, and got her to start moving quickly.  I helped where I could, putting her things in a bag and helping her into a warm traveling dress.


I was happy to see her follow my lead in leaving a couple of notes explaining her absence.  She even left one for her temple, on the off chance that we didn't end up there for awhile.  Neither of us really wanted to cause problems with our getaway, but some would doubtless appear anyway.


I gave her a brief primer on hiding her aura, took her hand, and started tossing the stealth on.  We moved down the stairs silently and made our way quick as you will to the baths.  I could see just the faintest bit of energy coming off of her, but to anyone not paying attention it was unlikely to register.  There were still a few tiny bubbles coming off of me too, but there was little to do about it.


As we slipped into the baths I was amused to see that we weren't the only ones to have had the idea.  There were already several girls behind a small silencing wall who seemed to be getting a firm telling off by one of the teachers.  There were gesticulations and pointing, and if I could read lips I'm sure I'd have seen the standard admonitions being repeated.  Again though, they weren't prepped for the amount of stealth I was bringing to the party.


I waited until the professor had turned her back to activate the secret door.  It was simple enough, just pushing a bit of mana into the right place.  As I did so the wall slid back and we hurried in.  I thought I saw a smile flash on one of the girl's faces who could see our exit, but hopefully she wouldn't say anything.  I closed the door behind us, and we began our trek through the tunnel.


Within a few hundred yards we found a faintly glowing barrier.  We'd been told of these back when the emergency policies had first been handed out.  It was a simple enough spell.  It functioned as a one-way door.  You could leave, but once out, there was no coming back in.  It also appeared as a black surface to the other side, though we could see through.


On the other side was a tunnel, much like ours.  The passage was about ten feet across and the same in height, clearly designed for people to move quickly along it with smooth floors and walls.  It had one light near the doorway, since light on our side wouldn't be visible over there but was otherwise empty.


I quickly pulled out my lamp and we passed through.  After a few minutes walking in silence Kala squeezed my hand.  I dropped the invisibility, the floating light would have given us away anyway, but I had been nervous.


"So, care to tell me what this is all about?  Not that I mind running off with you too much."


"Kala... I'm sorry I got you into this."


"I suppose you'll have to find a way to make it up to me later then.  What am I into?"


"Um... so after you called my name and went down the leader told his men I was their primary."


"Oh."  She stopped walking for a few seconds.  "That's bad."


"Yeah.  I would have wanted you to come along anyway, but... they know who you are, so..."


"Well, nothing we can do now.  If we get to the temple The Lovers can protect us, or The Shield for that matter."  With that she started up again.


"I'd like to stop by Lucien's first.  The Shield if my official guardian, so it seems likely they'll be the first to get checked if they realize I'm not at the school anymore.  The Sky isn't much better, but I'm fairly sure it's more off the record.  He said he had somewhere to hide too, so I think it's good to check."


Kala frowned.  "Alana, I think we should go based on where we come out.  If we come out closer to the entertainment district, we head to The Starlit Sky, if we're nearer the temples, we head to The Lovers."


I pouted a bit, but she was right.  "Okay, but let's not tell The Shield okay?  I think their asshole bishop might just lock me in a room if he finds out there are soldiers after me."


She snorted and put her hands on my face.  "Deal, and feel free to continue pouting like that.  It's terribly cute on you."


Our course decided we made our way swiftly down the tunnel.  I was glad I brought my lamp along, it would save me a decent bit of mana depending on how long this trip took.  A quick check confirmed that it was nearly full.  That was great, I had no idea how long exactly that charge would last, but saving anything right now was a good choice.

            

    
        Chapter 101 Returning to the Lower City

    
    
    
    
                The walk down the tunnel was good, if a bit boring. It was wide, quiet, and an easy trek, probably because this was where all the panicked students would be going if things went tits up at the school. I also had no need to use any mana for it, so got time to charge up what I'd lost. I briefly considered tossing some things up around us, but it seemed rather unlikely that we'd run into anyone else for the duration, so I held off.
Kala and I silently agreed that talking for now was off the table. Both of us had our ears pricked for anything major going on, of which there was mercifully nothing. It eventually got a bit eerie, with only the sounds of footsteps and echoes, and the pale glow of my lamp, but there was nothing for it. After a few minutes Kala did take my hand, though if that was because of the spookiness or just because she was Kala was anyone's guess. The warmth was comforting though, so there was no reason to complain.
The whole walk probably took well over twenty minutes, not that there was any way to tell the time down here. It seemed that we'd gone a good long way, crossing most of the city. I'd expected as much from an escape route. It hadn't occurred to me that it might take us out of the walls, something that began to worry me slightly just as we got to the end.
The end of the tunnel was much like the beginning of it, with a simple stone arch and the familiar one-way barrier. The stones were plain, much like you'd find in any part of the undercity, each fitting perfectly into their neighbor. The other side actually looked like part of the undercity, with walls that were slightly misshapen and only one clear path leading outwards. Rather than a magical light though there were some small glowing mushrooms illuminating the room, a good way to hide that a mage would use this.
If this exit did go out into part of the undercity itself that could be a problem, we didn't have a guide, and I certainly didn't know it well enough to guess too much. Though it would serve as a good way to obfuscate the location of the exit. A blocked off doorway, even one with a magic lock probably wouldn't arouse much suspicion in the locals.
Kala gave my hand a squeeze and we looked at each other before stepping through. Making our way out and into what we hoped was a clean getaway.
Someone had been clever and placed mushrooms along a winding path that avoided a few turn offs here and there, along with some arrows pointing and labeled "exit". I was sure that nobody who frequented the tunnels would mess with any of those, as such things would be absolutely vital to anyone lost down there. Among those who had to work in unpleasant jobs like rat-catching there seemed to be some sense of camaraderie. This path also had the advantage of being fairly easy to walk, tall and wider than average for an undercity way.
Our exit, like many exits from the undercity was a thick wooden door. We approached cautiously, looking at it for a few moments. There were sounds on the other side, faint, but very odd for this time of night. After a brief consult I cloaked us up as best I could and we opened the door from a distance.
It was now clear that we could hear into the night. The sounds were fighting, not too far off if I had to guess, punctuated with the odd explosion. That was a most unwelcome finding, but there was nothing for it, nor for the fact that wherever we did go, we needed to leave through here. Preferably before dawn came and made life that much harder.
"I don't like it" Kala offered.
"Me either, any other ideas?"
"Sadly, no."
We moved fast into an alley, then out into a larger street. I was unsure of our exact location, but the shops on either side seemed to give away that we were somewhere in the more mercantile part of town. If I had to guess we were well away from the main street, though that didn't really narrow us down too much.
What was odd that I could see once we got into that street was the second light in the sky. The moon was there, as normal. Joining it though was a pale yellow glow, pulsing slightly in the distance over the city. It looked almost like something was pushing there, trying to slam against the glow.
I squinted for a few moments and felt the lightest of drops on my face. It seemed to be drizzling, even though there was not a cloud in the sky... I looked over at where Kala would be, were she not invisible.
"I... I think someone's firing a water cannon at the city..."
"That's... a lot of water."
A few seconds passed and the glow from what I guessed were the city wards got brighter and brighter until they seemed to burst. A stream flew over us, screaming towards the center of the city, towards the castle. I could see another burst of light as whatever protections they had there went off, blocking the attack. It soon faded though, the stream seeming to trickle down and away.
"But, why?" Kala asked, we still stood by the alley, watching.
"To drain the city's wards. Hitting the castle was a bonus, but our normal protections..."
"Alana, we need to get off the streets, now."
"Totally agree." With that said I picked a direction.
I could sort of see the center of the city, and supposing that we were somewhere in the mercantile district we had only a few choices. I was fine with either until we got somewhere that we knew, so set off in the way that seemed quietest.
It was only a few streets, plodding along and keeping an eye out for anything until a group of armed men came trudging along. There were about twenty in total, all in dark colored civilian clothes, each with a spear, or axe, or some other weapon. They filed along at a fast clip, while Kala and I slid well from their path. The man in front had a torch and sword, and seemed to be ushering the group along.
"Come on, hurry it up lads. Last runner said the fighting was worst around the main street." He motioned to grunts of approval.
As they made their way past we looked on after them. My guess was rebels, but there was honestly no way to tell. Frankly, it didn't matter either, we neither wanted the risk, or to waste the mana on fighting them here if they were. If they were city defenders I'd be even more hesitant to go after them. Men defending their home can be scarily dangerous, even without magic to aid them.
Knowing which way the main concourse was helped though. With that and knowing where the city center was I could sort of guess the general direction to the temple and entertainment districts. Looked like we'd be heading towards Lucien's after all, as it was just barely closer.
I silently began to move in the direction that should lead us to more familiar parts of town when far behind us there was a murderous sound, one I was all to familiar with. The lightning bomb was well and far away, but as the bright blue glow flashed across the sky I froze for a moment, every hair standing up. My breath hitched for a second and I felt my hands begin to tremble ever so slightly.
Kala's other hand rested on my arm as she leaned in, bringing her face close to where my ear was. "Alana, it's okay. You'll keep us safe, but we need to keep going," she whispered.
That was enough. I did add my lightning shield to our current protections, a large strain, but an important one, and we made our way forwards. There were a few more explosions from the monstrous magic items, but thankfully the area we were in seemed fairly quiet, for now.
After about five or so minutes we came upon the site of what must have been a rather nasty skirmish. Men were dead on the street, their blood pooling in the moonlight around them. A cart that had been in the street was pin-cushioned with arrows and crossbow bolts. A few weapons had even been discarded on the street, mostly broken, or poor quality and caked in gore.
I wanted to vomit as we made our way through the site, carefully avoiding the wet spots on the ground. It was then that I noticed him, a man laying against a lamppost, barely awake. His breathing was labored and he had a nasty wound in his side, slowly leaking his lifeblood out and onto the cobbles.
I also recognized his face. The thick beard of Sorn the cobbler was matted and his eyes stared blankly forward, but there was no mistaking who it was. He tried to call out for help, then to rise, but it seemed futile. I could feel my eyes widen a bit as I looked upon him, once so kindly as we rode in a cart to the city, him jabbing me about working for him, and now fading as I looked on.
"I know him," I said, "Can you...?"
"No." Kala sounded almost pained, her voice straining a bit.
"What?" I turned towards where she stood instinctively, flabbergasted.
"He's... obviously a combatant, and the battle is still going. It would violate the rules of all of the orders to aid him at this moment." I could hear the sadness, but acceptance. This was how things were, how they had to be to maintain neutrality.
"Hello? Is someone there? Please..." He must have heard us and called out, his pained voice begging for aid he knew would probably be wasted.
"If I do?"
"I won't stop you, but be careful. We don't know what repercussions that will have."
I began to hum. I wouldn't do much, but the least I could do was seal up his wounds enough for him to survive. As the magic flowed forward I could feel it latching on, stitching and pulling shredded bits of flesh into place, carefully reconnecting them. Sorn sighed in relief as some of the pain must have faded a bit.
"Who's there? I can't see you," he asked as I finished. "Are you one of ours?"
I wasn't sure how to answer the latter question, but as for the former, that one was easy. "I'm a friend."
"Truly, my shop is only a couple of streets from here. Can you help me, or let someone know where I am?"
Kala and I both sighed in stereo. It was hard to say no to that, but saying yes... saying yes would get us caught up in this mess.
"I'm afraid not, but..." I kicked a broken spear over to him, close enough that he could reach it to use as a crutch, "Good luck Sorn."
"No, no, it was too much of me to ask. Thank you." He picked up the spear and began to help himself up as we carried on. Now knowing roughly where his shop was I could easily guide us. I nearly missed him looking up and asking "Wait? Lad is that you!?" as we turned the corner. Something which brought a much needed smile to my face.

The rest of our way was free and clear, and as I turned onto the street where my onetime home lay I was in exceedingly high spirits. The two crowds of men funneling into the streets from nearby alleys killed that good mood. Clearly the next fight would be here.

            

    
        Writathon

    
    
    
    
                My attempt will begin at chapter 109, which went up on Patreon on April, 2nd. Not sure if I can do it, but I will try.


Hey did you know, that you have to have 500 characters in these? Yeah, you do, so I need to add a few more to make sure...  Almost there, not quite yet I think, but it seems to need a few more before it'll let me post.  I could just go on check in a program, but I guess...  No, not yet... well, then RR, I guess I'll just keep adding extra stuff to this until...
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                I looked on as the two forces slowly moved towards each other. For some reason I was expecting a mad rush, but there was none. Nobody seemed to be running forward screaming madly and swinging. Probably because everyone who'd done that was already dead.


Both sides here had at least some level of military training, that much was clear. I supposed that most of the rebels, because I had to believe these were such, were in the previous war. The kingdom's soldiers too seemed a bit hesitant, they weren't up against some wild mob, but men who knew how to form into ranks, slowly advance, and utilize all of the tactics that they knew.


Kala and I kept back. We were well and away from the front of the action, which looked like it would go down right in front of The Sky, and had a fair view of both sides. If either started to retreat we might find that some fled down the alley we were currently in, but because of the streets they'd entered by we weren't really in their midst.


She wouldn't get involved due to the rules of the various temples, that much I knew. It was a heavily enforced rule it would seem, that no priest could step in on either side. I knew that Kala would protect us if any of the soldiers attacked without provocation, but for now, she seemed content to watch.


For my part, I wasn't sure I really wanted any part of this either. While I had a number of friends who were nobles, I couldn't say that I liked the nobility as a whole. The same with the royals; I liked Prince Lief well enough, but their governance frankly kind of sucked. On the other hand, who knew what this 'Lord of Shadows' was like.


So we watched as the groups inched towards one another. The kingdom's men certainly had better, or at least more matching equipment. I was no expert on armor, but they seemed to have more, each man outfitted in a standard set of mail, a shirt-like piece with some arm guards. The rebels on the other hand had a smattering, some in cloth armor, some without, except the men at the front, who were clad in mail. Mostly they had spears or improvised weapons, staves, clubs, and a few crossbows.


The rebels though had the numbers advantage. Having perhaps thirty-five or forty men to what I would guess was twenty-five on the kingdom's side. I wasn't sure how much that would help, but they seemed quite confident. Many of their number were older, and held themselves like they knew well what they were doing.


The action seemed to drag on for a minute or two, neither side willing to engage, and then it exploded. Spears thrust forward and twisted, some went wildly up or to the side as their line of attack was blocked. Men screamed in pain and fell back, the whole exchange having taken only a few seconds.


As we looked on the scene repeated itself again and again. Men would move forward, attack for only a few seconds, then everyone would fall back. It was hard to tell, but I couldn't see that either side had an advantage as of yet.


I tried to think of what to do. There was no way into The Sky until their bout was over, since we were certainly not crossing those lines. If only I had a way to contact Lucien...


Feeling like a complete idiot I fumbled and pulled out my carrying case, slipping the earpiece in as I kept one eye on the fighting.


"Hello?" I questioned after turning it on.


"Hello, I'm glad to see you're using it now." The voice on the other end seemed young, male, and lightly calm.


"Um... who is this?" That was definitely not Lucien, nor Dras, and Kala was here with me.


"Charles. Lucien gave this to me while he prepped some things underground. Said it was a communicator of some sort. I'm quite surprised, it sounds like you're just beside me."


I had to take a few moments to process. One, Lucien had recognized my radios for what they were, and two he'd handed it over to Charles. I supposed I couldn't really object to that, Charles did seem the dependable type, and was definitely on our side, whatever our side was.


"Okay Charles, where are you? We're near The Sky, but there's a lot of fighting outside right now and I'm not sure what to do here."


"I'm on the roof... ah, there you are. I can kind of see the distortion where you are. Um... are you alone?" That guy's eyes would never cease to surprise me. Then again he did seem to have most of his aura focused there.


"... No, Kala is with me. I don't suppose you have any plans on getting past this mess?"


"Honestly? I'd just wait it out, this isn't our fight and getting into it will only cause us more problems."


While I followed his advice I scanned the rooftop. There he was, sitting quietly in a shadow. I probably wouldn't have noticed him at all if not for the slight bit of aura surrounding the twin points as he looked down at us. It seemed he'd really been working on whatever his skill set now was, something involving stealth and spying if I had to guess.


I hadn't really noticed the sky getting lighter and lighter as we moved, but now that I was looking up it was obvious. There were pinks, and a few streaks of the palest blue now beginning to stretch where there'd been only deep night before. As the skirmish nearby continued slowly a golden ray peaked over one of the nearby buildings.


As the sun rose, pouring its brilliance onto the bloodied street a voice sounded. It was an older man's tone, calm, confident, strong. It was the voice of a leader.


"My brothers hear me. I am Durin, The Lord of Shadows."


The fighting stopped, all of the men looking around for the source, but his voice seemed to come from the air itself. It wasn't painfully loud or overpowering, like from a speaker, but rather like he was standing nearby and giving a speech. Magic was certainly involved.


"I know that many of you are afraid, afraid for your families, afraid for your lives, but know this, my armies are no barbarians. We do not seek to raid, rape, pillage, and destroy. No my friends, we have come to liberate, to lead you to a brighter future.


I desire that none of you men, regardless of if you have supported me or not, to perish. No, no, I bid you to put down your arms, to let me, and my men free you from the oppression of those nobles who sent you here to die. Those who cared not for your lives, only that they could buy a bit more time, those that left you here.


So I implore you all to lay down your weapons. Those who surrender will not suffer any harm from me. Those who try to avoid the fighting will come to no harm by my hand, nor the hand of my men. For my men were drawn from those like you, those who were beaten down, ground under those who thought themselves your betters.


This as well to those who support me within the city walls. I would ask you brave men to fall back for the time being, to allow your enemies this chance to do what is right and put down their spears. Let them for now have a brief time to consider, and to see reason, to end this pointless fighting.


For my armies have already breached your wards. We shall fell the gates in short order, and we shall take this city. I do not desire to harm any of you, but no resistance to us shall be tolerated. Surrender now, return to your homes, your shops, or seek shelter in the temple district, and I shall show you mercy, fail to, and you shall have none. Consider, and make your choice."


When it ended the silence was deafening. All across the city it would seem that men and women had stopped all they were doing to listen, and now they took a second to think.


An older man stepped forth from the group of rebels. He was well built, and had a thick beard and hair of pale gray. He raised a hand forward to show he'd put down his weapon as he spoke to the opposing side.


"Allow us to gather our wounded and leave in peace and we will cease fighting for now." He stared at the soldiers opposite him, eyes hard.


The man who spoke from the ranks of the kingdom's soldiers was younger, but no less resolved. "I'm not authorized to make a truce, but... it seems we have our own wounded to tend to. So if you're happy to ignore us as well..."


With that their fighting ceased. Injured men were carried, a few had to have improvised stretchers made for them, but they all began to back away. It was weird, this lot had been going at each other viciously just a few moments ago, but now all they had were cautious looks towards one another as they retrieved their friends and backed away.


I wondered if the whole city was going through this now. How many of the men of the kingdom would leave the walls and just go home? Could their commanders even stop them at this point, and what would happen if they did? Would The Lord of Shadows keep his word?


Did it even really matter though? If he had enough magical talent on his side to broadcast his voice over the whole of the city he might well just be able to destroy it. We were already losing, everyone knew that, and him offering peace like that... He didn't need to, he could have just kept on grinding us down, but he did offer, and I thought that many would accept.


I barely heard it when Charles landed beside us. The only sound was a light rattling from the chainmail bernie he was wearing over what had to be the most boring brown and gray outfit I'd ever seen. A few things stuck out as I looked him over though. There were pockets all over the clothes, and what looked like the outlines of a few knife sheaths here and there.


"Come on then girls. I'd wager Lucien will be thrilled to see us all."


I sighed as I dropped the invisibility spell and followed him across the road. There were a few puddles of blood here and there, some crossbow quarrels left behind, a broken spear. As we opened the door I turned and heard it. The sounds of fighting, at least in this part of the city, had ceased. They were replaced now by a deep rumble from far away. It was the sound of an army readying itself to end this siege.

            

    
        Chapter 103 To The Temple District

    
    
    
    
                While the outside of The Sky looked calm and normal, the inside was anything but. The windows had been blacked with curtains and people huddled in, mostly women and children. Those men who had avoided the draft were up to a few moments ago waging war on those who hadn't. I recognized a few, nodding here and there to them as they tried to find somewhere to sit with friends or family, old regulars who'd been here even when I was young.


Jackson was running things so far as I could see. He looked to have aged a decade since last we'd spoken, and smiled as I came over.


"So... what's with?" I gestured to the people all around us.


"Simple thing that. Most people understand that few really want to tangle with a caster. So when the fighting in their neighborhoods got too bad, or their homes were set aflame a few came here to seek shelter."


"Wouldn't the temples be safer though?" Kala asked, quirking her brow.


"Sure, if you could get to them. You two haven't been around the last few days have you?" Both Kala and I shook our heads in unison. "Well," he continued, "it's been pretty rough. Though if everyone is respecting the truce that 'Lord of Shadows' called for I suspect a lot of them will head towards the temples."


"Alright, where's Lucien?" If we'd need to move again, talking to him would be the fastest way to sort it all.


"Downstairs."


Kala stayed behind with Jackson. There were several wounded among those who'd come here seeking shelter. That wasn't honestly the worst idea, while they may not have been invited like me the old fart was not a bad guy, and even now I wouldn't want to tangle with him. I was unfamiliar on the exact rules she had to follow for her particular Order, but the people here seemed to be non-combatants in every sense, so there should be no issues.


The basement was the same as always, save for one thing. There was a door supposedly leading into the undercity down here. It had been there silently for a long long time. Lucien had even warned me against trying to open it when I first expressed interest in the tunnels.


It now stood open, unsealed by the man who'd built this bar, who'd plugged up that hole in the first place. Lucien himself was nowhere to be seen, but what I could see were wards around the opening, keeping it all contained. They surrounded a small spiral staircase, leading down into the depths.


Taking out my lamp I began to descend. Interestingly the lamp was not needed for long. At first it was almost unnoticeable, but there was a slight, almost blue-black glow to the walls in places. In other places there were points of faint light, or gentle swirls of the same. The lower I went the more attached the patches became, until soon it looked like the stone instead with the patchy part. I didn't dare touch whatever was causing this, it was obviously some form of magic.


After what felt like five or more stories worth of stairs they ended. The room I came out in took my breath away. The ceiling, the walls, every surface was covered in the same thing that had been in the stairwell. Except here, in this room that had to be fifty feet across, it looked like I was standing in an infinite sky.


Swirls of galaxies adorned the walls, in myriad colors and shapes. the space between was dark, but even that darkness seemed to hold some faint light, stretching between in an almost three dimensional effect. There was one small pulsing bit that looked like it was supposed to be a nearby star, round and with an almost swirling effect.


"It's magnificent, isn't it?" Lucien stood in the middle of the room, looking around. There were small patches of light glowing around his feet, and a path leading from the stairwell to where he now stood.


"Beautiful, what is it?"


"Starlight Mold. It's harmless, in case you were wondering. I found this place years ago, took the name of my bar from it. I sealed up all the other entrances to down here, but we're deep and it should be safe regardless of whatever they do on the surface."


"Why? Why hide it?"


"This stuff is like so many other beautiful things Alana." He motioned to his feet, and I could see that, very slowly, the small glow there was retreating. "It's fragile, just coming down here will damage it severely. It will take years for it to recover just from our walking here. If we were all to come and hide here..." He set his jaw, looking mournfully again at the vista all around him. "It will be worth it though."


I realized that he'd kept this place for years. Letting it grow and flourish into the wonderful place that it now was. He would destroy it though, for those he cared about, letting the colony of magical fungus collapse from our very presence. This was what he would sacrifice for those he cared for.


"I'm glad you got to see it like this. We should hurry and bring Jackson down too, before everyone else. I'd like him to see it once." With that he began to walk back over to me.


"Well, he should, but let's not bring everyone down yet. Looks like there's been a truce."


"Really? That won't last long I imagine, but it's something. Let the innocent get out of the way."


As we ascended I turned to talk to the older bard. "How did you know they were communication tools?" I asked, "Charles said you told him that, but I don't think I ever explained exactly what they did."


"They go in your ear girl. That's so obvious it's painful. Also, I don't want to know where you got military-type magical items like that. It hurts my head just thinking about it."


"Okay, fair enough. Why Charles?"


"Because he's good at what he does now. He's also rather discreet. Finally, he really likes you."


"I'm a bit young for him." I replied sarcastically.


"I don't mean in that way. Though in the future perhaps. You're not there yet, but you've never been bad looking girl. I reckon in a few years you'll be quite attractive. Don't rush it though, youth is a gift." He still seemed a bit sullen, even if it were possible we'd have an out now.


"Back on the subject."


"Back on the subject I think he views you lot what saved him as his best friends. He seems more fond of you in particular than the other two though. Could be because you're a girl, could be because you remind him of something else."


I sighed, shaking my head.





Kala decided she needed to head back to the temple district once we returned. There were a lot of people who'd seen seeking shelter here that had already left for that particular quarter of the city, and a number more who were waiting to go with her.


That left me in a bit of an odd spot. I really wanted to stay with Lucien and the others, but at the same time I wanted to be near Kala. I was hoping that she might opt to stay here for the duration, but realistically that was never going to happen and I knew it. With a sad smile I turned to my friends at the bar and bade them keep themselves safe.


Our group consisted of around thirty people. There were only a couple of older boys mixed in with the women and children. They were too young to be drafted, and had opted instead to stay with their families instead of joining either side.


About half way to our destination we encountered a small issue. At one of the crossroads it seemed a checkpoint of sorts had been set up. There were around twenty guards in the standard issue armor of the kingdom, all lined up and going into and out of a few requisitioned houses.


One of these men, older, with a slight belly moved in front of our group. "Attention, due to the recent attacks all citizens are required to return to their homes."


"We can't, that's why we're heading for the temple..." one of the women in our group began.


"I'm afraid not, you all need to turn around and go home." He stood back, crossing his arms like a middle manager. He seemed to be in charge of turning groups like ours around, and based on the way he spoke he also seemed to think he could just order people to go back to a war-zone or burned out husk.


I took only a second to hum together the most basic of my shields, one that would protect me from crossbow bolts and the like before I spoke.


"Sir, the people here are not soldiers, and they are seeking shelter with the Orders, certainly..."


"Little girl, you don't seem to understand, you're not coming through here," he cut me off before I could even finish.


I saw red. This tiny little tyrant reminded me of all the people I'd ever met just like him. He was the man given just a smidge of power and determined to use it. He was the poor leader that everyone below him dreaded. He was just like our former mayor Malke.


That last though flowing through my rage-filled head was what stopped me from doing anything I might regret. Sure this guy was petty and being stupid. I could also probably wipe the floor with him and all the little soldiers he had here with some effort. If I did so though, if I really hurt or killed them, then I'd have to live with that. It would be so easy to send down a thunderbolt and fry him, but it would also haunt me if I did so.


A hand rested on mine and I turned a bit to see my dear Kala smiling. It was not a nice smile, but her light touch had brought me fully back to my senses.


"No little man, you don't seem to understand," she began in a sickly sweet voice, and the man puffed up. She didn't give him enough pause to speak again before continuing. "My lovely friend here is a trained battlemage, I am a priestess, and these people with us are refugees who I am escorting. We will be passing to the temple district, and you would be heavily advised not to lay a finger on any of them. Understood?"


"I... um..." he sputtered, seemingly unable to come up with something to say to that.


"Good! Come along everyone." Kala gave a bright smile as she began to casually walk us past the man whose mind still seemed to be trying to process.


I was gathering mana up just in case as the group walked, and it was fortunate I was doing so. One of the older boys with us, probably fifteen, stupidly chuckled as he walked by. That was enough to illicit a response from the would-be guard.


The pair were both acting absolutely foolish. The guard grabbed him, intending to do something, it didn't really matter what. As he did so the boy pulled back, falling to the ground. From there I wasn't sure if it was Kala, or myself who hit him with a spell first. Hers was a small bead of the purplish light she seemed to favor as a visual cue. Mine of course was a simple concentrated scream, as I didn't want to kill the guy.


It had been awhile since I'd used that against someone without any resistance to magic. In a second he was bleeding from his ears. He was also laying on the ground, somewhere between being curled up in the fetal position and shaking like he was having a seizure. I was fairly sure I hadn't put that much into it.


The other soldiers bristled before a voice from one of their own spoke. "Do nothing, he was warned." From the look it was another of the older soldiers.


"But..." one of the men began, looking at the downed guard.


"But nothing, those are casters, and I don't fancy being turned inside out. He was warned that they were under the priestess' protection. He grabbed the kid anyway. Let him be."


"He should live..." Kala looked to me and I nodded to that statement.


"Thank you for that." The new leader nodded politely as we finished passing by.


Once we were through the kid came up to the two of us. "Hey, thanks for that," he tried to give a big grin, only to be met with glares.


We all collectively spent the rest of the walk to the temple district telling him just how stupid he'd been. His mother was nearby and began piling as much of everyone's luggage as she could on him, informing him that if he had enough energy to screw around, he had enough energy to work.

            

    
        Chapter 104 Quarrels and Helping Out

    
    
    
    
                As we approached the temple district, which now had a gate made of interwoven vines, Kala turned to me. "Alana, a bit of privacy please."
That was a bit concerning, but easy enough. I furrowed my brow as I sang the spell into place, making a bubble around us.
"What's wrong?"
"We need to talk. Alana, there are rules for priests, and rules for those who seek shelter with us. If you enter the temple district I need you to promise to follow them."
"Um?"
"We do not heal soldiers while battles are still going, nor support any side over the other. The man last night, I know he was your friend, but you can't do something like that again."
"I... he wasn't even fighting though."
"I know, and I know that you didn't make to fight either side, you were just helping a friend. That's why it's technically okay, but it skirts the rules we priests must live under, and once we go in you can't do that again." She had a very serious look on her face, and we stared at each other for a few minutes.
"Why didn't you tell me this before we left?"
She looked away, "I... didn't know if you would come if I told you. I'm sorry, I thought it was best."
I couldn't hear them, but the people with us looked aghast as my hand made contact with her face. "You tricked me? Did you really think I wouldn't have come if you just asked!? But no, you had to bring me here, where you knew I wouldn't turn around, where I wouldn't have a choice before you told me what needed to happen! All because you 'thought it was best' seriously!?"
Kala held her face where I'd slapped her, looking like she was about to cry. "I just wanted you safe."
"I know. That's not the problem, the problem is that you took away my choice Kala. That's not how you treat people. It's why The Shield ticks me off so much, because that's the kind of thing they do."
That seemed to resonate with her, causing her to wince. "I didn't mean to hurt you, please..."
"I'm mad, but I'll get over it. Just don't do anything like that ever again." I huffed a bit, but knew that I wouldn't stay angry with her for too long. A quick look at her and I felt my own pang of regret. "Sorry for hitting you."
"I kind of deserved it." She looked away a bit.
"Maybe, but I still shouldn't have done that. It was wrong, and..." I was at a loss for words on that one. Striking her had been completely out of line, even if she had deceived me, and even if I was unbelievably pissed at her.
"That doesn't change things though. If you come in you still have to promise that you won't get involved in the fighting. If you won't, we'll figure something out, if we can."
"I won't get involved any more Kala. Come on, let's go."
Normally I'd have held her hand while we went, but I was still a bit cross. Perhaps it was that my interactions with The Shield had soured me a bit on people insisting that they knew best, and trying to force it on others. Regardless, that, mixed with how I felt about my own loss of control put me in an awkward place.
I'd never struck any of the people I'd gone out with before in my previous life, nor would I have let them hit me. The very idea of being in that kind of relationship seemed disgusting. Now I had to deal with the fact that I'd lost it and actually done something like that. The very thought made me feel slightly ill.
I dropped the privacy ward as we moved towards the gate, getting strange looks from both those with us and the few men stationed there who could clearly tell that Kala was a priestess. I decided to bottle up my storm of emotions for now as we made our way through and entered this section of the city. The refugees were quickly being interviewed to help them figure out where to go while Kala and I talked.
"I should probably check in with The Shield." I sighed. "If I don't they're likely to show up at some point and cause a whole scene."
"Oh, yeah, I suppose that's for the best." Kala mumbled a bit, looking slightly dejected.
"I'll ask them if I can help The Lovers though, or at least come by later. If that's okay with you?"
She immediately brightened back up. "Of course. See you later then."
I gave her a brief hug before heading off, something which seemed to surprise her a bit.
When I made it to The Shield's temple I found the place in a riotous state. It was packed with injured and confused people seeking a place to go. There were a few assistants at the gate helping those who needed healing get inside and those who didn't find other sections of the district where they could go. Seeing how busy everything was I got in line and watched while I waited.
There were very few men here, and those that were were mostly injured. The ones in line had rather small injuries while those who looked more serious that showed up were rushed inside for healing. It seemed that those men who were okay were being assigned locations depending on age and family status. Those with families were mostly being sent to a section between The Shield's headquarters and that of The Order of The Vine.
Women with their families, but without adult men were being sent to a similar, but distinctly separate section near the men. Those who were alone were sent to an area near The Lovers' temple. There were apparently some concerns about assaults, though with how dangerous I could see a priest being if they found such a thing it was probably a minor concern.
After waiting for a few minutes I well understood what the current state was, and had only to wait for my turn. Since I had little else to do I turned to one of the women near me. This lady was probably in her mid-thirties and had a few rather nasty looking burns on one of her arms. Those would hurt, but they were far from life threatening, and so she would have to wait to be seen.
"Excuse me," I asked, giving her a small wave.
"Hello dear, did you need something?" She looked outright exhausted, but was quite polite.
"Um, would you like me to fix your arm?"
"Can you?"
I reached out and hummed 'twinkle twinkle little star' and watched as her arm began to regrow new skin. Her injury was not all that bad, so it quickly faded into a light red mark. Of course that got several of the people around looking at me, including the person who was directing everyone.
"Miss, are you a caster?" He asked, leaving his position for a moment to come and see me.
"Yes."
"I hate to ask, but are you willing to lend aid? If your parents are here I'd like to speak to them. We could use all the help we can get." Even the temples wouldn't order someone underage to work for them, but they could ask.
"They're not around. If Eleanor is around though, she's probably who I should go talk to. It's rather complicated."
It took him a few seconds to process that statement and he smiled just a bit. "Of course, go into the temple and to the wing just on the right. She should be in there directing some of the older children on helping carry water and the like." He pointed me towards the temple. While a few groaned that I wouldn't be seeing to them, most seemed to understand that I should probably be helping in the most efficient way possible.
It was surreal walking through today. There were a lot of injured, but there were some rather important facts about them. Mostly that none looked like soldiers. Similarly there were far less than I would expect for a city of this size embroiled in fighting. The other big thing was that most of the wounds looked like they'd been inflicted on the edge of the fighting. Some had arrows or burns, or other nasty things, but they all seemed like something that a bystander would get, not a soldier in the thick of it.
Finding my old guardian was easy enough. She stood in the midst of a swarm of teens, directing each here and there to clean things like sheets or bandages, or else to deliver water or other supplies to the various parts of the temple. There were a handful who seemed to be coming and going with notes and reports, which she hurriedly leafed through before sending the next adolescent off on a mission.
"Hi Eleanor." I said as I approached.
"This is hardly the time for..." She looked up from the paper before her, fixing a glare on me that shortly turned to a wide eyed gawk. "Alana!? What are you doing here? Why aren't you at the academy!?"
"It got attacked by a bunch of men trying to capture students. I didn't think it was safe so I fled. Long story, I'll tell you later. Kala and I got here just a bit ago, and I decided to come and check in with The Shield. If possible I'd like to go help her over with The Lovers." I rattled off at speed. The other teens were giving me a look now too.
Eleanor moved one hand to her face and began to massage the bridge of her nose. "I'd nearly forgotten what an incredible little headache you can be."
"That's not fair; I'm not really little anymore. Anyway, where should I go then?"
"I think I can answer that one best." A thick masculine voice came from behind.
I turned to see Rosk. It'd been years now since I'd laid eyes on him and he'd grown his hair out a bit. The look was quite fetching on him. He too looked like seeing me was dredging up a mix of memories.
"Oh?" I asked, putting a finger on my chin and tilting my head a bit. It was ludicrous, but the most obvious 'innocent act' I could put on.
He seemed mildly amused rather than bothered. "Yes, we're having some issues at the temple for The Vine that you are well suited to help. As for healing we've mostly got it covered here for now. Will you do so?"
"Of course," I chirped.
"Good, do you know where their temple is, or do you need someone to show you?"
I knew almost nothing about The Vine, but I'd seen a temple that fit that general aesthetic, and described its location to him. The temple district wasn't that big regardless, so it was nearly impossible to get lost. He nodded and I hurried off before someone tried to force me into cleaning bedpans or something else odious.
I was given a scribbled note and sent on my way. It would be easy enough to look at it, but it was sealed and my peaking might well be noticed, it would also ruin whatever surprise I was in for. I walked along the quite busy street to the walled off complex with the vines around it and found a man standing near the entrance. He wasn't a caster I thought, but a brief flash of aura told me he was either hiding it well, or a minor talent of some kind.
"I'm afraid we're closed for the moment miss. As you can tell there's quite a bit going on." He gave me a kind smile, but one that told me in no uncertain terms that he was really too busy today.
I proffered my note, which he quickly read through then gave a deep laugh. "Well, seems you're going in after all. See Jorus, he's the priest whose beard doesn't quite reach his chest."
He let me pass with what certainly had to be the strangest instruction on finding someone I'd ever heard. Then again I knew almost nothing about The Vine, there was only one guy in my class who was with them, and he seemed rather aloof to everything. I was pretty sure we'd never even talked.
Once I got in through I began to quickly understand. Finding the priests was easy enough, since they all had auras. There were a couple of women who were both rather young, and four men. Three of the men had ostentatious, belly length beards, where the third had one that was only around half a foot long. They were alternating between discussions with themselves and with a few attendants.
"Are you Jorus?" I asked, walking up to the short(er) bearded man.
"I am indeed; what brings you here?" He asked, raising one eyebrow. I knew he could see that I was a caster, so he didn't dismiss me outright.
"I have a note." I smiled brightly as I passed it over.

It took him a few moments to read the text before he began to chuckle. "Oh, that will be useful indeed."

            

    
        Chapter 105 The Vine

    
    
    
    
                Jorus passed the note to the other priests and quickly led me off.


"So, what do you know about the current situation?" he asked.


"Lots of refugees, ongoing fighting outside the district, anything else specific?"


"That about covers it. We of The Vine have been given the task of trying to keep the people fed for now while this all settles down. Something which has been a bit of a task, that little letter from Rosk explained that you would likely be of great help. You've done something like this before?"


"I made bread during the famine a few years back. We have enough food right?" His words chilled me. I'd seen starvation, the slow hollowing of cheeks and creeping gauntness that swallowed whole families.


He apparently heard the fear in my voice. "Oh don't worry my dear, we've enough for quite some time. The issue is getting it all prepared and out to those who need it. People are coming in so fast that we've not yet managed to get the system fully up and running to handle it yet. The districts store of grain may be large, owing to the fact that we knew this army was coming, but making grain into bread or porridge or the like takes cooks, and stoves."


"So the bottleneck is in preparation, not supply?"


"Never heard it put like that, but I suppose the neck of a bottle is a good way to explain it. Yes, we have enough for everyone, but can't get it too them fast enough. It takes weeks to starve, but being hungry will lead to things like violence, theft, and all kinds of other problems we don't want."


"Okay... why is The Vine in charge of this?"


"Hmm? Well, we specialize in magic involving plants. Though force growing fruits and vegetables is rather bad for the plant and soil."


Finding volunteers to sing with me so I could utilize the gestalt effect was easy enough. People was the one thing that we had in spades right now. With them in place I'd sing up several loads of bread and then take a short break to recharge.


It was notable that my capacity in this had increased dramatically since I was little. Back then a basket or two of bread would be around my limit; now I was managing five with gestalt before I needed a break, and that was a short breather compared to what I needed before. I frowned a bit when I realized that at my current state I may well have been able to feed my entire village. If I'd been as good back then as I was now, perhaps it would still be standing, and with my weather ability I may have been able to stop the drought too.


"You look bothered." Jorus had approached without me noticing as I was finishing up this load.


"I was thinking about the past." It wasn't a subject I often broached, particularly with strangers.


"Well, you look like you might need a short rest, and I think you'll find me a good listener. Would you tell me the story?" He plopped down next to me. The whole of The Vine's compound was covered in grass and short plants like moss and clover, so sitting anywhere was quite possible.


"Not much to tell. Back during the last war with the empire our crops failed." I joined him, finding a nice section of moss that was surprisingly comfy. "I could make bread even then and did as much as I could to try and feed the people living in our village."


"That was very noble of you. Most children would struggle under that burden."


"It wasn't really effective. I tried, but it was never enough, and with the situation how it was... Starvation is a horrible thing to watch. I was thinking that if I'd been then as I am now, then perhaps I could have done a lot more."


"I see. We all wish we could have done more. Everyone who's been through something like that thinks about what could have been if only they were a bit stronger, or faster, or smarter. Sadly we cannot go back and do those things we might have. I myself saw some of the horrors you speak of in that same time, and often think similar things." He looked out at the distance, considering the past as well.


"You were there too?" I asked, quirking an eyebrow.


"Yes, my order generally deals with issues involving the wilds. Managing areas so that they do not overtake civilization, and are not overtaken. We try to maintain the balance there, since so many magical plants and animals are greatly effected by both cities and forests. In times of need though we do what we can to aid our fellow man. I did all I could to help fields and orchards during that time, though it was seldom enough." Jorus seemed happy to explain what he and his did, giving me a light smile.


"Well, Rosk, the priest who wrote to you, was with us at the time, and I never saw him do anything like that.


Jorus nodded. "The magics to effect plants are subtly different from those that effect animals and humans. It takes time to learn, and can be detrimental to them is you aren't trained in the art. It's a careful thing, though potent if used well."


Our break ended and I began to sing up the next batch. Jorus elected to stay. There were several apple trees nearby and while he sang along with us he wove his magic onto them, causing them to first bloom, then fruit. The fruits looked a bit small, but they were there nonetheless.


As we stopped and a few of our gathered assistants went to retrieve the bounty of fruit we retook our places on the ground.


"Mind if I ask you about something else?" The priest did seem to be a good listener, and I needed advice from someone as uninvolved as possible.


"Not at all." He smiled through his beard, leaning back a bit.


I told him about the situation between Kala and I. How she'd tricked me into coming to the temple district and how I was monumentally mad that she hadn't even asked me about it. I also told him how I felt about hitting her in response, an action which still gnawed at my conscience a bit.


"So, any advice?" I asked once I'd finished.


"Hmm. Think about if you want this to end your relationship, about how bad you view this. Then act in accordance. As for your actions, I think you already know what to do there." His advice was the sort of non-advice that you sometimes needed to hear. I already knew what I wanted, and I certainly didn't need someone else to tell me that.


I smiled. "Thank you."


The two of us worked together off and on until sunset. At that point he walked me back towards The Lovers' temple. We carried our baskets for them as we went, chatting lightly about what wild plants made the best seasonings. Nobody bothered us a bit, probably because of the obvious priest robes.


"Well, I'll leave you here for the night. The Shield may think you should stay with them, but as an unaccompanied young woman The Lovers is the right place." He winked at me. "I'll come by in the morning to retrieve you. If you're willing to continue helping?"


I nodded my agreement and went in. I knew where Kala's room was and could practically walk there by habit at this point. At my knock she opened the door and I entered.


The two of us looked at each other for a few moments in awkward silence, before we both began speaking.


"I'm sorry, I..." I tried.


"I shouldn't have..." she began. When I stopped she laughed, nodding with a "You first."


"I'm sorry I lost control like that. It was wrong. Please forgive me." There wasn't much more to say as I bowed my head. I'd been completely out of line, regardless of how angry I'd been.


"Of course. I will insist you not strike me ever again, but I know I betrayed your trust here. Will you forgive me for tricking you into coming"


"I won't, and I already have. Please don't do that again though. I've had a lot of people trying to trick or force me into doing what they want my whole life, it's terrible."


"Promise I won't. Now, come sit down and tell me how your day went." Kala plopped onto her bed and patted a spot beside her.


We talked for some time about how everything had gone, and how we felt about all of it, before finally falling asleep in each other's arms. It was the best way I'd yet found to enter the land of dreams, and I was happy to do so every chance I got.





On the other side of the city a general walked into the tent housing one of the special operations forces. This group was set up and trained specifically in the capture of priority targets, and had been sent against several noble households to secure their members with no casualties.


General Verren was tired. He'd had to spend the whole day dealing with several enemy knights and was both physically and mentally exhausted. That said, some things were important enough to keep going for.


"Report." Verren said as he came in. The tent itself was warded against eavesdropping, so he had few concerns on that front.


"Mission failed sir. We had to retreat to keep from coming into conflict with the academy's staff." It was the unit's leader who answered for them, standing straight as he gave the bad news.


"Damn, was there anything gained?"


"We made contact with the primary General, unfortunately she displayed abilities beyond what we were prepared for and managed to escape us."


"What? Explain." The aging man gave them all a hard look, seeming to think that they may have made some foolish mistake.


"Well sir. We were attacked with some kind of weather and lightning magic. The latter of which was a great distraction. We were also unprepared for the target to be able to cast without sound. It's not unheard of in bards, but a rather niche ability. Finally sir, we're not sure what happened to Roland, but he still can't quite walk right."


Verren began to laugh hysterically. "The little spitfire. Well, I'm glad to at least confirm her presence and safety. Any chance we can make another assault?"


The team leader blinked at the sudden change. "I'd advise against it for the time being. They've got their guard up fully now and any attempt is likely to be met with the whole staff descending upon us. That's a mixed lot, some are very dangerous, particularly their dean."


"Hmm, you're right there. We'll have to wait until the city is captured properly. Well men, we've got plenty of missions for you lot now anyways. There are a number of noble estates that are in need of a visit from those with your particular skills."


Verren left both happy and frustrated. He now had confirmation from a source close to him that his daughter was alive and well, and able to meet one of their more skilled teams and escape apparently. It would have been best if she'd been captured of course, but it was hard not to feel a great swelling of pride at his little girl's skill. He at least took solace in the fact that very soon she'd be with him again.

            

    
        Chapter 106 Palace Showdown

    
    
    
    
                I looked out over the town. The castle's wards were still holding for now, but even I realized that that wouldn't go for too much longer. It had been just over a week since the city wards had failed and the fighting had started in earnest, and we were losing, badly.


Our enemies had known the city well, and had plenty of contacts within. They knew which noble houses were likely to surrender in hopes of getting a better deal with them, and which they'd have to destroy. Their strikes had been surgical and violent, wiping out the strongest leaders still present in the walls.


We had gotten a few wins. Lord Fallon had been away from the central duchies, trying to stomp out some rebels in the north when they'd arrived, and he seemed our best chance for relief from this assault. We'd also managed to take out several of their units, mostly non-magic using soldiers, and some of the rebels who were still assisting them.


I sighed and turned, Dean Lorrae had opted to join us in the castle. Normally this would be unthinkable, as he would need to stay with his charges until the end, but he was too valuable a target and much needed to reinforce our defenses in real time. The current plan was to keep the students at the school until its wards started to fall, then evacuate en masse. Hopefully most of them could escape.


"How much longer can we hold?" I asked, looking over towards the old man who normally wore a mischievous smile.


"That depends. A few days more at most, but I'll admit that that's a generous estimate. I've already started holding my mana for when we have to flee."


"I'd prefer to fight."


"I know you would lad, but there's an army out there, and regardless of how good you are, you can't fight an army on your own. No, it's wiser now to hold them in case Fallon makes it back, or to escape and see if we can't go find him."


"You're right, but we'll have to leave so many behind if we run. Don't you have family too? I know my cousins and friends will likely be killed or at least held after."


"I've a few grand kids, but they can take care of themselves. Well, some of them can, a few... Sadly not all of my children's children turned out well."


In the middle of our conversation there was a brilliant light that flew up over the city. The pale green projectile flew higher and higher until just below the clouds. Once there it exploded with an ear-shattering noise. That was a first, whatever it was certainly had some energy to it, but had not come even near the castle. It also looked like something our wards would stop with ease, so I saw no point to their doing it.


"Their attack... missed?" I mused, cocking my head a bit.


"That wasn't an attack my prince. We should get to the courtyard." Lorrae looked over towards two of the nearby servants. "You, go and inform their Majesties of where we're headed, and quick, and you lass, to the princess, fast as you can."


I watched the pair rush off as Lorrae began to move. It was unknown to most, but the courtyard was our evacuation spot. It was secured by a separate set of protections from the rest of the palace and readied for Lorrae's plan.


It took us only a few moments to get there, and once we had he began to cast. The spell he was making was one unlike any I'd seen before and several of the intricacies would have been lost on even a skilled caster. I could do nothing but stand back and wait.


And wait... and wait... and wait...


I looked around, there was only one knight here with me for the moment, he my guard for the day. "Where are my parents? Or my sister, they should all be here by now." Something seemed wrong.


Two things happened in quick succession. First a blast of water slammed one of the nearby towers, the one I'd been in only moments ago, sending debris flying. Second there was an explosion from deep in the castle, one that shook everything nearby. Lorrae was still casting and didn't flinch.


"Stay here and guard him with your life, we'll need the exit ready," I said to the guard as I turned and sped off. He sputtered and tried to follow but he was skilled at surviving and protecting, not speed and I easily left the courtyard before he had a chance to stop me.


I ran through the halls of the palace like an arrow loosed, the edges of the world starting to blur as I moved. There was no time to spare as I bolted towards my parents chambers, dodging past servants, almost all of the knights were already at the walls for defense.


The guards who should have been standing outside the royal chambers lay dead on the ground, the doors they had stood before burst open. Inside the results of the explosion could be seen, scars from a lightning bomb slashed the walls. The king, his crown fallen to the ground lay there. He'd not died from the blast it seemed, but rather a knife that bloomed under his chin, pointing up into his skull.


The queen had survived too but was being held aloft by the neck by some kind of magical tentacle or rope. A girl the prince knew vaguely stood before her, one of his sister's retainers. The obvious source of the spell.


"Aw... no more? How disappointing." I barely registered her as she cast my mother's corpse aside, tutting.


My sword, an enchanted blade gifted by an elven ambassador appeared in my hand as I screamed in incoherent rage. The blade burning a brilliant blue as it drank some of my mana. I bolted at the caster who had barely the time to turn as I bore down on her frail form.


Her spell was faster through, turning and speeding at me at an almost impossible rate. Several passes were made in the course of only a few seconds. She lost several of her little tentacle ropes, as my blade slashed through them and my mana burned against hers. In that time though she had a moment to fall back and begin focusing on me properly.


She didn't have power, but she did have skill. This, what was her name? Gwenna? Could cast under pressure and in ways that would irk even the most skilled of battlemages. None of her spells had the pressure that one would expect, but they were cast perfectly and with extreme speed.


Had I not screamed to alert her, or not rushed in blindly in anger I would have easily overpowered her before she could do anything about it. She was no physical user and didn't have the reaction speed to do much with as short of an alert as she might have gotten. Foolishly I hadn't used any stealth, giving her the moments she needed to react.


On our third pass she managed to hit me with some kind of force, knocking me back a little. That was enough for her to get those bloody ropes in play and well around me. It took all of them to wrap me up, but they did, holding tight to my limbs as the last wrapped around my throat.


"Aww... so close, you nearly had me there little prince. Too bad, too bad. Now look at me, I like to see..." As she was taunting, walking towards me she stopped looking down.


Below her arm, in the area of her ribs a small stick protruded. As she gasped a second joined it. I watched the girl stumble a bit, her eyes wide at the intruders poking out from her dress. Not only had she focused her all on me, but she'd devoted all of her little spell to hold me in place. Now she grasped and reached, trying to pull out a pair of crossbow bolts.


I could see that I was not alone in having come to check on the royal couple. In the doorway stood a man who looked more like a snake, holding some monstrous contraption with two slots for quarrels.


Emil ran over to me as the wizard's spell failed. She was busy with trying to deal with her own issues. With one of my arms over his shoulder he began to drag me out of the room, moving as fast as he could. I was still gasping for breath as we made it to the end of the hall and he helped me down the stairs.


"Need to kill her, she killed..."


"No sire, we need to go. The castle's wards are down and we don't have the time to waste. We must flee now. If it is any consolation, I doubt she'll survive."


At this point my legs were working a bit better and I could help as we moved. I didn't like it, but he was right, there was little else I could do here.


"That monster will probably just pull them out and plug the holes. Should have cut off her head."


"Ah, perhaps, but what about the poison?" I could hear the amusement in the man's voice as he waxed, almost gleefully, on the situation.


I looked at the spymaster and tried not to laugh. No self-respecting knight or battlemage used poison. Even among common soldiers it would be derided. Emil though wasn't a knight, or a battlemage, or a priest, or any kind of mage at all. He was a commoner, and had no issues with anything that worked.


A few people had thought us mad to have a commoner as our spymaster, and in such a proximity to us. Mostly those were nobles and the like who objected to them on a fundamental level. On the other hand he was simply the best at what he did, and loyal to the royal family for all we'd done for him.


Once I'd recovered enough I picked the man up and took him with me as I ran back to the courtyard. We arrived in moments to find it much as I'd left it, one knight and one caster. The old wizard looked at me as I approached.


"Where are...?" he began.


"Not coming, get us out." I said sadly, from my voice I could tell he understood.


"Very well, everyone close in."


Normally the knight would have been left behind, Emil too, but as the rest of the royal family was not joining us, there was no reason not to take them. As the spell released forming a shell around us I thought hard. I'd known my sister had some issues with me, but murdering our parents seemed too much. She had either totally betrayed us, or was captured, or perhaps dead. It didn't matter which now, but I'd need to find out.


The shell that encircled us now looked not unlike an opaque egg. As it came together I felt a sort of weightlessness overtake me, and then we began to speed up. Up and up we went, letting the castle shrink below us as we climbed towards the bright white clouds. I could see the whole city as we turned, flying at incredible speed northwards and away from the doomed capital of Lithere. It didn't even feel like we were moving, just seeing it all pass below.





I was dizzy, and incredibly angry as I pulled on the damn bolts that arrogant little bastard had shot me with. I was going to kill him. First I'd wring that little prince's neck then I would skin the spy. Perhaps I could stretch it out and use it for a book cover when I was done? Questions for later.


I'd even fallen over while they fled, the disgrace. First thing was first though, I needed to stop my bleeding. That was easy enough in the short term, and a small covering of force wrapped around the shafts. I'd tried to pull them out at first but they were deep, and a few touches had reminded me how bad of an idea that would be.


As I tried to rise I found I was having trouble moving. Arms and legs were fine, but curling myself, I just couldn't. That was no good, had he hit something? Just one more sin to his name, but no matter, I could just use magic.


A little mana gone and I floated up, able to get my feet below me again and tried to walk forwards. It was hard and I was short of breath as I made a few paces, then faltered again. Once more I stumbled and fell.


This was bad, very bad. I felt a cold fear creep up my spine as I considered my options. I seemed to be hurt far worse than just a simple wound. What to do, what to do... I just needed to stay where I was, we'd won, and soon our forces would get here and heal me. Yes, that was it, just keep the bleeding down and I'd be fine.


I gasped, it was so hard to breathe, like someone was pressing on my chest. I pulled and pulled but I just couldn't get the air to go in, the muscles wouldn't move. The cold fear washed over me as I realized that something was very wrong. I needed a healer and now. I tried to rise again and couldn't, tried to scream, for only a bare squeak to escape.


I thrashed, trying to get attention. The pain was growing by the moment, spreading through my chest as I focused all of my will on just pulling in one more breath. Without thinking my hands grasped for my chest and legs kicked. I was so scared, it hurt so bad.


In only a few moments I found I couldn't move my arms or legs either. The pain was all consuming and I wept as numb fear took me. The only thing I could hear was the deafening beating of my heart.


Papa, big brother, help me.


The beating stopped.

            

    
        Chapter 107 Reunion

    
    
    
    
                We had finally finished.  It had been several days to take the city once we got in, ending in the assault on the palace.  That part, at least for me and mine, was almost routine.  The wards were disabled by some internal agent and from there the assault was just the slog of cutting through the knights.  It was vicious, it was hard, and bloody, but it was also something we'd done a hundred times.  This lot had been better trained, but there'd been only so many of them.  Having too many people in your secure holding tended to end in someone betraying you.


While it may have been just a bit irresponsible, both Mystien and I went to The Bergond Academy of Mages, which would need a new name shortly, ostensibly to secure the location.  We'd managed to take and secure the the palace before our move, even if that operation had taken the better part of the whole night.  Those still alive there had all either surrendered or been forcibly stopped and now all that was left was the paperwork.


"Thanks for coming along."  I said to my old friend as he walked along with me.


"It's been too long since we've been able to work on something together Verren.  I also know that school better than you're likely ever to.  Any word on the situation there?"


"Looks like most of the students and staff fled into the lower city.  We've caught a few of the dumber ones, and those they left behind to keep the place looking active."


That had been a whole situation.  Several of the noble kids had nearly gotten themselves killed, but others simply didn't know a thing about commoners or where they lived and were easily picked up because they looked like the lost rich kids they were.


"What word on...?"  He didn't even finish the sentence before I shook my head.


"I haven't gotten any reports that detailed yet.  We'll know shortly after we get there."


After that our walk was quiet.  The former kingdom's premier and only school for casters was close enough and when we arrived the place was abuzz with activity from our soldiers.  They'd locked the whole facility down and were combing it for anyone who was hiding or anything of import that  needed to be logged.


We approached and were questioned, but that was a formality.  Once they'd established who the two of us were we were quickly shown to the officer in charge of the documentation and prisoners.


"Greetings sirs, anything you need?"  He was a formal sort, and we'd not worked together much before, but if he was put in charge of this job there was no doubt in his competence.


"Yes, can you please provide us with a list of current students, along with those who've been captured or whose whereabouts we currently have?"


The documents themselves were a mixture of those from the school's own records and ours.  They'd been so kind as to mark several different situations.  Some of the older boys were labeled as having joined the defense, some were marked as captured, a large number had been marked as evacuated.  None of those really mattered when I got to Alana's name, it was there with a marking beside it 'missing-presumed fled' along with another girl in her year.  Some other students had the same designation so I looked up at the officer.


"What does, 'missing-presumed fled' mean."


"That was the school's designation, but it seems to mean that the student in question disappeared before the main evacuation and is therefore unaccounted for."


I tried not to grit my teeth at that answer, then went back to the records.  The other girl was marked as a priest, but I didn't know if they'd escaped together or separately, and asking about her specifically was a risk.


"Please take me to where the staff are being held."


Going through each and asking them about each and every one of the missing students was tedious, but it kept most of my cards out of play.  I also learned a number of things.  The man who taught the Magical Item Creation practical class seemed to guess who I was looking for and sighed when I got to her name.


"She's the one you want, isn't she?"  He looked sad as he asked.  "I understand, particularly if you've seen some of the weird stuff she does."


"Like what?"  It was Mysten's turn to talk.  He'd been mostly silent, content to watch, but this seemed to have him very interested.


"She came up with a few things we didn't quite understand.  An odd fire spell, some kind of orb that she claimed was a lamp..."  He seemed to pause for a moment, leaving some things out.  "You lads must have got wind that she's sharp, but she's a child.  If you find her, and you probably won't, I'd ask you not to hurt her."


I could answer that.  "I have no intention to harm her at all, we just want her found."


He nodded, seeming to conclude that there was no more he could do.


Her advisor, and in fact the advisor for all of the bards was about too.  He had his own opinion when we got to Alana.


"Doubt you'll ever catch her, not unless she wants to be caught, or just makes dumb decisions."


"You're not the first to have said something like that, why?"  I asked, thinking back to the other professor's words.


"Well it's not secret, but she's some kind of illusion prodigy.  Full body invisibility, realistic images and copies.  During her exam she fooled the whole staff into thinking she was somewhere she wasn't, Rooke thought it was teleportation.  The dean could see through it, but if you're at his level why would you even care about her?"


I resisted the urge to rub my temples.  "What about the other girl in her year, the priestess?"


"Oh yes, they were fairly close from what I understood."  He didn't have much more than that though, which was irritating.


Sadly we couldn't ask any of the fairer members of staff, because they'd all scattered like flowers on the wind.  That action was smart on their part, but a pain for me personally.


"Your daughter is an invisible tree in a forest, and she keeps moving."  Mystien said after putting up some basic privacy spell.


"I know, I'm not sure if I should be proud, or irritated at her."


"Eh, be irritated at me.  I'm the one who taught her basic running and hiding."


"Fine, I'm irritated at you then.  Next we try the temple district.  The Shield definitely had contact with her, and while they might not let us in just yet I'm betting we can at least get a message sent if we ask nice.  Who knows, maybe she ran off with that priestess to hide there."


"That's not a bad thought."


"First though, I need a drink."


"Fair enough, come on then, I know just the place.  It's even on the way if you squint a little at the map."


I chuckled and followed.  On our way out my son joined us.  He'd come by after finishing up his own duties, ostensibly for the same reason we had.  We all three agreed that the temple district was the next good place to look, and that we all wanted a short break.


Since all of us kept our clothing rather plain we looked like little more than common soldiers, and with a bit of suppression on auras we appeared as little more even to those who could see such things.  We made our way through the streets, which were being patrolled by our men now, and around to a seedy looking bar nestled amongst a mixture of similar establishments, and brothels.


As we passed into the entrance of The Starlit Sky I could see the place was packed.  A number of people were here to get food and stay at the inn, as large swathes of the city were either in ruins, or a complete mess.  Even with the crowd the barman, an older man with a sizable belly let out a deep laugh.


"Well look at you, you miserable old bastard."  His greeting to Mystien was followed by another laugh and a fist slamming on the door to the kitchen.  "Oi, hurry up and get on out here, we've got customers!"  He shouted to one of the staff.





After days of staying with the temples I was relieved when the fighting finally ended.  It may have been only that evening that the palace fell but the city was finally fully at peace.  For my part, it was time to take a step out of The Shield's area before they tried to lay claim to me, again.  So I returned to my old stomping grounds at The Sky.  I was visiting Kala a lot still, so I'd know if anything came up, and we had plans for her to make some careful inquiries about the academy in a couple of weeks.  I didn't know if it would still be running, or if we'd still be students, but I hoped to continue my education.


For now though I was content to make food for all those seeking shelter and sustenance from Lucien.  The money was nothing but pocket change, but it was a fun job to do, and he was relaxed to be around.


As I was finishing up preparation on some more loaves to feed our mass of hungry folk I heard a banging on the kitchen door.


"Oi, hurry up and get on out here, we've got customers!"  Lucien shouted, in what may have been the rudest way he'd ever spoken to me.


I threw the door open, scowling as I exited.  "Hurry up yourself you fat, old..."  It was then that I saw my dad, brother, and Mystien, standing there like it was nothing.  They all looked a bit older, but almost exactly the same as I'd seen them last.


The old bartender tried to keep himself upright through the laugh.  "Seems you finally came to collect your wayward apprentice?  She seems surprised to see you."


Dad was the first to recover.  "A-Alana?  Is that you?"


I had thought long and hard what I would say to my family when next we met.  I'd had years to consider, and knew exactly the first thing I wanted to speak to them.


"SPINDLE!" I loudly declared.


Mystien looked confused.


Dad began to weep, something I'd never seen before.


John laughed so hard he fell and smacked his face into the floor.  He was still a bit of an idiot.





I walked down the hall of my newly conquered palace.  I didn't intend to live here or anything.  I already had a much more secure home, and taking it would be both in bad taste, and make me look like I was establishing myself as a new king of this country, neither of those were desirable.  No, keeping myself close to my men, above, but also humble, that would lead to their continued loyalty.


It had been years since I'd stepped in this place, but following the path to the royal chambers was easy enough.  I could have had others deal with this, but I wanted to see it on my own.  It was therefore that I'd ordered them left as they were until I arrived.


When I reached the room in question only one other was inside.  Princess Sophia stood there in all her glory.  She'd taken time to clean herself and dress well for this meeting, regardless of the fighting going on around her.  It was the things like that, the careful preparation regardless of situation that made her stand out.


"My dear."  I greeted her as I entered, it had been some years since we'd spoken in more than infrequent letters.  "You seem a bit bothered.  Hopefully you can forgive me the deaths of your parents."


"I'm not bothered by that at all my lord.  They would have sold me off like a common cow to whomever had made the best offer."  That much was true, sadly the lot of a princess was often to be married for some financial or political gain.  "Did you know that you were the only one who ever asked me what I wanted?"


"I suspected as much."  I followed her eyes, my own landing on a corpse I didn't recognize, a young woman frozen in death, her face a mask of pain and fear.  "One of yours?"  I asked.


"Mmm, I told you of her in one of my letters.  The one who I had issues reigning in.  It's a shame really, she was loyal."


I wrapped my arm around her shoulders comfortingly.  "Ah, my dear, you know I would have had to put her down anyway.  One cannot leave a rabid dog, no matter how loyal, to run amok.  She served her purpose."


"I know.  Still, at least you would have been merciful about it."


I nodded and gave her a light kiss on the cheek, causing her to blush ever so slightly.  "Well then, come my dear, we've much to do.  There are so many things that need to be set right."

            

    
        Chapter 108 Catching Up

    
    
    
    
                I was quickly moved to the headquarters for dad's army. It was a large governmental building they'd taken over some time ago. They'd chosen this one because of the nearby prison (For captured soldiers/mages/ect), the thick walls, and the ready made offices. I of course didn't get to see much of it, due to the fact that I was rushed in, taken to an office, sat down, and given a list of places and names to memorize by Mystien.


His safehouse and contact list was about a page long, and dad told me, in no uncertain terms, that I wouldn't be allowed to leave until I could recite the whole thing backwards. I later learned that this was an exercise that I'd be doing for several weeks, so that I wouldn't ever forget where to go if things ever hit the fan again.


"Please tell me you're not actually going to make this a daily thing," I said when dad finally returned to test me late that evening.


"It's in case you ever run away again, and yes, I do."


"I did not run away, I was kidnapped," I retorted.


"You were, and you smartly made it to a nearby, safe location. From which you ran away halfway across the country to stay with a bartender you'd never met."


"Well, when you put it like that it sounds stupid."


"It sure does, and so you will be given and memorize a list of places to go, and people to see should things ever go wrong again."


"Fine, not like there's too much else for me to do right now anyway. The academy is shut down, you don't want me out and in the town, and you and John are both busy out of your minds."


"You could spin, you love spinning."


"I loved spinning when I was six dad, and most of that was spending time with people while doing it."


He gave me a very sad look. "It's been too long, far, far too long. I'm sorry that I had to leave, and even more so for all that happened afterwards."


Now was my turn to feel bad. "You didn't have much a choice from what I understand, and I'm not even mad that you didn't tell me about where you were going. I know that I was too young then and you couldn't trust me, but what happened to the village wasn't your fault. That all lies squarely at the feet of Lord Hazelwood."


"Lied squarely, he's dead."


"Did you?"


"Yes. You don't need more details than that. I don't want you to have nightmares."


"Oh dad, nightmares are my normal state. I saw the town slowly starve while I tried my hardest, and failed to stop it, I gutted Malke, I was kidnapped, threatened, fought a massive iron golem, and a mana-eater. I was hit with a lightning bomb, and left barely able to move in a field, I-I saw Rod... after what they did to him. Good dreams are a rare gift for me, and knowing that you skinned that bastard or something wouldn't bother me a bit."


He sat down near me, finding one of the office chairs. "Alana, that shouldn't have happened. I wanted you and your brothers to have a peaceful life, not... not the one you've had."


I rose, heading over to him and kissing his cheek. "Things happen dad, it's not your fault. Now, can we go get some food? I've been in here all day."


"That sounds good actually, let's go. Also, where in the world did you run into a mana-eater, or an iron golem for that matter?"


As we rose and moved to the door I looked over at him. "Do you want the story of how I met the crown prince first? Or the one where I was at a party that turned into a bloodbath first?"


"... Alana, do me a favor."


"Hmm?"


"Don't dump all of this on your mother at once. Who knows how she'll react."


"I think I'm going to gloss over the worst parts. She is a bit prone to overreacting. Anyway, since you didn't answer... It all started after we went to see the exams for the academy..."





I slept in late the next morning, not realizing how much I missed that luxury that students seldom got. When I woke up in the room assigned to me I found that it was still a bit depressingly empty. I didn't have many of my meager possessions on me, and those I did were mostly functional.


There was a bowl of fruit for breakfast, along with some bread and water. It was plain, but good, and that was something that I missed a bit as well. Not everything had to be formal, my hair didn't need to be put up in braids, and I didn't need lots of layers that I couldn't hope to put on without either help or magic. It was relaxed. Well, there was a guard just outside the door who informed me, "The general said to stay here and memorize your list." but I could live with that.


Mystien came by around noon.


"Alright Alana, the reports about you from your teachers say that you had an unusual magic item. There are perhaps other things too?"


"Um? The lamp?"


"Indeed, let's see it." I shrugged and brought over my lamp, which was still hovering around a full charge. "What's it do?" Mystien asked as he gave it the same odd look everyone did when they first saw it.


"It's a lamp."


"What's it actually do?"


"It's a lamp."


"Seriously?"


"Yup."


"Why does it feel... sort of too right?"


"I'm not completely sure on that."


"Best guess."


"3.14159-265-3589" I sang. Translating the song was a bit clunky, but it still kind-of worked.


"I... Is that Pi!?" Interestingly Pi was pronounced the same. I suspected that some, or many, other people from Earth had seen to that.


"Well some of it, Pi isn't really a number that you can just say... I think? Regardless, that is way more accurate than what everyone normally uses. I think that's why it looks... wonky, or part of it at least. I was also humming when I made the thing, so there may be some bardic nonsense going on too." I knew for a fact that Pi was irrational, but there was no reason to go into detail there, or to tell him I knew 100 digits of it.


"Okay... very well. That is something I'll want to experiment with later, but for now let's go over the spells you can do."


I spent the next hour or so going through most of the variations of what I could do for him, and giving basic, if not completely accurate explanations.


"I see why the capture team had a hard time with you. Lucien taught you illusions I'm guessing?" At my nod he continued. "The fire and lightning are particularly impressive. Most bards never manage something like either of those. I'm also personally amused by the sugar spell, not because it's magically impressive or anything, but rather that you spent that much time and mana learning to make sweets."


"Sweets are important! What can a girl do if she cannot bake cakes, or make her tea tasty? Such is the best parts of life that we might enjoy sweet things." I raised my fist in an overly dramatic pose. "Long live sweets!"


The old man groaned, tossing a ball of cold water at me with a lazy flick. "Try to take this seriously."


As I dried myself I glared at him. "You're still a grumpy old fart."


"And you're still childish."


"Being childish is an art-form Mystien. You should engage in it more often, it's fun."


"I'm well aware, but there's a time for everything."


"Fair enough, anything else?" I'd shown him my spells now. I was a bit surprised that he hadn't asked about the sky-metal, but if he wasn't asking, I wasn't volunteering it. When I got used to things and knew everyone was on the up-and-up perhaps.


"How exactly did you manage to keep casting after the capture team silenced you?"


"Oh, I cast through dance."


"Interesting. I knew there were elves that did that sometimes. Did you discover that on your own?"


"What? No, I've been taking Atali Dance at the academy for like a year."


"Oh. When your father sees you doing that I'm sure he'll be... surprised." He barely held back his laugh. "I don't know if he's ever seen elven dances before at all. I wonder what he'll say."


I leaned in close. "Yes, good, embrace the laughter." Eventually he gave in.





I was informed that mom was somewhere safe, and would be told of my 'rescue' as quickly as possible. A messenger had been dispatched, but they were notoriously slow, particularly now, as the snow had finally begun to fall in earnest.


I was locked up and mostly bored for about a week. I'd spent my time alone working on my core for the most part, and doing some self-assigned work on item creation, all theoretical in the last part, but fun to do. I spent my afternoons doing some dance practice, good for if I got silenced again and excellent exercise. The fact that my dad was never around in the afternoons may have also had something to do with the time slot. I'd also taken to wearing my earpiece as a decoration, hoping for some information on Dras.


As I came out of my evening session of core improvement I heard a noise in my ear.


"How should I know? She just said to use this thing if it got bad and to try and be outside... No, I don't know what it does, no, no. Yes, I did try it when we evacuated, but nothing happened. Just relax, I'll only be a..."


"Who's there?"


"Alana? Where are you? Are you invisible again?"


"No, it's the earpiece. Who am I talking to?"


"Oh, sorry. Yeah, it's me, Dras. You haven't forgotten me have you?" His voice on the last bit was a bit cheeky.


"No you idiot. I was just slammed for a few days there. I'm glad you're okay, what's the news?"


"Yeah... yeah I understand. We need help Alana. It looks like the palace fell a few days ago and the city is overrun with soldiers. Are you still in the city?"


"Um... yeah, so..." This was going to be an awkward conversation, there was no doubt in my mind about that.


            

    
        Chapter 109 A Quick Outing and Irritated Mentor

    
    
    
    
                "Right, right, Dras, first I need to know what you need." It took me a few moments to put all my thoughts together, then into words.


"Well, help mostly." He seemed to think that was obvious.


"Duh, what I mean is what specifically do you need? Are you trying to leave, get food, what?"


"Looking for information, and any info on where kingdom's army is."


"Well the army is gone Dras, the kingdom is gone. Looks like the government has changed, at least here. Not sure what else there is to say about that. Where are you?"


"Shit, and I can't say."


"Yeah, so, new regime. What do you need now?"


"I don't know."


"I don't either Dras. If you want to surrender to the new soldiers that's probably easy enough, and you'll be safe."


"We'll be safe!? Alana they invaded the capital, they took the city! Do you know how many people died?"


"I do, and I also know that no more need to. You could also go to the temple district and stay there for the time being, but you'd have to swear not to get involved in the fighting anymore, and they'd hold you to it. That's what I did with Kala. I'm sorry that I couldn't bring you along on that but there was no time. A lot of things happened." I opted for the moment not to tell him that my family was with the new owners of this city, mostly because I was afraid of how he'd react.


I knew that Dras would eventually learn about my family, but there was no need to rush that. I hoped that he would forgive me, but first I needed him, and whoever he was with, safe. Was that a bit hypocritical? Yes. I was not going to force him or trick him too much though.


"I don't suppose you could help us get there?" Dras asked on the other end.


"How many of you are there?"


"Fifteen."


"Dras, I can't invisible that many people, and I don't know the undercity as well as you. I'm afraid that I am not too much help here. I also did take the promise not to get involved in the fighting anymore for now. I doubt the temples will look kindly on me helping you that way."


"Can you at least let people know we're coming? I'd rather not show up unexpected."


"That I can do."





It was decidedly something I wasn't supposed to be doing, but I took a bit of time after lunch the following day to write a note explaining to my dad that I was fine and would be back shortly. Hopefully he wouldn't find it while I was out. I was more than tired of his over-protectiveness and decided to do like every decent bard would have and go for a bit of a break.


As I was setting up all the spells I would need for this I wondered briefly if the propensity for making a break for it was from being a bard, or if that propensity is what made you a bard. It really did seem to be a running theme among the lot of us and there had to be something more to it. I'd also noticed that all the priests tended to fall into the same basic mold, same with wizards. Someone surely had asked these questions before and I'd have to look up the prevailing theories if/when I ever got back to school.


A few minutes later my door opened and I began a brief discussion with the guard. It was mostly on the timetable for my family getting home, which I knew he didn't have. Also requesting for dinner to be pushed back just a bit so I'd have more time to get back to my room. I walked down the hall as my illusion finished up, closing the door with a simple movement spell.


Once I was well out of the vicinity of my room I dropped the invisibility. They certainly had some form of defense against that and I was known to at least some of the people here. It might be hard to come up with an explanation if any were too curious about what I was doing, but that seemed unlikely as long as I kept my head up and forward and looked like I was going where I was supposed to be.


Of course I ran into a small snag. A man whom I didn't really recognize stopped me in the hall.


"Hey, you're the girl General Verren sent us after, Alana right?"


"Yes sir, did you need something?" I smiled lightly and looked him straight on.


"Yeah, he told us who you were a couple of days ago, don't worry, we'll keep it secret. That said, me and the boys were wondering how you managed to keep casting after the silence spell?"


"Oh, you don't have to make noise to cast, just perform. As soon as you hit me with that I started dancing."


"Dancing? I've heard of elves doing some dance magic, but that's an odd one."


"Yeah, they taught us Atali Dance. Our professor talked about the basics a few times. I was also nearly done with the spell."


"Regardless, you caught us all right off guard on that one. Mind running us through some of the info on it later?"


"Not at all, just send a letter to 'the general' or Mystien." I almost asked him to send it to me, but if he did that too soon it would cause issues. Better to punt the problem onto dad.


"Thanks, see you later."


Once I was past him it was a straight shot to the exit. In pretty much every place I'd ever been on either world public buildings like this seemed to follow the same design. Labyrinthine back areas that I only knew because of a few outings and their numbered doors and big, open, obvious public ones.


Security was minimal since I was leaving, not coming in, another oversight on somebody's part that I was not going to complain about. Those coming in were thoroughly checked and identified. There was no chance of me coming in as easily as I was leaving, but I'd burn that bridge when I came to it.


The streets were, unfortunately, packed to the brim with snow. I'd been inside so much I hadn't even thought about it being winter right now. The main roads had at least been cleared, and a spell kept me from getting cold. I did stick out a bit in my 'sit around the house' outfit, as I'd neglected any of the thicker clothes or shawls that most women were wearing right now. There was also almost nobody around, which didn't help either.


About halfway there I heard a crunch of snow beside me. Turning around I found Charles, who seemed to be just about everywhere in the lower city nowadays.


"Hi." He was wearing a newer looking outfit, a dark gray tunic and pants with matching cloak.


"Hi Charles, did you need something?"


"Is everything okay? I got the feeling you were being kept like a caged bird there."


"I broke out, don't tell anyone." I made a shh motion with my finger, which got a smile.


"I see, mind if I join you? The old man asked me to keep an eye out."


"Sure, I'm just going down to the temple district for a bit though."


"Not planning on running away then?" He asked as we began walking again.


"Nah, just going for a walk. Dad means well, but he can be suffocating sometimes."


"That I understand. When I first got back my mom hardly let me out of her sight for awhile." He had the same calm, quiet voice, but this had to be the most words I'd ever heard him speak.


"What did you do?" Perhaps he had some advice to help with my own problems.


"I made it clear that I could take care of myself, and that she needed to stop."


"You make it sound so simple."


"It is simple, but simple isn't always easy."


I spent some time going over that last statement in my mind. I kind of understood why dad was being the way he was, but clearly needed to put my foot down. I'd lived on my own for several years and just putting me in a room was not going to work for long. He'd know that I'd left when I came back, so hopefully that would put an end to this house arrest.


Soon enough we made it to the entrance of the temple district, and while I wanted to go in I was now very connected to one of the forces in this city. I could of course enter, but I felt that it would send a bit of a mixed message, and I doubted Charles would be able to follow. He seemed to be staying out of the fighting, but that didn't mean that he didn't have a side he was on.


Once there, letting them know that a group of fifteen was coming, and likely had multiple casters was trivial. I also asked for a note to be sent to Kala telling her to use the thing I gave her (Specifically unspecific) if and when she got time. We could at least have phone calls if I wasn't going to be seeing her.


On our way back a Kala came on the radio.


"Hey, didn't you say not to use these around people?"


"It's probably fine, and if it isn't you can heal any damage it does." She laughed, and from there we chatted until another voice joined the call.


"How does this thing... wait, I hear someone. Alana, is that you?"


"Mystien? Where did you get the earpiece from."


"Lucien gave me his obviously. The better question is who you're talking to, and why you neglected to tell me about these."


"Hi, I'm Kala."


"Um... one second." I put a silence bubble over the receiver and looked at Charles. "Didn't you have Lucien's earpiece?"


"Gave it back after we found you."


"Great." He smiled at my obvious sarcasm.


"Um, well Mystien it slipped my mind."


"Oh is that so? Well, we need to have a chat. I'll be up there to see you in a moment."


"Up where?"


"Your room obviously." I noticed that Kala had decided to sit this one out at this point, probably for the best.


"Oh... I'm not there right now..."


"... Alana, where are you?" I could feel the displeasure through the very sound of his voice.


"I... went for a walk."


"A walk? You went for a walk?"


"Yup. Wanted to deliver a message personally..."


"Hey, Alana, we're nearly there is everything good?" Dras could not have possibly had worse timing.


I could hear the sigh from the other end. "Why hello there newcomer, nearly where?"


"The temple district..." Dras seemed to hesitate as he too was picking up on the frustration.


"Alana."


"Yes Mystien?"


"How many of these exactly did you make?"


"Four."


"Are you sure?"


"Yup."


"Good, come back immediately. We need to have a talk."


After that declaration the conversation between everyone died. Dras seemed to smartly decide that he should shut up and be quiet. Kala grasped the same situation earlier and both gave a quick goodbye, which I guessed meant they took their earpieces out. I did the same only a few moments later, if for no other reason than not wanting to get in any more trouble.


"You know Charles, I'm reconsidering running away." I said to my quiet companion.


"I'd rather you not." That seemed sincere, and caused me to look at him briefly. Honestly I'd been a really terrible friend to him over the years. I should change that.


"Fine then, I'll go back. I think Mystien is going to skin me though."


He quirked an eyebrow but said nothing. I was a bit surprised when he followed me all the way to the headquarters. Even more so when the guards there recognized him. He had to go through checks, but so did I. They were also expecting me, and were even so generous as to send an escort along to make sure I made it back to my room with no chance of getting lost, how helpful.

            

    
        Chapter 110 Angry Guardians and My Tutor

    
    
    
    
                I was hesitant to actually return to my room, going to be chewed out was never fun. When we arrived I just opened the door, the guard looked at me with a frown, as I imagine he'd gotten told off as well.


My former teacher had a look of near rage on his face. "Alana, why did you leave without telling anyone?" He didn't even comment on Charles, who'd followed me in.


"Because you would have stopped me, or asked questions that I didn't care to answer."


"Well... at least you're truthful. Do you know why we were keeping you here?"


"Because my dad is insane and overprotective? I've lived on my own for years now. I hardly need someone looking after me every moment."


He got up and flicked me in the head, then set up a silence bubble around the two of us. His was not as complete feeling as mine, but it did have a shader so that nobody could look in. I noticed that he'd even set it so that Charles was just outside.


"Alana, you are still dense, and it might get you killed. You are a military asset to whatever side you're on."


"I'm a sixteen-year-old girl who isn't even fully trained."


"Who taught me something about water I didn't know. That increase in power alone allowed us to sweep away a number of forces that would have otherwise posed a much larger issue. Now you have instantaneous communication over distance. Do you have any clue how valuable these little items you made are? What if I gave them to generals in different regions and we coordinated like that? That is only one small thing you could do with them."


"I don't think they'll work over more than about a city or so of distance... I haven't checked, but I'm pretty sure that they can't communicate over that far. Also it's not quite instant."


"That is absolutely beyond the point! I don't think that our enemies have found out about you, yet, but if they do you are in real danger! Good grief, just think for a second, you are the child of a general in a city that was invaded less than a season ago! That alone makes you a target."


"I'M DENSE? Mystien I've lived on my own for YEARS! If you expect me to stay locked in a room because you think it's best you've lost your mind! You say that I'm capable and then treat me like a glass ornament that will break from anything, I won't! I can take care of myself, and I can decide who I need to trust with important things. As for those communicators, I only gave them to people who I knew were safe. I haven't even told anyone else about the water thing, or any of the other stuff I've been working on. Except you with the whole pi bit."


He sat down and buried his face in his hands. "Alana, this is dangerous. Obviously we won't keep you here forever, but you do need to be more careful. At least don't go running off alone for now, out into the city where we can't help if things go wrong. If you get hurt or killed..."


"I don't really have much of anywhere to go, except the temple district, and even then they're busy and it's winter and basically sucks outside. That said, I need to be trusted to take care of myself, to move about when I feel like it, and get rid of the damn guard outside of my door. I think I've demonstrated just how useful that is."


"Fine, I'll speak to your father tonight. Will you remain in place until then?"


"Alright, but tell him that if he thinks he can lock me in my room forever he's lost his mind too." I pouted a bit, feeling like this wasn't a complete win.


"Good, now, before we have any more surprises kindly tell me about what you've been working on. The things you left out too please. If I know I can at possibly obscure their source, or at the least tell you how much you absolutely can't tell anyone about them."


"Um, so I learned some things about sky-metal."


"The mythical, non-real substance that mages of the past claimed to have?" He asked with the, 'I wouldn't believe anything you said if you weren't someone who gave me crazy things.' look.


"Oh, it's super real. Wanna know how to make it?"


I told him about everything, except the 100 digits of pi and the being able to read the core. The orb still weirded me out a bit and I didn't want more of them floating around. He didn't ask where I'd learned some it, and I didn't volunteer information. If he did I would explain to him that I cracked the core's internal language and got it from there. It was at least plausible that that was possible, but I didn't really want to lie to him, unless I had to.


Mystien didn't take any notes, he just looked at me as I told him how to break down matter. It was a hard thing to explain, so I just told him that I focused on the thing, trying to take out every different bit, kinda like sorting grains of sand.


He didn't seem to believe me about the communicators and how they were basically a mix of a lamp and light detection script, but he'd test it and find it to be true, so I had no issues. He did ask for a lot of specifics on the frequency and the like. It seemed that wizards knew that light could be put at those levels, but nobody bothered because it seemed useless.


When he'd finished up he dropped the dome. Charles was still sitting quietly by the door, waiting for us.


"Thank you for bringing her back. We talked and I think we will be okay now." Mystien said to him, nodding.


"Of course, you did tell me to keep an eye out."


"Wait," I interjected. "You said Lucien told you to keep an eye out."


He smiled as I glared at him. "I said the old man, you never asked which."


"How do you two even know each other?" They were getting along far too well for my taste. The last thing I needed was for all of my friends to be arrayed against me.


"Lucien," they said in unison. It seemed I was going to have to go have a chat with the old bartender some other time.





Mystien did talk to my father, who was not angry. He was furious, enraged... really, really mad. He didn't yell, or scream though, he just showed up at my room and told me exactly how irresponsible he thought I'd been. I might have thought he was calm had his aura not betrayed him, but he'd completely lost focus on that and it was an angry black cloud filling up the doorway. He did take the guard away though, and told me that we'd speak in the morning. All in all I felt that that was about as good as it could have turned out.





The next morning both dad and John showed up. I hadn't seen my brother in a few days but he looked smug, perhaps because brothers are like that when their younger siblings get in trouble.


"Mystien seems to think that me trying to keep you locked in is a bad idea, so I've got good news."


"You're going to let me be as I please?"


"No, but I won't try to restrict you to your room. I will ask that if you want to go outside you take someone responsible with you."


"I am responsible," I pouted, probably not the best time, but I could take good care of myself.


"Your actions yesterday strongly disagree, someone responsible who is strong enough as well. Your brother, or me, or Mystien, or... we'll think of some others. As for now, I've got something to cheer you up a bit, and keep you busy."


"Oh?" One did not normally expect presents for irritating their parents, but what did I know.


"Yes, we managed to capture one of the professors, who I understand taught you. I'm also as certain as I reasonably can be that she has no loyalty at all to the former nobility, and she agreed to tutor you. So you can keep up with your education as well as we can manage until we get the academy back up and running."


That last part peeked my interest. "Wait, you're reopening it?"


"Yes, there will be some changes, but young mages still need guidance." He looked a bit smug at that. "And you are going to be attending. I'm staying here for the foreseeable future and not having you go would not look good."


"Hooray!"


"Good, I'll go and prep your tutor. Come down to the training area in a bit." With that he left us.


"You really managed to tick him off, you know that?" John offered after dad had made his exit.


"He'll get over it, or he won't, either way I'm not five anymore and he can't just keep me locked up."


"Oh he totally could. If he wanted it you'd be in a locked and really warded room. You might eventually escape, but it would be a good long time. From what I hear Mystien talked him down from that though."


"Because Mystien has some sense."


John just shook his head for a few moments, seeming to not believe that I could, or definitely would, find some dumb way out of whatever prison dad might have been envisioning. I hadn't experimented with a whole load of things that were on the list, but I just didn't have time for, yet. Locking me up would have been a surefire way to see me poof like smoke at a magician's show.


"So, who's the professor who he found?" I asked, hoping it was someone fun.


"No idea."


"Seriously? You didn't even ask?"


"Nope."


"Come on then, let's go find out." I turned and left, heading down the hall. We made it all the way to the end before John told me I was going the wrong way.


After a few times of my trying to lead the way before my brother took over. I was hoping he would after my first wrong turn, but he seemed to think that he had years of teasing to make up for. Eventually though we did arrive at the training area.


"You took long enough," dad said a bit gruffly as we came in.


"We got a bit lost," John responded, chuckling.


"Right then, I believe you've already met?"


I looked past him to see Professor Etia standing there, looking pleased as punch. "Good morning Alana, I'm so happy you're alright. Is this charming young man your brother then?"


My dad gave her a brief look. "John, you are not to sleep with your sister's tutor." He seemed to have at least some sense of what Professor Etia might try.


She looked a bit scandalized but recovered her smile quickly.


"I agree completely father." Two could play John's game. "It would be completely inappropriate."


"Thank you," my father said.


"I mean, while she may be an excellent dancer, and would probably blow his mind it's just wrong. I mean, while those hips may not lie, it's just unacceptable."


"Where in the world did you learn that song Alana? It's classical, I haven't even heard it in years." Professor Etia gave me a look as she asked.


It took me a full moment to process that. It would seem someone was a fan of 2000s music. Interdimensional copyright infringement aside, I had work to do.


"Uh... a book I think. Anyway, my brother definitely shouldn't try to end up with you."


"Whose side are you on?" Dad asked as he turned back to us.


"Whichever one lets me tease John more of course." That got a lovely chuckle from my professor, she at least understood.
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                Professor Etia was as interested in our lessons as I was. I'd not had a chance to talk to her since I'd managed to pull off lighting with her techniques, but now I had all the time I needed. She was thrilled that I'd managed such an advanced bit of magic with dance, even in part, and insisted on making that the focus of our lessons. That was not particularly surprising, but It did at least give me something fun and physical to do.


She had managed to not be locked up because she was an elf. The good professor was quite clear, even before the war, that she didn't really feel any loyalty to the kingdom, as it was for and run by humans, and was only here for her own reasons. That had not won her many friends in the elites of society, but everyone could easily tell that she was quite good at what she did. Her skill had landed her a teaching position, even with her blasé attitude about governance.


So when the group of students she'd been leading out of the school got caught it was easy for her to prove that she cared about the welfare of her charges, but not who was in charge, because it was common knowledge. She'd been held for a time and interviewed, but could honestly care less about opposing the new regime as well, since they didn't seem that much different in her eyes from the previous. Not caring and having no connections had meant that she didn't pose a threat. She was still watched, and knew that if she tried anything they'd be on her, but I didn't think she would.


I now 'could' go out into the city if I took someone with me as a bodyguard, but that wasn't horridly appealing at the moment. Everything was deep in snow and mostly shut down. The places that were still open were limited in number and they tended to be filled with those who were just trying to get by with the destruction in the city. Said destruction wasn't too terrible overall, but a large number of houses had been destroyed in the fighting, so there were more refugees than were easy to deal with.


Which is why one afternoon I found myself going to a dinner meeting with my dad and Mystien. It was of the informal sort as I wasn't really involved in their official work, but I thought it still counted.


"How are things progressing?" Dad asked, looking over from his food. We all ate pretty simple fare here, it being a military installation and all, and he seemed to prefer that.


"Good, I'm learning a lot about dance-casting. There are some tricks to it, so it's slow going, but it's at least fun."


"Excellent, I'm glad to hear you've found something safe that you enjoy."


"I've been thinking." Both heads turned towards me and Mystien set up a privacy barrier. "Good grief, nothing that serious."


"And yet it does seem to become that serious when you start acting." Mystien was far more paranoid about me trying new things now.


"Is there any way we can help those who lost their homes in the fighting? Even food and stuff."


Both men let out a breath. "Alana," dad began, "we are doing things for them. There are a number of shelters set up and food is being brought in from the eastern part of the empire where it's more stable. Some of them aren't accepting it, but some are. Things will repair in time, but it's hard to do in winter, for now we're just trying to make sure everyone makes it through okay."


"But, a lot of homes are gone, and I've heard some of the men in the training hall talking about how people are still grabbing up all the food they can." That was true enough. I spent a lot of time there and some of the guards did talk to me. Many of them were a bit tired of the duties guarding supply locations and distribution points. It was apparently hectic most of the time.


Dad looked at me with very tired eyes. "Alana... John told me about what you went through in the village. About... about how the people starved. That isn't what's happening here though. Please believe me that between us, and the various temples, there is no chance of that kind of starvation. Even housing isn't as bad. While a lot is gone in the worst cases we can set people up in the undercity, it's not great, but it will serve."


He'd hit the nail on the head there. I knew that things were not great right after the siege and thought that they would certainly struggle through the winter. I was even prepared to go full on bakery mode again if it helped. His words did ease some of my fears, but apparently enough showed through on my face.


"Oh good grief," Mystien shook his head. "Why don't you just go and look around a bit. In fact, I'm heading down to the border of the temple district in a couple of days to have a meeting with Bishop Theodore, and hopefully young Dras. You can come along, it might even help."


"What? What do you want with Dras?"


"Well, we want him on our side obviously. Since you went and gave him a military secret. Barring that we want your little communicator back. If he's loyal to the crown then him having it would be an issue, particularly if he tells anyone where he got it. What is your opinion?"


I considered. "Dras is a commoner, and while he's skilled I don't think he's all that into the old royal family. We both had a pretty good interaction with Prince Lief though, so that might effect him, but overall I think he could be convinced to at the very least stay out of it all."


Dad added in, "I can't believe you just handed something like that out like candy."


I huffed, "Not like candy. I gave one to my only trusted adult guardian, one to my best friend, and one to my years long friend that I've been dating." I honestly hadn't gotten to see Kala much, but we had managed a few conversations via communicator.


My father stiffened a bit. "I see, then you should definitely go. If that's the case you probably can get this young man on our side. When you do though I'd like to have a chat with him, so he knows the things about you he should."


"I'd also like to talk to miss Kala. We can't get her on our end militarily, but if she understands things her order will make sure she keeps them quiet. I doubt they'll be willing to make her hand over the communicator, but we can ask for it." Mystien seemed a bit more pragmatic, dad was just being weird.


"Why do you want them back so bad?" I asked.


"Because we don't want anyone else listening in on our conversations." Mystien seemed to think this was obvious.


"Just change the settings."


"What?'


"If you want one on a different grouping just change the light settings." There wasn't an easy way to talk about light frequency in our language. It was baked into the core, but that was all in faux english, and so not really useful.


"Is that workable? Can we actually have multiple different lines for communications that won't overlap?" I often forgot that a lot of things that seemed rather obvious to me would be new ideas to others.


"Sure. Why not? I mean, obviously there are limits, but you could have a bunch if you really wanted." Mystien sighed and pulled out a piece of paper, on which he began to write furiously. "What's that for?" I asked.


"I'm writing up the requisitions I'll need for warding a private workshop with the wards I will want so we can explore the capabilities of these in actual privacy."


I just frowned. "There are a few I'd like to add if you really want to get into this too deeply." I was not going to be exposing myself to lots and lots of potentially high energy radio waves without some protection.


He gave me another look. "Once I've got my setup done we can add what you think we'll need."


Conversation after that was rather mundane. Dad asked about my day and how I was liking Etia. I really was enjoying our lessons, and was learning tons. He even said that he'd come to see some of our training against the team that had come over to the school, which was scheduled for the next day.


They still did want to go against me again. I think the failure had hit them a bit hard with all of their previous success and they needed to prove something. That didn't seem all that important to me, but if it helped them I was fine with it, they were polite enough about it all anyway.


Professor Etia had volunteered to join in with me. Since she wanted to know where my skills in that avenue had progressed and wanted to show me some of her own. I'd never seen her fight, so I was excited to get a look at how elven bards did things. It was a chance that was rather uncommon in our lands, and once I didn't plan to miss.





The next morning I joined my teacher.  While I'd chosen my normal armor, which had been kindly dyed black, she showed up in her full dancing regalia.


The men assembled just gawked like idiots for a few moments.  The whole capture team seemed stunned, my brother, who'd somehow inserted himself into this, was absolutely slack jawed.  The only small mercy was that my dad hadn't shown up just quite yet.


"So, what are we doing exactly.  Knowing the rules of the exercise are important."  Professor Etia declared as she approached both myself and the capture team.


"Um... so this is a standard practice session.  The goal is to disable your opponent, with minimal or ideally no harm from us.  We'd appreciate it if you didn't bring in any magic that is too injurious, and a simple light ball or intentionally weakened spell to signal an attack is more than sufficient."


"Very well, what about weapons?"


"Right, right.  We don't normally use standard weapons but we do use these."  He produced one of their small needle-like tubes.  "These are filled with a sedative and are generally thrown by one of our wizards.  Since we don't actually want to knock anyone out we'll be substituting some small padded sticks instead.  If you need an actual practice weapon we can ask some of the soldiers, I'm sure they'd be happy to loan you one."


"I don't think that will be needed.  What about area constraints?"


The man briefly explained that we'd be using one half of the training room.  They'd brought in a few small columns and the like to place here and there for cover, to imitate the things that were normally in a given space.  There was even an old beat up table that had been taken from somewhere and a few ratty chairs.  He told us that they liked using stuff like this when possible because real fights were almost never in wide open areas.


She seemed happy with that and after a few more questions to me about how exactly my barriers worked nodded.  "Alright, I'm ready then."


Both sides moved to designated parts of the training area to prepare.  We were planning on waiting for my father.  We didn't have to wait long though as within a few moments he entered into the room.  Then he did a double take upon seeing Professor Etia.


My guess was that dad had never actually seen Atali Dance or any of it's costuming.  He'd been busy and never come down when she was teaching me, so I knew he hadn't seen me dance.  John was certainly in that boat too and based on how he was full on oogling Etia I suspected that he would really enjoy what was about to happen.


"Alright then, let's get this started," dad declared after taking a moment to compose himself.

            

    
        Chapter 112 Mock Battle

    
    
    
    
                As soon as dad's words left his mouth chaos erupted. Professor Etia didn't hesitate for even a second and began casting, with me only a beat behind her. While I started with singing we both also launched into dance. It was immediately obvious how far beyond me in that skill she was. 
To their credit the capture team didn't miss a trick either and began their spread. A few of them even prepped their darts to launch at us as soon as they thought us ready. Meanwhile their other wizards began a series of small spells, which they launched like machine-gun fire. It seemed they were beginning much as they had before. 
For my part as soon as I got my shields up to a manageable level I started spinning out duplicates of myself and Professor Etia. I thought that perhaps someone like Charles would be able to tell the difference, but their wizards should not be able to in a short time. Each of the illusions mimicked our moves nearly perfectly, and within seconds one side was filled with girls spinning in unison. 
It was as I was getting those set up that we were hit with the sound cancellation magic. Since I knew it was coming, and we'd practiced dance-casting pretty thoroughly in the past few days this was no big deal. 
Several of the darts launched at a mix of us and my illusions. Some passed through fake dancers, some hit my shields and came to a stop before starting to fall. They only started to fall though, and I understood why Professor Etia had been asking about my shield. Those that missed were being deflected into the air harmlessly, and turning in wide circles. 
My kinetic blocking shield basically just dispersed the energy, that was how most shields tended to work. This meant that the little projectiles either bounced away lightly, deflected, or just sort of stopped. All of these were fine in that they wouldn't actually break any of the little darts until they hit the ground. 
My professor was taking them, all of them that were launched started to circle. The faster ones began to go in wide arcs around the room and towards the capture team. Those that had hit my shield simply floated over to her where they circled around her wrists and waist, getting those to split everywhere was a bit of a pain, but I managed it. There was little power involved there, but there didn't honestly need to be that much, they were small and light. 
One of the mages holding the silence spell had it eyes go wide as one of their projectiles came back and hit him. Two others followed and the last one maintaining it faltered as he had to dodge. 
As it dropped my teacher began humming loudly, her fingers snapping to the time. I recognized it as one of the practice songs, a simple tune that worked well on drums and flute. With hardly a thought I fell into time with her. That was the moment the fight changed. 
One bard was not much of a threat. Two not working together was not too much more. Now though, now each of us was feeding off the resonance of the other. They were still having trouble tracking the real us from my illusions and had lost three of their number. 
Professor Etia went on the attack, firing back dart after dart in waves of twos and threes. They didn't stop if they missed though, those simply started to turn, arcing around us in a circle. I noted that she seemed to be circling them in predominately clockwise rotations and added a bit of wind to help speed them along. 
Our fight continued much like that. I eventually managed to get a storm up to send light bolts at anyone who looked like they were making shields while Professor Etia kept the team pinned down with their own weapons. At that point it was pretty much over and we all knew it. As our last opponent ducked out after getting a light shock from me there was silence. 
The gathered soldiers didn't seem to know exactly what to think there, and to be honest, neither did I. I thought we'd do good, and perhaps even take down most of them, but I did not expect us to actually down their entire team. 
Professor Etia smiled at me. "I did not get my job just because of my good looks." 
"What in the world was that spell you were using?" I asked, it wasn't like anything I'd seen before. 
"Oh, it's used in later forms of dance to do things like make ribbons and little torches or stuff fly around. Some bards will use it to make swords dance back in Atali, but it's really difficult to do. Most of them end up spending so much time mastering that one trick that they never learn anything else. They make great gladiators and all, but lousy actual combatants." 
"Will you show it to me later?" 
"Of course Alana dear." 
I doubted that I'd ever use it for swords, but it was a neat trick, and for something like darts really useful. That and the way she'd quickly established a way for us to work together had been huge in winning this. 
"My my, that was something." The leader of the capture team said as he massaged a spot on his arm where he'd been hit. 
"Yeah, it certainly was you two did a magnificent job." John had wandered over, ostensibly to get a better view of my teacher's outfit. This was at least my guess, since he wasn't looking at me at all. 
Dad looked... stunned.  He came over to join us rather slowly, watching me as he did so. 
"Alana." 
"Mmm." 
"Did they... teach you that at school." 
"Yes?  Mostly at least, I've learned a bit since Professor Etia started tutoring me too." 
"And the dancing, they taught that at the academy."  He seemed genuinely confused. 
"Yeah, it was fairly popular with girls." 
"I can imagine it was popular with boys too."
 "Actually I didn't end up with any male students.  A bit of a shame, some of the forms for men are quite nice."  Professor Etia added in, looking a bit disappointed.
 "That isn't exactly what I meant."  Dad seemed a bit flustered by her comment.
 "I know what you meant, but regardless we had all females for the year I was there.  I suppose if it had continued we might have gotten one or two boys who were curious before long though."
 I didn't think my dad really knew what to make of Professor Etia.  She both understood their respective positions and didn't seem to really give a damn.  I thought he wasn't really into being treated all high and mighty, even if he often was, but for her to just show that sort of attitude must have been jarring.  Most of the men here wouldn't have given him even a bit of sass, but she seemed to think that he was unlikely to hurt her.  If I was to place money on it though she was probably right.  My dad was a dangerous man, to be sure, but he didn't seem prone to harm people just for being mouthy.
 "Anyway, Alana, kindly don't show your mother that kind of dancing immediately when she gets here.  Or let her know that you've done it in public.  She'll likely have some opinions on it.  If she's eased into the idea I think she'll take it better."
 "Fine, I'll give her some time to adjust.  Anything else?"
 "Yes, while I'm thinking about it, perhaps it's best not to mention that the tavern you stayed at serves so many brothels, to avoid misunderstandings.  Also, if you have one of those outfits like your teacher, you should make sure she doesn't see it."
 "I don't."
 "Oh you should get one though, they're quite comfortable and they look excellent!"  My tutor had lots of ideas, and I knew that eventually I probably would end up in one.
 "I don't right now to avoid misunderstandings.  I do have a tailor picked out for the future though..."
 "Alana, please.  I love her, but your mother is from a very small village and will not be able to handle so many new and... different things too quickly.  I think she still sees you as you were when you were kidnapped."  Dad was looking increasingly worried, I suspected for good reason.
 "You still see me as I was when you left dad.  Or at least you did."  I knew that that comment would sting a bit, but it was true.  He had consistently treated me like I was about five, and it was getting old.
 Dad didn't seem to have anything to say to that, so John put his arm around his shoulders.  The other soldiers had moved off a bit by now, seeming to know that this was a more private conversation.  It didn't do well to have your boss think you were listening in on him.
 "Hey dad, don't stress too much.  It's not too bad, I'm sure it'll be fine."  John was wildly optimistic about how mom was likely to behave, but then he'd also spent a ton of time with her after I'd been separated too.
 After my big brother led my dad off Professor Etia turned to me.  "You know, I don't really understand you humans all that well."
 That was a rich statement.  "What exactly are you referring to professor?  There's a lot going on here."
 "Well, if someone from another land had ended up teaching me some new form of magic when I was your age my parents would have been absolutely thrilled.  You also seem very... pent up, it's kind of strange to me."
 "Oh, I think it's because we get pregnant so much easier.  A child too young can cause a lot of issues in the family."
 "Perhaps, but aren't many children good?  Even if you didn't want one at a time, there is magic for preventing that."
 "Yes and no.  A child when the family isn't ready for it can be very difficult.  Also there is certainly magic to stop it, but most humans don't have access to magic do they?  Because of that many who don't will have strong opinions about those who do things that might lead to what they think will damage the family and society."
 "That makes sense I suppose."  She seemed to think on that for a bit before asking another question.  "You Atali is going quite well, do you think you'll ever visit our lands?"
 "Hmm, probably not, but it might be interesting.  Is there anything I should keep an eye out for if I do?"
 "There are a number of things, but if you do I think you should visit my home.  My family would get a real kick out of your illusions and weather magic."  She was smiling lightly, looking kind of far off.
 "Do elves not do those?"
 "We do, but I'll admit that you seem to be using the illusions to a much higher level than most.  Your lightning is also quite good, even by our standards."
 "What's it like there?"  I asked, hoping she might expand on what general things I knew.
 "Oh, it's lovely.  The forests are warm and comfortable year round.  We don't get snow there except high in the mountains.  The cities are also lovely, molded by priests as many of them are from the trees themselves..."  She went on for quite awhile about the plants and the architecture.  Which sounded like it was far more intricate than we had in most places.
 
I learned that many elves revel in the idea of art.  They take a long long time to practice and perfect whatever art they resonate most with until they are masters of it.  Etia of course loved dance and had mastered as many different forms as she could, even weaving the best magical tricks she could find into her art.  While she had her choice others would focus on things like sculpture, or painting, or writing beautifully.  Still others would seek perfection in form of combat, training their bodies and minds into honed blades to fight the many magical beasts that roamed the elven lands.  It did sound like a very interesting place.

            

    
        Chapter 113 Terms of Amnesty

    
    
    
    
                Bishop Theodore

I leaned back in my chair for a brief bit of rest.  The last couple of weeks had been exhausting.  The city was already fully taken by the time I'd managed to get back, but as soon as I had the chaos started.  That girl, the walking headache that she was, had wandered off almost as soon as things were declared 'safe' to go and help her friend at his bar.  While I hated that she didn't seem to think to consult anyone about it I couldn't actually fault her for trying to help those who'd been displaced, which she'd certainly been doing both in the temple district and without.


My problem was that I was hoping to immediately have her delivered to her father's men and she'd left no information with any of my subordinates as to where she was headed off to.  By the time I'd gotten messengers to the various orders to look for her, then for anyone who'd seen her I was a bit miffed.  The fact that she'd left where I knew she would be protected had me truly miffed, that didn't even account for the loss of handing her over to her father and getting both his gratitude and the look on her face.


I had to admit to myself that I rather disliked the girl.  It wasn't truly her fault, but the way she acted still grated on me to no end.  The poor priest that had taken care of her in Istlan had deserved more than a note if she were planning to leave.  He might have tried to stop her, perhaps even hold her with force for awhile, but every caster knew that doing so long term just wouldn't work.  In all truth had he been made aware of her plans to come to the now former capital he'd probably have arranged safe travel.


I also had to give that going to that particular tavern wasn't the worst of ideas.  At the time I hadn't known enough about the situation to judge, but from what I heard from her mother her teacher, this Mystien had spoken at length about his friend in the cap... no in Lithere, we were no longer the capital of anything.  Going to see someone known to be trustworthy and likely to establish contact again wasn't the worst idea, I simply would have liked her to stay with us.  That man's tavern was in a... part of the city not quite appropriate for a young girl.


Anyway, she was no longer my problem.  I also had a number of things to take care of today.  The most bothersome of which was a request by this Mystien to speak to a number of the people who'd taken shelter in the temple district.  Normally he wouldn't be allowed in until everything was settled, and while things were technically done Lord Durin had graciously offered to let us keep the zone for refugees only for a hundred days.


I didn't trust the 'Lord of Shadows' any further than I could throw him, but he knew how to deal with people.  He'd ordered that all accused of criminal behavior in the war be given a fair hearing before justice fell upon them.  His soldiers were under strict discipline against the worst predations as well, and those few who were identified with any evidence had been dealt with harshly.


That said, many of the terrorist incidents had just been too convenient for him.  The many attacks against different factions within the kingdom.  How many of the most dangerous had seemed to be targeted, or had their families and assets targeted.  No, it bothered me, but I had no proof of any wrongdoing, and there was much proof of the good he'd done.


So I approved the request from his subordinate.  He would be allowed to enter, and meet with several of those he'd requested.  I'd asked to be present to make sure that nothing inappropriate happened, which he'd quickly complied to, so it seemed he had legitimate business.  What that was I hadn't been told, but I suspected he wanted some of them to join the new regime properly.





When the appointed time arrived so did the wizard.  He was older than I'd thought he'd be and walked with an air of confidence.  His robes were dark blue and black and while they did not project the normal look of purity so many strived for they did cut a striking image.


I nearly cringed when I saw that he'd brought Alana along with him.  I'd hoped to not see the girl for several years, and yet here she was, as if to taunt me.  Her clothes were obviously newer too, a dress of deep black with red pleats and ornamentation.  I nearly cringed when I saw her aura, it had been some time since we'd come face to face and the little monster was probably close now to a battlemage in raw strength than anything else.


"Greetings," I offered.  Dras and his mother were here, along with one Professor Klien, who was representing the other members of their particular group.  The boy had been requested, though I wasn't sure why, yet.


"Greetings," Mystien answered with a nod of his head.  "We're here to discuss the possibility of your group and you in particular young man of returning to society at large from this camp."


The poor boy was taking a bit of time to process things, while his mother's face got more and more sour.  "Alana?"  He finally said.


"Hi Dras.  Mystien is right, we do want you to join up."  She seemed a bit embarrassed for once, speaking politely and keeping back a bit.


"I have questions," the professor began.  "Why Dras, and what exactly is one of our students doing sitting there with you?"  His eyes were narrowed and he looked between the two with hard suspicion.


"I can answer that one easily enough.  Alana here learned magic under me, and it is by her recommendation that I've come to ask the young man to see sense."  The old man kept his face neutral as he answered, but it was clear that he felt that this professor in particular was of no importance.


"Learned magic under..."  Suddenly the man was on his feet, teeth bared.  "You little bitch!  You sat there day after day doing what?  Planning our downfall?  Making roads for your friends to come in and slaughter and destroy so they could take over?  Wanted power that badly huh?"


"I didn't..." she began, seeming genuinely afraid.


"There will be no violence in this place."  I allowed my own voice to take on the steel that I'd had to use too many times over the years, that threat of death to those who would violate the protection The Shield offered.  That alone was enough to stop the enraged professor from doing anything stupid.  We were in the very temple of The Shield, and I would not tolerate any attack here from either side.


"She neither knew what I was doing, nor where my loyalties lie during her time in Lithere.  Nor did she, to my knowledge, aid Lord Durin's plans in any way.  She was barely a child when I joined him, and didn't know that I was doing so."


"Did you?"  Dras asked, looking a bit stunned.


"No, of course not."


I didn't know the truth here, but I suspected she really might not.  Even if I couldn't stand the girl, that much at least seemed likely.  It didn't matter though, she'd now been firmly entrenched in one side of the conflict, and there was no going back for her.


"So what are you offering then?"  The teacher continued, sneering and not bothering to take his seat.  "Let us all come back and be good little pawns for your new master?"


"We are offering to allow you to resume your lives peacefully, well, most of you.  Lord Durin has no need to persecute children and those who are willing to live in peace, but those who cannot adjust will be exiled from his lands.  The latter group includes many who will be unable to come to terms with the loss of their status.  Of course the combatants are being dealt with slightly differently, but that is not part of this discussion."  His message was clear 'Most of them can come back, and you can screw off far from here.' there was no way this man would be allowed to stick around with that display.


"What would we have to do?"  Dras asked, his voice a bit broken.


"Nothing odious, a simple oath that you've no plan to rebel against Lord Durin and you will be permitted to continue your life.  If you wish to join in his service once you are of age, that can of course be arranged.  Until then you would be encouraged to return to school and finish.  We're planning to reopen it come Spring and we will honor the paid tuition of those who wish to return."  His eyes flicked briefly to the professor.  "There will be some... changes, of course, but again, nothing that should cause you any issues."


"We're uninterested," Klien huffed.  "That is a waste of a deal and we won't be working with you or your little traitoress." The boy's mother seemed to have some opinions as well, but was smart enough to keep quiet for the moment.


"I gathered that you were, but I doubt you speak for your entire group.  Since you seem to not desire to at least hear us out should another not explain to them our offer?  Young Dras perhaps?  He's a caster, on the cusp of adulthood, and at the very least isn't dismissing things out of hand."


"Are they decent?  What do you think?"  He looked at Alana as he asked, seeming to consider.


"They seem good, and I don't think Mystien or dad would work for anyone who was a monster.  That said it's still new to me too."


Dras rubbed the bridge of his nose for a bit while the professor, now effectively dismissed glared.  "I'll tell everyone what you said, and... I'll take the oath afterwards."


"I can't believe this.  Is there no loyalty anymore?  After all our kingdom did for you, even letting you into the academy you're willing to abandon it?"  The professor looked at the boy with cold eyes.


"Professor Klien, you're mistaken.  The kingdom treated me and my family like disposable trash until Alana managed to get me good enough to pass your exam.  She's the one who taught me day after day without asking for so much as paltry reward so I could have a chance.  The way I see it, if she thinks these folks are okay, they're probably okay."


He was apoplectic, but the scorned teacher left.  Closing the door behind him as he did so.  I'd have to send someone to keep an eye on him later, his attitude had been out of line.  I knew that some of those who'd been nobles in the kingdom were making louder and louder noises about the current state of things, but I wasn't sure if he was in that group.  Many of them seemed to want to go back to fighting, or rather, seemed to want someone else to go back to fighting.


There was a bit of back and forth between the young mage and the older wizard, who seemed to treat him like he might a potential ally.  Eventually though he did have to leave.


"Well Dras, I look forward to seeing you again some time.  I don't often get to chat like this anymore and it has been refreshing.  Oh, and about that item Alana gave you, could I get it back?  We need to do a bit of testing on it to make sure everything is in order."


I had been a bit suspicious earlier, but this was just too much.  It seemed obvious that this was important, perhaps even the reason he came here himself.


"Um, sure.  That's no problem at all."  I watched the boy hand over some small carrying case on a necklace.  Every instinct I had was to scream at him, but that would violate my neutrality here, and that I couldn't do.


"Thank you so much."  Mystien said as he turned to leave.


"See you soon."  His student waved as she moved to follow.


The rest of us went in short order.  From the look on her face this young man would either have to cast some spell to silence his mother, or deal with an angry tirade soon enough, I didn't envy him.  We came to the doors in silence and I looked down.


Alana and her master were going down the steps when it happened.  Klien must have been waiting for them there and as they descended he strode forward, raising his hand.  I could see the spell before I could react and before him an incredible torrent of water formed, speeding at the pair like a boulder falling from a mountain.  If nothing else the academy had always hired very skilled mages, and this spell was one that could easily shatter a stone column.


It flew forward at unimaginable speed, a blur as if rushed at them and... did nothing.  The old man hadn't made a gesture or spoken a word, but it seemed he'd cast something in that split second.  His eyes moved over to his attacker and I heard a disdainful, "Pathetic.".


I was glad that he at least didn't respond, fighting him as well would have been a disaster.  Sadly for the attacker he had forced my hand.  He had sought to kill in a place where all were given safety.  While he was still stunned at his own failure I made a wave of my hand.  The small silver projectile that issued forth hit the would-be killer square in the gut.  His eyes went wide as he looked down before falling dead on the spot.


"I have kept my word Bishop, and will continue to do so."  Mystien looked at me as he spoke.


"You have.  Though it might be wise to go now."


Alana looked stunned as well I noticed, freezing in place.  Eventually her escort guided her off with a firm, but gentle hand.

            

    
        Chapter 114 Return

    
    
    
    
                Mystien basically pushed me back to the small carriage we'd come in, as I was having a hard time moving on my own.


"I... don't understand, didn't he know he'd die?"


"Probably suspected it, might have thought he could get away after he killed us."


"But why? I knew him, I was in his class. He never acted like that."
Mystien sighed. "Alana, Klien was one of those we knew we'd have to send out of the country, at best. His family was one of the higher ranked ones, and he was a known supporter of the former king. He lost though, he lost his home, his status, a fair bit of his family, and now he knew he would lose everything else except his life. He chose to try and take us out, desperate men do desperate things."


"He always seemed so nice though."


"He probably was. You were no threat, and no real issue to him. At the end though you were the traitor who brought him low, at least in his eyes. I hated that you had to see that, but it is better that you did now, when you could be protected rather than see it later, when you cannot."


I was quiet for the rest of the ride. We had one more place we had to go, and I'd been the one to ask to go there anyway. Mystien took me over to where the army was handing out goods to those who needed them. They had a system whereby a household could sign up to receive some basic food and fuel aid. It would be temporary, but the people waiting in line there didn't seem to be in any distress.


I watched as a woman and her children were given several packages of food and a small thing of oil. They thanked the guard and went on their way. It was easy enough to ask to see what was in one of those, and of course since I was with an officer in the army I would be allowed. Each contained a few pounds of tubers of various kinds, some grain, and a bit of dried fruit. I knew about what someone needed to live from long and harrowing experience and that, along with the oil would certainly be enough.


In the end I had to concede that my getting involved wasn't really needed. These people were getting taken care of at least as well as those in the temple district, and they also had the chance to take care of their homes and try to make things better there. Someone had even organized to clean out the main roads of snow, something still very important to keep on top of.


"Satisfied?" Mystien asked after I finished looking about.


"Is he like this to everyone everywhere?"


"Lord Durin?" Mystien asked, and I nodded. "Mostly, he understands the value of keeping the populace happy, and of seeing to their basic needs. Keep in mind that what we're doing here is a temporary measure, one designed to keep further issues at bay. It will end, and when it does things will return to... well, not how they were before, but a form of normal."


"I'm a bit surprised, from what I've seen I'd think the common people would be ignored in favor is keeping the remaining nobility from causing further issues."
"Lord Durin is abolishing the nobility."


That came as news. To be fair, I knew little about his policies so far, but I imagined that it would cause a number of issues. "Really? But doesn't he need magic?"


"Are you a noble now Alana? Or do you think I am? What about your friend Dras, or Lucien, or Kala? There are plenty of other casters than just the nobility. We will be recruiting as many as we can, and even some of the lesser ranked of the nobility who didn't participate. It will be made clear to everyone that those who can excel will be given power, and those who cannot will have it removed."


"Alright then. I'll just have to wait and see what Lord Durin does."
"Indeed, your father and I have known him for a long time and his plans do have a tendency to work out well for us."





In a couple of weeks Kala was finally able to come and see me again. It had been miserable without her and we spent a lot of time catching up. The temple district was still a mess with all of the people there who were afraid that Lord Durin would just kill them, particularly the fallen nobles. They were managing though and she hoped it would all be over soon.


I told her all about my time, and the continuing training I was getting. Having a tutor on hand to help me polish up some magic had been wonderfully useful. I'd even learned the spell she used to move the dart things around during our practice battle. It was a variation on a standard movement spell, but there were some little tricks here and there that worked very well with moving objects. It helped them maintain speed while allowing you to alter their direction.


It was during one of our afternoon meetings that she brought along Dras. I was thrilled to see him, and the reverse seemed to be true as well.


"Hey there, long time." He opened with.


"Indeed, how is everything?"


"Mostly good. Our house is gone and my mother still hates your guts, but that was kinda expected."


"If she didn't I'd be more worried. Where are you living?"


"Oh I found us a place to rent for the time being. Mana is at a premium these days so money isn't a huge issue."


"That's good, anything else happen recently?"
"Not too much, some personal stuff, trying to get things in order. You?"


"Just training mostly, not like there's too much to do until the snow melts."


Around that time my father showed up. He was in and out most days dealing with a lot of the bits of administration that he had to personally take care of. From my understanding he left all the paperwork to Mystien while he took on the business of seeking out all those on their list who were trying to hide in the city. I'd only been taken to his office once or twice, but it was mostly empty except the desk piled high with reports.


"Good evening Kala."
"Good evening sir." The two of them were getting along swimmingly. Dad seemed to think that Kala was a polite young woman who was having a good influence on me, and the fact was that I didn't really have many people to spend time with.


His eyes narrowed as he turned to Dras, focusing on him with harsh intent. "And you must be young mister Dras, it's a shame that we haven't been able to meet before now."


"Oh, uh... yes sir. The paperwork so that I could come into the complex just went through. Even if it's only this area, the security is quite thorough sir."


"Oh, I see, I see. I didn't know you were trying to get on the list or I might have stepped in to handle things personally. Actually, while you're here let's go and check on everything, so there are no problems in the future. I'm sure the girls won't mind me borrowing you for a bit." With that he practically pushed Dras out of the room, taking him along to... somewhere.


"Be nice!" I piped up as he moved to close the door. It only got me a lazy wave of his hand back.


"Does your father think you're dating Dras?" Kala asked after they'd left.


"Probably."


"Haven't you told him about us though?"


"No... not yet."
"You should."


I grumbled a bit before settling down with her. "I don't like to talk about that kind of thing, and I don't really think my family would get it."


"Mmm, still." I could tell she was a bit irritated that I hadn't divulged that tidbit to my dad, even after all this time, but it just never seemed like the right time. Anyway, she was here as much as she could be, and he knew we were basically sitting in each other's laps the whole time.


"Can I at least wait until my mom makes it here so I don't have to go over everything several times?"
"Fine." Oof, that was decidedly irritation.


She let the subject drop and we sat silently, each afraid to begin the discussion again. That was until Dras came back, looking pale and a bit shaken.


"Good grief, he wasn't nice was he?"
"Alana, did I do something to piss your dad off? I don't think I've ever had my life subtly threatened so many times and in such a short span. Particularly not by someone I think would actually kill me."


"I think he's just being overbearing." I answered.


"Do you now? My mother is overbearing Alana. She however has never tried to intimidate my friends."


"Now Dras, that is flagrantly untrue and we both know it. I remember her little screaming fit at The Sky, and how she tried to have The Shield toss me in an orphanage. If dad does anything like that though let me know and I'll straighten him out." I made a little punching gesture with a "Uwah!" at the end. The fact that he was about three times my mass and a monstrously powerful physical magic user just made it funnier.


Both of them left well before dark. It wasn't because the city was dangerous to them, that would have been a real joke, but that the ice would be worse at night and it would also just generally suck more outside with the snow and all.





Our visits continued apace well past midwinter. It was at this point that I was told that dad had a surprise for me, and we'd need a day. At our meeting time he appeared and we walked towards one of the covered areas in this complex. This one was set up with large doors out to the street, a place for the wealthy to come and go without having to walk out in the rain or snow.


His personal carriage was there. It was a plainer affair, but seemed well made. He didn't use it much but rather had it for when some personal goods needed to be moved from place to place or the rare occasions I wanted to visit some shop or other. He'd asked that I use it for that kind of thing, since I was being discouraged from walking and one could not as easily ride a horse in a dress. There were methods, sure, but I didn't know them, and I didn't have one of the special saddles ladies tended to prefer when they were doing so.


As we plodded down the road I kept an eye on things. We were definitely headed to what used to be the noble's district, and as we went the different mansions flashed by. There was rather little that I knew up here, having only come by carriage a couple of times and one walk back from it back when I first met Kala.


Soon we came to a mansion that I recognized. Rooke's home loomed tall over us as we came near, still looking massively impressive. Then the slowing carriage pulled into the drive opposite, slowly advancing up towards the house.


"What do you think?" Dad asked as he helped me step down.


"It's massive, and lovely. Whose is it?"


"Ours."
"What?"


"I've been told that I need a home to match my new station. The former owner of this one was killed in the fighting, and he had no clear heirs, so it's been given to me."
"Dad this place is huge, what would we even do with it?"
"I don't rightly know Alana, but I'm hoping to get ideas on that soon."


The gravel crunched under our feet as he led me up to the doors. "So you brought me out here to see this new place?"
"Oh the real surprise is just inside." He smirked a bit as we came to the door and he pulled it open.


Inside was an impressive entry. There were statues and decorations all over the walls, and a floor of some stone I couldn't identify, black with gold streaks through it. I wasn't much for ostentatious, but it was pretty. More importantly as we came in my mother turned around to look at us. She'd been talking to some people who I guessed must be staff but dropped that as soon as we came in.


Mom walked right up to me. She looked almost the same as she always had. Her clothes were much nicer, sure, and she'd aged a bit, but it was still her. Silently she wrapped her arms around me, pulling me close, and I felt a few hot tears form as I buried my head in her shoulder. We didn't need words for now, just a feeling of finally being home again.

            

    
        Chapter 115 Family Learning Time

    
    
    
    
                Mom spent hours doting and having me tell her what all had happened, and then doting more. There were a few things I glossed over a bit, leaving out most of the details. The fact that I'd been present for so many attacks had been a particular sticking point with her where she'd pushed to get more information. I simply acted like I was a bit less involved. Saying that during the attack on the party I'd gone to hide before everything got sorted, or that during the attack in the copse our team had taken cover in a creek bed. I also left out how injured I'd been during a few of those outings, so as not to cause her any further stress. It all became, 'Yeah, and there was an attack, so we mostly tried to hide.' rather than the whole story.
She asked about friends and I told her all about Dras, and Kala, and Pinea, how I'd met each and what they were like. It occurred to me that I'd not heard about the last of those, and I made a note to ask dad about it. She insisted that she wanted to meet Dras as soon as possible, my guess was that she'd made the same assumption as dad had, which I'd have to correct whenever it came up.
Eventually I was shown to my new room, which had a huge window. Said window looked out towards Rooke's house. Dad had left mom and I to have our time but had returned now, and he watched me, smiling as I looked about.
"What do you think?" He asked, when I'd finished and looked out the window again.
"Um... do you know what happened to the man who lived across the road?"
"What? No, why?"

"He was one of my teachers and helped me a lot. I wondered if he was okay."
"Give me his name and I'll see what I can find," dad sighed, "About the room though?"
"Oh it's lovely! Kind of big though, not sure what I could put in it."
The room was in fact both massive and beautiful. It was easily as large as our house had been back in Orsken, and even more ridiculous than my room at the academy. I looked about to find the closets, multiple, and even a small washroom attached to the side. It was fairly empty except for furniture though. There was a bed and desk of course, along with a small table and a vanity over near the windows.
I assumed that the noble family that had previously owned this mansion had had daughters and the like at some point and that all the furniture was appropriated from their rooms. That was a bit odd. It felt like I was some kind of thief, moving into someone's home where I had no business being.
Dad ran off again, determined to get a lot of other things in order. Mom on the other hand stayed, and seeing me looking about joined me as I sat on the bed.
"It's a bit odd isn't it dear?" She asked as I ran my fingers over the carefully embroidered covers.
"Yeah, I feel like an intruder or something."
"I felt the same way when we first got to Lord Durin's estate. The rooms we were given there were lovely, more than anything I'd really ever expected to get in my life. Like someone else had let me into their home and I'd just taken over everything. I wasn't prepared for it at all, and I still don't really think I'm there."
"It's not just that it's opulent. It feels like we came in and killed these people, then took their stuff. I don't really know how to process that."
She wrapped her arms around me, holding me close. "That isn't completely different from what your father and John did. If it helps I'm told the man who owned this previously was rather cruel."
"It doesn't really."
"Hmm, well what would we do with it otherwise? The man who owned it died, and it doesn't seem that anyone else had a true claim to it. We could just let the place rot, but that seems silly."
"I guess. What is Lord Durin's home like?" I decided to change the subject, not really feeling comforted at all by her words.
"It's quite different. Not opulent in the same way that places in Lithere or his new capital are, but it is lovely. Perhaps he'll invite you to that estate for some function or other one day."
She eventually left me too acclimate, something I was very appreciative of. Unpacking didn't take all that long, as I still had little in the way of personal possessions and soon I was as settled in as I could be.
Our dinner that night was something else. The dining room was too big and we all wanted to be close and chat, so we ended up close together with huge amounts of table taking up space in the room. John joined us, since even though he was older he would be taking up several rooms here until he was either assigned somewhere else with the army or found his own place.
The food was also a bit odd. Because of dad's status, mom and uncle Barro, who was still living at Lord Durin's estate, were afforded some measure, and therefore mom had gained several servants to help out. These were hired from people of the former empire that had been willing to join up with Lord Durin, and the food the chef made was tilted slightly more towards more eastern flavors than we were used to. It wasn't too different, but some of the herbs that were used were weighted more strongly in one way or the other. A sage-like plant made far more appearances than I would have wanted while the rosemary that was endemic to most parts of the kingdom was almost totally absent.
As an aside most of the plants in this world were exactly the same as in my previous, barring magical plants and a few that might have been there, but I didn't know of them. Those we ate would be intimately familiar to most people of a western persuasion, with things like potatoes, beans, grain, and the like very common. Herbs were much beloved and used in most dishes, which was a bit odd coming from where I did, but they were refreshing. Those too were either exactly the same, or something very close which might have well been a different cultivar.
After dinner we retired to a sitting room where dad and John chatted while mom began to work on some light embroidery. I joined with a bit of sewing, one of my dresses had a small rip from something or other and it was easier to repair it now than later. My mother was horrified at the current state of my sewing skills. She watched me for only a few moments before she came over to check on my work.
"Alana, what is all of this supposed to be?"
"It's a rip, I'm fixing it."
"Poorly. Goodness, look at these." She took the piece from me and began undoing what I'd put in, which was a little frustrating, but I knew for a fact that she could do it better.
"Admittedly, but it still needs fixing."
"Why are you being so sloppy? The work on your dress is quite good." She took a brief look to confirm that the stitching on it was, extremely good.
"Well I didn't make my dress mother. I don't think I've made any of my clothes since Orsken."
That seemed to make her freeze in her tracks. "Have you not been keeping up with your handiwork at all?"
"Er... I spin a bit sometimes, and do a little embroidery here and there..."
"What will you do when your children are born? What will this Dras boy your dating think when he learns you can't even make a basic thing like children's clothing." This seemed to her the highest form of possible failure.
"I'm not dating Dras mother, he's just a friend."
"What?" Both mom and dad said at once.
"Now hold on Alana, you told me you were dating him." Dad said as he looked over.
"No I didn't."
"Yes you did. You said you gave one of those items to your long time friend and the other to the person you'd been..." I could almost see the gears turning, then clicking into place. "Kala..." There it was.
"Mmmhmm."
"Wait a moment. Alana are you..."
"Yup."
"How do you..." My brother, always helpful in his foolish words began.
"We don't, at all. I'm not really into girls like that, but we're still going out."
"Alana," my mother began as she rubbed her head. "You know this can't last, don't you? With your father now in the position he's in, you will have to get married at some point, and regardless of what you think of it, you cannot marry another woman."
"We both know that mother. Kala knows she'll have to do much the same. The Lovers are apparently pretty heavy in their encouragement of experiencing every kind of love, so this is more... romantic, but not, physical."

She looked like she was having a headache right then. "We'll discuss this later Alana."

"I'd really rather not."
"Well," dad looked over, seeming a bit off-kilter, "I may have to have another conversation with young Dras. I believe I may have taken a few years off of his life in our last one." He shrugged, "Good news is at least, I don't have to worry about you coming home pregnant or something like that."
"Oh dad, you wouldn't have had to anyway." If I was going to go in, I might as well hit all the shock at once.
"Why?" He narrowed his eyes as he looked back to me.
"Lover's Mark."
While they froze John looked at me, smiled, and said, "And here I thought I was the problem child. Well, I'll leave you three to it, I'm going far from this." He then made a hasty exit.
You would think that my relationship with another girl would be the big deal, but it wasn't quite on the same level. Both of my parents were up in arms about my acquisition of a Lover's Mark. Both wanted to know who I'd been with at my age that made me make that decision. I considered telling them that I had it for years, but that seemed like a worse idea than any other. I did let my mom have her breakdown for a few moments so she could get it all out before I could get a word in.
"You know that most of the girls who were at the academy have one right?"
"IS THAT SORT OF BEHAVIOR THAT RAMPANT AMONG THE NOBILITY!?" Mom had started yelling a bit ago, and didn't seem inclined to stop.
"Stop screaming a listen. When Lord Durin's armies started taking out cities everyone who wanted one was offered it. They didn't know, and nor did we that he would take such a violently oppositional view to... mishandling captured women and girls. So pretty much everyone who didn't already have one got one at that time."
Mom deflated and sat back down, breathing a sigh of relief. "So that's when you got it."
"No mother, I got mine some time before, for basically the same reasons. I didn't know if I'd have to flee again and thought it was a good preparation to make, just in case, and before you ask, no, it has never actually been relevant that I have it."
"Oh, well then, that was very smart of you dear." Mom was now trying to catch her breath. "If you ever have anything like that you need to tell me again I'll try not to yell."
Dad looked a bit contemplative, and saddened. "It's horrid that you had to think about things like that. I'm glad you took precautions, but... none of Lord Durin's men would do something like that, none that wanted to live for long." He sighed, "I'll admit that there were a few incidents, but every man found to have done that was either executed, or handed over to The Lovers for whatever justice they would enact. I even saw him beat a man to death personally after it was proven that he'd abused several girls in the camp."
"He killed the man himself?" That was a bit stunning.
"Yes, publicly, and it sent a powerful message. Afterwards he gave a speech to the men about how we were to observe the forms of proper war. Lord Durin may be a conqueror, but he's a civilized one."
"That is good to hear. Now, if you'll excuse me, it is getting late." Neither of them spoke, so I followed in my brother's footsteps.

            

    
        Chapter 116 Returning to the Academy

    
    
    
    
                Following all of my admissions to my family things were a bit... strained. Mom was still concerned about a number of things, but seemed to at least be contenting herself for the moment with badgering me about my poor handicraft skills. I didn't really care to learn much more about those, but she was insistent and so we ended up having a bit of time every evening where I was cajoled into practicing with her while we talked.


She had a point that they were considered the proper thing for most young women to know. I didn't like them, but I did have to admit at least that much. According to her research lace making was also considered something important to have a base level of skill at for high status women. Lace was expensive as it could be and being able to make small bits of it yourself would save your family lots of money. In the end we alternated between different things during our after dinner time.


Kala visited a few times and marveled at my new place, giving me a few jibes about it. She also got the suspicious looks from my mother and knew what had happened.


"At least they don't seem to care at your temple." I said one evening after her third or so visit.


"Oh, they do, in some ways, but are also bound by our own beliefs. As long as I am pursuing some form of love they will not interfere unless things get dangerous."


"Like what?"
"Obsession, abuse, that kind of thing."


"Huh. Any news from other parts of the city?"


"Well, most of those who took refuge in the temple district are returning home. There are a few that are still afraid, or were nobles before everything happened and are trying to figure out what to do now, but it looks like Lord Durin's people are trying to make inroads with them."


"Dad hasn't told me much about what happened to the nobility now that the kingdom has been replaced."


"Well I've not gotten too much information on that front, but I can tell you that a good few died. Some turned during the city's invasion, understanding that we would lose. Some surrendered after, or were captured. It seems that they're being treated differently based on that kind of thing."


I looked over at a big pile of packed things that had been left here just the other day. Between the invasion, checking over, and general confusion my stuff from school hadn't gotten to me until just now, and I was nearly ready to go back. There was also a note from my now former maid Dora, explaining whose they were and how it was all put together. I'd left a note with dad asking him to check in on her as well. If she'd been captured I wanted her treated well for all her good work.


"I wonder how many of our classmates will be returning," I idly mused.


"I suppose we'll just have to wait and find out. On a more fun subject, are you excited about tomorrow?"


"Of course, who doesn't love new clothes?"


A lot of the details of the new academy roster and the like were being kept really quiet, as a surprise or something, but we did know that there would be new uniforms. That was all fine with me as my last one was getting both a bit short and a bit tight in a few spots, and it would have to be adjusted or replaced in short order. I still had it, as the cloth was lovely and it would be a real shame to waste, but I hadn't decided on a purpose for it just yet.





Marcus was the same as always, a bit grumpy, a bit crass, and the best tailor available. He had us come in with a few others for our fittings and made all the needed changes to get the uniforms just right.


A copy of the new design was on display of course, and it was lovely. The primary color was a deep black, with wine colored accents and silver buttons. Most of the former design elements had remained, though the skirt was a bit longer. If I had to be honest I did think this one was better, if just a bit.


My brother had come along with us today and stood to the side as we were measured. Some of the other girls who had at first sent me light glares had straightened right up as he loosed himself, filling the area around him with an angry silver flame. He did otherwise pretend not to notice them. Seemed he had learned some tricks from dad over the years.


As Marcus finished up I watched him work on a piece carefully. In that moment I had an idea.


"Marcus."


"Yes?" He sounded like he knew I was about to be a thorn in his side.


"If I wanted to learn a bit of the kind of magic you use, how would I?"


"Thinking of becoming a tailor?" He sounded unamused, most people didn't want competition in their industry.


"No, but if I could learn just a bit to make my sewing better my mother might stop berating me about it." That comment got me a deep chuckle.


"So you want me to teach you to sew using magic, because you can't be bothered to learn without it?"


"Because I'm better at magic than I am at sewing, and I'm told that I'm completely unacceptable at the latter."


"Afraid that I will have to decline giving you lessons. Though I will tell you that learning to do it by hand will help you understand what you need the magic to do."


I groaned a bit, but he'd at least given me a hint. It had been some time since I'd really begun work on anything truly new and this might be a good project. As I left the shop I made note to see what I could do with some scraps of cloth later on. Not that my mom would be able to do much complaining to me once school started again.





The day to move back to the academy came. I hadn't even unpacked my things so there wasn't too much for me to do. My new maid, a slip of a girl who's name I hadn't even had time to learn accompanied us on our way. Normally I'd have taken the time to speak with her, but my parents were so busy fussing that there really was no time.


"Make sure you write, and keep us informed, and come to visit on your days off." Mom was having a fit. You'd think she had a child go off to a school before by the way she was going, but no, it seemed it was just one of those things that everyone did.


Dad spent his time telling me to be careful, and to not cause any more problems. There were a bunch of new security measures, but he was still wary of having me out of sight. I was also informed that there would be a few students who came from rather trusted families who'd be keeping an eye on things, as I should do as well.


I met with Kala at the gates and left my parents. We were told that there would be an assembly on our first day so we headed to the given location, which was the arena where the entrance exams and a few classes were sometimes held. Oddly it seemed more busy than usual, and there were more faces that I didn't recognize than I did. The school hadn't been that big, so that was really odd.


When we came into the arena and found our seats the answer as to why was immediately obvious. It was packed, there were at least half again as many students here today as there had been in the past, and a number of those we knew were quietly chatting about it. The teachers from where they stood also seemed a bit irritated. I was happy to see that a number of faces I knew were in that booth, though Rooke was absent.


Once we'd found our seats a man with long black hair and midnight blue robes walked into the center of the arena. There was a buzz of conversation until with a motion of his hand a wave of water covered all of the sands, leaving him standing in a shallow, but placid pool.


There were gasps, all of the wizards set up straighter, everyone else just sort of gawked. That amount of water in that short of a spell was pretty much unheard of, as was his fine tuning and control. In an instant he'd properly demonstrated that he was strong enough to put us in our place, and once we'd settled he spoke.


"Greetings everyone, I am your new dean, you may call me Sectanius. We have a few announcements." He paused for effect, looking around at all of us. "As you may have noticed, we have quite a few more students than last year. This is due to several reasons. Firstly, those who have proven themselves in other schools in the empire are now being moved here to study, since this is the site of the most advanced magical academy. Secondly, for our incoming students, the exam is now open to all, with scholarships being given to those who perform but cannot afford tuition. It is my sincere hope that we will have no issues integrating everyone together. I am sure that you will all work with me."


"I think we'll do best if we try to keep our heads down," Kala whispered.


"Yeah, good luck on that." I returned.


"There is also a few small changes in the class scheduling, as I'm sure you'll soon see. I think the majority of you will find it to your liking that Etiquette has been removed from our curriculum." That statement was greeted by a wave of cheers, which he waved off with a smile. "And replaced with Civics. A new class designed to teach everyone their rights, place, and duties to our noble empire."
While most people sighed I felt my eyebrows rise quickly. That sounded like an entire class of propaganda. It might be important to change some minds, but from the sound of it we'd be getting a full helping of whatever Lord Durin was selling. I could at least hope that I was wrong.


"Ah, and one final announcement. Since there is no longer a Kingdom of Bergond we shall have to give our noble institution a new title. Thus I am proud to have you all as the first class to the new Academy of Shadows!" There was a good bit of cheering at that, and I joined in lightly. I had a feeling that I'd get to see exactly what Lord Durin was like even if I'd yet to meet him.

            

    
        Chapter 117 Propaganda and an Ugly Cry

    
    
    
    
                It took me several days to wrap my head around the current factions in the school.  Because ho boy, there were now factions, who did not like each other at all.  We'd always been a bit divided between nobles and commoners, but with the invasion, and the influx of new students that was on a whole other level now.


First we should cover the former nobles of Bergond.  They were, in a word, pissed.  They were also not stupid enough to let that slip out.  They'd been beaten, stripped of their titles, and now reduced in status to those commoners who they'd at the very least looked down their noses at just a bit.  They were also now the outsiders.  They wanted to think they still had something on everyone else, but everyone else knew they didn't.  There also weren't all that many of them, for obvious reasons.


Next came those former commoner students that were still attending.  This group had friends in the former nobles, but were always a bit looked down on.  They knew the school, some of the teachers, and most were trying to get along with everyone.  Dras was finding himself ever more popular nowadays and I wished him the best with it.  He also seemed to be hanging around Clarissa a lot less, but he didn't tell me and I didn't pry.


Thirdly we had the newcomer students from Bergond.  This group was a big mix and most fell in with the former commoner students, but they didn't have the prestige of knowing the place already.  Since they were all in their first year they were all being watched, to see where they'd go.


We also had those who'd come from the former Empire of Ermath.  This faction was trying to be friendly where they could but there were some oddities about them.  The biggest was that they all thought Lord Durin was the absolute best.  I hadn't had too many deep talks with them yet, but from the way they acted you'd think he'd personally walked into their town and saved them all.  Which he really might have done in some cases.  From what I understood Ermath had made our country look like a daycare in the way it handled people of the lower classes.  I was still keeping my distance for the time being since I was trying to figure out if they'd been brainwashed.


Then we had my faction.  We were the ones who didn't really fit too neatly into any of the groups and I was the queen bee.  Well, sort of, all of us were sort of out of the various factions for the moment since it wasn't completely obvious where we fit.  Lots of loners and those who'd not gotten too involved or were too hot of an asset to really be taken in without consideration.


The priests might have been a faction, but if they were they seemed to think that the best move was not to play.  I had to admit they really might have a point there.  It was sometimes too bad that I didn't really fit into their little group, being a bard.


I did not like this division at all, particularly because it put too much attention on me.  The nobles seemed to think I was a traitor.  The former commoners also thought that I was probably a traitor, but seemed to care a lot less.  The (formerly) Ermathi students thought they should get to know me, but were a bit worried.  I got the vibe that dad and John had done some big things, but I didn't know what yet.  The exiles and the priests tended to be friendly enough, but that didn't really help too much.


I mused on all of this as I sat in Civics.  It was full of propaganda, but the way it was done wasn't too bad actually.  There were a lot of lessons on philosophy and how we should all strive to uplift, rather than to degrade.  That isn't to say that there weren't parts of the lecture where we were just flat out told what was right, and that Lord Durin had been doing his best to better everyone, because that was there, but it was subtle.  I wasn't sure if that was more or less insidious, but I was leaning towards more.


At the moment we were going over questions about how a change in farming technique should be handled.  It was a high cost in the short term, with large long term benefits.  All the numbers were from real villages, showing how the method had increased yields and the rate at which it had done so.  The math was easy enough and I'd worked out the answer a bit ago.


"What do you think Alana, what choice should we make?  To remain with the current way, or to change?"  The professor looked at me expectantly as she began this part of the lesson


"I believe we should change professor," I said with confidence.


"Counter opinions?"


It was one of the former noble boys who raised his hand.  With a nod the teacher gave him the floor.


"I disagree strongly.  The investment in changing the crops would be stifling to the community.  It would cost a fortune to change over."  He looked like the idea of spending that money was horrid.  "As it stands the current yields are within acceptable levels for those working the land to live and pay their taxes."


"There is the possibility that the investment is too high for it to all be changed at once, as well as that the farmers may resist or resent the intrusion into their business."  I admitted the biggest fault in my position, that people didn't always want to do what you wanted them to.  "That said, the current yields give no surplus, no barrier against disaster or drought to the farms listed here.  While the initial investment would be high it would fix that.  One might have to give some incentive, at least in part to change, but with only a bit of time the farmers themselves will see the benefit, and adapt accordingly.  Within ten years the estimate on investment would be recouped by the increased taxes anyway.  Assuming that it works as laid out."


"You seem a bit hesitant in your position Alana.  May I ask why?"  Our instructor seemed to have questions as well.


"Because while this is an exercise if we were to run it as something in the real world we would not be playing with numbers and charts, but rather having a deep effect on people's lives.  People are not just numbers you can move on a page or pieces on a game board, and you should not treat them as such."  I then shrugged.  "Anyways, as I said, they are likely to resist anyway if you try to force the issue.  You'd do better to find a way to convince them to do it themselves."


"Oh what a wonderful answer!  You're quite correct my dear, on both accounts."  She smiled brightly as she turned to everyone.  "What is the duty of the strong?"


"To protect the weak."  Everyone answered in unison.  It was one of several such answers we were expected to give that was one of the more obvious points of propaganda.  Could I really hate that idea though?





Later in the day I was walking invisibly through the halls.  I'd taken to that method to avoid any more attention than I was already getting.  I didn't have much to do at this particular hour, and soon enough I'd need to head to dinner.  Really I was just avoiding people while strolling randomly, it was pleasant.


As I passed by one or the empty classrooms I both saw and heard the discussion going on inside.  Pinea and some older boy I didn't know had taken up residence there, and were having a bit of a time.


"You and your whole family disgust me.  I can't even believe you'd defend that treachery."  The boy hissed angrily.


Pinea seemed on the verge of tears.  "There was no point to continuing, all that would have happened is more death.  Can't you see that?  Father just did what he thought was..."


At this point the guy pulled back and spit full on in her face, and uttered something I'd never though anyone would to her.  "Never speak to me again traitorous whore."  With that he turned and walked out.


I was so shocked that I almost didn't move in time for him to miss me as he passed by.  He threw the door open and scowled as he left, teeth locked.


Pinea sank into a nearby chair and began to bawl.  As I came in I closed the door, not even thinking about being invisible.  As her head popped up I let that spell fade, revealing myself.  She might have once been a noble but Pinea had always been a friend.  It only took a few seconds for me to put a sound barrier on the door, pull out a handkerchief, and move to her side.


After letting her have a good cry while I held her and getting her a little cleaned up I finally asked.  "So what was that all about?"


"There... at the end... dad made a deal. *sniff* He had all of his knights turn on the guards in the palace when the signal when off."


"Oh, well, it wouldn't have mattered anyway."


"I know.  What was he supposed to do, let all his men die?  Lose everything himself?"  She shrieked.  "There was no point to continuing to fight.  It was over!"


I patted her back.  "The asshole?"


"My betrothed, well, former betrothed I guess now.  I thought he'd understand..."


I leaned in.  "Well then, I'm glad he called it off.  You can do way better."


She laughed a bit.  "Do you think so?  I am a disgraced former noble after all."


"Oh yeah.  Imagine if you'd ended up married to that.  We can find you someone better.  I know some people; I'll introduce you," I continued, trying to be as flippant as possible.


"Great, because I think most of my friends hate me now."


"If they do they weren't real friends anyway.  Now let's go get you cleaned up."


"You're really good at this, you know that Alana?"


"It comes with being a bard."  I said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


"Wish I was one," she said, starting to mope a bit again.


"You should put in for a change then.  I hear the forms are a real pain though.  Oh, and you have to learn how to sing."


"Oof, guess that's a pass for me."


I didn't know all the details, but I knew enough.  I knew that she'd probably hurt from this for a bit longer.  She may not have been beaten up or tortured, but she'd obviously lost a lot.  Regardless of what happened though I'd help her through her ugly cry phase, she deserved that at the very least.


"Okay, so I'm going to turn us invisible, because you're a mess, and I don't want to attract attention."


"Alright..."  Pinea seemed a bit hesitant.


"It doesn't hurt or anything, just hold my arm while we walk back to the dorms.  Oh, and try not to walk into anybody.  That's super embarrassing."


"Sounds like you have experience."


"So much.  Once I fell down a flight of stairs, and it was really loud, but nobody could figure out what had happened.  At least nobody could see me.  I felt like my face was strawberry red as I snuck off."  That got her laughing again, and laughing was good.  Laughing wasn't crying.


The whole way back she asked me for more stories.  Who was making out with who and where.  What juicy gossip she was sure I'd heard on my wanderings.  She wanted the works.  Sad thing was I didn't really pay attention to that kind of thing.  When we finally arrived she rushed off to wash up and I sighed as I nearly fell into a chair myself.

            

    
        Chapter 118 Lover's Worries

    
    
    
    
                It took about a week but eventually someone worked up their nerve and came over to approach me while I was working in the practical part of Magical Item Creation.  Hern had retained his position after the takeover, as had most of the teachers, but I didn't get much of a chance to talk to him out of class.


"Hello there.  You're Alana right?"  The boy said, he was around my age and had pitch dark hair.


"Yes..."  I didn't know him, or what he wanted, so caution seemed apt.


"Is it true?  Are you General Verren's daughter?"


"I am."


"Mind if I talk to you after class?"  He looked over at Professor Hern, who seemed a bit miffed that we'd stopped working and looked distracted.  We weren't working with anything too high energy, but whenever we did anything in his class our full attention was to be on our project.


Afterwards we both stayed behind.  Kala had managed to come by too, and was looking in.  The boy looked a bit awkward, like he wanted to spill out everything he was.


"I'm Tobias.  It's really nice to meet you.  I wanted you to know.  Your dad saved me."


"What?"  That was a bomb of a way to start a conversation.


"Yeah, back when Ermath was still a thing.  I lived on an estate, the executor there was a monster of a man.  He treated all of us like dirt under his feet and well, I had a minor talent, I could make light.  It wasn't much, but it meant that I had a little mana and every day he made me put as much as I could into an item he had."


"That sounds horrible."


"It was I guess, but I didn't have it too bad.  A little mana meant that I had some value to him, everyone else that wasn't a soldier was pretty much just a slave, to be tossed aside as soon as he tired of them.
Anyway, when the war came it was your father's unit who rescued us.  It was amazing.  I remember seeing him fight the executor.  I'd never seen anyone fight like that, and when he'd taken down that bastard the first thing he did was start freeing everyone.  They had a man who was strong enough to rip iron like it was paper and he went and loosed all the slaves.  After all the fighting that night... When I looked up and cleared my eyes I could see it then, the auras.  The first one I saw was the general, a burning black flame of death to everyone who oppressed us."


He was nearly crying, and I had no clue what to say to this at all.  The kid obviously thought my dad was some kind of superhero or something, but I'd never seen any of that.  I knew he was strong and fast, sure, but I'd never really seen him go full on against someone.  Even if I had, I didn't have any way to process all this.


"I... I didn't really know he was doing that kind of thing."


"Really?  What's he like?"


"He's like a dad.  Serious most of the time, nice, a bit overprotective if I'm being honest."


"Cool.  Hey, me and some of the other new students have a study group going.  If you want you could join us.  We'd be really happy to have you around and from what I've seen today you are better at making magic items than we are for sure."  He smiled as he made his pitch.


"Maybe, but until classes get fully in the swing I don't know that there's too much to do.  Can you write down the where and when for me?"


He scribbled a little note on a piece of paper for me before heading off.  As he left Kala came to join me in the now empty classroom.


"How goes your day oh daughter of the coolest dad ever?"  She giggled a bit as she found a seat beside me.


"Please don't you start too.  I get stories but I haven't talked much to him in years.  Well, we've had dinner and stuff, but it feels like I'm getting chewed out every time I go to one of those by someone."


"Fine, fine.  He is nice though."


"Baahh!  New subject, want to join a study group?"  I flashed the piece of paper at her.


"Yeah... I wanted to talk to you about that.  My order sent me a messenger this morning.  I'm to keep everyone at arms length for the time being.  I'm ignoring it for you specifically, but the others..."


"What?  Why?"


"It's not public yet, but looks like Lord Durin is marrying the former princess Sophia.  As you can imagine we're... 'deeply concerned' about it."


As soon as the shock wore off I took a beat to think.  "He's trying to establish himself as legitimate.  Even if he doesn't take the title king if he marries her he'd have claim.  I can't imagine she's happy about it though.  He did take her country and like, kill her family."


"The current theory is that he made her an offer to either become his bride, or take a short walk up to the headsman's block.  Either that or she's been in on things with him for awhile.  I don't know what the official statement will be, but it should be clear why The Lovers as a whole are a bit on edge."
"Force marriage is... not uncommon."  I knew that a lot of people were put under heavy pressure.


"Our position is that it should always be willing.  In practice there's a lot of pressure you can exert on family if you want to, but she needs to be able to say no.  If she can't... I know I'll be pretty mad, and I imagine most of my fellows will as well."  Kala was pretty solemn about this.


The Lovers believed very strongly in love, in willing love, and took a violent, brutal stance against things like rape.  I wasn't a hundred percent sure what they did, but I didn't want to know either.  If he was forcing the former princess to marry him, there would be a lot of rage there.  They might keep it quiet, but they'd be pissed he did something so publicly against one of their strongest strictures.


That didn't seem like what I'd heard of him though.  I didn't know the man, but my dad did, and the way he told it, Lord Durin was a pretty decent man.  I didn't think either he or Mystien would follow someone willing to go down that path, or even my brother.  It was a bit jarring to think about.


"What are you going to do?"  I wanted to know if this would go bad and how fast.


"Me?  Nothing.  The Lovers will probably send someone though to try and speak with him.  There's a bishop to the west that might be asked to go and very politely ask to meet with her.  We'll know more from there."


I just threw my head back and groaned.  I wanted nothing to do with this, I wanted politics completely out of my life, forever.  There was a brief moment I considered just running, but then I had a brief mental image of Jackson, and that killed that desire.


"So what do you want me to do?  And who knows about all of this right now anyway?"


She looked a bit nervous.  "What I want is for this to all blow over Alana.  There's no good end if he's doing something bad, and I do consider that an if.  As for what I want you to do?  I don't know, and I don't know that you should do anything.  I want you safe, but..."  She took a brief moment.  "As far as who knows, I don't know.  I'm not high on the list there and all I got was a letter telling me that he's planning to marry her and to keep everyone a bit distanced until we've figured things out."


"Any other news you have for me today?"


"I don't think so... were you looking for more?"
"Not really, but I'd personally prefer to get any more bad news out of the way.  I find that just throwing it all out and letting the disaster play out is often the best way."


"You do tend to do that.  It's one of the things that I love about you."  She smiled and poked me in the side, causing me to jump as it sent a jolt up my side.


"Stop that!"


"Ohoho!  I've found a weakness!"  For the next several moments I ended up jumping here and there as she made an attack.


By the time we made out way out of the room I wasn't in nearly as serious as a mood.  It was hard to be worried and laugh at the same time.





Rooke

As I struggled up the side of the mountain I sincerely considered jumping off.  It had been weeks since I'd left civilized lands and I was keeping myself on the barest drops of my mana through sheer usage.  We were far and away from the edge of the kingdom's furthest out city, a place that was still at least nominally loyal, if only because they didn't know that the kingdom had fallen yet.


This far out there were monsters constantly, which was a double edged sword.  It did generally keep most of the chances of enemy soldiers low, but they were hostile, and that was its own bag of fun.  I'd run into no less than four mountain lizards in the last three days.


As the next rise came into view so did my next enemy.  The beast looked like a lion, only four times larger and pure white.  I wasn't sure if this was going to be one I could win, and the beast didn't look like it was about to leave me be.


As the creature turned and narrowed eyes upon me I threw forth my first spell.  This was obviously something of ice so I would be focusing on fire.  The torrent caused the monster to flee back and give me space, but it was only temporary.  The flames roared between us and I continued to measure my resources.


It charged forward like an avalanche, only to slam into a barrier projected from the little sphere on my waist.  I may not have too much in the way of mana at the moment, but items I had in spades.  With a quick movement I threw a small dart.


My enemy dodged the projectile as it sped itself to an incredible velocity, landing with a booming explosion in a tree hanging off the side of the mountain.  Between that and the fire we were making a ton of noise, and if I survived I would have to make my way far from here as quickly as I could.


We had three more passes before there was a flash of silver and a spear appeared.  The fact that it was stuck deep into my opponent's neck was helpful.  The spurt of blood that shot out shortly thereafter as it struggled and fell signaled the end.


I looked around and finally found my protector.  Lord Farren came striding across the snow, cloak blowing in the wind behind him.  I supposed that all the noise and smoke had alerted him to my location.


"Hello there Rooke.  It's been quite some time hasn't it?"


I was nearly ready to fall to my knees in relief.  "You are a sight for sore eyes.  I don't suppose you have any news on his highness?  Or my irksome grandfather?"


"Both alive m'boy.  I'll not tell your wife that you didn't request her first as well."
"She beat me here!?"
"By about a week."  The old warrior laughed.


"Well, that's a relief.  Are we lucky enough to be near?"


He gave a deep laugh as he turned, leading me off once again.  There was work to do, and we'd need to get on it.

            

    
        Chapter 119 The Planning

    
    
    
    
                When I came into Combat Magic the first time I nearly had to pick my jaw up off the floor. Endel had somehow retained his job, albeit with a new assistant (minder) in tow.


"Good everyone, it's taken a bit of time to polish up all of your slacking from our break, and to bring our new classmates up to speed with where we are, but I can at least tolerate your current progress." He smiled, something a bit rarer these days. "Now, we'll be learning about battlefield tactics next."


We'd already been given some lectures on this in the past but what he went over now were details on where and when to set up defenses, as well as the logistics. This was apparently something that war mages ended up doing in the field enough that he felt it an important topic.


What it came down to was that most locations were only so defensible. Anything you put up would only slow your opponents so you needed to consider your current mana supply, what you expected to come up against, natural structures like hills, and the cost of the items that you had. It was rare for there to be too much of a budget for magical items used in the field, so knowing what to order was crucial.


The training scheme for this was, to my amusement, a rather complicated board game. It wasn't a square setup like you'd see in the more common ones, but more like something you'd see in movies, with tables and little models. Of course we just used tokens instead of complex little figurines, but the concept was the same.


The rules were a simple counting system, but you never knew what your opponent would invest in in their defenses until you met them on the field, and there were tons of options for that. It was fun, and we spent several classes playing matches of various groupings. Sometimes we were given more resources than our opponents, sometimes less, sometimes we worked in teams.


After about a week of this Endel looked out at us. "Good, I'm pleased to see you're thinking tactically about planning your defenses and offenses. Many of you have shown some skill at the logistics but we'll be putting this into practice now. Games can teach us a bit, but only so much, and there is no teacher like experience." He had a bit of an evil grin. "I have secured one of your off days for just such an exercise. You will be divided into groups of three and have two weeks to prepare." There were about thirty people in this class, so that meant ten groups.


One of our number raised his hand. "Sir, in the game we had resources in the standard warding items, will we have the same?"


"Wonderful question! Each group will receive a 'budget' from which they may 'purchase' items that the school will provide. You may also choose to take the time to build your own, though if you do so you will need to submit them to inspection by our professors three days before the event. We cannot have you bringing anything dangerous along with us. There will also be a slightly lesser 'cost' which will reflect the mana and production cost if something similar were used in war."


Our teams were decided that day and we were permitted to meet in class. The first thing I did was set up a privacy bubble around us.


"So, thoughts?" I asked, looking around.


"I think he's going to assign us to one or more teams with other groups." A boy named Troy offered. He'd been with us in this class for some time.


"Agreed." The other boy in my group was named Leeve. I didn't know much about him, but he was one of our newcomers who'd been part of Ermath before it's fall.


"Same, but what should we go for item wise? Should we take what he has, or build our own? Or both? I'm inclined towards illusion, but everyone knows that so it seems a bit predictable." That got nods.


I had a bit of a reputation for being a pain in any practice round we held in class. My defenses were all rock solid and I'd flood the area with illusions. It was a simple trick, but it often worked best for me.


"With you here we could have good defenses and I'm not bad in a fight." Troy looked unconvinced that it was a good plan, but it would be a normal one.


"What if... what if we went hard in on offense instead?" I asked, looking between them.


"I hate to say it Alana, but from what I've seen your offensive magic kind of sucks." Leeve shrugged, looking sorry.


"I have some ideas," I offered, and boy did I.


"Okay then, fill us in."





I had one day off before our little battle and I took it. Normally I might have stayed around the school with Kala for most of the day before heading to our mansion for dinner. Having a mansion was weird, but it was nice in small doses.


A series of letters over the last few days explaining the situation to Mystien and asking him to look over some designs had ended up with me receiving the written equivalent of a 'DON'T DO ANYTHING OR TELL ANYONE ANYTHING IMPORTANT UNTIL I LOOK AT IT!' letter. Sure, it was couched in euphemisms and the like, but the meaning was clear. He'd also been amazingly willing to schedule a meeting on my day off.


As I arrived at the house he stood there, looking peeved.


"Your father has loaned me a room so that I might advise you." My father indeed was nearby, he also looked peeved.


"Excellent, let's go!" Both of them just narrowed their eyes at my exuberance.


It took a few moments for the items Mystien had brought to be properly set up and for those I simply hummed happily, looking at him.


"Okay, what are you planning?"


"Let's start with the list of supplies and the magical items I want to make." I held out several papers for him, all basic order forms and a sheet with the rune sequences jotted down.


"Standard military supplies... non-standard military supplies... non-military supplies... Okay, I don't see anything too bad here. Let's have a look at your sequences." He poured over the papers for some moments before returning to look at me confused. "Okay, I understand what these do, but why? And how are you going to use them?"


I presented next my master plan, laid out in steps, with diagrams. He looked over it, my dad took his time to look over it. Dad just laughed a bit, while Mystien looked at me with half-lidded eyes.


"There is nothing I would be worried about showing here, but I do want you to understand that on a battlefield this would likely get you killed."


"The chances of that are good yes, or it would win."


"Alana, it is foolish to gamble with your life."


"I'm not here though. These aren't hardened soldiers with a solid command structure, nor are they able to deal with these like a physical magic user would. At least I don't think they'll be able to."


"This is supposed to be a military exercise is it not?" Dad seemed to think that not taking it seriously was the wrong move.


"It is, but I know my enemy. They won't know how to deal with this, and they won't know how to work together well enough either. That's a problem with us too, but as long as we have some semblance of order I'm fairly sure it will work."


"Fine, fine, do what you want," my mentor finally capitulated.


Our dinner that night was lovely. It wasn't anything too odd, but there was more beef in it than I commonly got, even here in Lithere, and beef was tasty.





I ended up in the office of our new Magical Item Creation (Theoretical) teacher Professor Ieala. She was mouse looking with brown hair pulled back in a loose bun to go with her rather more plain robe choices. I guessed that the was perhaps thirty years old tops, but she seemed to know her stuff pretty well and had approved everything I'd brought to her with little fanfare. That had been a real concern, as was the theoretical idea that our teachers would absolutely be stealing any good ideas we brought them.


In all of my planning for this I had been sure that I didn't use any new tech, and that I kept all strategy to simple ideas. I'd already introduced more than I had expected to and putting more thoughts out there that could cause major problems later might come back to bite me.


"Oh Alana, I'm so glad that we finally got a chance for a little chat," Professor Iaela said. "Your work in my class is quite good and I'd heard about you speeding through your core development. How are you feeling about your progress?"


"Quite good. My core is advancing steadily and I feel like I'm getting a better grip on the basics of item creation. As long as I can keep it up I think I'll be on the right track." I was trying to find a way to stay out of her radar, but from the sound that might be a lost cause.


"Wonderful! Now, I heard the most interesting story. Is it true that you have a sample of sky-metal?" There it was, the thing she really wanted.


"That is what Professor Hern believed it to be, but it's been put somewhere safe regardless of what it is."


"I was hoping to see it some time if you don't mind. It isn't often that any amount of that comes around and it's not a chance I'd want to miss."


I shrugged. "If that is the case you're welcome to file a request with my parents. If they approve then it should be fine." This was the nicest way to turn someone down, mostly because everyone was afraid, or at least leery of what might happen if they offended the upper ranks of the military.


"I may do so. On an unrelated note, what do you make of this." She pulled out a rather standard looking sequence, which I spent a few moments going over.


"It won't work." I said after considering my conclusion. The item in question was a small light emitting thing with a broken off/on switch. It looked like someone had tried to fix it and failed miserably."


Moreover this was clearly a test.  The way that it had been attempted would never work.  Whoever had done this had gone from a simple 'touch here to activate' to a 'touch and verbal' but had not set any parameters.  We had not covered how to activate a verbal item by touching a spot and speaking.  I could probably have done it with what I'd learned from the guide, but there was no reason to let anyone else know that.


"How would you fix it then?" She asked, smiling a bit.


"Like this."  I erased fully half of the sequence, taking it back to the simplest on/off parameters I could.  "There is no need for complexity for something like this; a simple solution is best."


Judging by her expression that was not the answer she'd expected, or wanted.  My guess was that she'd heard I was into some weird methods from Hern, or read some of Rooke's notes, but this was so poor of an attempt to figure those out that it was comical.


"I was hoping you'd make it work as intended.  This was supposed to be the basis for a touch and password lock."


"Ah I see.  Well, we haven't covered anything like that yet professor, maybe I'll take another look at it later.  Did you need anything else?"


"Not presently Alana, no."


"Well then, thank you for the meeting.  Sadly I have a lot of preparations to make and must be on my way."

            

    
        Chapter 120 Plan in Action

    
    
    
    
                The day of the event came and we were all loaded into carriages.  Our group was loaded down with items in bags and we were all prepped.  Everything was safe, and all had the ability to give a small flash of blue light and burst of cold when they went off, our signal for an item that would kill/disable the opponent if it landed.


The rules of engagement were similar to the standard ones for any of our training exercises.  There were a number of safeguards in place that were supposed to keep anyone from getting hurt, at least seriously.  We also knew that Professor Endel and a few others would be around, keeping an eye out for cheaters and those who might try to use more dangerous moves.


Soon enough we arrived at our training location, another walled off forested area.  There were a number of these, other than The Junkyard Copse, and they were mostly used in the past by very wealthy nobles who wanted a personal hunting preserve.  It lacked the warding that particular copse had, instead using a simple wall, but for our purposes that would be more than enough.


"Alright everyone line up!"  Professor Endel looked at the assembled youths with an evil grin, and then began pointing.  "You, you, you, and you, you're group one.  The rest of you lot are group two.  Now for the scenario, group one will be loosed into the woods and have until nightfall to set themselves up, group two will be the pursuing group and will be in charge of taking group one out.  If group one has more than half of their players left at the end, they win."


"That seems rather unfair to group two."  One of that group's players pointed out.


"It is, but war is often not fair."  He left out that this setup would practically force us to fight, without some reason to we would stalemate.  "Alright then, group one head out."


I was of course in group one, and quite happy to be.  I felt that our plan would work out better that way.  Once we were out of sight of the other students we stopped for a brief chat.


"So, how do we want to do this?"  One of my classmates asked.  She was a rather skilled wizard and one of the better fighters on our team.


"I'd like you to drive them towards us.  Also, we won't be using drums, as they'll be useless once we start."


"What?"  Another student perked up, in war one normally used a sound like drums, or drums themselves to communicate over distance.  Sometimes one would use light and the like too, but the deep sounds carried well and would easily relay orders.  "Light then?"


"Sorry no.  Once everyone is in place We'll be able to send a high pitched sound and a moving light out, we'd like everyone to try and drive the enemies to the source."  I'd come up with this, and would be right there at the center.


"Fair enough, we can set up in a semicircle and..."  The placements for the other groups were decided, made in a way to thin the enemy herd and funnel them into us.  Going after them might have been easier in some cases, but for this one we wanted everyone to come to the location of the fight.





Samantha

Professor Endel had designated us as the attackers and I was ready for it.  We'd all been practicing, and going back and forth on what items we wanted.  My group was all wizards and we were the best for this, our shields were good and we knew our team well.


As soon as the time was called the three of us moved as a unit.  We'd been given time to discuss and come up with the idea of sticking to our own groups.  Each group of three would move forward, trying to find the enemy, once we did we'd send up one of several designated signals.  The only banned color for this exercise was blue, a blue light would indicate that a given person was out of the fight, or that there was a hit in that place if accompanied by cold.


The two girls with me were named Alli and Menae.  Menae had put some kind of sound muffling magic on us while I handled a spell that made the light around us just a bit darker, it wasn't invisibility, but it would make us just that much less easy to spot.


I wanted to laugh.  Endel had put all those with the best dueling ability on our teams, and given us numbers.  Sure, the enemies had some neat tricks, but in the end, we'd win this.  Now was not the time though, once we'd taken them down...


As I was thinking a red light flew up from near us, forward and to the right, going high into the sky.


"Enemy found," Allie said, smiling slightly.


As we started we heard five drum beats in one of the standard patterns off to our left, one of our signals for 'Under attack, need aid.' with a look we turned to their aid.  As we did, a green light went up from behind, then more of the standard drum signals started from several different directions.


"What!?  There's no way all that's happening at once!"  I yelled over the booming sounds and flares going up all over the damn place.


"It's something the enemy is doing!  They're trying to kill our communication!"  It was Menae this time and she was right.  This was all just a ruse to keep us disorganized.


"How pathetic.  I can't believe they spent that much effort on this.  We still outnumber them and will still win.  Forward!"  As I pointed towards the opposite end of our entrance there was a screaming, keening noise.


A brilliantly gold glowing missile streaked over us, exploding three or four hundred feet behind with a thunderous *BOOM* followed by several sounds of impacts.


"WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK!  HOW DID THEY GET ARTILERY IN BUDGET!?!"  Alli screamed as the monstrously dangerous projectile passed us by.


"Stop screaming, they can only have gotten one or two.  One of the groups must have..."  At this point I had to eat my words as four more came flying over, all headed towards different sections of the field.


They had to be some kind of item, the range was too far for most spellcasters, and a big burst of energy like that would have been pretty tiring.  We were lucky in that they all seemed to be coming from one section of the wood.  As one we turned a final time, heading to where our enemy must be.  Or at least the most likely area.


We lucked out in that on the way we met up with another of our groups.  They'd had the same issue as us and come to the same conclusion.  Our new six person team was a real threat as we barreled at our attackers.  Even if all of them were there we could still do some good damage.


It was easy to see where we were heading to as we approached, because of all the light.  Not those in the sky, though they probably helped, but the fact that a small meadow had been cleared up and torches were set at close intervals, bathing the whole area in warm brilliance.


That alone would have been odd, but it wasn't the weirdest of it.  The weirdest part was the bard girl dancing in the middle of the field like it was some kind of stage.  In fact it looked like they'd actually cleared and raised part of the field for her to use as a stage.


"Okay... so, we just go take her down?"  One of the boys who'd joined us on the way asked as another screaming projectile flew up from near her and arced off.


"Oh no, no that's a trap.  There is no way that isn't an illusion and she isn't planning some weird nonsense.  We go in there and we're done."  One of his friends was smarter than he was, and nailed it.


"I agree, I don't see the purpose yet, but let's put up our barriers and wait for reinforcements."


Setting up our defenses was easy enough.  Alli put down several spheres while we covered her and a small dome popped up.  It would keep out anything high energy, no dangerous projectiles, no heat or cold spells, no lightning, the last we'd added since we'd heard about this particular bard being known for using it.  A person or something small and slow could pass through, but not at great speed, and it would flash to warn us.


We sat there for several minutes, seeing nothing of note.  One of the nearby trees shook a bit from a passing wind and I heard Alli say, "Stupid pine cones."


"What?" I asked as I turned.


It was at that moment that something small struck me in the kidney.  It wasn't hard, or fast, but about the size of a little stick.  When it hit it let off a burst of blue light, and a trill of cold that flowed up my spine.  The sign that I was dead.  Almost simultaneously the same thing happened five more times to my teammates.


"Ugghhhh."  I groaned as I tapped myself to put a blue light over my head, then we made our way towards the point for the dead.


At least we weren't the first.  Five more from my group and three from the opposition were already seated there, playing Endel's strategy game.





Alana

Back in my previous life I'd heard about a leader who'd thrown open his doors and beaten drums loudly at an approaching army.  The army, convinced that it was some form of trap, had retreated and the leader had gained the time he needed to gather his forces and push forward.


That was why I was dancing on a stage in the middle of a brightly lit field.


My classmates had fought me time and again, had seen me make copies of myself time and again.  Every single one of them would know that this was a ruse, a trap to draw them in, or make them cast at me.  Every single one of them would guess wrong, and I could save the mana I'd otherwise need to make myself invisible.


While I bluffed like a poker player with pair or twos I instead focused on moving around our light and sound show.  They were far out and I needed a bit of height to get them all where I wanted, hence the stage, but they were doing their job excellently so far.


Troy was sitting on a disc of force quite high up in the air and well cloaked and was in charge of firing our artillery behind and to the side of our enemies.  He was doing a marvelous job of herding those that would have been difficult to see from the ground towards us.


As a note, almost no wizards flew.  I couldn't really manage that much direct kinetic energy as a bard, but from what I understood trying to manage all the forces while rocketing through the air was both really hard and very disorienting.  Some of those who tried ended up flying into large solid objects, like the ground, so few went that route.  There were reports of well protected ones going along a set path though, but the mana cost was reportedly obscene.


What I could manage were all the little items that we had to confuse our opponents.  Most of those were about the size of a ballpoint pen, and were either bright flashing lamps, or noisemakers that sounded like drums.


Leeve was on the ground, well hidden in the trees, managing the 'sedative darts' an idea I'd stolen from the capture team.  He waited for someone to come near to the circle of light then snuck them into their midst and took them down.  I had to admit that from what I could see he was doing a spot on job too, he'd dropped like eight or nine people.


Dawn came in it's due time and our game ended.  As we all walked towards the meeting area our victorious team's approach started a line of questions.  I was sure Endel could answer all of them, but he'd apparently wanted to wait for us.


"That was funny, but you know in battle that wouldn't work right?"  He said as we came over.


"I was told that.  I think it would if we refined it, but with the time and what we had it was good for this opponent."


"What I want to know is how your groups managed to buy artillery items.  Those are expensive and if they were real the cost would have been unbelievable!"  One of the girls from the opposing group demanded.


"They didn't," Endel commented dryly.  "Didn't you notice that none of those used blue?  That while they made a bunch of noise they didn't have any wave of cold or even a breeze from their 'explosion'?  It was all just sound and light.  None of them even came near you lot.  It was just something more to throw you off.  Oh, and to lead you into their kill-zone."


"I will admit that the dancing illusion was a good distraction."  One of the boys commented.  I could tell he was staring, and not at my face, but I ignored it.


"Anyway, since we're all done now, I think I fancy a bit of a nap."  It was late after all, and we had been up for far too long.

            

    
        Chapter 121 Embers

    
    
    
    
                Spring passed into summer and things were fairly uneventful. My mastery of those magics I focused on was improving by the day, particularly my shields and illusions. It was Professor Etia who helped me with hammering those out even more. The main thing I was working on with them was adding more and more accurate movement magic to them. I wanted them to be able to pick up and carry things, or at least appear to, and that was a real challenge to make look right.


I thought on my entrance exam and how I'd managed footprints. Those were good, but they were very simple and poor compared to having illusions that could fool even experts with how they behaved.


"The cup is sinking into the hand, put it down and try again. Also, your clothes aren't moving quite correctly, make sure that the way the fabric flows matches with how dense it is."


I stood in a corner as a mock-up of me put down the cup it was holding and picked it back up. Then I made a slight adjustment to the hang of the fabric on the dress. She was right, it was too flowy for the woolen winter outfit the mock-up was wearing.


"More like this?"


"Better, but remember the thickness of that wool. Imagine yourself wearing the clothes on your illusion and think about how they feel, then adjust for that movement. You don't want it to look like a summer dress, or a dancing outfit, it will be too obvious."


I did as she said. Honestly I doubted anyone would notice, but then again someone like Charles might. He did seem to be able to see through even my invisibility, which still rankled a bit. The flesh texture was worse though, getting the right bounce to a held item, the way it sank into the skin and how the skin adjusted around it was no easy task.


"How's the hand look?"


The elven teacher marched up to my illusion and bent over to look at the hands. "It is closer to an acceptable level than it was before." She turned to look at me where I stood and sighed. "We're done for today, any further practice would be counterproductive."


"I feel fine though."


"I'm sure you do, but you're starting to wear a bit. Go and work on something else for the rest of the day."


"You're right. I didn't know when we started that your standard would be this high."


She snorted at that. "This is the minimum Alana. My brother is an archer, did you know that?"


I shook my head, "No ma'am."


"For him to be considered acceptable he had to be able to split the shaft of a stationary arrow in ten shots out of ten at fifty paces. Then he had to be able to strike a coin thrown through the air at the same distance ten out of ten times. Once he could do this he was considered properly trained for his duties."


"That's a bit insane professor."


"It is stringent, and a high requirement for consideration, but your father could probably do it, as could your brother. If they had been trained since youth as archers at least."


"So I could make it to what you consider acceptable?"


"In a decade or two you would pass rigor for an elven illusionist, if you study hard."


I just sighed. "That's too much for me I think."


She laughed a bit. "Don't look so dejected Alana. You are not as us. While elves will often devote mountains of time to perfecting one art, few would have a grasp of as many disciplines as you. You can summon food, do illusions, heal, and I suspect you're better at creating magical items than you'd like others to know. I myself have never learned beyond the most basic emergency healing spells, or summoning of food." Shaking her head she came over to me. "Even illusions, I know where they should be, but that does not mean that I can do it. I'd wager that mine would be poorer than yours."


"But... you know so much..."


"Knowing and being able to do something are two very different things. I know the theory behind a number of magics to at least a basic level, but practicing them until I could get them there would stifle my own growth in my chosen areas." She patted my head lightly. "Now off with you, either relax or find something else to do for a bit."


I acquiesced knowing she was right and scampered off to my room. I did have a project that I'd been working on a bit, and getting some practice time in with it would be nice.


Settling down at my desk I pulled out the little basket of inexpensive cloth I'd been practicing with. Inexpensive was relative I supposed, but it was from older pieces and rags, or else bits that were rather small and would be a pain to work with. All of it was clean, if of a much lower quality than even most commoners wore.


I laid down two pieces and began to hum. Slowly a thread from one came undone and began to weave its way through the two pieces in a back and forth pattern, slipping through fibers like a snake in grass. As my first thread ran out I carefully pulled on another, continuing my work. I did one side with a back stitch, than another with a running stitch, so on and so on until I'd gone through the five most basic ones for making clothing a half dozen times or so. All of that took around an hour.


"Hi there." Kala said as she wrapped her arms around my neck.


"Yeep! How'd you even get in here!?" I accused as I leaned back, still a bit shaken.


"Your maid let me in. She said you were deep in practice."


"I should never have told her to just bring you in instead of asking every time..."


"Probably not no Alana. Anyways, I have good news!" Kala let me go and flopped down on my nearby bed. "Seems that it's unlikely there is anything going on with princess Sophia. She's going to be staying at our temple for awhile."
"That's wonderful! Now you can stop sitting in the corner with all the other priests like some kind of apolitical outcast."


She stuck her tongue out at me. "Also some bad news. We won't be having any visitors at the temple, at least the private areas, while she's there, so you won't be able to visit me there on our days off."


"What about those after marks or pregnancy advice?"


"Most will be sent over to The Shield's hospital, though we may keep some of the front areas open. I really don't know yet. Anyway... what are you working on?"


"Nothing much for now, just trying to get these right." I held up my piece and Kala popped up to come an examine it.


"Sewing?"


"With magic."


"Okay... but why?" She looked a bit perplexed. I hadn't told her much about my little project, and she hadn't asked about a lot of the things I worked on. I think it was a mix of her wanting to keep everyone a bit back and my paranoia about sharing my work.


"Because my mom won't stop telling me I need to work on my sewing every time I come home. The magic way is easier, I can kind of feel it."


She took a hard eye on each little seam, pulling it this way and that. "They're not bad. Not up to a tailor's work, but not bad at all, and the way you're using the threads from the cloth is nice too."


"Do you sew?"


"Of course Alana. Our temple doesn't budget much for us beyond necessities, you know that. All the priestesses learn to sew, most of the priests too, even if they're bad at it."


I groaned, "I feel like I've been left behind on this by everyone! Am I the only person who doesn't always practice?"


"Probably the only girl, yeah. I think noble girls do a bunch of other stuff though, to make their clothes look all fancy. Well, former noble girls, I guess they aren't nobles anymore."


"Do not even get me started on the lectures on embroidery, and lace 'Oh Alana you must learn it, it's so important!' bah!" My mother had gotten more insistent on those as well. I looked forward to the day that I could magic them into existence too.


Kala laughed and reached forward, pulling me to join her on the bed. "You may hate it, but she isn't doing it because she hates you. You mother is trying to prep you into being a good wife."


"Maybe I don't want to be a good wife. Maybe I want to live in the forest with fruits, and sugar, and tea, and dancing, lots of dancing!"


"Then you'll have to learn to sew so you can make your own clothes, oh, weaving too," She giggled.


"Aaahhhhhh! My dream is smashed in one argument." I laid back as she snuggled into my side.


"You don't really mean that though do you?"


"No, not really. Some day perhaps... though we can't..."


She held my arm tighter. "Alana, we both know that this won't last forever. This is one brief moment for us, before whatever comes next. A beautiful ember floating through the sky that will too soon fade away."


I felt my throat tighten. She was right, I knew she was right. "Are you saying..."


"I'm saying that I want to blow on that ember and keep it alive for as long as I can. And when it fades I want it to do so with love, not anger."


I wasn't sure what to say to that. Here I was supposed to be the one good at stories and songs and poetry, but she'd outdone me handily. Instead I just stayed there with her, holding her, feeling the warmth and caring as I tried to focus on the now, not what was to come.





I was still a bit sullen a few days later as the little carriage that took me to our house once a week rattled up to the house. I was still struggling to think of it as 'home' as I'd only lived there for a few weeks total, a paltry amount compared to The Sky or the academy. My family was here though, and I suppose that's what really counted.


I was surprised to see another, far, far fancier carriage had pulled into my normal spot. It was decked out in gold, with pure black horses to match the pitch colored sheen of the wood. A few guards stood around here and there, looking menacing.


This had to be another of the higher ups in the government, and one who wasn't bothered by ostentatious things, unlike my dad. I could tell that the monstrosity of a vehicle was expensive, and I was pretty sure that there were runes on the metal pieces, but they were too far to make out.


The driver helped me down as was usual and as I came near to my own house a few of the guards bristled, looking as if they might stop me. It was at that moment my father appeared in the doorway, dressed in one of his few formal outfits.


"Alana, hurry up to your room and get changed, we have guests for dinner." Was all he had to say for them all to stand down.


As I passed through the entry I saw him return to my mother. There he continued talking to who must be our visitors. The man was handsome, in his late forties or perhaps his fifties. He had dark hair and eyes and a truly regal pose. Off his arm hung a much younger woman, her black hair done up in a lovely silken plait. Both of them wore finery that perfectly matched them, surely custom made for each.

            

    
        Chapter 122 Dinner Guests

    
    
    
    
                As soon as I got to my room I was tackled by a team of maids. Apparently my mother had prepped them for just such an occurrence and they were ready and waiting. I was unceremoniously stripped of my school uniform and forced into a black and purple number I was very sure I'd never purchased.
The new dress was gorgeous, with embroidered patterns flowing over it in the same color as the background cloth. They flowed almost like depictions of wind as the passed over me, shining slightly in the light. It even had a small amount of lace on it, but that was thankfully a bit reserved.
"Where in the world did this come from?" I asked as I was sat down so that mother's maid could do my hair.
"The lady of the house had it ordered a few days ago. She suspected that we might end up hosting important guests." She was hurried, but her hands moved with precision that I knew my maid couldn't match.
"Wonderful. Is there anything I need to know?"
"I'm not sure. You did take Etiquette at the academy last year yes?"
"Yeah, it was required."
"Then act like you're in that class as best you can, it won't hurt. Would that we could have gotten someone to you earlier to get you dressed up."
I frowned, nobody really looked down on the school uniform, at least not as far as I could tell. This was partially because it was for everyone, everyone alike wore it while studying and therefore it fulfilled a sort of 'evening of the field' function. It was also rather good looking, so there wasn't much to look down on. While it may not make the same sort of impression as my current attire, it certainly didn't make me look poorly prepared.
I tried to turn as I felt something hard rest against my lower back. "Hey what are you..." I got just a bit of a view of the maid with cords held tight before she cinched the dress. "Wuuhhhh," was my only verbal response to the harsh pulling around my waist and chest.
I frowned harshly at her and she loosed it a bit. Tight corsets weren't really a thing here, at least not as they were generally depicted in fiction. Anything too much and it would interfere with breathing, but there were rough equivalent garments in stays that were worn to act as support. They were mostly cloth and not at all bad. The maid had simply been a bit overzealous in her haste.
"Apologies miss," she said as she withered under my glare. An angry caster was not fun for anyone.
Finally one of the maids applied a small amount of makeup for me. This too was sparing due to my age, but was oddly similar to what was used back on earth. Powders to smooth the skin and redden the cheeks, darkening of the eyes, and a very faint lipstick that only reddened by a couple of shades. It focused on seeming as natural as possible.
As everything was done I was hurried out to the hall. There I met John, who wore something that looked almost exactly like one of my classmate's uniforms, only significantly more decorated.
"Are you... dressed up?" I was a bit put off as I saw him there.
"Yes, and look at you, no longer in an old outfit in a bar but in a fancy dress ready for important meetings. Must be a change, huh?"
"I wore something similar for a couple of balls back before I was a student, as well as for one of the events there. You on the other hand look like you're oddly comfortable."
"Eh, I wear something a lot like this under my armor most of the time, so it's not too bad," he said as he took my arm, leading me down the stairs.
"So who is it anyway?" I whispered as I saw my parents and our guests had moved into the dining room.
"Didn't they tell you?"
"No, obviously not."
"Oh, wow. Well, I won't ruin the surprise then."
I felt my eye twitch as I nearly punched my brother, but at this juncture I couldn't risk making a mess. Whoever we were having over for dinner tonight was undoubtedly important. I did resent slightly that all of this had been dropped on me, but there was nothing to do at this point.
We entered the dining room on schedule just as the drinks were being served and took our seats. Everything was more done up tonight, the table, the clothes, all of it. That wasn't a big deal, but it was a bit off-putting. I was used to my family being mostly informal, and this change was a bit disconcerting.
"You know my son of course Lord Durin, but I don't believe you've met my daughter yet." Dad looked proud as he motioned to us.
I tried not to stiffen as I heard the name. It was one thing if a general or some big-wig was coming for dinner, but John had hidden that the leader of the freaking country was here!? I'd have to get him back later.
"Greetings John my boy, it's good to see you well." Lord Durin nodded to my brother, apparently they knew each other enough for that. "And you young lady. I'm overjoyed that my dear friend has found his missing child. I don't know what I'd do if I'd been him."
"Thank you sir." I was a bit flabbergasted.
Lord Durin had a kind smile, and if that was him, then his companion must be... Our former princess. Knowing it now I could kind of see it, in the eyes they looked much the same, and had the same air to them.
My eyes were drawn back to the Lord of Shadows as he spoke to me once again, his voice kind. "Mystien tells me you are quite the young prodigy. I think he meant to have you join in his new research facility once he's got it going."
"Oh... I don't know about being a prodigy sir, but I've done well in a few things."
"Well, if your brother is any standard to the children of your family I expect prodigy may be the right word. I look forward to seeing what you will do once you've graduated." Then he turned to my parents. "But on to happier news. My dear Sophia and I will be married this winter, the date is to be sent out soon."
Sophia held his arm and was positively beaming as he said it. "We decided to wait until the schools let out to have it. Most students won't be able to attend, but those that can, may like to." She gave me a bit of a wink as she said it.
I wanted to run from the room screaming, but of course that wouldn't be allowed. It was obvious that they'd come back so that she could stay with The Lovers here before the wedding, and that I would be going, regardless of how I felt about it. I generally had a positive view of weddings, but there would just be too much politics in this one for me to want to be within a hundred miles.
"Will you be holding it in Lithere?" Mother asked, chiming into the break.
"Ah no, we'll be holding it at my home." Lord Durin nodded towards her, "Travel arrangements will of course be made for those invited."
I wanted to ask some questions on that, but I got the feeling that I wouldn't be answered, at least not here and now.
From there conversation shifted to rather boring subjects. It was clear that this was a social visit, and there there were too many people and not enough security for anything else. I was a bit nervous to try and initiate conversation with such a big player, but I did have to admit that Lord Durin was charming and well spoken. He didn't seem to mind lulls and was almost... casual with us. That was just a bit too weird for me, he was the leader of the country after all.
After dinner we retired to the sitting room. The boys went off to one side to drink and discuss their mutual friends while Sophia came to join mother and I. For her part she seemed interested, even if she probably had much better things to do.
"So Alana, you're at the academy correct?" She asked as we took our normal seats.
"Yes ma'am."
"And what are you currently working on? I find it so much fun to learn what other casters are studying. You are a bard as well no?"
"I am, and right now I'm working on some sewing magic. The progression is slow, but I think it'll be useful."
My mother perked up at this admission. I had been keeping it from her until I felt that I was at a good point, instead focusing on the more common methods while at home. I had a feeling that if I didn't give a good showing here I'd be getting an earful later.
"Oh you must show me! Before we had a lovely woman who worked in the palace who could make clothes with a song. It was a magnificent and rather original use of her abilities."
"I know a tailor in the city who does much the same. It was from him that I got the idea. Sadly I find that my skills in that sort of handcraft are below par, and I was hoping to use magic to help make up for it."
That statement had set our guest to giggling. "Oh I must admit that I always rather hated my lessons on embroidery too." She seemed oddly nice.
I pulled a small box with some of our practice materials out and began humming. Those we used at the house were far nicer than what I used personally, if only because there was more cloth here, and mother could just use the scraps from her own personal work for practice.
The work was still not quite as good as I would have liked it to be, but it wasn't terrible. The fabric came together in a passable seam within a few moments and I showed it to the princess. She smiled and checked it a bit, before nodding.
"Oh, well, let me show you what I've been working on." There was a bit of a gleam in her eye, and she pulled out a small seed from a pouch.
As she hummed a lilting tune the little seed began to sprout and grow a stalk, eventually pulling into a full heighted flower. I watched as within a few moments it bloomed, the petals midnight black with small pale white spots all over it, looking almost like the night sky. I'd never seen one like it before.
"Beautiful, what kind of flower is that though, if you don't mind my asking?"
She smirked. "That's the trick. This is a spell of my own making that allows me to alter them as I go, growing them into whatever form I like. It's easier if you start with something similar to what you want, but very large changes can be made."
I was floored, that was some seriously impressive work for a bard. Maybe a priest could do it on the fly like that, but I'd done enough healing to know that living things were fragile and if you weren't careful... It took me a few moments to register all of it and I just blinked. My silly little cloth trick probably seemed like child's play to her.

We chatted lightly about our work for a bit longer before our guests finally had to leave. It was getting rather late and I was sure that they had more important things to do, but I bid them a happy farewell. Because it was late I even managed to avoid most of my mom's irritation that I'd been hiding my new sewing work from her, getting only a glare as I headed up to bed.

            

    
        Chapter 123 Mystien's Workshop

    
    
    
    
                It wasn't until mid fall that Mystien got his workshop properly set up to his liking. I knew when he did because I received a letter telling me that I was to report as soon as possible. That bristled, I liked him, a lot, and I respected him, also a lot, but he wasn't my current teacher and not family. Well, I had to admit that he was basically family, if only like an old uncle. I might even admit that we were closer than I was with my actual uncle if pressed.


So show up I did, I arrived by carriage to a rather nondescript building in the nobles section of the city. I thought it might be a storage facility or something based on the outside, but when our carriage came in that thought was instantly dispelled.


The doors to the inner workshop were obviously enchanted, and made of some variant of steel. The outer door was similar, but looked normal from the outside, a potent security measure. There were runes all over the floor, most of which I couldn't decipher, and all of which I suspected were hidden behind fake sequences. There were even a few guards present, all with auras.


As soon as I entered I was surrounded by a soft light, it clung to me like a film. I spent a few seconds observing it before one of the guards came over to the carriage and gestured me out.


"Please come this way miss. We have a few security checks."


I followed silently as I was led to a panel on the side where I had to put my hand. When I did so a fair bit of information came up. It was a full health scan that displayed my sex, age, height, weight, and the fact that there was a Lover's Mark on my outer right thigh. I turned nearly crimson as I pulled my hand away.


"Sorry for the invasion, it is necessary." The guard said, checking the details against a list. "Alright, could you please perform the following spells for me. A liquid based flamethrower, summoning one unit of sugar, and turning yourself invisible. Ah, for the flamethrower, if it's possible to constrain it, could you do so to this?" He produced a small metal bucket, which he put well away from himself.


It seemed that Mystien was being particularly paranoid here and after I performed all of those feats the door was finally opened for me. I entered a small room that of course had another door that only opened after the previous closed. I noticed that it too had a number of runes all over the ground, and I suspected that this facility alone was consuming an enormous quantity of mana. Eventually though I made it through both of Mystien's security doors and into the workshop proper.


"Goodness Mystien, how much mana are you spending keeping this abomination of a workshop running?" I asked to the old man, who was sitting at a workstation engaged in craft on something.


"Surprisingly little Alana. The main wards are being run through a powered orb, most of what is out there and in here are just used to support what it is doing, or act as foci for it's work."


"Um... okay, but isn't it still doing some rather heavy magic?" It made sense to run them through a main node, for some uses, but that didn't really answer exactly what was so efficient.


"I used your variable for pi in it. The increased efficiency has done wonders." He didn't stop his work on the item before him as he spoke, even though it looked rather fragile, a spinning group of interwoven rings around some kind of central core.


"What? What increased efficiency?"


He turned and looked at me full on. "Have you not noticed that you don't need to fill your lamp with mana nearly as often as you should?"


"I... I thought my maids were doing it periodically..."


He buried his face in his hands before starting to rub his temples again. "Alana, I would wager they were not."


"Oh..." There wasn't much to say to that. It was nice to know that I may have made the most efficient light-bulb to ever light-bulb though.


"It is you lack of noticing that sort of detail that caused me to make this place. Even Lord Durin raised his eyebrows when I budgeted out what I wanted. I did promise him something that he could hardly resist though."


"Is that what your working on now?"


"No, no, this is just something personal. I'm making him a crown that will let him communicate over distance with several of his nearby commanders, out of sky-metal."


"Good grief Mystien! You go on and on about me keeping my secrets then you go and promise something like that, what are you thinking!?"


"I'm thinking that I'm an archmage over four times your age young lady. Nobody in their right mind is going to try and assassinate me, and if they do, I will kill them. It will also explain the origin of certain things you've been leaking out quite cleanly; something I do not wish to have to go through again. So do tell me before you go and repeat those actions." His glare was harsh, extraordinarily so.


I tried to grumble a bit, but when he got irritated it was almost painfully overwhelming. "Okay... So why did you call me here? Did you need help testing the sequences or something?"


"No, I've already taken care of that. I need your help with the sky-metal. I can make it, but it's painfully mana intense and very tiring. I've got a bit more to do before this is ready. Is there anything else you think I should add to the crown as well? You seem to have interesting ideas on that sort of thing."


"Hmm." I thought for a moment before I answered. "Something to stop rust, or patina, or whatever it would be on sky-metal."


"That's... not a bad suggestion. I believe that Lord Durin intends this to be the crown for some of his descendants as well. It will certainly be expensive enough."


We worked together, his setup almost exactly the same as the one I'd used when making my little cube of precious metal. It was fairly quiet as we had work right there in front of us and were both concentrating rather hard. I did note that my progress on making more aluminum was leagues above his, much to his visible irritation. Soon enough we had about a pound and a half of the silvery stuff and he motioned me to stop.


"You're alarmingly good at that. Do tell me that you haven't been making more without telling me."
"I haven't, honestly this time. I don't want more of this stuff floating around with any possible attachment to me. My teachers searched my room when I made the first little bit, and it was just a small sample."


"You got off easy. Thank you for your assistance. Oh, there was one more thing that I wanted to ask about."


"What's that?"

"Lucien mentioned something about drinks? He's helping with the preparation for Lord Durin's wedding and they're having an absolute time trying to get enough of your alcohol fluid for what he's calling 'cocktails' which he's insisting will be a hit."


"Oh they definitely will be, though you'll need to tell people to be careful. I don't see an issue with making him a few gallons when I get there, or just before, we'll work something out."


"Are they toxic?"


"They're very strong, and don't taste it. If he's bringing in people for things like that isn't Lord Durin worried about poison?"


"Not as such. There will be a large number of casters, including bards there. Anything which might harm him would have to either be very fast, which would be detected by the testers, or would be easily cured."


That was a bit of change from earth, but I supposed it did make sense. Magic had a number of effects like that which just fundamentally changed the math on stuff like poison.


"Fair enough, and I know they're restricting access."


He chuckled. "You've no idea Alana, but I think one day you will. I wonder what you'll make of it."


"Of what?" I asked, actually curious.


"State secret," he said in response, which made him chuckle even more.


I stuck my tongue out, but there was really no reason to press. I suspected that when I did graduate I would be pressured to work with him here in his workshop. I didn't mind that idea too much, seeing as I liked Mystien, and I was sure some of the work he would be doing would be fun. It had been too long since we'd been able to talk freely without anything pressing to do and I missed that in a bit of a nostalgic way. So he made up some tea and I made us up some sugar and we just enjoyed chatting for a bit.


"I'm surprised that nobody is trying to force you into a marriage." I commented when the subject of my own came up. It was something I tried to avoid as much as possible.


"Oh there have been a few offers, but I'm a crotchety old curmudgeon. I think I may invite Veska to join me here though. You remember her?"


"The bard from Hazelwood?" That was a bit surprising and I knew my voice showed it.


"Just the one. She and I go back a long way, and I'll admit freely enough that I enjoy her company."


"I'm sure you do." I couldn't hide my smile behind my teacup as much as I tried. I remembered her salacious red outfit.


He fixed me with a bit of an irritated look. "I'm a bit surprised you remember her at all Alana, you were but a small child when you met."


"Yes, but she made an impression, and I remember how you looked when you came back from your 'meeting' with her. A look I now fully understand." I did giggle openly at this one.


"I'm guessing you never told your father about that one?"


"No, and don't worry, I won't. Good on you, she seems like a wild one."


"Enough about my love life. Who are your current suitors?"


"Oof, can we talk about anything else?"


"Certainly there are some? Are all of them not to your liking?"


"It's... complicated."


He raised an eyebrow, but decided that he would drop the subject there. Shortly thereafter I headed out. I'd nearly forgotten how thick the security on this place was, until I stepped out of the workshop proper and had to go through it all again.





When I finally got back to my dorm the next day I sat down to work on my current project. It was a simple winter dress. My work with sewing magic had progressed well and while I was still far behind Marcus in the art it was now acceptable. He was on another level, able to meld cloth seamlessly and stretch it like it was pizza dough, but I didn't need that, I just needed enough to get my mother to leave me be.


I'd elected to go with rather dark blues for this, in a princess line cut, and if it looked as good on me as it did on the dress form now, I'd be quite happy. It didn't seem like something I'd take up often, but it was a good skill to have. Once I'd finished this I would be devoting more time to other practical things, like finishing the next level of my core, something I was fast approaching even if I was being a bit lazy on it.


As I got the magic going again I reflected on all the things that I'd need to do soon. Winter would be here before I knew it, and it was sure to bring with it many flurries, both of snow, and of new experiences.

            

    
        Chapter 124 Wedding Plans

    
    
    
    
                A few weeks after my meeting with Mystien dad called me up to his office after dinner. That was a bit odd, and I knew it was probably something personal, but if it was important it was important. He sat down behind his desk, looking mixed between nervousness and resolve, with perhaps a bit of pity mixed in.
"Alana, we're going to have to talk."
I took a spot in one of his chair and locked eyes with him. "About what?"
"Lord Durin's wedding. It is a major event, and you do have to attend, even if you don't want to. I know it may be a burden, but I've tried to ask few things of you since you were found. This though I must."
"Like keeping me locked up for weeks?"
He sighed. "That... was a mistake. I am not perfect dear, and I hope that you will forgive me for that, and for leaving when I should have taken you with me. I admit that I'm not a perfect man, but I have done what I thought would keep you all safe."
That rankled, there were a lot of times when people did 'what they thought would keep me safe' and it turned out awful to me. On the other hand, after his first major blunder, and asking me to keep from stressing mom, he really hadn't asked much.
"I wanted to go anyway, if I was invited. So there's no issue on that account."
I wasn't sure why he was being so weird about this, if I could go, I definitely would. It seemed likely to be the party of the century and there was no way I was missing a boatload of fancy people getting absolutely trashed on the cocktails I introduced.
"Yes, I suspected that you would want to go, but... you'll need an escort. At your age you will need someone to dance with, and the like. Understand Alana, that I rather like Kala, but unfortunately... she isn't an appropriate escort for this event." He picked his words carefully, probably expecting me to explode on him.
He was right to. As he got to his point I felt my jaw clench and I very nearly let loose a scream on him. I hated people getting involved in my personal life, like this particularly, and he was telling me that she wouldn't work, that I had to find some guy? I could feel tears in the corners of my eyes growing from my sheer outrage.
"Did mother..." This seemed like something she'd push, or at least want to push on me.
"No. Your mother had nothing to do with this, and she doesn't know about this conversation." Me going off on her seemed to be an idea that truly worried him. He might know how mad I was, and wanted to avoid a full on family fight. "I'm not telling you you cannot keep seeing Kala, nor that you must begin courting someone. Merely that you must have an escort for this event. You don't have to like them, or have any intention beyond just this wedding. If you don't have anyone in mind or anyone you would prefer, I'll happily arrange something, and I will make it clear to him that this will be only for this occasion."
"I will think on it." I was mad, mad at the world, mad at my father, mad at the fact that I couldn't just do as I wanted.
He didn't stop me as I rose and left his office. I started walking, down the stairs and straight out the front door, the only person who questioned me was at all was a maid in the entry.
"Miss, is all well?" She said as I passed by.
"I am going out." It was curt, but honest, and I did just need to get away from here.
I began walking, I'd always loved going out on the city when I was younger, going to the shops and the eateries, seeing what was where. I didn't know too much of the upper parts of the city sure, but I knew enough, and so I walked. I walked along streets that seldom saw pedestrians, most taking carriages or coaches. Heading down into the lower parts of the city.
I nearly stopped as I came to the academy. It was just on the edge, hanging just between the wealthy parts and those that were much poorer. I'd lived here for two full years now, Kala was here. The last part kept me from going in. I needed to talk to her, but I just didn't know what to say, or how she'd react.
I kept on passing the restaurant that Dras had taken me to that one time, down and past the bookstore where we'd purchased the textbook that had helped both of us on our entrance exam, and where the attack on Lief had happened. I kept going, I looked in the direction of the temple district, but decided to give that a miss.
I walked through markets now closing as the sun set, and deep into the city, down to the place that I'd truly called home for a long time. As The Starlit Sky came into view I felt myself calm. I knew that my parents were a bit apart from me, and that any advice they had would come with ideas of 'what has to be' and 'propriety' and all that nonsense, but Lucien? He'd tell it how it was. If Jackson had stayed in town he'd also have a bit of a take, and one that I knew would be honest.
As I came in I looked around at the people, the decor, the outright noise. It was nice, it was free, the thing I needed to get away from the suffocation around my family and everyone else. There was an open spot at the bar and as I slid in a slightly surprised looking Lucien came over and put a cider in front of me.
"Well look who it is. Been too long, though I'm not surprised to see you here."
"You're not?"
"No, not after that came in." He pointed over to the corner of the room as I slid him a coin for my drink.
Dras sat there looking absolutely awful. It was clear he'd been crying and he even seemed a bit disheveled. My head cleared of my own gripes as I saw him, a friend who clearly needed help.
"What happened?" I asked the bartender as he leaned forward a bit.
"Don't know. He doesn't seem to care to share with me, but perhaps with you he will."
"Alright, mind if I get a rag?" Without a word Lucien passed me a clean cloth.
I took the rag, and my drink and walked over to where Dras was monitoring his mug. It looked like beer, something that I'd never gotten a taste for at all. He didn't even notice me until I plopped down beside him.
"Hey! What's the..." He looked up and saw me. "Oh, hi Alana... Wait, why are you here?"
"I'm having a disagreement with my family, so I'm pissed and wanted a walk, but that can wait. Why do you look like someone burned down your house?"
"I, uh..." He finally took a drink and looked up. "Clarissa broke up with me." He looked for a moment like he might start crying.
I didn't really know his girlfriend, well, ex-girlfriend now I suppose, but he had seemed happy with her. It was hard to feel that bad that she was gone, but it wasn't at all hard to understand loss, and that I should be here for him. So I wet the rag with a quick spell and passed it over.
"Here, clean yourself up and then tell me all about what happened."
He wiped himself down with the rag, which was both ice cold and wet, and began his tale. "After the regime change she just started getting more and more irritated. She was pissed that her family were no longer nobles, that they'd lost a lot of their money and lands, the works."
"Kinda understandable."
"Yeah, I'd feel bad about that too, but they all made it through, and they were making it work. It just changed her, she got all bitter, and even got mad when I mentioned that I might end up working for the new government after it all settled down. Our graduation is soon, and it's just gotten worse and worse. Then she started blaming other people, the new leaders, the army... you..."
"Also not uncommon."
"Right. I told her to quit it, that you'd had nothing to do with the war, but she just got pissed at that. In the end she told me that if I wasn't willing to cut all ties with the new regime that she'd be gone, and when I tried to talk to her... She just called me a traitor and left, told me not to contact her again."
"That's terrible."
"Yeah, and then when I went to mom for help, she just got mad. She'd liked Clarissa a lot, and thought that we'd end up married and blah, blah, blah."
"Moms can be like that sometimes." A fact I was feeling a bit myself.
"Yeah, so that's it. What's your big mess?"
"Short version?" He nodded as I looked at him. "Dad wants me to go to a wedding and to have an escort. He told me that Kala wouldn't do. I've no clue what I'm going to do, or how I'll explain it to her."
He leaned back, just covering his face with the cold rag. "That is... rough. I do not envy you that at all."
I waited for a few moments to see if he'd say anything else, but he didn't. "You know, a lot of guys would have taken that as an invitation to volunteer."
I heard a snort from under the rag. "You don't want me to. We've never had that kind of a relationship and it would just piss Kala off if we did go together."
"That is one of my favorite things about you Dras. That you get that."
He picked up his mug, still leaning back. "Here's to shit love lives and old friends." We clinked glasses, another thing that transferred between worlds, and he drained his without even sitting up, a rather impressive feat.
"Better now?" I asked.
"You know, yeah, a bit." He sat up, and while his face was still a bit off, he did look much improved. He had a sort of off smile on now. "You?"
"Not as bad either. You know what you need?"
"Lots of things."
"To get some."
"Didn't we just have this conversation?" He looked at me with a bit of a frown.
"Not with me idiot. Come on."
We left our table after I'd checked that he'd paid and headed back into the street. There were dozens of 'establishments' around here and the variety was almost daunting. I led him along to one of the nicer ones and we went in.
I'd never been in one of these before and the atmosphere was certainly... different. There was an older woman at a desk in the entry and she gave me a raised eyebrow as I pulled Dras along after me.
"Alright, I'm just guessing, but I'm pretty good at that, and you are too young." She looked at me harshly as she spoke.
"You're right, but we're not here for me. My nice friend here just had a really bad day." I put several small silver coins on her counter. "Can you find someone to improve his mood?"
"This is not a solution." The objection came from behind me, but I didn't look.
"I can, if that's what he wants." She looked back at him. "But you seem unconvinced. How about a bath and massage and you see where it goes?"
Dras rubbed his chin as I gave him a questioning look. "Well, a bath doesn't sound horrid, nor does a massage... I suppose it won't hurt."

I hoped he felt better by morning, regardless of where it went. Later on I would muse that I never did find out how far he had gone that night, he never told me, and I never asked.

            

    
        Chapter 125 Kala's Opinions and an Arrangement

    
    
    
    
                Kala just looked at me. I had explained the situation and she seemed about as pleased with it as I was.


"So you're not just going to tell them to screw off huh?" She asked.


"I probably could. I could also just leave, but I'm torn. Other than their stupid demand for me to have an escort I do want to go to this wedding. I met the former princess and she's something else, and I want to learn more abut Lord Durin."


"Okay... why?"
"He's different from most leaders I've seen and I can't really understand it completely. He's a conqueror and by all rights could abuse us, but chooses not to. He seems nice, and kind, and weirdly egalitarian. I can't figure out why he's like that and perhaps getting to know him more will tell me what I want to know there."
"Do you think he had bad intent?" She asked hesitantly.


"I don't think so. I just can't see his reasoning. Well, at least I hope he doesn't, he doesn't act like he does at least. Bah, I don't know, but my dad and Mystien both think he's a good guy and I trust them."


"Well, I'm not thrilled about the idea of you going to a wedding with someone else, but I too am curious about those two. I met Sophia at the temple once or twice."


I perked up, looking over at Kala. "What was your thoughts?"


"She's weird for a bard, very weird."


"I didn't get that, she seemed nice."


"She's quite nice. I just can't put my finger on it." She shrugged. "Anyway, we knew that people were going to be like this. The head priestess has been badgering me more and more recently too. Telling me how I need to find a husband while I'm young and can have as many children as I feel like."


"Okay, I thought my mom was bad. At least she's only trying to make me learn 'womanly arts' rather than asking me about kids."


"Alana, you need to learn those anyway, it's sad that you couldn't even make a dress. Just from a practical standpoint."


I plopped down on the bed beside her, crinkling my nose. "How bad is it for you?"


"Not too bad." Kala said, leaning back. "I wouldn't be having any children right now anyway, not until I was out of school, but I'm getting lectures and looks basically every time I go back to the temple."


"Want to come live with me? You could just quit and I'm pretty sure that I could swing buying my own mansion if I really wanted to."


She snorted laughter. "That's not really possible Alana. Priests don't leave the orders, not fully."


That made me sit up. "What!? Not ever?"


She shook her head. "Do you not pay attention in history?"


This was not a subject I really wanted in on. "Um... not really, I have issues with... I don't know, it's my worst subject."


At my little admission she turned and flicked me on the nose. "When priests go bad, when our morals drift into something terrible we tend to become very dangerous. It doesn't happen often, even with those who do go solo, but there have been a few times... when a priest decided that the good and moral thing was for them to exterminate a city, or a country, or everyone. One Death Priest can cause massive destruction Alana. It normally doesn't go on for long, but it does mean that the orders have groups that are tasked with just making sure that nobody goes rogue. Didn't you know why they take every child that shows priestly magic at such a young age?"


"Okay... that's dark."


"No lie there. Battlemages may think they're hot shit, but when it comes to killing, we priests are the best; it's not even a contest. Then again a bard willing to blow themselves up by focusing several hundred people in one performance can do some absolutely astounding things too."


"Well, I suppose you can't leave and join me in my giant imaginary mansion of awesomeness then. I've had more than enough squads of soldiers sent after me thank you very much."


That got me another snort. "Well, about your wedding plans..."


"Not my wedding plans. I think my wedding is still a good ways off."


"About the wedding plans coming up soon then. I think you should go."


"With who? And if you say Dietrich I swear I will punch you." She knew I still had a sour taste in my mouth from my interactions with him. He'd sent me a few more invitations to things last year, much to my irritation, but seemed to have given up since the invasion.


"I don't know. You can ask your dad, or go around him and ask Lucien or Mystien what they think. I'm sure the former knows somebody. I'd say see if you could find someone to irritate your dad if you could."


"I could ask Jackson, but sadly he's married now. If I showed up with him dad might never try something like this again. I know I don't want dad to have any say in it, this is a pattern that he needs not to repeat."


We at least agreed that irritating my father would always be a good choice. I got the feeling that neither of us were truly pleased with the whole affair, but Kala was being strangely reasonable. I couldn't ask for more, but it still grated that I had to have this conversation in the first place.





I pretty much ticked everyone in the academy off the list at the beginning. Most of the boys my age were okay enough, but I didn't want too much about this all being spread around. There was also the big divides in our group and going with one seemed like it would launch me into that political mess.


In the end I went to go see Mystien. He owed me for bringing me in on his work anyway and I was fairly sure I could push some names of people I didn't know out of him. As I arrived at his home, a rather less massive edifice than my own I saw a familiar face coming out.


"Charles?" I looked at the young man in his dark uniform, he'd obviously had some other meeting going on with the old wizard.


"Oh hey Alana, how are things?"
"Hmm, not great. Who cares about that though, why are you here?"


"I work for Mystien. Didn't you know that?"


"I mean, I knew you were in the army or something..."


He shook his head. "Anyway, it's good to see you."


I looked over at him. He was a fairly good guy, and while he might not like it, I could ask... "Hey, Charles..."


"Mmm?"


"So, I'm dating Kala, you know?"


"I know."


"And um... I'm having to go to this wedding, but they want me to have an escort." His raised eyebrow prompted me to continue. "And... um, I was wondering... would you?"


He seemed to consider for a few moments. "I can if that's what you want. Is it?"


"I think so? Er, yes."


He gave me a small smile and just shook his head. "Alright, I'll come meet with you soon and we can go over the details. When is a good time?"


I gave him the next day I had off, planning to meet around noon. He also asked me about clothes and if there would be any major issues he'd need to sort, but I thought it would all be fine.


After a few minutes Mystien made his appearance from the front door.  "Alana, you know that I'm a very busy man right?  Can you come in so we can go over whatever it was you needed?"


"Actually I think I've gotten it all sorted now.  Thanks anyway!"


He looked flabbergasted for only a moment before irritation crept up his features.  "Are you telling me you went through all the trouble of setting up a meeting with me, interrupting my work, and now you don't even need anything?"


"Yup!"


"Get on out of here!  The both of you can just go then!"


Sticking my tongue out at him at this point was, in retrospect, probably a poor decision.  I will say that Charles did do the chivalrous thing and try to keep the worst of the cold water the old wizard started hurling at us off of me, but by the time we'd found shelter in the carriage we were both pretty thoroughly soaked.


"Crotchety old bastard," I said through chattering teeth.


"Good grief, he didn't have to go with cold, that was just mean," Charles agreed.


Soon enough though we ended up laughing.  I had warming and drying spells on the list already, so it wasn't too much of an inconvenience.





Mystien


Sometimes, but not always, my plans went off without any issues.  As I closed my door I threw back my head and laughed.  The girl was too smart for her own good, and needed a bit of a push sometimes.  It was also rare for me to get a good chance to be a bit childish without disastrous consequences, and I was in no way giving up this one.


I turned and opened the door into the only real meeting I had today.  Veska was sitting by my window, looking superb in her little red... outfit was a rather generous word.


"Your angry old man act is something to watch."  She chuckled as I sat down beside her.


"Kids these days!"  I shook my fist as I tried to make my voice sound even older than it was.


"I was a bit irked when that young man came to deliver those files to you in the middle of our date.  Did you plan this?  Did he know?"


"Eh, neither of them did my dear.  He's clearly smitten with the girl, and her father will approve of this.  Also, I got to have fun, so we all win."


She snorted.  "You boys all win, not her."


"Oh?  I think she'll win out in the end too.  I may be wrong, but we'll see."


"And what about me?  Do I get to win?"  Veska pouted as she leaned over to me, looking up.


"Well, let us see if you can indeed."  I laughed, closing the windows with an errant flick of my hand.

            

    
        Chapter 126 Gateway

    
    
    
    
                The day for us to head to Lord Durin's home came sooner than I might have liked. Classes were held off for a week in what seemed to now be a recurring winter break and my first day was dedicated to the arduous task of getting ready and then traveling there. My mother had been in a flurry of work for weeks and I was fairly sure that she'd not calm until we arrived. All of my things, save my travel outfit, were already packed in the morning.


We got into a small carriage and headed well out of the city. It was relaxing to just feel it roll along the roads as I leaned back, the slight shaking lulling me into a near sleep. We passed a few fields and several small hamlets on our way. Though I didn't see them, I suspected that well behind us were soldiers who were keeping an eye out for any trouble.


Around noon we stopped at a waystation. I was glad that these were still around, as they served a valuable purpose for those who weren't super wealthy. These little places, strewn at intervals along most major roads, and some minor ones, served as safe places to rest to the weary traveler. Stopping was a bit odd, being that it was noon and this place was well from any major route, but that was fine.


The first thing that struck me as odd was how empty it was, our group was the only one here. I looked around for a few moments as I disembarked and was a bit surprised at the strange quietness, as well as the fact that we seemed to be stopping for a longer time. Much of our luggage was being unloaded.


As I stretched a bit father came up to me. “Come quickly, we're going first.”


“Um? Going where?”


“I'm afraid I'm not able to share that with you just yet, soon though. When you are of age, almost certainly.”


I didn't really like the cloak and dagger nonsense, but I had no reason not to trust him. Our family and a handful of servants were being taken into the waystation first. Charles had come with us, but he was dealing with some other things involving the caravan.


The stone of the waystation entry was clean and well maintained and the slight heel on my shoes clacked as we entered. It was a plain place, but there would certainly be a small eatery inside where one could get food and drink, before heading to the rooms for visitors.


As the doors opened I was greeted by a frankly absurd sight. Lord Durin was there, leaning back in a chair and holding a small cup of some drink. In all his finery he sat here, in an establishment made mostly for peasants, drinking like it was the most normal thing in the world.


“Hello my friend. I hope you'll forgive my joining you, but I needed a bit of a break from all the hustle and bustle. My dear Sophia is in a flurry of work and I feel rather unwelcome to be in her way.” The man said as we approached.


Dad laughed. “Women can sometimes be like that with weddings my friend. It is an important day, and theirs.”


The Lord of Shadows nodded sagely and rose, chatting a bit with father as we walked deeper into the facility. We arrived at a hallway and an attendant there pulled out a black strip of cloth.


“My apologies miss, but at this point...” She said as she approached me.


“There is no need,” Lord Durin declared to everyone's surprise.


“No need?” I asked as the man turned to face me.


“None at all. I have been informed by Mystien of some of your work my dear Alana. He has told me that you have done great service to me and mine, and that you are able to keep secrets when you must. This is a secret you must, one that I hope you will help me unravel in time.”


I nodded gravely. When someone of his level tells you that you were to keep a secret, it was important to listen and listen well. I didn't want his direct attention, but that was a lost cause for now, and I was curious. Steeling my resolve we continued on. There were a number of rooms we passed through, the many security measures clear on them. We went down and down until we finally reached a well secured room.


It was large, even for a cavern and at the end of it was an artifact that I could tell at a glance was astoundingly impressive. Runes covered the glittering blue opening to a passageway. There was a slight distortion around the stone circle that made the opening. It even felt magical, the way the world seemed to bend around it.


The Lord of Shadows chuckled as he saw my jaw drop. “This is one of the things that aided me in my conquest. Do you know what it is?”


“No sir, I don't, but I can almost feel the power.”


“It is a gate, one of many. Even Mystien is lost as to how it works. He has tried several times to decipher its workings, but has yet to inform me of anything of note. I found it and it's network some years ago. The Alcubierre Gates, I can tell you that they were owned at one point by the magus Ristolian. Sadly he left no indication as to who, or what Alcubierre is or was. I personally think it was another magus from his time.” Lord Durin waxed on for a bit, loading me down with important information.


That was a name I knew, though I'd only heard it once from our former dean. He was one of those I believed to have been another traveler from my world, and Alcubierre was obviously a reference to warp drives. I didn't know how those worked in detail, but I did know they warped space or something.


“Amazing,” I whispered.


“Truly something, instant travel across the world.” My father seemed to be watching me, and he agreed.


“Nearly instant. We have been able to figure out that it does take 'some' time to move from place to place,” Lord Durin corrected. “At any rate, shall we?” With that he stepped through the portal.


I followed just after mom and dad. The sensation was odd, like being pulled for a brief second as I moved through, to find myself in a huge stone room. There were dozens of similar portals strewn about, turned off, or with a metal grate before them to prevent entry. There were also a number of guards decked out in magical items and with auras that gave me some serious pause.


“Welcome to my home, The Fortress of Ristolian,” our guide declared. “Verren I believe you know your way about. Please excuse me as I have other guests to go and greet.” He turned and one or two of his aides joined him as he headed for another of the gates passing through with little fanfare.


This place was strange in a number of ways. Our assigned rooms were right near those of my uncle, who I hadn't seen in years. After he greeted us with gusto I went out onto one of the balconies. The whole facility was enormous, and built in a rather squarish layout. It seemed whoever had made it had used stone and a repeating, simple design. Well, except for the main hall, which was build like a palace and looked like it might have been picked straight out of a children's movie. It was massive and full of towers that didn't seem to serve much purpose.


Our room had a balcony that looked out into the central courtyard and we were on the upper level of it. Giving us an impressive view. It was a lovely view, a field of white broken up by garden walls and small sections that were kept green by similar heating magic to that I was using to stand in freezing temperatures without issue.


It was cold outside of the buildings, painfully so. Cold on the level of those old videos of people throwing up pots of hot water and watching it freeze in the air. Mother had tried to fuss about me wanting to go stand outside in this until I showed her my warming magic. Then she joined me.


“I didn't know you could do this dear,” she said as we stood at the small railing.


“Of course, I used to really like going out in the snow for walks. It was always so peaceful.”


“I've missed too much of your life.” She seemed a bit sullen.


“Mom, we both know that we're pretty different.”


She sighed and moved to hug me, holding me close. “I know, when you were a little girl we didn't talk enough. You were always so different, so... a bit strange honestly. I want to be there for you, but I just don't know... how.” She petted my head as she held me, it was nice, and for the first time in a long time I just let her, enjoying it as we stood, her hands stroking my hair softly.


“You could stop pressuring me a bit, that would be nice.”


She laughed lightly, “A mother worries, I hope you won't begrudge me that too much. I hope one day you'll understand too. I will try though, I'll try.”


We enjoyed the moment for a bit longer before she pulled back.


“Something wrong?” I asked.


“Well,” she sighed “Sadly I think we have some engagements this afternoon.”


“If we must.”


“Don't pout too much Alana. I'm sure that there will be some you'll enjoy.”





We headed back in and checked ourselves over. There were a number of small social events on the buildup to the wedding. There were simply too many movers and shakers here for there not to be. While few of the women here were soldiers themselves, many were married to such, and had little to do in military meetings. For that reason more social things were organized for them, and their children to attend while everything else was going on.


The first of which we attended was set up rather like a tea party. There were tables with sweets from all over the country and various drinks. The idea seemed to be to share what products were coming up in your current area, the new trends and foods that could be exported.


Without my knowing mom had put together a table for the capital, it had ice cream and one of the more common teas that was popular in Lithere. She knew most of the women who were here with us and seemed to enjoy socializing with them. I recognized one or two of the daughters from school, though they weren't really in my friend group.


There were almost no boys here at all. A few women had what were obviously their young sons, and one or two boys around my age showed up, but this seemed to be more gauged towards girls. I wondered briefly if there were other things going on at the moment and after a simple inquiry got a schedule from my mother. This was the only big thing for today, but she seemed to suspect that I'd want to go to the others soon.


It was impressive, there were dozens of small events like this one focusing on different things. Some were on new magics that were coming into fashion in given areas, another on food and drink. It looked like mother had brought me along to the one she preferred, but I would decidedly be going to some others before the main event.


It was hard to admit that I wasn't really involved in her social circle at all, but I only saw her once a week at best. It seemed that I may need to learn more, but for now, for now I was putting together a schedule for my vacation.

            

    
        Chapter 127 Democracy and New Spell

    
    
    
    
                I attended a number of different events, mostly alone. In the time moving up to the wedding there were gatherings of casters, exhibitions of local foods, there was even a small tournament that I went to to cheer on my brother. It was a party like atmosphere, rather like a festival from back on earth.


Today I found myself sitting in one of the fortress' gardens watching a handful of people try to make art from the ever present snow and ice. I wasn't sure where these were going, mostly because some of them were deeply weird. There was one that was a two story building with lights and ice walls, build in an almost Gothic style. Those mages that liked to use ice and its softer cousin apparently were just having a field day with what they could do.


The judge of this competition was the bride to be, who showed up rather late in the afternoon. She moved from exhibit to exhibit and made a few notes. I found it odd that a majority of people still referred to her as princess, but it did seem right. She gave off the air of a pure and kind princess as she handed the award, a small ribbon, to the winner. That man had made a set of ice rosebushes that achieved an almost rainbow effect in the way the flower petals bent the light.


As she moved to leave Sophia stopped briefly beside me. "You were Verren's daughter were you not? I don't believe I saw your presentation?"


"Oh," I blushed. "I don't really have much in the way of ice manipulation magic. I just came to watch mostly."


"I see, I see. Well, I'm sure if you want to you'll find something fun that you're good at while here. Sadly I must return to my preparations, though this little break was nice." With a kind wave she left me there.


I thought for a few moments and pulled back out my schedule. I didn't have anything important going on for the next bit. There were a few different discussions going on shortly though that were of note to me. The most important of which was on the subject of villages and how to handle the integration of them all into our new empire most smoothly. That called to me as a former villager myself, even if it was likely that it would just be impossible for me to do much more than watch. Not that anything would be too important anyway, these were just discussion groups on the subject, not some kind of legal council.


As I sat off to the side I read through some of the documents on the changes that were going on on the village level. A few things popped right out at me, mostly the changes that were being made towards magic users of all kinds from villages to cities and up.


Based on what I was seeing, they'd kept the idea of leaving casters as a higher class. We were exempt from most taxes with the large exclusion of trade tariffs. There were also provisions for making sure that all casters who wanted to would receive some education. The normal exclusion from forced conscription, though heavy encouragements to join the military were there. The provisions that gave jaw droppingly generous inducements for anyone who had magic using children were interesting too.


The reason for the last bit was obvious, because every nation needed those, and ours was definitively a conquering sort. It would surprise me if Lord Durin didn't have designs of some of the other nearby neighbors, and he'd need lots and lots of soldiers to make them happen.


The inducements themselves were something else. On a child demonstrating an aura or the ability to use any magic the parents were given a stipend for food, medicine, and housing, as well as a small yearly payment. Of note female magic users had all of their children included up to age ten, as well as themselves if pregnant. These hadn't gone into effect yet, but I imagined when they did every minor talented girl in the region would be taking the government up with haste. Full casters might be slower, but I think many would be jumping on this ship too.


"On to the subject of leadership. There are several proposals on how to see to it that local mayors remain of good skill. While we currently have military command of them this isn't feasible long term. The Ermathi tried that and it came out rather brutal. Similarly there are no more local lords to appoint mayors now, not that we'd want that sort of corrupt official anyway. The leading proposal has the councils of the central towns appointing public servants to the position." An older man stated to the group, which got several people to flip over to that section of the provided booklets.


This stirred me from my musings and got me to flip over too. I briefly read through the current proposals. They all boiled down to appointing someone to lead the town. Either the local council, or local military commander, there was even one that proposed having local magic users appointed. To me they all seemed a bit foolish.


"Why not just let the villagers choose?" I asked.


There wasn't a whole lot of speaking going on right now, so it sounded much, much louder than I'd intended. I nearly flinched as dozens of eyes turned to look at me. Some were a bit amused, some condescending, some curious, all though turned to see who'd spoken.


"Care to explain young lady?" The speaker was the main presenter.


I was glad that he'd managed to at least keep any condescension out of his voice. I think that was mostly because he had an image of impartiality. As I looked at him though I had no illusions, he decidedly looked like the thought I was stupid.


"Let the villagers choose their local leadership. They will mostly be handling the day-to-day events anyway and you are unlikely to find anyone who knows those better than the people who live there. They'll also know who in their community isn't stupid, and is trustworthy. Add to that that they'll not resent someone being sent in from outside to control them and I think it will work better overall." I stood as I spoke, as seemed to be the procedure.


A woman with grey hair and a few lines quirked an eyebrow at me. "What shall be done if they choose someone corrupt or poorly suited?"


"The same thing that would happen if it turned out an appointee was corrupt or unsuitable as well." I pointed out, which got me a nod.


"That sort of option will never work. For a few places perhaps, but the majority will not know what would make a good leader." There was a strong murmur of agreement to that opinion.


"Such democratic institutions are known in some of the eastern city-states." Another fellow pointed out. "They have failings, but benefits as well. We may have been remiss in not adding such an option for consideration."


I settled back into my spot to continue my reading and listening. Glad that these people were just the equivalent of a bunch of old codgers having a round table at some conference. Most of what was discussed would seem odd from an Earth perspective, mostly because there weren't even whispers of the idea of equality. Those with magic and those without seemed to be separated completely in their minds, and more as the years went on in mine as well.





I woke up bright and early, tomorrow was the wedding proper, and then everyone would be clearing out. There were a few more talks and the like I'd have liked to go to, but those were later, this morning I had time, and I had privacy. I'd checked and all my family were going to various things they wanted, leaving me well alone.


There was something I wanted to try out, and now was my best chance during this trip. There would be other, better chances later, but I wanted to give it a go before I went back home.


I sat on my bed holding an apple, and I began to concentrate. I breathed deeply as I felt out around me. Magic was a slippery thing sometimes, and often hard to get to do what you wanted, but I knew what I wanted. I tried to visualize space, like it was so often shown in all those sci-fi documentaries and stuff, like a rubbery sheet. Then I reached forward with my mind and tried to bend it, to make a little divot in the sheet like a tunnel, just a small one. I tried to replicate the feel of the gate that I'd come through on my way here. If it worked I'd have my first step to teleportation, if not, well...


Nothing happened. I spent the better part of about an hour scrunching up my face in various ways as I tried to pull the sheet, all to no avail. As I laid back I threw the apple up, catching it, something which I repeated again and again. After a few tries the apple went off a bit and though I tried to catch it, it landed smack on my face.


"Ow! Stupid apple." I rubbed my nose as I turned to where it'd fallen, rolling along the floor.


It was around that point that I realized I wasn't thinking right again. I didn't need to bend a sheet, sheets were flat. I needed to bend... I don't know jello? A rubber ball? Something like that. Regardless I needed to make three dimensions move, not two.


With this insight in mind I went back to my focusing. I tried to make a small tunnel, just a couple of inches wide and a few feet long across my room. I focused on the feeling of the portal before, and tried to visualize what I wanted. The picture in my mind was a bit weird, I had plenty of practice making weird visualizations real through illusions, but this was truly strange. Around the areas that I wanted my teleport? Portal? Whatever, I tried to bend space in all dimensions, making it flow and stretch like bread dough.


I strained as my mana flowed out in buckets. Soon though there was a small distortion in front of me, right in the center of my room a small spot, maybe a foot wide and four long stretched, pulling against me as it tried to close. Picking up my erstwhile apple I threw it through.


A second after the fruit hit the front it disappeared, before reappearing a second later at the other end. It plopped out and continued on it's thrown trajectory, eventually hitting a wall and rolling across the floor again. It was seemingly unharmed, that was a victory if I ever saw one.


"Whoooo!" I shouted as loud as I dare. It was followed immediately by "WoooOOoooooOOOoo." I tried to aim at my bed as the mana drain of the new spell hit me and I fainted.

            

    
        Chapter 128 Distortions and Dances

    
    
    
    
                The pounding that awoke me was painfully loud.  I discovered soon after that it held no flame to the absolute hate filled light that now filled my room, slamming into my tired brain like a hammer. 
"Alana?  Are you there?"  I recognized Charles' voice from the other side of my door and sat straight up, an action I instantly regretted. 
"Um... yeah, one moment."  I struggled to keep up as I took a quick look around my room. 
The first thing I noticed was that it was dark outside, very dark.  I had been working in the morning and must have just knocked myself out for the whole day.  There was no way that someone hadn't noticed at some point, but I could probably make it fine by just saying that I'd been feeling off and took a nap.  That issue was no big deal. 
What was certainly a big deal was the fact that there was still a visible distortion in the middle of the room.  I could feel my eyes getting bigger as I looked at it.  I had no clue if this was dangerous, safe, or just a weird visual trick, but there was an absolutely zero percent chance that I could explain that away.  It looked like a lens or something , with a slight swirl and color change.  My apple still sat on the floor below it and while it looked fine I was in no hurry to put any body part into this thing. 
"Alana, is everything alright?"  Charles asked from the other side of the door, my head was still pounding, and I needed to think. 
"What!?  Um... yeah, everything's fine, I'm... I'm good.  Um... how are you?"  Internally I was cursing, just trying to figure out what in the world to do with this mess. 
"Are you sure?" 
"Yeah... yeah, I'm sure.  One second." 
I stood up and made my way to the door.  My mana had fully recovered as far as I could tell, but I was still coming back from the knockout of using all of it at once.  I got to the door and opened it just a crack so I could stick my head out. 
"Hi there," he said as I popped my face out into the hall.  "There's a party tonight where we'll be going over a lot of tomorrow's activities, and I haven't seen you all day to talk about it.  Is there a problem?" 
"Um... no, no problems, none at all."  I thought for a moment before amending my statement.  "Actually just a bit, but like, girl problems."  That seemed the surest way to get him to go quickly. 
"Oh... um... like down in the undercity?"  I could see he didn't believe me, and his hand was drifting down to the blade at his waist. 
It was a bit surprising that they let him carry that, but I supposed that most casters were at least as dangerous on their own.  I was also touched that he'd made his face not match his words at all.  It was clear that he didn't believe me, and that if I said yes he'd be coming through that door swinging at whatever 'problem' he found there.  He'd even chosen the perfect words for some assailant to not know how I was answering. 
"Not at all like that actually." 
"Do you need me to go fetch one of that maids to help you then?"  He said as he began to turn. 
"No, nope, I'm good, totally good." 
He turned back and sighed.  "Alana, if you don't go to the party tonight, it will be noticed.  I don't know what's wrong, but you're obviously lying." 
"I'm..." 
"You're really bad at it.  Anyway, can you fix whatever the issue is promptly?" 
"Um... one moment."  With that I closed the door. 
"Sincerely?"  I heard his muffled voice gripe from the other side of the door. 
I could throw an illusion over this thing for the time being, but what if someone walked into it.  That would be... I didn't actually know, but I was going to go with worst case and move forward from there. so we'd assume bad.  That meant that I needed to fix it, preferably without passing out again. 
I would have loved to stick around and study this... whatever, but that seemed a bit dangerous at the moment.  For now I'd have to do what I could and so I began to focus again.  I reached out in my mind and tried to smooth out the area of space that I'd previously pulled, imagining it coming back together. 
Luckily for me it seemed that the world wanted to undo whatever I'd done and while it was still a strain it did come back to what it should have been in the first place.  As space flowed back how it should be I got the distinct feeling that I needed to investigate that phenomenon when I got a chance, hopefully somewhere slightly more private and on a smaller scale.  For now I was back to running on the fumes of mana. 
I turned and opened my door once I saw that my screw up was fixed.  "Hi there, I don't suppose you would go and get me that maid would you?  I may need just a bit of help getting ready." 
Charles narrowed his eyes and gave a quick look around my room.  I was fairly certain that he could pick up on things I never would, but after a moment nodded.  "Okay, if you're sure you're alright." 
"Thanks!" 
It was only a few moments before a maid came and shortly after that I was dressed and ready to go.  I was lucky that I'd already been about halfway to presentable and all I'd done all day was sleep after my morning routine.  The fact that the maid knew her business also probably helped a lot. 
As I walked down the hall with my escort he looked at me with a quirked brow.  "You going to tell me what that was about?" 
"Nope."  I tried to stay cheerful even though I'd exhausted myself twice today and really could just go back to bed. 
"As long as you're alright I suppose it doesn't matter, but please be careful." 
The party was lovely.  We were shown the main part of the venue and I was given a small card to indicate where I would be seated tomorrow.  After that we were shown to the hall where the feast would be held afterwards.  There was one tonight as well.  This room had been used for several of the larger discussions and so was familiar to me, but it was still wonderful to see.
 The meal was light by feast standards, having only a few courses of lighter foods and a very small amount of wine given out.  This wasn't a large party but rather a gathering for most of the wedding guests to get acquainted with the proceedings for tomorrow.
 The happy couple sat at the top of the head table, surrounded by high ranking officials and close friends.  From there the tables were separated by sex with those closer to the high table being of higher standing.  Mother and I sat together, we were not the closest, but were still nearby enough to hear the louder parts of the conversation there if we cared to.  Even from here I could tell that they both looked rather tired.
 Afterwards everyone was going off to the dance hall, where those who chose to could go through some of the dances that we'd be doing tomorrow.  It wasn't nearly as decked out as it would be, and the band was significantly smaller than a true one, but this would serve as a good rehearsal for those who needed it, or who just liked to dance.
 "You look tired dear, will you be joining in the dancing tonight?"  Mother asked as she learned over.
 I didn't know if I should take the opportunity or not, but I was surprised she could see how depleted I was.  "I'm not sure.  Do you know if Charles knows these dances?  We'll have to once or twice tomorrow at least."
 She blinked at my question.  "Oh, I didn't think to ask.  He should know some right?  He's a magic user and all and... actually your father didn't know any until recently, we may need to ask."
 It was for that reason that I ended up at another dance rehearsal.  They weren't bad after all and I did know those that were on the docket, months of etiquette classes will do that for you.  After a few of the larger group dances I finally ended up with Charles on the floor.  He held my waist with calm confidence and led me through all of the steps at least as well as I could have done.
 "I didn't know you knew these," I stated as our second round came to an end.
 "I don't."
 "What?  You're doing better than I am, didn't you practice?"
 "No.  I'm watching the steps of the other dancers and repeating them."  He said that as if it was the most natural thing in the world to be able to watch dozens of people and mimic them almost perfectly.
 I just sputtered for a second.  "That's so unfair, I had to learn all of these by rote."
 "Eh, I got used to watching Meg's moves and having to repeat them as she did them."
 "You cheater."
 He chuckled at my accusation and we returned to the floor for a couple more.  At the actual party we'd have to switch partners, but for this it would be fine.  He also wasn't bad, I may have personally wanted Kala to be here instead, but it was nice to at least have someone who knew what he was doing, even if he was just faking it.
 As we left the dance hall Mystien approached me, his brow a bit furrowed.  We moved off to the side and he put up a minor privacy ward.  It seemed he wanted to speak privately.
 "Is everything well?"  He asked.
 "Yes..."
 "Your aura looks like you drained all your mana out.  Is there anything we should worry about?"
 "No, I was just trying out some new spells earlier and didn't realize how mana intensive they would be.  There's so much going on here you know?  The ice magic event alone was something else, and while I can make it, I can't sculpt anything like that, yet."
 "I see.  You know that that will happen though Alana, please be careful.  When you came in late looking like death and strained aura I was a bit concerned."
 "Is this all you wanted?  To chastise me on mana regulation?"
 "No, though honestly you should be more careful.  Didn't we cover that when you were just a child?"  He frowned a bit and so did I, but he had other business.  "Did you sincerely suggest democratic elections of mayors for villages in the meeting on that?"
 "Good grief Mystien, they were just a bunch of old farts.  It's not like they decide that stuff or anything."  I couldn't believe he was asking about that of all things.
 He looked like he'd want to bonk me on the head or something, but now was not the time.  "Alana, think about where you are.  Those 'old farts' and I do love that turn of phrase, are the movers and shakers of the empire, they are making those decisions.  If you were sincere you could write up details on how you think it might be done.  I think your father and I might well support that bid."
 I blinked.  "You'd put your stamp on it?"
 "Both of us lived in a village Alana, and we know how it can be screwed up.  I also don't think it's a terribly bad idea, we might have to try it and work the kinks out, but I'm willing to support that idea."
 I thought about how long it would take to do all of that.  "Okay then, I'll write some things down and send them over to you.  I don't know specifics, but for a general idea, it should be okay."
 When I got back to my room I scrawled out a general layout before bed.  Secret ballots, all adults having an equal vote, maybe place a few basic constraints on who could run.  It wasn't much of a proposal, but I hoped it would pass.  I had it done in under an hour and sent it off to Mystien.  Dad was really busy at the moment and he'd not asked for it, but I could answer most of his questions then.
 
As all that was done I fell back into my bed and laughed at the idea that most of what I'd done today was sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 129 The Wedding

    
    
    
    
                The morning of the wedding was... hectic. There were few maids overall in this place in comparison to the number of guests. Normally every important person would have a servant, but since this fortress was secret, that wasn't really feasible. Instead there were a few who were helping based on a number of criteria. Age was considered quite important, as with many layers and hair and the like being old was a detriment, similarly young girls hoping to find a husband really wanted the help too. The other was status, it wasn't as all consuming as it had been back when there had been an actual nobility, but there was no denying that there was still a status divide.
Mom and I broke this mold by not taking the offered help and instead sending them elsewhere. With a bit of effort and mana I could do all of my own clothing and hair, and easily enough help her with hers. She on the other hand had been living among far fancier people than I normally associated with and had learned more about the cosmetics that were popular right now. I knew how to do most of that too, but she'd eclipsed me in skill in that area.
I wanted to shake a metaphorical fist at the boys when we finally met to head into the hall proper. With short hair and significantly simpler outfits they looked like they'd spent a fraction of the time getting ready that we had. That said I did have to admit that they all looked stellar with pressed semi-uniforms, shined buttons, and polished sword hilts. My male family members had acquired new cloaks as well, father's had an inner lining which was sort of brindle-looking, whereas John's grey one had some kind of feather's around his shoulders, and absolutely looked great with his aura accompanying it.
Even Charles, though his clothing might have been a few steps below that of my dad or brother, looked good in it. His clothes were a deep black with subtle purple highlights, which matched my own formal dress perfectly. To go with it he carried one blade, slightly longer than my brother's and with a shining silver and black handle.
"Did you have clothes made to match mine?" I asked after looking him over.
"Um... yes, it was suggested that I do so." He looked over towards my dad as he said so.
"And when did that happen?" I asked, narrowing my eyes at the two slightly.
"Lad knew you were inviting him to a major event and came to talk to me Alana, and be glad he did. It saw to it that there were no misunderstandings anywhere. Anyway, with the two of you matching as you do most will assume that you're courting and not bother you, or me, with such intentions." I hadn't thought of that, and while it didn't please me that Charles had gone to my father without speaking to me about it, it was decidedly the socially appropriate thing that they speak.
My face must have shown my conflict, which elicited a sigh from my father. Regardless though I took Charles' offered arm and tried to smile as we walked towards the hall. I really didn't want to deal with suitors and if this was the best way to keep them away from me, then I could fake it like a champ.
The seating was nice, and I had a wonderful view of the ceremony, which was conducted by a priestess of The Lovers. She wore what I could only guess was a formal version of their normal robe, which was far fancier than what I'd seen before. She even had a large medallion with their symbol on it.
After a short speech she called in the couple, who entered together. There was no tradition of couples not seeing each other, nor any of the many different entry ceremonies that weddings on Earth had. There were a number of traditions of course, but those had to do with other things like the lighting, which was supposed to be blue for good luck, and decorations, of which flowers in certain arrangements were heavily preferred.
Since this was an event for everyone to put on their best it was interesting to see that while The Lord of Shadows was in his customary black everything with silver accents, his bride was certainly not. Her gown was velvet and a deep blue, reminiscent of the Kingdom of Bergond's colors, her waist was surrounded by a thin chain of silver decorated with a frankly absurd quantity of gems.
As they entered everything quieted to silence. Their path to the front decorated with thick carpets and smiling onlookers they nodded to the priestess when they got there. She gave a short speech on love, and marriage, and all that stuff, standard for any wedding anywhere it seemed, before she invited them to kiss three times, first for the husband, who would bring strength, then for the wife, who would provide stability, thirdly for the family they would make together, and a hope for the future. At that point they were by all rights married, and the cheering began.
After a few moments of whoops and applause Lord Durin motioned with his hand. "Thank you my friends, but there are other things to which I must attend now, firstly." With another motion a man stepped forward.
The newcomer was a bit portly, and seemed slightly nervous. "After the death of the previous emperor the Imperial Senate of Ermath convened one last time. It is our honor to bestow upon Lord Durin the title of Emperor of Ermath. Long may he rule!"
There was a slight break, a pin could have been heard dropping as Lord Durin nodded and summoned forth another man with a wave. He looked rather like Lord Fallon, if a bit younger, and with a more tired face.
"Greetings. After a gathering of the remaining families of old we have determined that with the disappearance and apparent abdication of Prince Lief, and the deaths of the former king and queen that there was only one potential candidate for ascension to the throne of Bergond. As Crown Princess Sophia has been named such, and married we do recognize her as Queen Sophia of Bergond. May her rule be fruitful!"
It was clear that he'd been instructed not to mention nobility at all. That didn't mean that others wouldn't think of it as such though and as Queen Sophia dismissed him with a nod I tried to recover from my shock.
In the space of a few moments Lord Durin had made a declaration to all present, and I imagine it would shortly be spread to all corners of his lands. He was not only the ruler, he was the good and legitimate one, and all would need to acknowledge that. The former nobles had undoubtedly been coerced into agreement, as had the senate or whatever, but that didn't matter. He intended to rule without opposition.
"Thank you, both of you, and all of you who came to join us. With our marriage these two lands shall now be joined forevermore into The Shadow Empire. May it stand forever!" At the new emperor's words the crowd burst into cheers.
Everyone cheered, most from excitement. I myself did because not only did it seem appropriate to do for someone my dad liked, but I didn't want to attract attention while having a moment of alarm to said alarm.
With another motion the crowd quieted again for Emperor Durin to speak. "Thank you everyone, in celebration of this momentous occasion I have taken the liberty of having new crowns crafted. They have been made of the purest sky-metal, and enchanted such that they shall allow us, and our successors, to rule well and properly." There was a collective gasp at his declaration, something which reminded me that many of my contemporaries considered aluminum to be mythical
From an inlaid box the crowns were brought forth, and even I had to admit that they were works of art. They were constructed to have bands that waved and flowed around each other, inlaid with jewels and runes that shined brightly even in the full light. First Durin placed his queen's crown upon her head, then she upon his. They each carefully laid the metal bands in place before clasping hands once more.
It did occur to me as I watched this that I was almost literally watching a man put on a tinfoil hat after declaring himself emperor. Had someone told me that when I was on Earth I'd have likely fallen over laughing. This did not have any humor to it though, and I couldn't even manage a smile.
"Now everyone, to the feast!" This final declaration drew a great number of cheers. Everyone liked a good meal, even if they were stunned just moments before.
The feasting hall we were led to was the same as the previous night, but the decorations... Flowers of every color and shape lined the walls, some glowed, giving gentle light to add to the fixtures. The ceiling was a night sky the likes of which I'd only seen in Lucien's cave, enough to draw the eyes of everyone to it. Even the tables and settings were decked out today, each piece unique but with all sharing the same motifs as the rest of the room. It looked like an evening garden, held in a place devoid of light pollution and adorned with plants only able to be described as fanciful.
It was fortunate that the seats were the same as the previous night because we were all a bit shell-shocked. I found mine and very shortly the meal began in earnest. Whispers abounded of the declarations, the new empire, the new crowns, all of it excited and thrilled.
"Where did he find sky-metal? And that much? Amazing. Can you believe we got to see the birth of the new empire too!? Excellent!" A nearby girl asked in a hushed voice, a series of questions that was being repeated again and again.
I looked about to see how everything was going, and found my father sitting and chatting like this was all normal, a roasted rabbit on his plate. John and Charles also dug into their food like there was no big deal, that it wasn't even something to be excited about.
"Are you all right dear?" Mom asked.
"Fine, just a bit surprised."
"Well, it is surprising isn't it. That said, you shouldn't let your pheasant get cold."
She was right, and the small bird that I'd chosen as my meal was delicious. After a brief bit of thinking I came to a simple conclusion. That this was all way above my pay grade and the best thing I could do was enjoy the party to it's fullest. So I gossiped a bit, noting who was looking at what and how wonderful the decor was. I ate the food and loved the taste, and I drank the watered down wine that was served while laughing at the jokes told by those near me.
Once we were all nicely full it was time to dance. Charles again appeared and led me through several before we traded off and I had a new partner. The new guy was not bad, but he lacked the irritating skill of my escort, who was now leading another girl around the floor. I even saw John and his date, taking part. I didn't know her name, but she looked like she was enjoying herself thoroughly.
During one of the short breaks that everyone needed I made my way over to a small bar where drinks were being served, only to find my former guardian there. We looked at each other as he made me a cocktail, some painfully sweet amalgamation of cherry and orange juices and what was effectively two-hundred proof vodka.
"It occurs to me that I've never seen you dressed up Alana. You do it well." He said as he put my drink before me. It was very small, and with far less alcohol than any bartender on Earth would have used, but that was for the best.
"Thank you, is the sky yours?" I pointed up towards the ceiling, which even I would consider an impressive use of illusion.
He chuckled as I finished my drink. "Don't have too much now, the running to the chamber will be soon."
"The what now?"
"The running to the chamber." At my blank look I saw his jaw drop. "You don't know?"
"Don't know what?"
"It's a tradition in the west, near Lithere and the like, seriously?"
I heard a laugh from behind me, and turned to see Mystien there, with... was that Veska on his arm? After I got over the pure outrage that I couldn't bring my girlfriend but it was fine if he brought a literal prostitute she began talking.
"Don't tell her, it'll ruin the fun. I'll explain the rules just before we start." She said with a mischievous smile.

"No, seriously, the what?"

            

    
        Chapter 130 The Chase

    
    
    
    
                After a few more dances I met up with my brother to the side of the room, he too was taking a bit of a breather. We stood by one of the tables and he looked on all of the various arrangements. Before picking up one of the flowers laid around.


"These are great. They tell me the queen herself did a lot of work making original flowers for the event. Look at this one, have you ever seen one like it?" He twisted the little plant in his hand, looking closely.


"That is a goldenrod John, it's not one of hers, but they are pretty, yes."


"Oh, well, learn something new every day."


"Now now John, the young lady there obviously has an escort already. Don't go bothering her about the chase." Another guy, ostensibly one of his friends, said as he came to join us. "Pleased to meet you, I'm Alowen, John and I go way back, so try not to mind him," he said, greeting me properly now.


"Oh, we do too. I've known John for so long it seems like my whole life." I tried not to laugh at the guy, as he joined us.


"And yet you never introduced us?" He turned towards my brother, looking scandalized. "I can't believe you'd keep such beauties to yourself my friend."


"... you mean my sister?" He asked as he looked at the newcomer. "Why in the world would I want you anywhere around her?"


I laughed and excused myself as they started arguing. I was still quite amused when a few moments later women seemed to be subtly disappearing from the party. As this was going on Veska pulled me to the side. We made our way, with several other women, mostly young to a side door.


"Okay, the rules are... get back to your room before you get caught." Veska explained, like that covered everything.


"Who's chasing me?"


"Your escort of course."


"And if I get caught?" Several of those present were already bolting as they made their way out the doors.


"That is the question isn't it, now, time to go." She started taking off her shoes as she moved to the door, a good idea which I followed.


It took only a few seconds to understand. It was a game of catch, undoubtedly, and one invented by horny people. I could imagine now what all the girls and their boyfriends would be doing after their little run. It wasn't hard to think that this was just another one of those kinds of things.


"What if I don't want to run?" I asked, hoping there was an opt out for this wedding tradition.


"... my, my, then you'd just be easy to catch, no?" The way she said it implied that I would both be spoiling the fun for everyone, and viewed as wanting to be caught.


There was a loud noise behind me as I bolted from the doors. It took only a second to sing myself invisible and silent as I made my way out into the night. I don't know who had thought to head most of the courtyard, but as I began my flight across it I was grateful for it, trying to do this in the snow would be a disaster.


The courtyard wasn't too big, but it was sizable enough for this, and as I went I could see a number of girls here and there going to hide in the various bushes, walls, slipping into doors along the side, that was an idea, I could probably set up an illusion of a bush or something and just...


I nearly fell as it struck me who I'd picked as my escort. I knew of precisely one person who could see my illusions, see through my invisibility, pierce all the many defenses that I normally set up. I could feel myself speed up as I realized the person after me was probably the best person in the whole kingdom to try and catch me.


Wait, if I realized this, then certainly my father had, and Mystien, and... Did they think I'd known about this? Did they think that me inviting him was some form of flirting? Did he know? Shit, shit, shit, I needed out of here as fast as I could go.


As I made it to the door to our section of the fortress I heard a horn from behind me and saw a cascade of guys pouring out of the hall entry. Each quickly pouncing forward to chase after their target in one giant game of catch. I caught a glimpse of my brother as I threw the door open, he was flying across the courtyard, I had little doubt that he'd end up catching his quarry, but I had my own issues. I didn't see Charles, but then again I wasn't going to stop and look, because if I could see him, he'd definitely see me, and rather made my way along.


It occurred to me that this was supposed to be a fun game. Had I known about it, and just picked someone who had zero chance of catching me, or even better, someone I was into, then I'd be having a grand time right now. As it stood, I had none of those little insights and so instead I was fleeing to avoid getting caught up in the amorous contest.


I heard several giggling shrieks and hollering behind and in front of me as I flew up the stairs, not literally, but close enough, and soon found myself at our hallway. I could have cheered, the adrenaline pushing me to my door.


At about that moment I felt my legs sweep upwards into the air. This caused the slightest bit of panic in the half second it took for me to land in the waiting arms of my well sighted pursuer. As I looked up I found myself held in a princess carry of all things.


I instinctively grabbed onto him around the neck to keep myself steady, breath heaving from the run and panic of my sudden loss of control. As I dispelled my magic I saw him chuckling.


"Didn't you know I'd beat you here?" He asked as I tried to compose myself.


"I didn't know the game existed before a few minutes ago when Lucien told me."


That got me an outright laugh. "I forget sometimes that you seem to be oblivious to everything that you're not directly dealing with."


I stuck my tongue out at him as he carried me over and into my room, sitting down on the bed. "Nothing is happening tonight, so don't get any ideas." I nearly growled at him as he sat down, leaving me in his lap.


"Your father beat you to that declaration by several weeks," he snickered as I untangled myself.


"As long as we understand each other," I huffed.


"Understand each other? No, no I don't think I understand you at all." He reached forward slowly, giving me plenty of time to move as he brushed a lock of hair from in front of my face. "But I hope one day perhaps I will." My heart fluttered a bit as he turned and left, making one last declaration at the door. "Now if you'll excuse me, I've some other mischief to go get into." With a small waggle of his eyebrows he was gone.


I sat there feeling really rather divided. I cared for Kala, a lot, she was close, and warm, and happy. Being together with her and all curled up somewhere or other made me happy like nothing else. At the same time there wasn't really any physical attraction there, while it made me happy it wasn't the same. That little flutter was like nothing I had ever had with her.


All of that made me feel terrible. Did I want to continue as things were? Did I want them to change? Were my mind and body in two different opinions on the matter or was it all me? The guilt that I was feeling attracted to someone else was crushing, and at the same time, it didn't change anything at all.





Many of the guests had left, as they were going through some massive clock and dagger scheme to keep the fact that they'd been taken through portals quiet. That left me a few days to both dive into my core for expansion and study of the guide and to work on my new teleportation.


The latter of which I did very, very carefully. The mana cost was on another level even compared to the other spells I'd worked on. My power personally had been growing hand over fist as I attended school, and this year was no exception, and it still almost flattened me to move that apple. So I started even smaller, pebbles and the like.


This led to a few discoveries. The couple of which were about the distortion I'd created on my first attempt. It was mostly the product of sloppy casting and a lack of preparation. I'd not had anywhere near enough mana or practice with the spell in the first casting to do it very well, but as I worked on my visualization it reduced dramatically, after a few rounds of practice I managed to get some teleports without any distortion at all, or at least none I could detect.


Which was fortunate, because of some of my other early experiments indicated that the distortion, while harmless, did allow things to pass through it. Stuff coming in from the side seemed to just sort of... mold around the teleport tube, and while I wasn't sticking my hand into it, the stick I used seemed fine after several passes through.  If it went through the proper end though it would certainly stick out the other side.  This seemed a bit more dangerous though.


It was more dangerous because the distortion broke down over time on it's own.  That itself was another important discovery, and one I was very happy of.  It meant that I was not going to have to fix them all manually if I needed to move something in a hurry.  My stick though, if left inside did not fare well, and as the wrecked bit of space righted itself is caused more and more pulling, until the piece of wood shattered and left it's area in bits, some of which were very small.  I considered the danger of someone being in there when one failed, and that gave me pause.


The guide was, as always, rather unhelpful.  In fact all of the menus in the core were kind of like that.  I'd tried every iteration of 'find' I could think of, but find, locate, look-up, and even cntrl+f had all been duds.  There was no information on warping space either, or at least nothing obvious from what little I could locate in the documents.  I wasn't sure what that meant, if the gates had used some trick of the core, or if there was something altogether left out, or if maybe the mage who'd made them had found another hack to put the magic in.


Before we left I did put in a request to get a look at 'Alcubierre's Artifacts', but that was soundly denied.  I did receive an answer though, and from Emperor Durin himself no less.  It was flowery, and longer than it needed to be, but boiled down to 'You're still in training, go finish up, and I'm quite pleased that you want to work for me, I look forward to you taking that position.' sensible they were, even if I didn't like them.


That done I had nothing to do but wait.  With no other distractions I bemoaned what I would say to Kala, what I could say to Kala.  How would I tell her all that had happened, and that I even felt sort of attracted to others, or anything about that whole mess.  I was so unsure and worried that by the time I made it back to my room at the academy I was in a right state.


It was shortly after I arrived back that she came to see me, joining me in my room with her normal smile.  I guess my face showed something though, because as she looked at me her face fell a bit into a much sadder smile.


Kala sighed and sat down, looking at me with an almost regret.  "Well, it looks like we need to talk."

            

    
        Chapter 131 Breakups

    
    
    
    
                "Well, why don't you tell me what happened."
"I went to the wedding. I don't know if the news is out yet, but we now have an emperor and a queen, so there's that."


"He declared himself emperor? Okay, let's go over that first"


"Alright," I told her, "Some big fancy looking guys from the senate of Ermath came forward and declared that they'd voted him emperor, and then a bunch of nobles from Bergond came and declared Sophia to be the proper queen of the land now that her brother is gone and parents are dead."


"... that is... going to have some implications, yes. Anything else you can tell me?"


"The whole event was basically a festival. So I'm not sure that there's much to say there. Did you know about 'the running of the chamber' or whatever?"


"Huh? Yeah of course, it's a standard wedding tradition... nobody did anything to you did they?" She sounded genuinely concerned, like she'd found why I was a bit off.


"Uh, no, you've met my dad, and I bet you can guess how he'd respond after I got done setting them alight."


"I always forget that you can do that."


"Because I never feel the need to start fires, but that's not really the point."


"Then what is?" She asked as I flopped down on my bed. I looked at her and got that sad smile again. "Oh, I see."


"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to..." I wanted to cry as she came to join me.


"It's alright Alana. I knew you weren't interested in me in a number of ways. We both also knew this was coming. We'll still be around too, so it's not goodbye, things are just changing."


"But it hurts."


"Yes, that is one of the worst parts about love. It's so magnificent, so beautiful, that when it changes you always miss what it was. That's how you know it was real. My order has teachings on that too though, would you like to hear them?" I nodded, not really wanting to speak. "Love never dies. Things change, people change, but love, real, actual love, it never really dies. It may change, or fade or become something new, but it's still there, and it will always be. What we had was not as most love is, but it was something, and it was worthy of enjoying."


"That's... I like that."


"It's peaceful isn't it? I do hope we can remain at least friends, in some way. Though... it may take some time before that truly works. At any rate you missed a good bit while you were away."


"What?" I looked up to see her smiling there.


"Yeah, sorry I didn't go first, but I thought this was going to be a bad one, and wanted you to have something to distract you when it was done."


I lidded my eyes a bit, she knew that I hated people trying to make decisions for me, but I guess she wasn't hiding anything in the end. "Okay, what happened?"


"Your friend Dras. His ex tried to murder him."


I sat up straight, looking at her in shock. "WHAT? is he okay!?"


"He will be, it's a bit rough right now but he's stable. You should go see him as soon as you can, he's at The Shield's hospital."


"I... um, okay, we should talk, a lot, and..."


"It's fine." She said with one more smile, and we left my room. I immediately began making my way back towards the gate while she moved off.


Getting a ride to the hospital was easy, in that my dad's carriage was still at the school. They'd had a few things to unload of mine, and the driver didn't have anything pressing, so he took a small break to socialize while I was... breaking up with Kala. I cringed as I thought it, but there was nothing to do for the moment and I needed to go see Dras.


The driver was less than enthused about me giving him another couple of jobs this late in the afternoon, but he could get over it. I took the time to scrawl a quick note to my father as I rode, my family would certainly know I'd left the school, and telling them was not a bother. He might even be able to help somehow.


As I rushed into the hospital I was in a state. It was fortunate that someone had come by and told them that I would be visiting, as well as the fact that I knew several of the members of the order who could vouch for the fact that I was in fact who I said I was. Normally those who'd had someone try to kill them had tighter security, but that had managed to get me through without too much hassle.


As I entered his room I nearly fell over in tears. While I'd been told he was stable he looked anything but as he laid there on the bed. As I came closer one of his eyes opened and he cracked a slight smile at me.


"Hey there Alana. How's it going?"


"How's... Dras, what happened to you?"


"Yeah... about that."





Three days earlier

Dras


I had about a week, or so I'd been told, until I found out if my application had been accepted. As I was set to graduate from the academy next year there were a number of places that I could go to work, but there were some things that just couldn't be ignored.


One of those was that the girl who I considered one of my best childhood friends was the daughter of one of the most powerful men in the city. It might have been a bit wrong to use that connection, and her connection to her former mentor, but what were connections for, if not to help you when you needed it, and I didn't plan on doing anything wrong.


For now I was back at the old house, in my old room. I wouldn't be here much longer regardless of what happened, but I thought that perhaps one last stay with mom and dad was something I owed them. I didn't get to see dad nearly enough, not since I was really little and mom... well, she loved me, and that's what counted.


I stood and headed downstairs, there wasn't much to do until everyone came back from the wedding, but I could take care of things here at least. I walked over to the large brass item in the living room and began pouring mana into it. This simple little thing would keep the house warm for the winter even after I left. It was nothing too complex, or too expensive, but I'd managed to put an absolutely obscene mana supply into it so that even if I didn't get by to visit too much, mom and dad could stay warm. To go with it were several small lamps here and there in the house, of similar make.


"You don't have to do that you know." Came the high pitched voice from behind. The same thing she always said when she found me charging these up.


"I know mom. I just want you and dad to have something in case I'm gone for a bit."


"I'd rather have you around more son. Have you heard any word?"


"No, I told you though, lots of people are out of town. I'll know a bit after they all get back, but I'm sure I'll get it. Crap, they basically invited me to apply."


"That's not what I was talking about and you know it!" she snapped.


"Mom, she's not coming back." I could feel my mood darken as I spoke, we'd had this argument before.


"Maybe if you..." she stopped as I turned, the look in my eyes must have been a giveaway.


"I know you don't mean ill, but it's enough. You weren't there, you didn't hear her, or see her, it. Is. Over." I breathed for a few moments. "I'm sorry. I need to go clear my head."


She reached out and touched me as I moved to the door, halting me there. "I'm sorry son..."


"It's okay. Love you mom."


"You too. Will you be back for dinner?"


"Yeah, I'll see you then." I kissed her cheek and headed for the streets.


There wasn't anywhere particular on my route today, but getting out a bit would be nice, and I could even earn a bit of coin if I wanted. At this point I knew enough bars and brothels that I could make a round charging items, tattoos, whatever all day. With that food and drink and... other services would be easy to come by.


It was astounding how many of the working girls preferred to pay that way to cash. Lots of the seniors at the academy spent far more time than needed on their days off engaging in such things, but for me, I wanted the coin. It would have been a betrayal back when I was dating Clarissa, one that I wouldn't like, and now, eh, girls were easy enough for a wizard; we had money, power, status enough for most.


Today though I just walked, at first unsure of where I wanted to go. It was ice cold outside, with snow falling all around, not like that was a real issue, but it meant that I stood out a bit. First I headed up towards the market, to see what was open, after I was done, I thought I'd stop by The Sky for a nice warm drink.


The market was well enough dead. Sadly as the winter went on nobody really stayed open, the stalls and shops didn't do enough business to keep things running and it was too cold for much besides. There was one small shop for more general things which I stopped in at, but they didn't have anything I needed or wanted, so I just kept on. On the way out I bumped into a man. As I looked up I saw his frown and quickly moved out of his way. There was no need to be impolite.


Freshly fallen snow crunched under my boots. It was still only mid-afternoon and there was plenty of time to spare, but wasting it all wandering about that city wasn't nearly as fun as is had been when I was a child. I thought back on those days as I approached The Sky, my old haunt was still one of my favorite places in this city.


As I stopped to look upon it's edifice I heard the sound of boots behind me. I turned to get out of the middle of the road and as I did pain bloomed in my side. With a scream I instinctively cast a spell, a powerful mix of heat and kinetic magic that blew my attacker away from me. Unfortunately that also took his knife, which ripped it's way through my flesh as it was violently pulled back.


I finally got a look and it was the man from the market. He'd stabbed me with some kind of large knife, but why? I certainly didn't carry much on me, and didn't look like I did. Between that and the aura of heat I always let off he should have known that I wasn't someone to fight. Now he was crumpled into the side of a house like a rag-doll, his spine as shattered as the plaster behind him had been.


With a gasp I tried to hurry to The Sky, I was bleeding and badly. Around that time I hear the voice.


"Well, I suppose if I want something done, I'll have to do it myself." Clarissa moved from the corner of my vision to the road in front of me. With a move of her hand a whip-like spell sprung forth, hissing on the ground where it touched.


"What? Why?" I gasped as she struck, only to find that I'd put my own spell in her way. "Clarissa, stop this, it's madness!"


Once I'd cared for her, and I thought she for me, but now she sprang forward, casting as she came. Neither of us were trained in battle magic, neither knew the ways to strengthen ourselves against magic, or proper shields, or proper attack spells, but that didn't make us any less deadly to each other.


I pulled out my old fire ribbons, they weren't really suited to fighting other people, but they were almost instinctive, and with a bit of kinetic power fused into them should prove useful against her whip. She struck and I blocked again and again, both of us hampered by the fact that we were basically flailing like children.


"Do you know how many I lost Dras!? Do you know how many of my friends, my family died when they took the city? Cousins I'd known since I was a girl, friends I'd grown up with! I could have dealt with it if you'd just wanted to keep out of it, but no, you had to keep being friends with those traitors, and now, now you want to go join them?" She screamed as she attacked, moving to and fro with her whip snapping in wide arcs.


"Stop! There's no point to this, no point to any of it. The war is over! There's nothing more to do, just stop, you have to stop!" I begged, I didn't want this fight, didn't want to hurt her, or anyone else really, just to live a good life.


As she moved forwards once again her weapon turned in an odd way, screaming towards my face. I jumped back as it came down, slashing across my visage in a burning arc. That wasn't the end though, as I fell backwards it kept going, onto my right forearm, and straight through it. As I landed on my back, my ribbons failing I could see it there, my own hand laying a couple of feet away in the snow.


I tried to push myself up with my other hand she slammed her knee down on it, straddling me. I looked up to see her with my good eye, her enraged face now tinted with pain, and fear, and shame.


"I'm sorry Dras, I really am, but I have to do this. I have to show them that I'm still loyal to the crown, that I won't turn against them." Tears bloomed in her eyes as she turned her whip into a blade and slowly moved it towards my neck. "I'm so sor..."


The only real rule to fighting a caster was to never give them time. The lance of white hot flame that slammed into the back of her skull was why. My good hand was still there, still able to throw spells, I'd just needed time, and while that spell wasn't meant for combat, it would certainly serve. Her face didn't survive, but I thought I saw just a moment of surprise as the beam of heat that could melt iron, was designed for melting iron, hit her, vaporizing her head.


As the body of the girl I'd once loved fell to the snow beside me I tried to reach out, only to find the stump couldn't. I wept where I lay, broken and bleeding onto the cold stones of the street. Soon enough I heard cries of alarm and the calling of names. As I started to drift off into a sleep that might well have been my end I heard a deep singing and the warm light of healing pulsed over me. A final look up showed Lucien's assistant barkeep there, his hands held over my wounds as he sang for me.

            

    
        132 The Hammer Falls

    
    
    
    
                Dras was in an absolutely brutal condition. He had a missing arm and eye, and his face was split in a heinous way. Through all of that he still had a smile on his face though. It was sad, and pained, but a smile nonetheless.


"I'm sorry Dras, I know what you did... must have been hard."


His eyes darkened a bit, the pain clear on his face. "Not like I had much of a choice, or either of us did from the sound of it. The way she was talking, it was like someone was forcing her hand. I've told the guards who came to investigate, but... Alana, there's no way to know if there's some of this still in the academy, if there are others trying to kill people there as well. I want you to promise me you'll be careful."


I nearly laughed. "Dras, I have no plans on getting involved in any kind of fight like that if I get a choice in the matter. Just rest up and get healed, and let those who know what they're doing deal with the mess."


"Fine, fine, one more thing... My mom really doesn't like you, and she's probably going to find some way to blame this on you, even if that's stupid. You mind avoiding her until I can get her to see some reason?"
'You want me to avoid your mother for the rest of her life?"


"Oh haha, no, but when you come by can you hide yourself until you're sure she's not around, at least for a bit. The priests will be pissed if you two start going at each other in the hall or something."


"Fine, but only because it's you." I gave him a wry smile as I left.


In the hall I asked to speak to whoever was in charge of his healing, and was quickly introduced to a slightly tired looking priestess.


"Hello, I'm a friend of Dras." I said as I looked at the woman, I knew many of the priests around here, but she was unknown to me.


"Hello dear, was there something he needed?"


"Not as such no. I was just wondering how long it will take for him to be healed, and if there's any way I can help."


"Ah I see. Well, the only real issues are the hand and the eye. The other things are mostly superficial, and can be done with relative ease. Losing a limb on the other hand is a lot of mass, and eyes... eyes are a nasty piece of work to fix, they're complex, and fragile, and just generally take a lot of time. At his current rate I'd say he'll be back to full functioning in about a month."


I was quite glad that there was nothing like HIPAA in this world, back on Earth the doctor might well have told me nothing. "Is there anything I can do? I know a bit of healing myself and if it's an issue of mana..."


The woman shook her head. "No, no dear, the lad has plenty of mana to pay for the treatment to go as fast as possible. Most of that time is the simple fact that fixing things like this just takes a bit of time. He'll need to eat to replenish his body so we can keep on building more onto the hand, and as I said, eyes are just messy."


She patted me on the shoulder before sending me on my way. There was nothing for me to do here and tonight.


I could summon matter out of thin air, somehow, and so could wizards to some extent, but I got the feeling that that little trick was beyond priests. Our training seemed to indicate that they couldn't just make things like that, they could manipulate to an insane extent sure, and even speed the growth of plants and the like to astounding levels, but the matter they used always seemed to come from somewhere. A bard powerful enough, and well skilled enough in healing might well just be able to conjure him a new hand. Sadly I was neither of those things, so I would just have to wait.


After my greatly irritated carriage driver returned me to the school I found my way back to my room and collapsed. The whole night had been a bit much and I knew that there would be more to come.





It didn't even wait until breakfast the next day to arrive. As I woke up my maid came in, holding a small letter for me. it was easy to notice my father's handwriting, something that I'd gotten more used to since he often sent me small letters like this at home.


Alana,

  We are still investigating what happened to you friend. Surely you've heard by now, but it seems his former girlfriend tried and failed to kill him. I'm not sure what exactly happened, but the reports that I received when I got home were concerning and I'd like you to stay at the academy rather than go and see him. If you could, try to stay in public areas and remain close to others as well. Kala in particular may be a good choice, as while she won't interfere in politics she might well protect or heal you if something goes amiss. I want you to avoid being alone if at all possible, at least until we can find out more about things.

With love, Dad


Wow, he didn't even know he was twisting the knife. I finally get my family's blessing to spend as much time as I want with Kala now? I just leaned over into my pillow and screamed for a moment. At any rate it looked like he'd written this last night, before he knew that I'd already been to The Shield's temple, and there was a nearly one-hundred percent chance that someone would take offense at my going there too.


I skulked down to breakfast shortly thereafter, in no mood to really talk to anyone. When I arrived I found Pinea off in a corner, looking rather stressed. I could have sought out someone else, but she needed a friend, and so did I, at least one or two more would certainly help. For a small mercy Kala wasn't here right now, I was still on the fence about how to deal with her at the moment.


"Hi there, how are things?" I asked, moving over beside her.


"Honestly? Not great." She looked like she'd been through a lot in the past few days.


"Something happen?"


"Yeah, a few things."


"Still having problems with... well, lots of people?"


"You have no clue. It used to be that I was always on top of things, front of the line, always had to be first and now... heck about a quarter of the people here won't even talk to me. Excluding you, most that will are not really people I was friends with before. For what too? I didn't even do anything, it's like they hate me because of who I am." She leaned back rubbing her temples. "I don't even know who that is anymore either. Used to be I was the daughter of one of the highest noble families, and now, now who am I?"


"Well that last part is easy. You're Pinea, the sincerely devoted to causing scandal. Honestly you should be a bard with how you act sometimes." I pointed at her with my fork. "You're the girl who went and got a dancing outfit behind everyone's backs and threatened to wear it out into the street. The one whose made more dirty jokes than half of our dormitory combined."


She blinked and sat up a bit straighter. "Alana, everyone thinks..."


I cut her off. "Who cares what everyone thinks? Okay, I care a bit, but I need to work on that in a bad way. Particularly with those close to me, any advice?"


"I know you're just trying to cheer me up," she said.


"Is it working?"


"Um... kind of. As for advice... mostly I think I was just being rebellious to you know, rebel. Now what is there to buck against?"


"Society's expectations in general, people you don't like, the fact that Atali dancing isn't a common hobby." I was making a list, both for herself and me.


"Oh, but it should be." She looked off into the distance, gripping her hand as if declaring a deep truth to the universe.


"Agreed."


We had to go to class now, but our dance class was later, so I agreed to meet up with her then. I knew I was kind of a bad friend, and I didn't even have that many friends, but it always seemed that I was running off when they needed me, and dragging them into a whole mess when I was around. Perhaps that would never change, but one could try at least.


I tried to do as my father commanded and keep to the main hallways, never too far from anyone. I even tried to keep close to those students that I knew were connected more to the new government than the old. At one point I even walked between classes with dad's fanboy Tobias. He was nice, if a bit short and scrawny, and his penchant for light magic meant he could do some neat things. The down side was that he would really prattle a lot about all kinds of stuff too, which I didn't really know how to deal with all that well.


While he talked I looked around the halls.  It had been a weird day today, for a number of reasons.  First there were certainly a few extra adults in the halls,  Here and there a  knight or an older mage walked around on some business or the other, I suspected that this was to keep an eye out for any trouble after what had happened.  The other big thing...


"Okay, so there have been like, I don't know, seven or eight people missing from my classes today," Pinea said as we prepped for Atali Dance.  Tobias had split with me just before I got here.  "Have you heard the gossip?"


"I haven't, I was hoping you might have.  You were always better at that sort of thing than me."  I had no shame in admitting it, she had been far more plugged into the school.


"Right, so did you notice who was gone?"  She seemed a bit giddy as we waited.


I counted in my head, thinking about who was missing.  "Former nobles, particularly those who'd been more loud or outspoken about how unhappy they were."


"See!  You can pick it up.  That asshole got grabbed this morning I hear, someone came in and pulled him right out of the breakfast hall.  Oh I wish I could have seen his face."  She looked vindicated and had a rather nasty smile on her face as she pictured it, not that I could have blamed her.


Her ex was a piece of work.  After their breakup he'd gone around being so rude about her even I had heard a few things.  He'd managed to keep it from being spread around why he was mad, but it was clear that he was.  There were even some nasty rumors about her behavior in private, which if I were honest, might really be true.  I wasn't personally bothered by them, but the general population was full of prudes.


"You're not worried about yourself?"  I asked, her family really had been high up in the kingdom's hierarchy before they fell.


She snorted.  "Hardly, that whole crowd reviles me and my only friends now are outside of it.  That and I've done my absolute best to keep my nose clean, after what dad sacrificed I have no plans on causing trouble."


We were still warming up when Professor Etia arrived.  She led us through our paces one after another and then began a lecture on stomach movements.  They were hard to look at when we were all still in uniform, to her immense chagrin, but she tried.


About halfway through the lesson there was a knock on the door.  When our teacher opened it there was a grim faced pair in the hall, sweeping their eyes over the assembled girls.  They settled on Pinea with finality.


"Well, fuck," she said as she walked over to them, not making a bit of a scene.

            

    
        133 Interrogation (Pinea)

    
    
    
    
                Pinea
This was a part of the school I'd never been to. We were deep in the ground, under the more normal item creation labs and workstations. From a glance I could tell that this place was far more secured, and even then it looked like a few additional protections had been set up, along with a handful of guards brought in. It was clearly an impromptu prison or the like. Based on what I was seeing, it had been here forever, though based on the size, it probably only ever saw one or two people.
I was walked past what were clearly cells to a slightly nicer, if plain, room. There was a table and two chairs, and I was invited to sit, which of course I did, since that 'invitation' was clearly a command.
I waited in the silence, able to almost feel the presence of guards outside the door. It wracked my nerves something awful. I had nothing to do, nobody to speak to, just the silence and the small pair of candles that was set here for light. It at the very least wasn't cold, as one might expect a dungeon to be.
After a few moments a young man walked in. His full military attire stretched and moved with him as he sat down across from me.
"My apologies for the delay. I had another guest to attend to," He sounded as not sorry as was possible to be, like my waiting was some just punishment for some failing on my part.
Not so long ago I could have spit acid at him and raged, demanding he be punished for making the daughter of so high a house wait like a servant. Now though, that would be a fool's move. My house had fallen, and while we still had some power, it was no secret that we were being watched. That any attempt on our part to rebel or resist would be met with finality on the new government's part.
I looked up, this man could kill me if he so choose, and there was little to do about it. He knew, and I knew that with a word all manner of terrible things could befall me, or my family. So I spoke carefully, respectfully. "No need to apologize. May I ask for what reason I am here?"
"Of course, of course. You're aware of the incident between two of our esteemed academy's students?" He said with a light smile.
"Yes, my understanding is that there was an attempted murder."
"Quite so. That on it's own would be cause for alarm, but based on the perpetrator's words and actions we came to believe that there might have been some group involved. Would you know anything about that?"
"No sir, I have no desire to be involved with anyone like that." No matter how hard I tried, I knew that I wasn't succeeding in keeping a slight tremble from my voice.
His smile widened a bit. "I will be clear with you miss Pinea, I do not personally believe that you are part of any rebel groups." After my exhalation of relief he continued. "Nor do I think you want to be. That said, I do believe you know who might want to."
"T-t-there are a few who have expressed displeasure at Lord Durin's..."
"Emperor Durin's," he corrected, still smiling.
"A-a-apologies... at Emperor Durin's new rule." I didn't have to feign even a bit of fear. That little misstep was still a minor faux pas, but soon enough it might well be considered an insult.
When things had first changed, when the kingdom had fallen I had been taken to my father. He had told me many things, what he had done, why, and importantly, where we stood now. He had known our new Emperor before and so his advice was thus. I was not to bring his wrath upon me. If someone who I knew had done so to themselves I was to act as if I knelt before the chopping block, fearful, begging for mercy, but without even the slightest bit of resistance. Our new ruler was a hard man, he had said, but not one prone to harming those who were no threat, and not one who would seek to harm me without reason. If I gave up, surrendering wholly, it was likely that his blade would never fall. However, if it seemed that I might fight... there would be no mercy upon me.
"Ah, I have heard as much. Their names, if you would be so kind." He produced a pen, paper, and ink, sliding them across the desk to me
I looked at him. This was a test, a test of loyalty. While my father, and my family, had officially declared our allegiance to the new regime, I needed to do so personally. With a shaking hand I took the pen and began writing. I knew who was most unhappy and began there. Name after name did I write, people who used to be friends, distant relatives, those I'd known since I was a small child. It was painful, painful to know that I might be the end of them, but if they had turned against the new leadership... there was little I could do.
After a moment of thought I drew a line between the bottom part of the page. "The, um, the ones below the line seem unhappy, but they're not being particularly loud about it." That done I slid it back over to him.
"Why thank you." He said as he looked the paper over. "Nothing truly surprising here. Ah, we did have your quarters searched, I hope you understand. They found nothing of note, but you should be informed." He quickly rose and opened the door, motioning for me.
I did not have to be offered twice. Trying to keep everything together I rose and moved towards the door, eventually walking down the hall with the man whose name I didn't even know. About halfway down the hall I saw another person brought in. At first I couldn't tell who it was, until he came down the stairs far enough. There I almost froze looking at the eyes of the young man who might have once been my husband.
In an instant I watched those eyes harden to sharpened steel. "You bitch!" He shouted as he lunged.
The world seemed to slow for an instant. Almost everything moved at a crawl as I saw the glow of some spell form around his hand, drawing up to release it at me. The only thing that seemed to move were the guards, while all others looked caught in the moment they freely turned, and with a quick movement and the flash of steel the instant of us all being trapped in ice was over.
A line of blood splashed across my face and I screamed in terror, trying to flee backwards. I heard the thud of a head falling to the hard stone floor and the soft wet noise of fluids pouring out. As I turned a strong arm held me aloft so that I wouldn't fall, and couldn't run. The face of the man who'd interviewed me moved before my own, blocking my view.
"Look at me, look at me not at him. You don't need to see that." His voice turned hard for an instant. "You lot who made that mess, cover him."
"No, no please!" I begged.
"Calm, calm, you're perfectly safe. No one is going to hurt you miss Pinea. Look at me, you're safe." As soon as I stopped trying to run I was released, and the interviewer, whose name I didn't even know, handed me his handkerchief. "Don't look." He said as he firmly led me up the stairs.
"You killed him." I barely managed to speak as we left the lower area. I wiped my face, trying to get the blood off. Wincing as the cloth came back with crimson marks all over it.
"Yes, but that spell seems unlikely to have been something to tickle us."
"You killed him," I repeated.
"I did not want him to die. Sadly he did force our hand. I did not think he would have that type of reaction when I arranged for you two to meet."
"You arranged... why?" When I looked at him again he had a different smile, kinder, apologetic.
"I was hoping that he would admit something, say something we might use. I did not anticipate that level of hatred, please forgive me."
"What?" I was so confused, the stress, the fear, the disorientation.
The agent pulled out a small sheaf of papers form his jacket pocket, and handed them to me. As I read over each I got more and more alarmed. My habits were here, my favorite foods and places to eat. There was a section on the route my carriage took to return me home on my days off and the times I liked to leave. Another had descriptions of my favorite outfits, and several drawings to accompany them. All of my daily schedules and routes were listed here.
"We found those when we searched the young man's room, among other things. The reason we thought it unlikely that you were with their little conspiracy."
"He was..." I could hardly finish, but the evidence was all here.
"Probably planning to kill you, yes. Another reason we wanted you pulled from your classes, just in case he tried anything. Though I will admit the investigation was our main motivation."
"But... but why?" I asked.
"Why did he wish your death? Surely that is obvious." Sadly it was.
"Why did you even consider protecting me?" I clarified. The old kingdom might have done so, but I held no real status now. A commoner before would probably only have been followed, to see what happened.
"It is the duty of the strong," he began.
"To protect the weak." I'd attended enough civics classes that the answer was almost automatic now.
He walked me all the way back to the entrance to the girls' dorm, stopping with me at the ward. "Well miss Pinea, this is where I leave you. You should take the rest of the day off from classes to rest."
"Yes, I think I will." I paused and handed him back his soiled handkerchief. "Forgive me, but I don't seem to have caught your name."
"I didn't say it. Though there is no harm in telling you. I am Alowen, I would say it was a pleasure to meet you, but it seems in bad taste."
"Thank you Alowen, please be well." I tried to be polite, but in the end, I just couldn't concentrate.
It only took a few moments to make my way to my dorm. This section of the school was, for the moment blissfully empty, and so nobody saw me wandering blankly to my room. The banisters slid under my fingers as I slowly took the stairs, each step plodding, almost numb.
My maid was, in a small blessing, still not here. I closed the door and quietly made my way over to the waste-bin, where I fell to my knees and emptied my stomach. I retched and retched as all of the stress of the day hit me at once. My fingers gripped the receptacle until they hurt and tears flowed freely down my cheeks.
Once it was all over I rose on shaky legs like a baby dear and moved to clean my face at the washbasin. Several times I did this, washing the streaks away and spitting water to clean the taste out. As I looked in the mirror I thought, thought about how I'd nearly died, nearly been murdered by a former lover. That of course sent me right back to kneeling before the waste-bin, the smell overpowering as I retched heavily once more.

Finally, truly sure that I was done I gathered my things and headed to the baths. I needed to soak in the hot water and scrub everything about this day away.

            

    
        Chapter 134 If You Desire Peace...

    
    
    
    
                I wasn't sure what to do that evening when I found my friend in the bathroom, crying as she washed herself over and over. I tried to talk to her, tried to comfort her, but in the end, it was a bit beyond my capabilities. To that end I went and found someone far more suited to the task.


"Hey..." I said as I approached Kala.


"Hi, everything okay?" She still seemed in a good mood, a tiny bit down perhaps, but not too bad.


"Um... I need some help, with Pinea."


"What kind of help." Kala looked at me with a tiny bit of suspicion, and I scratched my head.


"She's... in the baths, and I think something happened, but I'm not sure, and something is clearly wrong, but this is far beyond me."


It took only a beat for her to process that and silently she rose, walking over towards the bathing area. She was in there for a long time, and I decided it was best to ask some of the other girls to go and wait for a bit. Eventually though they came out, and Pinea made her way back to her room.


"What happened?" One of the girls nearby asked after she'd left.


Kala sighed. "She saw someone die today, and I think that was a first for her. That kind of thing, particularly if it's violent will take a little bit to process."


That got a series of nods, and the rest of the dorm went back to basically normal. There were a few whispers here and there discussing who could have died, or how, rumors and the like. Most of those shut up with a bit of a glare from me, or at least they went somewhere that I couldn't hear them. Pinea was a friend, and I didn't want people spreading things about her with ill intent.


"You told them the truth," I said as I moved on the couch opposite Kala, it was a weird feeling, but it felt like where I should be.


"Yes, there would be other rumors otherwise. She's been through enough and doesn't need that kind of thing floating around about her."


"Yeah, you're probably right. So... how do we proceed?" I spent about a second putting up a basic privacy barrier as we began to talk.


She looked at me for a moment, and in that time I could see it, pain, exhaustion, a slight feeling of betrayal, but also care, love, and hope. "I still like you, and I still... want to be around. Not as much perhaps, but sometimes. That said, I think it's best if we spend a bit of time apart." Then she sighed. "I'm still a bit raw Alana, I hope you understand."


I could feel my throat tighten. I still liked her, in my own way, but she was probably right. "Okay," I said, "I'll try to keep back for a little bit. I really am sorry."


As I rose to leave she reached out and gave my hand a light squeeze. "Thank you for trying to get Pinea help. I think she needs a friend right now who'll look out for her."


"You know my past Kala, I wasn't sure where she was, but I'll do what I can to help her." I tried not to think about it too much, but in my short second life I'd seen a bit on the level of far too much violence.


"I know. If you need any more advice, or help..."


"I'll ask, thank you." With that I left.


There was no easy way to deal with breakups, but for everything this might be the least stressful I'd ever had. There was no screaming, no anger, no refusal to deal with one another again. Perhaps it was because we both had known that it wouldn't be forever, perhaps it was because Kala was an absolute saint, I wasn't really sure.





Over the next few days I spent a good amount of time with Pinea, we'd been going to classes sometimes before, but now I made a point to walk with her when I could. I also invited her to come and join me for studying. We talked about all kinds of things, but not whatever had happened. That was fine, she'd tell me if and when she was ready.


We were in civics today, and talking about how it was important to let the various priest orders handle their own. There was a strong sentiment that while the government needed to be independent of them, they also needed to work together wherever possible. In particular when it came to finding, and training, young priests.


This all seemed a bit odd to me, and from beside me I heard Pinea inquire. "Professor, will L- Emperor Durin not try to recruit any not involved with the orders?"


"No, absolutely not. Have you not covered Arnim in your History course?"


There were a few nods, though hesitant, and I noticed several of the priest students wincing and looking rather uncomfortable. One other student volunteered, "We heard that he caused a massacre, but not much more professor."


"Well you should have. Arnim was a priest that lived a few centuries ago, while the orders were still forming and solidifying their rules. He was, by all accounts, a kind and gentle man for most of his life, protecting the weak, healing the sick. There were even reports that he helped with the local crops in his area. He wasn't much of a standout, but was a valued member of the community, and well liked..."





She took a gulp of water as she led us through the rest of his story. Arnim, after years of service had a family, a wife and two daughters, who were the loves of his life. He doted upon them, as only a father would until one day... one day a group of bandits came to town while Arnim was away helping the local lord. When he returned he saw what they'd done to his house, to his family.


In a rage the priest had tracked these men down and slaughtered them, killing them to a man. They begged for mercy, but found none in the spells of the distraught priest. That normally would have been the end of it, but he found documents when he searched their hideout. The papers showed that both the local lord, and several of his near neighbors had known about the group, and allowed it to prosper, in exchange for them primarily targeting his neighbors, or those he didn't care about.


Arnim's fury was inconsolable, and he marched on the local lord's city. There were few priests then, as there are now, and as he passed through the gates men died in a wave. He didn't seem to care, didn't seem to be bothered as more and more guards came to fight him, only to die in the street. They tried arrows and the like to kill him, only to find that he healed himself as he walked.


He strode to the lord's keep, slowly like death itself, and within killed scores, each falling like grass before a scythe. Soon enough even the lord of the city fell, his betrayal leading to a gruesome death. Arnim stood there, above the city staring at the carnage he'd wrought, declaring that all those men had deserved to die.


He then proceeded to go room to room through the keep, killing servants, and those who hid. That was until he stumbled upon the room of the lord's daughter. The small girl was naught but an innocent child, fair in skin and hair, who looked almost like Arnim's own beloved girl. As he hesitated, weeping, a soldier managed to strike an instantly fatal blow to his head, ending the rampage.


In the end he'd killed nearly three thousand citizens, soldiers, and others who'd either gotten in his way, or just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. The people of the time had been stunned, shocked that this man could go and do such a thing. There were inquiries, and investigations, questions about what he'd done, and how he'd done it.


These things were not a first, it seemed that every few hundred years that a priest would go on a rampage, killing indiscriminately. There was even a term for it, a Death Priest, for the destruction they caused. The Order of The Shield had been the first to act, putting forth new rules after Arnim's slaughter to help find, and train, new priests, to identify them and make sure they were safe, or to retrain them if they were not. All of the other orders had agreed almost instantly.





"And that is why it is important that young priests, for a time, be removed from their families and trained, so that they can be assured safe for everyone. No civilized country has tried to stop this in quite a long time, and Emperor Durin agrees."


"But professor, don't priests need to believe what they're doing is right?" Asked a boy.


"Naturally that is important, but tell me, can a priest not become confused, and perhaps think that many people deserve to die?"


There was silence in the room as we all processed it. I had a rather large concern, because to me it sounded like the priests were just brainwashing all of their successors, each generation making sure that the sort of hatred and rage that one man had shown was cleaned out regardless of what the child wanted, or the parents wanted. Would that damage them? I wasn't sure, several of the priests I knew were pretty awful sometimes, but at the same time I knew a few who were downright wonderful.





At dinner that night Pinea sat with me. The two of us ate as we chatted about the day, and the classes that we didn't have in common. Around the time that we finished she looked over at me.


"Alana, if I were looking to learn some defensive magic, where would I start?"


I gave her a hard look. I'd practiced for that class for going on a year now, and it was still hard. There was a lot to consider, what she could do, what she should do, where she might practice... There was also not much to consider as the answer was easy enough.


"Pinea, that's a hard road, but you could talk to Professor Endel. He's tough, but fair, and he might teach you a few things. Honestly though, why do you want to learn it?"


She looked a bit afraid. "I want to be safe."


"Well, from common threats you can use items, that is a more immediate solution, if not a very good one. You can also learn to harden your aura, which is good generally against magic."


"Will you show me that? Personally I think Endel is a bit too hard on students and I know you won't be too mean. You do owe me a favor anyway..."


I sighed. "Save the favor for something I don't want to do. This on the other hand is fun, and I can show you the basic exercise in under an hour. After that you just have to work on it, like using a muscle to make it stronger."


She nodded and after we were done with everything else for the evening we moved off to a side room. There I led her through the process of pushing her aura out, making it stronger so that it would resist any magic trying to enter it. She sat and sat, concentrating as slowly it materialized.


Pinea's aura was a vibrant pink that wavered around her, not like an inferno like my father or my brother, but like a dancing candle flame. It was pretty, and her pushing on it harder and harder only made it stand out stronger.


After a bit I pulled out one of the small balls of cold we used to practice in our combat class and threw it. It wasn't strong by any means, but the aura burned part of it away, only letting a bit of it smack into her.


"Oh! That's cold!" Pinea yelped as it struck.


"Yup, but it doesn't hurt. It's what we use in class to practice."


"So what, if I get good enough I won't feel it at all?" She asked.


"It will get weaker and weaker until it fades completely, at least at that level. The thing is that the stronger the caster, the more you'll have to resist. It's one of those things that's more like wearing a pillow on your stomach, if someone kicks you there, you'll still hurt, but you won't hurt as bad. Does that make sense?"


"That doesn't seem particularly useful." She frowned a bit. "Can't I stop it completely?"


"Maybe with shields, but those take a lot more time. Also, it's crazy useful, you remember when I got attacked back in my first year? The whole terror incident on our combat class?"


She shivered. "How could I forget, a bunch of people died."


"Yeah, and I probably would have too if not for that technique. Don't get me wrong, it still hurt like nothing, but I lived, and making it through is the first big hurdle."


Pinea nodded, chewing on what I'd said. "Okay, this is great thanks!"


"I'm thinking on some protective items too. I've got a few ideas, but most of my ideas tend to be wonky, so see what you can come up with as well. Who knows what we could need."


After a few more rounds of practice we agreed to call it for the night. She looked as tired as I felt, but I had a few more things to do. Mostly this was to work on my core, it had been too neglected, and I was determined to finish it as soon as possible now. I wanted some personal things to protect myself and my friends, and if I had to take care of that on my own, so be it.





The next day I waited after class to talk with Professor Ieala. Her approach to the theoretical portion of Magical Item Creation was solid. I got the feeling that she knew less about it than Professor Rooke had, but she was far, far better at explaining a lot of the workings of what we were doing currently. She was also less abrasive, which made her slightly more popular.


"Professor, I had a question if you don't mind." I asked as she was packing up.


She smiled, I'd avoided her for the most part since our first meeting, keeping distant, but not rudely so. "Certainly Alana, though if one of my best pupils is asking that must be some question."


"I'm looking on information about shielding items. In particular I'd like to know about those that are made to shield from kinetic attacks."


"I've seen your grades in Combat Magic, are you telling me you don't know how to shield against kinetic attacks? Because I'd have a hard time believing that."


"No professor, I certainly know that, but those shields are slow to put up. I'm looking for something in case someone surprises me."


"Oh, I see. Well making those is possible, something small that you can turn on if you're assaulted can be useful."


"What about having it turn on automatically? We've covered some different signals, can you make it so that if an attack is detected it puts up a shield?" I already knew from the guide in the core that this should be doable, but what was doable and what most people considered to be possible were two very different things.


She stopped to think for a few moments. "Hmm. I've not heard of anyone ever doing that, and I can think of three problems you will decidedly find if you try." At my questioning look she continued. "The first is that the mana usage will be higher than normal, much higher as it has to constantly be looking for an attack. If this item is functioning constantly that means it will constantly be draining it's mana and even if that drain isn't too bad it will need to be recharged fairly often. That will be expensive. The other is defining what an attack is. If you set the bar too low you're likely to set off your shield all the time, not very helpful in day to day activities, and potentially dangerous. On the other hand, if it's too high it runs the risk of becoming useless. Even setting those parameters is not well understood, so that may be a challenge." She got to her last point finally, tapping her chin with a finger. "You'll also need to get the timing right. I'm not sure if the item will be able to respond quickly enough to be useful in an actual combat situation."


"That doesn't sound very encouraging."


"On the other hand Alana, I think you should absolutely do it. Work like this is how magic progresses, and even if you fail to make something you can use how you want, you may discover something useful somewhere else. Please make sure to take good notes, if you bring me results we can go over them." She perked up giving me a bright smile. "Oh, and I'll send you one of the more common sequences for a standard shield item, you might find it useful as a place to start."


I knew she was just using this to try and build a relationship with me. She clearly wanted some of my research, particularly if it was something novel. I can't say that I was too bothered. She'd be getting nothing that Mystien didn't approve of me giving her, and she was helping me. If she planned to milk me for all I could tell her, there was no reason for me not to reciprocate. I'd even expected something like this when I came to her.





Mystien,

I'm writing to ask for any advice you might have on shielding items. Particularly I'm looking for something like a kinetic shield. I'm fairly certain I could manage one of the standard ones, but those are static and need to be activated. Is there any way to make an item that just slows things over a certain threshold instead? Or activates if it senses something like that?


I'm not sure where to go on this and while Professor Ieala gave me a few places that will probably be issues she didn't have any solutions.

Thanks, Alana





Mystien

That girl was on the other side of the city, in a school full of magic texts, and still sending me letters about theoretical and insanely useful things. I did not have anything like she was asking. There were those who'd made similar things, to be sure, but normally for royals, and even then, only for short period use. I could probably cobble together something like that if I truly needed to, but it wasn't something that was either needed, or my area of study. I sent her a letter telling her as much in response, since she'd at least come to me for advice.


While I wouldn't tell her, I was also pleased that she was making connections with Ieala. Her new professor was a smart girl, quite so, and I couldn't help but be glad that they might end up working together. Ieala had one major flaw, in that she lacked the art needed to make truly stellar magical items. She knew the concepts that governed them, certainly better than most, but she just didn't have the... flare, the little bit of omph that made for a good sequence writer.


She was also the most conniving, research burrowing little woman I'd ever met. She'd ingratiate herself with people and learn all she could, not out of hostility, but out of a desire to grow. It meant that she was very, very good at gleaning things. It also meant that she wasn't allowed within five-hundred paces of any lab I worked in, and all of my assistants were forbidden from so much as holding a conversation with her on the weather. I'd have to warn Alana again not to go discussing too many things with her that she shouldn't, particularly with the gates, but she was a smart girl, and for the most part was doing a... passable job keeping her secrets hidden from anyone other than her father and myself.


I sighed and turned back to my real work. The gates were proving to be quite good at hiding their secrets, and no matter what I did, I got very little back in useable information. That was frustrating, but there would come a time when I figured something out. For the time being I was pouring over the remaining notes of Ristolian, not the originals, but some copies. They were in some kind of code, and it was taking me a bit of time to parse some of the meanings. What I was sure of was that they were pointing to him doing some work on the continent of the elves. Perhaps that avenue would render some use.

            

    
        Chapter 135 ...Prepare for War

    
    
    
    
                Rooke

I walked along the halls, not that there were all that terribly many. This facility had never been designed for a lot of people, and as such was quite small. It traded comfort and size for the fact that it was also quite secret. Its general was known to the higher ranking members of the kingdom as one of several places they could evacuate, but the exact location was known only to a few. That meant that in theory we would have the chance to see people searching for it before they got here.


In practice it was clear that if our enemies wanted they could send enough men to flush us out, and would likely kill us if they did so quickly enough. It seemed unlikely they would, because of the casualties they would take, but they would win. We were leaning on those odds for now, because we had nothing else.


As I passed by several other rooms for families and the few that had come I passed towards my current project. There was much work to be done on the warding of this location which could turn it into an actual fortress and not a small facility afraid of being crushed. Getting the wards up to snuff was point one on that. It might not matter much if the full might of our enemies came down upon us, but it would at least keep a small force from wiping the lot of us out.


After several hours of slaving over sequence after sequence and beginning the process of forging numerous magical items I was interrupted. "How go things lad." Lorrae asked from behind me.


"Slowly old man, very slowly, is there even a point to this?"


"To a point, in the end we'll have to take the fight to them. We've already seen that a defensive war is not in our favor." He seemed more sullen than he used to be, not joking, or jibing at me.


"That's got to be some kind of joke. You saw their offensive power, if their defenses are anything near it, then..."


"Then we will lose. I'm not saying it's a good gambit, but the only one we have. If we can cut the head off of the beast, then perhaps it's body will begin fighting itself. That's our only play right now. Without an army, without far more people than we have, it's the best we can go for."


"Too many variables." I said, frowning at him.


"I know, but it's the only path any of us can see."


"I'll get back to my work then." I turned from him, grumbling.


"When you're done, we need to start on some offenses too."


"Yes grandfather."





Verren

I sat in the meeting room, side by side with my fellows, all the generals, and most of the advisors, of our fledgling empire gathered for this.


"Greetings gentlemen," Emperor Durin said as he sat down. "Let us begin with the obvious. After our work in both The Empire of Ermath and The Kingdom of Bergond, we've garnered a name for ourselves. We've also made more than a few enemies. General Lenore, if you will."


The woman indicated stood, she was skilled at her art, a monster of a battlefield tactician and supply chain organization, and one of our best. "Of course my Emperor. To our East and South we have the nations of Oronir and Litea, both are now eyeing us nervously and we expect that they will be waiting for our attack. Ermath had a form of truce with them for the past several years, and they're not particularly strong, but it would be a foolish move to underestimate them. If they think we're likely to overtake them, they may act. On our Northern there are a number of small city-states, no real threat, but they may serve as an aiding force for any remnants of our defeated enemies. We believe several are already hiding there."


"We will have to deal with our neighbors eventually, but if possible we should rest to shore up our reserves first. Keep an eye on them for now." Durin declared as he looked out at the rest of us. "And for the remnants we were speaking of. General Verren, what are the goings on in your district?"


I stood, addressing the head of this group. "A few minor attacks my Emperor. Current evidence suggests that they are most likely just individual groups, a few nobles here and there who are displeased about the change in governance. While we aren't discounting the possibility that there may be others behind their actions, we have not found evidence of it yet. The incidents we have had have been... unorganized, messy. I've got men working on it, but the patterns are varied, and not particularly effective."


"And General Klendle?" He asked as he turned to my counterpart.


"Much the same as General Verren sire. There has been some success in capturing some of the wayward princes, but the Ermathi leadership apparently spent all their time trying to make as many as possible. I'm having difficulty figuring out how many legitimate and illegitimate heirs there were and some are bound to slip through. If only by dint of them not being well enough known." He seemed irritated about that, and I truly understood.


"No matter, so long as none tries to make a claim on anything we can capture them as they come. Those you have taken?" He quirked a brow.


"If they are compliant and willingly acknowledge the situation they are being reeducated, as you commanded. Those who try to fight are being disposed of, of course. I will say that there have thankfully been few of the latter." I got the feeling that he didn't really mind killing the youths, but he knew that most of us found doing so distasteful.


"I am glad that there aren't many. Now, onto less unfortunate business. We've seen several proposals on turning over day-to-day operations, of these I think three have merit, one of which comes to us from General Verren's daughter. Let us discuss these, the sooner we can free our soldiers from their holding positions the better." As Emperor Durin spoke servants passed around the proposals.


After a long discussion Emperor Durin finally declared the victor. It was surprisingly Alana who'd come up with the winning bid. There were some changes made to her original proposal of course, on who could stand, what powers they would have, and all of that, but most of it remained the same. We'd run into several points at which the more military minded of our council had disagreed vehemently, but when it was pointed out that none of them had lived in a village they had to concede that they might not fully comprehend the situation.


That decision was only for the smallest of communities of course. For the larger ones the winning bid had come from a panel of advisors in the civic section. Basically the larger cities would be ruled over by a council, each member would be chosen to represent a different section of the city, with a military governor to act as the head and to overrule in case of conflict or tie. I of course would be retaining the position I had in Lithere.


I had to take a gate to return home, followed by an hour long run. I wasn't as fast as I had been in my prime, but I could still easily outpace some of the fastest horses. I'd never get tired of using my strength to push myself like this, the wind rushing through my hair and fresh air almost forced into my lungs by the speed.


My wife met me after I'd cleaned myself and readied for bed. She brought me a cup of the cheap herbal tea that I preferred and sat with me for a few minutes. This might well be the highlight of my day, something I'd missed too often because of war.


"You look tired dear, is all well?" She asked.


"Nothing particularly wrong, just... I never wanted to rule anything, it's taxing. It's a shame we couldn't just live in peace like we used to."


"I know you hate it, but that's why you're right for the job. My heart tells me that you'll never fall to corruption like those damn nobles did, because you never wanted to rule in the first place." With that declaration she kissed me lightly and pulled me towards our bed, it was late after all.





Alana

After spending weeks working through the mass of information Mystien had sent me, along with my own work, I finally had a outline of a ward I liked. Between the normal class schedule, which was still absolutely brutal, and trying to get my core up to the next milestone I had less time than I would have wanted.


I did manage to get to the second level of the core and it was a massive step up. The notes in the Guide seemed to believe this was truly the basic level of what I should be working with for any real magic. It wasn't a small step up, but almost a skyward shot in complexity. My old work could only have held a few lines of sequence here and there, but now, now each could hold several functions, even if they were significantly more complex, that was a huge step up.


This particular item consisted of five total functions. Three were detectors, and two active uses. There was a detection for an on/off switch, turning on either the full function, or the other detectors, depending on what was needed. The other two detectors looked for changes in velocity or in temperature. I'd wanted something better, but the velocity mechanic seemed to be the best way to go about it. Finally the active functions smoothed out either the change in velocity between the user and whatever was approaching, or the change in temperature.


I'd decided to add heat/cold protection because there was no good way to take the cost in mana of running an item constantly down too much. Adding the second function was not a large addition to cost in comparison to just having the damn thing on all the time, and if I was going to have to pay for it, I at least wanted my mana's worth. It 'should' take the worst of any fire or cold based attack trying to enter the protected area. I was sure it wouldn't stop things going out, but it had limits on what it could take.


The velocity warding was not exactly what I'd envisioned, but it would stop arrows, or crossbow bolts, or massive pillars of water from killing me by slowing them down to a fraction of their initial speed. It was imperfect perhaps, but I'd rather be wet than a small red stain on a wall. It also never escaped me that an arrow could end my life as sure as any other human.


I'd shoved them into various pieces of jewelry for myself, Dras, Pinea, Kala, and Charles. I still cared deeply for Kala, even though we now spoke far less. Pinea and Dras had already been targets, so I had no qualms about giving them an extra bit of protection. As for Charles... I'd been a really shitty friend to Charles over the years, and this was something I reasonably could share. There was nothing secret here, just commonly known sequences arranged well.


Once I'd gotten it all ready, I made a test mock-up. I didn't want these out in the wild until I knew it worked, and I knew one professor who would certainly help me run some quick numbers in exchange for the item. After that it would all be a matter of getting the time to make all of them.

            

    
        Chapter 136 Planning for Fun

    
    
    
    
                On our next break day I ended up managing to get all my friends together.  This wasn't an easy task, due to conflicting schedules, timetables, and the fact that some of them weren't in school, but after a lot of planning, and no small amount of personal irritation I managed it.


We had secured a room at my home, both because it was spacious and Dras was having some issues with public places as of recently.  I didn't blame him for that at all, but it meant that he was far less likely to go and get a drink or whatever he did when he wasn't in class.  As we sat around playing the local analog of chess, which had room for up to twelve players and a whole slew of irritating rules, I pulled out my boxes.


"What's all this?"  Kala asked as I passed them around.


"Well, after recent events I decided to do what I could for my friends' protection.  These are some items."


Dras narrowed his eyes at me.  "And what do they do exactly."


I gave a brief explanation as each tried theirs on.  I'd gone for anklets for myself and Pinea, while making Kala a bracelet.  Bracelets were common for women, and anklets for those dancing, but the latter could easily be hidden if desired, so it didn't matter much.  The boys both got rings, as men in our society didn't wear other jewelry very much.  I wouldn't say it never happened to see a man with bracelets or whatever, but it wasn't common.  Getting all of the enchantments to fit on such a small item had been an absolute pain in the ass, but after a bit of work I'd managed it, though they both looked kinda like graduation rings.


While Charles was trying his on, Dras put both hands on the table.  "Look, Alana, if these do what you said, do you know how much they'd cost?  Even just to run them is going to be costly."


I looked at his arms.  He was whole now, with little other than the clearly regrown skin on his limb and the faintest trace of a scar on his face, but I couldn't forget how he'd looked in the hospital.  I still saw it in my mind when I thought about him too much, lying there, covered in bandages with only the one hand able to do anything.


"I don't suspect that you'll be using them all the time, but if things look dicey it's something you can use without training or the like."  I sighed, looking up to meet his eyes.  "Look, I know you don't like taking expensive things, but keep it, hopefully you never need it, but..."


"Thank you, this could really help," Charles said, still looking at it.  He was still a bit short on the words, but he looked up to give me a brief smile.


"Same, After what they showed me during that interview..."  Pinea shivered.


Kala just gave me a light smile and nodded.


"I suppose I am being a bit of a jerk.  These don't contain any weird stuff though right?"  Dras gave me a bit of a look.  I sort of deserved that, since the last piece of magical equipment I'd given him had been taken away for containing a trace amount of military technology.


"No, perfectly normal stuff.  I had Professor Ieala help me with the testing.  Anyone could do it, but most don't bother.  Either you don't need it, or there are cheaper methods of defense for most people."  I nodded.  She'd been rather disappointed when she saw my sequences, because they were fairly straightforward.


"Thank you then.  Hopefully we don't need them."


After that we went back to playing 'not chess' I hated it with a passion, and barely understood the rules, but it was popular amongst the wealthy.  It was a bit embarrassing how I was the only one who struggled here, my friends having learned the various rules over their lives for the purpose of interacting with nobles and rich folk.  Even Charles and Dras, who were both decidedly from the lower classes of the city were quite good, though none of us could hold a flame to Pinea.


There were two groupings of pieces, one could move 'north' and 'south' primarily, while the others could move 'north/south-east' and 'north/south-west' primarily.  They all did this on a hexagonal game board.  From there there were several distances they could move in each way, much like pawns and queens.


"So," Pinea began, after having destroyed us all collectively again.  "Do any of you know of any good balls happening?  I've tried to get word on some even though it isn't the right season, but it seems nothing is going on."


"I don't, and frankly don't mind all that much."  The rest of the table looked at me, but I hated some of those I'd been to.


"Come on Alana, everyone loves a good party," Pinea objected.  "Heck, you could organize one yourself if you wanted to.  I bet your parents would be thrilled, I'd even be willing to help.  It would look really good..."


"I do love a good party, but what I consider a good party, and what most of noble society thinks is a good party are two significantly different things.  If I threw one it would likely be the talk of the town, and might be the cause of no small quantity of scandal."


"I'm in."  Pinea didn't even blink as she answered.


"Sounds fun." "Worrying, but what ya got?" "Why exactly?  You're always fun." Came the responses shortly thereafter.


"Is this really the best time for this?"  I asked, looking at my friends tiredly.


That got me a series of nods.  This began an argument that lasted no less than an three full games back and forth.  I would personally love to throw a massive party, but there was no occasion and frankly I wasn't sure I wanted to deal with all of the blowback that would certainly come.  While I was holding the line my father decided to make his appearance, throwing a wrench into the works.


"Are you lot still going?  I didn't know you enjoyed games this much."  He looked us over with a slight smile.


"We're trying to convince Alana to throw a party," Pinea said, beating me to the punch.  "She's being very contrarian about it.  Which is weird for a bard, and putting a damper on things."


"Come now Alana, I may not be much for social events, but a small party might do some good."  That statement seemed to go against everything I knew about him.


I looked at him with hard eyes.  "Who are you, and what have you done with my father."


"Alana, your mother has been pestering me for far too long about how we should be acting more in accordance with how people think their rulers should.  She thinks we should throw a ball or two, or something.  More social events for the young of our lands would be right on what she would like."  That made more sense.  Mom could be relentless when she got on a subject, and a month or two of badgering might well make him jump on any opportunity.


"We were discussing how what I think a party should be like would likely cause mass scandal."  I answered, and it seemed to cause him some amount of worry.


"Does it include public sex or nudity?  Or any other illegal activity?" He asked.  "Or anything dangerous, or potentially dangerous to either the participants or the country?"


"No, most of the people I know are a little too pent up for that.  Depending on your definition of nudity, so like I imagine someone will wear something like the professor's dancing outfit."  I tapped my chin as I thought.


"Emperor Durin wants to establish new traditions, and I hate the old ball format.  If this succeeds there, and your mother is mollified by having more social events, then I'm fine with it.  I'll see if your brother will help.  If you can fold some of the things from the Ermathi part of the population's traditions in too, that would be excellent."


"I... can't believe you're giving permission for this."  I was stunned.


"Your mother and I will be out of town for a few days, I'll see to it that it overlaps with one of your off days if I can.  Who knows, if you pull it off well everyone wins.  We get new traditions, your mother gets off my back, you have fun, and everyone is happy.  Use the ballroom and edit your guest list carefully."


With that I was grabbed by Pinea, clearly attempting to silence me.  "Don't worry, we'll make sure to help!"


We were left shortly thereafter and several of my 'friends' started laughing at me.  After a brief moment of introspection I decided that if he wanted me to throw a party, a party would be thrown.  There were a number of things I'd need, but I knew that those were hurdles we could make with ease.


"Fine then, if dad okayed it then I won't have to deal with anyone's whining when it's done.  Pinea, Kala, can you two come up with guests?  We'll also need everyone possible who we can reasonably trust from our dance class.  Invitations too, make sure people don't wear clothes they will mind getting a bit mussed."


"Got it," Pinea said, she was practically bouncing.


"Charles and Dras, we are going to need a band.  We'll talk later on specifics, but for now if you can secure a handful of bards that work together, that would be great."


"Where are we getting money for that?"  Charles asked, a valid question.


"We shouldn't need too much for this, but I can make you a bit of sugar to sell or something.  The band can be one from the lower part of town, talk to Lucien, he probably knows someone who can put on a wild show."


"What will you be doing?" Kala asked.


"Refreshments and party games.  I'll grab my brother to help and see if we can fold some of the old Ermathi traditions in too, he might know those, or know someone who does."





As it turned out, my brother didn't know any of the traditions I was looking for.  He did know a few people from the old empire there though, and they were both trustworthy and very willing to help.  We spent an afternoon going through all of the different things they could think of, trying to find something that fit with the atmosphere.  When I brought up the idea of festivals is when we really started to hit onto things I liked.


One of their summer celebrations had involved a sort of fighting, well, all of their celebrations involved fighting, it had been a rather military society.  In their case it had been done on poles over a pit of coals that was hot enough to burn, but not kill anyone who fell into it.


I threw in a bit of old gameshow ideas to change it over to water, and since they were already using staffs, the idea of padding them a bit for safety didn't go down too badly.  This hadn't been one of those somber serious traditions, but rather something idiot teenagers did to impress girls with how strong and daring they were.  When I suggested doing it about fifteen feet up they'd stopped whining and jumped on board.  The only issue would be setup, but my brother assured me he knew someone who could probably pull it off without any issue.


That settled I began my work on food and drink.  It was the job of a good hostess to provide refreshments, and I had just the magics to help make sure that it was a wild party.

            

    
        137 Party Time

    
    
    
    
                I had had less than a full month to prepare, but when the night came I was ready.  The guests would be here shortly, but for the moment I needed all of my skill.  For while the decorations were up, and the games were in place, now we needed to mix the drinks.


I had no less than five distinct cocktails in place, all sweet, along with three separate beers.  It had taken a full afternoon of getting drunk and unpoisoning myself to get through all of this, but it was well worth it.  The mixtures of fruit, liquor, sugar, and spices were all right, and I had even managed a passable mojito.


"Wow, I dig the mushroom aesthetic."  Dras said as he arrived.


Our whole ballroom was illusioned to look rather like a cave, the light primarily coming from fake glowing mushrooms on the walls.  Jackson was kind enough to provide it for me, but I was paying hand over fist for that, mostly in alcohol and cocktail recipes.  Both were easy for me to get, so I was less than unbothered by that.


My other friends were coming in shortly too, those who'd helped me with setting up this mess.  Pinea had a whole group in the background getting dressed for their various performances, and making sure to apply cosmetics or illusions over their Lover's Marks.  Charles was doing his last sweep to make sure everything was all good, and Dras had just arrived with the last shipment of food for the party.  It was small dried dates, stuffed with nuts and tossed in honey, a personal favorite from back on earth, as well as some bacon flowers.


The guests arrived in waves, and soon enough everything was going.  It was going rather slowly, because most of those here had no idea how to truly get down and have fun, but it was my job as hostess to remedy that issue.


"So, how does this work?"  Said one boy over by a giant wheel that we had one of our bartenders manning.


"I'll demonstrate."  I said as I bounced up.


It took only a few seconds to spin the wheel, during which I hummed a happy tune.  The little arrow ticked past section after section before finally landing on one of the slices.  From there I was passed the drink that I'd won.  Had I cheated so I didn't get one of the bad ones?  Maybe.  Did I regret that?  No.


"You spin it, and what it lands on is the drink you get."  I said as I downed the significantly weaker than normal shot, which was almost entirely fruit juice.  This world might not have a drinking age, but too much alcohol was bad.


With a nod the guy spun the wheel, and our now smiling assistant handed him his drink.  Within a few seconds he'd followed my lead, but unlike me was sputtering and coughing.  His face was red and he looked rather irritated.


"That's terrible!"  He declared, he'd received one of my personal amalgamations that involved rather a lot of star anise, I'd called it a 'falling star' as a joke.


"Yup, there are one or two that are bad.  Most of them are good, but if you land on one of the unlucky ones it's pretty nasty."


Several of the guy's friends had started laughing and now the game was off.  Each wanted to give their luck a try, and based on the number of spellcasters present, to cheat either to hurt their friends or help themselves.  That was fine by me, cheating at party games was a good and time honored tradition.


There were several other similar party games, including one where someone tried to get a prize from a pool with only their teeth.  I'd had to adapt that one a bit, since normally I'd want a girl dressed as a mermaid in there with the prize.  Sadly there didn't seem to be a lot of info about mermaids, perhaps they existed in this world, but if they did they weren't a popular story where I lived.  Regardless, a rather soaked Dras was demonstrating wildly with several of his friends, and it was garnering attention.


The sound of drums led to the main attraction of Atali dancers, who rotated in and out from a large circle.  Several would go at once, having their turn before moving to the side to take a short break, and soon enough one of the girls in the audience went to join them.  This led to several more, self included.  Planting the first couple had been easy enough as I knew most of the girls from the Atali Dance class.


That attraction went on for quite awhile, and earned no small amount of whispers.  It was clear to my guests that this was no normal ball, and that their expectations could be left at the door.  That was aided by the fact that after a few rounds, one or two of the dancing girls just joined the rest of us while in full costume.


"I need a slight break."  Pinea declared as she joined me in observing things.  She had been going for the better part of half an hour now and was dripping sweat.


We got her a berry filled ice water and I turned to her.  "Want to go see what they're up to outside?"


I could barely hear the cheers from where I was currently standing, but that I heard them at all from inside indicated that it was going well.  At her agreement we went to go and watch.  Two boys, Tobias and another whose name I didn't know stood high up in the air.  Each had his pole to stand on and several more he could jump to, and a staff in his hand.


They were ducking and weaving, jumping, thrusting, and parrying, and as I looked on the young fanboy sent his opponent careening to the water below.  Another boy soon joined in on the fun to the cheers and encouragement of all those looking on.  I had a feeling like they might be at this for awhile.


"Oh hi there Alana...."  One of the guys I knew from my Combat Magic class froze as he saw Pinea in her outfit, clearly oogling her, something she seemed to rather enjoy.  He stood there soaking wet and slack jawed for just a moment.


"She's taking a break from the dancing inside.  How are things?"  I asked, trying to pull him out of his brain-lock.


"Um... great, tons of fun.  Seems like I might have missed a few things though..."


"Then go and enjoy them.  Dry yourself off before going inside though," I said, motioning him away.


The two of us shared a giggling fit as he turned and tried not to run inside before going back to watching the matches up in the air.  At some point or other I think most of the boys tried it, if only to prove they weren't afraid.  Even the lads sent falling into the water were greeted with well meant jibes and pats on soaking backs as they left.


Things went on well into the night before people eventually started to head out.  Kala had managed to convince several of her priest friends to help in giving all of the leaving guests a quick sobering up, not that we had anything that was all that strong being given out.  It still mattered as I didn't want to cause too much trouble for people.





The morning after every good party involved cleanup.  Magic of course made this significantly easier and since I'd years ago come up with a simple cleaning spell most of it was kind of trivial.  As I was telekinetically tossing cups and plates onto trays for the kitchen to wash I found something though.


"Oh my," I said as I found something truly interesting.


One of our dancers had at some point lost her top, leaving it sitting on a chair not far from the area.  I blinked and laughed, it clearly wasn't Pinea's.  It was less than ten minutes later that I found the girl in question, one of last year's graduates, curled up with another of my guests under a nearby table, quite asleep, and thankfully otherwise clothed.


"Hey, wake up!" I yelled, sending them both popping up and into the bottom of their hiding spot.


"Wha!? *Thunk* Ow!  Wait, where..."  The girl quickly covered herself as she registered things.


"Lost this?"  I asked, offering out the missing article.


"Um... yes, sorry..."  She blushed brilliant red, putting it back on and the young man with her failed to look away.


"It's fine, grab something from the leftovers if you need it before heading out though."  I waved them over to a small table which still had some of the extra food on it.  Neither of them seemed to need my help and I did have work to do.


John wandered in to join me at some point, looking still a bit tired.  He was blinking the sleep from his eyes as he walked over, grabbing a few things on his way.  As he passed the happy couple was leaving in a hurry.


"Were they...?"  He said as he looked after them.


"I don't know, and don't really care."  I shrugged at  him.


"Whatever.  Last night was great, we need to do that again some time."


I just snickered and went back to my cleaning.  It may have been minimal effort, but it all needed to be done.





I got a letter at school, an actual letter from my father when he'd returned.  I knew that our little gathering had been a hit based solely on what I was hearing at school, but apparently word had gotten out further too.  Not in a good way, I'd succeeded in causing a decent scandal.


He'd received several complaints and questions about what exactly had gone on.  This had not been aided by my brother who was rather wild in his descriptions of everything.  The fact that we'd gone in a completely different direction from a normal ball was simply unacceptable to a number of people, including my mother once she'd understood what kind of dancing had been performed.


That said I didn't get the feeling that he was at all irritated.  He sent me the letter to 'tell me off' as was his job, but I'd gotten his express permission, and even orders to go a bit wild.  Whatever, I'd know soon enough.


Regardless of what he did though it wouldn't much matter.  I'd introduced enough new ideas to the students of the academy that I was fairly sure that we'd have a good rotation of celebrations going in the next year or two.  Setting trends was good fun like that.

            

    
        Chapter 138 Breaking and Entering

    
    
    
    
                My third year seemed to fly past me.  Between all of the many things going on and the work I was doing it was summer again before I knew it.


My work on portals was progressing, but I'd run into a hitch, the cost was just too high.  I'd managed to practice it until I could now reliably move an apple or something around a room a few times without passing out, but it was slow going.  There had to be an answer beyond 'use more mana' because that was obviously not what the gates were doing, but I couldn't work it out.


I suspected part of it was that they were fixed points.  If they were somehow connected that might end up meaning that their connection was far more stable.  While that was probably true, I wasn't sure how that was being done.  Did they need to be in specific places?  Was it something to do with the gate architecture, some form of spell that it was running when they were on?  Without more time to study them I couldn't work it out, and I wouldn't be getting any of that for another year or so at least.


While I chewed on that little issue I continued to work my way through the Guide.  I looked to be getting near the midway point now.  This should have been something I finished in a year or two, but the lack of good organization was still a big mess.  There were references to other parts, that weren't labeled, and no explanation of how to find them, meaning that I had to spend far too much time wandering around looking for simple answers that I should just be able to search.  It was really less of a guide and more the ramblings of an expert jotted down about things he thought about when he thought about them.


You'd think the 'Help' function would be useful, but here it honestly wasn't.  The problem with it was you had to know what you wanted for it to help you, and if I already knew what I was missing, I wouldn't be missing it.  Frankly that seemed to be an almost completely useless thing from where I stood.  I suspected that whoever had made it had some better use, but without them telling me what it was, or something in the Guide, how was I to know?


Regardless of my gripes I was still learning loads.  Between my classes and my own research I was now easily one of the best, if not the best at writing sequences in my year.  I'd learned to pump in multiple functions and adjustments and now that I had a higher level core I could start to get into some really interesting bits.  These were mostly layering things one atop the other and in complex trees of behavior with if/then statements, that took otherwise simple actions into much more useful methods.


It was one night as I was sitting, bemoaning my current state of progress that I received a letter.  This one wasn't much, a simple notice from Professor Endel that we'd be having another military exercise on our next day off.  It oddly didn't say what we'd be doing, just where to show up and when for the event.





Our next Combat Spellcasting class came soon enough, and our teacher wasted no time in getting down to business.


"Good morning everyone, I'm sure you've all gotten my notice by now."  There was a murmur of agreement. "Excellent, now, I won't be telling you what you're doing, but I will tell you that you will all need whatever basic rations you think are important for at least a day.  This exercise will test how you respond to situations that are unexpected, as you won't always know what you're going into."


Several hands went up, only for him to shake his head.  "No questions on this one.  Now, let us proceed on today's topic, common monster weak points."


This was something we'd go over every now and then for this class.  There were a number of monsters who could differ considerably from place to place, but most of them shared locations to attack, joints, eyes, brains, and the like.  Since these creatures were what we'd be fighting when we weren't going after other humans, those were important to know.


After class I joined with a few others in discussion of what we'd be going into.


"Well, definitely monsters of some kind."  Troy looked around at the others.


"Sure, but any thoughts on what kinds?" A girl asked.


"Who knows, heck, we might even be going into somewhere that has a lot of variety."  A few of the others looked at me as I jumped in, nodding as they thought on it.


"The Junkyard again?"  One asked.


"Hmm, I don't think so.  We've been there a few times now, so it wouldn't be a surprise.  That's what he was talking about right?"  Troy was right, even after the attack there we'd gone back once or twice for other, less strenuous exercises.  Even if we only had a few of these days a year, they still added up here and there.


I sighed as I looked about the room.  "Well, if it's a surprise we have only two options I suppose.  We can try to figure it out, or we can let it come as it does."


"Isn't one of those cheating?" Asked the girl from before, I thought her name was Samantha.


"Is it?  It might not be what Professor Endel wants us to do, but war isn't fair, and going in blind is stupid."


Troy looked at me.  "Alright, I'm game, you lot?"


The girl looked a bit worried but nodded, as did everyone else in the little gathering.


"Okay, so here's what I'm thinking..."





The thing about breaking into Professor Endel's office to steal the info was... we didn't need to.  Well, some of us would be trying, but I didn't honestly expect that to work.  There were multiple parts of this plan that were easier to work out, and many, many avenues that would have decidedly less security.


First of all was the fact that the vast, overwhelming majority of any plan involved having more than once person.  Knowing that, and that we only needed to know where we were going opened some routes.  We could go after his new assistant (minder) and see what we could learn there, but that seemed about as likely as trying to get the info from Endel himself, not very.


So we broke into three pairs to look into different areas, this fit our group of six well.  One was after the Professor's information, one would try breaking into the office, and one would be looking into the transports.  I was in the last, because I thought it had the best chance of success.  All of us were of course under strict instructions to bounce if it looked at all hairy, better to fail than to get caught.


We always took carriages wherever we were going for these events.  It stood to reason then that we'd be taking them on our next outing.  With this information in hand, and a guess that the carriage operators would both have a schedule and some notes, we aimed for them.


Few people who were raised amongst nobility thought much about all of the many workers below them, and that was a huge flaw.  For each student there were a number of staff, be they our maids and manservants, the cleaners who took care of the main part of the school building, or the staff who dealt with any of the other general service, like moving us around.  That was a flaw in my view, one that we needed to exploit.


Troy had joined me as we sat on a ledge overlooking the small stable.  It was off of the main building, nearer to the gates.  We were here just after our classes ended and while we could see a few lights still on, things were definitely winding down over there.


"Being invisible is weird," Troy observed.


"You get used to it.  Heads up, looks like the last light just went out."


"Alright then, we wait about a quarter of a bell then move.  How do I know where you are while we do that by the way?"


"You'll take my hand obviously.  Be ready to deal with any wards on the building or anything like that."  I could of course sense him to some degree, being that my spell was covering him, but the opposite was very untrue.


As I counted the last of the time down I nodded, sighed a bit at the useless gesture, then took Troy's hand.  "Time to go."


We moved across the drive silently, I'd worked the spells out for that years ago.  His addition to this started here as well, as he'd cleared the normally dirty area while we waited, removing any dirt and dust that might have given away our footprints.  By doing it slowly enough and over the whole drive it didn't look very obvious, but might prove important if anyone was watching.


As we reached the building we needed to make a few quick decisions.  Neither of us knew how it was warded, if at all, or where.  We also didn't know what the locks on the doors or windows looked like, and what might come of those.  Troy moved forward and took a quick look at the main door, checking the seams for runes, or the signs of obvious warding.  That done he tapped my hand twice, a signal that there were wards, but they were minimal.


Next we needed to check windows, it was likely those were protected too, but if they were there was only one solution.  A quick look over revealed that the first floor ones decidedly were, and floating a mirror up to the second floor let us know that those too were protected.  That was unfortunate, but not unexpected, we'd just been in a war for several years and our school would have been a primary target.


We students were somehow given a pass by the school's normal warding, but we couldn't bet that these would be the same.  That said, everything had a weakness, including wards.  If we didn't care, we could just break some of the connections and be done with it, destroying them.  That wasn't an option since we were both trying to be sneaky and trying to not disrupt the school's functioning.  That left us with draining the magic from them.


Something like this wouldn't work for the main building, but this wasn't nearly as well protected.  See, sometimes magical items that have a charge need to be drained, for whatever reason.  If the item is damaged this can be dangerous, but for a well functioning, well built thing this is no big deal.  There were tools for it, and Troy set quick to work on pulling all of the mana in one of the windows out.


As he finished up I carefully undid the latch on the other side with a small spell and slid the glass pane up.  One of us would need to stay there to make sure that the magic didn't refill from any connected area while the other got inside and looked around.  Since I was both the more sneaky and smaller of the two I got job number two.


This place was quite literally a barn and it took me only a few moments of looking around to find the small office-like area attached to it.  Here the workers could drink tea and go over their assignments, and like most break rooms, it had a nice, friendly board with papers on it.  From there I only needed to find the order for the day and time of our departure, easy since I knew roughly how many of us there were, when we were leaving, and from where.  I quickly marked down our destination on a map of the city I'd brought for just such a situation and slipped back out.





Our little conspiracy met back up right after breakfast the next morning.  The other groups had failed, but that was due to them not finding a good way into where they were going.  I'd thought that the office group might get something, being that one of their people was supposedly practiced at ward bypass, but he'd taken one look at it and called a retreat.  Endel had also apparently stayed in his office until almost curfew, so no luck there either.


I laid out the map we'd managed to secure and frowned down at it.  "Just a location, but I've got no clue what's there."


"Not much," our other female conspirator answered.  "That's the back end of one of the parks in the old noble's district.  The only thing there is an entry for one of the little creeks.  My brothers used to get in all kinds of trouble for using it to get down into the... un-der-city-shit."  The last word was drawn out as she realized our destination.


For my part I just buried my face in the nearest padded chair and screamed.

            

    
        Chapter 139 Return to the Undercity

    
    
    
    
                My little crew showed up to our event decked out. All of us had lamps, a couple of bottles for water, rope, and basic climbing gear to go along with our normal overnight load-out. Some of my companions had brought food and water, but I honestly would rather save the weight. I'd taken to wearing a variant of our armor that had legs instead of a skirt, rather frowned on normally, but if I was gong to be climbing ladders quite important.
Upon seeing us all gathered our professor looked at us, then at the rest of the group of students. "Good work, but to whomever did it, it is of note that one should take pains to hide their footprints in places with loose ground, like stables. Particularly if your feet are smaller than those of the men who tend to work there and you leave a ward obviously drained of mana."
I felt myself blush a bit and tried to hide my face. We might have gotten out without being caught, but leaving clues like that behind had been a bit sloppy.
Regardless, we were shortly split off into groups of three. I was joined by Troy, along with Alli, a girl from my class I seldom worked with, who I knew to be of the 'commoners' grouping. I suspected that I'd been placed specifically with those not too related to the nobility for this, and all of my other groupings after the incidents earlier this year.
We were all piled into one of the carriages, along with our gear. Each of the three of us had our standard issue armor, along with what we considered a basic provisions pack. Those had been part of our instructions, but everyone had chosen their own flair to put on it. It was strange , but the former kingdom's military had been only barely organized from the top down, and we still had a bit of that.
"So, do we have a plan?" Alli asked as our carriage thunked down the road.
"We don't know what the mission is, only where we're going," Troy answered.
That got a raised eyebrow. "Where?"
"Undercity," I groaned.
"I've never been down there. Don't suppose either of you have?" Troy shook his head, but I sighed and took over.
"It's going to be dark, and difficult to navigate. The undercity itself is not too dangerous in most places, but the latter part of that statement is vital. I don't know how deep we're going, but as you go lower and lower the danger level rises quickly. We're likely to see rodents of unusual size, along with any number of other minor monsters that have set up shop."
"Okay, so you've been down obviously. What's our maximum danger look like?" Alli seemed the kind to get all the info she could, which was good as far as I was concerned.
"There are some rather large and extremely dangerous monsters down there, if we go deep enough. We might also become trapped, but I'm guessing Professor Endel has taken some precautions with that. The worst I've seen were not something we could fight head on, but everything has a weakness. If we run into anything too big we'll just need to leave it's territory." I breathed in, thinking on my experiences.
"The bigger issue will be navigation. It is a literal maze down there." I leaned back thumping my head against the wood. I still didn't have a good answer to that problem.
We took the rest of the ride while Alli and Troy asking me a few more basic questions, some of which I could answer, some of which I couldn't. I'd only been to the undercity once or twice before, so I wasn't really an expert on the matter.
When we arrived at our destination everyone got out and followed our professor to a hidden opening from which flowed a creek. The tunnel itself was perhaps fifteen feet wide, with a ledge along one side. He put up a light and shushed our questions as he led us into the darkness.
We didn't walk far before he turned to a sealed door and opened it with some form of key. From there we went down, probably for a good hour we walked, Endel leading as his assistant followed behind to make sure none of us got lost. When we finally stopped it was in a large, fairly empty room, easily big enough for us all to stand in comfortably. All along the walls were doors, far enough spaced that they probably led to very different paths.
"Good day everyone, and welcome to the undercity." Endel looked out at us as he produced a bag. "Everyone take one of these, and then we'll begin."
Each of us got a small item, decidedly magical in nature with a number on it. It glowed faintly as the assistant professor took the numbers down. While waiting all of us checked our gear, by this point experienced enough to know not to bring much, but still nervous that we had everything.
"Alright, now that you have those, don't lose them, each releases a trail that can be tracked in case of emergency or failure to return to the surface on time. They also have a timekeeping function, and will change color at halfway through our exercise. When that happens you are to immediately head upwards. Your goal for this exercise is to go out into the undercity and hunt, you will gain points based on what you succeed in taking on, along with making your way back to the school. Questions?"
"How far down are we?" I asked, since nobody else seemed to know what to say.
"Roughly seven levels, as commoners measure them. This is as far down as they would go, because any lower and magic will be needed to combat what you find. I know for a fact that this section of the city goes down at least twice as deep, but would not advise you to delve too much lower."
"Anything else we need to know?" One of the boys in the class asked.
"Do not split your group. If you come back to the surface without all members, or confirmation that the missing ones are dead, you will be considered to have failed this exercise."
Since everyone seemed ready he began by taking the groups one at a time to the doors. Each was quite locked and the group was let out after a word of encouragement from Professor Endel. When I was smaller I would have viewed seven levels as something near legendary, the best rat catchers I had heard of barely touching that. I supposed that the city might well have some more professional non-magical soldiers who could easily go that deep though.
Soon enough it was our turn, we'd been left for last. As our teacher led us over to the last of the doors he opened it with a loud grinding.
"Now, I've got expectations for you lot, since you prepared for the undercity and all." He laughed.
"Professor we... actually, yeah, that was us. Well, not Alli." He corrected himself as he got a glare from the girl in question, I couldn't do anything but laugh.
"Intel gathering is important lad, but so is secrecy. We'll talk about that when you get back, for now. Good luck." As I left the portal he slammed the metal door home with a final *thunk* letting the silence take us.
The undercity hadn't changed much, well, at least as far as I could tell. It was cool, dark, and quiet, and we set out forward, no point in trying to keep back. As we trudged along we ran into other groups once or twice, but fairly little else.
While we found a few monsters, most of those were painfully minor to us. Any of our group could kill a giant rat or the like with pretty minimal effort, even me. We took on about a dozen of those as we passed along. It was hard to gauge, but I was pretty sure that these were bigger than those higher up, perhaps there was more ambient magic down here or something.
"Ugh, more rats, can we get something else please." Alli complained as we made our way into what looked like an old sewer, having just taken out a couple more of the beasts.
We opted to follow this for a bit, it was easy to walk and didn't look like it had any other students going down it. It went on for perhaps half a mile, curving slightly this way and that, but strangely empty. After a time we came to a drop-off, opening into a cylinder of some kind.
"Neat, some kind of drainage?" Troy asked. As he did Alli got close to the edge, looking down.
I nearly missed it as she was grabbed. The reason this tunnel had been so empty feeling but not covered in webs. It was huge, the furry legs snatched her like a fly before a frog, pulling her off to the side of the tunnel opening.
"Alli!" Both of us yelled as she was pulled away.
Troy didn't miss a beat, preparing a spell as he rushed to the side, a flaming bolt swirling around his hand. I tried to stop him but was just a beat behind as he leveled it and let loose, the spear of flame screaming towards the monster and taking one of it's legs.
"You idiot, you can't use fire, it's..." I watched in horror as the worst began.
The spider was as big as a horse, and holding our teammate in two of it's legs, it's face over her body as Troy's bolt slammed into it, taking one of it's appendages. The fire then hit the light coating of webs behind, and began spreading like lit spiderweb always seemed to do. The monster dropped Alli, who was shaking and gurgling, looking like she was having a seizure from where she landed on a much lower web.
"Shit," Troy said as he watched the monster turn towards us, the fire spreading all along the walls in a wave.
"Really! Deal with that thing, I'll get her!" I started singing as I swan dove towards Alli, behind me the spider jumped towards the tunnel entrance, only to be met by a hail of ice shards from Troy.
As I approached her in my dive my speed seemed to drop rapidly, nearly jolting me as I slammed into my companion. I'd have to think about it later, because now I had work to do. On her side, clearly visible through her armor were two largish holes, leaking an angry yellow-green fluid. The wound could wait, I immediately decided as I worked my song into an anti-poison spell.
When I'd come to the academy I wouldn't have been able to fix this, it would have been a death sentence. As it stood the sheer amount of venom in her was giving me trouble, but I was making progress. Bit by bit I was pulling away the killer fluid, yanking it forcefully from her trembling body.
Behind the sounds of battle continued, eventually ending with both combatants flying from the tunnel. Troy was no slouch and was giving the beast a good showing, a blade of ice shoved into it as ichor sprayed. Invertebrates were tough customers though and the spider flailed in rage, trying to get teeth into it's enemy.
As they fought though, the fire spread, and before I was done it started hitting the strands holding our web in the air. One after another they began to burn, each lost letting us droop lower and lower until we swung towards the wall. As we impacted I lost my spell.
"Ice water!" I yelled up at Troy, it would cool the monster worse than it would any mammal, and the water might help with the quickly spreading inferno.
A small mercy was that the fire didn't have too much to burn, while it was going quickly air was sucked from below to feed it, so from my point the smoke wasn't bad. I could see it quickly approaching us though, and that was no good.
I would have liked to keep working on Alli, but there was no time. Soon the web would burn and we WOULD fall, and I had little I could do about that. Instead of healing I wrapped her in my arms and legs and began to sing up my best kinetic shield, trying to make the outside a bit bouncy to act as a cushion when we inevitably tumbled into the darkness below.

I didn't have to wait long, and as we fell I embraced her, singing with all my might as we fell down, down into the abyss.

            

    
        Chapter 140 Return to the Depths

    
    
    
    
                The air screamed in my ears as our plummet continued for what seemed like hours. In reality it could only have been a handful of seconds, but the fear of the darkness below made my heart pound like a hammer.


I didn't see it so much as feel it when the ground rose up to meet us, hitting first the same bubble that had shielded me when I'd jumped to Alli, and then my own shield in quick succession. The sensation was jarring, but more like falling onto a trampoline than concrete as we slowed, the lack of a bounce was odd, instead we just settled onto the uneven ground.


From somewhere nearby I could feel a powerful wind entering, my guess was that as the fire made the hot air go up that from below rushed into replace it. Above me I could see the blaze continue, a few pieces of smoldering web and the like falling much like I had. Of note was one bit that I heard more than saw, a large mass that crunched as it landed nearby.


Soon that was followed by my other teammate. Troy descended in a controlled fall, a light in his hand to let him see where he was going as gravity did most of the work. He landed near the other item, his cast down opponent. As I looked at him I could tell he was struggling, his breath was hard and sweat shone on his forehead.


"Alli?" he asked, before coughing roughly.


"Alive, but bad, and we need to move."


"What? Why?"


"That smoke is going up for now, but that will change as it cools when the fire runs out of fuel, assuming it doesn't continue on down here. I do not want to suffocate, or burn to death." I was a bit sharper with him than I should be, but as he'd been the one to start the inferno I wasn't too worried.


"Alright, I can feel wind coming from somewhere, so let's look around..." He turned his light to the ground and I almost retched.


The 'ground' as it was was a massive pile of corpses, rats, unidentifiable remains, a few that even looked human. All of the bodies were covered in web and desiccated, what would have been the fate of our comrade had we not gotten to her. The bones crunched as Troy looked about for the source of the air, eventually shoving aside several dead things to reveal a pipe, perhaps four feet wide.


There wasn't time to waste and we headed in. Taking only a moment to cut out the spider's fangs. I sung as Troy led the way, trying to keep the venom leaving Alli's system. It was hard going, but I suspected that stuff was far nastier than I wanted to know.


We had few options on where to turn as we went, this was obviously drainage into... somewhere, and clearly ancient, but that didn't help us much. After about twenty minutes I felt we were far enough from the mess behind us to be safe, and asked for a break at the nearest room.


We found one shortly, a small rounded junction of sorts that was devoid of anything hostile. Here we stopped to regroup and get our friend back on her feet. While I hovered over her, singing quietly Troy set up some lights around us, and even some basic barriers around the openings, it wouldn't do to be surprised again.


I had to get almost all of the venom out before my patient stirred, groaning pitifully.


As the last few drops left and my spell ended I spoke. "Alli, can you hear me? Are you okay?"


"It hurts, it hurts." She wept from her spot on the floor. "I wanna go home." Her voice was weak, far too weak for comfort.


I started up my healing spell, and was shocked at what I felt. Even though I'd done what I could to get it out, the venom had still ravaged her body. The muscles particularly felt like they had been almost... cooked or something, broken and shredded. Her heart seemed unaffected, which was a small mercy, but the rest was in pretty bad shape.


I cast until I couldn't anymore, falling to the ground beside the now passed out Alli. Sleep took me too, the mana loss having been too much for me. I suffered nightmares of large monsters and dying friends before I awoke, jarred by the image of a beast closing it's jaws around my neck.


I found Troy there when I awoke, looking slightly worse for the wear. When he saw me rise he smiled.


"Good, can you keep watch for a bit while I rest? An hour or two would really help." At my nod he found a corner to curl up in and drifted off in seconds.


It was lonely for that time, the tunnels mostly dark, save for the few lamps we'd brought. I considered continuing to work on Alli, but she was alive and I didn't want to exhaust myself while on watch. A quick check of my anklet showed that my suspicion was right. It seemed to have read me falling at something as an attack and tried to shield it, draining it almost completely from the two falls. I wasn't sure exactly how long my own vigil lasted, but when I noticed that the little tools given to us by Professor Endel had changed in color I woke my companions.


"Hate to say it, but we need to move."


Alli groaned as she tried to rise, slowly making her way to her feet with a grimace.


Troy looked over at her, "How bad?"


"Feels like someone's shoving needles into me, but I can walk." I saw her set her jaw as she stood to her full height


"We'll work on that as we go," I returned, and she gave me a small smile.


With no obvious paths up, we moved forward instead. There had been a brief conversation about going back and trying to get up that tube, but it seemed neither of the wizards thought they could levitate themselves up with their current knowledge, much less our whole group.


Soon enough we came to a pipe, small, but we could get through, it was also our only path unless we wanted to backtrack. Since this seemed out best option we made our way into it, pushing for foot after foot, hating the whole process.


When we popped out I felt my own eyes widen. I knew this place, this huge room with its columns and thousand-year-old stonework. The water that hung down below. The same cistern I'd found myself in years ago I now found myself in again. As an added bonus I could sense the beast that lived here, flowing around in that water.


"Oh shit, I know this place," I said.


"Really?" Troy looked a bit relieved, but that ended as the water in the room began to churn.


It seemed likely that the monster down here had lacked in food for long enough that it had ended it's patient waiting, and as it rose I wanted to panic. The cephalopod didn't quite match anything I'd seen back on my world, it's body too long for an octopus, and too rounded for any kind of squid, not to mention that it seemed to be the size of a cottage and living in a tiny amount of liquid. It rose from what must have been a slightly deeper part of the old cistern and turned it's eyes towards us. They would have looked dead if not for the predatory intelligence in them.


The two wizards took point as it gripped columns, pulling itself towards us at speed. As tentacles grasped this way and that bolts of fire and ice shot at it, one slamming after another. For my part I sent illusions circling it, running this way and that, which it tried to smack with a few errant swipes.


The battle such as it was, didn't take too long. Troy was cautious, making quick and exact spears of ice to damage it's limbs. Alli on the other hand seemed to have some anger she needed to work out, and absolutely pounded the monster with a torrent of flame. Both approaches worked for this fight, and before long it was little more than calamari, even smelled kind of good. Alli tore out its beak as proof of death.


"So," Alli turned to me as she breathed out, "You said you know this place. Is there a way out?"


"Yeah... two potentially, though one might be collapsed and the other is a path up one of these pipes. It's really steep, let's see if we can clear the collapse first."


Within a few minutes we'd made it back to the region that had Charles trapped for years. Cracks now littered the walls, making me quite nervous. The stairs had all but fallen as well. A quick look around showed that not too much had changed on the center level.


A look down revealed one of my old opponents, still stuck there without stairs to allow it up it drug itself around in a small circle on the ground.


"Shit, is that a golem?" Troy asked, leaning over the balcony to look at it with me.


"Yes, and there are two, we need to get up a level, can you manage that?"


"Yeah, let's go." Between the two wizards we shortly stood before the exit.


It was a collapsed mess, but behind those rocks was our way out. Golem number two had managed to remove itself and now stood roughly where it had before, right where the collapse started. To my great irritation it seemed none the worse for wear.


"Let's take it down," Alli voice, grimacing slightly as she spoke.


"No, this one turned my leg into mincemeat, it's mine." They both looked a bit taken aback, but no matter.


I'd grown, oh I'd grown since last I met this iron asshole. I sang, and like before he didn't move, at a motion my team joined in, a simple song, one to the morning sun. I felt the power build, higher and higher until I chose my target exactly.


It would have been unsafe to let too many things loose in this messed up tomb, but lightning didn't cause all that much damage to rock, and the thunderous strike that I sent forth rocketed into the contraption. It glowed as I led the strike along it's surface, melting the runes that kept it powered and moving one by one until it fell forward, several of it's joints now slag.


I fell forward too, having put a bit too much into that. From my place on the ground I laughed and laughed. Years ago these automatons had been an issue for a team of four, but now I could take one mostly on my own. It helped that it didn't move or fight back, but I'd take my win and smile.


My wizardy friends carefully cleared away the rubble, using magic to levitate the rocks out one by one. It was nice to watch, and I had a few minutes to recover from my magic usage before we continued on our way.


It was kind of hard to pick our way back up, as I'd only been this way once and then in a bit of a state. We did manage though, even finding the body that Charles had taken the club from so many years ago. I looked back on his words of respect that day, and how he'd treated the dead.


"I'm sorry my friend took your club, please take this instead." With a light movement I pulled out my knife and laid it down beside the corpse. It seemed right, and losing that wouldn't be any real burden to me.


When we reached the surface again I could tell from the look in the sky that it was late. If I had to guess we had only barely enough time to make it back to the school before we set off a search party. That in mind we all headed at speed towards the academy. If we lost grades for being late after that mess we were all going to be pissed.


We huffed as we made it back to the gate just in time.





Professor Endel


My 'assistant' Moran may have thought me a fool going out before the time was up, but as we stared at the carcass she ate her words.


"Those are..." The spider before us was not well known, but this particular mutant's venom was a nasty piece of work.


"Not something students should be messing with. Come quickly, we need to find them."


Nothing like that should have been on the seventh level. There wouldn't have been enough ambient magic there, but the shaft... it went deeper, and some might have come upwards. It must have been something that was recently broken through as well, as these tunnels were checked every few years for big monsters, and that was a new addition.


Seven levels down should be easy for a student to handle, but now we were much further. The path showed that all three of my charges had made it lower. I'd known something was wrong when they were so late coming back. It had been decades since we'd lost a student on this exercise, and I wouldn't be starting now.


Alana had a knack for finding trouble, and this was certainly something that had her scent on it. She also had a knack for making it out, which was good, because if his daughter died under my watch, or came back injured General Verren might well gut me.


Both Moran and myself were using magic to speed our way along the path and each shock took us less time to process. The dead cave giant cuttlefish was no joke, but the last... The remains of one iron golem were still hot, it having been partially melted by my erstwhile bard.


We marked the other golem for retrieval before continuing. We sped along after them, and I didn't breathe any easier until we reached the surface. Only truly happy when the guards at the academy gates had told me that all of my students returned whole. One had made her way to the infirmary, but they were alive, and even back on time. I'd only missed seeing them by an hour or two.

            

    
        Chapter 141 Graduation and Garden Talks

    
    
    
    
                Alli spent several days recovering fully from her spider experience. That said we still got excellent marks on our underground activity. Our group had gone deeper and killed far more impressive monsters than any other, so there was no contest. The fact that we'd made it back just in the nick of time didn't look good, but nobody could fault us since we were technically within the time we needed to be.


After that little foray though our class got a stern lecture on dangerous elements to use together. My guess was that Professor Endel had the same issue with Troy's battle tactic on the spider as I had. So he gave us all a number of different situations and made us drill a bit on where and when to use certain things.


As with all things though, time marched forward. Soon enough came the end of the year and the graduation ceremony. I'd never been to one, not that I couldn't, I'd just never wanted to. This year though I did need to, as it was time for one of my best friends to make his exit from our institution.


Dras had already secured a job working for one of the research facilities under Mystien. His skills would have managed it on their own, but I personally prodded the man more than once to make sure that it would happen. Nepotism was alive and well even after the fall of the nobility.


I mused on these as I stood in the audience at his graduation. It was a bit like one from any high school or college on my previous world. There were stands packed with well wishers as our dean placed a belt on each of the new graduates. It was a wide silk thing, clearly meant to signify status. A number of those in the audience worse similar ones, the colors had changed slightly over the years. You could tell that almost all of the alumni wore blue ones, from the former kingdom, while the newer graduates were getting those of a deep black.


There were only separations for those who were family, and those who were friends. Though in the past the nobles had been given the seats closest to the graduating students no such tradition held anymore. Now whose parents got to be closest was determined by a set of exit exams. I was proud to say that I could easily see Dras' mother right at the very front.


The clothing on display was kind of... weird. The parents and guests tended to wear whatever formal attire they chose, lending an almost party-like atmosphere to the event. The only rules seemed to be that academy graduates wore their sash, or a replacement, and some of the more physical type mages wore shining breastplates. The current students who were watching wore their uniforms, with what I assumed to be a slightly different uniform for those of the knight program.


The graduates wore their uniform as well, with a handful of variations. Those who were healers, or had taken that class designation wore a variant that had golden threading around the edges. There were a number of other edgings for other specializations too, blue for water, red, for fire, green for those who'd gotten high marks in item creation classes. Those who'd passed their combat classes through were wearing a set of leather armor. Dras of course had a red edging to his uniform that suited him quite well.


As far as ceremonies went, it wasn't too bad. Sure it dragged on a bit, but nothing like those on Earth did. Perhaps it had been worse in the past, with nobles and the like, I didn't know, but now it was pretty quick and clean.


Immediately after everyone split off into groups to go to their various parties. Most of the restaurants in the city were completely packed, and so we had to settle for one that was a slightly lower class establishment than we might have liked. It was still only a short walk from the academy, but down towards the lower part of the city rather than further into the wealthier parts.


Dras and his father were a riot. I had never really known his dad, but the two of them seemed to be having a grand time. He hadn't ever talked much about it, but from what I understood his father worked almost nonstop. Tonight though they were telling jokes and drinking.


About halfway through the festivities the two of them left his mother and I alone for a bit, having gone to find either more drinks or whatever bard was performing tonight to request songs, there seemed to be an argument on which should be done. Moments after they left she turned to me.


"Thank you for helping him get into that school." She turned to me, it looked like she was eating a lemon as she said it, but the words alone caught me off guard.


"He worked hard for it. I didn't do anything but help him a bit on the path." I tried to look away.


"Don't be modest, it's rude. I don't like you, but without your help my son would never have achieved his dream." She sighed, "So, when can I expect you two to marry then?"


"Never."


"What?"


"Never, it's not like that, and hasn't ever been. If you asked him he'd tell you the same."


She just stared at me for awhile, seemingly lost for words. It seemed that even after everything she still thought I was trying to steal her son away. It was patently ridiculous to me, but in some odd corner of her mind it probably made sense.


Eventually the boys returned to us and Dras came near. His dad looked a bit spent from the night, even if he was having a good time.


"Hey, so one of my classmates is having a party and I just got invited, wanna go?" He leaned over, whispering to me too loudly.


"Sure," I said, grabbing my coat as I looked at his parents.


"Go on, you two have fun." His dad waved us off. As I left I could swear the man turned to his wife and said "So... when are..."


After we left we ended up at the house of one of Dras' friends. One of those who, like him, hadn't been a noble before everything happened, but rather a commoner, well, a merchant's son. This party was impressively similar to the one I'd put on, with the addition of a few new games and a rather well stocked wine bar instead of cocktails. People were still having a hard time getting ahold of pure enough alcohol, though it seemed that Lucien had spread the spell to a few of his bard friends, as had I.


The evening was fun. The music was good, as was the dancing, and I made it back home before anything troublesome happened.





Queen Sophia

Today found me in my personal garden. I hummed idly as the vines twisted and reformed. Botanical magic had always been my personal favorite, the flowers bent to my will and never tried in response to bend me.


"Hello my love." The calm words caused me to turn.


The voice didn't surprise me, as only one other person was allowed in this room. Not because it was his home, and he could go where he pleased, nor because of some insistence. My dear husband had offered me this private space to do as I pleased, and only after my repeated invitations had joined me.


He was of the opinion that everyone needed somewhere that was theirs alone, some place that they could go when they wished no disturbance. It was a bit of an odd idea, but a nice one. When I'd been younger I'd been followed all hours of the day and night by servants and guards, ministers who'd seen to my every desire. I was told that many who heard that longed for such things, but it was stifling. I never had the chance to just be myself, to do as I wanted without any reports to my parents, or judgment from whatever hangers on I'd been assigned.


It was why I had hated them so. A hatred that had only grown when I'd met Durin. For all of their expectations and desires he met them with a simple response. He wanted me, not some image of a perfect princess, or a brood mare for royal children. No, he just asked what I wanted, and when he understood, all he wanted from me was myself. I was happy to give it all to him, and in return I gained him, a trade I felt I'd quite won.


"Husband, come and join me." I pulled him over to a pair of chairs as he looked at my current work.


"New project?" His eyes flowed over my work with a light curiosity.


"Not as such, no. Just making a new piece to fill out a spot I don't like."


"Ah I see, it is lovely." He smiled as he looked over at the section I'd been working on.


"I doubt you came here to discuss flowers with me. Is something wrong?"


"Not wrong my dear. I've simply come to speak with you on the disposition of a few of the more rebellious nobles from your home."


I felt my jaw clench. We'd had a few incidents where some of those who'd made it through the war ended up turning on us after surrendering, or trying to establish contact with my brother and his little band. Frankly I had little patience for such individuals.


"Do with them what you will. We gave them the option to fall in line, did we not? I see no reason to extend any further kindness if after everything they still won't obey."


"In an ideal world we could capture your brother and get him to call off his resistance. Force him to abdicate all his claims and live out his life somewhere... controlled. As it stands though that isn't possible, and while I know it irks you, I ask that you temper your anger." He gave me a rather knowing look.


"Those nobles conspired against us, their punishment was just." I stood and faced away. It seems he'd gotten word of how I'd dealt with some nobles from the former lands of Bergond who'd tried to find and join up with my brother. I was completely within my rights as the queen of those lands to hand out whatever punishment I wanted. Not to say that he couldn't overrule me if he really chose to, but in theory I could.


"I am not questioning your displeasure at them my dear. You've every right to that, but when you confiscated all of their goods you left their families paupers. Now there are children with nowhere to turn, who likely feel resentment to our government. You know for a fact what those who are cast out are capable of. I'm merely asking you to see such children are provided for. Allow it to be a show of your kindness." As he spoke he wrapped his arms about me and I blushed, perhaps I had been a bit hasty in how I'd responded.


"Very well, in the future I'll leave them with enough to live on, and a house or something. They still need to be watched though."


As I turned to face him he gave me a quick kiss. "Of course watch them. It may lead us to other rebel cells, and thank you."


"You owe me though," I said, pouting upwards.


"Oh, and what do I owe you?" In response I waved my hand and a literal bed made of flowers appeared on a blank patch of soil nearby. Giggling I escorted him into it.

            

    
        Chapter 142 Year Four Begins

    
    
    
    
                Before I could start my fourth year there was something I had to do. I didn't want to, well, okay, I kinda did, but at this point there was no arguments to be had. It was a requirement for my continued participation in classes.


That was why I now found myself in Marcus' shop. No matter how much he complained he was still the best tailor in the city and I couldn't really go to anyone else. The man himself knew, or at least suspected why I was here and gave me a scathing look as I came up to his counter.


"Marcus."


"No, I already told you no." He didn't even seem to consider what I planned on asking him.


"You are the best in the city, and I trust you more than anyone else with this."


"There are a number of other tailors and dressmakers who will be happy to help you. I had my fill with that little monster Pinea, and..."


"And what? If I thought any of the others would do as good a job then I'd go to them."


He harrumphed, "I've already turned down others. Why shouldn't I turn down you?"


"Because if you do, I'll get one elsewhere and then tell everyone I got it here. I'll up-sell it as hard as I can to as many of my companions as possible and even if it's not as good I'll make sure they know where to come. Or you could help me out and I can have conveniently forgotten where I purchased it."


"You would actually blackmail me like that? Would you really do such a horrid thing?" He gave me a hard look.


"Eh, probably not, but I'd still be pissy about you turning me down."


"I'll make a deal with you," the grumpy old tailor said as he looked at me.


"Hmm?"


"The rumor is that you came up with a spell to make drinks. Teach me how to do that, and keep that I'm doing this again to yourself, and I'll do it."


I nearly laughed. I would happily have shown him that spell anyway. With a smile I held out my hand for him, "Deal."


"Come in the back then and lets get this over with."


"Oh come on, it's just a dancing outfit, it's not that bad."


He didn't say anything, instead getting straight to work. It was a marvel to watch the man in his craft. I'd learned enough about this kind of magic to know that what he was doing was the work of a master, honed over years into making what he considered to be works of art.


The whole process took less than an hour, he'd rushed it I was sure, but that didn't mean that it wasn't better than anything else in the city. It had certainly helped that I knew exactly what I wanted, added to the fact that there wasn't much involved in this particular operation. Of note was the fact that while he was working Marcus had the most peaceful of smiles.


The finished product was perfect. A pair of long panels covered me below the waist, if only barely, hooking onto a bottom that much like Pinea's looked like it didn't really exist. The top was a more complex affair than hers had been, with off the shoulder bits and several cords peppered with decoration.


After trying it on and the last few adjustments I changed back into my normal clothing. I wasn't my friend, and wouldn't try to cause problems in the city. As I returned to the front with the outfit in a small box to pay the tailor scowled at me.


"You always seem so grumpy, but you also seem to enjoy the work." I quirked a brow at him.


"Just because I like making clothes does not mean I like dealing with people, particularly when those people can be a thorn in my side."


"I'll admit to being a pain in the neck, but at least I gave you something different to work on."


He rubbed his temples. "I'm married, you knew that right? I think the outfits are lovely, and making them is a challenge, but... Well, I don't really like seeing women other than my wife half-naked, makes me feel disloyal. Also, it's weird with some of you girls, I've known some of you since you were children."


I grimaced a bit as I finally understood his objections. Perhaps I had been more pushy than I should have. As I looked back up at Marcus and put away my new clothing I sighed.


"I won't tell anyone where I got it. To be true I had to for school, the professor insists that fourth years have one, and I wanted the best I could get."


He huffed, but on my way out he called after me. "Oi, girl, your measurements have changed a bit since you were last in. Come by when you need to get your skirts lengthened again and I'll handle it for you." That was about the best that I was getting as confirmation that he'd forgiven me. Either that or he was telling me I was gaining weight, which I certainly wasn't.





School settled in much as it was before. As more new students came in I couldn't help but notice that not only were the classes bigger, but they also contained almost no members of what I would refer to as members of the 'former noble' faction. Sure some of them were former nobles from one place or another, but of those, they didn't fall in with the remnants of the malcontents, not that there were many of those left now anyway.


We now had to dress out before Atali Dance. Professor Etia would unceremoniously oust any girl who didn't show up in a proper outfit, something I suspected she wanted to do from year one, but had been forbidden to enact. Now though we were at the mercy of her demand.


I looked better than most of my peers did on this account, matching well with Pinea and even getting a nod of approval as our teacher went over our outfits on the second class of the year. That was good, as I would have hated to be in the group of two or three who she outright told needed to get replacements.


Other changes happened in Combat Magic. For one we had far larger groups for our exercises now, and we were all drilled hard on monsters like we never had been before. We also got a new spell to learn that would help us retrace our steps in certain encounters. Everyone was expected to learn it and it was fairly similar to what the item we'd had did. Professor Endel seemed to think this was needed so that we could go backwards should we ever enter something like the undercity again.


The biggest changes by far though happened in Magical Item Creation. Both sides of that class had spent years drilling us with the basics and now we were getting to some really juicy things. We all knew the sequences well enough that we had a good understanding of how to make them work, but this year focused on making them work together in ever more complex ways.


Our first major project was an item that moved through a series of different steps based on a few input runes. These could be touched to turn them off or on and allowed for a much wider array of function. That in itself was very cool but I now finally realized why the core had been putting so much more emphasis on the movement of physical items than our normal class did. It allowed for things like dials and items that would run through ever increasing complex designs.


With the mixture of what I was learning in both I even managed to create an item that would change the active sequence based on some inputs. The changes weren't too big, mostly moving one section for another, but because the runes were tied as they were it was just possible to do. I got the feeling that the designer of the Guide knew how to do this too, based on what I was seeing. I also felt that he'd forgotten to write down specifics on it. This form of change went in my 'do not tell anyone about this for now' bucket while I looked into its current existence in society.


With those changes going on I fell hard into my own personal research. The sewing spell was going quite well, and I was now confident that I could meet my mother's expectations with ease, which was good enough for me to let it to the side for now. Portals were still a beast, but as I practiced and worked out the kinks I could almost feel the mana cost reducing. High cost magic worked like that though, and before too long I could portal myself across my room, it was hard, but possible.


Most of my nights I spend working on either my core or the Guide though. I was getting close in the latter to completion, and from there it would only be a matter of finding a way to securely make something akin to an appendix, or at least a physical copy with page numbers, and chapter headings, and a freaking table of contents.


It was on one of these nights in the spring as I worked through my current chapter that I found it. Clear, concise directions, written as a note down below a major section. I wanted to scream and rage, and beat whoever wrote this with a stick as I read through it. It was all so simple, why did he have to be such a damn bastard about it!

            

    
        Chapter 143 'Help'

    
    
    
    
                The 'Help' menu flashed up before me as I brought it up.  I was more than a bit pissed that this was how he had decided to do it, but whatever.  I casually wrote out a small code in it, a simpler version of my lamp code, that only used a small rune as an off/on switch.  The whole thing took maybe a minute to do.


When I hit go I was bombarded with the amount of messages the thing gave.  First and foremost was the initial one, saying that it *should* work in the real world.  Followed by a number of notes and comments on other ideas and improvements.


The first was one of the problems that led to issues with larger sequences in this world, namely that they had to be manually tried out.  There was a long history of people writing sequences that pushed the limits of what could be done, only for there to be some critical error somewhere in the coding.  Since each and every one had to be basically hand written this could cause immense delays in trying to figure out what, and where, and how to fix it.  The initial function of 'Help' was to test it out, to see if there were any such critical errors.


Just below this was the copy/paste button for putting my now checked code into something.  A function that had I been paying attention to my physical body would have caused a small twitch on one of my eyes.  It truly would be a great help in making new items going forward.


Below this was a mass of information.  First came the list of basic functions and definitions of exactly what they did, this had a drop down menu attached so it could be hidden easily.  There were even implications that it could form more drop downs for various sections.  Below that there was a list of similar and suggested functions, along with their definitions, more like a 'Hey!  I see you're using a touch switch, have you considered a verbal switch?  Or a thermal one?  Or a physical on/off clicker?  Try one of these!'


After the functions were listed, with their annoying suggestions, came the properties we were using.  It recognized that I was making light, and so included was a few important notes on it.  It had various wavelengths and what they could be used for, definitions on how that was all decided, and finally a color picker for visible light.  The last bit looked like it had been stolen straight from some Earth drawing program, and would let you choose an image before it output the wavelength.


The worst part was the little blue coloration to some of the words in all of it.  With an internal scream of rage I mentally poked one, only to see the relevant section of the 'Guide' pop up before me.  That bastard had gone through all of this effort, and he hadn't even put in basic bits so that people reading the 'Guide' could navigate it, it was just fucking irresponsible!


I was also confused a bit.  How had nobody ever found this, even by accident.  Well, obviously someone had, but had found the whole mess so incomprehensible that they'd never shared that.  Worse, someone might have understood and gone to great lengths to translate the English, and then really start learning.  It would still be really, almost impossibly hard, but with a few codes to use as a Rosetta Stone, then it might just be possible.


Since nobody had told me it meant one of two things.  In thousands of years, nobody had written a sequence in the 'Help' menu, unlikely but possible, or, they had, and had kept it either secret, or considered it unimportant.  The final option was honestly pretty likely too.  If someone didn't realize what they'd wandered into then they might well just ignore it, or only tell a few people as a novelty.  Many secrets had been lost that way.


I closed everything down and sat up in my bed, where I rubbed my temples.  I had quite a bit to think on.  Had someone else found this?  Had they understood the English?  Why wasn't it well known?


The answer to the first question was that yes, some probably had found it.  That much was easy to guess.


Had they understood the English?  Well, I did, and I was guessing that at least one or two others had been born from my world into this one, so they may have.  So again, there had probably been a few at least who understood parts of it.


Finally I had to consider why it wasn't well known.  It was possible that there was some cabal somewhere that read English almost as good as a native speaker and was working hard at being monstrously powerful  It was far more likely that if anyone knew what it did, or how to read parts of it they kept it to themselves, and perhaps their children.


Magic users were a bit secretive about their advancements.  These things could change large swathes of society and any little shred of power was one to be hoarded in the mind of the average wizard.  There was nothing like Wikipedia, or even the idea that knowledge should be free.  I knew from my education here that this place itself only bestowed what we needed, and my guess was that the professors were learning and hoarding secrets of their own.


If there was someone else out there using these menus like I was then I wouldn't be surprised.  I also couldn't blame them for hoarding it, as I wouldn't be sharing my own knowledge, at least for now.  Perhaps one day I'd be able to teach others, but that day was not today.  I could just use it and add it to my list of 'don't tell anyone, not even those close to me' with my portal spell.


With a sigh I laid back on my bed.  If nothing else this was going to make my grades in Magical Item Creation go straight to the top of my class.  Thinking on that I finally fell asleep for the night.





As my year continued I realized that being a fourth year here was a bit different.  Mostly in that as it wore on more and more of my classmates came of age.  Since birthdays weren't really celebrated here we knew based on season.  I was in the first batch of us to turn eighteen of course, alone with only one or two others.


It came with a number of extra responsibilities and freedoms as far as the law was concerned, but so far as my day to day life, not much changed.  My family had a small, brief celebration of my coming to age, but it wasn't seen as that big of a deal.


The onset of puberty was a much bigger deal for girls, but my family had missed that.  I hadn't talked with anyone about that kind of thing so nobody had known, but normally that was given some celebration.  Traditions like that still weirded me out sometimes, but what could I say?  It was normal for everyone else around me, so there was nothing to do about it.


I didn't even have to worry about finding a job, something that most in the end of their third year, and certainly in their fourth were concerned about.  Those of us that would have to work, or who wanted to take an apprenticeship somewhere to learn more about our chosen subjects were scrambling.  On the other hand I was pretty much told where I'd be working when the time came, not that I really wanted to work anywhere else.  Mystien's labs would certainly be one of the most interesting places in the city, and while it may not be as light-hearted or fun as working in a tavern, I knew that I'd get a peek behind the curtain.  Seeing the secrets was all the inducement I really needed.


I mused on this as I stepped through one of my portals.  It didn't really go anywhere, just the other side of my room.  The sensation was not quite the same as those that the Emperor was using, but these were set up on the fly instead of items, some discrepancy was to be expected.


I had to take a moment when I stepped out.  I still had enough mana to keep on at it for awhile, but I had real worries about what would happen to me if I were to run out of mana mid-trip and had therefore set up my own safety rules while practicing.  The first among these was that I should have what I estimated to be three times as much mana as I needed for any trip I took personally.


While the mana drain these things put out was a monster, practice with any spell made it that much easier.  I knew this from personal experience as time and time again I'd had to develop my own magics, and this was no different.  Now what I needed was to work on this spell until it was almost innate, shaving down the drain bit by bit until it was more manageable.


A knock on my door pulled me from my thoughts.  "Come in," I said, looking up to see who it was.


"Good evening dear."  My mother opened the door slowly and joined me, finding a seat.  "Alana, I know that you hate it when I get involved, but..."


"But?"


"Well, every time you come home all you do is sit in here and work on your core or magic.  You need to go out, make friends, attend balls, perhaps look into potential..."  She didn't need to finish, as we were both aware.


"Mother, I spend my time at home relaxing.  You know as well as I that my schedule at school doesn't allow me much of that."  It did happen that I found practicing magic to be one of my favorite hobbies, and almost never got tired of it.


"I know dear, but, there are several events you could go to.  Or at least pretend you want to go to.  Most of the girls around here are at least looking into their future prospects, and you seem to be... well, ignoring them.  I worry that one day you'll find yourself an old maid."


"Is this really a conversation we need to have right now?"


"If not now then when?  As it turns out though, now is a good time.  I just got a list of parties that are being held and we have invitations to several.  I was hoping that you might choose a few to attend with your father and I."


"Mother my history with formal events is... rather mixed."


"I know, but you need to go to at least a few.  If it helps your brother is being pulled along too."  That gave me an idea.


"Shouldn't you be having this conversation with him too?  He's a good bit older than I and still has nobody."  If bothered by your parents, deflect onto a sibling, this was a hard rule in every universe.


"His issue is different.  He's had a few... dalliances, but nothing that stays.  Men are different too dear, as you well know.  If he gets married when he's forty there will still be no problem.  The Emperor himself is a good example."


I pouted at the unfairness of it all.  "Fine, I'll go to a few, but no promises on finding anyone."


"That's all I ask dear."  With that my mother left, leaving in her wake a list.


I knew a few children some of the families listed.  Boys and girls that were in my classes, or at least attended the academy.  Mother had gone through the hassle of even listing out who had children at my school and their names, along with the names of several other figures from each of those on her list and brief descriptions.  I couldn't help but notice that she'd focused on single men.  It annoyed me, but if she'd gone through all the trouble to compile or have this made for me the least I could do was be bored at a few balls for her.

            

    
        Chapter 144 Trials and Examinations

    
    
    
    
                I found myself bored as expected at one of the parties mother had suggested. It wasn't the worst thing in the world, just not really my scene. We were around half a dozen dances in and while I was participating, my heart just wasn't in it.


"I think I like your parties better." Dras moved over to my side.


He was attending for similar reasons to myself, ostensibly to find a spouse. The main difference being that he seemed to be taking the whole matter more to heart then I was and was clearly enjoying himself at least a little.


"Thanks, how are things?"


"Well, care to dance?"


"Certainly."


We caught up a bit as we danced.  He told me how he liked his current job, the research was fun apparently and he was getting to learn a lot of specialist things.  I was left out on specifics of course, since he worked for the military, but I was glad he was happy.  Near the end of it all he pulled me to the side to speak more though.


"Hey, Alana, be careful okay?"


"About what?"  I asked, my brow quirked.


"Rumblings from up north.  Nobody is really talking about it, but a lot of those nobles that were unhappy with the regime change is disappearing, while the others are staying oddly quiet.  Nobody knows for sure if something's up, but..."


"I'll make sure not to take too many wild adventures for now then."


"Thanks."


It was nice to have someone plugged into the current regime who would actually tell me anything.  Dad and Mystien both thought that I needed to be protected for my own good, but also kept well away from anything important.  They may have kind of had a point as being near important things tended to end with me coming up with new and overpowered magic, but it was annoying nonetheless.


From there we separated and some guy who looked like his baby teeth hadn't even fallen out tried to woo me with another dance and a drink.  I was polite, but he wasn't at all the kind of person I was interested in.  The party continued muchly thus and I lamented the fact that I couldn't find many people who appealed to me at all.





The parties continued on through the spring and until I finally got a short respite.  A few weeks where just after planting many of the big wigs needed to go over their numbers.  Who had put what in the ground, how much, where, and what the general condition of the soil looked like.  There would be a lot more breaks like this in autumn, but I'd take what I could get.


So I returned to school and my daily life.


One evening after all of our classes had finished I came upon a group of circling giggling fourth years.  Pinea was at their head and upon seeing her I moved over.


"What's up?"  I asked moving to her side.  She jumped a little and then with an evil smile pulled me into their little circle.


"Alana, you're here, I'm so glad, we were discussing setting up some orders."  She spoke so low that we all had to lean close.  "You see poor Menae here is getting married at the end of the year, and her future husband is..."


"He's nice, just kind of..."  The girl in question said.


"Right, right, so we're going to get her some... helpers, from a shoemaker in town.  He uses wood and metal to make things she can use to push things along at night."


I wanted nothing to do with this order, but the way my friend had latched onto my arm, and the terrible mistakes I felt like they were about to make made me speak up.


"One, find somewhere more private to discuss this than the common room, good grief there are first years around.  Two, that sounds disgusting, wood and leather?  It'll be almost impossible to clean.  You need something like metal or glass, and if you didn't mind using a bit of magic..."  I then broke them down several basic designs that would be found in any number of locations on Earth.


I got a bevy of stunned looks, at some point Kala had joined our little group and even she was wide eyed.  As they blinked a few more times it was Pinea who pulled me over.


"I never knew Alana.  You must have spent some time on those designs, why don't you sell a few?  Or at least the sequences, I'm sure we could get you a good price."


"I've never made such a thing in my life.  If you want to use my suggestions go ahead, but leave me out of it."  I tried to pull away only to have Pinea hold me tight.


"Don't you at least have the sequences?"  Pinea begged.


"No."


"Well... you are the best in our year.  Could you write one for me?"


"Didn't I say leave me out of it?"  I glared at her.


"You know that favor you owe me Alana, about the maid?"  She could not seriously be trying to cash in a years old debt now.  "I'd like to use it."


I gave her a deadpan look.  "Fine."


It took me less than an hour to write up something that would fit in an apprentice level core, along with a few design notes.  About a week after passing those off to Pinea I was gifted a small box and a dirty look by my erstwhile friend.





As I made my way through my final year I school I felt, terribly alone.  Other than Pinea, who was a pain at the best of times, most of my close friends were now gone.  Dras had graduated, Charles had never been one to go to our school, only appearing every now and then, but even he seemed to be absent a bit more in recent months, and Kala...


I cared for Kala, but there was still awkwardness there.  We couldn't come to a good conclusion on how to speak to each other, how to deal with where we stood.  There were attempts, to be sure, but neither of us could go back to how things had been, and we both knew it.  Perhaps in some years things would work their way into a normal friendship again, I could hope at least.


I mused on this as I stood atop a tower at our school, looking out at the city below.  The lights and sounds filtered up to me, hanging in the summer air.  I had only one more season to go, only one last push until I reached the next stage.  I didn't honestly look forward to it that much.  I'd graduated high school once, and knew that it didn't make anything better.  I could feel the wind around me, pushing me gently forward to my next destination, and I faced it with a light melancholy.





Mid-autumn marked the beginning of our examinations.  Most of these were much like one would expect from an Earth class, simple written tests on what we had learned.  There were a few exceptions though, and these were of note


There were also practical aspects in our classes that needed them.  In Atali Dance I had to perform a routine for Professor Etia, in my instrument classes I needed to run through a piece of music.  All of the spellcasting classes made us display some of what we'd learned, mostly small tricks here and there.





Magical Item Creation was a beast of an exam.  After the written portion we were given a full afternoon to create an item from scratch.  We weren't told what it would need to be ahead of time, but instead given a small sheet of paper with instructions on what it needed to do.  They were all fairly straightforward 'a heater that responds to adjust based on the ambient temperature and manual controls', 'a light with three methods of activation', or other such things.  Mine was 'a floating object that can support a person's weight'.  There was a list of how each needed to function, but nothing too grandiose.  That was mostly because my classmates were almost all still stuck on the apprentice level of their core, and couldn't make anything with too many lines of coding.


I pulled a face upon reading it, this was too easy.  I designed a chair of one of the more magically reactive woods.  They were all subpar, but there was a type of pine from the western coast that worked passably well if you didn't mind having to spend tons of mana on it.  I could have used metal, but the downside would have been weight, requiring more mana as well, and being dangerous.


The tools for shaping it were already set out for us and we'd worked with those for years, so making a basic wooden chair shape was simple enough, a few holes and cuts and I had something that would be functional, if a bit uncomfortable.


The sequence as well was simplistic, just an upwards force if the bottom was less than three feet from the ground.  I made it limit its power to only equal that that was being placed down upon it, but that was not too bad.  As a fun addon I threw in an on/off switch and a limiter on speed to keep it from acting like a catapult if someone turned it on while sitting on it, and I was done.


My grade on that one was quite good.  I saw a few others have some of their attempts not go quite as planned, but by the end of the day everyone seemed to have a functional version of whatever they were given.





Along with the written exam on theory of war Combat Spellcasting had a brief practical.  Professor Endel met each of us in the arena at a specified time and after showing him some of our spells we had to engage in a short duel.  None of us were expected to beat the old warmage, but we had to show what we'd learned.


He and I faced off for one last time.  I'd been informed that he was wearing armor that would protect him from any lighting and so I went hog wild.  The arena was littered with illusions, fake footsteps to make it look like I'd gone invisible, swathes of melted sand, and the small sticks that represented sedatives.


I danced along the side of the arena throwing spell after spell at him from as many directions as I could manage.  Each and every one seemed to bounce off of his shields and defenses as he responded with something that looked rather like one of those old bullet dodging arcade games.  He couldn't find me, so his next best option was to fill the whole arena with projectiles and hope that one hit.


I launched a thunderbolt down from the sky only to see it absorbed by the bubble of magic protecting him.  The arena shook as it turned into harmless light and sound.  Since nothing else was working I went back to basics, I was only one or two spells out from being spent and needed to strike something decisive, so I loosed my strongest scream on him.


It seemed he'd neglected his sonic protections and while most of it was taken by his own aura I got him to stumble, nearly falling to his knees.  Sadly he seemed to have accurately guessed my position and with one final push filled the whole area with magic, enough to break my own shielding and drop me, ending the fight.


I let myself lie there, chest heaving as my breath came in gasps.  A brief look confirmed that Endel was much better off, if still tired, he huffed a bit as he walked over to where I lay.


"Good showing full marks, I'll give you a recommendation to the army if you want, I still know a few people."  He offered a hand which I gratefully took, letting myself be pulled back up.


"I'll pass, I've already taken a job in research sir."


"That is a shame, you'd do very well.  Well then, I'll see you at graduation."


"Yes sir, thank you, for everything."  He gave me a smile as we walked out, patting my shoulder a bit as he saw me off.

            

    
        Chapter 145 Leaving the Academy

    
    
    
    
                I stood before my mirror in the clothes that would serve as my under layer before graduation.  The black quilted cloth hugged my body tightly like a second skin, warming and comforting as I prepared for my big day.


"Nervous miss?"  My maid asked, standing to the side.


"A bit if I'm honest, but nothing for it."


"That's the spirit, come now, let's get you ready."  As she spoke she pulled the first piece of armor off of it's rack.


My armor was that which I'd been given years ago after the attacks that left me still a bit nervous during storms.  There had been a few small changes for this occasion, but nothing that would disturb the enchantments.  It now shone black, with a few decorations indicating my place and the like in my class, a deep green with small golden threading.  Here and there were a few spots that had been scuffed and damaged over the years, but in this world that wasn't seen as a mark of shame, it merely showed that I'd seen combat.  What armor would suit me better than that which had seen me through battle already and out whole to the other side?


Based on her expressions I thought the girl dressing me was having a great time acting like a squire would for any knight.  Save after the armor went on she had to do up my hair in a severe updo to fit under my helmet, an item which I would carry until we reached the field.


Our class was small, well, compared to the graduating classes from years ago we were larger, but I still compared this to my own high school from my past life.  Here our numbers ranged in the hundreds, and not high in that.  As I reached the staging location it was easy to see and put a name to all of the faces, all of those who'd seen our way through this academy together.


Before long we made our way to the arena, standing there in the bright winter sun.  I hadn't noticed during Dras' graduation, but they must have used magic to both heat it and remove the snow that was beginning to fall at this time of year.  While I remember the stands being a bit chilly the area we were was not so.


A few short speeches later and a handful of names and I was called to the front.  My heart pounded as I took the stairs one by one to the podium where our dean stood, the smiling man reaching out and tying around my waist a midnight black sash.


As he did so I let my eyes move up a bit.  I hadn't looked for my parents before, not wanting to fidget, but there they were, sitting right on the front row and smiling.  My brother and his shit-eating grin right beside them.  Directly above and behind I saw Dras, Lucien, and of course Mystien.  They'd have to have pulled a lot of strings to get that many in, and thankfully they'd stood right in line with my family, someone had thought of the perfect positioning.


Before long the ceremony was over, my family meeting me as we all left, walking along the path that led to our carriage.


"You look good in that armor dear, it suits you well."  Dad said as I approached him.


"Trying to recruit me to the army?"  I raised an eyebrow as I walked up to give him a hug.


"Never.  I don't want you to have to see battle again, not ever again.  Though that capture unit you escaped has made offers..."


"I'll pass on that."  I shook my head, the army wasn't a place I wanted to go, not now, not ever.


"Good, let's go to your party then."  With that we all piled into the carriage, one of the plainer ones, and it shot off down the road.


The ride seemed to go on and on, and I was getting a bit confused as we finally stopped.  It shouldn't have been that far to go to one of the eateries in the upper city.  When the doors finally opened I understood.  My family had guessed, and quite correctly, that I might enjoy a bit of a different party than some fancy ball, and they'd brought me to the perfect place.


The Starlit Sky stood there, as it always had, with one change.  A small sign by the door indicated that the bar would be closed for the evening for a private event.  I nearly ran up the stairs to my once home and flew inside to see the smiling faces of all of my friends.  Some of them wouldn't have been comfortable in some noblesque restaurant, but here they were spread out chatting.


The staff had gone above and beyond with the food.  Between them, and my parents they knew all of my favorites, the soups and roasts that I liked best, a light herb salad, all ending with paw paw ice cream.  I was told the last bit was my brother's idea.


We sang and chatted, told stories, and as we did I looked around.  I couldn't help but notice a few of the changes.  Everyone was decidedly older, I'd known some of the people here for most of my life and hairs had grayed, skin had developed new wrinkles.  Dras and Charles were both way different than they'd been as boys.  If I wasn't mistaken Lude, The Sky's cook had a bit of a bump, I suppose her marriage to Jackson was going well, so to did a rather familiar looking redhead who was hanging off of Mystien's arm.  Have to figure out who she was later.


After a short time Kala made her appearance.  She'd had her own celebration to go to and looked a bit awkward joining mine, but we quickly pulled her in, letting her jump in on all of our fun.  After a few moments of her being strained I pulled her to the side.


"I'm glad you came."  I gave her a smile as she moved beside me.


"Yeah... it's good to be here."


I had a few things I could have done.  We could have had some mopey, sad talk, or perhaps made up and... No, both of us knew that in this society, at this time, there would be no long term future, and there was no need to go through that pain again.  I did still care for her though, so instead of bringing the mood down...


"Hey, I hear Pinea's throwing a party tonight, you coming?"  I gave her my brightest, most inviting grin.


"Of course, who would miss that?"


With a few words we gathered up our peers and headed upwards into the city.  I think my parents had known this would happen and prepped a carriage, because we had no issues on that front.  The small black vehicle rolled and rolled, and eventually stopped in front of a massive house that was clearly our destination.


It was clearly our destination because of the many lights and loud music emanating from the structure.  I'd thrown a party, but Pinea, that night Pinea put on a rager that would have made the most debaucherous fraternity proud.  She had learned from my good example at least and a number of casters were periodically curing poison, particularly for those leaving the main room.  No worries about roofies or anyone being too drunk here.


I crashed in one of her spare rooms, of which there were many.  As I made my way out the next morning I found that I was not the only one who'd failed to make it home, sleeping, and sleepy people were strewn about the first floor of her mansion, some stumbling out of rooms, some on couches or the floor.


Before long a disheveled Kala made her way out of a nearby room, and not alone.  As I went to see her the young man she'd been in there with blushed and rushed off to busy himself.  She was nearly laughing as she joined me.


"Have a good time?"  Pinea said as she appeared beside us, pulling us in and making wiggly eyebrows at Kala.


"Yes actually, I did," the priestess responded.


"Excellent!  So, um... I may have underestimated one or two things, don't suppose I could ask for a bit of help?"  The looked at the mess of people.


"Sure."  It was no skin off my back to cast a few spells.


"I suppose that's a reasonable request."  Kala looked at all the mess.


"You work on the hangovers while Pinea and I take care of breakfast?"


"Sounds good."


A few moments later a small table of bread, cheese, jam, and lots and lots of water was set up and people were slowly making their way over to nurse themselves before returning home.





A few days later I reported to my first day working for Mystien.  I still had to go through his insane security protocols, something that I was told would be run every day that I came in.  The facility was too secure for all of that to be waved for any reason.


It had grown since I was last here, either that or I'd only been shown the barest amount of it before, I was unsure.  We passed room after room with perhaps a dozen others working for the old mage working on various tasks.


"So... what am I doing exactly?"  I asked as he led me to a smaller room with a desk and a number of tools.


"For now I need you working on a few different tasks.  They tell me you're good at rune sequences so I'd like you to go over a few that we're having issues with, those are nothing too major, but tools we think we'll need and need to be made on site.  Other than that I need you to catch up with our current state of affairs."


Great, get out of school for more education, and what sounded like apprentice work.  I raised an eyebrow at him.


"So I'm just making items?"


"For now," he glared.  "What do you know of the mage Ristolian?"


"Not much, he was supposedly a genius wizard who did some really impressive magic, including... Am I allowed to talk about that here?"  He was also probably from another world, just like me.


"You are, this facility deals with a number of things, but those gates are our biggest project.  Everyone here knows, and is secure to know.  Good on your for making sure.  Yes, Emperor Durin's home was also built by him, as you might have guessed, and there were a number of things there that have been... mysterious, but useful.  A lot of writings and important bits on rune sequences particularly."


"And I need to go through those, and I'm guessing some of your notes, to understand your work?"


"Correct.  After that... well, some of the things we've found indicate that Ristolian didn't write everything down, particularly not some of the more important bits involving the Alcubierre Gates.  He did on the other hand leave information about where he learned some of his secrets.  The expedition isn't ready yet, won't be for another year or two, but I'll need people I can trust on that one.  Are you interested?"

            

    
        Delay announcement

    
    
    
    
                Hi everyone! I'm currently having power and internet issues due to a rather nasty storm and am unable to post a proper chapter. Because I m on my phone.  Sorry to everyone.


Did you know that chapters have to be like five hundred characters long to be posted? Because they absolutely totally really for some reason do. Yeah so I have to add some more info here even though I am really out of things to say at this point. How are you all doing? Well I hope.


So, yeah, we had an absolute monster roll through, like I was checking on my phone to see if there was a tornado and tress are down everywhere.

            

    
        Chapter 146 A Day in the Office

    
    
    
    
                Jobs were... well, they were jobs.  There was no getting around the fact that what I was doing wasn't particularly fun.  It was informative, but not particularly fun.  At the moment the biggest push on my abilities was the studying of the current information.


From what the researchers could tell Ristolian had recovered information on how to make the gates from elsewhere, some ruins on the Elven continent.  Part of the team was working on figuring out exactly which ones and where, but they were running into issues.  The reports of the location was from diaries that were hundreds of years old.  Add that to the fact that there were few maps of that continent, and what there were weren't really up to date or of a known accuracy and you find big problems.


They were quite unsure of anything more than the general area, one which accounted for several cities.  The efforts to parse that down to something bit by bit were slow, but they were making some progress by guessing things based on his day to day experiences.


The maps were also a massive issue.  There was nothing like gps here so mapping was... primitive, it depended on people who were not really that good at measuring distances between large areas and lines that were not always straight.  This meant that two maps of a given area might agree for instance that one city was west of another, but they might not know how far that would be as a crow flies, or at what angle.  There were implications that larger organizations or countries might have truly accurate ones, but those were considered close to a state secret.


My other duty, of examining tools and making sure they work was... quite frankly a bit easy.  Sure I was supposed to go over a lot of the information that the researchers had, or that our historical benefactor had left, but most of it was just basic.  With the 'Help' menu I could find their flaws in almost record time, and while the ancient magus had no doubt known a lot, most of what they found educational wise was from the 'Guide'.


Literally, much of it was transcribed directly from the guide, Ristolian had added a few notes here and there, and his explanations were much better, but the biggest chunk of the information was straight out of the 'Guide', he even used a lot of the same exercises.  This man had done what I might otherwise have, and made a basic textbook that went into a lot of the nuances of making the system work.  He did leave out the explanation on the 'Help' menu though, as well as not saying where he got the information.  I suspect that this was to hide some of the knowledge that he didn't want disseminated.


It seemed that my predecessor had desired to open a school at some point.  For this he'd written down a lot of information on basic magic and education, as well as philosophy and governance.  Most of the latter bared a strong resemblance to Earth ideals, as well as what Emperor Durin was trying to put forward.  Some of it looked like it needed ironing out, and he hadn't actually ever opened his school, but it looked like he'd laid the groundwork well.  I suspected that Lord Durin's home was supposed to be Ristolian's academy.


I inquired, but nobody knew what had happened to the ancient mage.  There was also the possibility that they weren't telling me, or Emperor Durin hadn't told them.  In the end he was probably dead now, as it had been hundreds of years.


It was a few months in and I was sitting at my desk designing a tool to measure heat to a fraction of a degree.  My pen scratched out line after line as I consulted various reference books and our design specifications.  This job wasn't anything complex, but was needed for some experiment in the labs.  Why the researchers in charge of it didn't have one already I didn't know, but as a trainee I was making one for them.


"What are you doing here?"  A small hand reached over my shoulder to point at one section in the code.


"It's a readout, the base design in in our standard book 1, pg. 335."


My partner in training gave me a look, her frizzy brown hair bobbing around her waist as she turned to look at a page I already had open.


"It's surreal to me that you can work like that?"


"What?"


"You seem to rush through these like it's nothing, and it always works."


"Selene, I'm almost literally copying it verbatim from the books."


Selene pouted at me, crinkling up her nose.  "Yeah, but yours always work.  I can never get mine to work when I need a different layout or readout or whatever."


To be true I was using the 'Help' function to iron out a lot of bugs.  I understood most of what I needed for them, but if I ran into something that I didn't, or couldn't figure out on my own after an hour or two I just ran it through the menu to be done with it.


I shrugged.  "I'm pretty sure this is all just busy work anyway."


"What?"


"Well, do you honestly think they don't have something that can give a readout like this?  Perhaps they want one a little different for convenience, but they don't actually need it."


"Then why have us make all this crap!?"  She pointed at several of the bits and bobs all over our office room.


"Well, isn't that obvious?  You're going on the same expedition as I am.  What will we do if we end up out in the middle of nowhere and need some random tool?  We'll have to be able to make it.  Same reason they have us working on our Atali, or the other crap we get roped into."  I pointed to the little pamphlets on Elven flora and fauna that were sitting nearby.


We'd been tested on some basic survival stuff, but nothing too intense.  I wasn't sure but I thought that was partially because we were not in charge of that, and partially because from what I understood the Elven continent was just too different.  It sounded tropical as opposed to our native land's almost far northern climate.


Selene looked at me with a frown.  She was an interesting girl, a couple years my senior and no slouch when it came to magic.  The little wizard girl had gotten top marks, and much like me had few suitors, though for different reasons.  While I rebuffed most of them, she didn't seem to get many.


She wasn't ugly, as such.  Most of the people in this world were quite fit and while there were some that didn't have great bone structure, that was rather odd.  She just didn't really seem to care how she looked.  Her hair was always left a mess, badly in need of a comb and cut, and she always had ink stains all over her hands and dresses.  It was like she didn't really care, I had to respect that.


"It would be nice if they could just get us going already, I hate just waiting," Selene complained.


"Seconded, but I'd rather it be done right than rushed and waste a year or two roaming around in the jungle."  It was also not going to be a small venture.  My last count was somewhere around twenty people on three ships.


We worked through the afternoon until the time came to head home.  There were no windows of course, and we only knew the time based on a number of clocks here and there, several of which I'd had a hand in building.





Our manager Olnir was there the next morning.  He was a stereotypical middle manager type, middle aged and with a stick firmly up his rectum.  While I still dealt with Mystien every now and then this guy handled a lot of the day-to-day operations along with training.  I could say without a doubt that he didn't like me at all, luckily I was too competent for him to have any real complaints.


"Good morning ladies," he sounded like the last word was some kind of poison, "Please join me, we've got some things to go over."


The two of us just shrugged as we looked at each other and followed the man down the hall.  It wasn't often that we were given anything other than paperwork to go over, and frankly anything would be a nice break.  It had only been a couple of months and I was already hating doing this job, had I not been promised a big payout in the end I'd walk right now.


We went deeper into the facility than we had ever gone before.  Passing labs here and there and finally coming to one that was absolutely massive.  The size was probably because of the two gates at either end.


These looked almost like those that were used to get to and from Emperor Durin's home, with a few exceptions.  They were smaller and of a slightly different color.  They were also brand new as opposed to the ancient structures that I knew worked.


"Wow," Selene said.


"We're running a test today.  Please stay out of the way of the full researchers."


I could see a number of folks in robes going here and there, checking instruments and measurements.  To the side Mystien stood, watching over all of it with critical eyes.


"Ready," he made a motion to a man at what appeared to be a control panel, at which point several levers were pulled and I could almost feel the mana in the room.


"No issues so far sir, the mana is flowing just as it should," the man replied after a second or two.


"Good, connect."  At his word another lever was pulled and it all went awry.


For the barest of seconds there was a pushing and pulling around the portals, their insides flicking a crimson shade.  A heartbeat later they spat distortions into the air, space around each filling with motes of light and discharges of energy.  As the item crashed the mana violently ripped through the stone gateways, the rock they were composed of cracking like a gunshot as pieces shot outwards.


As I saw the shards fly I tried to put up a barrier, only to find it pointless.  One was already established around the items, keeping all the shrapnel contained in a small place.  Several smoking chunks of rock bounced off of the protections and lay there, looking like meteorites within their little protective bubbles.


The leader of this brigade came to join us.  He looked slightly displeased, but not terribly surprised.  "Enjoy the show?"


"I'm sure you'll get it next time sir," Olnir said.


"I doubt it.  What about you two?"  He similarly seemed unimpressed by the brown-nosing.


"It was... impressive, even if it didn't make a working gate."


"What were you trying to do?"  I looked at the rubble as the wizards came to float the bits away for examination on nearby tables.


"Good question, our goal in this test was to try and have the insides of the gateways be defined as the same location.  It's one of several methods we've tried, none of which have worked."


"How?" Selene cocked her head.


"Another good question.  We know that the gates use a module, which is somehow adding another few runes to the sequences.  We're unsure if we've managed that properly, though we think we have.  If that is the case then we need to figure out what those runes are doing, because whatever it is is not known to us."


"What have you tried?" I asked, curious as to what they were doing.


"This test was trying to define the inside of the gates as the same place.  We also made an attempt at having it defined as something entering one instantly exiting the other.  That test worked much like this.  We even tried to have them pull the insides of each other to their own inside.  That was one of our more successful tests, in that rather than exploding they both shot across the room at high speed and collided."


I blinked, they hadn't even considered bending space.  It wasn't that these men weren't smart, because they certainly were, they also knew their craft.  It was that nobody had made that logical leap.  There was no paradigm shift into thinking of space as something that could bend and warp.


"Well what's next sir?" Olnir asked.


"Nothing, takes too long to code these and there's something missing.  We'll work on the connection magic to make sure we have something working, but until the expedition is over we'll hold off on another attempt."


"But if you could..." Selene perked up.


"We have other projects, wasting funds and time when we have other ways forward is useless.  Which is why I'm hoping you lot succeed.  Once we get a lead on what they're supposed to do we can probably make real progress.  Until then I want you working on understanding the modules.  The information on that cannot leave this room though.  You'll also be doing exercises with some of your compatriots twice a week now that you're ready enough."


After my teacher had turned and left our manager looked at us.  "I think it's too soon, but if he says so... There are a few things we'll need to go over."  It took me half a beat to realize what he'd said as he was speaking Atali as he did so.

            

    
        Chapter 147 The Prince's Gambits

    
    
    
    
                The northern reaches of The Empire of Shadows

Men poured into the small facility.  Days had passed as they'd pounded this hidden location with spell after spell of artillery.  Once they'd finally breached the barrier they'd been met with traps and a handful of golems.  That paltry resistance had only delayed them for a few moments.


The Emperor of Shadow's soldiers passed hallway after hallway, each as empty as the last as they poured deeper and deeper, before long the lead of the group stopped, putting up a hand to motion the men following to stop.


"Something's not right, where are they?"  He paused for a moment to look to his sides, only more empty halls greeted him.


As if in response to his words a single line of red glowing light flew down the ceiling and past, branching off into each hallway.  As it spread it sent itself into every room one by one.  The men looked on in horror as the whole facility was overtaken.


"RUN!" their commander shouted, his final word.


Roughly halfway up a mountain on the other side of the valley three men watched.  The explosion was not big enough to make it rain debris, but it certainly sufficed to level their former home.  As it moved to charge after charge hitting the weakest points of the structure it boomed.


"Well, that at least was a success," Lorrae said as he adjusted his clothes, looking more and more old and tired than he ever had before.


"Enough of one at least," his grandson agreed.


"No, that was a loss for us.  They lost only a few men, we lost our only base of operations.  It's clear who the winner of this engagement was."  The prince now fully a man, if a young one, frowned.  "We'll have to split our forces now, keep a lower profile.  I hate to emulate our enemy, but..."


"But it is likely the only way forward my liege.  Without cutting the head off of this snake we'll never destroy it."


"I know Lorrae.  Come, let us go for now, there's much to do."


As a group the three made their way into the caves.  These mountains were riddled with holes and caverns, and this system could take them well to the other side of this peak without going above ground.  They walked in silence, each man lost in his own thoughts, all too tired to share with his companions.


The bulk of their men had fallen back to some of the cities in the north.  In particular one known as the 'Free City of Ice's End' more commonly known as either 'Ice's End'  or 'the free city' depending on who you were.  This metropolis was sizable, and far flung from any other settlement.


The area around Ice's End was rather unusual.  With a natural deep harbor going out to the Western Sea it could both receive ships from the outside world and engage in fishing several cold water species which formed it primary industry.  These fish would be salted and sold to any land a merchant could reach.  Normally salted fish would be a low cost product but due to the influence of mana many of these cold-water species could be preserved for years with minimal effort and no flavor loss, making them an excellent commodity for the war-torn human lands.


While south of the city there was little other than frozen tundra for nearly a hundred miles, it sat upon a natural hot spring.  This was the only reason the towering glaciers to it's north hadn't overtaken the location, instead leaving it with incredibly strong natural barriers.  If one wanted to invade only the route by sea would work.


For these reasons, and several involving trade, almost nobody bothered to attempt to seize the city, at least they hadn't until now.  Prince Lief had slowly moved his men and their families in, posing them as refugees had been difficult, as had hiding their mage status.  He'd focused on physical magic users at first, since any of them could, with some training, pose as sailors of some skill.


As he exited the mountain cave the prince looked towards the former dean.  "Lorrae, are you ready?"


The old man nodded and began casting.  This spell would speed them along much like the one he'd used to escape the capital, only at a much slower rate, and with far more stealth involved.





Three Week's Later

The Free City of Ice's End

Lord Knud


Lord Knud looked out across his hall.  For so many generations his family had ruled this city, passing lordship from father to son down through the line.  All the way to himself, where he feared it must end.


Knud was not a small man by any definition nor a young one he had ruled for nearly forty years, and taken three wives in defiance of tradition, but only out of desperation.  He'd loved his first wife, to be true.  That woman had made his youth a joy, and when she failed to give him a child he had felt wounded.


Though it bucked tradition, after many years his first wife had encouraged him to take a second.  She feared that her failure to produce an heir would sink her family.  The lord had hesitated a first, but only at first, and he'd soon taken a second wife, a young girl whose beauty was renowned.  Perhaps lust had gotten the better of him.


Sadly, with his second wife as well he'd failed.  This was a stab to his own pride as a man, for clearly it was not any doing of his wives, but his own failing which kept him from continuing the family.  After several years without so much as a pregnancy he took a third, much to the chagrin of his first two.


While he'd held little hope at the time, eventually his third wife had felt her belly grow.  The man had been a wreck for the entirety of her pregnancy, knowing that this might be his only chance.  While he'd desired a son to continue his lineage when he'd been handed his little Astrid he could feel nothing but love for the small girl.


Now his eyes settled onto her once again.  She'd grown so, from the small child into a beautiful young woman.  At fifteen years of age her platinum hair and brilliant blue eyes struck all who saw her.  Her lithe grace opposed her father's bulk, but in their eyes, their noses, and their auras they matched.


Lord Knud's reverie was interrupted by a servant.  "My lord, another ship arrived with more refugees.  You wished to be informed before they were let off?"


"Hmm," the man grunted, "How many?  And their make up?"


"Only five my lord.  Two cousins and their grandfather, the older cousin seems to have a wife and daughter with him."


As the ruler considered a small chimed nearby.  "Father, doesn't their respect in bringing their elder rather than abandoning him deserve some reward?"


Astrid knew her father was frustrated by the number of men coming to their city.  They got few on a normal year, but recently the influx had been much larger.  She understood his considerations, many men coming all at once could upset things, particularly if they were without families.  That said she also felt that they should give some kindness to those fleeing this 'Lord of Shadows' a man who certainly sounded evil to her ears.


The lord of Ice's End had always had a soft spot for his daughter, and to an extent she wasn't wrong.  "Allow them to enter the city, but make it clear that they'll need to see to their own arrangements."  At his words the servant retreated and the girl gave him her most radiant smile.


The elder went back to the paperwork that he must complete to keep his city running as his child began working on a new piece of embroidery.  He didn't know of the potent forces he'd just invited into his home, or of their enemy in any meaningful way.  He knew not that his decision would change the future of his people, or of his lands.  No Knud's thoughts were focused on other things, the fishing industry's recent successes, the new public works that must be built, and his family's future.

            

    
        Chapter 148 Onwards and Outwards

    
    
    
    
                I stirred as the sun made its way upwards, shining bright light through my nearby curtains. Slipping out of bed I looked to the bright day outside and stretched, feeling the bones in my spine pop one by one. It was a truly glorious feeling and today was a good day for it.


Today was the first day of spring. As always I still wasn't sure about my exact birthday, but I was decidedly now twenty, at least for this world. Could I then consider this day my birthday? Well, not really, but I was celebrating anyway, for other reasons.


I walked over to the clothes I'd lain out the night before and began to dress, finally putting on a particular necklace I'd made recently. The small silver pendant hung perfectly and went well with the otherwise rather practical outfit.


Now properly ready I turned to see the rest of my room. There were a few bags that the family servants would be carrying down to the carriage when I called, but otherwise it was fairly stark. All of my things had been packed and were either coming with me, or being stored for the duration of my trip. I preferred it that way, since I didn't really care much for most of my belongings and those few that I did would be coming with me, except for one.


As I came downstairs I was met by my parents. Dad looked proud while mom just seemed worried. My mother and I had never seen eye to eye on too many things, and this was one that we wouldn't this time either. She fretted about my desire to go and see things that I'd never seen, and to be places I'd never been, and while I understood, I would never see things her way.


"You don't have to go if you don't want to," she said as I came down the stairs to meet her in the dining room.


"I do want to go mother."


She sighed, looking at my dad, but I knew she'd get no help there as he gave her a sort of apologetic smile.


"Just... be careful, and come back to us."


"That's the plan mom, it's not like I'm going alone. Oh, dad make sure to keep your pendant close, I don't think it'll be important, but you know, just in case."


He nodded, "I know Alana,"


"Oh, and mom..." As she looked up at me I pulled out a small package. "Keep this for me while I'm gone. I'd hate to lose it over in the Atali lands."


With trembling hands she opened the little cloth bundle to reveal my spindle. It was the one she'd given me all those years before, that I'd always kept as a memento of home. I didn't spin much anymore, but even then it was still well-worn.


As she took it out her eyes teared up and she reached over to hug me. "I will, I will," she whispered as she wrapped me up in her arms.


I had already said my goodbyes to my small friend group, though I couldn't tell them exactly when or to where I was leaving. The staff at Lucien's had been supportive, if a bit of a pain. Charles had given me sort of a sad smile, but wished me well. I think he rather fancied me, but nothing had ever really come of it. Pinea had suggested a party, an idea which I'd had to decline.


I'd told Kala over tea with her and her current squeeze, a nice girl with pitch black hair. She'd been going through partners quite hurriedly as of late and I think she was still trying to figure everything out. As a parting gift I left her a big jar of sugar, since I knew she liked it and the temple wouldn't really approve of her spending her own money on it.


As I finished up my breakfast and rose my father waved me off, wrapping my mother in one arm so that she couldn't follow me all the way out. "We'll leave it to you then sweetheart, take care."


"Alright, love you, bye." Dad wasn't much for long goodbyes, having seen plenty himself. I wasn't much for them either.


The ride to our meeting place wasn't much different than my normal commute to work, save for the pair of massive luggage crates I was sharing the vehicle with. I looked almost wistfully out the window as the streets of Lithere passed me by. I'd left the city a few times in recent years, but there was no arguing that this place had been my home for what seemed like most of my life. I started counting up years on one hand but quickly abandoned that, it didn't really matter, since it was home now.


Soon enough we pulled in, rather than the lab we were meeting at a separate locale, well, several separate locales. My group was forming up at a local inn, warded for our meeting today. Our researchers and assistants pulled up one by one. It had been decided that the best way to make sure that anyone watching didn't realize what was up until it was too late was for us to all travel in our own groups, all under different names, at least until we made it to our ships.


My group consisted of various individuals from all across our labs. Olnir was of course the marginal leader of the group, much to our collective dismay. Selene joined with me as well, both of us worked well together and we'd been through enough training with one another that we could work quite effectively as a team. For physical protection we were joined by one of the current knights, Glen, a short and stocky fellow who I'd met some years ago during one of our training exercises. He wasn't fast as such, but I remembered him hitting like a freight train and being durable as granite, so that was good. The unknown part of our team were a pair I hadn't met, but who could only be brother and sister, their dirty blond hair matched perfectly and they looked like gender-swapped versions of one another.


As I hopped down to join the group our last member pulled in. Dras had grown up well from the reedy youth I'd met so long ago. Now his dark brown hair fell a bit over his eyes and he even had the beginnings of a closely cropped beard. I was fairly sure that Mystien had him join our group as a favor to me, and I wasn't about to question it, he'd become quite competent and I knew I could trust him.


"Now that we're all here," Olnir began, "We'll be going over our route. Our group is heading through the northern gate and turning to exit through the city of High Rock. From there we'll head slightly north before turning west. Our eventual destination is here." He pointed to a section of the map. "At the port city of Silverstone. Any questions?"


"How much does everyone know about our mission?" I asked, looking to the three members of the team I didn't often work with.


"Everyone knows what they need to, and not more." His message was clear, at least some of our members didn't know all the details about the gates, and there might well be some things I wasn't informed of.


"Our schedule?" Dras asked from the side.


"We'll make High Rock tonight. We'll take an inn when we get there and continue from that point. Our route should take us no more than fifteen days to make it to the port. The crossing can take anywhere between two-and-a-half and three months, depending on conditions."


With no more questions we all piled into a pair of carriages more suited to long term travel and set off. As I saw the gate to the city through the small window passing over us I could feel my heart pound in my chest. This was it, this was my chance to go on a grand adventure. Today was the day that it all started and we could find our way to something finally major and world-changing. I wasn't sure I was really ready, but there was no point in second guessing anything at this point.


The day's travel was rather uneventful. This close to the city and the former central duchies the roads were good and everything was still in a sharp order. In the past it would have been because of the king wanting to display how the area near his home was so much better, but now I suspected that the areas around all major cities were getting some benefits.


Dras, Selene and I shared a carriage and we had a few moments of light chatting throughout the day. Dras in particular had barely ever left Lithere in his life and had no idea how to deal with the countryside at all. He kept his face nearly pinned to the side by the window as we passed through fields and small groupings of trees.


"You know, I went out for a few of the school projects, but I never got the chance to just take it all in. The fields are so big, and there are so many more trees." He just couldn't seem to get over how much land we were covering.


"Dras, we're not even really out of the urban area proper. This is all cultivated, and rather densely, once we get out into the real countryside there will be open land for miles."


"I know, it's just... It's one thing to know about it and another to actually see it."


"Wait till we get to the ocean, that'll be the real treat." With that I leaned back and tried to take a brief nap.





When we arrived at High Rock the sun was just starting to sink into the horizon. The sky taking on it's deep red hues as the light began to slowly fade. This of course was a strong cue for us to very quickly find an inn for the night, because I doubted anyone wanted to sleep in these carriages when there were so many beds about.


It didn't take long for us to find somewhere with rooms open. The inn, called The Mermaid's Rock, was middling in how fancy it was. It wasn't cheap by any means, but was not super-expensive either. The building seemed to be going through some expansions, particularly recently, but it had all we needed. The room we girls shared even had a tub.


I quickly learned that the pair I didn't know were named Robert and Leah, and they were indeed twins. From what I could gather they specialized in healing magic and flora/fauna respectively. There were no priests on this trip as they wouldn't be able to join us without forfeiting any claim to neutrality, so these two were, much like myself, bards.


"So you're here to help us manage with any plants or animals?" I asked Leah as we settled in.


"Well, I'm mostly here to see if there's anything useful that needs to be made note of. There aren't many trips going over to the elven lands you know? This is a really big chance for me to get deep in there and learn about things I might never get to see otherwise."


"Oh."


"Yeah, so I'm supposed to help you lot with whatever it is you're doing while I look into new potential sources of wealth. Don't worry too much, I've studied all the documents, and even had a book of plant samples that one of my grandfathers bought some years ago. There are some insanely cool flowers that grow over there. Did you know that there's this one that you can use in medicine to..." She kept on for awhile as I slowly lost concentration and drifted off to sleep.





There is only so much that one can look out onto the countryside and feel wonder. Turns out it's about three days, with a few punctuations for each new big thing like seeing mountains in the distance, or large forests. That was how long it took for Dras to stop being wowed by the landscape and start to get bored.


It had been fourteen days at this point and we were all thoroughly tired of sitting in carriages as they rolled down the road. Our horses had been changed out a number of times, as had our drivers, and this was pretty normal from my understanding. The animals got tired and the men just didn't know the roads nearly well enough. The new drivers were all military, so there wasn't much a reason to worry about them, and the roads were fairly clear.


There was still sporadic bandit activity but even during the kingdom's years it had been present only when things were really bad. With the new government being much more effective and far, far better at patrolling we hadn't run into any issues. Most wouldn't attack carriages anyway, and even if they had, with the pure quantity of magical might housed in our little rolling boxes we could have turned them into a thick paste.


In an unusual change our vehicles rolled to a stop and I tiredly blinked at the door. There were no sounds of a city nearby so I was a bit on edge until I heard the knock.


"I thought you might enjoy seeing this, so I asked the drivers to stop." Olnir's voice filtered through the wood and after putting up a basic shield I opened the door.


The late afternoon sun shone down upon us as we left our carriage, looking around. The man in question normally annoyed me to no end but today he had a bright smile on his face.


"What's going on?" I looked at him and where we were.


"This is the best place for a view, it's stunning," was his answer. If I had to judge by looks I wasn't the only one a bit irritated by it.


The man himself didn't answer but rather turned to walk up a nearby hill. Selene gave me a quirked eye to which I could only shrug.


"If nothing else it's a good chance to stretch our legs. Let's go see what it's all about."


"What's that smell?" Dras asked from behind me.


I sniffed the wind briefly and thought I knew what we were in for. "Oh, I think we'll see in a moment."


As we crested the hill the salt air blew over us, the scent of seawater and sand harsh but refreshing. From this little hill we could see the town of Silverstone, and I instantly understood it's name.


Two huge cliffs jutted out from the sides around the harbor, creating a natural and perfect place for ships to dock. They lived up to the name, for as the sun hit them they sparkled silver in the light, some mineral in them must have shone and it dazzled as we looked down on the fair-sized city. To me that was striking, but the other in our group.


"It's so big," Dras said.


"I've never seen that much water in my life," Selene agreed.


The rolling ocean spread out behind the town, sending gentle waves in to splash against it's many docks. The blue-green water went on and on, seemingly endless as it stretched on into the horizon. We all took a long while to enjoy the scenery and compliment Olnir on his choice of attraction. This was followed by a brief, and slightly foolish picnic where we watched the sun set over the horizon, it was a chance just too good for us to pass up, and we were a bit ahead of schedule anyway.

            

    
        Chapter 149 Silverstone Port

    
    
    
    
                It had been a long, and rather peaceful trip to get here. Our crew, composed of a primarily recent graduates from magical and knightly academies were some of the best and brightest of our generation, and after an extensive training process we were finally off on our first big mission.


Off across the sea and to the elven continent we would go, seeking out information about teleporters our government sorely wanted to be able to recreate. Each member of our team had skills and practice in their chosen fields, but few could stand up to my personal mastery of the magical language. That was primarily because unlike most of the people in this world I'd had a head start, and a few cheats. This was my second go at the game of life, and while my first might have ended badly, this one was... well, not easy or peaceful, but going well. The knowledge that I'd retained of my first world, and the fact that many of the ancient mages of power seemed to be like me would do me all kinds of favors.


We rolled up to the gates, letting them check our papers. These were fairly generic but needed because we were obviously bringing a sizable number of casters into town. They gave us a once over, and deciding that they didn't want a fight just waved us through. Normally this would have been impossible after sunset, but if you've got all the right things in order almost anything is doable.


It's not like we weren't official, we decidedly were. Every t was crossed and every i dotted perfectly. It also didn't say what we were up to though, which aroused suspicion in the men at the gate. Their job was to keep an eye on the town and we would be a major threat if we wanted to, so they were wary of us.


We also weren't the first to arrive here. The fact that we were the second of the three caravans to roll into town full of mages and gear would only make things worse. Something they couldn't outright ignore.


A man in slightly fancier armor than your normal guard greeted us as we made our way through, stopping the little caravan. I had my window open and was looking around a bit, so I got a good view of what all happened. He went over to the carriage where Olnir had returned just after his discussion with the men outside and knocked loudly.


"How can I help you?" The little wizard asked as he leaned out towards the guard.


"Just a few questions sir, if you don't mind too much." I guess he got a nod as shortly thereafter he continued. "Mostly what your business is and where you're headed, you understand."


"I do, but those details are need to know, and quite frankly, you don't need to know." I winced, Olnir was right in that he didn't have to answer the guard's questions, and their town mayor would be able to confirm that we were official, even if rather low key.


"You're bringing in a large group, after dark, and from what our man on duty tells me, with lots of magic. I may not need everything, but I have my duty to perform," the guard responded, sounding rather peeved.


"Then ask your superiors." Olnir was really doing us no favors as he still refused to answer.


An hour later the 'runner' who was sent to get info from the town mayor returned. He walked as he did so, seeming in no hurry, and I suspected that the head guard here had told the boy specifically not to rush anything at all. It was a petty move on his part, but my boss was also being a petty little jerk so I understood. The boy handed over an envelope to the guardsmen and a few moments later we were let out of the little entryway.


It was only after the third inn that told us that they were full that we got to the heart of the guard's plan. This late in the evening most places to rest were either closed or full, particularly in a busy port town. The guards surely knew this and had kept us held up more than long enough that the only place we could find to rest was a stable.


I'd slept rough before, and the carriage that the other girls and I shared was by no means the worse sleeping arrangement. As a matter of point we'd slept in here several times during this trip already, since we often couldn't spend the night in a sizable town. That wouldn't normally be an issue, what was an issue was that I was now laying on a light cushion rather than a bed because my boss couldn't be the slightest bit polite.





As the sun rose the next day and I began to work out the inevitable kink in my neck I looked around. I was not the first to have risen and neither was I the last. The boys were all up and wandering about looking sour while the rest of my own carriage slept soundly.


After I'd slipped out and conjured up a bite for breakfast I looked at them. "So, what's the plan for today?"


"Olnir went off to see if the other groups have arrived. I'm supposed to head to the ship here in a moment to see if they're ready and all in a bit, want to come?" Robert stretched as he rattled off the day's events, he was a nice sort, and I didn't have anything else pressing.


"Sure, do you know the way?"


"Not at all! I do however know the ship name and the like though, so I'm thinking I can just head down to the port and check in on them," he said excitedly. Seems the idea of adventure, even small, appealed to him.


"Lead on then, if nothing else we'll at least get an idea of the layout." I waved towards the door.


We stepped out into the bright mid-morning sun and joined the small crowd of people walking to-and-fro on their various businesses. Being a port town it was going at a good clip, but we seemed to have missed the morning rush. I didn't mind that, as a bit of a more peaceful stroll felt more my speed for this trip.


While the city was on the upper end of what one normally saw in this kingdom it didn't compare at all to the city of Lithere, where I'd made my home for the past few years. It was also hilariously easy to find the direction we needed to go, since one whole side of the city was taken up by the various docks. That of course didn't mean we had any clue where our ship should be, or how the port was even organized though, but that was a problem for when we arrived.


"So I hear that you're our resident item expert?" Robert offered as a way of an opener.


"Yeah, sort of. I mean, I'm better at those than a lot of people, but I view myself more as a general caster."


"Hey, don't sell yourself short. Dras told us that you were one of the best he knew."


"Well, maybe, but there's still a ton to learn. What about you? My understanding is that you're a really good healer." I leaned over to look at him as I spoke and he blushed, seeming a bit nervous.


"Yeah... the village Leah and I grew up in didn't have any priests or anything, so I ended up patching a lot of people up. When we finally got to school I guess I just signed up for all the healing classes and.... it kinda went from there. I'm no priest mind, but I can still patch up most stuff." He scratched his head as he spoke.


My guess was that Robert and his sister were a year or two older than me, but I wasn't sure. I'd never run into them at the academy, but I pretty much kept to my small friend group, so that wasn't really odd.


"That I understand," I said, nodding at his story. "My village went through a really rough patch too. Except with us it was the famine that was worse than any injuries." I looked off a bit as I remembered the place, which from my understanding was now nothing but ruins.


"Damn nobles didn't care about anyone but themselves. Let the rest of us rot while they stayed in their little manors sipping wine and eating cake. Emperor Durin kicking those lazy bastards to the curb might have been the best thing to ever happen to the country."


"I'm inclined to agree. I knew and still know a good few people who were nobles, and not all of them were that bad though. One or two were decent enough people, but a lot seemed either too proud or... apathetic to what happened to the common folk. Personally I think that can be way worse than just hatred, because it's not that they want to do harm, it's that they just don't care if it happens." At a look from him I gave a brief telling of how my home had been doomed by the local lord forcing us all to be locked in our city palisade. It had killed our ability to save much of our food and wrecked parts of our infrastructure.


"That's insane! How did you all survive if you had to waste that much of your stock?"


"Well, I made a small mountain of bread for people, but in the end we didn't. The town isn't there anymore."


He placed a hand on my shoulder and gave me a reassuring squeeze. "I'm sorry to hear that, I can't even imagine."


"It... wasn't good, and not a great time for me either. On another note, I think we're about there." I pointed and waited for his eyes to follow.


We'd made it almost all the way to the port, and the ships were now clearly visible, their rigging standing over some of the smaller nearby buildings. I hadn't noticed it before but now I could hear the gulls making their racket over the soft sound of the waves splashing against the wood and stone that lined the harbor.


There was no beach, only a small stone path that led to the various docks where all the vessels were anchored. The salty smell was strong and fresh and it was with a smile that I noticed something I'd seen only in my old world. The cement that made up the walkway and it's various small walls here had shells mixed in with it, giving it a rather unique look and feel.


We made our way down the dock looking for our boats. Most of these could be ruled out with little more than a glance, though I had to explain to Robert why.


"It's none of those, look at them," I said, continuing past the platform he was starting to turn towards.


"Hmm?"


"They're all too small, and the nets. Those are fishing boats, not merchant. You'd never be able to cross as far as we're going with them."


"Oh... have you ever been on one before?"


"No, but that doesn't mean I'm wrong.  What about you?"


He shook his head.  "First time at the coast too.  The ocean is just so... big."


"More than I think either of us know.  Come on, those look promising."  I pointed at a grouping of massive many sailed behemoths bobbing in the harbor to one side.  Their dock looked much more private, and was certainly a bit further out than the others nearby.

            

    
        Chapter 150 Into the Horizon

    
    
    
    
                Our boats were bound, all at the same pier. As it stood we had the briefest of meetings with the captain of the boat our crew would be on, just enough to tell him that we'd arrived in town and would be ready to depart once we were joined by the other teams. The group that had arrived before us had delivered a similar message and so the sailors were enjoying their time off at the port.


All of the crew were men, at least as far as I could tell. While amongst the mages there was a far more equitable feeling in the common folk gender norms much more like the past of my previous world still abounded. Almost every sailor was a man, and while in port, they were doing what sailors did.


There were some things though, like the fact that a fair percentage of the crew were of elven extraction, a clear benefit if one sailed back and forth between our continents. This led to some interesting interactions, because while I'd been getting oogled by most of the sailors this lot did not. They seemed rather respectful, and soon their companions noticed. I could see the flickers here and there of suppressed auras, if small ones, and understood that these elves knew I was a caster. From what I was seeing I was guessing that most of these were minor talents, though perhaps there was a possibility that some of them could use magic properly.


I'd been told in my classes that every elf had magic on some level. In the majority of them this meant what was classified by humans as a 'minor talent' allowing them access to a simple and small ability. My first maid had been such, able to create water from nothing, so were many of the other maids. It could even be a small physical enhancement, not the sort of blatantly superhuman stuff my dad or brother could do, but enough to push someone just to the edge of what would be believable on Earth.


The ship that I would be traveling on was known as The Crystal. It was on the larger side of those in this port, because it would have to be for the length of trip we were making, having a total of three massive masts. Unlike the age of exploration ships from back home it didn't have the little cannon holes in the side, so it looked a bit strange to my eye. It took me several minutes of staring at it to figure out exactly what about it was off, but otherwise it looked rather like a carrack, with square rigged sails.


The captain was an old man named Tom who looked almost carved from the same wood as his vessel. He barked harsh, rather expletive filled orders to his crew as he came down from on board, apparently someone informed him of Robert's arrival.


"Ah, sorry miss, the language is a bit harsh and I'd've liked to have a talk with you lot first. You'll have to abide it though, the men are too dense to listen to any else." He seemed embarrassed when he realized that my companion was not alone, but joined by myself.


"I can't speak for anyone else captain, but honestly I don't give a fuck what kind of language you use. So long as all of us make it safely to our destination."


Both men in this conversation blinked at me for a moment before the old sailor burst into laughter. "Well ain't that somethin'? A fair refresher from the 'delicate flowers' we normally see when moving noblewomen."


"There are no nobles anymore captain, not after the regime change," Robert said. It was a major faux pas to compare people to the nobility of the past, if only because of how much the new government wanted to change things.


"Aye, forgive me lad, old habits are hard to break, particularly when one doesn't spend much time ashore. I know things have changed, and so far as I can tell for the better."


"Have things changed much in your business captain?" I was curious at his words.


"Oh a bit. All the ports run a bit smoother, and the coasts are being scoured... well some places not as well, but overall more regularly. I'll say the import dues are a score better for us as well. Day to day though... not too much of change, there're still folk in charge, and still shipments to run." He scratched his chin as he thought. "Enough of that though, I understand some of you lot are wizards?"


"We're all magic users, though of different types."


"Oh that's good then. Is there a priest or a weather wizard among you?"


"No priests and on the subject of weather control..." Robert looked at me, and at my nod, "I believe my companion here can do some?"


"Limited, and only for a bit, but I can control it some." I tried to undersell my abilities, for it was better to be underestimated than overestimated.


"Excellent, best thing to have on board, a weather wizard. Shame on the priest though, having someone who can heal can be a lifesaver and none of the elven lads have that talent."


"Captain, most bards can heal." Robert seemed a bit flustered.


"That so? Can't say I know much about magic."


His statement there wasn't too odd, as many of the more common folk didn't understand too much about casters. Sure, they knew that priests were a thing, as well as wizards, and probably knew that some men could punch a hole in cement, but the distinctions were outside of what they needed to know. They also seldom knew exactly what each kind of caster could do unless they often dealt with mages. While many of his crew had some level of magic it just wasn't of the level that it would matter much to him. The elves aboard probably knew what was what, but if he didn't know, and didn't care...


"Regardless captain, we're not planning on leaving until all of our groups arrive. So at the least you'll have today."


"Ah, the men'll be glad for that lad, give them some time ashore to... rest."


"And give the local brothels business surely. If we get word on our time to head out we'll send it forward to you." I decided to cut in, mostly because I was already tired of him trying to downplay the facts of the world to someone (Me) already well versed in them.


"Thank you then miss, I'll see you then."


That said and we saw ourselves off. Not that we had a ton to do today other than find a proper inn, something I hoped the rest of our party had taken to without us. The stroll back up was slightly more difficult because of the angle of the road, but it was still pleasant and we took all the time we needed.


Olnir had returned and as it turned out the first group had secured us rooms with them. It made things significantly easier during the three days we spent stuck waiting for the last group to arrive and make their arrangements. On the last morning I woke up extra early to enjoy a bath, probably the last proper wash I'd get for the next couple months.


The other girls saw me and we took turns, chatting as we utilized facilities I personally would sorely miss.


"So, what's it going to be like on the boat? Do we have a room or something?" Leah queried.


"No idea, I imagine we'll have something private from the boys, but I'm unsure on what all that will be. I've never been on a boat like this, so it could be a room smaller than one of those carriages."


"Surely it'll be larger than that. We'll at least have beds Alana, and a desk or something." Selene seemed to be very confused about the size of our vessel.


"I doubt that we'll have anything like a proper bed. Space on a ship is a premium thing, and ours isn't quite that large."


"Well we'll have to have something." Leah looked irritated at the very idea of not having proper quarters.


"I suppose we'll see. No use worrying at this point." With Selene's final comment we finished what little packing we had to do and trouped out.


The trip from our inn to the docks was a rather uneventful one.  The dew was still on the grass and the sun struggling up from it's place behind the horizon as we boarded the ship one by one, welcomed by the captain.  The crew was for the most part busy readying the boat to take off, but a few gave our little group a quick nod.


"Boy!  C'mere and show the ladies to their quarters."  The old seaman shouted off to the far end of the ship.


An elven lad, who if a human would be no more than eight came bounding from out of a doorway which I assumed to lead to the lower decks.  Upon seeing us he blanched slightly and gave the captain a sharp "Yes sir!"


"Um... your quarters are this way, as for your luggage..."  Selene gave a light wave and our three personal trunks floated up a few inches.  She'd managed this the whole way down and it didn't seem to bother her at all.  "Oh, that'll do perfectly.  This way please."


From what I could see, the ship had several levels.  There were two above the main deck on the back, one in front, and at least one below.  Based on the heights I would guess three down, with another area for the bilge.  The lack of cannons probably opened up far more cargo space, and I knew for a fact that we were taking some along with us for this trip.  I didn't know, or care what that was though, since it had little to do with me.


The cabin boy led us to a door on the stern, that opened into a level on that with the deck.  Inside was a bit dark, and quite cramped, as was the room he led us to.  Our quarters were hardly bigger than a closet, with two bunks on each side, stacked two tall.  The small wooden boards were only joined in furnishing by a lamp hanging from the ceiling and a tiny writing desk at the back of the room.  With us all inside it was quite cramped.


"This can't possibly be right."  Selene looked stunned at the size.


"Um... begging your pardon miss, but this is the biggest private room save for the captain's.  The mate normally has this room and the gentlemen with your group are taking that of the bosun."


"Well, where are they sleeping?"  She looked at the boy with a quirked brow.


"Down below with the rest of the crew."


"It'll be fine," I interjected, this would have to do.  "Is there anywhere else we can be where we won't be in the way?"


"There's room on the deck miss, but the captain may be cross if you disturb the men while their working."


"Well do that once our things are secured then."


He left us to tie down our trunks and we soon joined the rest of the people on board up on deck.  I personally wanted to see everything as we made our way out.  In that desire I found a quiet spot well away from anyone messing with rigging or any of the other many jobs that went into running a boat and settled in.


It wasn't a fast operation, without motors leaving port wasn't an immediate thing.  Once we got going though we pulled away and out into the harbor, making our way towards the bright ocean.  Along the docks a few women waved to the sailors as we left, some men passing yelled as well, wishing us luck on our journey with a smile and a raised hat.


So into the great blue sea we moved, moment by moment the land shrunk behind as we made our way out towards the horizon.

            

    
        Chapter 151 First Days at Sea

    
    
    
    
                It took us a few hours for the shore to fade to little more than a line. This boat wasn't particularly fast and even with a favorable wind there was little in the way of propulsion. I could probably have helped with the wind some, but that wasn't something I could do for more than a couple hours at most and it wasn't really needed. 
While we moved further and further from the shore I noticed that the movement was something else too. I'd been on a number of boats before, though only a few at sea. This however was slightly different, in that it was nowhere near as stable or comfortable as a normal modern boat. I suspected the fact that we had to sail at least partially with the wind didn't help either. 
By noon all three ships of the expedition were well and away, the horizon now looking flat and blue in all directions. I could see the captain and a few others taking occasional measurements using a watch and the position of the sun. 
"Captain?" I asked as he settled into a spot where he could watch over the crew. As it was we were now cruising along happily and they needed little of his immediate input. 
"Did ya need something lass?" 
"Just a question. I saw you checking the heading, is there a reason you don't use a compass instead?" I knew such things were available, if a bit uncommon on land. 
"A couple. While I do have a few it's good to check by the sun. There're a few creatures out in the deeps that can throw your heading off if you go by that alone." 
"What kind of monster can do that..." 
"Oh don't worry, don't worry. While there are some truly massive beasties out there none see a ship our size as a meal. The ones messing with the compass often aren't even that big, little schools of fishes and the like." 
"Oh, that's good. We had spine wolves and the like back home if you knew where to look. Hate to have to deal with that kind of thing on the water." 
"There are monsters, and mind that you don't go for a swim, but our boats are big, and wooden. We don't look like food to them unless we go for a dip. There are a few spots where you can find something that could and would take a ship like ours, but those leviathans don't leave their home areas often, and we'll be steering well and clear of all of those." 
"Probably need the mana concentration there..." That comment got me a look so I went on. "Most of the really big things on land only live where there's lots of mana. Either where people have dumped magical items or for other reasons. Under Lithere there's a whole system of tunnels and the deeper you go the worse it gets." 
"Huh, I'd never heard that one. Makes sense though I guess, even at sea things tend to cluster around areas. Some deep in the ocean and some near reefs and the like. There's even tell of islands that no ship can get near to without problems." 
I wanted to know more about those, but from what I was hearing he didn't actually know much about it. That was sort of unfortunate, but I could just ask around either when we got back or found land. 
For the moment though I had a good seat to seeing how things were done on board. There were a few things that I quickly noticed. Firstly, the water was created on board. I watched as the cabin boy and another elf moved to a barrel and added the fluid several times throughout the morning. My guess was that they were using as much mana as they safely could before returning to their duties, and it was enough to heavily supplement what the crew would need. My guess was that there was still some stored freshwater, but probably much less than what ships from Earth would have needed for this voyage. 
Beyond that it was also interesting that a man at the top of the mast was exchanging messages with our sister ships. Every now and then a pair or red and black flags were taken out and a series of waving occurred. I wasn't sure how developed this code was, but it seemed to have at least check-in and reply signals. We looked to only be talking to the center ship in our formation, which was a simple wedge triangle with us to the far right side. 
Before long lunch was called. There were two shifts, with our group being given priority in the serving along with the captain. The food was surprisingly good, and it seemed that Olnir agreed with my assessment. 
"I was told that the food on board would be rather plain captain, but this is about what an inn would serve." 
"Oh don't mind that sir," One of the men, an officer no doubt since he was at our table, spoke up while Captain Tom was busy laughing. "We'll be on ship biscuit and beans before too long have no worries." He said it with such a chipper smile that every sailor present got a good laugh before our host managed his own reply. 
"Normal food lad is mostly a mixture of the biscuit no sane man could call bread, a bit of cheese, salted pork and beans. Every couple days we'll also have sweetened porridge and there are some fruit and the like we'll all be needing to keep off scurvy that are served with that as well." Someone must have realized about vitamin C, since one of my predecessors was a conqueror that being known wasn't that surprising. 
I wanted to groan on how that could get old fast, particularly with the heavily watered beer that we were being given, but I'd survived on mostly summoned bread for a hefty chunk of my childhood, so there was no point.
 "Oh, I see," Olnir replied. Most of my companions looked a bit put out as well.
 I on the other hand was less bothered, something which the captain noticed. "I didn't get the impression you'd sailed before lass," he asked with a slightly raised brow.
 "I haven't like this sir. I did however learn the lessons of bland food from my childhood and brought my own herbs and tea." There were several very tightly stuffed jars in my luggage which held enough to make it through much of the journey.
 "Hah! Takes most men at least one trip across the blue to think of that. Not worried about any of the men trying to rob you though?" This indicated that my idea had long been thought of, not like a small thing of herbs or tea would cause any problems even if you had the little luggage prepared for normal sailors.
 "Any man which tries to rob me will sorely regret that poor decision." My chipper response got the old seaman laughing again.
 After lunch there really wasn't much for me to do, so I returned to my cabin resolved to either work on my core more or to do some reviewing of the 'Guide' because it was at least didn't have me sitting in the sun all day.  I sat and sunk into my own mindspace, letting myself drift a bit as I sank down.  I had noticed that I was becoming somewhat more aware of things going on around me sine hitting the second level of the core, which was nice in case anyone wanted to talk.
 I spent several hours thus, making my connections and building towards the third and final level of the core.  It was absolutely massive and I had little in the hope of finishing it anytime soon.  The fact that almost nobody did probably had to do with how daunting the task looked.  There would be a ton of time investment for any payoff at all, I just hoped that it would be worth it down the line.
 After a few hours spent thusly I returned to the world at large only to notice that I was feeling a bit below the weather.  I stood up, took a step from the bunk, and promptly doubled over, spewing what was left of lunch all over the floor.  My hands grabbed for the bunk so that I wouldn't fall in my own sick as the accumulated hours of meditation crashed into horrid nausea.
 Ah the smell of vomit, and the wonderful thing that it does when you taste/smell/ect. it.  I got a second to briefly look at the mess before another wave hit me, nearly sending me sprawling again.  Around the same time I heard small racing feet approaching and quick knocking on the door.
 "Miss, you sick?"  It was the voice of the cabin boy.
 "Yeah."
 "Hold on, I'll grab ya a bucket."
 "Thank you... *Retch*  just come in when you have it."  I didn't want a conversation feeling as I was.
 It was only a moment or two later that he returned with the vessel and a damp cloth.  Upon opening the door he groaned a bit before holding them out to me.
 "Please try to hit the bucket miss.  I don't fancy cleaning up even more."  I gathered that he was the one in charge of cleaning our room if needed, and after giving the bucket a nice warmup sang a few notes.
 Singing while trying to not puke was fun and all, but getting enough out to remove the mess and smell was priority if I ever wanted this to stop, which I did.  I felt as I always did when sick, a deep and dark missing of ginger ale.  If there was any chance of learning to make it some day I would, if only to aid the upset stomachs of the blighted world.
 "Thank you for the help... um... what's your name?"  I said as I tried to keep myself normalized.
 "It's Elian miss.  That's some spell... if only I could..."  The boy looked on in amazement as things went back to clean.
 "Right, thank you Elian.  Sorry for embarrassing myself like this."
 "Not at all, happens to a lot of our passengers.  The lads were taking bets on you lot, and I'm happy to say I won."
 "Well at least I made you some money..."
 "Oh not on you miss.  I bet that your boss would get the ocean stomach.  You should've seen the bosun's face when he got it right on the shoes.  Had to go and hide, if that old jerk saw me laughing he'd tan my backside."  I knew young Elian would look back on that with a smile for some time, being low man on the totem pole couldn't be fun.
 "Well I'm sorry I missed that too.  Olnir's kind of a jerk."  That got me a laugh.
 I spent several days cooped up in the cabin with my new and dearest friend Mr. Bucket.  The other girls had somehow managed to dodge the bullet while most of the boys had some level of seasickness.  It was made clear to me that while I was doing badly nobody could hold a candle to Olnir though.  He was so bad that the other boys nearly kicked him from the cabin out of frustration.  Sadly I was a bit too busy with my own issues to get a look at it, but such is life.
 
When I finally surfaced from my time below decks, now used to the rocking of the ocean and several pounds lighter I had a rather sad realization.  While we were still guests, very well paying ones, and still eating at the captain's table, the quality of food had taken a noticeable dip.  Several of the greens and less well keeping foods were already gone, being lost to the poor shelf life.  There was little to do about that though, so I dug into what was still some of the best food onboard.

            

    
        Chapter 152 Dark Sky

    
    
    
    
                A week in and the food situation was already dire for most of my companions. Fresh food didn't keep in this world at all, even things you'd think would do well just didn't on a ship like this. Meats and many fresher plants couldn't keep past about a week and even flour, which I thought would be fine didn't. A question to my favorite cabin boy got me a graphic description of how bugs and the like would get into it, and later in the journey what we had would be what we had.


Dras appeared at roughly the two-week mark to have a discussion with me after dinner one night.


"Hey Alana..." He froze under my gaze and I fixed him with my eyes. I knew well what he wanted.


"Yes."


"Could you... maybe help out with the food? Just a bit of fresh bread would make this so much better." The other girls were with us at this point and they gave me a look, I'd never told them that I could make food on my own.


I let my lips creep upwards into a smile that didn't reach my eyes. Before I went any further I had questions of my own. "Dras, do tell me who all you've told about my ability to make foods."


"Well, nobody, I thought it'd be better to talk to you first..."


"Good, and make sure you don't. You two either." I fixed my glare onto my roommates.


Selene blinked a bit. "Okay... why? It's just for our dinner right? Is it mana intensive or anything? Not like we're using much."


"Well yes and no. It's not hard at all, but if the sailors get wind, which they will if I start making much, they'll all want bread. I don't want that kind of demand, or the kind of ill will telling them no would make."


"I get that," Leah said with a knowing look.


"Wait, can all bards just *Poof* food out?" Selene looked curious now.


"In theory. Back when we were littler brother and I learned to, but only ever made stuff for our family, and not bread. Food prices were insane and often supply was just... non-existent for some things." She cringed, "One of our aunties learned that he could make a rough cream and she pestered him nonstop for like, three years to supply her. Eventually he blew up in her face and swore he'd never make her another drop."


I patted her shoulder in understanding. While I normally didn't mind I'd been stuck with hungry people before and had no desire to be the local bakery again. "So you two can make cream? I'd be willing to do some trade to improve the tea a bit if you want."


"Oh no, he can do cream, I do oil, for cooking and lamps and stuff." She gave a nervous look at our little conclave. "You are not to let brother know I told you under any circumstances. Don't ask him about anything like it either, he'll be beyond mad."


"Understandable." If it would cause problems with the group I could abstain, at least until I found the right way to acquire that which I wanted. If all else failed adding a new spell to my list wouldn't be the worst thing, since I couldn't practice teleporting on a boat full of researchers looking into teleporting.


"Not understandable at all! If getting more food in our diet is possible I want to go for it as hard as I can!" We all took a moment to look at Selene with raised eyebrows at that utterance.


"Er... Selene's excitement notwithstanding I really do want some better food. Perhaps a trade could be made or something?" Dras went back to why he'd come here in the first place as our bunk-mate tried and failed to strike a hopeful pose in the background.


"I'll talk to my brother, privately, as for the rest of us?"


"Sure I'll pitch in a bit so long as it's not much," I answered.


"I'll keep quiet if I must," Selene answered.


"Of course," Dras added.


"Okay, then I'll toss in some oil. There's not much on the ship and most of that will be for lamps anyway."


"Very well then," I began. "Let us now call the first meeting of the 'Bards for Better Food Coalition' to order." I was met with groans.


"We're not calling it that, we're not calling it anything." Dras tried to stop me.


"Do you not want to be part of the coalition then? It was your idea."


"No, no it wasn't, I just wanted some bread."


In the end there wasn't really much to it. We managed to get Robert on board, though only through his sister. It was enough, and hiding all of it from everyone else was a fun game too. Sure, people would be mad at us if and when they found out, but I couldn't really be bothered to care that much. We weren't hurting anyone, and it kept us both busy and out of the way.





With our new arrangements we passed the time for a bit longer. Now four weeks in and still seeing nothing but blue in every direction I was starting to get used to it. The rocking of the boat hardly bothered me anymore, though before our return trip I would be having a hammock made, and while the food had now dissolved into the most bland and terrible fare being served publicly we had our arrangements.


I also picked up some new songs and a dice game from the sailors, one which my roommates and I were playing as a knock came on our door. I was used to the periodic visits from the cabin boy, who joined us for a game when invited, probably because it was a good way to hide from work, but this wasn't him. The knock was harsher, and from much higher than I was used to.


With a shrug Selene stood and moved to the door, opening it slowly. "Captain? Is there something wrong?"


"Ah, probably not, but I'd like a word with miss Alana if I may." He didn't hide the serious note in his voice, and I quickly moved to the door.


"Something amiss?"


"I'd like a bit of help on deck if you could. We need a bit of wind."


It didn't take me long to get ready and head up, and the mood was not one of levity. Olnir was here along with the captain and a few of his officers. I could already see the problem on the horizon.


There were midnight black clouds billowing just within view, reaching up into the fair blue sky around them. It was unnatural the way they formed such a small area of the sky. All around that smokey bank the weather looked calm and normal, but within dark blue streaks lit the way here and there.


"That," I pointed, "isn't normal is it."


"No, looks like the doing of one of the larger beasts of the deep, and I'd rather be nowhere near it lass. Can you sing us up a wind so we can speed off ahead?" Captain Tom wasn't panicked, but it was clear this was something he didn't think we should be near, and I greatly agreed.


The other ships in our convoy had pulled near, and flags were being waved frantically. We were all nearly close enough to hear one another as we looked back and forth, our ship taking the center position. I didn't know for sure, but weather magic was very uncommon, and I might well be the best at it in our little expedition.


With only a few words I started up one of my more favorite shanties, one the crew had taught me. The men joined in and soon the gestalt got to doing it's work. With a point from the captain on which way it should blow our sails, normally lazily billowing snapped taut. With so many joining me it wasn't too harsh to do. This boat, which had been so leisurely making its way through the waves now cut like a knife, all the officers at attention and pushing the men to their limit.


We sailed for hours, trying to outpace the storm. First we sailed straight away, since that was our heading anyway, but it was no use. As we moved the little black patch on the horizon grew and grew, almost as if it was coming straight for us. Looking more disquieted by the moment Captain Tom turned the ship at the same time as the others. If it was headed the same was we were then there was no reason that we couldn't get out of its way and let it pass us by.


The storm seemed to move with us, as if it knew where we were, and where we were running to. If this were some monster then it may well have chosen us as it's prey. There was another option too though. Perhaps there was just no way for us to go that wouldn't be in its way, for as the storm grew I realized my mistake.


This wasn't just a small patch of darkness in the sky, no, it was massive. It was only the scale that had made me think it small, but as it grew closer and closer the size multiplied. We'd started just after breakfast and by early afternoon nearly a quarter of the horizon was covered, the black clouds reaching up high and above any normal weather, by lunch easily half.


"You can stop singing lass." The captain's voice was hoarse as he addressed me. "Need to talk to the men anyway."


Soon the other vessels got close enough and ropes were sent across. Olnir and Captain Tom were shortly joined by what appeared to the the other expedition leaders and captains.


"Well, no point in disputing it, only one thing makes a storm that big," one of the other captains said, "and if it's followed us this far we're not getting away."


"What are we looking at?" one of the mages asked, a woman who I'd seen once or twice at Mystien's workshop.


"Hurricane Whale, I've only heard stories of them." It was Captain Tom who answered this time. "Big, nasty beasts, only live in the deep ocean. They can make one monster of a storm, luckily they're pretty rare."


"I've seen one," the captain from before answered, "and we've only two choices, we can run, and we'll fail to escape..."


"Or?" Olnir asked.


"Or we go and take the fight to it." The final captain looked grim as he answered. "They can be killed, and we've harpoons for any emergencies and more casters than I could hope for. It'll be a bad fight, but it's that or let it chase us."


"How will we even find it?" One of the other mages asked.


"Oh that's the easy part. It wants us anyway, we won't have to look hard." Captain Tom's face had hardened to wood, afraid, probably terrified, but ready.

            

    
        Chapter 153 Against the Leviathan

    
    
    
    
                The crew wasted no time getting to work. Every man on board ran too and fro readying harpoons, making sure the sails were in proper proportion and battening hatches. As the hive of activity roared the captain approached me where I stood near the wheel with a bit or rope.
"Pardon me miss, but you might be needing this." He wrapped it around a nearby piece of railing and then gingerly helped me tie it around my waist. "Can't have you getting swept away. If, something goes terribly wrong and you must pull this line here, it'll undo the knot I put in. Better safe than sorry." He checked his work over, it was pretty impressive, the way he'd done it up in mere seconds.
I watched as all of our casters were done up similarly to myself. We were guests, but in this case there was no getting around needing to fight. Glen was the only one who refused, as our physical user he was stronger than any rope anyway and he wanted to be able to move if needed. I also noticed that the stocky young man had appropriated an entire bundle of harpoons for himself, and having seen him throw things before I felt confident he'd use them well.
The different bards were assigned crewmen to help them with their magic and as one our ships turned. The three vessels made for a wedge formation, our own leading. This would keep us as close to a bubble as possible, and make it much easier to keep the wind and shields going.
It was a very much 'hurry up and wait' situation as once we were all in position we still had to make it to our enemy, who was not at all close. As minutes passed and the stress level kept up you could see the cracks starting to form, waiting for contact with the monster we had no choice but to fight but all wanted to be done with.
Closer and closer to the storm we sailed and as our two forces prepared to clash I couldn't help but feel like we'd made a horrible mistake. As the storm bared down on us the clouds soared, the wall of black looking insurmountable as we approached it. I had to crane my head up to see the top as we moved to the border.
In the last few moments before we broke the wall of clouds spell roared to life. A glowing shield appeared over each of our ships, doming up to protect us from the worst of the wind and rain. A ball of light or fire roared at each bow so that we could keep track of one another even through the massive mess we were going into, and everyone who was using one got their combat spells working up. I was told in no uncertain terms that my job was to keep our wind right and nothing else, since we didn't know how long this would take.
The edge of the storm looked almost solid, the wind and rain loud, but not reaching out of it, like it was constrained by a wall within only that area. As we breached that wall the change was immediate. The sea which had been getting rougher and rougher swelled, the waves growing quickly to massive heights. Around us the sky blurred from the rain smashing into our shields, everything outside hardly visible, but still we persisted.
I could feel the resistance of the storm to my own magic, but it was minimal. I got the feeling that whatever had made this wasn't actively managing all of it like I was with my wind. The majority of the power didn't seem to be focused on immediate control, but rather keeping the clouds and rain contained, and just building them. It was like the Hurricane Whale was heating up the inside like a kettle, a barrier, and then the rest of the energy pumped into building the tempest.
Everyone on the ship was looking outwards out to try and find our enemy. We all scanned, but none of us, not even our veteran captain knew exactly what to expect as the minutes in the storm passed. As we crested each massive wave all we could see were more, more coming to sink our ship, more coming to take us from these small vessels and into the gullet of the beast.
I flinched as lightning struck near us, old memories surfacing once more to try and break my concentration, but still resisted. Quite suddenly the difficulty of maintaining the wind started to ramp upwards, becoming harder and harder to manage by the moment. I could even see the shields around the ships change as the rain increased to torrential levels, the wind throwing it like bullets nearly sideways at us.
"Something's happening!" I informed Captain Tom, only for the twins to yell the same moments later as their shield came under more assault.
The storm reached a fever pitch as before us it breached. The Hurricane Whale jumped, flying higher and higher into the air, accepting the challenge of its prey. It hung there for a moment, back-lit by a dozen streaks of lightning and for an instant every one of us froze in fear.
This beast was massive on a scale I could hardly process, easily as long as a football field with a horn sticking out again half of that. Around its weapon the aura it let off was visible and roaring like a swirling torrent of water.
At the peak of its arc both sides let loose. From our ships a dozen spells rocketed forward to slam into the massive beast. Projectiles of red, blue and green leaving trails through the sky as they flew forth. The physical users were not to be outdone through and several harpoons as well flashed in the dim light on their way toward the beast at ballistic velocities. I doubted they'd survive as more than sharp scrap metal when they finally stopped. These left several visible, but likely not fatal wounds in the creature's thick hide.
The monster, not one to leave such a message without answer hurled an absolutely monumental bolt of lightning at one of our sister ships. The streaking mass of plasma found one of its masts and super-heated it, the wood becoming a bomb as the water inside vaporized in an instant. I couldn't hear the screams except in my head, something I was grateful for.
Then the chase was on. I saw the shift in color as shields were changed to prevent another of us being struck like the first and we sailed after our enemy. It had us in raw power and size, but like a flock of sparrows chasing an eagle we were not to be denied.
The monster, after having taken damage made to get more distance from us, but that was not to be. We sailed after it as fast as we could, ships cutting through the high waves like knives as we tried to track the whale. It had underestimated us and we couldn't allow ourselves to be hidden from. Our plan was simple, to chase, to harry, to run it until it could run no more. Importantly we couldn't allow it to back away, since if it did, it could let its storm fight us instead.
It breached again, nearer to us and by the ship it had already damaged, and again fire was exchanged. This time I could see how the men aboard had all launched harpoons at the creature, not just us who had better range. It responded much as it had before, but to little effect, we had enough trained mages to shield against lightning if that was it's game, the bolt scattered across the surface of the targeted vessel like rain on a windshield.
As it fell back into the water a massive wave arose from its point of departure. The wall of water bore down on all of us, hitting hard even through the shields and sweeping across our decks. Everyone had to hold on tight as it threatened to take us from our little wooden fortress. My hands slipped and the rope tied around me snapped taut, jerking me harshly but keeping me in place long enough for the water to pass.
I coughed and spat seawater while I tried to rise.
"You good lass?" I heard the captain say from his spot, gripping the wheel for dear life.
"Yeah!" I yelled in return.
"Good, forward then! Let's get this beast."
"Aye aye captain."
"Hah!"
As I rose I looked to see several men from the ships had been swept overboard. It took me a moment, but only one such to see to my horror that they were all pulled by an unnatural current away from us and together.
"Ropes! Get them ropes!" I yelled, but too late, as the Hurricane Whale came up from below, the men pulled into its gullet.
I wanted to puke as I saw them swallowed by the massive creature, lost to us now. It didn't escape with that for free though, as more and more attacks pelted it from the survivors.
This process repeated itself several more times as our battle continued. We'd learned it's tactic though and when the next wave came only one or two men fell into the dark waters to be consumed. It was bloody, and horrid, but we all watched, hoping against hope that some would make it.
It took a toll on us though. The mana to keep so many spells going was exhausting, and as the battle wore on more and more of the rain was let through the shields in favor of keeping the lightning away. I was managing but only barely, my mana slowly ticking away from all the continuous use, gestalt or no.
While we were waterlogged and exhausted the whale was bloody. It looked like a horror movie as it came up, trying again to hurt us. After it's fall and wave came again it stayed down for longer than before, and I tried to hope that it had finally fallen.
That was not to be though. It had seen our weakening defenses and had opted for a new attack. This time as it came upwards it slammed into the side of the most damaged ship, its horn leading. It was sickening to see the massive spire of bone pierce the other vessel, breaking wood like wet paper.
"More harpoons!" I heard the call go out from Glen, him launching the last of his own.
The cabin boy Elian ran towards him with another bundle. He'd been running those back and forth to the men as they used them up, otherwise trying to stay out of the way. As he did I heard the cracking of wood splintering from the damaged ship as the beast turned its head, flinging as much of the destroyed vessel at us as it could.
Our shields had been too focused on lightning prevention and the slabs of wood were not small. Some broke or deflected on what was left of the physical defenses but too many made it through, hitting hard into the rigging and making the wood of our two back masts crunch. I was nearest the back mast and saw it leaning like a tree in the middle of felling, with clumsy fingers I pulled on the knot the captain had shown me and released myself.
I jumped down to the nearby lower deck not a moment too soon as the spar of wood crashed down, wood and thick ropes landing where I'd been mere seconds before. It took us all a few heartbeats to regain our composure and look but when we did we saw a most welcome sight.
The titan had destroyed one ship, but in the process had caught itself in the wreckage. Ropes bound to the hull now wrapped around its horn like a net and I nearly cheered as I saw the massive beast struggle against their bindings, held fast to the mess it had created.
We were nearly dead in the water but our other sister ship had no such issues and while our attackers pelted with what they could the final vessel closed in to kill our enemy. They made up aside from it and flung spells and projectiles in equal measure, the already bloody side of the monster torn and shredded beneath their angry onslaught.
The creature though would have its say and with a painful keening expelled more mana than I'd seen it use yet. Its final spell pulled inconceivable quantities of energy in and loosed them as one final storm of lightning against the other ship, wracking it and setting it well aflame.
The storm didn't stop of course, and as I stood on the deck, stunned that the beast had finally been taken down a massive wave hit us, taking me, and several others by complete surprise.
I tumbled, thrown like a doll in the water only to come up with one hand latched onto something. One of the many, many ropes from our own ship hand made its way into my hand and on instinct I must had held fast to it.
I could see Elian though, the cabin boy had not been so lucky, and in the chaos he was floating free. He tried to swim, but the waves and wind weren't helping, and it was clear he had little chance. As another wave made to break upon him I had a choice, I could try to save him, and perhaps we both died, or I could let him go.
There was no choice, I couldn't watch this child die, or drift off into the storm to an inevitable end. As the wave came down I sang a note. This spell I'd only ever used in private, and here I had hope it would remain unseen. Below him I made space contort and twist, forming a passage through the water and foam to my side, and as I planned he disappeared beneath the breaker, only to surface by me.
I nearly swooned as my mana reached nearly zero, thankful for one thing I learned. It seemed that distance didn't effect how much mana was needed in any meaningful way at this range, something I'd not really been able to test back home.
Even as my head swam I managed to wrap the boy with my legs, holding on to him, and the rope for dear life. Everything hurt and my vision blurred as I felt someone pulling first gently and then upwards.
In a brief moment of lucidity I looked up and saw Robert. "The boy?" I asked.

"He's alive." As the answer registered I felt the darkness take me.

            

    
        Chapter 154 After the Battle

    
    
    
    
                When I came to I felt like I'd been run over by a car. Everything hurt from my head to my toes, bruises and pain from using all of my strength in the previous fight. It took me a moment to realize that the hard heaving back and forth was the ship and not some symptom of my current state. 
A quick check over confirmed that I'd been stripped of my soaking clothing and tossed here, probably by my roommates. Leah was leaning against the nearby wall, seemingly exhausted from her exertions. 
"You're awake," she said as the boat pitched at a really concerning angle. 
"Yeah, what's the current state of things?" 
"In a word, bad. The storm isn't dying down, any thoughts?" As the resident user of weather magic I'd be in charge of that disaster. 
"Maybe, let me get up." I tried to rise and promptly had to sit back down. "Woah, okay, maybe take things slowly." 
It took several minutes to get dressed in something dry and clean up the worst of the bumps and bruises. I'd been slammed by several waves and thrown about, and there were rope burns on my hands and waist from the various bits keeping me onboard through the previous encounter. The stinging wasn't too bad, but it was distracting and I needed to be in good form for whatever what going on outside. 
As I opened my door I found several sailors collapsed in the hallway outside. We were near the door out onto deck and it looked as if some of the injured men had been thrown in here to rest, unable to make it down into the hold and barely able to move from their exertions. Some nodded and tried to move out of the way a bit as I headed for the door, others barely acknowledged me. 
There was no sound of rain, even as the waves pushed us to and fro violently. As I opened the door I saw why. Outside the sky above was a brilliant pink and gold, a pure circle of light. Around us on all sides clouds towered into the sky, bounding it above us in a circle perhaps a mile or so wide in walls of white and grey. 
Glen must have seen me coming out and appeared at my side, offering me a hand. "Here, don't want you falling again now do we?" He tried to lighten the mood a bit but the smile he gave me was strained. 
Our ship had been dismasted. I'd seen two of the three taken out by the Hurricane Whale, but it looked as if the third had followed while I was unconscious, at least parts of it were still there and several men were struggling to pull it back into place. 
"You're up, good. I thought we killed the beast but the storm..." I heard the captain before I saw him, and turned. 
Captain Tom looked terrible, he'd been soaked, battered, and hung out to dry. His eyes showed that he'd not slept a wink probably all night, and if I had to guess it wouldn't be long before he passed out. He as no young man, and these conditions were taking a heavy toll on him. 
I sang a few notes and tried to push on the local weather. There was no resistance to the magic, not that I was trying to change much. 
"I'm pretty sure we did captain, it's just that this storm is big enough to keep going naturally for awhile." 
"Alright, care to explain this then." He just pointed up. 
"We're in the eye, the center of the storm." It seemed odd that a well versed captain wouldn't know about those, but I didn't know the weather patterns globally on this world. 
"Never heard of that... Good though, I've sent out some men in our rafts to get whatever wreckage or survivors they can." I could see one of them rowing in the distance as he told me, going after some bit of floating debris. 
"Keep them close to the ship. Soon we'll be out of this and the storm around the eye is the harshest." 
"Can you stop it?" 
I shook my head. "With several dozen weather mages and a massive crowd for gestalt maybe we could lessen it. This storm is big captain, too big for me to do much to." 
"Alright, I'll get the men working." He turned and started shouting orders, his harsh voice stirring the exhausted crew to their labors. 
I placed a hand on his arm lightly. "Captain, after you've told everyone what they need to do, get some rest. We won't have long before you're needed again and you look dead on your feet." 
He frowned a bit but nodded after a second. "Don't like being told what to do on my own ship, but you may be right here." 
"I am, and like I said, we'll need you again soon to lead this mess." That got me a bit of a smile. 
My piece said I retreated back below deck. I didn't want any risk of falling overboard again and there was work I could do anyway. 
I wasn't an expert healer by any means, but I could do it and at this point we needed some help. I found Robert in the hold working on those who'd taken injuries. Overall the injured were few. A couple of broken bones and nasty rope burns or cuts, but nothing that couldn't be handled with ease. Sadly we'd lost seventeen of the crew in the fight, either thrown overboard by waves or crushed by rigging in the monster's final assault. Another four had been rescued from our sister ships though, having hung to debris or been thrown near enough for a rope in the fight. 
The losses we took were staggering, our ship alone had survived of the three, and almost nobody from the other ships had managed to live, none of our casters even. Even with us here, we were still dead in the water without sails, unable to steer in any meaningful way. 
As I healed what I could I moved through the ship, there I found our faithful cabin boy Elian, he'd clung to some netting in the hold and passed out. I smiled a bit at the resting child as I noticed something new.
 Like all elves he always had some quantity of magic, and for the majority this was only a small bit. After that harrowing experience though he now had a proper aura. It wasn't large yet, and would still need development as he grew, but all around him small green ribbons snaked out, moving as he did like kelp in the ocean, small waves pushing it around.
 "You saw too." Another elf, the bosun I was fairly sure, moved to my side.
 "I've seen it before, lots of mana, lots of stress. He's developed into a proper magic user in time, probably a caster of some kind."
 "Aye. This may be the lad's last journey with us. It'll depend on what he wants, and what we see when we get to home."
 "Schooling?" I asked, unsure how the elves handled young casters.
 "Perhaps, regardless though, being a caster now will give him options, options many of us here don't have."
 "His previous ability was summoning water right?"
 I got a nod. "Aye, a damn useful one on a ship."
 "Probably a bard or wizard then. We've plenty of those on ship to give him a bit of training, and some extra help won't hurt."
 "Kind of you to offer."
 "Like I said, we'll need the help anyway."
 He laughed a bit and we both got back to our duties.
 I hadn't really been below the main deck before, rooms full of sweaty seamen didn't really appeal to me, and they needed their privacy too. Now I got to see it I could have done without. That said, the deck was still heaving and the wind and rain roaring once we left the eye. So that evening we passed through to go and have a conversation between us casters and the officers.
 This meeting was to be held in the captain's quarters. It was the largest room we could easily clear and so we mages joined Tom and his first mate there.
 "Alright, you lot know I hate to ask, but these are hard times," Captain Tom began.
 "We know, and we're willing to help where we can of course." Olnir decided to speak for our group first, and he and the officers did the whole pleasantries thing while the rest of us watched.
 "Our main concerns are water, food, and moving the ship. we managed to salvage some wood, and mister Olden tells me that he might be able to fashion a makeshift mast out of it. It won't be much, and it will take a bit of time to rig it up right, but it should give us some sails."
 "Water is easy enough to handle, I think most of us can make that?" Olnir got a series of nods from all of us.
 "Aye, we've got food for a few weeks to be sure, but without proper sails... I hate to have to tell you this but our rations are going to be tight, for all of us."
 "What about fishing? We're in the ocean after all," Robert asked.
 "Out here there's not many fish to be caught, most stay near the coast. We can put some lines out, but don't expect much from it."
 "I can help some with that." I sang a few notes and a bit of bread and cheese appeared on the table before me.
 "What!? I didn't know you could do that," Olnir said as he looked it over.
 "There's much you don't know about me."
 "How much can you make?" The captain was more practical in his questions at least and I gave him a smile.
 "I can easily make a small loaf for everyone on board once a day. I'll want mana for other things, but if it gets too bad I'll consider making more. The cheese is not as efficient, but a little to go with the bread will improve morale markedly I think, so I'll make a small amount."
 Captain Tom raised an eyebrow, having realized that I'd dodged his question and instead given him how much I would, not how much I could. It was clear I wouldn't be willing to feed his whole crew alone at the moment.
 "Fair, we've got stores that should last for awhile anyway. Thank you for helping extend them."
 "I'll summon a pint or two of oil a day, since we're helping." Leah demonstrated in a small nearby glass, looking a bit irritated.
 "I can do a gallon of cream, but no more." Robert as well demonstrated, but the tone of his voice indicated he was irritated about it.
 After working out a few more details about things like who would make what and how much the captain nodded, thanking us for our cooperation. Olnir on the other hand didn't seem to think that was the end.
 "Deliver a list of what spells you know to me as as well." Olnir tried to say but he was fixed with glares.
 It was expected that as students you would show your teachers your work, at least most of it. For this reason I'd had no issues before, but asking a grown mage for a list of their spells was taboo. You were effectively asking them for a list that could detail all of their vulnerabilities. Many would be willing to tell you in general what they could do, but the specifics would be vague. Even among friends, you had to be very close to get that sort of information. I for example didn't have an exhaustive list of what Dras could do, nor he me.
 "No," Robert answered first.
 "I need to know..." Olnir tried to start.
 "Not going to happen." It was Dras this time.
 "Yeah, nope."
 "You know better than to even ask."
 "Not happening."
 We each refused, one by one. He sputtered a bit, but seemed to think better of it.
 
"Very well then, I suppose that's fine." His voice dripped venom at our refusal, even though he knew better.

            

    
        Chapter 155 One to Another

    
    
    
    
                After a few days the storm stopped drenching us the deck became safe to walk on again. This was both a blessing and a trial. I loved the fact that I now had so much more freedom to move about, particularly with the fresh air, however. 
"Excuse me miss," the third sailor to almost run me over in the past minute said. 
I'd taken up a spot as out of the way as possible, but the whole top of the ship was a hive of activity. Men were running to and fro like ants in an upturned hill, patching holes and railings, and hammering on things I had no clue to the function of. 
"Well, best we stay out of the way huh?" Robert moved up beside me, looking on as the men tried to hoist a new mast into place. 
"Quite so, I've no desire to have another mast dropped on me." 
He chuckled, "How close was it then?" 
"Well, I was standing about here, and it fell... actually you can see where it took out the railing." 
"Scary, I've been meaning to ask the captain what the current plan is." 
"Current plan is that we need to get the ship moving.  The captain said he wasn't completely sure where we are at the moment, but until the clouds clear up all the way he can't be.  That said he is sure we were closer to the elven continent than the human one.  So, we're sailing west until we find land or get a grip on where the heck we are."  I'd asked this morning after breakfast if we were turning around and gotten a full breakdown of the situation myself. 
"So we have no idea where we are?  That's concerning."  Robert frowned a bit as he spoke, looking out at the waves. 
"That's ocean travel friend.  It's all based on the sun and stars." 
"Do you know how to do it?" 
"Not at all, but I know it's all based on the sun and stars."  I pointed up at the thick cloud cover, the last of our storm.  "And as you can clearly see, it's rather difficult to use those right now." 
As we chatted I looked towards the very back of the boat.  There Selene was giving our youngest mage a brief tutoring in magic.  He'd awakened as a wizard with, no surprise here, an affinity towards water magic.  Which was good, since I doubted there'd be many elements the captain would be happy about him slinging around his ship. 
"He's coming along," Robert observed, "Not powerful by our standards, but he's got drive." 
"Yeah." 
I'd been studiously refusing to teach young Elian anything.  Partially because my magic was of a different form and partially because I might accidentally give some insight that counted as a state secret to him.  It pained me to watch, because I was fairly sure with a bit of prodding he'd turn out a pretty good mage. 
"Alright, that's a look.  What's on your mind?" 
"Considering.  That kid could go far with his drive if he had the right education." 
"Sure, and I'm sure the elves have schools.  Who knows if he'll get into one, but what can you do?  I don't think our academy would take him, not unless he becomes a citizen or something." 
"That's the thing holding us back isn't it?  Everyone is always secretive about all their research and all their training.  Good grief, can you imagine where we'd be if everyone who had any talent with magic or even research had been properly educated?"  Sure it was a bit hypocritical of me to go on a rant about hiding research when I was hiding so much, but I didn't want to, I just knew that if I didn't people would come after me. 
"That's what our benefactor was on about too wasn't it?  You going to follow in his footsteps and make a school or something?"  He gave me a light smile. 
"Don't know that I have the temperament to sit around teaching classes all day, but setting one up, getting everything together.  Maybe when I'm older..." 
"We've already got one Alana, and a pretty good one.  I've still got no clue why anyone would set one up in the middle of nowhere." 
That led me to thinking, why had Ristolian tried to build his school way to the north in the middle of jack all?  Well, he wasn't really constrained because of the portals I guess, but still not being in a country meant no support, no help, no... laws... He'd be totally independent, and with how he was setting those portals up... 
That was an interesting line, while I'd not really thought too much of it before certainly someone else had.  The people of this world were a bit behind on tech compared to Earth, but they were by no means stupid. 
After taking a few seconds to consider I just shrugged.  "Who knows, when we get all our research working someone will have to go around setting things up; perhaps I'll do that.  Be good fun to go and see the world." 
"Gonna be honest here Alana, I think I'm going to be done with exploration and adventure after this." 
We laughed and enjoyed the day for a bit longer.
 

  
It was two more days before the clouds fully cleared and our new rigging was finally starting to get set up properly.  The carpenter had worked like a dog, day and night to get everything in place and secured on the new mast, but it was all having to be rebuilt.  He had neither the tools, nor the proper materials for this level of repairs, and even with help it was an uphill battle. 
As the sun set to our first clear sky in far too long I once again stood on deck.  I knew it was a distraction to the sailors, but I was feeding them, and so they could suck it up. 
The captain looked out at the horizon with a furrowed brow as he began to take out several of his navigational tools.  Some ships had a navigator separately, but he fulfilled both jobs.  He marked down the time of sunset, comparing it with a small watch that looked distinctly magical.  That done he began to look at the stars in earnest, using clocks and a sextant to measure their angle from the horizon.  The whole process looked rather involved.
 His work done the old man retreated to his quarters to run numbers.  This wasn't an unusual occurrence by any means and was what he did most nights.  Right after he finished the men started to light the lanterns and set things up for the night watch.
 Elian was putting the lights in place with a minor spell.  This was a good chance for him to practice and I was thrilled to see he was using every one he could.  There were only a few, just enough to let those on deck see.
 "Good evening miss Alana," he said as he came to join me.  "How are things?"
 "Quite well, yourself?"
 "Good, good, um, I didn't get to say it before, and I haven't had a chance to talk to you, but... thank you.  I thought I was dead back when I got thrown into the drink."
 "Don't worry about it, I'm sure you'd have done the same for me."  I kept up my vigil of the stars.  With no lights out here other than the few on our ship they were truly magnificent.
 "Like to think I would.  How did you get me anyway?  I thought I was too far out, did you use a grabbing spell like I did on the lanterns?"
 He'd managed to find the one subject I wanted to talk to him the least about.  "Similar, bard magic works a bit differently, but the wave helped bring you to me as well."
 "Could you teach me how to do things like that?  I think eventually I'd be able to pick up a man overboard, but learning other ways..."
 I silenced him with a raised hand.  "Elian, I told you that bard magic works a bit different.  The way I use it also works a bit weirdly, and learning that isn't really in the cards for you.  When you're older perhaps it would help, but right now I think it would only cause issues."
 "Ah, sorry for asking..."  He looked down, nearly slinking away.
 "I'm not angry with you Elian.  I merely think you should focus on what you have now."  I thought for a moment.  "When I was little, my teacher taught me something important, and I think it will help you."
 "Oh?"  He looked back up with hopeful eyes.
 "It's best to focus on one thing at a time, learn it, perfect it, master it.  A lot of young mages go and try to learn as many spells as they can and it weakens their power.  That's how I do things anyway, I learn one spell and work on it until I'm happy, then I move to another.  Why don't you try to get your spells to make water and move things going well for now, then try to learn more."
 He made just the cutest face as he thought about that, finally nodding.  "Okay, thanks for the advice!"
 He was a nice kid... actually with how long elves lived he might well be way older than I was, but he stilled looked like a kid.  While I considered taking an early night he sat there and practiced a little more on floating one of the pins used for rigging.
 "How'd you end up on a boat anyway?"  I asked, breaking the silence.
 "Parents abandoned me.  When my talent manifested the captain took me in, cause there's always need for someone who can make water on a ship."
 "What?  Why in the world!?"
 "Look, my family were pretty poor, and well, before it manifested I had no talent, no magic at all.  That... that doesn't really happen for elves you know?  Pretty much all of us have something, and so when my brothers and sisters needed food, they got it, but me... not so much."
 He took my stare of stunned silence as a cue and continued.  "Without magic there was no future for me.  No woman would marry someone without any mana at all and the jobs I could take would be almost nothing.  There was a big fight and they just sort of... threw me out after.  My talent manifested not too long after, but there was no way I was going back there, not after all that."
 "That's... that's really terrible Elian.  I don't really know what to say."  I reached out to hug him lightly.
 "Eh, the captain took me in, and after all that look at me now, now I'm a proper mage.  My family was always kinda weak, and we haven't had a real mage in generations.  Maybe one day I'll go back and show them what they lost.  You know what it's like being an orphan?"
 "The Order of The Shield runs a lot of the orphanages back on the human continent, and while I never went through anything like you did I did have to spend a bit of time in one."
 "Really?"
 "Mmm, lot of bad things happened when I was a kid and I got separated from my family.  I wasn't sure if I'd ever see them again for awhile there, but there was nothing for it."
 "But now you're like... really strong."
 That made me laugh.  "I don't know about all that, but it worked out well enough in the end.  I did find my family after several years.  While I understand that you're mad, try to forgive them, you may not like them, or want to be around them, but you can still let go of what they did to you."
 "I'll think about it."  While I didn't know if he would, but he seemed like a good kid, and I thought he'd work it all out in the end.
 As he finished up I saw the captain leaving his quarters and going below deck.  That was pretty odd, as he generally didn't go down there, and that way went towards... He returned a few moments later with the carpenter and Olnir in tow all three looking highly agitated.
 
It was hard to make out but I thought I heard the captain grumbling something to the effect of "... south... fucking... doldrums."

            

    
        Chapter 156 Follow the Birds

    
    
    
    
                It was a few minutes after the captain and Olnir disappeared that the latter came back, heading over to the door that led to where we girls were staying. His gait was stiff, indicating that while this wasn't something that would have him running, it was indeed some kind of important matter. 
"Something wrong?" I asked right as he came up to the door. 
Olnir turned and looked in my direction, "Ah, just who I was looking for. There are some logistics issues that we need to speak about if you have the time." 
"Sure, not like there's much going on anyway." I bit Elian well with a wave and headed over towards the captain's quarters. 
The mood inside was heavier than I would have liked, with the owner of the room having laid out several charts and scribbling away on a small pad. 
"We're back," Olnir announced as the two of us made to stand by the small table set up. 
"Good, we've quite a lot to go over." 
"Sounds like we're having even more problems then?" 
"Sadly, yes." It was the carpenter who answered this time. 
"Well, lay it on me then." 
"It would seem that our interaction with the Hurricane Whale sent us quite a bit off-course. The storm, mixed with the change in direction must have sent us into this current here." The captain pointed to one of the charts, with lines that indicated a direction of flow. "Now, with our days of drifting alone it we've moved significantly further south than we should have, and that's a problem." 
"Are there more monsters or something?" 
"A higher number somewhat yes, but we're still well away from the worst of the concentrations. The issue is that we've entered the doldrums, an area of the sea where the wind is often unreliable. Sometimes there are rather nasty squalls, but other times we could be becalmed for weeks." 
"I'm not a sailor captain, could you explain?" 
"No wind lass. Without that we're not going anywhere." 
"We were hoping you might be able to help." Olnir spoke up. 
"I could, but I'm also making a good bit of food, doing both at once would be very stressing." 
Captain Tom looked pensive. He stayed that way for a long time as he looked over the various charts and diagrams in front of him. Once or twice he made notes or ran a few quick numbers. 
"We can't sacrifice the food, and if we try to sail northwards we'll be going against wind and water, can't say that'll work without more constant of a wind. I propose we have you making us a due west wind as we go. There aren't many reports because nobody likes sailing without wind, but from what I do know we should slowly drift west anyways, least till we're closer to the coast." 
"That's far from the normal routes captain," the carpenter said. "Maps of the ocean there, or even monster territories aren't good." 
"Don't I know it, but it seems our best choice. We go west until we get close enough to see land, then we head north along the coast." He turned to the carpenter. "Can you get our sails up and ready by noon tomorrow?" 
"Perhaps, it'll be rushed and ugly, but I can clear out the issues later on I suppose."
 

 The next morning was a blur of action. Upon waking the bakery opened and I began the process of making today's food. It wasn't too much of an issue for me, but I would never tell others that, otherwise they'd want me to do it more.
 After the hurried affair that was breakfast and the aforementioned chore I moved up onto deck to see the flurry of action once again abounding. The lines were being run and positioned, the long banners of cloth hidden in one of the holds lain out and prepped for their upcoming duties.
 The carpenter had the attention of all as he directed each man where to stand and what to attach. He clearly knew his business when it came to jury-rigging, and while he grimaced as he did so he made sure all was acceptable.
 It was nearly lunch as with a heave the sails were pulled into place. Slowly at first then with pulls and tightenings until a large square cloth now hung suspended over the deck. Limply is sagged until the captain and his woodworker nodded to me and I began to sing.
 There are a number of sea songs and I'd had a good chance to learn several from the men on board. I launched into one of these now. The Long Way Home as it was called was a celebrational number bestowing thanks for the journey being bright and sunny and seemed the perfect piece for this event.
 Slowly to the raised hand of the carpenter did I fill the canvas. He was cautious to check how his rushed work held under the strain of pulling our vessel as bit by bit I increased the wind.
 The voices of the crew joined in as the light breeze gained and gained, higher and higher into a strong western stream. The air abuzz with the singing of men and the cheers of celebration as finally the sail filled to it's fullest and once more we began to move of our own power.
 
As we moved into the later afternoon we changed it up a bit. Call and return songs became the method of the day with myself acting as the caller and the many sailors below giving me the return. I even took the time to educate them on Drunken Sailor which may have been the most popular number, particularly once I handed over the reins and let them have a chance at coming up with their own verses. The sailors were a raunchy lot, and their choice of punishment for the aforementioned inebriated seaman got rather inventive by the end of it.
 

 The next few days passed much the same. After breakfast I'd spend several hours keeping the ship moving forward towards our eventual destination. The routine was good and most everyone seemed happy.
 The moment came though when a cry from atop the mast alerted us. There was no proper crow's nest as of yet, but a few boards where a man could sit and keep an eye on the ocean served to help navigate and look for anything that might be amiss.
 "Bird!" The man called down from on high, and all action stopped.
 "Where at lad!?" The captain looked ecstatic at the news.
 "Just off the port bow captain."
 The old man took the wheel and turned us on a slight right, giving me a slight nod to indicate where I should change the direction of our wind towards. Sure enough not a few moments later a small brownish dot appeared overhead. It circled three times before slowly drifting down and alighting on one of the railings. The men backed off carefully, not wanting to spook the creature.
 "Kill the wind lass, and a bit of bread if you can." Captain Tom requested.
 A few notes later and he approached the bird slowly with the small loaf in hand. He gingerly tossed a bit nearby which the animal hopped down to check out. Piece by piece he fed the seabird until the food was all gone.
 The animal in question looked a bit different from a standard seagull. The bill was too long and it's body was mostly brown, with a few blackish marks here and there. Still it had the distinctive shape of body and wing that indicated that it was a creature of the ocean. It was also less bothered by the presence of men than most birds would have been in my experience.
 "Come now lad, mind showing me which way you live?" The old captain cooed to the little avian. "Just lead your ol' pal Tom to land and we'll be right grateful."
 The bird petered around a bit, investigating our boat before finally taking back to the wing and flying slightly south of our former trajectory. As it moved back towards the direction it'd come from the captain rushed back to where I stood by the wheel.
 "That's good right?" I asked.
 "Very good, get the wind going for us again if you can please." He looked down at the crew. "You lot, where's Sharp-Eye? Get him up that mast quick as lighting!"
 The aforementioned Sharp-Eye was one of the crew. An elf who, much like my friend Charles back home had an aura around his eyes, not to the same extent, but something. I was sure the elf had a proper name, but as he rushed up the mast to the improvised viewing area I decided it didn't matter much.
 We sped on after our flying visitor for the rest of the afternoon until finally I had to rest for the night. We'd also be near blind trying to sail like that, and might well miss land.
 The next morning I made my way up to the deck early as possible. Breakfast was made around sunrise and shortly thereafter three birds, much like those before found us. The captain was like a giddly little schoolboy and even did a little jig with the first mate, well away from the birds, whom it seemed to be bad luck to scare. Another feeding of our avian friends and we were off once again in search of wherever they hailed from.
 "Captain, clouds, and the sunlight reflecting off something!" Sharp-Eye called down, pointing off in one direction.
 The crew cheered and with haste we made for the way we'd been pointed. By early afternoon we could look down and see the bottom through the almost crystal blue-tinted water. Reefs here and there and even a few small fish darted about below us as we... well we didn't speed, but lumbered along.
 The birds became more and more numerous and before too long we heard the call we'd been waiting for with bated breath.
 "Land! Land on the horizon!"
 I pushed myself to continue and as the sun began to set even I could see the little line of green before us. I was running on fumes though and it looked like everyone could tell.
 "Anchor for now. We can't well try to get ashore in the dark lads, but first light I expect all to be ready."
 "Is it the elven continent?" Dras asked as we began to finish up for the evening.
 "No, an island, we're still far from making our destination. We may be able to get wood through and replace the missing masts, and perhaps even a bit of fresh food. Not that we don't appreciate your work miss." Captain Tom nodded to me.
 "No, I'd rather like some fruit and perhaps a bit of fresh meat myself." That got me a few chuckles from those nearby.
 "Not liking my cooking then your ladyship?"  The cook called jokingly as he pulled out the porridge that made a large part of our current diet.
 "Oh, how could I ever?  Just hoping for something other than salt pork and burgoo," I replied as I took my serving of the aforementioned goop.
 
Salted pork stayed fairly soft even after all the time we'd spent since it had been packed, but it just wasn't the same. For one, there was no escaping the fact that it was just salty as it could be, and no preparation method the cook had discovered could remedy that fact. Also it got a bit old after so many times eating it. I doubted we'd get beef, but perhaps there was something on that island that could help us vary our diets just a little bit.

            

    
        Chapter 157 Making Shore

    
    
    
    
                As the sun broke through the clouds we began the laborious process of scouting the island. It would be foolish to just land, no matter how much we wanted to, and so the first thing we needed to do was get a rough idea of what we were dealing with.


Our island, which wasn't on any of Captain Tom's charts, to nobody's surprise, wasn't actually one island. There were three separate pieces of land sticking out of the shallows, but based on what we were seeing there might be land bridges between them during particularly low tides. The smallest was less than a quarter mile across and seemed to be almost completely rock cliff faces with vegetation on top. It would have been possible to land smaller boats at one little beach, but we were pretty hesitant to risk that.


The second island, and the one in the middle range of size was also fairly rocky. About twice as big as its neighbor it sat in the water, there were less imposing cliffs, but the beaches such as they were were still covered in large and spiky looking boulders, which nobody cared to chance. We did catch a bit of movement in the greenery but nobody could accurately identify what exactly it was.


The third island was by far the biggest. Roughly circular and perhaps three miles in radius it was a not insignificant little piece of land. Much like it's companions most of its shores were rocky or cliff-like. However there was a small opening which led into a little lagoon. We couldn't pull the ship into it, but after a few checks it was found that one of the smaller boats used for such coastal landings should have no issues crossing.


"Alright lads." Captain Tom looked out at the gathered crewmen. "We've got a lot of work that must be done ashore first, then we'll see about everyone getting a chance to stretch their legs a bit."


There were a number of cheers at that, since we all wanted a bit of space.


"Now," the mate started as he took over. "We first need to replace our lost masts, so the carpenter and a few lads will go first and look for some suitable trees. We also need a few men to look and see if we can get some replacement for our food stores, anything that might be edible."


"Aye, I think we could all use something other than salt pork lads!" One of the crew cheered.


"Volunteers for the first group?"


While the crew knew that eventually we passengers would want off we all knew that we'd be going later. I couldn't begrudge them that, well, I could, but it wouldn't help. For now I was struggling with a bit of fishing tackle to see if I could catch any of the many tasty looking morsels swimming down below. If fishing with a line and rod didn't pan out I'd just electrocute the little buggers and float the lot out of the ocean. I too was tired of salt pork.





I gave an hour or so for the sailors to get to their business before I dropped off a few of the fish I'd gotten to the cook and went to see the first mate, since he seemed to be in charge of who was going ashore and when.


"Excuse me, could you kindly tell me when my chance to visit the island will be?" I asked the man. I didn't really know him that well as even with our tight confines we seldom spoke.


"I think Olnir was handling that miss, but either this afternoon or tomorrow morning."


It wasn't far to go and see Olnir, being that the ship wasn't all that big. It was surprising to me though that when I got to the room he and the boys were sharing I found that there was already a slightly heated discussion going on.


"I think that we'll need to go one at a time over the next few days, just in case," Olnir said. It was clear that he was trying to keep most of us nearby, and failing.


"We don't know how long we'll be here, and there is no way I'm missing my chance to go ashore for the first time in over a month." Selene seemed adamant, a few others from our group nodded their agreement.


"I understand, but we've already lost too many of our expedition, and I must insist."


"Are we still planning to continue with it?" Dras questioned.


"That remains to be seen. I doubt it, but it's possible one of the other ships got separated and is headed to our meeting point. Even if they didn't we might continue depending on the situation when we get there."


"Well that aside, I am going ashore with my sister tonight," Robert said.


"That is not your decision," our leader countered.


"I think that you'll find that it is," the aforementioned sister responded. "Because if you try to stop us, we'll provide not a bit more food. We'll also tell the sailors why, and I'm sure they'll be thrilled."


Now that was a threat. We all knew that the food situation right now basically sucked, and if any of our bardic staff decided to tell everyone to suck it up, they'd all be sucking it up. It was also likely that anyone responsible for pissing any of us off that badly would be thrown off the ship physically by the already stressed sailors. A caster he may be, but Olnir alone couldn't stand against everyone on his own.


"Very well, we'll split into two groups then. I'll go with the two of you just in case along with..." Olnir grit his teeth, but he knew when to back off.


"Personally I think I'll wait until morning," I said.


"Me too," "Yeah," "Same, I don't like the dark," These answers came from Dras, Selene, and Glen respectively.


"Fine then... Let us prepare and get word from the first mate on when we're leaving." With that our manager left.


It was less than an hour before the group got together and took the short paddle to shore. As they did I felt Selene sidle up beside me on the railing.


"I noticed you didn't want to go with them tonight," she observed.


"I don't like Olnir."


"Okay, any particular reason?" My work friend looked a bit confused at that answer.


"I don't know, he just grates on me like sandpaper. It's not even that he's always wrong, it's just that he's..."


"Stubborn? A bit of an ass?"


"Yeah. Like when he told them that he would be making the decision. I mean, sure, he's supposed to be in charge, but at this point he should know that we need some time off this boat. Or the whole thing on asking about our spells, it's just rude."


"I suppose so. We still have to finish this expedition though, assuming we continue with it." Selene was far more tolerant than I was, particularly in times like these.


"I plan on finishing. After that though I'm not working with him again."


That got me a light laugh. It was pleasant as we bobbed there off the shoreline, keeping an eye on the forest and trying to get a few more fish for dinner.


Soon everyone returned from the island. The captain had insisted upon this as we didn't have enough of it explored and if there was some issue it would be better if we were at the boat. There were also beds on the boat, so he didn't encounter too much in the way of opposition. We casters liked our comfort.


Our dinner was pretty good. The pickings near the beach had been coconuts only, a tropical delight that I wasn't expecting, but was happy to experience. The cook had gone out of his way to make fried fish, a luxury even on the mainland with how much oil it used. He'd toasted and reduced to crumbs some of my bread and some shredded coconut, then with the cream from Robert and oil from Leah had managed to slightly bread and fry the fillets. It was the best meal we'd had in a good long time and there was enough form the fishing that everyone in our group got some.


That night as I took up my normal spot to watch the stars for a bit I was greeted by the unexpected. Joining the lovely night sky was a slight glow from places in the forest. Here and there along the shoreline there were trees faintly glowing in an array of colors. It wasn't much, and during the day I doubt anyone would be able to see it, but as the shroud of night fell upon it the forest lit with the subtle lights, painting a brilliant scene with the sky and sea around it.


This was one of the few times in this world that it actually felt like a fantasy to me. The light-show as the plants shone between star and wave with the crescent moon hanging high above was magnificent, something that would inspire artists and painters to create masterworks should they ever see it.


"Can't say I've seen one like that before," the captain said as he stood nearby.


"It's beautiful."


"Aye, that it is."





I was up and ready the next morning to have my chance on shore, and there was nothing and nobody who would stop me. Seeing me nearly bouncing the sailors who were joining us laughed as they lowered the little dinghy down from the side.


It was a rough, if short, ride to the shore and Glen was kind enough to help me out when we got there.


"Alright everyone, we know our jobs, and if we're all good and ready, let's go."


A few groups of sailors started to move off in different directions. The carpenter and a few of his men went over to the trees they'd felled yesterday. They were fairly large specimens and would make for good masts once they were fully debarked and shaped up a bit. The group that had my eye though was headed towards the forest.


"Where are you lot off to?" I asked as I momentarily struggled to move on the shifting sands.


"There's a little creek bed here the lads yesterday saw. Figured we'd see if there was any game on the island. If there is, it'll probably have trails near water, so..." one of the men explained.


"Mind if I tag along?" I asked.


"That sounds fun actually, been awhile since I was hunting." Glen nodded as he came over.


"If you lot want you're welcome. I'm sure with you we could take down anything we find with ease." The sailor smiled at us, and he wasn't wrong, they had a pair of small crossbows, but magic could kill pretty easily too.


There were some ups and downs. First of all it was beautiful. The forest all around us was a tropical paradise, with a few small birds here and there among the trees, which grew big and bright green. The path was also magnificently clear. The creek bed we were traveling on was dry as a bone and cut a wide path into the jungle.


Sadly I'd been on a boat so long that I was struggling to adjust to the now stable ground. As my feet failed me and sent me sprawling the second time in as many minutes a few of the sailors in our party chuckled lightly. I certainly wasn't the only one not used to dry land if I had to judge by their funny gaits, but I was the worst.


Glen helped me up and we continued on our little trip.


A solid twenty minutes in and one of the leading lads of this trip called a halt.


"Something moving there." He pointed to a small section of forest and as a group we slowly made our way forward.


The trees were thick and after only a few steps we were at the edge of dense jungle. The ferns and vines would make going through this a pain and we all kept an eye for whatever the man leading us had found.


It was around this time that I saw a pair of eyes peaking out from a deep shaded bush. Bright yellow bulbs of huge size that blinked as I locked on them. A second later there was a horrid scream.

            

    
        Chapter 158 Island Inhabitants

    
    
    
    
                The noise that emitted from the brush around us was a wild war-scream. Birds in the nearby trees took to wing as the forest began to move. In the moment it sounded the yellow eyes that had been looking at me flashed and leapt from the brush at me.
Glen didn't specialize in speed, but he was a physical type magic user regardless, and his reaction time put my own to shame. In a flash he stood before me, the blade in his hand having swept in a glittering arc.
Dark blood sprayed and at his feet fell a small green figure, cut across from shoulder to rib-cage. The goblin had a small shell bladed knife in it's hand, much like the others who were pouring out of the nearby woods. Child-sized figures jumped and hollered at the men who struggled to react in time.
In the first few seconds they caught us by surprise and managed to land blows on several of the sailors. Their knives were made only of shell or sharpened rocks and so on their own weren't too dangerous, but the ambush had been well lain and injuries were taken. As their blood dripped from nasty looking cuts and slashes though the men responded.
Each sailor was well above the strength of one of these little pests and with a single kick or strike could cause significant damage. Their own blades and clubs smashed heads and parted flesh as the crossbowmen took their aim and pulled.
"Back to the riverbed!" I yelled as more of the little green menaces began to move our way, evident by the rustling brush.
We poured back into the creek bed as more and more of the goblins made their way out of the woods, but now that I could see there were more options. I brought up my hands and sang into existence a stream of pure alcohol, igniting it mid-air. It wasn't massive or anything but as I sprayed the burning liquid across the tree line it gave even the goblins pause.
Using the fire I made walls to either side of us, enough to slow our enemies and make them pour in from more controllable directions. The sailors gathered around me and kept the monsters at bay while Glen charged in at the oncoming tide. Even without his armor he was still a tank of a man and more than capable of cutting down the goblins like grass before a scythe.
With this tactic there wasn't much real danger to us. Individually none of the little beasts were a real threat. Their numbers were our problem, and the possibility of being swamped by the creatures the main threat. It took a full five minutes for us to hew through their numbers, leaving perhaps fifty or so of the things dead around us.
"What the hell are those?" One of the seamen asked as we tried to catch our breath.
I looked down at one of the goblins, for they could only be described as such. Each green skinned individual was around three feet tall. They had overlarge head with pointed ears. What did surprise me a bit was that while almost all of those here had only a loin cloth a few were clearly female, the small bound lumps on their chests the most obvious indicator, as well as what looked like expanded bellies. It seemed that the Earth idea that these creatures bred like wildfire might be true.
"Goblins," I answered the man after giving them a brief look over.
"What are those?" Glen asked.


There were some stories about small creatures here and there, as even in a fantasy world there were fantasy stories, but none quite like this.  I'd even once thought these little monsters were something known, but later learned the described creatures to be more fey-like.  That particular breed, while believed in by some village folk, had never been confirmed to exist by any magic-user.
"They breed fast and are weak. I've only ever heard stories." Some of those stories, particularly about what they did to captives sent a shiver up my spine. "We need to get back the boat, and quickly.
"Fall in then, I'm leading, Alana, you're just behind me. You lot make sure they don't come from behind." Perhaps Glen wasn't their actual commander, but none of these men were foolish enough to question the orders of the trained knight.
The dry bed that had been our road on the calm walk up into the woods now echoed our footsteps as we fled down it. I felt some joy at the fact that we seemed to miss any more attacks as we made our way back to the beach, but perhaps we'd managed to drive the horde back for now.
The workers tying up the trees we still needed to float out to our vessel looked up as our wedge burst back onto the sands. There were looks of surprise at our speed before a few of them noticed the weapons drawn or the hard look on the warrior's face. The carpenter, as the leader of the work team quickly moved up to us.
"Get the men and the wood, we're leaving as soon as possible." Glen didn't even let him speak before laying down his orders. "Where are Dras and Selene?"
"They went that way down the beach." The carpenter pointed to our left, and the footprints there were easily visible. A few hundred feet down large rocks broke up the landscape.
As the sailors prepared and Glen started to give our orders the aforementioned pair of mages came sprinting into view. Selene was leading as a panicked Dras turned and loosed a veritable firestorm behind him. The high-pitched screams that followed his display of power led to only one conclusion as to their pursuers.
I moved after Glen in a hurry, trying to get close enough to be of use while still close enough to the boat to make a quick getaway. The crewmen on the other hand took up defensive positions while a few of the workers began tying off the logs. Sailor's hands nearly blurred as ropes were secured to the needed lumber and said logs were group thrown out into the water.
Before I was more than thirty paces down the beach a second group of goblins started out from the riverbed, screeching and baring their teeth like madmen as they came. At this distance my best attack was the old reliable scream. With a deep breath I released the magic on them. It always surprised me how much that particular spell had grown from the minor stun it was in my childhood to something that could stop a group and drop them on the spot, but I was never unhappy for it. I guessed somewhere around thirty of the green skins fell to the ground clutching their ears in pain.
While Selene had no issues Dras tripped on his way back and fell face first into the sand. Any other time it would have been funny, but now it was nothing to laugh about. He didn't stay there long though as Glen quickly reached them, not bothering to wait for the wizard to pick himself up. My friend was hoisted like a bag of flour and carried back to the boats.
As we all made it back and pushed out from shore I could see a few of the fastest of our enemy's tribe making it's way towards us. With three casters though we quickly dealt with any who got too close.
We were still a bit out of breath as the packed dinghy made it to the ship, the logs dragging behind in the water. The sailors had rowed like there was no tomorrow and as we finally made it back to safety looked ready to collapse.
"Anyone hurt?" the captain yelled down to us, his eyes still scanning the shore.
"Few minor injuries, but we should be able to deal with those," Glen answered back, the rest of us too shaken to say anything.
As I was helped back onto deck I could see the twins looking at the shore.
"What in the world are those things?" Leah asked, which was odd being that she was our expert on flora and fauna.
"Goblins," I answered her.
"Something you've seen before?" She looked genuinely curious. "They're humanoid, and with tools, probably intelligent, can they communicate?"
"I've only heard of them, never seen one, and while they can communicate they're supposedly really vicious and stupid." I didn't want to tell her that I'd only seen and heard of the fantasy varieties from Earth, and then not too much.
"That sounds like prejudice Alana, though I suppose at this point we really can't talk to them, not after you guys messing them up so bad."
From our distance I couldn't see too much of what the little green jerks were doing, but nobody could miss when one particularly old specimen moved onto the beach. You could tell his age because of his faded color, almost grey, and the way his skin seemed to sag even at this distance. He was very obvious because of the way all the others fled from in front of him, and the many feathers and decorations both on his loincloth, and the small staff he carried.
"Oh, an elder, perhaps they do want to talk," Leah said, looking hopeful.
As if to deny her fully the ancient goblin raised one hand and began building a fireball above it. All of us were quick to react and start setting up our shields, so when the flaming projectile shot towards us the boulder sized ball of flame died. The crew was shocked, as well as some of my team, myself, less so, but it was what it was.
"What are you idiots gawking at!? Get the rowboat and the logs!" Captain Tom screamed at his momentarily frozen crew.
As quickly as we could, which as a sailboat was not all that fast, we got moving. The old goblin wizard kept pelting us with projectiles, but to no avail. With as many casters trained as well as we still had there was nothing the creature could do but waste his mana. He continued until we were well away from the island, and out o his range.
Leah was excited, blabbing on about how discovering a new species was huge, and how we'd need to mark down the location in case we could get another boat out here for a deeper investigation. She even interviewed a few of the sailors for details on the goblins, what they were using as tools, their height, strength, any noises they made. I really appreciated her hard work, but it was seriously annoying after a bit. Eventually though she got caught up in drawing them in a little notebook.
I was providing us with wind for the next couple of hours and used this as a good way to get my fellow bard to leave me be, only for her to come back when I took a much needed break.
"You said you'd heard of them in stories, could you tell me where you heard those? Are they in some book or another or did someone in particular tell you about them? Were there any other details?" she rapid fired at me as soon as she realized I was not actively casting.
"I don't remember all of the details, but in some of they stories they reproduced really fast and if they caught women they..." My look told her all it needed to and she grimaced.
"Oh... well. Any thoughts on why they attacked us then? Did you guys stumble on their settlement or something?"
"No idea, maybe we got deeper into the woods and got near it or perhaps they decided that since we weren't spending the night on shore to go for us this time. Frankly I really just never want to go back there again."
"I'll make notes. Maybe there's some information on the elven continent about them, there was nothing in any of the bestiaries I know of, I'd have remembered something like those."

I leaned back internally thinking that we could not possibly get there fast enough for me as I watched the carpenter work. He had the logs up on the main deck and was carefully shaping them to form more masts for us. They were the last we'd be getting for awhile since everyone agreed going back to the island was out of the question.

            

    
        Chapter 159 Arrival

    
    
    
    
                The customs boat bobbed next to us. Since our run-in with the goblin island the trip had been fairly uninteresting. The wood we needed we could now repair and get back on course. I of course spent several weeks making wind while my fellows trained the cabin boy in magic as best they could, but by and by nothing major had happened. 
Now we sat off the shore waiting, waiting for all of the paperwork to be done before we could land. This had started with a few shouted conversations and moved into the nearby boat now giving us the once over. They had cargo to check for contraband, and of course wanted to have a brief word with all of the casters on board. A lot was expedited because we had several people on board who could cast healing magic, and therefore the chances of any sicknesses having been brought over with us was as near zero as it could be. 
The first person aboard our ship had still been a priest, who'd given us all a brief check over with some kind of sensing spell before we could continue. Once the youngish elven man had finished up the rest of the inspectors came aboard looking for narcotics, slaves, anything flagrantly illegal really. 
Our cargo, which I hadn't paid much attention to till this point was mostly bulk fiber, wools and linens and the like. While the elven continent had a number of unique cloths that it could make things like flax didn't grow so well, nor did some of the more sensitive types of woolly creatures thrive. It seemed popular to make a run towards here to sell these goods, which would fetch a nice price, then pick up some of the ore exotic or slightly magical alcohols before returning. The large cost of these goods was the only real way to justify the expense of traveling across the ocean. 
"And what is your business in Atali?" I heard one of the officials asking Olnr. 
"We're here to examine a number of plants and animals. Many of our records on the flora and fauna of the region are sadly lacking and we're quite interested in what may be in the forests. We hope to find some things which might be of interest to our new emperor." 
They nodded, going into the specifics here and there while I looked over the wonders that were laid before me. The first was the customs ship, it had no sails, nor did many of the smaller ships moving around the port. I suspected that the elves, with their high number of mages and minor talents could easily arrange for shorter ranged ships, or even military vessels to move by magic alone. This would be massive in times of war, and probably one of the reasons that nobody tried to invade the elven homeland. The other was surely a series of towers built into the water that looked like the perfect place for magical artillery. 
Those of course paled in comparison to the capital city so close, but yet so far away. From here I could tell that it was built like some kind of idealized version of NYC, hundreds of shining white towers reaching probably twenty floors or more into the skyline, with arches and tunnels connecting many. It made the human cities look like quaint villages in comparison. 
"Excuse me miss?" One of the officials had moved over to speak with me in a slightly broken version of the human tongue. "Are you caster? Or talent?" 
"I'm a caster." I responded in Atali, his accent was thick and if he had other questions I didn't want to struggle. 
"Apologies for asking, your aura doesn't look strong." He switched as well. 
I flashed my aura out a bit briefly, not fully, but enough. "I was told that it was considered a bit rude to not repress it at all, is that not so?" 
"It is polite to tamp it down a bit, yes. Most visitors don't know that though, or our language." 
"Oh I see, the academy I attended started giving classes on the language though, so I think most of us speak at least a little." 
"How wonderful! Is it a popular class?" He seemed genuinely interested. 
"It's considered useful if one really wants to get into making magical items, as I'm sure you know that a lot of the runic sequences are influenced by Atali quite a bit. My advisor suggested it for me for that reason." 
"Well, I'm quite glad that our culture is being shared with those less fortunate." It hurt a bit to hear that we were considered kind of third world to the elves, but wasn't surprising looking at their city. 
After a few more questions I was handed a small form that looked not unlike a passport. I saw that while the elven crew didn't seem to need one of these all of the humans did. I also couldn't help but notice that we magic users were given golden, rather than white versions. 
"What do the different colors mean?" I asked, I had a fairly good idea, but if there was any doubt... 
"It differentiates you as magic users. We don't often let those humans without the gift of magic into our lands and so the crew is given a visa that will only allow them access to the docks and related areas, whereas you are far more welcome to stay." He answered without looking up from his paperwork. 
"Your less concerned about foreign magic users?" That seemed backwards from what I would have expected. 
"Well, of course you won't be permitted in some more sensitive areas, but if you wished to emigrate that would be quite welcome, particularly if you happened to marry one of our people. If you are looking I have a brother..." He must have noticed my blinking in surprise and stopped. "Family is considered of utmost importance to our people, and humans are well known to be more... productive in that department, so having a few in your family is considered by many to be a blessing."
 "I see, so should I expect many offers..."
 "From pretty much everyone except the council families, and perhaps even from some of their younger scions perhaps. The men in your group are likely to have slightly different propositions, but will get similar ones I think."  He looked at the handful of gentlemen in our group with something approaching jealousy.
 "Fun, anything else I should know?"
 "Other than the admonition to stay out of trouble?  Not really.  I suppose the old palace is a wonderful place to go see, it's mostly a museum now, but it is lovely."
 "That actually sounds wonderful, thank you."
 Shortly thereafter the customs boat led us to our dock.  The differences were still striking as we landed and I couldn't get over how much fancier the elves did everything.  There were fewer ships, by a large margin, but those that were here were generally of much higher quality.  Some of the elven designs were even approaching modern looks, fully enclosed tops with large glass windows, spacious yachts, it was weird.
 We disembarked, our small group had an address to the home for the emissary to our homeland and directions to a place where we could rent the equivalent of a cab.  As we did I couldn't help but notice we were joined by a certain cabin boy.  He split from the rest of the crew as they unloaded, a small bag on his back his only possessions.
 "Suppose you're leaving the ship then?"  I asked as he walked down the pier with us.
 "Yeah, normally I wouldn't get my pay till we were unloaded, but Captain Tom told me that it'd be fine."
 "He's a good guy."  I mused, looking back at the old man yelling at the crewmen.
 "That he is.  I've probably got enough in savings to pay my way though one of the lower cost magic schools, particularly if I sell some mana here and there.  Who knows, maybe I'll even get into one of the state ones."
 "Well good luck.  Hopefully we'll meet again."  I offered out my hand and he shook it before going to speak with Selene and Dras.
 I headed over to the spot where a cab was pulling close to the street.  We had luggage and people to move, and new places to go.  I didn't know much about the emissary's place, other than that it was close by, and had people who could help us out.  I didn't even know if that would entail us returning home, or if we'd continue as the much smaller group we now were.
 As we passed through the streets it struck me how much many of the elves seemed to be absolute perfectionists.  The streets were unnaturally clean and well ordered, the buildings clearly placed for aesthetic purposes as much as use and the area, even in the walled off dock region was unbelievably... designed.
 It was also clear that not nearly as many people lived here as I might have suspected.  That or they were hiding, but I doubted it.  Only a few other carriages and riders were on the street, and pedestrians, while present were few.  It felt like around a tenth of the people that could and should live in this city did, and was kinda creepy.
 As our cart stopped to go out of the docks area and into the city proper our documents were checked.  It was fairly quick and easy as all of us obviously had magic of some form.  While that was going on I leaned up to the cab driver.
 "Are the docks normally this quiet?"
 "Whatever do you mean?"  He asked after doing a double-take at my sudden question.
 "There aren't many people around, is that normal?"
 "Hmm?  Looks about average to me."  He seemed a bit confused at my questioning.
 "Erm, perhaps a better question is, around how many people live here in the capital?"
 That got me an eyebrow raise, but he answered all the same.  "Around a hundred-thousand."
 I leaned back and had to process.  When I'd compared the skyline to that of a major US city I meant it.  This city could, and in a human country probably would, house a million or so souls.  It made my own home city of Lithere look like a quaint little village, but population-wise it was hardly bigger at all.
 Seeing the driver continuing to give me a look I decided to just tell him.  "By human standards this city is massive for the number of people living here."
 "Is it really?  How many do you think would be here if we were in a human settlement?"  That seemed like an innocent enough question so I decided to answer.
 "One-and-a-half million, perhaps two."  The driver seemed stunned as I spoke.
 "So do you just all pack in like fish in a barrel then?  That's rather odd isn't it?"  He asked.
 "Honestly I don't know."
 From that point forward our ride was fairly peaceful.  The architecture was lovely and we didn't have too long to go before we reached our destination.  I was expecting a house, or perhaps a manor of sorts to be our let-off point, but the fact of the matter was that it was neither, but one of the large towers I'd been admiring.  There was a small garden out front lined with fruit trees native to the human lands, along with flowers and bushes all well arranged before a massive set of doors.
 As we pulled in a servant opened the doors and a pleased looking woman stepped out.  "Welcome, we've been waiting.  Your things can be unloaded around back, as can the other carriages when they arrive."
 "..."  Our whole group cringed as we heard her speak.
 "What?"  She looked at us with a quirked brow.
 "We're it," Olnir explained.  "The others didn't make it."
 
"Oh."

            

    
        Chapter 160 Emissary

    
    
    
    
                We spent several hours with the emissary to the elves, a rather peppy woman by the name of Joan. Much off that pep faltered as she got the retelling of our story, how we'd encountered one of the more rare oceanic magical beasts and the loss of two thirds of our little excursion. 
"My, I would expect a few lost to an intercontinental mission, but those numbers..." 
"Quite severe, yes. The question is if we should continue or not." Olnir responded, all business. 
"I haven't been read in on the details of your project. What are you able to tell me?" The emissary looked a bit irked that she had to ask, but it was what it was. 
"I'm afraid we can't tell you much, but it is considered of extremely high priority to Emperor Durin. That is the reason so many were sent, and why we've been training for years for this." 
Joan sighed. "There's nothing for that then. Could I assign one or two others to work with you? I have a few contacts from the city who've traveled the lands a bit, and could provide a little muscle. They could be instructed to keep out of the details, or to silence." 
"Perhaps, we were hoping to hire a guide to the area anyway. If you have someone who you think is loyal, then we can discuss it." Olnir was being surprisingly reasonable about this, but we really did have no choice, we needed more numbers. 
"On to other things. What can you tell me about these 'goblins', I'm afraid I've not seen their like before." Joan looked at me, as I'd been the one to give the name in the first place. 
"Not much, they are known to be violent and reproduce at an insane rate." 
"Can they speak, do they have language?" The emissary was obviously considering the implications of another sentient race. 
"I honestly have no clue. They can scream, but I don't know if that is indicative of the power of speech. They were also using crude tools, so there must be some intelligence there, but I can't say how much." I only knew about them from stories on Earth, and who knew how true those were, so there was little help for it. 
"Fine, do we know their location, or any way to contact them?" Joan continued to question. "Perhaps we could send someone to try communication." 
"I agree," said Leah. "We know that at minimum they can use basic tools and magic, though how much of the latter they use is unclear. The issue is that based on the estimates of the captain on our ship they were both in an area known for a lack of wind, and in one of the higher magic regions of the ocean. It isn't the worst spot, but I doubt many sailors will want to go there." 
Our ecologist was still excited by the idea, but I had my doubts as to their success. Regardless that was one mission I wanted nothing at all to do with. After a few moments of consideration Joan tapped her chin. 
"I'll make note of the location and what we know so far, but for now we'll but that matter aside then. It's not either of our main missions and can therefore wait for a ruling from the emperor or one of his subordinates." With the exchange of a couple of sheets that bit was done. 
"Do we have rooms we can stay in? i also wouldn't mind a proper place to wash," I asked. 
"Yes, I live on the top floors, but there are a number of guest quarters on the floors just below. I'll get one of the servants to show you to your accommodations. I do hope you'll join me for dinner though." 
The building itself was almost as one would expect from a modern apartment complex.  There was an elevator, that humorously had a small plaque saying that the safety inspection was done by one Sharibari, there was even a little engraved picture of the woman.  The maid working here was, to judge by her aura either a minor talent or a very weak mage, and was actually human.  I watched as she used a rather modern looking panel to drop each of us off at our floor. 
I knew that even though all of this was run by magic, but it clearly had other inspiration.  My floor, because each of us was assigned half of one to ourselves, was one large suite.  From the windows I could see out onto the bay we'd entered in.  It also had, much to my extreme joy, a bathtub.  For the last couple of months, I'd washed only using a bucket of water and a precious bit of soap.  Now though I had a selection of such things, each a wondrous little product.  It seemed that the emissary here was spending an absolutely incredible quantity of money on such arrangements. 
Finally washed of salt, sweat, and the general grime of not having had a proper bath in months I found that some of my clothes had been laundered for me by one of the maids.  I'd come not for parties and the like, but I still had one slightly more formal outfit, in case I had to meet anyone important, and it appeared someone had a spell that would clean clothing.  I had my cleaning spell, but I'd always been rather hesitant to use it on fabrics since it was less discriminating than I'd like for delicate applications. 
Around the time I finished getting myself dressed a knock came from my door. 
"Hello?"  I said moving over to the portal that led to the elevator and opening it. 
"Ah, apologies miss.  I came to see if you needed anything?  Though you seem to have already taken care of things."  A rather nervous maid looked in at me. 
I nodded, "Yes, I'm quite well." 
"Oh wonderful.  We don't quite have the staff to assign everyone a servant, I hope you understand." 
I smiled at her kindly.  That was preferable to me in fact, as I found having someone hovering around could be a pain sometimes. 
"Of course.  I believe Joan asked us to join her for dinner later, do you know what time that would be?"  It was still mid-afternoon. 
"It won't be until sunset.  Would you like me to come and let you know?"  The maid inquired. 
I told her that I planned on napping and asked for a wake-up call slightly before the meal and then went to try out the bed.  It was, like most other things here, quite good.  I don't know that it was quite as good as the bed back at my family home, but having not slept on a proper one for so long I quickly found that I didn't really care.  I sank into the covers and drifted off to sleep. 
After a rather unwelcome, even if asked for, waking I quickly prepared and headed to meet our host. 
I arrived with Selene, who was sharing the floor with me to find Olnir and Joan in deep discussion.  The latter looked up when we arrived with a bright smile.
 "Well, it appears the time for business has ended my friend.  Let's move on to more relaxed topics."  The woman declared as she motioned us to some nearby couches.  "You two seem to have relaxed well since last I saw you."
 Both of us laughed as we sat and I looked over at her.  "This place is wonderful, but isn't it a bit... much?  I mean, our rooms are huge."
 "Alana wasn't it?"  When I nodded Joan continued.  "Here's the thing, it kind of has to be.  The council here in Atal sort of demands that buildings be build and set a certain way.  The elves take put a lot of emphasis on how things like this look, it has to be artsy and the like."
 "Okay..."
 "What I mean is that every major building has to be a tower, and a damn big one.  If we put our embassy in some small little structure then our whole nation would be looked down on terribly, and because of how things are run here it isn't exactly hard to use one this size."
 "Everything is so nice too.  Running water and that little... elevator?  Is that what it's called?"  Selene asked.
 "None of that is outside the abilities of human mages."  The emissary remarked, raising her eyes a bit.  This seemed to be a point of some irritation for her.  "It's just that there are too few of us to waste the amount of mana it would take to build and run things in this way.  There are almost too few elves to as well, but that's neither here nor there."
 "Yes, making a moving platform, even a safe one wouldn't be too hard, and with a bit of work you could do it... fairly efficiently.  Same with the buildings, even if you can't get materials that will survive all the stresses, if you put support magic in the right spots..."  I mused.
 "Exactly, and the elves that run this city have had a long, long time to get  it right."  Joan nodded along.
 "But why all the effort?"  I asked.
 "Because a lot of them are perfectionists."
 Dras and Robert came in about this time and was motioned took their seats nearby.  Dras had apparently heard enough of our conversation that he had thoughts on it too.  "I don't know, the elven sailors we met didn't seem too bad, a bit grumpy at poorly made things perhaps, but nothing that extreme."
 "Ah, I see your interactions have been a bit limited," Joan commented.  "Okay, things are like this.  With the lower order workers it's not as extreme, but as a family or individual climbs the social scale they want things more and more perfect, particularly over time.  Most of those sailors were probably from poorer families, and also quite young, at least by elven standards.  The leaders aren't like that though, and they have harsh demands."
 That made good enough sense.  I knew that my professor had very high expectations for herself in her chosen art, and for us who wanted to pursue it as well.  We hadn't been told much about the leadership though, only that the country of Atal, which shared it's name with the city we were in, was a magocracy, a government run by those with powerful magic.
 "These leaders, the council, do you think they'll be any issue for us?  We're not here to start trouble, but if they're that demanding..."  Robert looked at Joan with serious eyes.
 "As long as you don't cause problems I doubt it.  Partially because you're really unlikely to meet any of the councilors.  They hole themselves up a lot, them and their families."
 "How will we know if we do?  Is there some indication of the very important people in the town?  A badge or some uniform?  Or do we just look at their mana?"  I really didn't want to come across anyone who'd be dangerous, but it was best to know.
 "Easy, look at their ears."  Joan said.
 "Ears?"  Olnir asked.
 "Yes.  It's not well known unless you interact with a lot, and I mean a lot of elves, but there are several different groupings.  Most elves that you see nowadays have some amount of human blood, they had to crossbreed to keep up their numbers after their empire fell, but not all of them did.  The councilors and their families are from that latter group, those that never intermingled with humans.  This means that their magic tends to be stronger than other elves, that they never really age, and that their ears are far longer."  She pointed to her ears to emphasize.
 "Wait, they don't age!?"  I asked.
 "Not really.  Your average elf can live for centuries, some of those with more human blood live for around two.  The old stock though, they can live for thousands, and normally die of either violence or accident.  There are one or two of the councilors who claim that they met the king before his passing, though that's viewed rather dubiously even by their fellows."
 "Um... wasn't that like... four thousand or so years ago?"  Selene asked.
 "Yes, and the fact that while nobody really believes them, nobody can easily refute their claim should give you some ideas."
 "What kind of monstrous magic can someone learn in thousands of years?"  Dras mused, looking out at the horizon.
 "There are limits to what a mortal body can hold, but it's high.  There is a reason that no human army has ever occupied territory on this continent.  Between the weapons their king left behind and the power some of the elders can let loose, there's no way to take it."
 "Why don't they rule the world?"  I asked, a lot of people would try with that kind of power.
 "Because every soldier they lose takes decades to replace.  This city might as well be an unassailable fortress, but in war if they lose one soldier it's a far larger blow.  Due to attrition they can't really project their power either.  Which is very good for us."  Sighing the emissary pointed out to the shore.  "Enough about that though, you got here in time for a special treat."
 We looked up from our conversation to see the ocean glowing.  With every wave that crashed another wave of blue light joined it.  All along the docks the moving water shone blue, and the beaches just to the edge of our view looked like a sea of stars.
 
"The star tide began a few days ago, and will continue for awhile yet.  I thought it would make a perfect backdrop for our meal."  At her words a pair of butlers came to serve us, laying down plates of food nearby.  With the couches and platters it looked nothing like the meals I was used to, but that was different countries for you.
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                I took a few moments to orient myself as I woke up. The room around me was empty and I was clearly alone, the vast sky outside the nearby window showing over the bay. I had been up quite late last night apparently and didn't wake up until the sun was well and crested above the nearby sea, it's bright rays bathing the room around me in golden light. 
I quickly prepared as we had a number of meetings and plans to do today, mainly centering around the region we were headed off to and the base organization for that. The emissary had let us know that she had contacts that could get us near the area safely, but we'd need to travel with a small merchant caravan that wouldn't be leaving for a few days yet. In the intervening time I planned to learn as much as I could about the area, and about the ancient elven king whose name I had never even been told. 
That was one of the things that was a bit unclear about the history. The elves never referred to him by his proper name for some reason and either claimed or feigned ignorance if you asked. He was always referred to simply as their king, the only one who'd ever been a true king of the elves, and the only one who they seemed to think deserved that title. Which was... kinda weird, but the way they seemed to like it. 
I also had a line on the best place to learn about him. His old palace was still around, and if I knew the elven people like I thought I did was probably fastidiously maintained. I imagined that should that king find himself alive again today he might be able to walk in and find most of his possessions either replaced near perfectly, or right where he'd left them last. Best of all I'd been told by several people that it was possible to tour it, so that would be my first line of inquiry. 
The other members of my team had their jobs as well. Dras and Glen would be looking about the local markets for information on magical items and threats in the region of our travel. Leah would be brushing up on the flora and fauna, since it was likely that she could get either examples or first hand accounts here, rather than just books. Her brother would of course be looking into any diseases and the like, by asking the local priest organizations. Olnir would be remaining with our host to look over a few candidates for additional muscle, since we'd need one or perhaps two to aid us. 
So after dressing and a quick breakfast I headed towards my destination. I considered trying to borrow one of the carriages, and one would certainly be made available to me if I asked, but it wasn't far from this place, and seeing things from ground level could be useful at times. Directions were easy, partially because the city was well laid out and partially because I could ask anyone about where I was going, literally any elf I met on the street should be able to direct me to my destination. 
I did ask a few people, even though I knew where to go I still wanted to gauge reactions to the question, so I knew what to expect when I got there. I asked an older fellow who seemed to be mostly strolling and he gave me the brightest smile. 
"Ah, heading there are you? It's a lovely sight, just four streets up to the main thoroughfare and then follow that to your right, you can't possibly miss it. Is this your first time in our lands? If it is your Atal is quite excellent." He asked, looking down at me like I was an inquisitive child. 
"It is. I had heard it was possible to see the palace and was hoping that I might take a look. Do you think that will be allowed?" I played along with him, looking as hopeful as I could. 
"Oh, there might be a bit of a wait, but if there is you should check out the library just down the street from it a bit. It's from the same time period and is quite wonderful as well, and all are welcome, so long as they don't damage the books." He made a slight finger waggle at the last part, not that I would dream of doing so. 
"Thank you for the advice, I'll be sure to." I added the place to my list of locations to visit. 
A bit further down I met a merchant running a small street stall selling barbecued meat stuffed into something not unlike a tortilla. At first he seemed hesitant to deal with me, but when I gave my order in at least passable Atal he quickly brightened up. 
"You speak our tongue? That's wonderful, I've heard some stories about friends who had a beast of a time dealing with foreigners who didn't," he said as he held out the small snack. 
"Oh yes, I had a teacher who taught both the language and dance, though if I'm honest I think she liked the latter much more than the former." 
The merchant got a good laugh out of that one and shrugged. "Nothing wrong with that. I know a good few ladies who've let their skills in dance slide, and it's all the better to see a good dancer in action." 
I nodded. "She was quite a bit better than any other I've seen, and used it to focus her magic, quite the show." As he nodded along I decided to lead him where I wanted. "I'm hoping to see the palace for the first time today. Anything interesting you'd point out?" 
"Hmm, there are a few murals and the like that are weird, but seem to have been important. Nobody really knows what they're about, and it's considered kind of a legend or mystery. The guides there should be able to fill you in though, if you really want to know." 
My pre-investigation was going well, but if I wanted plenty of extra time it was still best to head to the place itself, so I moved along down the road.  It didn't take long before I could clearly see my destination, which was, unlike the buildings around it, rather short.
 The edifice was still massive though, easily five stories and as large as several city blocks.  White was the main color, with gold accents in what seemed to be inclusions of some kind in the stone.  I could tell that those had been put in unnaturally by the way they flowed rather than the more cracked structure, but how was well beyond me.
 The architecture was much like the buildings around it in shape and coloration, but with some elements that were distinctly older, and I couldn't quite place.  The columns weren't Greco-Roman, but had definitely drawn some inspiration from similar things, they flowed upwards in gentle spirals, looking almost living in the way they stood.  The roof, and many of the landings were covered in flowering plants, parts of the garden hanging down over the balconies to artistically drape here and there around doorways.
 I made my way slowly to what seemed to be an entrance, if the milling about of people was anything to go on and then slowly to the front.  I had to climb a small set of stairs to reach the little place where officials in green and gold uniforms were standing, but got a pleasant surprise when one turned to address me.
 "Good morning, are you here for a tour?"  The female attendant asked in perfect Human Tongue.
 "If possible yes, this is my first time in Atal and I was told seeing the palace was a must."
 The woman gave me a gentle smile.  "Certainly, I don't suppose you reserved a spot earlier though?"
 "No, I did not."  I had to frown a bit, as it seemed I might need to come back later, perhaps even much later.
 "Are you alone?"  She asked.
 "Yes," I replied.
 "We'll see if we can't squeeze you into one of those leaving soon then."  She consulted a few records at a nearby station and took her time, but soon enough found a spot for me.  I breathed out in relief when she told me that I would only have to wait until lunch time,
 Having several hours to burn I decided to do what I could in background while waiting.  The palace was huge and giving it a walk around was no small task.  Still, it let me take in the form of the place in more detail.  Sadly I wasn't able to do anything like look at the spells, as that was well beyond what anyone I'd heard of could do, but I could examine the building at least.
 I also found the library that I'd been told about.  It too was a sizable building, with huge windows spread along the side that one could easily see in through.  The inner area looked much like one would expect of a book repository, shelves and large seating areas, and there were no small number of elves going in and out of the place.
 I considered going in, but if I had any questions from my tour of the palace that needed answering that would be the place to go, and I didn't much feel like backtracking.  I also wanted to get a good idea of how the place worked, if there was an entry fee, or book borrowing, or any number of other questions.  Most of the libraries that I knew of on this world were both far smaller than this place, and extremely private, being that they belong to the magical academy or very wealthy people.
 I didn't rush in either of my tasks, as I was doing nothing other than waiting, and it paid off well.  I could see quite clearly that birds of all kinds were avoiding both of these buildings I was near.  It would have gone to most, but a passing flock of pigeon equivalents swerved around the library at the last moment, never passing the barriers around the place.  I could also tell that while they seemed to have lights, all of them were magical.
 I didn't know if the lighting thing was just elves being fancy with magical lighting, or some spell put in place to prevent combustion, but I heavily suspected the latter.  Fires in places with that many books would be no joke, and if I took the time to build one I sure as heck would take that basic precaution.  I thought I'd heard about old libraries on Earth having similar bans on all fire within, but couldn't remember the details exactly.
 When the time came I made my way back to the palace, where I was quickly moved over to a tour group.  The worker from earlier approached with a smile.
 "I didn't ask before miss, but do you need a translator?"  She asked as we met once again.
 "No, I speak Atal well enough to understand most people, but thank you for the kind offer."
 "Regardless, it is policy that you be told the tour rules in your native tongue."  Her smile didn't falter and she kept on.  "Please stay to the carpeted areas, as they are there to protect the floors.  No food, drink, or anything that might spill is allowed of course, and any damage to the palace will be viewed quite dimly."
 I nodded.  "Certainly, I've no desire to break anything."
 "Good, also all spellcasting is strictly banned within.  The wards of the palace are quite through, and believe me you do not want to come into conflict with them.  That experience is not one I'd wish on anybody."  She seemed to have rehearsed this innumerable times.
 "Of course.  Is there anything else I should know?"
 "We do ask that you maintain a respectful stance, and direct any questions to the tour guide.  Now if you'll follow me."
 I was led up to a full group of elves who were being given the same spiel in Atal by another elven woman in a crisp uniform.  Most were older children or elderly, and all were paying close attention to the instructions.
 
"Any questions?"  The guide asked the group, and seeing none continued on.  "Then if you'll all please follow me."

            

    
        Chapter 162 Obvious Hints

    
    
    
    
                Touring large, old castles is always much the same. You get to see all the pretty rooms nobody uses anymore, with their fancy furniture and lovely art. As we drifted room to room I wasn't seeing much that I was interested in, that is until we came to the large banquet hall.


"Here we have the banquet hall, where his majesty held dinners for heads of state," The guide explained to the oohing and aahing crowd while I stood frozen.


"These tables are all remade from the originals, as sadly the wood simply could not survive the years. Have no fear though, they were painstakingly reproduced to be exactly like the originals," she continued as I felt my eyes growing wider and wider.


"And of course some of you have noticed the art. That is the original piece, made to our beloved king's exacting standards. We're not sure of what it means, but theories abound. Those of you with access to cores may or may not have realized." I had certainly realized. "It uses symbols found in one of the less understood sections of the core. Try as we might we've never been able to translate them."


There was a mural depicting the lands nearby, along with some of those on my own continent. It was massive, taking up most of a wall. Around the circular painting were words, glowing and ten feet in height.


Upon Elazia, and situated to the North of my birthplace of Elayatol lies my workshop. To those who shall come after me and can read these words, seek answers there. -Justin


"Justin?" I whispered, that must have been his name.


Several of the elves nearby froze and looked at me with intense eyes, like I'd just committed some horrid faux pas. I immediately shut my mouth and tried to sink back into the crowd, but as our tour wound down I was still getting the stink eye now and then from those who'd heard my questioning words.


It was obvious that the elves didn't bandy about the name of their king, dead or not, and I suspected that I'd just stumbled upon it. Had I thought before opening my big mouth, or perhaps asked earlier I might have avoided this little issue, but there was nothing for it now.


The rest of the palace was lovely, but nothing was pulling me out of what I'd seen. The fancy hanging gardens and complex architecture was not ten foot high glowing letters telling me where I should 'seek answers'. As the tour ended I immediately went over to the library. There were terms that needed looking up, and the literal repository of knowledge was within a quick walking distance.


Getting in was no big deal. I had to sit through another short lecture on the rules, and was right in that fire was banned, but the place was open to all, which seemed a bit unusual.


"Something wrong dear?" the kindly librarian asked. He was an older looking elf, with a mostly bald head and deep wrinkles.


"Ah, back where I'm from most libraries are rather restrictive on who they allow in," I explained.


"Oh I see, I see. That is the standard for most human countries is it then? Well I can understand, but you see when our king first came to power building public libraries was one of the things he pushed. We still have records of the founding of several and his dictates about them. It was made clear that much knowledge should be spread to the people, to educate and the like."


"How wonderful," I commented. "Um, I have a few things that I'd like to look up, could you tell me about the organizational system?" if this librarian was anything like the ones from Earth, he might just be able to direct me to exact answers, or at the least the books most likely to have them.


"What sort of questions?" I was gifted with a rather kind smile as prepared to help me.


"Well, the first is a bit odd, but something I'm confused about. All I ever hear someone call the king is simply that. Did he have a name? Is there some reason that nobody ever says it?" I needed to know so that I didn't piss anyone else off.


"Ah, yes, that is a bit of a touchy subject isn't it. There were several recorded. There is of course the name he used on official documents when signing, but that is more of a title than a name, and translated from the older versions of our language simply means something like 'the first king' so it's considered not quite proper to refer to him by that. There are also several families who claim that he was this or that of their scions, but all of those are unconfirmed. As one can imagine, agreeing to any of these would basically mean you side with them above the others. Then finally there is the name that his friends called him by, which at the time was considered a privilege of only those he called friends, hardly appropriate for us to use."


"So using any of those is..." I started.


"Exceptionally rude, yes. From the look on your face shall I surmise that you did by accident do such a thing?"


I nodded, thinking that here at least, honesty might be the best policy. "Yes, saw something written down somewhere and got a lot of looks when I read it."


"Curiosity is no wrong child. I'll write down the most common for you so that you may know in the future not to use them." He took a piece of paper from a desk and did just that. It even had the names divided into sections.


The first, proper title was kind of long, but if you squinted it looked like 'the first king' in Atali. Below that was the name his friends had called him, which of course was 'Justin' finally was a whole plethora of names from various families, that I could never really hope to remember.


"Thank you so much," I said as I put the list away.


"Of course, any other questions?"


"A few on geography, but I'm afraid the references I'm going off of are likely very outdated." That might be the understatement of the century, we'd have to see.


They were in fact very outdated. Elazia was the easiest to find as it was still in use in some circles and was simply the name of the continent I was on. There was one for the human continent as well, Hediza, but because these were in Atali or its variants wasn't used back in The Empire or anywhere else I knew of.


Elayatol was a far, far harder. I was sent well back into the town records, copies of documents thousands of years old, but finally I found a reference in one of the books on record. Elayatol had been a town situated in the West in a low and rather odd valley. I of course recognized the geography at a passing glance.


While the town wasn't called that in the diaries of Ristolian, the map he'd included led to the same place. It seemed he'd followed the same directions that I was after and headed to the same area. I don't imagine it was that hard if he, like myself, and decidedly the elven king was another transmigrator. That would be mostly because some guy named freaking Justin had left it in TEN FOOT GLOWING LETTERS hanging on a wall, subtlety had really not been his strongest suit.


There was of note another town there now. It wasn't known as the birthplace of the elven king, which I guessed was by design, but it stood on the same general location. Its name was Eratol. I was at least glad for that much information.  There were also some tax records that indicated that the town was at least decently sized, but I got the feeling that it was too rural for most of the government to care too much.


After making some notes and thoroughly satisfied that we were on the right track I headed back to our temporary base, on the way buying another snack from the same vendor as before.


I arrived back before most of the rest of the team, and on my way in ran into Olnir and our lovely host escorting an elven man down from the upper floors.  This gentleman was older and more muscular than those I'd seen before.  With a light sprinkling of salt in otherwise pitch black hair, he had some of the facial features that I'd come to expect of elves his body shape was nowhere near the lithe and long forms that tended to pervade.  Rather he was broad shouldered and had a certain worked look to him, not like a bodybuilder, but like a man who was used to hard physical labor.  His ears also had the smallest points that I'd seen on any elf yet, barely even coming to the triangular shape.


"Ah Alana you're back, I just speaking to Mr. Ulanion here about acting as our guide," Olnir said as I approached.


"Pleasure to meet you." He offered me a hand with calloused fingers and we shook.  As we did so I took a few moments to check out his aura.


There was a light green vine-like aura growing around him, mostly focused on his arms, which were rather larger than I might expect.


"You as well, I'm one of the bards on our team," I offered.


"Well, assuming you'll have me I'll mostly be acting as a guide, but I do have some skill with a bow."


"Well, if you don't mind stopping by tomorrow morning?"  Olnir asked and the elven man gave a smile before turning to leave.


As he did I noticed two things.  One was Selene making her way in, and two...


I liked to joke that I was a walking bakery, which in some ways was quite true, but I had nothing on Ulanion.  My eyes nearly popped from my head as he walked away and as he passed I noticed Selene follow them, soon her face too joined mine in slight shock.


"He seems nice," I managed as he made his way out the door.


"Uh-huh," Selene agreed with a profound nod.


"I agree, he does seem the best qualified."  Olnir had totally missed, or just ignored, our exchange, and so sent a smile to our friend the emissary's face.  My guess was that she wholeheartedly agreed.  "Did you find anything useful?"  Our esteemed leader continued.


"Yes actually I did."


"Please do tell."


I looked at the woman whose place we were currently using.  She wasn't a part of our mission and at my apologetic smile understood.  Leaving us with a small nod.


I took the time to set up a set of basic privacy wards before I let my team members in on my info.


"I heavily suspect I found what led our... guide to the location we're headed, and a message from the former king that there's something there," I said, letting them in on the secret I'd discovered.


"Details?"  Olnir asked with a quirked brow.


"A puzzle in the palace.  Without knowing a few tricks about the core you wouldn't be able to work it out, but it basically just says to go where we're going anyway."


"Tricks?"  Selene looked interested.


"Yeah, but unless you've got several years to learn about codes and the like to decipher things you already know, don't bother."  That was true enough, learning English was famously a bit of a pain.


"Hmm, it doesn't change things, but good to know that we're on the right track.  Thank you, anything else?"


"Not as such, there's a nearby town to our location by the name of Eratol, middle sized, nothing too special in the records."


"Right then," said Olnir.  "If all goes according to plan we should be able to hire our friend there and head out in two or three days."

            

    
        Chapter 163 Various Perspectives

    
    
    
    
                Soon enough the time till our expedition needed to move out had passed. It didn't take too much time for us personally to get our affairs ready, but another day passed before things were completely ready. This was because we'd decided it'd be easiest to try and move with a merchant caravan to our area of interest. There was no hiding the fact that a group of humans was passing through elven lands, so instead we needed to rely on our cover of doing a survey, and there would be no reason to not travel with a much safer caravan than alone.


As we formed up around a pair of smaller carts I saw something new.


"Hey Glen, new sword?" He was currently polishing the roughly two and a half foot long piece of steel.


"Yeah, something I picked up in the market, don't have any like this back home.' He held it out for me to look it over. I couldn't see anything different, but I was no smith.


"Um? Magical?"


He nodded and after a moment the blade began to glow. I didn't see any runes on it but perhaps they were hidden somewhere.


"Wasn't that expensive, but with just a bit of mana it'll cut through stone like butter." As he spoke our newest addition joined us.


"Manablades are fairly standard around here, do you not use them on the human continent?" Ulanion asked.


"No, I don't think we have that enchantment. Would that be something we could trade for?" I looked up at him.


While often anyone making magical items would be a bit jealous of their methods, we certainly weren't going to be competition for them.


"Not an enchantment," the elven man answered. "Something about how they make the steel, I'm not clear on the details, but it's widely enough spread that I can't imagine you'd have any real issues. Use the same stuff in my arrows." He produced one of the darts and passed it over to me.


It was solid steel and a bit longer than I was used to but clearly an arrow. There was a series of runes engraved on it and they were easy to read. It was a standard enchantment that did nothing other than store a small amount of mana and release it over a controlled period of time. That wasn't one that was used often since the core handled that pretty well on its own, but there were places for it.


"Interesting." I pushed a tiny amount of mana into it and watched as the glow spread up.


"Careful with that," Ulanion said. "When it's active it's rather more dangerous, even if you don't fire it." I could see the slight glow, moving down and focusing around the angled parts forming a second blade around the sharpened bit.


Our guide took the arrow and demonstrated by lightly pushing it into the street, where it made a perfect hole.


"Point taken," I said, which got a laugh from the two warriors.


A shout of "We're moving out," made it's way down the caravan and we all had to get a move on.


A society that appeared more advanced than the human one or not, the elves still used wagons for any overland transport. Several hours of walking along the various paths and roads and we found ourselves clear of the city's immediate area.


Once clear of the walls there was little talking. Since most of the elves crops grew either as trees or better as part of a forest there were no big open fields but rather expanses of deep forest, lending a very different air to the landscape. By our first night I was feeling that nothing I knew from before would properly apply to this place but that was part of different lands wasn't it?


The wagons were circled in a small meadow and everyone started to relax. A small fire was built and the twenty or so other members of the little caravan joined, and we all began telling stories.


"No shit there I was," the old caravan leader started. "When we heard the growl, and it stalked out of the woods twice as tall as me, and four times as long, a forest tiger." He went on about how the beast had attack his first caravan, killing several of their pack animals in its rampage before he'd buried a spear in its chest.


Every member had some story or other, and from what I gathered the higher amount of mana and mages around here meant that almost everyone who traveled had met a magical beast at some point or another. Most were just described as huge versions of normal animals, not unlike the giant rats that sometimes gathered in the undercity back home.


"What about you lot, anything you've met of note?" One of the caravan members asked.


"Well, we met a hurricane whale, that's probably the worst I've seen," Olnir stated.


Our fellows leaned in for details and he began to dryly recite how we'd been chased, before I had to stop him.


"Mind if I tell it?" I asked, and with an eye roll he waved me on.


As I rose I began to dance, if they wanted a story, there was no reason to hold back. Illusion worked as the words flowed, and someone began a slight drum rhythm to keep time. I brought images of the pitch black clouds over the little meadow of our camp.


With each verse I wove images of our fight into the background of the meadow, letting them see the enormity of our battle, the sound of wood cracking and waves accentuated until I finally finished.


I didn't notice the wide eyes of the caravan members until I went to sit back down, perhaps I'd overdone it a bit.





Outside the camp

Unknown


Shadow to shadow I'd flitted throughout the day, only to watch these blasted people. What were they up to? No survey of plants like they claimed, that was nonsense. Moreover what did that girl know? Master had personally seen her use his Majesty's name while looking at that old riddle. What had she seen?


I'd thought it was too much bother to look into this lot until I'd followed her footsteps. The librarian had been all to happy to tell me about the nice human girl who'd gone asking about places that didn't exist anymore, and how she'd not even known about her faux pas. Nobody would know that name without knowing from whom it came.


When I'd brought the details back of her destination and reference to the village that had been renamed I thought my master would go himself to confront her. His pale face and tightly gripped hand told me she'd found something he recognized. In the end though he'd sent me out after them.


When the quiet camp had been overtaken by black clouds and small silent flashes of lightning I'd almost turned to flee. Only my long training had alerted me to the fact that it was a mere illusion, which only brought up more questions.





Durin


My head of intelligence brought me another thin folder.


"No location on him then?" I asked.


"No wherever they've gone to ground it must be hidden."


"Hmm, up the reward for his capture, and let it be known that we'll pardon anyone who brings us his location, their family too, I don't care what they've done, we can't have him wandering about."


This was a thorn, and becoming more by the day. There was no way I could leave someone with a claim to the throne wandering about, particularly not if he'd managed to recruit as many of the skilled individuals our reports said he had. It wasn't anything I had against the lad personally, but... well, he had to go.


I rose and went to the window. Below the capital of my empire stretched out, the first lamps being lit for the night along the roads. These people, formerly the Ermathi were now mine. I owed them, owed them all I could give them, a place where the good and just could live in peace, where the low and weak wouldn't be abused. I would create an empire where those with talent could rise rather than being beaten down by the circumstances of their birth, rise and lead us into a new dawn.


Well, that was the hope, but it was easier said than done. Even after I'd purged the worst of the predators and abusers from the previous regime I still had to put new people in power. Sadly a few of my own men had failed in the same way their predecessors had, and adjustments had to be made.


I sighed as my spymaster left his reports and headed back to his duties. Only to soon be replaced by my lovely wife.


"You seem bothered," she observed as she made her way to sit down on a couch.


"A bit, but it will pass. How are you feeling?" I moved to sit beside her and wrap her up in my arms, resting a hand on the small bulge in her belly.


"Still a bit ill now and then, but nothing unexpected," she said as she leaned in.


I couldn't help but smile as we rested there, my hope for the future cutting through all the sadness and fear.

            

    
        Chapter 164 The Snake Back Home

    
    
    
    
                City of LithereSpymaster Emil
 When I was just a boy I'd had to walk these streets, alone, without family or true friends to lead me. That had been a horridly brutal life, but I'd learned things, so many things. First was to use anything that worked. What use was honor or pride to the dead after all? I'd also learned the paths and ways of the city. Certainly they'd changed since those days, old alleys had been cut off and new ones build, old tunnels that led here and there were dug or filled, but the base organization hadn't changed. Of course I'd kept up with a great many of those changes, my previous employment had only encouraged such things.
 I sighed a bit as I stopped by a stall to eat, watching the crowd. There was no getting by it, the people were happy. Sure there were places here and there where those who'd lost loved ones still sulked a bit, but all in all, everyone seemed well off. The merchants were out and about hawking their wares, others bringing in goods from across the lands. The people were adjusting well under their new emperor.
 It grated on me how happy they seemed. King Erik had been a good and noble man, and had done so much for the common folk that they didn't even know, and here they were, no rebellion, no real push-back against this new Emperor of Shadows, it was downright ungrateful.
 Then again, I had to admit that while his Majesty had been kind and noble a huge number of the subordinate nobles hadn't. Perhaps that was the big change, those who'd been the real abusers had been removed. Didn't they understand though? If the king had tried to take them out he would have fallen to the Ermathi. Well, what was done was done, and there was no point in being sore about it.
 Fir the time being I had a job to do, if I was to put the rightful king back in his place there were things that only I could accomplish. First and foremost, I needed to know if my old paths into the palace were still viable, and that would take some time to figure out. There were a number of secret entrances and exits, some guarded by magic, some more mundane means, that could get me near, and only a few that could get me truly in, and each needed to be checked.
 I also needed to learn the truth about the princess Sophia, if I could. Sadly there was little that could be done there, and while she appeared happy and hale in public, there were few ways to know how she was behind closed doors. Prince Lief had insisted we try there, try to see if his sibling had either betrayed us, or was being forced into her current position by Durin, kept prisoner in some way or another.
 There was thankfully one group who might be able to answer that question for me, and I was on my way to see them now. The streets seemed to move past easily as I trudged down to the temple district, the sound of my leather shoes on the cobbles keeping an even pace like a song.
 The Temple of Lovers was easy to find, well, all of the temples were easy to find, they'd been designed that way. The gates before it seemed always open, always welcoming to those who needed their embrace. The priests and priestesses were all politically neutral, which was at least some help as I made my way to the entrance.
 "Can I help you kind sir?" The young man working the entry asked as I approached.
 "Yes, I would like to see the head priestess if possible." I passed over a small envelope. "Please give her that."
 The envelope contained a completely mundane note, nothing more than a simple inquiry on having a priest of Lovers go to one of the outlying villages. Normal people wouldn't understand, but that wasn't the important part. The important part was the wax seal keeping it closed. It was marked by the prince's own signet ring, not something commonly seen, but the head priestess would doubtless recognize it.
 I had to wait for a rather extended period of time, but that wasn't unusual. The leaders of the various temples in any city of this size would certainly be busy people. After an hour or two though an attendant came to gather me and take me to meet the elder of this Order.
 
Her office was austere. Certainly there were a number of books and tools along the walls, along with a few pieces of her own personal work, but none of the gold and fancy decorations that a noble would have had in their meeting rooms. The seat I was offered was simple but comfortable, and the tea poured a plain but well made mix. Those done the attendant left us to our discussion, the door clicking closed behind him.
 The head priestess looked out over her teacup, eyes settling on me with a hard gaze. "Well lad, I must say I wasn't expecting you to come and see me. To what do I owe this visit."
 I was used to a bit of cold treatment, even from the orders, and I couldn't say that I didn't deserve at least some of it, so I simply gave her a slight smile. "I've business in the city of course, but... is this room secure?"
 "Would I not take pains to make sure it was?" The woman raised an eyebrow questioningly as she spoke.
 "Apologies, but I have to ask, sensitive subjects." I nodded in apology, it was rude to ask her, but I needed to know.
 "We will not be aiding you if you plan to oppose Emperor Durin," she said flatly.
 "While that's not why I'm here, why not? Has he been keeping the edicts of the Orders well?"
 "To the letter, even against those who he replaced your nobles with. I know that King Erik wasn't a terrible man, but we both know that he let his men get away with too damn much. How many girls passed through my doors who'd suffered at the hands of some piss-ant baron who we all knew would never be properly punished?" I could see her frustration, and grit my teeth.
 "We both know it comes down to what can be proven, one testimony..."
 "He hardly even investigated, and when he did, it was only ever a slap on their wrists to tell them not to do it again."
 "And does Durin?" I asked questioningly.
 "Emperor Durin lad, and he enforces our rules with a sort of harshness I've seldom seen outside of our own priests."
 I sighed, it was clear that while the various orders might not actively oppose us, the Order of Lovers at least had a strong preference. That was no good, as trying to take back over and return the proper prince to power would only be harder without ruffling their feathers.
 "Well, at least the people are being well taken care of, though that's not why I'm here."
 "Then why?" The priestess asked.
 "I'm trying to find out the truth about Princess Sophia... If she's a willing participant, held hostage, or... whatever the truth of the matter may be. Her brother is concerned as you might well understand, surely you can share how she is with me?"
 The old woman rested her eyes on me with a calculating look. She let the silence stretch on for a few moments before sighing herself. I didn't know what she knew, but her order had officiated their wedding surely, so she must have at least some information.
 "Queen Sophia," she corrected me with another glare, propriety was important apparently. "Stayed with us for some months before her wedding. In that time she seemed both happy and well disposed to her future husband, and while it was offered that we might protect her, or spirit her away to another place to prevent any forced marriage, she declined repeatedly, often while laughing."
 "She joined him willingly? Before he took over or afterwards?" I asked. I knew that they would have offered something, but it seemed they'd been rebuffed by the princess on all of those.
 She shrugged. "Who knows, who knows that he didn't have something on her, but I didn't get that feeling. Goodness it was even Emperor Durin who'd pushed so hard for us to do whatever we wished to make sure there were no accusations after their joining."
 I sat back, rubbing my face tiredly. After the girl Gwenna had gone on her little rampage I suspected that Sophia might have betrayed us, several nobles there near the end certainly had, but there was always the chance that the now queen had been cornered by some machination from Durin. This seemed to contradict that idea though. If she'd gone to him willingly... My liege would be heartbroken, but at the same time it did explain a number of things.
 "Thank you for telling me," I said, and began to rise.
 "Well, letting a family member know that a marriage wasn't forced isn't beyond reason, though it does push the line of neutrality." The head priestess rose with me, seeing me to the door. "Good day lad, I hope you find peace however things end."
 I nodded to her in thanks and moved out. Once I returned to our lands I'd have to give a full accounting to the prince, but for now I could just process. I'd need time, but thankfully it would take no small amount to check my hidden ways, and to finally test them out.
 
If I could get back into the palace I would, just to pop my head in and check for traps, but it would be enough. That way when the time was right and everything was in place we could go and put things back in their rightful order.

            

    
        Chapter 165 Waterfall Scene

    
    
    
    
                As the days of travel wore on and we moved through the roads one by one we settled into a rhythm. In under a week a schedule had been established as to when we rose and slept, for our order of travel and the various guard shifts. I did as I usually did and made sure we were all fed. The weather was pleasantly warm and the going easy.


The road itself followed a small river, more a creek, hugging one of the banks through twists and turns. It was probably easier to use a pre-cut path through the forests than to try to make one, I didn't know, but it did make for an almost idyllic scene for our trip.


As I took my afternoon break on the seat of one of the carts I felt the lurch at the same moment I heard the crack.


"Dammit!" Olnir shouted as we were both tossed out of our daydreams and across the seats.


I registered that we'd definitely broken something as I was sent sprawling into the grass. My "Oof," sound must have been louder than I'd thought because by the time I was picking myself up I saw Ulanion offering me a hand.


"You okay?" Our elven friend asked as he helped me up.


"Fine, how's the cart?' I had to brush a few spots off my clothes, but other than a few little bruises there was no real issue.


Glen had moved back and was now picking up the vehicle's front. It was a bit scary how strong some of the people in this world were, as it seemed he barely registered the weight.


"Looks like we had a bolt snap," he declared after a few moments of looking.


"Fixable?" Olnir asked, only to get a shrug from the knight. While Glen might have been able to notice the issue he didn't seem particularly handy.


Several of the boys gathered around to discuss, along with a few of the merchants. It almost looked like a group of men trying to work on a car or something from back on Earth and I nearly laughed. The conclusion was that the broken piece, a rather large bolted in iron rod that held everything together was totally buggered. This particular bit wasn't something we had an extra of and would need to be repaired. A few minutes and they'd pulled it out.


"Shit," Robert commented as he held up the snapped bit of metal. "Might need a blacksmith or something for that."


"I can get it hot enough to melt the pieces together and we could... I don't know, try to weld it together or something." Dras took it up and began examining the problem. If nothing else we could set up the tools for making magical items and remake it in that way, but either would take some time.


"Alright, we're close enough to break for lunch anyway, so let's rest for now and get back to it in a bit." Olnir declared.


Dras and the merchants seemed to be deep in discussion on options and so I moved over to where Leah was standing.


"Thoughts on lunch?" I inquired.


"No offense, but I'm about bread and cheesed out, and all of our rations are kind of..."


"Dry and salty?"


"Yup," she nodded.


"Ideas?" Leah was far more well versed on local edibles and had proved herself a capable cook a few times already.


"Hmm, we could check the creek there. There are a few berries and stuff that would be nice," She suggested.


After telling some of the others where we were off to the two of us began a walk down the stream, checking here and there for things to fill baskets with. It was slightly relaxing, and this part of the forest wasn't known for anything dangerous enough to bother the two of us together. After about fifteen minutes we found a small waterfall that dipped into a little pool.


"Jackpot," my partner said as she pointed at a cluster of small clams grouped at the bottom of the pool. "Those are definitely good if we cook them. Little deep though..."


"Well, I haven't had a proper wash in a few days and a swim wouldn't be too bad." Sad facts of travel, but in this world days away from a town meant days away from even the most basic of hygiene.


A minute or two later the two of us dove in, gloves and boots to make sure we didn't cut ourselves on the sharp edges of the mollusks and a small basket. It was about ten feet to the bottom where our targets were, the pool being shaped like a giant steep bowl. We took several trips, making sure to take the largest specimens, but leaving the small ones to repopulate.


As we dropped our haul on the shore I moved over to the waterfall, only to be joined shortly by Leah.


"Little cooler than I generally like my baths, but it is refreshing isn't it?" I said as she joined me in the stream of falling water.


"Mmm," she agreed, lounging with me for a few moments.


Soon enough though it was time for us to head back and we reluctantly rose from the little rock that seemed tailor made for laying on.  As the two of us waded back towards the shore a small rustling came from just over the waterfall's crest.


"Hey girls, we're almost..."  Ulanion began as he jumped over the little cliff and down to the water's edge.


Several things happened all at once.  The poor elven man's eyes went wide as he realized that we'd left the overwhelming majority of our clothing off to the side.  My face began to turn beet red as I tried to cover myself with my hands, and Leah.  Leah seemed more angry at being caught with her metaphorical/literal pants down, and didn't even give the intruder a chance to apologize.


Her deep intake of breath registered with both Ulanion and myself at roughly the same time.


"Wai..."  he tried raising his hands in alarm as she loosed the patented bard scream on him.


I got the feeling that she didn't put her all into it, either that or she was just a hair weaker than I'd initially thought.  While it certainly got Ulanion to fall to his knees and cover his ears he didn't seem to have the blood that showed up when I really laid into someone with that particular spell.


We rushed over and got dressed while Ulanion tried to right himself, looking pointedly in the opposite direction from where we'd headed.


"You can look now," I told him once we were decent again.


"Good grief, you didn't have to drop me like that!  It's not like I intended to do anything!"  He complained as he turned to address us, still rubbing his ears a bit.


"You should have been more obvious about coming up on us," Leah retorted.


"You shouldn't have been naked in the middle of the bleeding woods!" he looked a bit peeved.


"That's my fault actually.  We wanted some clams and I wanted a swim."  I gave him a bit of an apologetic smile.


"Still," Leah tried again.


"Let it go, nothing too bad happened, and if you're going to be mad, you need to be mad at me."  I could take the blame here, as it was my suggestion, and having members of our expedition mad at each other would only cause problems later.


While she took the basket off back towards the path I moved over to Ulanion and sang a few notes, bringing my hands up to his ears to heal them.


"Thanks," he said.  "I was worried they might not stop ringing."


I snorted, "Well, be more careful next time."  I mock finger-wagged at him.


With a shake of his head he led the way back up to our carts.  Leah beat us by about a hundred feet and several of the others were already perked up and looking out towards our direction.  Glen particularly seemed a bit on edge.


"Everything alright?"  Robert asked as we got nearer.


"Fine, just a misunderstanding," I answered as his sister huffed off.


Our meal that afternoon wasn't half bad, and it seemed that Dras had been right in that it would be simple enough for him to weld the pieces of metal together.  I saw the repaired item as they were putting it back in and while it was ugly, it would last until we got to our destination and a proper repair.





A few more days of travel and we arrived at the village.  It was small compared to the capital, not being much bigger than the place where I'd been born.  I could see a wall, by the weathering no more than a few years old, that surrounded the collection of houses, and the slight overgrown look to the land outside of it.  It wasn't much, but it just seemed... off.


"Does something look wrong to you?"  I asked one of the merchants in our caravan, they'd ostensibly been here a few times over the years, even if it was a bit far flung.


"It's been awhile since I was out here, but yeah," he answered, looking a bit concerned.


We took a cautious approach, our group of humans keeping back while the merchants led.  All of us took a moment or two to put up defenses just in case, even extending a few over our traveling companions who were doing the talking.  As we came up to the wall I could see a bit of movement atop it, and the rough gate opened as we drew up to it.


A rather harried looking elf came out, some kind of elder perhaps.  He stood tall and had longer than average ears, with a sharp widow's peak and a nervous smile.


"Finally, welcome to Eratol.  We were worried that our call for help hadn't reached anyone, but I see they sent a whole group of mages..."  He blinked a few times as he looked at us, finally realizing that we were human.

            

    
        Chapter 166 The Broken Man

    
    
    
    
                The village elder whose name was Indriel had to have a long and rather drawn out conversation with Olnir and the leader of the merchant carts. There was no way we were turning back after all we'd been through so far, but at the same time, we hadn't come prepped for whatever issues they were currently having.
While our leaders were talking though I got a few minutes to look around the town. This village looked almost besieged, the worried looks and nervousness in the air very familiar to me due to my many issues with such through the years. The people looked at us with a mix of hope and fear as we entered, obviously not the relieving force they'd been hoping for.
The wall that surrounded the place was well enough made, but it was clear that it'd been in place for a much shorter time than similar defenses, the trees as they were seemed grown in place, with vines acting as support ropes, but something about the few boards that were here and there as the platforms looked green to me. It was also clear that whoever had made this didn't really understand defenses or wasn't making it for humanoid attacks, there were no crenellations at all. The platform was far too close to the top of the wall, anyone atop it would be fully exposed from the waist up.
"What do you think is going on here?" I asked Dras as we stood nearby, falling into the human tongue to keep things as private as possible.
"Kind of reminds me of the war, but nobody looks hungry," he replied.
"That makes sense, with the higher number of casters... even a few that could only make a little food could keep a village this size going for months easy." I was trying to count, but this place was decidedly smaller than my own birthplace. Even as a child I would have been able to keep a village of this size going for... until malnutrition kicked in.
He nodded as the others of our party came to join us. None of us knew what the situation was, but it was clearly something quite odd. Before long even some of the merchants came by, not all of them though, some were guarding their carts from rather interested looking villagers.
"What's your estimation on this?" Ulanion asked one of them, his own eyes scanning.
"Something's up, but... the elder said they were waiting for help, but I heard nothing of that, did you?" The responding merchant looked nervous as well.
"Not that we heard," Selene offered.
"That implies that whoever they sent for help... didn't make it." Our elven guard seemed more disturbed by that thought than the idea of a problem.
Soon enough though we got our answers. The village elder, Olnir, and the merchant left the former's home and moved in our direction, none looked pleased in the slightest.
"What's the situation?" Ulanion asked.
"Well, we thought you were the help we requested nearly a year ago, but it seems not." It was Indriel the elder who answered.
"It seems the village has been attacked by some form of monster, a large wolf/shadow-type. We'll need to go and talk to one of the survivors for details on it." Olnir said, motioning for the elder to lead us on.
As we walked the elder spoke. "It first appeared a few years ago, we're unclear on the exact type or nature of this beast, but in it's first move it slaughtered most of a wedding party. During the event the would-be groom awakened his magic, but it wasn't enough." His breath seemed to catch in his throat for a moment before he continued. "Our village isn't large, but we lost too many that night, forty of our people fell before it, and few escaped. Ormien was one who managed to, if barely, but his bride... It affected him, you'll see."
"The wall?" I asked.
"Yes, we put it up to try and keep our enemy out, and it's worked. I can also tell you that the beast seems to dislike the light, so day is safer. Based on the fact that our messengers didn't make it to anyone though I hesitate to say safe."
We arrived at the house of the one we were going to see, this Ormien. It was large, two stories with a good footprint, but seemed to lack the care that had been given to most of the other homes nearby, the grass around it was full of weeds and the inside looked dark.
The elder beat on the door, which swung open slowly at his touch.
"Ormien... Help has arrived, we need to talk to you." He yelled in after the resident, when no answer came we slowly walked into the entryway.
With a crash an elven man entered from some back room. His eyes red with sorrow and impotent hate. He looked at us in slight confusion for a moment as raggedy unwashed hair fell over his features. In his one remaining arm he held a bottle of some kind, and was without doubt the most ragged looking elf I'd seen.
"What do you want you old bastard, come to poke fun at the cripple?" He said as he stumbled into the room.
"We need to know about the wolf Ormien," the elder said to the obviously drunk man.
Every hair on my neck stood up. It was held back a lot right now, but there was magic flowing around this guy, and he was unstable. In the span of a blink he surged forward at the elder reaching his hand out. He didn't make it though, as our physicals Glen and Ulanion met him mid-charge.
"I told you not to mention that thing!" he screamed as he was wrestled to the ground. "It took them, it took them all." He began to weep pitifully as he finally calmed. "Oh my Ilazia, I'm so sorry." Shortly he passed out, finally going limp.
"What the shit, how is he useful?" I asked.
"He fought the beast. When he's sober, which is less and less these days, he's... fairly competent, but when he drinks he gets like this."
"So what? We have to wait until he gets it all out of his system to get anything worthwhile out of him?" Olnir seemed irked at the drunk before us.
"No, we're not waiting," I answered.
Alana's Own Hangover Cure and Poison Neutralization (Patent Pending) was a spell I'd mastered years ago and casting it on the passed out elf was no issue at all. Once I was satisfied that I'd taken the booze from his system I motioned the boys who held him tight while I lightly slapped his face.
"Uwh?" he said as he came to.
"Wake up sunshine, we need to know what we're up against."
It took a few blinks for the elf to come to and look around the room. "Who the fuck are you? And why are you in my house?"
"We came to look into some flora and fauna," Olnir took up the line with our cover story. "Sounds like you've got one of the latter we'll definitely need to be rid of before we can get to our actual work."
That got the drunk's attention and he slowly sat up. "You think you can?" he asked.
"Best chance we've got, and it sounds like all the calls for help your village sent out amounted to nothing," Olnir answered.
"Come on then, let's talk." our guide shakily rose to his feet, allowed by our own heavies and led us into the kitchen, where he smartly poured himself a cup of water. "Didn't think those messengers would make it anyway, didn't I tell you old man?"
The elder seemed irked, but didn't say anything. If he wasn't going to though I certainly would push this along.
"Why not?" I asked.
"That thing, whatever it is, is smart, too smart. When it attacked us it took out the guards first, it's not some base beast, but intelligent, it's thinking, planning, I saw it, in its eyes." For a moment he lost his concentration, before snapping back. "The only reason it hasn't attacked us yet is probably because we're more like its stockpile of food, or it just hates us and wants us to suffer."
"Weaknesses?" Dras asked, hoping to get something helpful for the moment.
"It's immune to mundane weapons so far as I saw, arrows and non-magical blades just pass through it, but you can hurt it with magic.  Sadly we didn't have anyone strong enough to do it in," the elf answered.
That was bad. A lot of monsters had resistances and the like, but I'd never heard of anything being completely immune to anything except magic. There were a few beasts that were really, really hard to hurt without it, but that was just because they were tough, it sounded like this thing was incorporeal.
"You fought it before, could you help us against it?" Robert asked from one corner.
"Oh I'd love to, but if you haven't noticed." He waved towards his missing right arm. "I'm still getting used to being left handed, a condition imposed on me by our little friend out there."
"I might be able to help, if we can get enough of the village together. It'll be a hack job though, and it'll hurt," our primary healer explained.
For the first time I saw something like hope in Ormien's eyes, it wasn't pretty. He clearly saw his chance, perhaps the only one he would get, for revenge. "I'm in."
"No more drinking. If we're going to fight, you'll need to be sober for it." Robert's voice was hard as he looked at the elf.

"I said I was in, whatever conditions you want." While Ormien and Robert eyed each other I could see Olnir smile a bit in the background.  We'd acquired another soldier, and a physical magic user to boot.

            

    
        Chapter 167 Re-arming

    
    
    
    
                Setting things up for Robert was simple enough. Our new elven comrade had to be basically force fed as much and as nutritionally dense food as was physically possible, and a small crowd of the villagers had to be gathered as well. Leah was on standby as he explained exactly what he needed from everyone while we waited just outside his house. 
"Alana, have you ever taken part in regrowing limbs before?" Robert asked. 
"Yes, we did a bit of that in school, but it was pretty slow. You said you could quickly?" 
Back when I'd been taking classes we'd had a basic class on healing and so I was at least passingly familiar with the process of regrowing a limb. Then though it had been a weeks long process of fixing and then allowing the body time to recover, even in rushed circumstances, it still took weeks. 
"I said I could do a hack job, and I can. Under normal conditions you need time for the body to regain energy while you regrow limbs, but we don't have that, so we're going to sort of force it. Ormien here is going to be shoving as much food as he can down his throat while I fix him up." He pointed to the elf who was even now drinking what looked like some kind of gross slurry prepared by Leah. "My dear sister there will be using her magic to speed his intake of food, and while she is I want you go work on the skin, it's the easiest part and frankly I've never seen you work before, so..." 
"So you don't trust me to do anything serious at the speed you need, understood." He did look sorry at implying I might not know what I was doing, but this magic was his specialty and well beyond my personal capabilities in healing. If we'd been doing illusions or weather magic I'd probably have relegated him to something minor too. 
"Oh, that tastes terrible," Ormien said as he finally finished the last of what he needed to eat for now. 
"What's in it anyway?" I felt I might regret the question, but I was curious. 
"Mostly meat, salt, water, bones, and whatever sugar you can shove in. We used honey back home, but here they have the nice stuff. Reduce all to roughly the consistency of thin mud and cook well," Leah answered. 
"It smells like barf," I commented. 
"Also tastes like barf," Ormien agreed. 
"Well, don't get squeamish now," Robert said, pointing to a bucket sitting beside his sister. "You'll need to finish that one while we're working. If you can't drink through the pain we'll stop, but that is seriously less than ideal." The elven man nodded, seemingly resolved. 
"Question," I said, looking towards our healer. "Why isn't this done for everyone? If it's so much faster?" 
"Because you'd have to be able to use physical magic to even survive it." Robert rubbed his head before turning to his patient. "I'll be pretty blunt here too, your new arm will be weaker than if we'd done this the right way, but I don't want to wait around for weeks. It should improve to where it would be normally eventually, and a priest can probably speed that along, but this is going to be a measure to get you fighting ready now." 
As our preparation finished the elder had returned with a number of the merchants and people from the village.  We had explained before that we'd need more people for the gestalt casting, since this was going to be a rather hard bit of magic, and they'd not disappointed.  I was actually really surprised by how many people showed up looking happy to see Ormien now sober and ready to get fighting again. 
"You'd think they'd be madder at him for getting drunk and acting a jerk," I said to Ulanion as Robert got everyone split into groups. 
"Yeah, I notice that about humans.  Thing is, elves live a lot longer though."  He laughed at the look on my face. 
"So?  He still spent what, a year or so locked up drinking or whatever?" 
"Couple probably, but if you live for centuries a couple years isn't that bad.  Would you be glad if someone you knew came out of a months long depression when you really needed them?  Or would you be mad?  What if it was only a few weeks after the loss of a loved one, lot more understandable right?" 
I hadn't thought of it like that, but I suppose if you lived so much longer than stuff like this did seem slightly less... bad?  "I suppose that makes sense.  Particularly if he was well liked..." 
The archer smiled and moved to his place in our little grouping. 
We began the work that was needed with gusto, Robert being the first.  As he began pounding on a borrowed drum our patient buckled on the chair we'd sat him on.  We didn't have anything to give him for the pain, saving alcohol, and nobody thought getting him drunk for this would be advisable, so he had to deal with it.  After the initial jerk though, Ormien grit his teeth and straightened back into position.
 Within moments the skin on his missing arm bulged and popped as the bone pushed its way through, reforming without the other tissues around it.  It was horrid-looking as blood flowed, only for muscles to worm their way out and around, pulling blood vessels with them on their way.
 Before I could start returning his skin Ormien reached down and guzzled as much of the nutrient drink as he could.  I couldn't see it, but I could hear Leah working to the side and supposed she must have gotten enough running through his system to let him be hungry again.  I also sighed in relief.
 Soon as he put down the bucket I started up my own song, backed like my peers by a number of volunteers I sang, returning the layers of skin and covering to his currently bare upper arm.  It was fortunate that he'd managed to get more in his system before I started, because he was getting all the nerves brought back in a hurry.  By the time I was halfway through he was screaming, and there was only more to go.
 As the upper arm finished we kept on.  It was surreal to watch as in real time bone pulsed forward only to be covered in successive layers of tissue.  The lower arm went much as the upper, but near the end I could see Robert start to pause.  This was going to be the worst part and we all knew it.
 "How many times do I have to tell you boy.  I'm in for this, keep going."  Our patient had stopped yelling only long enough to relay what he needed to to his would-be healer.
 "Then drink," Robert answered, apparently he had some kind of monitoring spell.
 The elven man reached back down and drained the last of the gross bucket before looking back to us.  He and Robert exchanged nods, and the last of the work began.  All the delicate bits of the hand flowed into place, snapping together speedily.  While this work was more agonizing to Ormien, and more detailed, it was at least a smaller area.  I pushed the limits of my own healing, letting the skin quickly build like a wave over the new flesh.
 As his hand returned Ormien screamed like a dying man.  His good hand went white-knuckled as he held onto the chair, the wood giving way under his strength.  While to us the restoration probably only took around half an hour to him it must have seemed like ages.  When it was finally done and We withdrew our magic he sighed in relief, looking down to where he'd crushed part of his seat into naught but sawdust, and his new arm.
 It... well it wasn't pretty.  The flesh was very, very pale, as one might expect, and looked like freshly healed wound rather than how it should look.  As the newly re-armed elf moved his new appendage here and there I could see he was having difficulties.  His coordination was slightly off, but slowly improving as he practiced touching his fingers together.
 "How is it?"  Robert asked.
 "Kinda itches."  That got a snort from several in the crowd, self included.
 "Sincerely though, is there any pain, how is the flexibility?"  Our healer was professional if nothing else.
 A few more flexes and taps before the small crowd and he looked up.  "Doesn't move quite like the last one, or perhaps it's because I haven't had one to move in awhile.  No pain though, but a bit stiff."
 "I told you it wouldn't be great.  It should improve with time."
 With a few move quick movements and a smile Ormien turned and walked back into his house, returning a few moments later with a sword in hand.  He gave a look towards Glen, who'd taken up a position to the side.
 "Mind giving me a few quick rounds to knock the rust off?"  While they moved off to an open area the rest o us gathered up.
 "We don't know enough about this beast yet, but there's sadly only one way we're getting much more information.  So I want everyone to be prepared before sundown, the elder indicated to me that it often appears near the wall after dark," Olnir began, laying out some plans for us.
 "Prepared for what exactly?  If we don't even know what the thing is."  Selene wasn't much in the fighting department, even if she did have good instincts when it came to items.
 
"To hunt of course," I answered.

            

    
        Chapter 168 The Hunt Begins

    
    
    
    
                By twilight everyone had had a chance to rest while our newest addition tried to adjust to his new arm.  We'd sat to the side and watched as he and Glen had a bit of a battle in a small open area. 
I was no warrior, and while I could barely even follow the two of their movements even I could tell that the elf was getting his butt kicked.  Every time they reset he looked at the short man with a bit of a glare.  Glen on the other hand seemed unbothered, almost like this was painfully routine for him. 
After a few more passes the human knight called a stop to it.  "Hold on, there are some issues.  Who trained you?" 
"The village warriors when I was a boy of course," Ormien responded. 
"But in using your abilities, they taught you about those?" 
"No, not really.  Far as I know I'm the only physical magic user for the town, so nobody was around to teach me much about that." 
"Okay, that explains it.  Your movements are fine if you weren't using magic, but you need to consider how you're stronger now, and faster.  Things that would be fine for a normal swordsman simply won't work for you, even if you don't hurt yourself you'll be open to your opponents." 
Glen pulled him off to lead him through some basic slashes.  I could hear him explaining how they were different and how to stand and all that, but I knew next to nothing about using a sword other than "Pointy end that way."  While I watched Ulanion and Dras came over. 
"Hey, we're gonna go and see what we can, mind joining us?" the latter asked. 
"Sure, any reason?" 
"Dras here tells me you're something else when it comes to invisibility, and I'd rather like to see if we can catch a glimpse of the wolf.  Some illusions might help if you're willing."  Ulanion gave me a slight smile as I joined them. 
"No problem." 
Soon I'd rendered us invisible and we'd made our way to the top of the wall, such as it was.  As the sun set we could easily look around and see the fields around the town.  It was weird seeing the area devoid of the trees so common in these lands.  From here I could see some that had absolutely been removed on purpose, something I'd not paid too much note to before. 
It was a mix of nerve wracking and painfully boring sitting there for a couple of hours, but as the last of the light from the sun faded we saw it.  Far along the edge of the clearing a shadow slinked in and out of the trees, barely visible.  It didn't come close, rather keeping to the edges, stalking, patiently waiting to see what we'd do. 
"Why isn't it closing, for that matter, why didn't it attack us on our way in?"  Dras asked. 
"I think it doesn't care who comes in, only who leaves.  This thing is too smart Dras, it looks like it's happy to wait for us to feed ourselves to it," I responded. 
"She's right.  From what I can see it could probably make it over this wall if it really wanted," Ulanion agreed.  "If it's spectral it might not even need physical food.  In that case we need to know what it's after." 
"Mind running a test for me Ulanion?"  I inquired. 
"Not at all."  The elf probably had a quirked eyebrow, but was still invisible, so I couldn't quite tell. 
"Can you try shooting it?  See if we can take it out before it has a chance to respond?" 
"Alright, let's test it's reaction speed then, can you kneel down a bit?  Hate to put an arrow through your face."  I heard rustling as the archer prepared. 
Both Dras and I got down a bit, enough that I could just see over the rampart.  There was a creaking beside me as Ulanion drew his bow back, the materials used in it straining against his muscles. 
"Ready when you are," Dras and I said. 
"Gonna be a bit hard to shoot without seeing it, but hold tight."  His voice was strained as he confirmed. 
The arrow loosing caused a shock-wave like something out of fiction.  There was a whoosh of air and my hair was thrown as it hurled at his target like a cruise missile.  Fast as a bullet I could only see a trail of light as it powered at the wolf. 
In the distance a tree exploded as if it'd been hit by a bolt of lightning.  Shards of bark flew from the point of impact, which had been reduced to little more than a bunch of sawdust.  Up and down the tree the wood split as the shock-wave and magic pressed out.
 "Did you get it?" Dras asked hopefully, seeing the destruction.
 "Not quite."  As Ulanion spoke I heard a howl of rage and pain, before the shadow slipped back into the woods.
 "I couldn't even see that," I remarked.
 "Grazed it, but the thing's fast, don't know how it even saw the arrow coming."  To be true the projectile had been rendered visible once it was a bit away from us, but it was still traveling at an insane rate by that point.
 Soon enough it was too dark to see into the woods, at least for me.  As I sat there I slightly regretted that we didn't have Charles along for this, with his eyes we would have been able to spot the thing in pitch black at any distance.  It didn't help wishing for what you didn't have though, so in time we returned to the ground.
 "Learn anything?"  Olnir asked as we rejoined the rest of the group.
 "It has some method of tracking projectiles, and is particularly quick," Ulanion offered.
 Ormien quirked an eyebrow.  "We hit it with several when I fought it, seemed to damage it too.  What did you fire at it?"
 Some theories were thrown around, but there was no way to be sure one way or another what this thing could do.  From Ormien's explanations we knew that magic could hurt it, and the magically charged arrow had proven that.  Sadly beyond that and a general estimate of physical capabilities there was little we could do but just go and fight it.
 Since most of us were casters we set up a series of shields and headed out the gate.  The plan was to start where Ulanion had shot at it and go from there.
 "Suppose maybe I should have waited..." the elf grumbled.
 "Hmm, I would have preferred it," Olnir grumbled.
 "I think it was the right choice."  Glen didn't often disagree with Olnir, but of us humans he was the soldier, so his opinion held weight here.
 "We might have learned more had he waited, who knows what we lost because of that rash decision," the older man said.
 "Perhaps, but we might have ended the hunt early and without bloodshed.  Similarly," he pointed as we came to the spot the shadow-wolf had been. "He managed to damage the beast."
 There was a trail going off into the trees.  Inky black flood formed a small spray on the ground.  Not enough to indicate a fatal injury, especially on something that size, but it did give us a trail to follow.
 For several minutes we followed the drops through the woods.  Even with us casters tossing out a few magical lights among the trees it was still spooky, like a haunted jungle with huge trees all around us.  The trail was easy to follow, so much so that Ulanion and Ormien frowned.
 "It knows it left this, either it doesn't care, or it's planning something," the former said.  "If it's as smart as you say at least."
 "It is," our newest arrival responded.  "I also know where it's going, not sure if that helps though."
 "Where?"  I asked, anxious to get this done with as soon as possible.
 "The old ruins up the side of the valley, nothing else much this way."  The elf was a native, so his opinion was the best we had to go on for now.
 "Do you know if monsters often come from those?" Leah inquired from the side. "Something similar to this?"
 "No, never heard of a monster coming from there before," the elf answered.
 For several minutes more we walked, the trees gradually clearing until they opened all around us.  Before us stood a cliff, into which was carved what looked like a series of doors and openings.  The primary one was obvious as it's archway was several times larger than those surrounding it.  It was also clear that the path of blood lead straight to it.  This was where our enemy had come.
 "What's inside?"  I asked.
 "No idea, never been in," Ormien answered.
 "What?  Never?"  Selene seemed surprised by his words more than me.
 "No, why would anyone come here?  It's just an old empty ruin."  Our guide seemed confused by the question.
 "Wait, even like... teen boys, or whatever the elven equivalent is?"  Robert too seemed confused.
 "Huh?  No, nobody does things like that."  At the explanation we humans all kind of looked at each other.  Elves were weird.
 "Back on track," Olnir brought us back to our senses.  "Defensive formation, guards up."
 
As soon as we'd formed up we proceeded deep into the lair of the wolf.

            

    
        Chapter 169 Atrium

    
    
    
    
                We walked through the open arch and right into a huge atrium.  As we looked at the various entryways and exits I couldn't help but notice the two balconies above us looking down from the dark upper reaches.  I could see six outlets, other than the one we came in, but not what was down them. 
This place was huge, and in its prime I could imagine it bustling with workers.  I could almost hear the footsteps of elves long past walking to and from the various rooms of this building, clearly some kind of massive office.  I wondered if they lived in the village or if there were quarters deeper in, with the passing of time it was impossible to tell. 
I also distinctly noticed something else. 
"Hey, why are there no animals in here?  or plants for that matter, if this place is as old as it's supposed to be, it should have been overrun thousands of years ago shouldn't it?" I asked. 
"It should have, but why not indeed," Leah mused. 
"Questions for later, now we need to find and put down that wolf."  Olnir was right, even if I didn't like his tone we did need to deal with that monster. 
"Lights," Glen directed as he pushed mana into his own sword and put it to glowing. 
Each of us used some form of light or another.  Dras made a small ball of cool fire, Selene used a little trinket that shed a nice glow, Robert and Leah already had out similar looking orbs and I put out one of my own.  Our physicals had elven weapons and each could easily fill them with a bit of mana, letting off a small glow.  Soon enough the room was well lit, and we could see the tiles, and the large counter running along one side of the room, near to the back. 
We made our way over to the reception desk, it being the only thing of note on our level and found that it still had papers on it.  In fact it still looked clean somehow.  The whole situation was really weirding me out.  The inside of this place looked like someone had turned out the lights and left yesterday, not forever ago.  There was perhaps a bit of wear on the floors and walls, but otherwise it was almost pristine, I wouldn't even be surprised if the lights still worked, if we could find them. 
"What in the world?  How are these, what are these?"  Dras asked, carefully picking up a sheet to look at. 
I leaned over his shoulder and read.  "The dialect is different from the more modern Atali, but it looks almost like a note detailing the movement out of materials.  Some kind of notice that they needed to make sure they got everything." 
"This is weird, really weird," Selene said with a bit of a tremor in her voice.  "I don't like it at all." 
"Focus, we can look into that after..."  Olnir's rebuke was quieted by a light growl from behind us. 
Ulanion was the fastest to respond, his bow up and firing another potent arrow before I could even properly register what was happening.  Just after him the two swordsmen, with their better reflexes fell into defensive positions. 
Things happened quickly.  The arrow slammed into a column just behind the shadow-wolf, taking a fair chunk of the beasts' ethereal flesh with it.  As it did so our two wizards quickly wound up heavy attack spells, pulling them together in the air before them. 
It seemed wrong to me though.  This thing was supposed to be smart, it had certainly acted that way before.  It had let us in, adding to its larder, it had picked off guards supposedly and been a careful hunter.  Why would it change now?  Why would it use such an obviously stupid place to stand while it alerted us to it's presence, why... 
"NO DON'T, IT'S A TRA..."  I didn't even manage to finish my screaming at the three wizards before they let loose, three powerful bolts of fire and force screaming at the beast before us. 
It had been ready for the attack and leapt as they fired.  The thing was fast, perhaps not as fast as it had been before, but from its spot in the shadows it quickly moved to my left, off into one of the upper reaches.  Where it had been the spells slammed into the same column Ulanion had struck, shattering the stone like glass. 
It had led us to hitting just that spot.  In horror I watched as the world seemed to slow, the column falling towards us as fractures spider-webbed across the ceiling of the huge room.  I was numb, there was no way for me to avoid this rock, plummeting towards me.  I didn't even have the time to properly cast.  I briefly registered Glen scoop Dras and Selene into his arms, and bolt left, Ormien doing the same with Robert and Leah.
 As I was still busy trying to process my oncoming death I felt an arm wrap around me and pull me right, towards one of the exit portals behind the desk.  I could see the blur of the elven archer who'd grabbed me, and only me out of the corner of my eye.
 Before me stood Olnir, who, in a moment of extraordinary casting flashed out a potent wave of force, knocking back the column that was about to crush him.  Sadly that didn't help much with the several tons of rock falling from the other sides.  I didn't even have time to scream as a boulder the size of a horse hit him from behind, turning him into a thick red paste on the tile floor.
 The world sped back up as Ulanion and I passed through the arch of the exit portal, slamming hard into the ground.  I was pushed back and under him, held tight as we landed face to face.  The arm holding his bow was inches above my head as the other wrapped tight around my waist, our eyes meeting as he held me close.
 "Are you okay?" he asked, panting.
 "Yeah," I breathlessly responded.  "Olnir..."
 "I didn't think I could get you both."
 "You choose me?"  I was a bit stunned that he hadn't gone after his primary employer, and quite grateful for it.
 "Save the ladies first yes?"  He almost smiled, and I was thankful to whomever was responsible for these things that I had been born as I was.
 "Well thank you.  Um... one thing, could you..."  I looked down a bit at how I was basically pressed into his chest.
 He looked down and seemed to realize that he'd landed on me in what could only be politely described as a 'compromising position' and promptly turned red.  As he moved to stand I was pulled along slightly too.
 Unconsciously I'd grabbed onto him at some point and it took a few moments for me to pry my fingers off.  After the stress of a near-death experience they simply didn't want to let go of anything.  I eventually did manage to get my muscles to respond to my commands and let go, but it took a bit.
 "Okay, once over," Ulanion said as he brushed himself off.  "Check yourself for injuries and make sure you've got your gear."
 I did as he instructed, and did a quick once over.  Other than a few light bumps and bruises from where he'd pulled me out of the way I was perfectly fine.  As far as gear went, I had my normal armor for situations like this, pretty much the same as I'd had for years, a knife, and a small packet of jerky, all a fairly standard load-out for a hunt.  I looked up to see him doing the same, frowning as he looked at his quiver.
 "All good?" I asked.
 "Fine, I'd like to have more arrows, but it'll do.  Do you have some way to contact your fellows?"
 I shook my head.  I had pushed for us to all be given radios like those I'd made back in school, but Mystien himself had shot down that idea.  While it would have made unit contact and even inter-unit contact for our mission far better it was considered too much of a risk should they fall into enemy hands.  Particularly if they should fall into the hands of any of the elves, who were known for their skill at enchanting and might just have a way to backwards engineer them.
 "Alright then," he said, "We'll just have to work our way through and find them.  Let's go slow though, I don't like how that shadowy bastard split us up."  There was only one way forward through the facility for now, so he led the way, our back being blocked by the now rubble filled arch we'd entered through.
 

OutsideUnknown
 I had no clue what those maniacs were up to.  First they go to some nowhere village, now they pick up some random elf and head into a bunch of ruins?  And if I'm not mistaken they were tracking that big magical beast that had been circling the town.  I'd nearly shat myself when I saw it, and could only pray that it hadn't realized my presence.  Thankfully it didn't seem to, and had run off when that archer had fired upon it, but the thing moved weird, there was no way around it.
 As I contemplated trying to follow them into the ruin there was another flash like a bolt of lightning, followed shortly thereafter by three explosions, and then half the facade of the building crumbling.  These humans were out of their minds firing off that kind of magic indoors, and had my superiors not demanded answers in full I'd be leaving these idiots to their fates.
 
Sadly that wasn't an option, and regardless of what I wanted I needed answers, the only question was, should I wait out here for them, or go in after the suicidal cadre of short lived little idiots, decisions, decisions.

            

    
        Chapter 170 Exploring the Ruin

    
    
    
    
                As we made our way down the hallway it was eerily silent. The monstrous wolf had separated us handily and it was clear that we were the easier of the two targets now. 
"Do we have a battle plan if that thing shows up?" I asked Ulanion. 
"Not really, any ideas?" 
"Honestly? I'm still unsure on its capabilities, if we could tie that down we might be able to come up with something. Did you notice anything from our interactions so far that might be helpful?" 
For a few moments the archer thought, keeping his eyes moving over the surroundings. "It likes to stick to the shadows. Both when it was in the woods and when it hit us before it tried to avoid being in the light. It could be some form of hunting behavior, since it lends in, but with magical beasts, it's hard to tell." 
"Not sure what to do with that, what about its injuries, you hit it twice, did you notice how badly it was hurt or anything?" 
"I'm fairly sure that I got it good the first time, not good enough, but it was bleeding well. That didn't seem to bother it the second though... some kind of healing ability?" 
"Maybe, we might have to see if we can get lights on it and get a good look if we run into it again." 
"Let's hope that doesn't happen until after we've met back up with the others." Ulanion upon that observation kept walking. "Something we should do sooner if possible than later." 
The hallway here was rather a straight shot. Periodically along it there were rooms, offices of some kind if I had to guess. We popped our heads lightly into each as we passed, opening their still present doors to take a quick look about before shutting them back up. They'd all been clearly stripped down to little ore than rooms with stone desks and sometimes a chair. 
I picked a room at random and headed in. In the ceiling there were several small recesses, all pointing away from the desk slightly. My guess was those were somehow connected to making light. The desk had a few cubbies in it instead of drawers, but unlike the one in the main hall this one had been cleaned out properly. I was still weirded out by how clean and well maintained everything was, the wooden chair was still there, I even tested it to find that it was fairly comfortable. 
Eventually though we came upon an intersection, a hallway broke off to the side of our own, sadly going the opposite way of our group's direction. 
"It's the wrong way, but the only change we've seen so far," Ulanion observed. 
I took a quick look, pointing to a sign just off the side. "Says... I'm not quite familiar with that one." The wood there was certainly in the older style of Atali, but it must have been one of the less common ones. 
"Gymnasium. A place to work out? Why would they have that here?" My companion looked at it with a quirked eyebrow. 
"Maybe they had people living here? And that word is a weird one." For all that I understood Atali pretty well I'd never seen the term for a gym. 
"There were a few back in the city, but it's not one you see much anymore." 
"Regardless, do we go down there?" I asked. 
"I say we keep on and see if we can find something going in the right way." 
After another hundred feet or so of boring bare rooms the hallway turned, I smiled as I saw it, but when we came up to the corner I frowned. As it turned it led to a stairway, digging deep down into the depths. There were a pair of signs "Maintenance" and "Laboratories". 
"Perhaps the gym?" I suggested. 
"What? Even if we can't find the others, if we go down there we might be able to get the lights back on." 
I sighed, "Yeah, I know." 
"Something wrong?" 
"I hate going underground." 
The elf looked at me for a solid five seconds. "Seriously?" 
"I have history." 
"History?" Ulanion looked doubtful. 
"Every time I go underground things go massively horribly wrong," I explained. 
"Well you're in luck." 
"How so?" 
"Things have already gone horribly wrong, so we don't need to worry about that," he joked. 
"Fine, fine, you asked for it." 
We slowly worked our way down the stairs, and like most things here it seemed far larger than was even reasonable. Not only were they probably ten feet wide, but they just kept going, slightly curving to the side to form a gentle spiral down, deeper and deeper. There weren't even any doors or offshoots as we went lower and lower.
 "Perhaps we should have passed on these," Ulanion said after a solid ten minutes of downward progress.
 "Oh we can't stop now, the only way out of whatever cursed place we're going is through."
 "Look, nothing's going to happen." No sooner had the fool thrown up that flag than from behind us came a howling.
 Both of us took off down the stairs as quickly as we could, wanting at the least some cover before we got into another fight. At speed we quickly made it to the bottom steps and into another hallway. Unlike those above this one had a number of pipes running all over the walls, pressing in here and there like an industrial complex.
 As we fled from the staircase I saw Ulanion turn back to look behind us, and immediately pull an arrow. "GO!" he screamed as he fired, and I didn't need to be told twice.
 As I ran I started up a song, pulling energy all around me. I wasn't sure how a being made of shadow would respond to being struck by lightning, but it seemed to do the trick on almost everything else. Before I could start tossing off bolts though I found myself facing a door, big enough for a humanoid, but far too small for our canine friend.
 I grabbed the handle and turned to see the umbral beast bearing down on Ulanion, the elf shooting arrow after arrow at it like a machine gun. While each seemed to hurt it none stopped the creature. Gathering what I could I let loose, the blue-white streak of lightning flashing brightly down the hall and into my opponent.
 The wolf made a horrid scream of pain as the lightning lashed into its side. If the arrows had been cutting painful slashes this was a gaping wound tearing down its body. As the light faded from my vision I saw the creature quickly turning to make distance as it looked for the source of the pain. Within the span of a blink a pair of hateful red eyes settled on me. Less than a moment later the beast turned and fled, apparently sensing that I was gathering steam for another shot.
 Ulanion carefully made his way over to me, seeming concerned as we lost sight of the monster.
 "That worked," he commented.
 "Big beastie made of shadows, who'd think the big spear of light would sting?"
 "Why didn't you finish off?" he asked.
 "That spell's not quick, why didn't you?"
 "One arrow left, if I'd missed..."
 "Fair enough." It was a shame we couldn't kill the creature, but there was no use being mad about it.
 I pointed to the door, "Let's see if we can find something useful." The sign beside it indicated that this was the maintenance room.
 The door was decidedly too small for the wolf to follow us in, but that was about the only positive thing I could say. This was clearly the source of the pipes we'd seen earlier and some kind of master room for all kinds of processes that would in all likelihood take weeks to parse out. It was also the temperature of a freezer, quickly sending my teeth to chattering.
 "What is all this stuff?" Ulanion went over to one of the several ice-covered tanks, looking closely.
 If I had to compare this to anything I'd seen in either of my lives it would be like a boiler room, or one of the sealed off areas of larger buildings. "Probably stuff to manage lights and heat, and whatever else they needed for this place."
 There were a few clearly active panels in the room, slight lights shining through the ice covering. I moved over to the first and carefully made a small heated area to melt away the buildup. There were a number of knobs and settings, all marked with technical Atali. A few minutes of painful translation, and consultations with my partner later I manage to work out that this was the panel responsible for energy production.
 
Annoyingly, while it told me that the generators here were making a generous plenty of power it didn't say anything about how, or what was feeding them.  As I moved to the next panel I ruminated on the potential of bringing something that could power enchantments for millennia back home with me, and why the elven king hadn't.

            

    
        Chapter 171 Power On

    
    
    
    
                There were a number of problems that needed fixing. The first was that while we'd driven off the shadow-wolf for the time being who knew how long that would last. I then needed to hook back up with the rest of our crew. Finally, the massive amount of work to be done in this room alone was staggering.


We can only do what we can though, and with the problems laid out in front of me I had few options at the moment. This room seemed responsible for a massive quantity of systems, and perhaps if I could get a few of those working I might manage to help with the other two problems. I was hoping that this place had some form of defense system, though that was unlikely, or at least lights that I might turn on. If I was really lucky we might manage something like intercoms or cameras. To that end I was clearing panel after panel and trying to get at least a general idea of what each did, starting with the glowing ones.


The first I stumbled upon was some form of cleaning panel. It was fully powered up and while I didn't have the time to work through all of the details it seemed that at least a portion of the enchantments had been devoted to keeping the place spotless and in good condition.


The second was nearly as interesting as the first, and seemed to be devoted to repairs. It was quite honestly beyond my current ability to understand, but I could tell that it was strained at the moment. I didn't imagine that it could fix the giant mess that we'd made of the entryway, but it looked to be trying its hardest.


I sighed, leaning my head back.


"What?" asked Ulanion.


"Well, those are all the active ones, and nothing immediately useful," I responded.


"Have you at least found out why this room is so damn cold?"


"Sorry no, I suspect it's because one, or many, of these make a lot of heat when running properly, but that's just a guess. Whatever it is isn't controlled from those panels."


"Where is it then?" The elf looked about curiously.


"How should I know? Some box hidden in a corner and covered in inches of ice, maybe it's just set to always be like this." I really had no experience with any of these systems, and the fact that they were in an archaic and technical version of their language didn't help too much.


"Fine, fine, what's next then?"


I pouted, "I'm hesitant to leave with that monster still out there and the two of us alone, but it's either we try to get things running from here again or we go look for the rest of the team."


He rubbed his head. "We're here, and without any more arrows I'm crippled. Do what you can here and we'll decide from there."


"Can you help me sing for a bit?" I needed to clean this place before I could even access things.


Ulanion smiled, "That I can do."


We wove a tune together, as the minutes passed I found that one after another the ice fell away with ease. It was a mixed bag, as some of these were clearly marked with how to restart, while others were rather more opaque.


Hours passed of translation, examination, and careful checking over, and one by one I started to re-power the facility. I had to start with figuring out what all of this did. It also became clear rather quickly that starting it all back up wouldn't be so simple as pressing a button.


I began with lighting, as it would be both helpful and unlikely to go catastrophically bad. There were dozens of different settings for different parts of the building, depending on what you wanted and where. Even once I had it mostly sorted and labeled with little scraps of paper I found that it wouldn't turn on when the switch was flipped. Whoever had abandoned the place had turned it off.


I checked and rechecked my work on it before sighing and looking back at the panel for what seemed the trillionth time. It was then that I realized that there was a small section on the side that didn't match with the rest of it. I experimented for minutes before I finally got the side off and a look at the inner workings of the control station.


It was of course full of ice, which if I had to guess was hampering the function on a fundamental level. Once I got all that cleared out I saw the most incredible thing. As I knelt, mouth gaping open parts of runes engraved and connections reformed, slowly, but I could see it as it went. A quick trip to the other side of the room showed me that the repair panel had rerouted power again, and while my understanding wasn't yet at the place where I could be sure I had a pretty good idea to where.


It took a bit of time to complete but soon enough the light controls came to life. One by one the runes along the surface lit, indicating the restoration of services. About halfway through the lighting in our own room popped on with a click, the whole place filled with a gentle white glow. I could also feel a slight heat coming off of the inside of the control panel.


"Success!" I cheered.


"Congratulations, we can see now," Ulanion said as he smiled at me. "And I can see enough to know our friend isn't currently on our hall."


"Great, one down... several to go." I looked at the work before me and felt my good mood drop just the slightest bit.


Now knowing what I needed to do I began on the 'harmless but probably useful' controls next, doors, elevators, that kind of thing. One by one I cleaned out the ice and put the settings on. I did slightly worry about accidentally drawing too much power from the generators but they seemed to be chugging along without the slightest of concerns. The readings stayed the same regardless of what systems I turned on.


Soon enough though I was starting to struggle. Casting spell after spell through the night was no joke and my mana reserves were falling, as was my wakefulness. I found myself looking at one of the many controls through the room for something like ten minutes, and realizing that I'd completely forgotten everything I'd just read.


"You okay?" Ulanion asked as he saw me rubbing my eyes.


"Bit worn out is all, give me a second."


"Nothing wrong with being tired, rest for a bit then we'll get back on it." He was still standing guard, though with the new locking feature on our room that was probably unneeded.


"Yeah, okay, I'll just sit down for a second..." I agreed.


I found a open spot on the floor and tried to curl up. I was wiped enough that I thought I'd pass out immediately, but as it stood the ground was sucking heat from me and making me shiver and chatter my teeth.


My third or forth time trying to rearrange myself I felt my companion move over and beside me. Ulanion gave me a slight smile as he tossed his cloak over me. It was irritating that he felt this comfortable, but I was cold, so I ignored it and leaned on him. He made a passable pillow, and I did stop shaking.





On the other side of the facility

Dras


As the massive form of the monstrosity that had been coming and going flashed out of the door in front of us once again we turned.  At first we'd tried to chase it down, but that was a losing proposition, it would try to set traps, falling rocks and the like.  These had gotten significantly less effective of late though, and in the last hour or two we'd only caught a glimpse or two of our enemy as we moved throughout this frankly massive complex.


"Do we follow?"  Robert asked from my side.


"Could be a trap, but there are only two doors here."  His sister observed.


"Yeah, the last time it let us see it go one way, only to drop that boulder on us when we tried to go the other."  Glen had been particularly irritated by that trick, and he still looked sore as he spoke.  He was tough as steel though, and it hadn't slowed him for long.


The lights coming on had been a small miracle for us, saving a lot of mana usage and it seemed hampering our pursuer.  Glen had pointed it out at first, but now even I could see it, the wolf-beast was slowing, and not by a small amount.


As we were discussing a section along the wall lit up and made a small *DING* sound.  We'd seen a few of these here and there, but had no idea as to their use.  They just seemed to be a door looking bit with an outline, but no obvious way to pass through them.  Now that it was fully lit however I could see a pair of glowing triangles pointing up and down beside it.


"Is that..."  Selene began.


"It looks just like the ones back in the city yeah.  I'd wager the design is based on ones like this," I responded.


"Dras, this place is waking up, should we be... worried,"  Glen's question wasn't a bad one, but I doubted we were in trouble.


"I don't think so."  Somehow I'd been elected as our leader since Olnir was gone.  We'd gotten close enough to see the streak where he'd been, thankfully Ormien swore that he saw the other elf grab Alana and bolt.


"Is it because we're here?"  Ormien asked, looking about the room.


"Honestly, I'd bet it has something to do with our missing bard," I responded, getting a chorus of nods.


"Regardless, we've got decisions to make, to see if we can find said girl."  Robert was still scanning, and seemed on edge.


"I think we go down, I'd like to regroup before we go after the wolf again."


"Elevator then?" Selene asked.


I nodded and we piled in.  It was a bit cozy, but we could manage.  Once the doors closed for us again I pressed one of the buttons labeled 'basement'.





Alana


I was unceremoniously stirred by a panicking Ulanion.  He roughly shook me for a few moments.  I sincerely thought about shouting at him until I managed to come fully to and process his words.  He spoke the human tongue pretty well, but now when this stressed.


"Alana!  Up, something's happening!  Get up now!"  He yelled at me in Atali.


As I scanned the room I began to panic too.  There had still been ice here and there but it was now... sublimating away at a rather high speed.


"Where did it start!?"  I asked.


The archer pointed to a now fully lit control panel that I hastened over to.  I'd labeled it 'temperature controls' and left it be.  Instead I'd worked around it, but it seemed that the heat coming off of the nearby panels had melted some of the ice inside and it had managed to repair and do the rest.  Now fully running it was speedily cleaning the buildup from the room and everything was coming to life.


I froze, I'd been a bit too nervous to start that one up and this was not what I wanted at all.  I had no clue what all these would do, and there were certainly a few that I wanted to stay dormant until I had a full workup on them.  The most severe of those worries was just now beginning to power up.


"Shoot that!"  I screamed, pointing at the panel in charge of security.


For his part Ulanion didn't question me for even a second.  In a blink his bow was in his hand and firing.  The shining enchanted arrow slammed into the panel and... did nothing, it seemed somehow shielded once active.


There was nothing I could do, either our presence, or something I'd messed with had initiated a full startup, and now the whole facility was coming back to life.  Just as I was thinking about all the ways this could go wrong a section of blank wall split, revealing a eight foot tall lupine figure.


"POWER ON" a mechanical voice said in a barely understandable Atali as the eyes lit up.  "Detecting unauthorized entities, beginning removal."


As the golem stepped from its alcove small blades slid from it's teeth, lighting with red energy in a most unfriendly way.  Ulanion blurred and appeared before me, his belt knife in hand.


"Identifying mana signatures... Unknown mana signature detected, unknown royal-type mana signature detected.  Ceasing hostilities."  The golem withdrew its weapons and knelt before us.   "Your highness, what are your commands?"

            

    
        Chapter 172 Golems

    
    
    
    
                "Royal... what!?" I said, stunned as the beast knelt there. 
"Unknown royal-type mana signature," the golem repeated. 
I looked at my companion. Ulanion was just as stunned as I was, if not more, his eyes bulging. 
"Hey, Ulanion... why would you take this job if you're an elven royal?" 
"I am not," he replied. 
"Well, I'm not even an elf, so you must be." 
"I... don't think I am?" he tried. 
"Well, give our friend here some orders, then prince, and we'll see what we can do." 
"Okay, okay... um, golem, stand up," he said hesitantly. 
We both watched the mechanical creature, waiting for it's response. I held my breath, looking on for the movement, the rise from it's kneeling position. The movement that never came. As the seconds stretched on Ulanion turned his eyes over to me and they just got bigger and bigger. 
"St-stand up?" I hesitantly said. 
The mechanical wolf slowly rose from where he had knelt, looking forward like a statue. Had we not seen it with our own eyes I was sure that we'd not believe it. I took a few moments to process, and as I did, Ulanion's eyes just kept bulging. 
"You're a princess!?" he blurted out in shock. 
"No, no I'm not, I'm not even that important," I argued. 
"The golem seems to disagree!" 
"Well it's obviously wrong Ulanion! I think I would know if I was a princess!" I could already tell this was going to be a whole thing. 
He blinked for a moment or two. "Would you know though?" 
"Yes!" I blurted out. 
There were only two options here. Either I was a descendant of an elven king some few hundred generations removed, or it was detecting my original world somehow. I didn't like either of those options, and even less the third of both. 
"No, really would you? Humans don't live long. While my family has been crossing for the last few generations we still live for a good while, but someone who did for too many? You might not have any of the traits other than your higher than average magic." Ulanion seemed to be reasoning it out. 
"But wouldn't someone know?" I asked. 
"How? I'm aware of a few artifacts that can trace descent, but those are ancient as dirt. Nobody knows how to make them anymore Alana. What if one of His Majesty's children somehow ended up on the human continent and it just passed down through the ages to you? How would you know? And wouldn't they be really inclined to hide it? It's not bad now, but a few millennia ago elves were not well liked by humans." He was going now, and didn't seem inclined to stop. 
"Please don't make this a thing Ulanion," I sighed. 
"Alana, if this gets out... Well, I don't know, but it would be huge! There are only a few families that can trace their lineage back to the king, and none of them have anything like his mana. If we could prove it, if you showed that." he seemed to think for awhile. "Well, you probably wouldn't be made queen, but it would..." 
"It would cause such a ruckus that there might even be a war," I said with conviction. 
Ulanion froze for a second, looking at me with a contemplative expression. "You're not wrong." 
"I know I'm not. I don't view myself as any kind of royal, and I've seen wars about that kind of thing. I've seen starving children and neighbors killing neighbors Ulanion. I don't want to see that again." Even if it were elves on elves, war was something to be avoided whenever possible.
 His eyes settled and grew a bit sad. "You know, in his writings our king said that it was those who didn't want power that were best suited for it. It was one of the things he felt was a failing in himself, his desire to rule. You'd make a good ruler if things had been different."
 Unable to take his nonsense anymore I wound up and punched him. There was no way that I'd be taking any throne, not unless they knocked me out and tied me to it. Regardless, I was fairly sure from what he told me that this golem was tracking my extra-planar origins, rather than my family tree. Even though I was sure he had more than ample time to dodge the elven man just stood there, smiling slightly.
 He stumbled a bit but didn't even fall. It occurred to me as I saw this that what I'd done was profoundly stupid, his skin should have been hard as concrete. Strangely it wasn't, I even felt the give as I'd hit him. For a moment I stopped, looking at my hand, which was strangely not sporting several broken bones.
 "Um," I said as I looked at my only slightly sore knuckles.
 "I'm able to retract my magic you know," the smug jerk said with a snicker. "Wouldn't want your golem thinking that I was trying to hurt you." He seemed to think for a moment before adding onto the end, "princess," with a chuckle.
 "I'll punch you again," I threatened, pouting, but it didn't seem to help.
 "I'd appreciate it if you saved it for later. Regardless of what you think or want this golem will follow your orders, and we can use that." He nodded at said creature, still standing there like a statue.
 "You're not wrong. Golem, do you have a map of the facility?" I asked.
 "Yes," the mechanical voice said.
 "That's something, we need to find the group, and kill that stupid monster." I thought some more before asking more questions. "We need to find someone, do you have the ability to do that?"
 "Please clarify order," it answered.
 "Are you able to track people or monsters?" I asked.
 "This unit has a five hundred meter detection radius," it answered.
 "It's answers are kind of clunky," Ulanion observed.
 "It's a machine, that it can understand us at all is nothing short of miraculous." And it was, I didn't know too much about how programming had worked back on Earth, but question answering was certainly difficult for many computers.
 "Can't say I know much about golems." He didn't seem bothered at all that I'd disagreed, accepting that I knew more about these than him. Which I did, but I appreciated the trust regardless.
 "They're like other magical items. It's all based on yes or no answers. Imagine how many yes/no statements I could fit into just this explanation, then try to think about language as an idea."
 "That could get out of hand fast."
 "Yeah," I answered.  "It's certainly something, back to business though.  Golem, protect us."
 "Do we have a plan then?" he asked.
 
"Yes, see if we can go and find our people."
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                Dras
With a ding the door opened, and our little group spilled out into the hall. We'd lucked out in that this floor seemed to start here, it was just us, and a little door by the side with a picture of stacked rectangles and a little person on it, no clue what that was for.
The building was quite obviously still going through some changes. Almost as I watched fallen tiles and the like moved back into place, sealing up and going to look shiny and new. bit by bit the whole hallway seemed to be reforming before us.
"Is... have you ever seen anything like that?" Selene asked.
"I think it's safe to say that whoever designed this, I'm guessing the ancient elven king and his people..."
"Good guess," Ormien interjected.
"Knew quite a lot more about magic tools and how to use them than we do," I finished.
"Another good guess, but let's find that wolf and get this over with." The elf had a one track mind and an axe to grind.
"We're after our people first, then we go after the bastard," Glen almost growled.
"Right."
We began our search, room by room. It was very possible that they'd not come down this low, or were dead, but even if we didn't find our missing members we might find something useful. It was clear that we'd come down into actual laboratory spaces. Sadly what they were doing here was impossible to work out, that is until Leah called out to us.
"Guys, guys you need to look at this," she said, sticking her head out of one of the previously locked rooms.
All the rooms on this hall had had only one entrance, and this was no exception, while the physicals spent time keeping an eye on the hall, those of us with a bit less punch had taken to giving the various rooms a once, over.
Robert beat me to his sister and stood stock still in the doorway. After a few coughs he moved to let the rest of us in. When I arrived I almost froze too, if not for the girl behind me trying to push to get a better look.
Before us stood an all too familiar ring structure. We'd seen these before, taken them to and fro a few times, and worked on all the parts we could to understand it better. While the design was ever so slightly different one of the travel rings now stood before us.
The design was slightly different, some of the decorative bits that were used by Ristolian seemed to be missing, and the top part was taken off, but it looked like something taken out of one of our labs, not something to be found in an ancient ruin. We'd come here to find the secrets to putting more commands into the core, but if we'd found this, we might be able to skip that and go right to production.
"This... complicates things," Selene murmured, to a whole room of scoffs, the elf the only one who didn't understand what we were looking at.

Alana
This golem was frustrating as shit. It seemed to have almost no information, no database on what was here, or where. It was very, very limited in it's abilities to answer any question, which was understandable, but there was a whole lot that I wanted to know, and not even having a reasonable way to see what it knew was beginning to become a headache.
"No result in memory," it said again for what had to be the tenth time.
"Weren't you the one that said that it being able to communicate was amazing?" Ulanion said, seeing my frustration.
"Yes, but it should at least be able to tell us what the labs are for, even generally." I looked at it, no matter how I'd asked all it could tell me was that the labs were on floors B1 through B9.
"Golem, if I were to come in the main entrance and turn right where would I end up?" I asked, hoping that it might at least lead us towards where our group had gone.
"The first floor is dedicated to living facilities, the area indicated is the sleeping quarters and offices for type one through four employees."
"Can you take us..." I stopped as the lights blinked, several turning off.
"What was that?" I asked, looking towards Ulanion.
"I don't know, but I don't like it." As he spoke the lights flickered once, then turned off, leaving us in pitch blackness.
"Golem, we need light, and prepare for combat."
I saw the teeth on our new companion reappear, but no lights. It might not have any, but I didn't want to wait to find out and sent one of my own out. As it started shining I got a glimpse of the light reflecting off of a pair of orbs at the end of our hallway.
"Golem... attack that monster." I pointed, hoping that it would know what I was talking about.
"No enemy detected," it said as slowly the beast approached.
"Right in front of you, it's getting closer." I wanted to run, and Ulanion might grab me and do just that if our new pet didn't act in a moment or two.

The monster was slowly padding towards us, ethereal saliva dripping from its jaws. It made it three steps before the lights flickered back on and bathed us all in light again. Two things happened at once, the shadow beast started looking much more solid, and the golem lunged.
For all that my new robotic companion could be a bit frustrating, I was glad that he was ready to go now. The shadow wolf was still faster than the defender of this facility, but I wasn't sure if that would matter.
The monster jumped up and seemed to bounce off the ceiling, landing on the back on the machine and digging its teeth into the simulacrum's neck. Or at least it tried to, as it snarled and lunged the teeth bounced, much to the surprise of the lupine shade. For the briefest of moments it looked deeply confused, and then the golem turned to snap at it again.
They were both close enough in size that it turned into a melee almost immediately, the two lunging and rolling over one another. After a few moments the shadow fold had managed to leverage its speed advantage into a grip on the golems leg, which it was pulling and trying to rip with all its might.
Fortunately for our ally, it was not alone. As they fought I charged up my magic. The shadow wolf seemed to notice the change in the air the moment before I fired and let go, bounding to a nearby intersection in the hall. If I had to guess it knew of that location and had chosen here to fight us, that escape route ready for any more lightning bolts.
"What was that, why didn't you attack it sooner!?" I screamed at the irksome golem.
"Enemy could not be located. Mana signature indicates enemy is an Umbral Wolf."
"If you know what it is how do we fight it?" Ulanion asked. The golem of course didn't respond until I repeated his question.
"Enemy database details Umbral Wolf an a high class magical beast, capable of becoming incorporeal in low levels of light. While in this state it is significantly more powerful."
That much at least seemed simple. It also matched with what I'd seen so far, the shady jerk was definitely stronger when it was dark, in the light our group could probably beat it, but in shadow...
There was something else too. As I looked about I saw that the golem's leg was hanging at an odd angle. While it was still functioning on the whole it was definitely a bit damaged by that bout.
"Your leg is damaged, will it repair itself?" I asked.
"Damage must be repaired at the main office," the golem answered.
"Where is that in relation to here and our previous destination?" I didn't want to detour, but we needed all the firepower we could get.
"It is a detour of five-hundred and fifty-seven feet."
"Lead us to it then," I sighed.
The main office, was a large room with a number of small desks and cabinets all along the side. As we entered our new companion moved over towards one of these and stepped in. After the box started up and hummed for a few moments words formed on a small panel just beside it.
Damaged Lupine Defense Golem Detected
Repair?Yes/No
"Why would they ask?" Ulanion said, scrunching his brow.
"Because you should never allow your killing machines to fix themselves, or make more of themselves, or anything like that really." My guess was that our elven king had also been a bit of a fan of sci-fi.
I pressed the little (Yes) button and was greeted with another prompt.
Royal Mana Signature Detected Updating Settings
I looked at that for a few moments in near shock as it dawned on me that this might have effects. Sadly it was too late to have my elven friend press the button instead, as he was looking around at the other parts of the room. Soon enough the box finished with the golem and it stepped out.
"Are you working properly now?" I asked.
"All systems properly functioning, your Highness," it responded.
"Good, good. Ulanion, you ready?" I shouted to the elf.
"Yeah, look at this, it's recording where the elevators went. Looks like one went down to B5, think that's our people?" he asked, pointing at one of the readouts.
I looked over, there was even a small map with labels for the elevators. Sure enough one of them had gone down, and it was in the area I would expect our friends to be.
"Maybe, think we should go there instead of the top floor?"
"Start at the elevator on this floor I think, and move down," he suggested.
"Yeah, suppose we don't want to miss them." I looked over at the mechanical doggo, "Hey, can you take us to... elevator 15?"
"Yes, your Highness," it responded.
"Please lead us there."
"Yes, your Highness," it said again.
"Um... you don't need to refer to me as 'your Highness' every time, or at all."
"Settings were updated since the last time this unit was activated, your Highness." I could already hear Ulanion beginning to chuckle behind me.
"Can those settings be changed?" I asked.
"Yes, your Highness."
"Change them to the former ones," I commanded, if it didn't this was going to get old fast.
"You do not have permissions to change settings, please contact the administrator, your Highness."
The snickers from the elf were growing in volume, and when I turned I could see that he had one hand over his mouth, trying to stop it. I narrowed my eyes at Ulanion, giving him my harshest death glare.
"No laughing," I said, teeth gritting.

"Yes... your Highness." I really should have expected that response.
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                On our way to the elevator we had several more quick outages of light. Luckily they were all almost immediately rectified by the facility's auto-repair function. I suspected that as things were set more and more to how they should be that that particular function was getting stronger. In the meantime though I tossed up several light balls around us, even if the lights went out again, our golem wouldn't be blind to that damn Umbral Wolf.
Frankly I suspected that the beast was somehow responsible for taking out the lights, though at this point I had no proof. If it was then it would have to know far more about this place than I felt comfortable with.
"Well, that's a bust," I said as we came near to the elevator, seeing nothing indicating where the others had gone.
"Not as such, look here." Ulanion pointed to a few spots on the floor that seemed like just normal floor to me.
"Um?"
"Scuffs on the floor. Do you see anything like that anywhere else?" he asked.
"No... but I can barely see them, so..."
"This place has some kind of auto-cleaning, right? Someone definitely came through, and not too terribly long ago," he explained.
"Makes sense." I pushed the button to call the car back to us.
It took a few moments for it to come, the doors opening with a friendly ding. We all climbed in and I looked over the setup. It was much like those we'd seen before, with several floors indicated. Frowning I looked at my companion.
"Don't suppose you can tell what floor they went to?" I asked hopefully.
"Sorry, no."
"Well, let's check all of them then." I pushed the button going down to the first basement floor and we slowly started to move.
We checked two such floors, at each checking the area around the elevator and finding nothing. I sighed as we returned to the little box and kept going down. This time however as we started to move I felt the carriage lurch. It wasn't much, but everything in my head screamed danger.
"Golem, is the elevator shaft lit?"
"I do not know, your Highness." The machine had been built for defense, not maintenance, so that wasn't too surprising.
The low growl from just above me seemed answer enough. While we continued to slowly move the speed seemed janky. I didn't hesitate, beginning to sing up a lightning bolt, whatever that bastard was up to, it couldn't be good for us. A moment after the shaking began there was a horrid snapping sound and we fell.
I screamed, this was a nightmare for anyone who'd lived in a modern city and all the horror stories about falling elevators snapped into my head. My feet left the floor, leaving me in free-fall and my spell a mess. Ulanion reached out, wrapping me up in one of his arms, the other viced onto the handrail.
Almost as fast as it started it stopped. With a loud screeching like nails on a chalkboard the floor rushed up to meet me, only for my companion to hold me up. As he slowly released I felt my legs give.
"Oh I love safety features," I stammered.
"It's still up there, get ready." Ulanion just let his eyes bore as I tried to restart my most dangerous magic.
As I started up another bolt I heard groaning metal and a snap. Nothing seemed to change, until the process repeated itself. At that point there was a noticeable tilt to our car. I shoved my hands upwards, releasing the stored power. I could feel the spell as it left the cart more than see it, as it ripped through the ceiling I tried to fan it out as much as possible, I didn't know exactly where the wolf was, but it needed to die, and now.
It stunned the beast for only a moment, and before I could get another one fully off the elevator was falling once more. This time I didn't scream, instead trying to build up a shield around us. I knew what was coming. I thought back to the little ring around my ankle, something I knew worked. If it would stop the crushing of the little metal box remained to be seen though.
We fell for seconds, faster and faster the bottom of this place, wherever that was, speeding up towards us. All a sudden a secondary light flooded our little cage. Runes all over the elevator car flared like fire, red light pouring from each one.
Whoever had designed this system had apparently been a stickler for redundancy. As what had to be a second emergency system activated I felt us once more slow. It wasn't a full stopping, but I'd take whatever we could get. I once more had to be held up by my companion as we slammed hard into the bottom. The redundancy worked and we both survived with little more than bruises.
The doors opened onto a dark corridor. About a third of the carriage was below the door. That didn't stop Ulanion, who scooped me up and leapt for the exit. Neither of us wanted to be in that deathtrap anymore.
The golem pounced out after us and turned, looking for enemies.
I spun up the brightest light spell I could, tossing it above our heads. I nearly instantly regretted this decision. The corridor we were in seemed to be somehow removed from the cleaning and repair systems, the former particularly.
Bones of various sizes and shapes littered the hallway, both sides covered. There was a slight smell of rotten gore and death all around. I didn't want to look, but there was no helping it. Many of the remains were distinctly humanoid, we'd landed right beside a pile of skulls, all obviously belonging to children.
"This is its den," I gasped.

Behind us there was a creaking and ripping sound. With a bit of force our enemy forced the cart lower into the shaft, standing in the door like some kind of shadowy demon. As it licked its salivating jowls I heard a scream of pure rage.

Glen
I was standing in the hall, looking for any danger while the bookish folks did... whatever they did. I knew that it was something involving those gates, but the details had never been shared. Any idiot could realize that having one here, far, far, from our home was a massive deal, but as for the specifics, I'd leave that to them.
The elevator started moving. The elf and I looked at each other and drew blades. That beast was crafty, and this had to be something it was up to. The little indicator above it showed that it was going back up to the ground floor.
"Look alive, we may have incoming!" I yelled.
The spell-slingers piled out into the hall and began chanting and charging up magic, while Ormien and I took the front line. He was green, very green, but he was driven, and I could work with that. I knew that as long as we were after this terror's head he'd be with us.
Several sounds came one after another. There was a weird noise, kind of like a cord being cut and falling, followed by a screeching. The elevator was still a couple floors above us and the indicator started going crazy.
"We're opening it, cover us." I got a series of nods from behind and me and the elf moved up.
I didn't like it, but I had to put my shield down to grab the door. It was also a struggle to open the metal plate, even with my strength. I could tell the elf was similarly struggling, but after a few moments we managed to pry them a couple feet apart.
"See anything?" I asked, trying to get a look down.
There was a crunch and scarping noises. I barely had enough time to pull my head back before the elevator car sped down past us. It was going fast, way fast, and I barely caught the flickering image of the beast on its roof as it passed.
The noise as it hit the bottom was harsh, bending steel and whatever it landed on crunching.
"Spells!" I screamed, pointing.
It was no use, less than a second after it passed the doors to the elevator started trying to snap shut. I held, but it was a losing battle, as I began to falter I saw the vengeful Ormien scream in rage and jump. Had he stayed we might have been able to hold them, if only for a moment or two more, but without his aid I soon found myself pushed back.
Glowing symbols lit the door. I could speak these elves language, and even read a bit, but this was some dialect I couldn't parse. I looked back at the assembled spellcasters.
"It says... Elevator out of service, please use stairs. There are stairs?" Dras said, squinting at the door.
"Screw that," I answered, igniting my blade and trying to cut through the metal.
I should have been able to carve through this, the blade would go through wood, and rock, and supposedly even steel. Sadly it was not so simple, cutting was a struggle. The damage also started to heal up by my third strike, I hadn't even made it through.

"Well... shit," I said.
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                From above came a falling spear of light and fury. Ormien landed atop the wolf, sword blazing white as he poured mana into it. They twisted and turned, but as they did the fray was quickly joined by our own lupine friend. 
Now that it was bright enough the golem could see the umbral wolf, and it wasted no time getting to work. With a leap it was upon the two other combatants, jaws trying to lock upon the throat of its enemy. Within a few seconds the three combatants were rolling in a ball of claws, teeth and blade, growling and screaming in anger. 
Even though I needed to keep the light going if we were to deal with this abomination I still wanted to get some hits in where I could. That in mind I began charging up a bolt. Keeping both spells ready at once was a pain, a real one, but it was needed if we were to have the best chance at this creature. 
Ulanion looked a bit put off, with no arrows there was little he could contribute to this fight, but he stayed in the wings, ready for any chance he might get. I could see him reach down and pick up a broken piece of plaster, throwing it when the umbral wolf's head popped up. It didn't do much other than distract the beast for an instant. 
Individually we'd all tried, and failed, against this monster. Ormien had lost his arm, the golem, nearly a leg. Ulanion and I had thrown what we could but it just wasn't enough. Together though the tide began to turn. It started slowly at first, a few small cuts from a sword here, a slightly off bite there, but one by one the injuries added up, with my light above the creature seemed hampered. 
It seemed to realize this too, and as shadowy blood poured from a growing number of wounds it kicked, sending a bit of the floor in a path at my head. Once again time seemed to slow to a crawl as the hunk of stone zipped at me, and once again I was saved. In front of me a body appeared, taking the shot full on. Ulanion grunted as he was pushed back into me. 
For a second I lost my concentration and the light dimmed, ever so slightly. In that moment our enemy struck. It aimed for the false wolf, either deciding it was the bigger threat or simply not liking it taking that particular form. With a quick snap and sound of rending metal it broke the golem's neck, shredding the metal there with a passing of jaws. 
I didn't have time to look down at the moaning form at my feet, determined to recover and kill this thing once and for all. As I looked for my opening it turned on Ormien. I thought I almost saw it smile as it grabbed him by the arm, tearing the regrown appendage off once more. He fell as he lost that arm again, his sword clattering from the severed hand. 
It lay one paw upon the fallen elf, raking its claws across his stomach and causing him to scream in agony. I needed seconds more, just a bit more and a clear shot. With a chuff it looked up, turning to me and licking its jowls hungrily. Slowly it took a step, eyes locked with mine, hatred, rage, and hunger clear in its gaze. 
Ormien though, from where he'd fallen reached out. The monster had made a mistake in taking his eyes off the vengeful elf, and in response the warrior had regained his sword. It blazed brighter than I'd yet seen in his hand as he turned and plunged it into the beast's throat. It wasn't enough though and the wolf thrashed, sending the already broken elf into the nearby wall to the sound of a sickening crunch. 
That was all the time I needed for a full powered bolt though, and a perfect spot to aim. With an outstretched hand I loosed the spear of electricity at the enchanted sword. It landed as the light of Ormien's mana faded from the blade, and danced along the metal into the monster. The room shook as thunder followed, and I had to blink the afterimage from my eyes. 
When I opened them I could see the Umbral Wolf on its side. Strangely as its dead eyes lost the last of their sense it seemed to slowly melt. The shadows that composed it faded, evaporating off bit by bit until only bones remained behind. 
Below me Ulanion groaned in pain, trying to rise. When I looked at him though he pointed to the other man, indicating that I should try to save the newcomer to our team. So I did, I rushed to the side of the once again broken Ormien. 
He wheezed breaths in and out, eyes searching the ceiling above him but unable to properly see. In a second I could tell that he was worse off than any I'd tried to treat before, with guts hanging out and a missing limb, not to mention however many broken bones. 
"Is it dead?" he asked weakly. 
"Yes, hold on. Just hold on for a bit while I patch you up." I began to hum, aiming first for his vital organs, as I'd been trained. 
Sadly as I worked I could feel it slipping. He'd lost so much blood, and it was still pouring out of him like a fount. I patched, and patched but he still bled, and there was so much damage. His lungs were punctured, liver too, half of his intestines were being held in by my hands as well. None of this even mentioned all the cuts, each oozing precious blood. If we'd had a priest, or even another healer it might have been enough, but on my own I was insufficient. 
"My love, oh how I have missed you my dear Ilazia," Ormien muttered, reaching out with his good hand. He had a smile on his face of absolute peace as he gave one final wheezing breath, like a sigh escaping him. 
Once again I felt the life leave one of my patients. I gasped in horror as that sensation hit me. It was visceral, so very deep. This elf, who'd seen horror and come to fight again, who'd lost so much slipped away. With my hands over him I felt him die, the healing magic stopping in its task and beginning to slip around his now cooling corpse. 
I shakily stood, trying to hold back the tears as I moved to Ulanion.  He'd propped himself against a wall and leaned back, and as I approached his eyes settled on me. 
"He's dead."  I could hear the sadness in his voice as I stumbled towards him, it wasn't a question, but a clear statement of fact. 
"Y-yeah."  I reached out and began healing my still living companion. 
Ulanion had taken the rock that had been meant for me, and had it landed where intended I would surely have died.  However physical magic users were made of some pretty tough stuff, and while he was injured even without my aid he'd probably have survived.  The bruising was still pretty nasty though, and taking the time to fix it now would save some later, it also gave me something else to focus on, and try to calm my trembling. 
After a few moments he reached out a hand, lightly touching my shoulder.  "I've heard that it's bad when they die on you, but it'll be okay, you'll be okay."
 I'd seen a lot of death since coming to this world, even caused a bit.  I'd seen beasts, and men, and magical creatures all die.  Normally I could just shake it off, try to push through with a bit of dark humor or any other emotion, but feeling it like that was different.  It was just visceral, deep in my heart and painful when I felt him go.
 I wept, falling to the wall beside Ulanion and crying.  It didn't last long, but I had to let it out.  Here, in a dark hall full of the bones of that monster's victims I cried, letting my emotions take over and just vent.  After a few minutes I stopped though, just too emotionally spent to continue.  I leaned back and closed my eyes, trying to calm myself again.
 "How are you doing there?"  The elf asked from his spot beside me.
 "Not great," I answered.
 "Care to talk about it?"
 "I... when they die it's just so bad, like someone ripping out my own heart."
 "I knew a priest, every time someone died on him he emptied his stomach.  Right then, right there, said there was nothing he could do, it was just like that.  Compared to that I think you're doing pretty well."
 "Thanks," I said, frowning a bit.
 "I mean it.  Same guy told me that when it happened in their hospital whoever it was treating them took the rest of the day to recenter themselves unless it was an emergency.  It's been a bad day Alana, a real bad one.  I'm no healer, so I can't really empathize with you too much, but if you need to talk, or vent, go ahead."  With that said Ulanion waited.  I could tell he was looking at me, seeing if I needed anything, and strangely knowing that there was someone with me, that I wasn't alone helped.
 "Later maybe, how's the golem?" I asked, changing the subject.
 "Head's half off and the eyes are out.  Might be able repair it later, but we'd need to take it back up to that box I think."  I heard him rise and start moving.
 "What are you doing?"  I asked, watching as he went over to the bones of the umbral wolf.
 "I know that it's not right, but if there's anything else I'll need a weapon.  Without one I'm basically useless."  He drew the sword out from where it lay in the bones, whispering a brief apology to Ormien as he took the other elf's scabbard for it.
 I rose, looking at the den that was this hallway.  "This place creeps me out, why did it bring all these bones down here?  For that matter why aren't the enchantments fixing or cleaning it all?  It's weird."
 "Don't know, let's take a look around."
 The hall was filled with bodies, most of them very decayed, but a few noticeably fresher.  For whatever reason that monster had decided to store all of it's victims here.  None were chewed on, and while some were ripped up it didn't look like it was eating them or anything.
 "Are these... arranged?"  As I saw more and more of the dead I began to notice that they were all in groups of similar size.
 There were a number of piles, but all seemed to be basically similar within their own.  The children were all together, as were the adolescents.  Even the bigger ones were in the same place, like the large men all had been put together.
 "Hey, didn't they say that it was Ormien's wedding that got attacked first?" Ulanion asked.
 "Yeah, killed his bride and lots of the guests," I responded.
 "Well, that one is in wedding attire."  He pointed toward one skeleton.
 What must have been our companion's betrothed sat on her own, an outfit clearly meant for dancing, covered in coins adorning her body.  For whatever perverse reason the monster had decided not to put her with the others, instead having her separated, laid against a piece of wall.
 "I'm glad that thing is dead," I commented, it had clearly been too smart, and malicious.
 There were a number of magical monsters in this world, many horrifyingly dangerous.  That said they often fell into two groups when killing people, those that were hunting for food, and those that lashed out when disturbed.  This kind of malice was rare, almost unheard of, if a monster was killing people it was almost always because it was hungry, or they'd wandered into its den.  On the other hand this thing hadn't been eating anything from what I could see, and the elves it hunted were certainly here long before it, and not anywhere near this place.
 "Agreed, one moment."  Ulanion turned, returning a few moments later with the body of the would-be groom, which he laid beside his beloved, elves didn't have much in the way of burial rites, since they seemed to seldom die, and I didn't know if the villagers would ever return to put these people in proper graves.
 I reached down to move Ormien's legs into a better position and saw all the blood from him on my hands.  It shocked me for a moment, but I quickly regained myself.  I almost cast a cleaning spell, but that felt disrespectful, so instead I summoned a bit of water off to the side and scrubbed them.
 As we continued to look around this place we found a small junction box.  It was trying to repair itself, and failing miserably.  From the look of it the beast had chewed it out probably hundreds of times, finally ripping enough that the spells maintaining the building had a hard time on the repair work.  At the current rate it would be days, or perhaps a week before it was done.  It also answered how that thing had kept taking out the lights, it must have understood that those boxes were important somehow.
 We didn't need to look too much before we found the sign for stairs.  At that point both of us were more than ready to leave this place.  Even if it took us a long time to find the others getting away from here would be a mercy.
 Sadly it wasn't to be.  The first floor's worth of stairs had been wrecked by that monster, probably in case any living things made it down here.  I didn't doubt it wouldn't want anyone to escape.  They lay on the floor in a heap, the flights only starting a good ways up.
 There was something else.  On the wall near where the stairs going down would be, had there been any was some writing.  I'd expected to find some more English somewhere here, but as I saw it I stood stock still.  That king had certainly liked his jokes.
 "Open sesame?"  I sighed, tired of this place.  Any potential exit was something I wanted.
 
"What in the world!?"  Ulanion tried to jump in front of me as the floor split, pulling back to reveal another set of stairs leading down into the darkness.

            

    
        Chapter 176 Truths

    
    
    
    
                "It's fine." I pushed past Ulanion as I spoke, heading for the stairs. "I don't think it's a trap."
As my foot fell on the first step I heard it from behind me.
"Who are you?"
"What?" I turned to look at my companion, trying to appear innocent. "It's just a trick, something a bit hidden in the core..."
"Don't lie to me," the elf said, his eyes hardening. "I may be mostly human, but I'm still old enough to be your great-grandfather. My people have studied the core to the very limits of what it can do and I know those symbols. They're connected to parts of that magic that even we cannot decode."
"I..."
"People have died Alana, good people who deserved better. Ormien died against that beast, as did Olnir, perhaps even your friends. You know something, something about this." Ulanion's eyes were hard, hand almost white-knuckled on the hilt of the fallen elf's sword.
I looked at him. We were both covered in gore, tired, and lost in this terrible place. Perhaps it was the golem that had given it away, perhaps my understanding of English, regardless it was clear that he wasn't going to let this go. Best case scenario was he turned and left me alone, worst, he'd kill me. In a fight, at this range, there was no way I'd win.
"I didn't ask for this, not for any of it. That monster, this place, it wasn't my doing, and me telling you everything won't help." I'd held this secret for my whole life, not telling anyone, not family, not friends. It had held me, kept everything together, at least sort of normal.
"I didn't say you were, but if we're to continue, I need to know who it is I'm dealing with. If you really are a princess or whatever that's nothing to hide, not from me. We can work through this, but I need to know who you are."
I sighed. "So far as I know, I'm in no way related to your king. I heavily suspect that we're related in other ways though, that we come from the same place. It would make sense, why our mana is similar, why we both understand the same language. I'll admit there's a possibility that he wasn't, but that someone near him was like me, but I doubt that."
"The same place?" I could see the confusion in his face as I spoke.
"This is my second life Ulanion."
"Second... explain."
"I died, in a place far from here, a place so different it wouldn't even make sense. As I died I was reborn, an infant in a small village, with all my memories intact. That's how I can read these." I pointed at the words on the wall, "and I suspect why my mana signature is similar to the king's"
"Even if I believe that, which I'm on the fence about mind you, how?"
"I haven't the slightest idea. Whatever happened I don't understand it either. There was a message back in the capital though, in the palace, basically said to come here for answers. Not sure what we'll find down there, but I suspect Justin knew more."
"The others, do they..." he began, only for me to shake my head.
"They don't know about this. Not even my family does."
"That seems even less probable. If you displayed that kind of knowledge at any of our schools you'd be found out in an instant."
"I'm fairly good at hiding it. Most people just thought that I was a bit too smart, a bit too mature. Moreover, no matter how much they'd like to brag the human schools are nowhere near as advanced as the elven ones." That got me a quirked brow.
"I'd like the whole story."
"Fine, but let's talk as we walk. I'd rather not sit here in a monster's den." With that I turned and headed down the stairs, my light following me. I wasn't sure if he'd come after hearing what I'd said, but happily he did.
"So, what kind of being were you before? Some monster, or perhaps something made of light or magic?"
"I was a human," I answered.
"Really?" Of all the things I'd said that seemed to be the one that put him off the most.
"Yes, just a normal one, didn't even have magic. Then again, nobody where I was had magic."
"Fine, wait if that's true.."
"It's likely that the great elven king Justin was also a human at some point," I agreed.
"Don't, don't say that out in public unless you plan on being beaten in the street. There's a lot of people who might even kill you for saying something like that." Ulanion looked a bit off at that idea.
"Not you though?" I asked.
"Like I said, I'm mostly human anyway. Lot of us have a good bit of human heritage, but I don't know if you could even consider me an elf anymore, at least not wholly. So a lot of that 'elven pride' nonsense doesn't really bug me." I noticed Ulanion was still keeping behind me, to keep his eyes on me. Looks like I'd lost at least some of his trust.
The stairs went down and down. As we traveled I told him about my first death. While he asked about my life before, he seemed content to let most of that rest.
"So there was no magic there?" he asked.
"Not that I ever knew of."
"How did you get anything done then?" The lack of magic seemed to surprise him the most.
"We studied the world in depth, and used what we learned to build machines that did the work for us. There was a saying, 'Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.' that was bandied about a lot." I shrugged, there wasn't much to tell him there.
"Sorry, you knew what magic was, but never saw it?" He seemed a bit hung up on that, though I suppose this world wouldn't really understand if I tried to explain some of the more odd parts of electronics, not that I could.
"Mmm, there were stories, a lot of them, but most were disregarded as myth. Oh I suppose I did see one bit of magic, when I died. Don't know if that really counts."
"Perhaps there was magic, you just didn't know about it," he postulated.
"I've considered that, but it doesn't really matter in the end."
As we kept going down I noticed it. First it was a slight glow to the rock. It took me a bit to realize what I was seeing, at first I thought that perhaps the rock was just like this, or some enchantment. No, it was mana, something was putting out mana like some kind of nuclear reactor, and we were headed towards it.
"Look alive Ulanion, I don't know what was powering this facility, but I think we're about to find out."
The elf couldn't see mana as such, but as we got deeper and deeper he must have sensed it somehow, as his eyes started to snap around the tunnel.
"This is weird, it's like something's just out of my vision," he said.
"This place is putting off mana like I've never seen before, and I think I'm only seeing the excess."
Eventually we came to a set of double doors. The archway above was covered in runes, but it looked frankly beyond me. If the king had made this place and invited us, certainly this wasn't a trap.
"Want to open those?" I asked, hoping that I wouldn't need to touch them.
"Oh, I wouldn't want to intrude. May be that you need a certain mana signature not to trigger whatever is on them," he answered.
He had me there, and while I was nervous about it there really was only one thing to do. I grabbed the handles together and pulled.
I barely had them open when the wave of mana hit me, sending me sputtering back. It was almost physical how much power was locked behind those doors and the rush of pale blue light in my aura sight was just too much. Normally when magic was working you didn't see anything, even if it was pretty potent, but this, it was just too much to be ignored.
"What the fuck!" I yelled, covering my eyes as I tried to adjust to the input.
"I can feel that," Ulanion responded.
Once my eyes had cleared and I could see again the room became clear. It was a huge natural cavern, stadium sized. In the center it was bowl shaped with a large pool. Around said water were symbols looping and turning, branching off like fractals, symbols I could never forget. Even if I could have looked past those the vines creeping all along the floor sent me nearly into shock.

"This is where it started," I whispered, fear creeping into my voice.

            

    
        Chapter 177 The Crater

    
    
    
    
                We walked down through the crater, passing vines that wound and reached across the stone. There were no stairs as such, nor a proper path, but there was ample room to see where we were going between the reaching tendrils.
This was not the cave I had first died in, at least I didn't think it was. For one it was far, far too large, the whole place was easily the size of a stadium, the ceiling barely a blur as much as the pool I now slowly walked towards. Large hulking masses were strewn about a bit, in an almost organized fashion, and though it was far away I could see what looked like a stone desk lurking near the large circle of water perhaps fifty meters across in the center of the room. It stuck out like a sore thumb, clearly something that had been put in after the rest of whatever happened here happened.
"Where what started?" Ulanion asked nervously. He might not be able to see the magic like I could, but even someone without any would certainly feel the power of this place.
"I'm not entirely sure, but whatever caused the elven king, and me, and that mad mage, whatever that was all started here. Let's go find out." I was already walking, because I had to see what was going on here, it was a fascination, not quite like the dreamlike state that preceded my first death, but more a gnawing need to know.
"Alana, this place is dangerous. We should get the others..."
"And tell them what exactly? You might have taken the truth well, but others probably won't, and regardless of how it comes out it's likely to start a civil war somewhere as people argue about what the truth is. Some might call me a demon, or some kind of heavenly messenger, or something else altogether. No, at least not right now." I barely looked back, my feet carrying me closer and closer to the center, to whatever answers there might be.
Before I could take another step my companion rushed in front of me, locking eyes with me. "Alana, this place is weird, consider if it's affecting you. Stop and think, really think."
I did as he told me, looking around a bit. I threw my mind back to my own death before, about the cave and how weird and comforting it seemed. Was that the mana, was the mana here still doing something to me. After several seconds I found a place to sit where I could look away from the pool and it's glow. Since I was backing away the elf didn't seem bothered, but still kept an eye on me.
As I tried to meditate on what he was saying I had to admit that it was doing something, at least a little.
"It's like a flame, attracting moths. Perhaps something about the sheer amount of mana in the air. We shouldn't stay here too long, but I still want to know what we're dealing with, at least on a basic level. There is no chance that this mana isn't what's running that facility, so we've already been exposed a bit. I think it'll be alright as long as we're careful."
"We go quickly then, if you see me doing anything weird, stop me," Ulanion said, nodding a bit at my conclusion.
"Same, if it looks like I'm about to lose it drag me out of here." It was a good plan, flawed, dangerous, but I still had to know.
We worked our way down and down into the center of the crater. I tried not to step on any of the vines or the patterns on the floor, not sure what they did, if anything. As I looked I could tell, these were far more complex than those I'd seen back on earth. It wasn't so obvious at first, but the symbols on the stone moved into more and more complex patterns as they broke from the larger bits.
There was a slight rise that kept us out of the bottom, but with a little bit of help from Ulanion we made it over without too much trouble. The six or so foot tall ring of stone surrounding it an easy jump for him and a quick boost for me. As soon as I got over I could see it, the water at this distance looked like it was siting on a stove, the mana that had looked like a light coming from it from far off looked like a pot on the verge of overflow closer up.
Carefully I approached the pool, a hand landing gently on my shoulder as I got about ten meters away. I'd slowed down, since this was something well out of my normal experience.
"Still good?" he asked. At my nod, Ulanion gave one of his own. "Look there, in the center."

My eyes weren't as sharp as those of an elf, or those of those of a physical magic user, so I strained to look. The massive quantity of magic going on in the pool didn't help at all. All I could see were some strange shapes, looking kind of like mottled boulders.
"What are those?" I asked.
"Either very regular rocks, or very big eggs," he answered. "We might be able to get one if you want."
"I know you can't see the magic, but if you touch that water I imagine it'll cook you. The mana looks like it's literally boiling in it at this distance, big bubbles of light. Not sure what that would do to you, but my guess is nothing healthy." I thought back to how I'd drank similar water, and even tried to crawl into it to cool the burning of my body and cringed.
I walked over towards the little desk I'd seen as we were coming in. It was completely out of place here, but still felt as if it'd been in this place for a long, long time. The facility above was still preserved perfectly, so it wasn't a great surprise that this was as well. While that had been cleaned though this looked like a proper mess. There were piles of papers all about it, and even a teapot off to the side.
I began slowly going through the notes. Most of it was a bit out of my league, and all in rather pretty English calligraphy. These were probably the king's own notes, so it wasn't that much of a surprise that they were complex, since by any guess he'd had well over a thousand years to study magic.
I did gain some insight though. This pool, and this place were most certainly the nexus for a spell the intricacies of which were seemed to eclipse even the knowledge of the writer. He did seem to recognize that it was playing with space and time on a level that was startling, along with some kind of dimensional math that looked like it had come from a quantum physics dissertation.
The symbols were apparently the stand-in for the runes that I was more familiar with, though even the notes indicated that they were poorly understood. The vines were clearly acting as energy conduits for the spell as well, though how someone had made organic conduits for magic like that wasn't explained either.
As I moved through the various piles I noticed a slight smell and looked over. The teapot was still emitting the smell of a lovely blend, and as I put my hand by it I realized it was still warm. There were runes all over it, presumably to keep it warm and the like, but a spell that durable was impressive. The ambient magic was probably enough to make it so it never needed to be charged or anything.
I picked up the pot to give it a closer look. It might be the only thing on the desk I could fully parse. The runes weren't hidden or anything, though there were a few sequences that I didn't recognize at all, and whoever had done it had certainly gone all in. Something mundane like this didn't need the kind of massive complexity that the maker had put in.
A few moments looking around found me one of several cups in a drawer and though it wasn't the sanest thing I'd ever done I poured myself a cup. I took several seconds to look it over, making sure that it wasn't putting out potentially dangerous magic or any off smells before taking a sip.
"Okay wow, that's not bad for millennia old tea," I said as I went back to looking over the notes.
As I continued to mostly waste my time I heard a call off from the side. It appeared Ulanion had taken the time to look about a bit too.
"Alana, you need to see this," he said as he stood near one of the big mounds, looking past the many vines covering it.
I put down my half-drunk cup and made my way over. It was a bit of a walk, but he seemed serious.
"What'd you find?" I asked as I approached.
"Not sure," he responded, moving to let me look. "Whatever it is it's dead."
I gazed past the vines at the bones. It took a few minutes to find the skull, but as soon as we did I was alarmed. It was huge, dwarfing either of us, with teeth like sabers and eyes as tall as I was. The ridges on the head, the shape, the sheer size.
I'd never heard stories of this creature in this world. The massive wings, the breath of fire, it was the end-all be-all of fantasy on Earth, but on this world it was unknown.
"That's... that's..." I struggled.

"The bones of a dragon," a voice said from behind us. Terror creeped up my spine as I processed that it spoke in the same ancient dialect of Atali the golem had used, all except one word, 'Dragon' had been said in English.

            

    
        Chapter 178 The Ancient

    
    
    
    
                I turned and saw him. Standing there like it was nothing was an elf with waist length white hair. It was hard to tell his age, because while his body looked young and hale there was a tired, ancient look to his eyes. Unlike the other elves I'd seen this one had extraordinarily long ears, the points reaching just past the back of his head. I noted his aura, which poured off only lightly in a stream of gentle green bubbles.


"Nothing to say? Goodness, when meeting a king most people at least say hello," said the elven man.


I turned to look at Ulanion, only to see his eyes getting bigger and bigger. I'd seen busts and the like, but never paid that much attention to them, but him, he'd spent his whole life looking at those. Based on his reaction there was certainly only one person that this elf could be.


"Justin?" I asked, trying to work it all out.


"Normally one introduces themselves first, but yes," he said, casually bringing a cup of tea to his lips and taking a sip.


"You disappeared five thousand years ago," Ulanion muttered.


"I had my reasons," the ancient king said, a sad look in his eyes.


"To abandon us? To let our empire crumble as it did and waste away to a shadow of what you made it? And then what? Hide in a hole in the ground?" My companion was obviously incensed. "Are you even the real one, and not some golem or programmed spell?"


"I'm the original. Come, let's go have a chat." He turned, as casually as anything, and began walking back over to the desk.


As Justin, the ancient elven monarch, strolled small bridges of light appeared before him, letting us cross any and all barriers without trouble on our way back, any rocks or the like we just passed over on a slight slope.


"So... you said to look here for answers?" I asked, trying to remember the exact wording on that mural and failing.


"Indeed, I have a few, though I also have some questions. I don't get to meet many of us often, and there are details that I'd like to go over." He stopped at the desk, and began fixing the pages that I'd moved around as I looked through them. "Younglings, always making a mess. Care for a refill on your tea? I did hear you saying you liked it."


"You were watching us?" I asked after nodding, it was some good tea.


"From where?" Ulanion added, having not seen him.


"I'm a millennia old archmage boy. I'm perfectly capable of being unseen if I want to be." He passed me my cup and turned again. "Let's go somewhere more comfortable though."


As he led us to another side of the massive crater he asked questions. Where I'd come from, what the date had been, when I'd appeared in this world, and where, followed by general questions about the president, where he lived, other things that might indicate we were from the same reality. As we approached the wall he waved a bit and a door appeared.


"I'm surprised you didn't just teleport us or something," I remarked.


"While I don't think anything bad would happen, I am very cautious about that sort of thing near what appears to be an area effected by a massive, inter-dimensional spell."


We were led into a small sitting room with a few homey looking couches arranged around a small clearly fake fireplace. They looked nothing like what I'd seen in the palace, and if I had to guess I would say he was running something close to a mix of cottagecore and professor's study down here.


"I've answered your questions, now I'd like to know why you asked them." I sank into one of the poofy couches as he found an armchair. Ulanion had been fairly quiet the whole time and just looked around scowling.


"Everyone so far that I've met from our world and time, and I am presuming it was the same for us both, came from the eastern seaboard. All were alone when they passed into this world, seemingly isolated. One reported being on an island that seemed barren except the rock and pool, and found themselves turned around and brought back if she tried to leave. I myself was rather isolated in a bit of forest, injured and alone. Whenever I tried to move away from the pool and vines I felt a terrible terror," he explained


"Same for me, in a cave... the fruit?" I asked.


"Nasty thing, haven't seen one from these vines yet, no idea why. I believe that they were meant to bring us here." The old elf shrugged.


"Why?" I asked.


"I don't know."


"What do you know?" It was frustrating having gone through all of this to not have any of the answers to questions that had popped in and out some nights as I drifted to sleep.


"I don't think the dragons are from this world. I think they're from ours. What I don't know is about the when, or the why that they came here. I also don't know why us, but I can tell you this, our magic is ever so slightly different than the magic from this world."


"The bubbles?" I asked, noting that his aura was quite a bit like mine.


"Yes, all of us have it."


"Why then do you think they're from our world?"


"Didn't you notice?" He looked a bit disappointed. "The eggs, they're boiling off mana, those are the same bubbles as we have."


I thought back and sank into the sofa. That... was a lot to process. "So it transferred our souls here? Is there even math for separating out a soul? That would be..."


"That magic out there is beyond anything I've seen Alana. I don't understand much of it and I've been trying to work it out for thousands of years. As for the soul, there was an idea that people were observers, seeing and therefore in a sense creating reality, making the possibilities become one. We certainly weren't the only things that could look at stuff, but does that not indicate that there's something like a soul? An observer must always observe after all, at least that's what I think. And what is magic but observing reality and making the conscious choice to change it?"


I had a small existential crisis as I tried to process all the implications of that little theory. I didn't know if he was right, and I suspected he didn't either. That said, it did sound plausible, and he did certainly know more about magic than I did, even a slouch would pick up a lot of knowledge after so long, and if he was the creator of the core, he was no slouch.


"Why did you abandon us?" Ulanion asked, seeing that I'd be taking some time to process.


"It was for the best."


"We needed you, most people think you're dead," he accused.


"It's better that way." Justin seemed very, very tired as he looked at Ulanion, and very sad.


"You lead us to a bright future, only to leave us and let us fall back again. You owe me some answer for that, for letting all those people suffer."


"You weren't there child. We advanced, became strong, but as we conquered we did terrible things my boy, horrible, terrible things. It was so easy, we were so strong with what I'd introduced, so much stronger than anyone else. We became cruel, even me."


"We civilized the continent, and then everything else as we spread, across the oceans and..."


"And to where the humans lived. I missed it at first, separated as I was from my soldiers, but many raided. They took slaves, and raped women, and smashed the skulls of infants against the ground. They burned the small villages the human had and took anything of value. When I learned I tried to put a stop to it, and wasn't as successful as I would have liked."


"We wouldn't..." the archer tried to butt in.


"We were powerful boy, too powerful. Power corrupts, and that much power turns good folk into monsters, never forget that." Justin's eyes hardened as he looked at the younger man.


"But you didn't..."


"I did, things happened, and I now live here in exile so that I might never commit such atrocities again." His ancient eyes fell a bit.


"And now you let atrocities occur above your head." Ulanion said bitterly, seemingly still sore that the man he'd been told was a hero all his life now claimed to be anything but.


"What?" Justin asked.


"The umbral wolf."


"What? What umbral wolf?"


"The one that was living in your facility, trying to wipe out the nearby village?" Ulanion said.


"Was? Did you get all of them?" The ancient mage looked alarmed, having apparently been down here so long he'd missed the carnage up above.


"All of them!?" I shouted.


"Yes, they're wolves, they travel in packs." I felt terribly dense as that was pointed out to me.

            

    
        Chapter 179 Reunited Companions

    
    
    
    
                Traveling with our new friend was quite a bit quicker, in that he knew his way around like the back of his hand. With a flick of his fingers a mask and hooded cloak appeared before him and we began moving. As we got back into the den of the umbral wolves he looked around in shock.
"Oh... this should have never been possible. The security systems should have prevented..." he mumbled, looking around at the carnage. "I need to check on the systems. You have friends here yes?" Justin looked over at us.
"Yeah, they were up a few flights if what we saw on the energy use charts were correct," I responded.
He nodded and moved over to the broken golem. "Stand close, I'll take us up to ground level."
As we teleported I was jealous. My portals worked sure, but the little bubble that formed around us only to pop an instant later was seamless. One second we were standing in an abattoir, the next a clean hallway, I didn't even feel the shift.
"They should be just down, we'll go warn them that there might be more," I said, pointing towards the stairs sign.
"Good, I'll head to the control room. We need the lights on and reliable at the very least to extricate these beasts." He turned and the broken golem floated off behind him.
I looked to Ulanion who nodded and followed me to the stairs. The symbol was a bit weird, of a person with a few rectangles by it, but it was clear what it was. We made our way quickly towards our friends, knowing that they might yet be in danger.

Dras
It had been about an hour since the incident with the elevator and we'd successfully found the stairs, about ten minutes after Ormien had gone for his dive. We were loath to split and eventually headed down together, only to find the stairs destroyed a good portion of the way down.
For the moment we decided to pull back to the portal room and set it up as a fallback position. None of us knew this facility well enough and a known point to begin our search for both the elves and our missing bard was the best plan.
This situation was bad.  We'd found our objective, but almost half of our team was now either missing or dead. We couldn't continue getting split up, and there might be a real need to fall back. The ambassador might be able to get us backup if we could get back to our enclave, that seemed unlikely as a possibility. We might also try to fix this portal.  It was known that there were some portals in Emperor Durin's facility that had missing links, but not if they lead anywhere or were planned to. If this connected to those... a risk either way.
"Activity!" Glen shouted from the hallway as we were going over what defensive spells might actually work.
Selene and I got out first, throwing up our strongest shields on both sides while the twins managed light spells. As we looked towards the stairwell where Glen was staring the door flew open and a familiar blonde ran into the hall, followed after by a certain elf, sans his bow, but with a sword from somewhere.
"Dras!" Alana yelled, "Thank goodness we found you, that wolf, it wasn't the only one." She ran over and I let her past my shield.
"Explains how it seemed to be getting around so quick," Glen said. "Don't suppose you found that idiot Ormien did you?"
Both of them winced, it was Ulanion who answered. "Dead, managed to get revenge on one of them though."
"What's the plan now?" I asked.
"Well, since there are more of those things around..." As she spoke the lights flickered and went out, leaving us with only the twins' light to see. I saw something move into the hall.
Two of the wolves poured into the hall, shadows dancing around them. They stalked forward, streams of saliva dripping from their jowls. As a reaction I tossed up my shield.  Seemed like they'd found us.
Our physical users noticed only a second after myself and took point as the beasts charged. Alana fell back a bit, and began singing up a spell of some kind. As she did though I head a yell from behind.
"Incoming!" Selene screamed, her own shield flashing to life as a third wolf pounced down the hall the other direction.
While the twins and Selene kept our back-line protected the rest of us turned towards the pair advancing. It seemed they'd come to the conclusion that we needed to be dealt with, perhaps because of their fellow. They streaked forward, only to be met by blade and spell.

Individually neither of our physical users was a match for these opponents, but with the shield slowing them and Alana letting a potent bit of lightning loose we held. I focused mainly on supporting Glen, while she kept Ulanion from falling. The warriors held, if only barely under the onslaught. Sadly both of our opponents were tricky, fast and stronger than I'd like.
It looked like we might lose.  Behind us I could hear Robert cease his light spell to reinforce Selene's shield. Neither were trained in war magic, but we just needed them to hold and keep the light on.
Alana loosed another spear of electricity at the wolves, causing Ulanion's to slip and him to get a solid cut on its side. They didn't seem to be sticking though, the injuries stopped bleeding only a second or two after they retreated into the darkness, some kind of light healing effect.
On my side I saw something that pained me. Glen's off hand had been grabbed, and as I charged a ball of fire to slam into the creature it bit down, causing his armor to creak under the pressure. Just as I thought it might break though the lights came back on everywhere. The burst of sight was surprising, but more than that they kept getting brighter and brighter, until the hallway was almost painful to look down. That was enough to cause the beast to release the warrior and stumble back.
That wasn't all though, a second later a loud clanking sounded and another lupine form joined us. Unlike the other two this one was metallic, with red claws and jaws as it bolted down the same hallway our enemies had come. I internally groaned, the last thing we needed was another bleeding wolf.
I was pleasantly surprised though as it spoke. "Umbral wolves found, commencing combat." It then lunged at the beast before Ulanion, sinking its crimson teeth into the creatures back leg.
Alana didn't miss a beat and loosed another bolt of lightning, slamming it down into the very surprised monster who'd looked back to see what bit him. It passed right through the thing's skull and left it a smoking ruin.
"The golem is on our side, attack the umbral one, not it," she said breathlessly.
I could see out of the corner of my eye that she was on her last leg, and to be honest I wasn't far behind. I'd have to ask her later what she knew about these, but for now another bit of help was too badly needed to care.
The second wolf on our side fell shortly after the first to the blades of the warriors. As it tried to flee I managed to snatch it round the leg with a spell to keep it in place before the two angry swordsmen cut it to ribbons.
Our front-line turned as one and the wolf behind looked up in alarm. It had been trying to rip apart the shields from our back-line casters, to some success, before its fellows had fallen. Now seeing all of us turn to it the beast seemed to decide to flee, turning tail and trying to bolt.
As it did though a small bubble formed at the end of that hall, popping to reveal a cloaked and masked figure. The monster pounced towards it, only to suddenly slam into the ground, like a pillar had fallen down, pinning it in place.
"I think that's more than enough out of you," the figure coldly said, lifting its hand.
In my first year of school I'd seen the ancient archmage who was our headmaster at that time lose his temper. It wasn't clear exactly what had been said, but some student had spoken out of turn, and when he'd opened up the repression he kept on his aura I'd nearly fallen over. As the hallway flooded with green bubbles in my aura-sight I trembled, because he'd been nothing but a mewling babe before whoever this was.
From the hooded man's hand a brilliant beam of golden light flowed. It was like looking at the sun itself as he casually vaporized the monster who'd been capable of giving us so much trouble. As the light faded and I blinked the spots from my vision I saw that Selene had fallen over, her eyes huge, and the twins were not far behind in their looks of surprise.
"T-thank you, s-sir," Leah stuttered, the other two still hadn't found their voices yet.
"Of course, I received a report that umbral wolves had been spotted in the area and came to clean them out." He reached down and helped Selene to her feet with a kind nod. "I think that was the last of them, but you children might want to wait here while I do a few checks.  Safer that way."
Before any of us could interrupt he turned and with another popping bubble was gone.
After a few second I found my voice. "Okay everyone, whatever we do, we can't piss that guy off." Alana chuckled, as did Ulanion, which got them looks from the rest of us.
"Don't suppose you found a room with chairs or something?" Alana asked, looking at us.
"I think there were a few in the portal room," I said, pointing.
"Portal? Whatever, let's all go rest in there till our friend comes back then," the exhausted bard started to walk, only to be interrupted by a mechanical voice in that ancient Atali dialect.

"Yes, your Highness," the golem said to the bard as it followed. Ulanion almost fell over as he began to laugh at her sigh.
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                Justin
I walked through the halls I had so long ago built. It wasn't too often that I got up here anymore, but having lived in this place for so long there I could navigate it with my eyes closed. This had been a right mess, not even including the disaster in the basement, and all the bodies of those poor children that would have to be buried, but also the intrusion.
I had always been a bit lax on security sure, anticipating that we'd have visitors in the form of others like me. What I hadn't counted on was a group of monsters making its way into my home while I wasn't looking and setting up shop. There would have to be some changes made, additional levels of security to make sure something like that never happened again.
I tried to take stock as I pondered and walked, seeing where things had gone awry. Most of it was fixing itself now, but there were still markings. How long had it been since I'd come up to the surface I wondered, a century? Two? As I got to the old cafeteria I tried to picture it in its prime, with friends and companions at all the seats. I felt so very old, time seemed to go faster and faster as I aged, slipping through my fingers like grains of sand.
I looked in the mirror sheen of one of the little windows and saw my face, the illusion I was using not bothering my eyes a bit. We pure-blooded elves didn't get old much as such, being effectively ageless. My hair had changed to a pure silver-white, the only real change from my youth. That had been a rarity back then, and a sign of one who should be respected for their many experiences, now I might be alone in it.
I understood the lad, his anger at my leaving and frustration that I had no plan on ever returning. That said, there was still so much he didn't understand. I would have to pull him aside and talk to him a bit, tell him a few stories. Perhaps I could make him see my reasoning, if not I would need to convince him to keep his silence.
I didn't really have too much more to say to the girl, she seemed nice, but about average. I'd mark her arrival, like I had the others. I didn't know if there was some rhyme or reason to the arrivals, but I'd found none yet. Perhaps I was missing a number of them, that seemed likely, but even with a limited number of data points I might be able to figure something out.
They were near to the portal room that lad awhile ago had been so interested in. It was useful magic, if a bit primitive. We'd never really used it, but he'd seemed quite keen on the idea. Perhaps I could bribe them to keep my secret with one of my own.
As my feet carried me to the entry hall I sighed. Even with the automated repair and cleaning functions this would take years to fix. I waved a hand, moving the largest pieces back into place and sealing them there for a bit so the wards could do their work.
There was silence outside. I took a look about until I saw it. There was the barest bit of aura leaking out, sitting up in a tree some ways away. I moved to the bottom of the tree, warping space around me until I was at its base and looking up.
"Come down here," I said, not bothering to look up.
"What!?" Came an alarmed cry, as the little spy nearly fell from his perch.
"Do I need to repeat myself?" I asked, looking up.
He hopped down and it seemed I didn't. I gave him a once over, standard dark mottled camouflage gear, knives and a shortsword. Nothing particularly of interest.
"What are you doing here?" I asked.
"What am I doing here? That's funny friend, since you're decidedly not from that village or the little expedition. Whoever you are, you're far out of your depth though," he snarkily said, trying to intimidate with some power he thought he had. "I'm from Lady Mistan's house by the way, whom do you serve?"
"You're quite mistaken child. I am indeed from that village, and you would do well to respect your elders." As I spoke I let my illusion move a bit, exposing my long ears and white hair, if only for a second.
The action had the intended effect in that he froze, breath hitching for a few moments in alarm. It was good to remind people sometimes that they needed to not pick fights. As for his 'Lady' I knew her, and she me, and she knew I was alive. She also knew how displeased I would be if that became public, so while she might know who had come to put her little tool in his place there shouldn't be any blow-back.
"Apologies sir," the man said as he bowed. "I didn't know that the village here had such an esteemed protector." My little show was, to those who knew, enough to tell him I could crush him like an ant and cause all manner of trouble for his mistress.
"Nor do they, as is my wish. Go now, and return from whence you came."
"Ah, but I was ordered..." I didn't let him finish, reaching out my will and teleporting him back to the capital, or at least where the capital was last I checked.

"How troublesome. Now, what to tell that little group of humans... I could say that I was sent by the capital to clean up those monsters... No, that's stupid, nobody would believe that." I groaned as I turned to head back inside.

Alana
"So he was sent by the capital to clean up those, what did you call them? Umbral Wolves?" Robert asked, quirking his brow.
"Yup, we met him down in the basement, nice guy." I nodded, hoping they'd buy it.
"Well, the village elder did say they sent messengers, but why didn't he tell them he was here?" Glen said.
"No idea, but he did in fact help us clean them up." I'd forgotten the elder had tried to call for help, but it would only bolster my story.
I was hoping Ulanion wouldn't say anything. He stood back a bit, looking the slightest bit peeved. Whatever was going through his head, it would be best if he could stick around, I rather liked him. As my eyes flicked back to him I saw Selene behind me, still losing her mind over the golem that was still following me around like a slightly murderous puppy dog.
"It's so cute!" she declared, leaning in to look even closer at it. "And the design, most golems are super basic, only being able to do a few things, but look at how it moves. It's not even following a route or taking voice commands, do you know how cool that is!"
"Didn't that thing call you 'your Highness' too?" Dras asked, illiciting a snort from a certain elf.
"A glitch in its system. It seems to think I'm some sort of elven royalty or something. Clearly I'm not, but if it is willing to keep protecting us, and me, I don't see a reason to question it."
"We should take it with us," Selene said as she examined the legs and their movement.
"Maybe. Golem, can you leave this place?" I asked.
"This unit is able to move about the grounds or in event of an emergency protocol just outside of them, your Highness."
"And if you are removed?" I continued.
"There are fail-safe devices to destroy this unit if it is removed beyond its operating zone without administrator approval, your Highness."
"Okay, I can see how the responses could get old fast," Leah said from a chair near the portal.
"On another note, you guys found another gate. Any information on how to make them here?" I wanted to get off this subject before it became a running joke to Dras, or I'd never hear the end of it.
"We were a bit busy, so there's still a good bit to go through. If this is here though, maybe we can use it to return home."
That seemed improbable, but possible. I knew there were several of the gates at Emperor Durin's home that seemed to not be connected. With the dozens in total that he did have. This might be one of those, and we might be able to connect it, but that remained to be seen. I also knew that most of those were kept sealed with portcullises just in case, issues for later.
Around the time our break finished the masked and hooded figure of the elven king returned. He briefly scanned over us before settling his eyes on Ulanion.
"Mind if I have a word with your guide for a few moments?" He asked.
Our archer gave us all a nod and headed out into the hall with him. While we did our thing they were out in the hall. I was curious, and some of the others were giving looks as time stretched on, but nobody interrupted. Soon enough Ulanion returned, but he looked... sad, like something was desperately wrong.
I was the next to be called. He rattled off some lie about wanting to speak with me about the dead downstairs. I don't know that my team really believed him, but they didn't say anything when I went to go join him.

As I stepped out into the hall he threw up a small dome to give us privacy and sighed. "Let's have a chat."
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                The ancient king sighed after setting up a small privacy barrier. 
"I talked with your friend there," he said, angling his head towards the room. "While he's not happy about it he's agreed to keep my presence here quiet, and I'd like to think he even understands." 
"Good, and I'm guessing..." 
"I'd like the same from you," Justin said. 
"Very well, if you want to keep hiding here, I suppose there's no reason for me to oppose it," I said. 
"Out of curiosity, are you and your friends after the gates?" He seemed genuinely interested in that, Ulanion hadn't known the details, but there was no harm in telling him now. 
"Yeah, that and the ability to add new things to the core, like the sequences used in the gates." 
He nodded a bit. "Look, that latter part I'm not giving you, at least not the ability to add anything you want. I'll be honest here, that's hazardous, extraordinarily so if you don't know what you're doing. I did a lot of testing, and some of the early iterations were... downright dangerous. Because of the limitations of magic I don't think you could do anything truly apocalyptic, but there's no reason to test my luck there, so no, and you probably know there are safeties to prevent unauthorized tampering." 
"Listen, we came a long, long way and lost a lot of people trying to get the secret to making more of those gates. I know you can remove us in a number of ways of varying unpleasantness, but... we went through a lot of shit to turn around empty handed now." 
He put up his hands in a placating gesture. "I know, I know, and I'm not heartless." 
"You don't know, our expedition started with three teams like ours, not to mention that we even lost our team leader to one of those damn monsters that were sitting literally just over your head." 
He winced, and I realized that he wasn't responsible for everything that had gone on. While he should have dealt with the wolves, he did save us. The loss of most of our people was also not his fault, that massive beast hadn't been his doing, or even near him. Then I thought about all the corpses right outside his front door and any feeling of regret at my words evaporated like mist in wind. 
"Please let me finish. I don't intend to send you away with nothing, merely without the ability to cause mass destruction, or upend something which has helped more people over the years than any of my other inventions." At my stare he just continued. "I don't pretend to be a good man my dear, but the core, that is one thing I think I can be proud of. It's something that's helped society more than anything else I've done. So I can and will help you with making the gates, it's about time for more travel in this world anyway." 
I was unsure how to feel about this, angry? Frustrated? I was happy that we were getting what we came for, but this guy was really starting to tick me off. There was so much good he could do if he just... but that's what he'd told Ulanion wasn't it? How he'd tried, how he'd worked to make the world a better place only to cause pain. I wasn't sure what all had happened, but from his self imposed exile, to his reluctance to let anyone mess with his 'magnum opus' it was clear something had. 
"Thank you," I finally said. 
"You're quite welcome. Now, take this," he held out a small stone, it fit comfortably in my hand and I could feel it humming slightly as I turned it over. I could feel it trying to connect to my core. 
"What is it?" I asked, turning it over in my hands, the sensation was weird. 
"Short and dirty? Think of it as a software patch. The core was designed to have some modular capabilities to allow for growth and this is one of them. It shouldn't take you a day or two, but after processing your way though you'll be able to access the commands needed for those gateways." He seemed to think for a second and produced another stone. "Actually, take two, your people might try to take one from you and I'd like you to have access to those. It'll also update the guide a bit with descriptions and the like to help you along. Bit of a warning, if you use one of your cores to teach others after that, they'll inherit that ability." 
This brought up an old gripe I had with exactly the person before me. "That guide is a disaster by the way, why didn't you add any sort of organization to it?" 
"You're not the first person to lodge that complaint, and I'll tell you what I told them. If you don't like it, make your own."
 I scoffed, "Seriously? You can update it right? Are you telling me in five thousand years you haven't even bothered to put in a contents table, or an index!?"
 "I hardly need it, and even if I did, I understand my organizational system," he explained dismissively.
 "Please do enlighten the rest of us to your 'system' of organization." This was almost intolerable, this guy was really just fine with the absolute mess he'd put in.
 "No, it would take too long." At my glare he frowned. "I can just keep those updates and send you lot on your way if you don't want them."
 "Fine, fine, maybe I will make my own." Before he could actually do anything I took the stones, and hid one down my shirt.
 The clothes in this world weren't exact analogues of those on Earth, but support garments were a needed item everywhere. So hiding it in my bodice was about as good as I could do for secret places in a pinch.
 "Is there anything else you need right now?" He asked, clearly ready to go and do... whatever he did.
 "Do you know if this gate connects to Ristolian's network?" I asked, nodding towards the room.
 "I think so? I never had much use for them, it was a prototype back in my day, but I think he put a connector in there at some point. Nice guy, visited me periodically. One of the few with a sense of humor over the years." He had a bit of a sad smile on that subject.
 "Like putting 'hello world' in the cores?" I asked.
 "That was a wonderful joke, and has let more than just you know I existed," he defended himself.
 "And the giant letters hanging in your palace?"
 "Same answer."
 "Fine, you may want to lock the gate down or something after we leave. If you don't I suspect you'll find yourself with a lot more visitors in short order." My country would definitely want an intercontinental portal if they could get it, but this was no place for that. If Emperor Durin tried to establish an outpost here he might well run into Justin, and that would be a right mess.
 "Noted," he seemed to understand that well.
 "What happened to Ristolian anyway?" I asked, curious as to my predecessor's fate.
 "Got old. I suspect there are things you could do if you really wanted, and trained a priest properly. I'm not one though, nor do I know quite enough about biology to teach one what they'd need. The only one of us that came as a priest I know of was potent enough though." He scratched his chin.
 "Wait, there was one of us who was a priest? Who? When?" I'd always thought the many priest orders were rather progressive, maybe there was something there.
 "I think that particular individual would have wanted me to maintain some of their privacy, and they might still be kicking, so I think I shall."
 "Why do I feel like I'm the weakest of all of us?" I complained.
 "My dear, you're still young. Even then, based on your aura I think you'll be more than strong enough one day to change the world, if that's what you want. Personally I'm not sure that I'd recommend that course, at least not without immense care."
 "I'll think on that. For now, though," I hid the update gem I was handing off to my companions in a sleeve, to make it look like I found it later. "I think I should return to my friends. If you ever find yourself over in human lands, look me up."
 He chuckled, "I highly doubt I will, but I'll keep that in mind."
 "Alright, now if you'll excuse me, I have to go and figure out how to lie to my friends... again."
 "Best of luck with that, though you might want someone you can confide in.  It helps."  With that he waved me off.
 As I came back into the room I moved over to where Dras was.  He was currently parsing out some notes on one of the desks.
 "Don't suppose you'll tell me what that was about?"  He asked as he looked up.
 "A bunch of things.  Our friend there wants his privacy I think and some of it was ensuring I'd maintain that.  Then we chatted a bit about other stuff."
 "Well, feel free to jump in wherever you want, we've still got a lot to go through in here, and probably limited time before the folks who sent your friend show up."  He knew I was hiding things from him again clearly, but at the same time didn't seem too bothered.
 
There were indeed plenty of notes around, and I picked a desk, slipping the update stone into the one beside it.  If nobody else found it there I would later, but for now, we really did have a bit to be getting on with.
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                We worked on the most obvious materials for several hours before collectively deciding that sleep was required. While I felt that it wasn't really needed, we set up a guard rotation. I also set the golem to the same, but as nobody really trusted it, or my bad explanations on it, it wasn't actually counted.
Nothing happened while we rested, but after we awoke we all rose for a basic breakfast. I munched on a sandwich spiced up with what dried meat we had left. It was the popular choice, as I didn't mind making food for everyone. The twins were still a bit hesitant to do so when it wasn't an emergency, and it wasn't worth irritating them for the variety.
"I think we should go and inform the village," Dras said. "They'll be happy to know that we got the beast, and if we're going to stay here for long we might want to pick up a few things."
He wasn't wrong, we didn't have any bedding of any kind or much in the way of food variety. We had managed to find a nearby restroom, which was wonderful in a number of ways. It didn't have a bath in it, but proper facilities were a blessing I had almost wept over.
"I'll go, I was there when Ormien died," Ulanion volunteered.
"I'll go too," I put in, I was hoping to have a bit of a conversation with the elf, and this would be a good opportunity.
I got a bit of a look from the others, but everyone nodded. Finding our way to the exit was easy with the golem providing directions. That was where I got my first surprise.
As we entered the atrium where Olnir had died I blinked. The room was repaired. The pieces that had fallen were back in place, and seemed to be having cracks filled in slowly. It looked like the whole room would be back to an immaculate state in short order, save for one thing.
Someone, and I suspected I knew who, had put out a small wooden box. Upon opening it we found laid out respectfully what was left of Olnir. It wasn't much, as the enchantments had clearly seen most of the corpse as something to be cleaned, but there were some bones and his personal effects.
"I'm not sure if we should bury him nearby or what... what do you think?" I asked.
"He's from your group, so it's your decision," Ulanion answered, he seemed a bit salty.
I sang up a small privacy bubble, turning and leaving the body for now. "Alright, what's bothering you?"
He gave me a look. "I was never too much into the whole elven pride thing, but that doesn't mean that I don't care at all about my people. I just learned that the greatest leader we ever had, the one who is responsible for a majority of our society's base is here. He doesn't want to re-assume a throne that would be passed over to him in a second, to try and remake that which brought civilization to our world."
"And you think he should?" I questioned.
"After what he told me, I don't know." I waited for him to explain. It was clear he'd been let in on something horrible, something that shook his view of the world. "I knew that we'd been rough back then, harsh with the humans we'd taken over when we expanded to off this continent, but... I hadn't known how bad. We were always told that he had been a kind and merciful king, gentle to all, and been given his writings to read."
"It's often a bad idea to meet your heroes," I commented, knowing where he was going with this.
"The writings we're given left out what he told me. He spoke of having things done in his name, or doing himself things that would shock all if they heard of it. The orders themselves might well come after him if he'd done them today, not that it would matter based on what I've seen." I could see his fists clench in anger.
"I don't know how to deal with that Ulanion. I'm here if you want to talk about it though." I reached out and rested a hand on his arm. We'd only known each other for awhile, but he seemed a good guy.
"Thanks, I guess. Just not sure how to deal with it all. I mean, the whole world hopping thing is just weird too."
"That I can understand. I doubt even the elves around here know of that though." I really did on that one.
"And you're probably the only person I can talk with about it too." He might not get as much vitriol as I would if I mentioned it in an elven city, but I imagined that it wouldn't be too much less.
"We've got the whole walk back to the village to ask questions if you want, then the one back here." I smiled and we headed off on our actual mission, leaving the impromptu coffin for later.
Boy did he have questions too. As we walked he asked about what my world was like, how things worked there. I just made an illusion of a dragon to explain that, and told him that while there were some stories they were often conflicting and very old or just fiction. On the subject of things like computers and communication he perked up. It was easy enough to understand the basic ideas from someone who came from a burgeoning magitech society, though some of the implications had to be explained.
Of all the things that we talked about the whole governance system was the strangest to him. There was nothing like that here. While both of our countries were considered a lot more progressive than most with the rights of the people the very idea of a democracy seemed absurd. In this world people weren't equal, not at all, this was known by everyone.
"So the rich and the powerful were treated the same as the peasants?" He asked, laughing.
"We didn't have peasants as such... but not entirely. They were 'supposed' to be, by law," I answered.
"How'd that work?"
"Honestly, a lot of the time, it didn't really. If you had money or friends you could do things and get things that others couldn't."
"And you all still held to the idea that everyone was equal? We don't even have that."
"How does that work in Atal?" I knew how things were where I was from, but this place was still a bit of a mystery to me.
"Well, the law is supposed to apply to everyone, but those with power have both rights and duties. While they're unlikely to be bothered about small issues, and if their mana is high enough they can just ignore some of the most minor of infractions, they are also expected to provide more in taxes and if there is some conflict they have responsibilities others don't."
"That's not altogether unreasonable," I said, as it wasn't too different to how things worked back home. It also certainly beat how things had worked before Durin's takeover, where nobles could basically do as they pleased.
As we chatted we made a tremendous amount of progress, and before I knew it I was back in the clearing and headed towards the village. Their sentries spotted us well before we got close and I could easily see the two of us leading the woods causing a bit of a stir of the walls. Our calm and measured pace seemed to calm it after a few moments, but as we got near I saw the gate quickly opened up for us, the village elder coming out to greet us once again.
The nervous elf was nearly bouncing as we came into polite speaking range. "I see you've returned, but not all of you?"
Ulanion and I looked at each other, and I nodded, giving him the floor. "Sadly not all of us made it," he explained. "Ormien, and Olnir, one of ours died. We did however manage to deal with the monsters."
"My condolences, wait, monsters as in plural?" While he probably didn't mean any insult by it I could see him visibly relax.
"Yes, there were several of the wolves, which explains some of how they seemed to be able to be everywhere all at once. We also met up with someone sent to deal with them, seems your message calling for aid might have reached someone."
He lied easily about the last part, and while I generally didn't love having to lie as much as I ended up doing I was glad he did. I wasn't looking to irritate Justin, he was powerful enough to mess us up, and had been rather generous so far. This lie now would probably save us a lot of trouble down the line.
"We cannot express our gratitude enough, please come in." The elder made way for us, and as word spread the mood in the village shifted.
I saw people hugging, shedding tears as they learned that they were saved. The children seemed to jump with joy and run through the streets making sure everyone heard soon as word reached their ears. It was a bit awkward for me, since I'd seen it all, but as we walked several people came to thank us personally.
The elder took us to his own home, a slightly larger affair then the rest, but not so much as to cause massive problems. What I supposed must have been his daughter came and brought us some drinks, clearly word had reached her both of our success and approach, and she was ready when we got there.
"This was Ormien's," Ulanion said as he held out the sword he'd been carrying. "Could you have it returned to his family?"
The elder looked at the blade for a bit. "I'll need to speak with one or two people but for now you should keep it. I think he'd want those who helped him avenge his love to carry that." He waved his hand, indicating that Ulanion should place the sword back on his own belt for the time being.
"Our group wants to stay in the ruins for a bit, as that was our original goal, if you have no objections?" It was a comment as much as a request. I wanted them to be okay with it, but realistically we were able to stay whether they wanted us to or not.
"None at all. Stay as long as you like."
"There are some bodies, bones mostly. I don't know if you want them for some ceremony or not..." again I knew that there wasn't much of a funeral culture here, but it was a lot of corpses.
"I suppose we should make a small art piece celebrating the defeat of the creatures, perhaps we could bury them below it." He considered a bit, seeming a lot less concerned.
"One final thing then before we return. I was hoping to purchase some supplies, we've got some of our own, but a few things will need to be restocked." He could save a lot of time with a few words.
"No," he said both abruptly and with finality.
"Excuse me!?" I felt my muscles tense at his denial. Normally I wasn't much for demanding politeness, but there were some things I wouldn't let stand.
"I said no. Unfortunately your money is no good here. Please give me a list of what you need and I'll see to it that your order is filled to the best of our abilities, without any charge of course." I wanted to laugh at myself.

The next few days went by in a flash. We got our supplies and upon returning learned that Selene had found the most interesting stone in a desk.
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                Even after the stone was found there were a number of issues for our group. First was that nobody was sure what it did. Selene had found the thing and knew that it was trying to contact with her core, but not why. That in and of itself was a bit of a cause for alarm, the core was solid, not meant to be manipulated, not easily. I remembered myself when I'd first made it thinking that nothing could interfere with it. I was right in some sense too, it couldn't directly. 
Selene wanted to try it out, while the twins were very cautious, Dras and I stood on the sidelines, not adding to either side. I was as sure as I could be that it would be safe, and was working on my own from the other stone. It was interesting, in that it didn't plug directly into the original core, but rather added something like a second. They were similar in a number of ways, but still separated by a thick barrier. Neither could directly touch the other, and all of their communication had to be done through me, which was weird. 
While the arguments were going and I was working on my own end we ran into a few more problems. The main one was our guards, they had questions since they were having to stick so near to us, particularly Ulanion. Glen had a very limited idea of our full mission, but knew enough, Ulanion on the other hand knew next to nothing. 
"How should we deal with him?" Dras brought up one afternoon once he'd gone to find the restroom. 
"Ulanion?" I asked. 
"Yeah, he's not read into this, and while we've been fairly quiet about it, he'll know too much by the time we're done. I like the guy, but we've no way to prevent that from happening, what is our plan?" Dras had become the main voice of our group, he wasn't a leader as such, but rather the most likely to table any discussion. 
"We can't tell him anything, and may have to..." Robert began. 
"If he can't be trusted, something must be done. Our work could be world-changing in the wrong hands," his sister agreed. 
"We need to know if he can be trusted though, as well as options." Selene seemed to want to talk to him. 
"We won't take him without losses, and we can't afford many more if we want anyone to return home." Glen was practical about it, and right, we needed to get this stuff back no matter what. He was a bit further away, near the door keeping a lookout. 
"I think I should talk to him. He seems a bit disillusioned with a lot of the Atali ways, and we might be able to convince him to join Emperor Durin. If we can at least get that then there should be no issue right?" I'd waited till last, to gauge my companions, and they nodded along. 
"Alana you've spent the most time alone with him. If you think so we should try to recruit. Between all the help he's been and his abilities I think the Emperor would want him on our side anyway. If not, it'll be best to let the leadership deal with him." That suggestion got a lot of nods as well, and I steeled myself.
 

 The next day I managed to convince our subject to come with me back to the control room, citing that I wanted to get some more info on the golem. He read it easily and knew that I wanted a private conversation, so agreed to join me.
 "So, what's this actually about?" He asked as soon as we were well away and I'd set up a barrier.
 "What are you planning to do after we return to the capital?" I asked.
 "I'm not sure honestly. From what I've learned on this mission I've got a lot of questions."
 "Well, we'd like you to join us. I'll be honest, that's not all for your benefit, and it might not work out well for you." He'd kept my confidence, so I felt that I owed him some honesty.
 "Care to go deeper into that?"
 "Surely you've realized that what we're doing is pretty secretive?"
 "I wasn't going to pry, but I was guessing so," he said. "You came right to a rather important place and have been all hush-hush about what you're doing with that ring thing there. What is it anyway?"
 "The actual device of our search, a rather potent tool that our group was formed to investigate." I couldn't answer too much, but that would be fine.
 
"His Majesty knows that you want it?" He thought for a moment. "Of course, he saw what room you gravitated to. Therefore I can guess he's okay with you having it, is it dangerous?"
 "Not on its own, no. It will change things though, and yes, Justin did know what we were after and approves," I answered.
 "Well, he is certainly more knowledgeable about that kind of thing than I am, so I don't suppose I can really press against... Ah, the problem is that your group doesn't trust me?"
 "That is the basics of it." I nodded in confirmation.
 "So they'll what? Try to recruit me, and if that fails silence me?"
 "If you decide not to join us, I'm hoping you'll take this opportunity to leave before they do so. I can tell them you overpowered me and fled. Could even give you a bit of time." I was ready to as well, let him flee before he got in too deep.
 "They would call you a traitor if they head that, might get in a lot of trouble," he cautioned.
 "They won't hear it though. So, what do you say, care to join us instead, see what we're really up to?" I leaned over, perking an eyebrow up to him.
 "Well, this has been an adventure, but I'd like to know what I'd be signing up for."
 "You'd be joining under Emperor Durin, the man currently trying to rule most of the human continent. Lots of black clothes, references to shadows, the like."
 "Sounds kind of... evil?" He looked confused.
 "It's certainly a little weird, but he's not a bad guy. Much of what he's done is to even out the power between those who have magic and those who don't. Before he came along mages and particularly noble ones trampled on the common folk. He's done a lot to stop that, and while I won't say he's perfect, from what I've seen he is doing a lot of good."
 "Do you have some examples?" He asked.
 "Well, you know the various Orders of priests?"
 "Not many of our priests subscribe to those, but some do, so yes." That was not the answer I'd expected, but it was a different continent.
 "Really? Another time though, he's made sure that their rules were followed when it came to war. When he took over the kingdom I was living in the bloodshed was kept kind of restrained on his end, and there wasn't anything like mass pillaging or rape. I was there at the very end, and he even tried to stop the fighting between the weaker forces in the capital to save lives."
 That was all true enough. I'd been in a few places that had almost gotten me killed, but his strikes were often precise. I'd of course learned later that the worst offenders had been terrorists that he'd lost control over, and while they'd done some bad things that did happen during war.
 "You sound like you like the guy," Ulanion observed.
 "He's not a bad guy, at least he wasn't to me."
 "You've met your Emperor?"
 "Yes," I answered. "And I think he's genuine. He wants to help, but he will need help."
 Ulanion had some questions about our laws, which was understandable. The elves lived pretty differently, as they almost all had some magic, and the potential for growth. When I ran him through the laws before and after, and how I'd lived or what I'd seen under both he didn't seem too unhappy, but he did have concerns.
 "If I decide to join you there's no going back for me is there?" He asked.
 "Afraid not, at least not for awhile. From what I've seen we'll have to keep our work secret for a few years yet."
 "Hmm... I've been thinking I need to explore the other side of my lineage for a few days now. What His Majesty told me shook some of my perceptions about my people and our history. Might be good to see how others live for awhile, and if I don't like it... Well your Emperor is how old?"
 "Sixties I think?" I wasn't really sure.
 "A couple decades even if he lives long for a human then. Knowing what you know about him now, would you join him if you were given the option? Because you do have the option to leave with me if you want to. We could run off and see this continent instead." The flirting was unexpected, and I felt myself blush a little at that rather forward suggestion.
 "I think I would join him if I knew what I did, and while your offer is tempting, I do want to return home."
 "Good to know that I'm tempting," he laughed. "Well then, I think I'll join you, see what this Emperor of yours is like with my own eyes."
 
As we returned to the gate I couldn't help but think about how things might change when we returned.

            

    
        Chapter 184 Connection Established

    
    
    
    
                Selene, bless her heart, was slow as she could be. She'd managed to finally add the update to her core, consternation from the rest of our group or not, and was working on the gate now. I'd finished several days ago and gone to work on much the same project, but nobody else knew, or needed to know that just now. 
It was slow going, but aided greatly by the fact that whoever had built this particular gate hadn't seen the need to hide the runes they were using. This meant that I just needed to work my way through and check them to see what was going on. That prospect was being aided by the workup in the update, which at this point of course nobody else had. 
It was weird dealing with the new Guide and the like, since it wasn't properly connected, the whole situation was weird, but I got the feeling that that was to preserve the integrity of the original core. While Justin hadn't shown back up for me to ask, I got the feeling that he either wouldn't or couldn't make any base changes to that. I could have popped down and asked, but got the feeling that if he were still working in the basement, he wanted to be undisturbed. 
I wondered what he was doing down there. He was clearly researching the magic that had brought us here, but to what end? Was he trying to return to Earth? Perhaps he was trying to bring someone else from there here. In the end it didn't really matter, since he seemed more interested in his project than the rest of the world, which was sad, but what could you do? 
On the other hand I had some practical concerns. The first was making my way home, which this gate seemed the best option for. After that was achieved, I would begin pushing, quietly, for a public transport network. The quick exchange of ideas and items had thrown my first world into a new age of progress, and I would much like to see that here as well. The basics were already there, we just needed more trade and organization and we'd be on our way to a full on industrial revolution. 
How would Emperor Durin respond to that idea? I had no clue, but I had good hopes. It wouldn't be coming all at once at any rate, instead small increments and improvements, the elven nations had already given me some ideas on how to make those. We might even be able to supplement magic with some more traditional technology if we pushed for some science. 
It was safe to say that having seen how the elves in their cities lived I wanted that for my own people now. I didn't have any delusions of being able to change everything, but basics like running water and lighting for the people of the world would perhaps be feasible. 
I ruminated on this while slowly making my way through the gate runes. I was intentionally handicapping what I was telling the others to an extent, but even with that we could see how it was coming together. It created a connection between the two gates by something like my radios. From there they linked and formed a path by manipulating space between the two. Since we'd worked through much of this back home we understood most of that, but going through the new Guide I learned a few things. 
Like that whatever happened we always stayed just below the speed of light. Causality seemed to have some big issues if you tried to make space warp in such a way that it was truly instant, but for planet-side travel that hardly mattered. The Guide described how any attempts to bypass the universal speed limit just failed, not catastrophically or anything, they just didn't work. 
Each gate was also a one-to-one path.  A gate pair linked, and could be turned on or off from either side, but once they were linked it seemed they would be really, really hard to send to another without messing with both sides. 
"Okay, I think we can turn it on now," I declared after another long day. 
"I'm still unsure on exactly what this sequence is doing," Selene said, pointing to one that was responsible for the space molding. 
"That looks to be the same as is on the ones back home.  I can't work out all the math to it, or why it's doing that, but from what I'm reading here that is the connection." 
"Yeah, but we don't know how it works," she complained. 
"And we probably won't, not right now at least.  That math is beyond me."  It was too, there was a description on the update to the Guide.  It also basically said, 'This works, use it like this if you're unsure.' which was good enough for me. 
"How sure are you this isn't going to blow up and kill us or something?"  Dras asked. 
It was annoying, because I was very sure, but I couldn't explain why without giving the game away.  In any other situation he would have been absolutely right to question me here.  I had to suppress my frustration for now though.
 "Eighty, maybe ninety percent?" I answered.
 "Better odds than we have if we try to go back the traditional way in my books," Glen said, shrugging.  "Can I be the one to turn it on?  We should have the rest of you outside in case it goes wrong, but with my armor I can survive anything that's not too extreme."
 "Turning it on is easy enough," Selene said.  "We'd need to charge it up with some mana, but there's another concern.  How do we communicate who we are and where we are?  Assuming that this one links to one of the dead gates in Emperor Durin's home."
 That much was unconfirmed.  We didn't know where this one linked to, and without turning it on to try, there was no way to find out.  I suspected that it did link up to one of the unused ones at Durin's complex, but until we tried it there was no way to be sure.
 "If I'm remembering correctly, they also had some portcullises over those, so we won't be able to just walk through.  We'll need some way to send a message that nobody else will get," she continued.
 "I think I've got an idea on that one, I can prepare it by tonight," I responded.
 "Alright then Alana, it's on you."
 It took some time gathering the materials, but I made a little plate of aluminum.  On it was a simple message.  "The lost girl from Orsken wishes to speak to her teacher, use the earpiece."  I knew Mystien still had my first radios and they should be able to communicate through the gateway no problem, that, along with the metal should work as a big hint to those who needed to know.  I also made another one of my radios while I was at it, for when they got around to contacting us.
 Glen had us all move several hallways away while he opened the gate and tossed my message through.  It went without a hitch and then it came to a waiting game.  I had no delusions that we'd be getting an immediate response, if we got one at all.  If we didn't... well, we'd have to look into other methods of checking what was on the other side without just stepping through.
 A week was put aside for us to wait before we did anything else.  By my guess that would be more than enough time.  The plate would be seen almost instantly, the gate activation probably sending up a whole mess of alarms.  From there they'd read it, and look at the metal.  Aluminum was rare enough to prick up eyebrows and there were only a few known to work with it, so it'd get back to either Durin or Mystien soon enough, and both of them knew where I was from.
 Five days into our wait there was a buzzing as the gateway powered up.  We'd taken to waiting in the gate research room while we puzzled our way through the runes as we could.  At the sound all of us jumped and looked over, just in time to see the connection take and the portal form.
 Everyone was on edge.  There was a chance, however small, that this gate led somewhere else, to someone else, and we knew that if it did, bad things could occur.  To that end spells were readied and blades drawn all looking towards the gateway.
 "Alana?  Is that you?"  A rather tired sounding voice issued from my new radio.
 "It is, who am I speaking to?"  I asked.
 "Mystien who else?  We need to confirm identities and the situation."
 "Agreed, hmm, who was the bard you first called to teach me healing magic?"  I asked.  It was a simple question, but one that few would know off the top of their heads.
 "That pervert Jackson.  What is your uncle's name?"  The response was immediate, as was his question.
 "Barro.  I'm satisfied, and you?"
 "Confirmed, where are the team leaders?  We had protocol for communication if it needed to be secret," Mystien asked.
 "Dead, and that would have been good to share with the rest of us."
 "Dead!?  All of them?"  He seemed a bit shocked at that revelation.
 "Yes, our team is now down to six of the original expedition.  Along with an elf who opted to join us and is interested in joining with Lord Durin and his."  I wasn't sure how to tell them about Ulanion, but ripping the bandage off seemed the best idea.
 "We sent over twenty people!  What the hell happened!?  Never-mind, we'll have to do a full briefing anyway, and I see that you've found a gate on your end, so can we confirm that the mission was at least a success?"
 "We succeeded, and are ready to come home any moment," I answered.
 
"Alright, the way is clear.  Come through one at a time, and bring that communicator with you.  Last thing we need is any more disaster from this," Mystien said, and we all started to line up.

            

    
        Chapter 185 Debrief

    
    
    
    
                Most of our stuff was together and several of us were more than ready to be well and off, so it took only a few moments for us to begin moving through the gate.  One by one we passed, first Dras led the way, stepping through the open portal and into the way beyond.  Behind him came the twins, followed by Glen.  Selene took a look about with a sort of sad expression before she stepped through the portal and away, leaving only myself and Ulanion. 
I looked over at the dog golem.  It was a real shame that I wouldn't be able to take it with me.  Annoying as the creature's verbiage was it was still a really impressive piece of artifice, and a good guardian to boot.  I doubted that I'd be able to make one myself, but that was what it was. 
"This is it then isn't it?" he asked.  I suppose the idea that this might be the last time he stepped foot in his homeland for a long, long time was causing him issues. 
"Yeah, you can still leave though.  I'd understand that, and I think everyone else would too." 
"No, I think I do want to see your people.  Just a bit nervous is all." 
"I understand," I said,  "On our way here I think we all had a few butterflies at one time or another." 
"Butterflies?"  He looked confused. 
"Er, the sensation of fluttering in your stomach that comes with nervousness." 
"Never heard it put like that, but I guess so yeah.  Well, time then."  As he stepped to the opening I heard another voice. 
"Good luck, my boy," Justin said softly from behind us. 
Both of us looked back once more at the elven mage.  I suppose he'd been watching us. 
"You decided to make a show?  You could join too you know," I offered. 
"I plan to seal it after you've left.  As for joining you, I'll still pass."  I couldn't blame him, knowing that he'd seen some things that I couldn't understand. 
Ulanion didn't say anything, just nodded and passed through. 
"Perhaps we'll meet again one day," I said, knowing that it was unlikely.  I tossed the upgrade stone to him.  "Finished with that by the way, thanks." 
"I expected you to ask a lot of questions, but you didn't," he observed.  "Do you not wish to be powerful?  I could have helped you." 
I thought for a moment.  He was right, I could have asked a lot, and learned a ton.  Even about bardic magic he probably knew more than most people alive, save a few other ancient elves like himself.  It just didn't seem right though. 
"You said a lot that power didn't make you happy.  I like to learn, but I'll learn and grow on my own, and at the pace I think is right."  With a shrug I too headed for the gate. 
As I touched the plane that would take me home I heard a happy chuckle.  Then the world shifted and I was pulled through space.  It was weird, and took several moments, unlike the almost instant transport between areas back home.  The time was measurable as light blurred around me in a pulling motion and I stumbled out into a room I had first entered on my way to Emperor Durin's wedding. 
I was disoriented as I stumbled out of the gate, tripping and nearly falling over my own feet.  As I blinked and looked up I saw dozens of soldiers and battle mages gathered round, all pointing in my direction.  In the few seconds between each of us passing through we'd been separated. 
"Everything okay?" I asked, looking up at the guards. 
"Sorry, we've had a bit of a fit when one of our gates to an unknown location activated.  Wanted to make sure it really was you lot."  I could see Mystien standing tack a bit between several of his personal assistants, clearly behind layered shields. 
"Don't suppose you've calmed down a bit?" I asked. 
"Sadly we're going to have to run a few tests, just to confirm things.  You took longer than the others to make your way through, something happen?" 
"Yeah, the mage who helped us against the umbral wolves showed up as we were leaving.  Said he plans to..."  With a pop, the gate behind me closed, much to the surprise of the gathered soldiers.  "seal the gate when we were through."  It seemed appropriate to just tell him now and be done with it. 
My former teacher looked miffed, terribly, horribly miffed.  "You could have tried to stop him." 
"He makes you look like a weak like child barely able to cast your first spell old man.  Currently though he didn't seem ill disposed towards us, and there was no reason to push that."  The number of eyebrows going up at that statement made me internally sigh.  I'd really needed to watch my words better.
 "Come on then you cheeky brat, we need to get you checked, then talk."
 I was led out by a number of guards.  While that was happening I could see several people casting various spells, ostensibly to check the area for any intrusions, they even had some instruments.  I didn't like the paranoia, but it was in retrospect justified, we'd put a doorway into one of the most secure facilities on the continent and told them there'd been a massive disaster involving most of our people being lost.  They'd want answers, and to check us over.
 I was questioned by a member of staff in a small room while another poked and prodded with one or two tools.  I recognized some of these, used to check age, sex, and a  few other physical characteristics that might indicate that I wasn't who I said I was.  That seemed to go on for a few hours before they decided I definitely was who I said I was and could probably be trusted.  At that point Mystien returned.
 "So, care to give me a full report?" he said.
 "I know you've been listening, but sure.  After we left the port we made it some way towards the elven homelands before we were attacked by a massive ocean dwelling monster.  The leaders decided that our only real chance was to fight it and so we did.  That's when our other two teams were lost, though we did finally take the beast."
 "Afterwards you made your way to our embassy?" he asked.
 "Yes, had a run-in on an island with some native species, and then made our way to our destination," I confirmed.
 "Where did you pick up the elf you brought back?"  Mystien seemed particularly concerned about him.
 "He somehow knew the ambassador.  She suggested him as an addition to boost our numbers after the losses."
 He asked a number of questions about Ulanion.  What we knew of him, and his behavior.  I ran him through the whole incident with the umbral wolves, something that made him furrow his brow.  We didn't have any information on those particular beasts and he took notes on their abilities and behavior.  The elf had done a really good job all things told, and I told Mystien that I'd personally asked him to join us, and he'd agreed of his own volition.
 "I can't make a determination on it myself, but if he really does want to join with us I don't think that'll be a problem.  What about that mage?  I assume you know more about him than you're letting on."
 "He's powerful, more than we want to deal with.  That said, I don't think he's likely a problem.  As for facts on him, I could make some guesses, but anything he said could be a lie.  What I can tell you is that he's significantly more pure-blooded than any elf I've ever seen, if I'm reading the signs right, so who knows the truth on his past."  I did know things, but I wouldn't be sharing at this time, or ever.
 "So what?  We just drop it?"
 "Yes Mystien.  We now have access to the actual gate technology, which was our goal.  We take what we got and stop trying to poke around with elves.  From what I've seen if they decide to go to war with us right now, we probably lose.  They'd lose a lot too, but no matter how much our ambassador would like to brag their use of magic is far beyond us."
 "You're a real headache sometimes girl.  We'll have to come up with a whole new protocol around the gates, particularly if there are foreign agents who might know about it.  Which we now have to assume at least the elves do."  Mystien rubbed his temples as he pondered it all.
 "Enough about me.  What's been going on back home while I've been out on the high seas and in distant lands?" I asked.
 "Hmm?  Oh... I suppose you'd want to know huh.  Well, your family is doing well.  We've had some issues with the remnants of the royals, mostly that they're holed up somewhere and hiding well.  Oh, the emperor is expecting his first child."  It was clear that he wasn't really keeping up too much with people's personal business, I'd have to ask mother when I got to see her.
 "When we're done here I'd like a few weeks to catch up with my family, before we get back to work on those gates."
 "Going to be at least a week before you lot go anywhere.  Now, let's go over some of the technical information on those new rune sequences.  We'll need Selene to get to work on making more, but I understand you made some inroads on the basics..."
 
It was going to be a long, long week.  At least they didn't know that I could make gates yet.

            

    
        Chapter 186 The Worst Timing

    
    
    
    
                The full debriefing, and all of the paperwork associated with it, took nearly a week.  During that time I was given access to the stone Selene had, so that I could begin the update process on my own core.  The powers that be didn't know that I'd already been through that process, so I just spent the time going through the guide updates again and making sure I had down what I needed to. 
I knew that they wanted more of those gates and that I'd be on the shortlist for those making them, but the speed was a surprise.  It mostly came down to the fact that I'd already demonstrated my understanding and was already experienced with getting a previously down gate up and running.  The fact that there were few that could question my loyalty because of the positions of my father and mentor and I was prime to work on them. 
During this time I didn't see much of the rest of our group, though I did inquire.  Glen was waiting to be cleared, then would be getting a hefty promotion.  He'd managed to keep most of us alive in a bad situation that he was in no way properly prepped for, and that made a really good impression on his superiors.  The twins had reams to do, we'd encountered enough new fauna for Leah to bury herself for weeks or months on descriptions and guides, and the fauna, while I'd payed less attention, was also a huge bonus in information. 
Dras, Selene, and I would be taking up the charge of getting a more through gate network going, along with a few of the other researchers from Mystien's lab.  For now we needed to get the runes down and as well understood as possible, and then begin the process of teaching others.  Dras was busy reading a couple of our new team members in.  Selene was working on her first pair of connected gates, following the designs we had.  While they worked out those I was supposed to be doing core work, along with writing down my observations up to this point. 
Four days after we returned a knock sounded on the door to my temporary quarters. 
"Come in," I said from my desk, there'd been several people coming by periodically, so a visitor wasn't a surprise. 
The door opened to reveal my brother, a crooked smile on his face.  "Hey there, how's it going?" 
"Good grief, took you long enough.  I was betting dad would be here the moment he heard I was back."  I rose to hug John, it really was weird to have family again. 
"Dad's been sent up north for a bit to handle some issues, not sure when he'll be back.  Otherwise he would have."  John came in and found a seat, looking about the small room for a moment. 
"And mom?  I know she's not read in on everything, but she knows about the emperor's fortress, certainly she could come and say hi." 
He shook his head.  "Mom's not read in on a lot of the state secrets Alana, which whatever your working on decidedly is.  Crap, I don't even know the details, and I am in the loop for lots of that stuff.  I think Mystien's trying to find some way to tell people you got back, but being that you somehow traveled across the ocean without a boat and without anyone knowing you did so we'll need to arrange some cover, just in case anyone starts looking." 
I didn't talk about my work with family.  That was something Mystien had been pretty clear wasn't allowed.  Sure, my dad could know if he needed to, but portals weren't really his wheelhouse.  They knew I was working on magical research under Mystien, and that I hadn't been fond of my previous boss, but little else. 
"I think you'll be let in soon, dad too probably, but I suppose that makes sense."  I tried to find a comfy spot to lean back, the wooden chair I used for work being poorly suited to lounging.  As an afterthought I hummed a small illusion over my desk. 
"Not giving me anything more than that?" he teased, halfheartedly. 
"Can't.  Enough about me though, what's been going on with you?"  I'd been away for a fair chunk of the year at this point.  It would have been more, but we cut the journey home down a good bit. 
"Not much I guess.  My unit was doing some work out in the east for awhile there, but we're off for a few weeks.  I got a few commendations from some skirmishes out there... started officially courting miss Etia." 
"Sorry what!?"  Etia was one of my former teachers, and an elf, who I had a... complicated view of. 
"You know I knew you'd react like this," he observed. 
"Like you've started hooking up with my completely baby crazy teacher?  Yes, that should be expected.  You know she's mostly just looking at you for breeding purposes right?"  There were a few times they could have met, but I'd seen no hints of this from either of them.
 "I noticed, but I'm not particularly bothered by that part..." he hesitated, seeming to notice me looking for something to throw at him.
 "She's mental John, completely mental, brilliant perhaps, but weird.  She's also way older than you."  This was exhausting.
 "I'm aware that she's an elf Alana, though to be honest she looks about the same age as you do nowadays."
 I briefly considered hitting him with a number of different offensive spells.  He'd survive, maybe have some hearing damage, but that would be fine.  I settled for smacking him with a pillow from my bed though.  Punching him would be cathartic, but with his level of physical magic I might as well be slamming my fist into a steel cast of his face.
 "One, screw you, two, does mom know about this?"  After several halfhearted strikes he put a hand up, catching the offending cushion and ending my assault.
  "I was hoping you'd help me tell her," he said.
 "So you have gone insane?"  There was no way I'd even be in the same building when my mother found out.  If she knew Professor Etia she'd lose her mind.  If she didn't she'd soon find out just how off that woman was."
 "Alana, seriously."  He made a face at me like he was genuinely pleading.
 "Do you actually pan to marry her or anything, or is this just a fling?"  I couldn't judge my brother too harshly, Etia was good looking, and she did have some merits.
 "I really do like her, if I can get mom and dad to not freak out I think something might come of it."  He seemed serious.
 "Dad will want to know if she's a liability, being that she's not one of our citizens.  Unless she plans to stay?"  I looked at him questioningly.
 "She's said she'll join the Empire permanently if we end up marrying..."
 He had to realize that he was not only a person looking for love, but also the child of a major political figure.  There were so, so many things wrong with all of this.  I slumped as I thought about it, trying to come up with what all would need to happen, but just kept drawing blanks.
 As I pondered how best to tackle my idiot brother's mix of relationship and romantic issue a knock came at the door.  "Come in," I sighed.
 The door opened to reveal Ulanion, and another person whom I didn't recognize, clearly a guard escorting him.  That didn't seem too odd, being that he was new, and this was a pretty secure place.
 "Oh, hello Alana, hope I'm not disturbing anything."  He looked a bit nervous as his eyes passed over both my brother and myself.
 "Sort of, but it's fine, something you need?"  I hadn't seen him since our return, and had been meaning to speak with him, but knew that he was being much, much more thoroughly interviewed than I had been.
 "Ah, yes, they just finished with me, and I don't really know many of the other people here.  I was hoping that..."  He paused as my brother was looking between the two of us.
 "You have got to be kidding me," John said accusingly.
 "What?"  Ulanion was clearly confused.
 My brother turned to me, brows furrowed.  "You're seriously giving me that much of a hard time?  All while pulling this garbage?"
 "This is not what you think," I interjected.
 "I think it's exactly what I think little sister, and let me just say, you really are the pot calling the kettle black."  I thought it was weird that of all the sayings that could cross over between our worlds that one had made it, but it had.  I suppose some other person reincarnating here had brought it along at some point.
 "It is not like that!" I yelled, frustrated with the whole situation.
 John snorted, rising and going to the door.  Once there he gave Ulanion a good hard look before nodding.  "Alright, you two get on with it.  I'll talk to you later Alana, have fun.  Don't forget to think about how to explain things to mom though."
 After he left a very, very confused Ulanion looked in at me.  "Um... sorry, I'm... what was that all about?"
 I sighed, trying to dispel a headache that I'd certainly soon have.  "You have just the worst timing."
 He cringed.  "Sorry, want me to come back later?"
 
"Won't really help at this point," I imagined him doing so, only to have my brother find us together again later.  If that happened I might never live it down.  "Crap," I sighed, "just kill me now."

            

    
        Chapter 187 Garden Talk

    
    
    
    
                I made my way outside with Ulanion and his guard. I wanted a moment out of my room, and there was no point in sending him away at this point; the damage was already done. My brother had run off to who knows where, undoubtedly plotting my immanent demise by mother.
"So... mind telling me what that was all about?" he asked as we headed out into the large inner courtyard. Much of it had been changed since I was last here, now hosting a number of lovely gardens.
"My brother, idiot that he is, wanted my help explaining his choice of girlfriend to our mom."
"You seem flustered though? Isn't that something to be happy about? Not only has he found someone, but he wants your aid, unless something's wrong with her?" He was still a bit confused.
"His choice is my one of my former teachers. She's both a bit odd, and an elf, which may be an issue. I don't think mom will care, but if the woman weren't seriously weird it would help." I rubbed my temples, trying to ward off what must be an oncoming headache.
"Ah, what's the term? Baby-crazy?" Ulanion chuckled a bit.
"Right on target with that one," I confirmed. "How'd you guess?"
"Oh.. yes," he said, leaning in a bit conspiratorially. "You see Alana, I've met one or two elven women in my years. I've personal experience with the most common of their eccentricities, at least by human standards. With our fertility rates there's a heavy push for girls to make heirs."
I punched him lightly on the arm. Of course he knew what I'd probably see as the weirdest thing for Etia. Pointing out that he'd seen, and was probably related to, similar girls was just a bit crass.
"You don't seem to have those problems," I pointed out.
He pointed to the side of his head. There were grey hairs there, a light sprinkling not unlike what my father now sported. "Experience."
I snorted. "So what, back in the day you made lots of little Ulanions to go and 'do your part' or whatever?"
"No comment," he replied with equal amusement.
"Seriously?" I was a bit shocked by that.
"Alana, people with full-blown magic are far more common among elves, but we're still a rarity. Many people also want us in their family trees. I've had plenty of chances to pick up women in all my many years, most with no other real expectations of me. That is... hollow though, the fun is fun, but it's not really meaningful, if you follow." He shrugged at the end, clearly I, even with two lives, still had much to experience.
I'd had a few flings. Nothing major, but Pinea had run a party circuit until the torch had been taken up by others, and with my tattoo and ability to heal anything I might have possibly picked up there was no danger. It was weird how different some of the upper levels of society were when it came to that because of magic. There wasn't anything like the sixties, but it was more relaxed than non-mages tended to be.
"Anyway... John wants me to help him with mom, and also now thinks we're together. If I say no he might well tell her we're together and have been doing heavens knows what back in the elven lands. She's fairly uptight about that kind of thing and will likely have a complete fit."
"I mean... I have seen you sans clothing," he teased. It might have been funny if the guard following hadn't made a slight choking noise.
"By accident! Where nothing happened!" He must have seen my eye twitch. Really the last thing that I needed was some random guard with a loose tongue letting that get back to my brother, or for an even bigger mess, my freaking father, who'd lose his mind.
"Yes, yes, stumbling on you two in the bath wasn't my intent." He put his hands up, warding off any anger. As if that statement wasn't worse.
The guard looked at us with slowly widening eyes.
"Er, nothing by it of course, both girls..." That wouldn't help, my family knew that I'd dated a girl before and would probably only confirm their thoughts. It also didn't stop the widening eyes on the poor observer.
"S T O P T A L K I N G!!!" I hissed, driving every moment of the word hard like a nail.
"Sorry," he quietly replied.
I glared at his guard intensely. I considered making some threat or other, but ended up just letting my eyes speak the horrors I would unleash upon him should his lips let this slip.
"Anyway, the issue of my brother thinking we're together is a problem. He'll probably say something, and I'll have to explain to my parents, or whatever, and they won't believe me in all likelihood, and all that mess. Mom will almost assuredly insist on meeting my new admirer and ask lots and lots of questions." I closed my eyes, now fully rubbing them.
"Good grief, I do hope that being associated with me isn't that unpleasant to you." Ulanion shook his head a bit as he spoke. I looked up to see him there.
"I don't have any particular objections to you, just that it's not the case," I answered.
"Good to know. Let's talk again another time." With that he quickly turned and left, leaving me a bit flustered. His guard, who was both vastly unprofessional and still a bit shocked took several moments to follow. The elf could have lost him if he really tried, but he didn't.

"Wait what!?" I stood there just as thrown off as the soldier, if not more. Did he seriously like me like that? Was he going to make some kind of move? Was he seriously going to leave me here on that note?

I spent the next couple of days fuming as I worked. Ulanion didn't come and see me again in that time, and I considered going to resolve that particular issue myself. I was stubborn though and if that stupid pointy eared jerk wanted to flirt before leaving I certainly wasn't going to go and seek him out. Who knew what kind of weird ideas he might get if I did.
So instead I busied myself trying to get things done, eventually turning the stone back over with a letter to Mystien that I'd finished with it. That was true, and I had things to get to now. Soon as that word got send out and replied to I had to go to helping Selene with gate building.
She'd been doing a rough job of it. Sure the teleportation sequences and everything were right, she'd just copied them over, but I really hated her design of the surrounding functions. I was a bit traditional in how I liked my setup, unlike Ristolian, who'd redone the on/off and mana distribution methods himself, which she was copying. There wasn't any particular reason that his way wouldn't work, I just didn't like the way it looked.
We argued back and forth on those points for awhile. Her thoughts were that if it worked there was no need to mess with it, whereas I liked the idea of cleaning up Ristolian's messy implementation. In the end we went with her way for this run, since it was a test, but I was determined that when we went into full production changes would be made. That was assuming I was still on this project when that happened.
I wondered how far the update to the core would be spread. It wouldn't be everywhere of course, and if I had to put forth a theory it would probably be shared among our team and a few extras before being locked tight in a vault somewhere. It was dangerous tech, and if one of us were to betray the empire it could spell disaster. I didn't have to theorize either, I'd seen what a small dedicated group could do with a limited version.
As we were putting our first pair of gates together and getting the last of it all writ down there was a bit of a stir outside. We'd been given a small room to use as a workshop and Selene and I had taken to our task with gusto. I didn't notice at first that the outside had gone totally silent, but when I did I turned towards the door. Our lab was warded such that while sound couldn't escape, it could enter, to allow us time should some alarm go off.
The silence followed by the sound of a number of very excited people approaching was the only short warning we got before the door opened. The leader of the entering party stood there looking at us with a bright smile and look of almost fatherly pride.

"Good afternoon ladies, I do hope I'm not interrupting anything too important?" Emperor Durin said, his black cloak swaying slightly as he looked in at us.

            

    
        Chapter 188 Emperor's Interrogation

    
    
    
    
                Selene was stunned, as was I. Sure, this was technically the emperor's home, but that didn't mean he was here all that much. There was a palace in the old imperial capital, as well as back in Lithere, where my family lived. We also completely didn't expect the ruler of the country to come to us himself. 
"Not at all your Majesty," I managed to squeak out after a moment. 
"Good, good, I'm quite keen to see what your team has been working on. I got a few reports, but I believe seeing something like this in person is better no?" He moved around our lab, clearly looking at the gate intently. A few guards moved after him closely, not that either of us would try to get too close without permission. 
"Well, these are our prototypes," I said as I moved to join him near the pair of gates we were putting together. "We're working off the existing designs, but this is new, so we're not sure if there will be any quirks we need to work out." 
"That's to be expected with anything new." He gave a kind smile to me. "When should they be ready for their first tests?" 
I looked to Selene. I had a good idea, but if she wanted to add a bit to the timetable I wouldn't object. It was always better to overestimate than under. 
"I think we'll be ready to begin within a week. That is assuming we don't run into any issues while putting them together your Majesty," Selene hedged, a couple of days more days than we strictly needed. 
"Excellent. I'll provide personnel for the first test. You two are to stay well off in case something goes wrong." The last part was said with an air of command. He didn't want his new golden geese risked apparently. 
"As you command. Testing will take awhile to make sure everything is safe. If that goes well we can go into full production, if not... well we'll just have to keep trying." I was as sure as I could be that everything would work perfectly, but nobody had made one of these in hundreds of years. 
"I have faith that you'll put your all into it. Is there any risk of them being compromised? It's a question my advisors and I have been bouncing back and forth for a long time." 
Selene took this one up for me. "We don't believe so. It looks like a pair has to be made as a set. It might be possible to break that and redo it, but if so, it's beyond our abilities by a large margin." 
He had a few more general questions before one of his assistants stepped forward and began much more detailed inquiries. These were his personal tech guys if I were any judge, and while I got the feeling the details were a bit beyond their exact understanding they could follow the general idea of what was going on. 
After that, and some general pudding around our workshop the emperor seemed satisfied. He nodded along as his tech people gave him their assurances. When they'd finished he turned back to his people. 
"All seems to be in order, and just in time for lunch. I'd like for you to join me miss Alana, your father is one of my most trusted generals, but I hate to say that we've barely spoken." The other shoe dropped. He wasn't just here to check on our progress, but for me as well. 
"Certainly it would be an honor." There was no denying him this. It would be rude beyond belief and best case scenario I'd be thrown in a dungeon somewhere until I learned to keep my mouth shut. 
I alone joined his little party and marched through the halls. We headed up into the areas mostly used for his personal quarters. I knew the area it was in, but had never been here myself. We passed a few doors here and there, but it struck me how much smaller this was than I would have expected. I couldn't help but be a bit nervous, as the guards all looked at me as if I were a threat. 
Soon enough we made it to a small dining room. The food was excellent, as one might expect, an almost sweet fish with a number of different roasted tubers and herbs. It wasn't extravagant, full of delicacies, but rather just good, simple ingredients prepared expertly. 
As we finished up and the dishes were taken away Emperor Durin nodded to his people and all but two filed out. The remaining pair of guards, a mage and a knight acted silently and with practice. The mage put up a barrier, giving us privacy, while the knight moved close to his master's shoulder. A shudder ran down my spine, something was up here. 
"Is something wrong your Majesty?" I asked, sitting up straighter. 
"Does it need to be?" He responded. 
"No... I just wasn't expecting you to need something private." 
"I was hoping I wouldn't, but I have some questions, and I feel I should have them answered personally. I could have one of my people talk to you, but this way looks better if others hear about it. Right now I'm just having a conversation with a friend's child, not having her interrogated." That was bad, very bad. 
"I see." 
"Now, first and foremost. I read the reports that you and your team filed and there are some odd points. The fact that the gate room was so ignored, and with such an important artifact in it." He quirked his brow up, clearly having a hard time believing it. 
"I was not with the team when they found it. We were separated and only rejoined later." That was quite true, at the very least. 
"Ah yes, that does match up doesn't it. You were with the elf you recruited, this Ulanion fellow. What do you know about him?" Had he been testing how I would answer? Was this what he really wanted? I was unsure.
 "Little if I'm honest, but for the limited time I've known him he's seemed a decent sort. He's fulfilled his job without issue, and even decided to join us."
 He nodded. "He has expressed interest in joining our cause. Do you think him loyal?"
 "I think he won't betray you," I said, taking a second to process my explanation. "He has had multiple chances to either betray us, or to simply leave, but has shown no indication either. As for his loyalty to you... He expressed the idea that if he was displeased he wouldn't be bothered the the few decades that would constitute any service rendered."
 That got a snort of laughter. "Elves, if they don't like you, they don't mind. They just plan to outlive you." After shaking his head for a bit longer he looked at me with hard eyes. "I need to know now, and I do hate to ask. Have you had any compromising relations with him? The report from one of his guards indicated... Regardless, if something has happened tell me now and I'll not hold it against you.  It isn't unknown for people to use such tactics to blackmail otherwise loyal servants."
 "Nothing..."  I took a moment to moderate my tone as I felt my face heat up.  If I ever found that guard I might well castrate him.  "Leah and I, after days on the road decided to bathe in a rather secluded part of the river and get clean.  He stumbled onto us without knowing, nothing else.  Also, please don't bring that up with my father, John already has ideas."
 I knew I was beet red.  I could not seriously believe that that particular report had made it all the way to him.  How many people had it gone through?  How many would now be spreading who even knew what rumors.  This was going to kill me from shame.
 "And the extended period you two spent along together?"
 "We were a bit busy worrying about the murderous semi-corporeal beasts and the massive heavily enchanted complex.  Nothing happened."
 "I actually believe you on that.  If for no other reason than your crimson color."  He sighed happily.  "There is one other thing on the subject of those though.  The mage who your reports indicated ended one of the beasts, and who seems to have disabled a viable path we could have had to another continent, with your knowledge."  I winced internally.  "He wasn't just passing, or called was he?"
 I could lie, it would probably be the best policy here.  If I was found out though, I'd be screwed.  He also had access to Ulanion, who might well have spilled the beans, or could under whatever interrogation he would be subjected to.  I might be protected from some things by my father's status and service, but an unknown elf certainly wouldn't be.
 "... Might I ask you to keep what I say here?"  I asked, hoping to mitigate this before someone I rather liked having around was tortured.
 "It will depend on the truth, but that is a truth I want Alana."
 "That elf is ancient, and powerful, and that facility is under his domain.  I let him close the gate without objection because I fear if we were to disturb him, he might respond, and from what I saw... Let us simply say that I think if we were to come to blows against him we could suffer large losses,"  That was the truth too.  I may not know Justin's exact capabilities, but he could at the least match me for stealth, and teleportation, and he could create extremely dangerous golems.  If it came to it he could also reveal his presence to the elves at large, and then we'd be in an inter-species war.
 "Under his domain?"  He repeated my quote back to me.
 "I left it out of the report because I feared that if I put it in word might make it back to someone foolish enough to bother him, but Ulanion and I found him living there, in a lower floor that the monsters hadn't accessed.  He was so busy with his own work that he hadn't noticed them."
 "I see, and then he would have known about the gate before we got there anyway."  That put him to thinking.
 "Yes, I do not think we discovered anything he didn't know about."
 "Do you think he knew about that stone then?  The one with the advancements in it?"  Durin tapped his fingers as he thought.
 "Almost without a doubt.  He likely knew about it and let us find it, or planted it to get us to go away."  I wouldn't be totally revealing myself on that, but that was a small thing.
 "I see."  He turned to his mage.  "Have the stone locked in one of the secure vaults until further notice."  Then back to me.  "I'm at least satisfied that you remain loyal to our empire.  However that stone worries me.  You, your partner Selene, and any other who has worked on adding it's advances to their core will be restricted here, and to certain areas until the testing is done, and until we can be assured that it isn't malicious."  He rose and moved to the door, before turning back one last time.  "Oh, and Alana my dear."  As his eyes fell on me I felt ice creeping into me, there was at least some amount of anger there.  "If you should find something that alarms you so that you do not wish to put it into an official report, give it to either your father or have it sent directly to me.  Do not omit anything again.  Am I understood?"  His aura flared, radiating cold anger.
 "Yes, your Majesty," I answered.
 
I was escorted back to my room, where I nearly collapsed from stress.

            

    
        Chapter 189 Imperial Couple

    
    
    
    
                Nearly a dozen feet clacked down the hall, the rustling of robes and slight clank of well-oiled armor flowing behind. Try as I might I couldn't help but be bothered as I returned to my current residence. Other than my personal guards and a number of very trusted servants few were allowed in this most protected of spaces.
The followers didn't speak as word a we moved, sensing my mood. Instead they fell into step, watching as I moved through halls and corridors, heading to my personal rooms, those that I shared with the only one I could truly trust.
Why could I trust her? Because I understood her, at least to an extent. My wonderful wife had been trapped, a caged bird, unable to choose her own fate. I too had been trapped, not so restricted as her perhaps, nor was my cage as gilded, but my fate had been declared to me from a young age. Had either of us accepted it? No, of course not, we'd turned on our captors and broken the cages, cutting away all the chains that had tried to bind us to forge a new future together.
I mused on my childhood briefly. My older brothers had stood between me and ever inheriting my father's position. From nearly the moment of my birth therefore, it had been declared that I would be a servant, either in the army, the orders, or at someone's table side, depending on my temperament. They'd thought that I would live and die, nothing but another lesser to order around.
It had certainly come as a surprise when I'd taken my first unit in the now fallen kingdom's army. That first gathering of men, all discarded as I had been may not have been anything special, but I had formed them into a blade nonetheless. A few still served me, though with their advanced age they were now in cushy positions I'd arranged for their retirement.
From that place I began my recruitment, gathering up my real team. Foolish ideas of nobility and privilege had blinded so many to the gems buried in the mud around them. No, I'd scoured every village, every town, every unit I came across, looking for the truly skilled, the steel blades that needed only a good sharpening to cut deeply into my enemies.
Wizards, warriors, bards, it mattered not. I never managed to secure the loyalty of any priests, but with their necessary loyalty to their orders that was no issue to me. My chosen men had joined, one after another as my former team retired or found places off the front line. I'd formed them into heroes and great men. Oh how proud they'd all made me.
As I reached my rooms I turned to my followers. "That is all for today. We've much to do on the morrow so rest well my friends."
I entered, knowing that a few guards would stand by while the others rested. Here I could finally strip off some of the heavy gear that I wore daily, leaving on only a few trinkets that I had in case of emergencies. I looked at one of the little pendants and frowned, a slight headache forming.
Before long I was joined. Someone might have informed her, or she might have simply come of her own accord, either way my very pregnant wife soon made her way into our suite. She had a bit of the glow so many talked of, but mostly looked pleased beyond belief. Upon seeing me thinking in one of my favorite chairs she came to join.
"You look troubled husband. Care to share your issues with me?" She moved behind me and hummed as she rubbed along my shoulders. A light wave of healing magic flowed out from her hands, relaxing and reinforcing my tired muscles.
"A troubling problem," I answered. She was patient though and after making sure I was fully relaxed found her own seat and waited. "One of my more useful servants is a headache," I finally said.
"How so?" Sophia inquired.
"She is... hiding things,"
"That is troubling. You suspect betrayal? My brother is still out there, and there are other powers who we know oppose our current expansion." Her concerns were valid, but I could only frown.
"I do not believe so. All the things she's tried to keep quiet seem to have been for safety, hers or ours. As well, if someone had wanted to harm us they could have simply taken her. The frustrating problem is how to deal with it without causing more issues," I explained.
"There are a number of things you could do, depending on severity. What issues could she cause?" My wife may be one of the few I trusted, but her contemplative look told me she was thinking of rather unkind ways to correct behavior.
"It's Verren's daughter." Her grimace told me my concerns on how to punish there were valid.
"Troublesome indeed. She's the one who provided the material for your crown no?" The instrument in question was sitting nearby, the sky-metal shining brightly.
"The material, no small number of the rune sequences. She's also the one who helped Mystien advance his water magic, and looks to be coming out as one key members of the team trying to make new gates." The pressure in my temples began to build again as I listed out some of her achievements. "Oh, and not let us forget that she did the sequences on these, or at least provided them." I held up the pendant I'd looked at earlier, one that matched a piece of her own protections.
That had been a useful little trick she'd pulled. They were simple enough to make, but protected well against kinetic attacks and falls. I'd seen similar, and superior versions, but they were often full of complications that made them difficult to use. In one, the wrong casual touch from someone could set off a series of expensive and dangerous barriers, and many had such problems.
"Troublesome indeed. You're right though, if she'd betrayed us keeping a few secrets would be the least of our problems. Similarly, if you try to keep her locked up her father will be a real thorn. How severe are her transgressions?" I could see the wheels turning in her mind. There were few who I could share my thoughts with fully, who had all of my access to state secrets. Another to help was something I'd needed for so long even without knowing.
"Her brother too, as he's gaining power much like his sire. As for the daughter, I'm worried that the elves might have gotten to her. Though why they would care I don't know, they don't seem to care about what we do, so long as we don't try to attack them."
"Are you planning to attack one of the elven nations?" The largest was Atal, but there were a few others that had broken from it over the years.
"No, decidedly not. While they don't have the numbers to take us, we don't have the mages to fight them, not without crippling losses. They know this as well as we do."
"So what do you plan to do?" My wife looked concerned at what option I would take.
"For now I've restricted her movement under the guise of security. There's another, a potential agent of the Atali, until I'm done with wringing him for the truth I'll need to keep her under a tight leash." That was another interrogation I was having commenced with care. An elven agent was something I seldom got the chance to gain, and a loyal one would be a boon.
"Care husband, caging someone can often backfire," she cautioned.
"I think she understood that it was both for security and a punishment. Regardless it shall be temporary, either she'll prove loyal and be released when her discipline is complete or... It will have to appear an accident, so I might keep her kin. Though I'll hate the loss." My wife nodded to me in understanding. Sometimes one had to dispose of people quietly like that, there'd been a few since I'd taken over who'd gone such. No need to cause the enmity from their loved ones, or the public concern over executions.
"You seem to have it well in hand then."
"Enough about such things though. How went your appointment with the Lovers?" My Sophia had been going for that only this very morning, and I was eager to hear the results.
"All is well," she said, holding her belly. "The priestess said everything was in the proper position and looking just as it should. It should be only another month before our child comes though."
Sophia could, in theory, do the magic needed to check on the health or our child. She was not practiced in it though, and such a situation was not the time to learn, so we'd been of one mind that she should consult with the best experts we could find.
The reports had all shown well. She'd not told me if I would be father to a son or daughter yet though, perhaps she thought I'd ask at some point. There was no point to that though, let her have her secret. A son would be needed to continue my nation, but either would be the best gift I'd ever received.
For an hour or two more she told me of her day. She was constantly looking into the work of the many officials who reported to her. There were so many, as she had taken charge of several districts in our shared homeland. I checked in every now and then, providing help if asked for, but she kept them well in hand and the direct subordinates she'd chosen to aid her were quite skilled. Some even poached from my own administrative teams.
That had been some day. I'd laughed for nearly half of it as I learned that my own wife had sniped out several of my most promising lower level scribes and accountants to fill her own ranks. Their superiors had been less than pleased as one after the other they reported the 'theft' of their aides to me. Finding good replacements had been time consuming, but worth it to know that my queen had the best help she could in her work.

When she finally finished we made our way to bed, curling up beside one another as we drifted off to sleep.
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                I was... really quite stressed. While he hadn't said it, it was clear that Emperor Durin was pissed. If he knew half of the secrets I was still keeping... that would be bad. For now I needed to keep my nose clean. Moreover I needed to show results, and quickly. 
The next day was when things changed. When I woke up I was greeted by a guard at my door who handed me a list. There were several new rules, particularly about where I was allowed to go. The guard would be nearby at all times until the new portal tech was deemed safe. I still had privacy in my room and bathrooms and such, but I was expected not to try and slip away, that much was clear. Other than that I was to be contained to my personal quarters, the workshop where we were building the portal, and a few common areas. 
I wanted to know how my elven friend was, but this seemed as not the time as possible to try and go and see him or even to inquire about how he was. There were already suspicions and now was most certainly not the time to be making any more. I'd have to apologize later, but he was sure to understand, right? 
My breakfast that morning was brought to my quarters. That along with the guard screamed that I was less 'being contained temporarily to keep everyone safe' and more 'prisoner', at least the food was still good. I asked the guard if that would be the normal, since I'd rather liked going to the small dining hall here, and he nodded quietly. 
After getting ready and making my way to the workshop I was met with both Dras and Selene there, neither looked particularly pleased. 
"Okay, why exactly are we now under constant guard and not able to go like... anywhere?" Dras began as soon as I entered the room. 
Both looked at me. It was clear that they'd talked and come to the proper conclusion that I was at least in part responsible for the current state of things. I was, but I still didn't really appreciate being blamed without any evidence. 
I sighed, "Well, the emperor has come to the conclusion that the stone allowing us to make new gates might be a trap or something. My guess is that this is part of him trying to keep anything bad from happening, at least until we try out one of our gates." 
"Yeah, yesterday afternoon several armed guards showed up and took the thing, telling me it was on his orders. Any clue as to why he thinks that?" Dras asked. 
"I've got some ideas. That's beside the point though, until at least we show a successful trial of our gate then it has been impounded, as are we." 
"I blame you for this Alana. I don't know why, but I just feel that you going to talk with him unsupervised was the cause of all this crap. I was really rather enjoying my evenings you know? There are some excellent baths here, and the library, which I can no longer access, might just be the best on the continent. So let's get to work shall we, so we can finish this shit and I can get back to not being locked up again." Selene looked sincerely irritated, for her that was odd, but she wasn't wrong. 
"And what exactly am I supposed to be doing here? I never finished with the upgrade, so I can't exactly help with the building process now can I? And with my trainees now being kept away for 'safety' I'm losing time on my own work." Dras wasn't quite as mad, because he knew me better, but still frustrated by the current situation. 
"Well, we've got most of the setup done at this point, but we've never actually done this before, so think of it as a test run maybe?" I tried, my voice raising up a little on the last bit since I was sorry. 
"Fine, fine, let's just get to it."  It all settled we got back to work on the gate pair we were making.  The sooner it was done, the sooner we might be back to normal. 
The days passed on.  Even if we had all the materials which we could hope for and all the knowledge of what we were doing we still had to make the thing.  Layered enchantments went on, and once those were done we began laying out the best possible arrangement for shielding items to put around the gates, some standard issue, some which we'd want to make ourselves.  Magic, particularly the tools used for forming items seriously helped on the gate proper, but time would only tell if we succeeded in full.
 Two days before our projected readiness for the first test we sent out letters to Mystien and Emperor Durin's assistants requesting an area for setup somewhere nearby.  We all already knew that we wouldn't be allowed near on the first activation, but we'd still need to do setup and final checks the day of.
 

 Far, far to the north, in a city nobody cared about, in a castle overlooking the frigid sea men sat around a table.
 "My prince," one of them said, his appearance like that of a serpent.  "We know that he is moving, but this, this is odd."
 "I agree," one of the robed figures added.  "This isn't Durin's normal behavior.  He's trying to acquire lands for an embassy, and... permission for some major project."
 "Do we have words on what that is?  Or why in Linden?  What is he doing in the City of Orders that he feels should warrant this?  Why..."  The young man who'd grown so much leaned over the reports, eyes flicking left and right as he considered.
 "We know he plans to expand, or at least we assume it.  The odd thing though is that it would be out of character to attack there.  He's let the orders do much as they please; even caving to most of their demands as far as we've seen.  I believe he wishes to establish contact, and perhaps something more, but I don't know what."  The spymaster was very rarely so confused at such things.
 The years had not been kind to Emil.  His eyes had grown weary as his age finally began to catch up with him, aided by the poor weather this far north.  He still looked like a snake, but rather one that needed to shed quite badly.  All that aside he was still a master of his craft, even getting this much from his network had been no small thing.
 The men poured over the maps and reports.  Going over all of them with a critical eye.  Long had the discussion of how Durin's special forces seemed to be able to be anywhere they wanted been abandoned.  They knew that they could, that the most skilled of his operatives seemed  to be in one city one day and halfway across his territory the next was a pressing issue though.  That mobility had lost them the last war, and if they couldn't fix it, there was little hope for winning their next one.
 "Track it, and find out whatever you can.  If there's some advantage we might get from this, we're likely to only have once chance at it.  We need to be ready."
 

 Beyond the eastern border of The Empire of Shadows, and far to the south, nestled between a number of constantly warring city-states sat Linden, which was often named as 'The City of Orders'.  Among the many lands of the human continent, it sat almost centrally, though few knew the furthest reaches of the human lands beyond a few that dwelled in this place.
 This city was ruled by the various Orders of priests, and served as one of their central hubs for organization.  Training happened many places, and temples were in every city of note, but this place was where major business was decided.  The government offices were in the temples, each austere as befitted those who served the people.
 One thing was odd though.  Within the city there was one temple that bore no affiliation.  All priests of the orders worked here, all of them equal.  Deep within was a small, simple office.  A woman entered in the standard robes of those who worked under the orders, not a priest herself, but one of the many who aided in their tasks.  She placed a sealed envelope on the desk before turning to leave.
 The Elder was a busy man, and had been for as long as he could really remember.  Times came and went where there was more or less activity, but there was always something.  He reached up and unsealed the envelope as he got to it, carefully reading.  Word by word his brow furrowed, the anger leaking out.
 
"This reeks of that bastard," was all he said as he put it down, considering his next move.

            

    
        Chapter 191 Ice Field

    
    
    
    
                Snow blew across the frozen plain, screaming, howling, leaving nothing but hard tundra for dozens of miles. The icy wind raged and raged against the world, trying to strip leaves, to freeze the flesh of any weak creature that might intrude upon the cold waste. For intruders did indeed mark this place, bustling about like ants. 
Even with my shields up and spells going the chill wind still brushed me now and then. I could walk through a snow bank back home but here, here was another level of cold. Water would flash-freeze and we had to be dozens of degrees below zero. Still this was the best place for what we had to do, nobody would have a chance of stumbling upon us by accident. 
I was overseeing the erection of one of the gates. It had been pre-made, but setting the thing up, then adding the safeties around it was considered a job only a few people were qualified to do, and sadly I was one of those. Selene was with the other, in a significantly more sheltered valley about a hundred miles to the south. 
Once we'd reported our success orders had come down from on high, dictating the placement and teams to put the things up. Either the emperor was still cross with me, or I'd simply drawn the short straw in whatever method had been chosen to place us, because this location sucked. The valley were the other team had been sent was so much nicer, and ever so slightly volcanic. That meant that a lovely little vent to one side constantly spewed boiling water, which, when it rolled downhill a bit formed the most beautiful little pool, basically a warm bath for anyone to fight the chill in. 
Instead I was on a blasted plain, cold, miserable, and wanting this trip to be over. We were two weeks north of Durin's fortress, having traveled primarily by sled. The beasts of burden more acclimated to the cold were even having trouble with the weather. That was saying something, as each looked like an auroch, with thick layers of hair covering almost every inch of skin. 
Every member of my team, including the pack animals, had been given a special kit. The first item, and one our mages had to constantly fuss with, was an armband designed to repel the cold. It was pretty good, the enchantments had held well back at the fortress. Here though it just wasn't sufficient, and the mana use on these things was through the roof, terribly inefficient for long hauls like this. 
Even with the armbands, and heavy winter clothing I'd still needed to help patch up almost a dozen cases of minor frostbite. Nothing too serious had happened, but it was still a reminder of the harsh weather here in the winter. 
One by one I got the wards snapped into place and set up. It was a happy accident that our shielding protocols helped to push back the wind and cold. I checked and rechecked, nodding on my third pass as everything looked right as rain to my eyes. At my signal our team moved back to the heavily insulated wagons. 
"Alright Captain Omar, we're ready as we can be," I said, nodding to the commander of the soldiers with us. 
"Good to hear, I understand you can contact the other team?" The radio tech was still getting around, but I nodded, moving to the very large magical item at the back of the cart. 
This was much like my previous models, with a few alterations here and there. I had not made it, nor had any personal hand or even knowledge of its creation. I supposed that it was an inevitability that Mystien would put some of his people on upping the power and experimenting with the design. 
"Team one, team one, this is team two, we're set up, what is your status?" I said into a small receiver, after pressing a certain sequence to activate it. The other team should have theirs on standby, ready to get transmissions. 
Around a minute later Dras' voice answered. "Team two, this is team one, we're ready, activate at your leisure." 
"Still need to vacate the immediate area, will contact when ready." 
"Right team two. Talk to you later." I nodded to the captain and he began the process of moving our little convoy.
 Radio formalities hadn't really been developed yet, as they were still in the stage of being brand spanking new. I had no doubt that in a few years there's be some form of code developed, particularly once the military started using them for real. The people in charge of that sort of thing liked their protocols.
 Within a few minutes the wheels started turning and I settled back for a bit to rest before the bit show. One or two soldiers were being left behind for the testing, along with one of the auroch wagons. If everything else went well, one of those poor beasts would be our first living test subject.
 "Have to say, I didn't even know what was up this far north. Should be safe for everyone no matter what happens though," the captain said, trying to make a bit of small-talk.
 "I don't know. There had to be something up here, and with how cold it gets when you go even a bit further north a frozen wasteland seems the right thing. That or a solid sea, something like that right?" I wasn't sure either, as nobody really came this far up north, so it wasn't mapped.
 "How far you reckon it goes on? I mean, there's got to be something at the end of it, unless it just goes on forever." He had an almost spooked tone to his voice as he looked out a small window onto the tundra.
 "It doesn't go on forever. The world is round, we even have the math for roughly how big it is." That much was true, during my tenure in school I'd had to take a few looks at maps, and while our area was known, the rest of the world was... vague.
 "Really? I've never heard that. So do we know what's over on the far side?" He inquired, looking curious.
 "Unless you went to a formal school or had much to do with sailing you wouldn't. As for what's over there, nobody knows. I imagine there's ocean at some point, but it's hard to say for sure, could be another continent, or anything. While the elves have mapped their continent pretty well, ours isn't done. If you go far enough east the maps available just sort of say 'there's more people here.' explorers have gone, but..."
 "But?" He raised an eyebrow.
 "Lot's don't return, and those that do talk of mountains nearly impossible to pass. Some have claimed to get past either through a few passes or sailing around, but they disagree a lot about what's there. Lot of them seem pretty unreliable too, so I don't know." I shrugged.
 Much like medieval Europe our maps kind of sucked, particularly when you got far away. There was just a certain point on the map were you got stuff like 'Here be Monsters' or an indication for 'more stuff that way'; interesting, but I wasn't going exploring right now.  All those were far beyond the city-states that were currently looking to be our next conquest, perhaps in a decade or two I might head that way.
 After a bit we stopped.  There were checks from the military folks before I was given the go-ahead to get back on the radio.  We were about half a mile our, still within easy visual range, and I looked out the window as I spoke.
 "Team one, we're in position, and you?"  I said, using a radio was still a bit weird.
 "All ready team two, start it on up."
 I rummaged around in my things for a few moments.  We'd added a remote turn on/off for this particular model, if only because we knew that we'd need to stand well back.  It was more complex than it needed to be, with a few safeties to make sure it wasn't accidentally turned on.  I watched, as slowly at first the lights on my end flicked on.  Each indicating the checks to make sure everything was ready to go before activation.
 After I got a good reading from the gate I looked up at Captain Omar.  "You ready?"
 "Girlie, I was ready to be done with this freezing wasteland a week ago."
 
I snorted in laughter before pressing the final rune.  I pressed my eyes to the window as bit by bit the system to get the gate going turned on.  All until the last piece fell into place and the whole thing lit up.

            

    
        Chapter 192 Tests Aplenty

    
    
    
    
                There was a slight flash of light as the portal came online. I was glad there was no explosion, or apocalyptic ripping of space and time as the magic settled into place. Those weren't really expected options, but it's hard to not imagine the worst case scenario when you're working with new and dangerous technology. 
"It's up," I declared, looking towards the ring shaped gate. 
"I can see, are we ready to begin testing?" The captain said. He knew we had a few things we had to do first before we could declare the whole thing a success. 
I got on the radio and we began. First was getting confirmation that things were working on the other end as desired, they were. Then we needed to contact the soldier near the gate, who'd taken shelter as best he could. 
Hesitantly the man approached the gate. It looked the same as those back at the base, but this one was brand spanking new, and completely made by our people. First was a small cube, with a number of colors and writings on it's sides that he threw through from about as far back as he could comfortably. 
"Is the cube through?" I asked Dras. 
"Yeah, one sec, we'll check it," came the response. 
This was the first test, were things completely scrambled? That cube wasn't anything magical or even special. It served to test if things were getting messed with on an easily detectable level, and the writings were just a few practice pieces for us. If the material came back out normal, as well as the ordering. 
"Cube is right, proceed with test number two," Dras confirmed that it looked right, so we'd keep going. 
Next came one of the aurochs, poor beast was led up to the glowing artifact. It had been well trained, and in the days leading up to our leaving had been taught that passing through one of these, one of Durin's, led to a bucket of treats. Therefore the soldier didn't have to press at all. The creature, seeing that it would be going somewhere with good food, and already unhappy in this wasteland practically dove for the gateway. 
"Pfft," Captain Omar laughed a bit, "Nearly drug him through." 
"Yeah, we're not at that test... yet," I said, a bit nervously. "Kind of feel bad sending him through. He does know this is experimental right?" 
"Oh he knows," the captain confirmed. "This volunteer position is much like being at the head of the non-magical troops in a battle. He's getting a promotion, should he survive." 
After a brief back and forth that the test animal was through I looked at the captain again. 
"Is that how it really works?" 
"Yeah, anyone brave enough to go at the enemy in the first row is given a rank up at the end. They're almost always all volunteer forces. Some of these men, like our friend out there, are low born, and really want to climb to a higher status. So while they can't do magic, if they can brave facing down the enemy a few times, and make it through, they rise," he explained. 
"That sounds like suicide," I remarked. 
"Well, in truth the first rank seldom has many survivors. Once you've been through a few times though you're an officer and end up with men under you, never having to do that again. Pay goes up too, a lot, and you may well be able to get that cute girl from your village to marry you after a few brushes with death. It's a risk men are willing to take." The captain had a look in his eye, like he wanted me to ask if he'd gone through it as well. 
"So no pressure to see that he makes it then, thanks." I couldn't help but frown, the worry now even worse. 
"We've got faith in you lot girlie. Word is that while your team is a bunch of weirdos you're really good at what you do. Hey, is it true that like five of you lot came back from a mission of over twenty?" He seemed curious. 
"Yeah, well, seven, six originals and an elf we gained along the way." 
I still hadn't seen Ulanion at all. Asking to go see him was also a bit on the risky side, once I got back though I'd take that. If he wasn't being mistreated it was fine, but based on the fact that the emperor himself had seemed bothered I couldn't say for sure he wouldn't be, and that worried me. Getting this done should be enough to let me check on him though, make sure he was alright. 
"The auroch is alive, and our checks indicate it's in good health," the radio spoke, interrupting my thoughts. 
"Final test then, captain?" I responded, then looked at the man. 
I watched nervously as the sign to proceed, a small red floating ball was tossed up. The soldier marched at the gate like it was nothing and stepped through. All indications were that he'd be fine, but if this gave him some sort of magic turbo-cancer or something I wasn't sure I'd be able to forgive myself. Cancer was pretty curable though with priests around, and I'd do what I could for him if he did get messed up. 
Minutes passed and as they did I was trying not to bite my nails, a lock of hair was being twirled nervously, but I could do with a curl or two more anyway.  Just as I was starting to lose it the radio once more pinged on.
 "He's through and confirmed right.  We'll send him off to a priest for a proper check up, but looks like a success to me."
 "That's great, we'll be there soon as possible then," I responded.
 Captain Omar sighed, "You know, it's a real shame we can't use that thing yet.  I am sincerely not looking forward to that trek again."
 "Nor am I my good captain, nor am I.  Why don't you tell me about your time in the army on the way back though, a story to pass the time."  I deactivated the gate and soon the group started to get it, and everything else packed up.  This was a lot less sensitive than the setup, and a whole lot quicker.
 Two days later as we rode across the wasteland and the older man regaled me with tales there was a noise.  It began as a creaking, before rising in pitch moment by moment until there was a screaming like pulling metal.
 I was throwing up shields.  As the beasts panicked and men scrambled into formation there was an explosion nearby.  Ice flew in every direction and cracks spread like across glass through the frozen plain, something was rising from below...
 

 Ulanion
 I'd been here for weeks.  No visitors, no real conversation except a few tidbits from the guards and a few people who'd shown up to interview me.  After my little outing with Alana someone must have said something that spooked the higher ups, because I'd been restricted to my rooms.
 Days later the interviews had come again, asking personal pressing questions.  They wanted to know everything about me, about my home, about my relation with the team, everything.  I couldn't answer much in the way of questions about the Atali military, as I'd never been a part of it, instead I was mostly a ranger and free agent.
 That had gone on for quite some time and now I was in some kind of holding pattern.  I'd done nothing wrong here, so it was sure to end some time, I hoped.  At least the room was nice.
 My room could have fit in well at an inn, and at request I'd been allowed to get some books to read.  None of these were anything practical, just a few stories and the like, but it was something to do.  As I lounged on my bed waiting on whatever would come I heard a knock.
 "Yes?"  I answered as I rose, moving to the doorway.
 The door opened and I met a man who looked suspiciously like myself.  He was bigger, huge with broad shoulders and grey-speckled black hair.
 "Good afternoon.  The investigators have cleared you, well as they can, but I have a few questions myself.  You may call me General Verren."  He stepped in, a small package in his hand.
 "Certainly general, what would you like to know?"  He had the air of a man who'd spent years at war, not one to play around with.
 "First I'd like you to give me your story in person."
 I spent the better part of an hour going over, once more, my interactions with the team.  He asked a few questions here and there, but nothing nearly as prying.  I got the feeling he was mostly taking my measure, seeing what I was like.
 "And then we came through and ended up here," I finished.
 "Excellent.  I'm glad you and our people made it out alright, and from both their and your reports you were a great help there.  There's one more concern that my son brought to me," the general responded.
 "And what would that be general?"  Who was his son?  He was too tall for it to be Glen, and looked nothing like the twins.  Dras perhaps?
 His eyes lit and an aura like black flames filled the room, "What exactly are your intentions with my girl Alana."  Who his son was clicked into place instantly, that boy who'd gone to yelling at her.
 He spooked me with that, and he was strong, there was no doubt.  I'd stood before King Justin though, and those wolves that would have sent many men screaming in terror.  Not to mention many, many years of hunting the beasts of the elven lands.  Could I beat him?  Not at this range; if I had my bow and a good spot to shoot from, it would be a good fight.
 I loosed my own aura, green vines springing forward against the black fire.  They warred, and I pushed as hard as I could while keeping my face straight and hard.  Backing down would only destroy his perception of me.
 "Nothing ignoble, but I intend to pursue her in courtship," I said, locking eyes with him.
 "Many others have tried and failed," he remarked, eyes hard and unforgiving.
 "If she rejects me, so be it.  I will accept that without objection, but I will still try."
 The stare-down lasted only a few more seconds, until he cracked a smile.  Both of us let our power fade a bit and he reached over revealing that his package had been a bottle.
 "I like you, drink with me," he finally declared.
 
The next hour or so was spent with us drinking the most foul, awful liquor that I'd ever tasted.  We both smiled the whole time, knowing that this was just another of his hazing tactics.

            

    
        Chapter 193 Across the Ice

    
    
    
    
                It took only a few seconds for the beast to show itself.  From the ice poured forth a dozens of purple tentacles.  Each one reached up and around to the maximum of their length, trying to grab at anything they could find.  Thankfully that reach was only a few meters, well away from most of our company. 
Even those that were close were okay, as they moved fast to get away from the grasping appendages.  It still caused mass alarm as the underside of Cthulhu's chin sprang out from the previously tranquil ice. 
The captain was on the carriage I was and at his urging we sped up noticeably. 
"Captain, are we good?"  I asked as everyone else made haste away from the beast. 
"It's fine, fine, but we need to move.  Graspers like that aren't quick, so long as we stay well ahead of it it'll not be a problem."  He replied. 
"You're sure?" 
"Absolutely,  There are a number of different kinds, seen them closer to the emperor's fortress a few times on some of the ice shelves.  That's a biggun' though, we should have noticed before it attacked."  He was looking back and strangely, down at the ice as we moved. 
"And... how do you... see them coming?"  I struggled as the cart began to go faster and faster, throwing me around quite bit until I grabbed part of the frame. 
"Look at the ice, you can see the tentacles down there when you get near, they attack when you get loud.  Think they hunt the big furry beasts like our aurochs, pop out when the steps get close.  That one was rather stupid though, didn't get anywhere near us." 
For the next several minutes we pushed the caravan as fast as it could go.  I really began to regret my inability to use the portal for a quick escape.  As we finally started to slow one again I felt like a bowl of scrambled eggs.  There were no roads of any kind here, and the carriages were all built for safety, not speed or comfort. 
I returned back inside the little carriage that we'd been assigned.  Most of the time I sat on the outside, with nothing to do in it it was warm, but boring.  This whole trip had been terribly boring interspersed with moments of hard work.  As a vacation I couldn't in good conscience advise anyone to take it.  At least nobody cared if I laid down and took a nap. 
A few hours later I was awoken rudely by knocking from Captain Omar.  "Come here, we got something you'll want to see," he said through the wooden door. 
"I slept for days and we're somehow back at the hot spring?"  I asked sarcastically as I went to join him outside, pulling up spells to ward off the ever present cold. 
"Not quite."  He led me away from the carts a bit, over to a patch of ice that was nearby. 
I looked about nervously, "What are we here for?"  I asked. 
"Look."  He pointed down at the ice, where I could see a number of purplish vein-like structures stretching out under, all going back go a central spot. 
"Is that what I think it is!?  Should we even be this close!?"  I asked. 
"It's fine, we're too light to bother it, so long as we don't bring something that'll shake the ice over it should ignore us, but that's what they look like." 
I stood back a bit as I looked over the weird pattern in the ice.  It was something I could easily miss if it hadn't been pointed out.  I hoped that I'd never need to know, but it was better to if I was going to spend time anywhere like this again. 
"Thanks, honestly I was a bit worried when you called me out here..." 
He gave me a strange look.  The man who'd been happy and talkative this entire time had his eyes harden just a bit.  "Why would you be worried?"  His voice was cool now, not the happy tones I was used to. 
I moved my hands behind my back and let off a series of quick, almost silent snaps to rhythm, enough to begin casting should I need to.  "I think I pissed a few people off, why they sent me out here to the middle of nowhere while everyone else got to sit around at a  nice hot spring." 
He frowned, "Interesting.  Regardless, I'm not here to hurt you, but to protect you.  Let's return to the caravan."  Like someone had flipped a switch he was back to how he'd been before, just as smiling and jovial. 
I kept my eyes on him as we went, unsure about what he'd been told, but sure that he was at the very least sent out here as a watcher.  For the next several days I got little sleep, and always kept my personal shielding spells up.  Perhaps I was being a little paranoid, but I even began checking myself for poison after every meal. 
I had to have a long hard think over the next several days as well.  Emperor Durin had never done any wrong by me.  Heck, he'd even been fairly nice on all the times we'd met.  That said he was still a ruler, and every ruler had to be at least slightly harsh.  Was he angry enough to do something against me?  Honestly I didn't know, but I did know that the whole thing had gotten my hackles up. 
I figured I'd either have to behave in such a way that I wasn't questioned again, or begin taking more missions that had me far from home, and the emperor's influence.  Maybe I could just fade into the background.  Then I thought about all the stuff I'd made over the years and how much they knew about it.  That wasn't going to happen, and as soon as I got time alone, I needed to start working on my teleportation quick, along with perhaps a few new combat measures.
 We approached the valley where Dras and Selene had been, and though I was still a bit nervous, nothing happened.  Captain Omar had not shown me anything odd after that one interaction, nor had any of the soldiers with us done anything that might make me have any other doubts.  I began to question myself.
 It was wild to come up and over the little ridge and have the temperature spike.  It did though, the depression here was low enough for all the winds to go over, and while that would carry the heat away, there was so much being put in from the heat of the hot spring it didn't matter at all.  I looked around, wondering if this was the caldera of a volcano or something, but I didn't know enough to be sure either way, it could just be a weird magical place.
 There was greenery that grew and grew as we descended into it, a strong opposition to all the plain white fields of snow and ice for miles around.  There were also a number of changes strewn all around the place since I'd last been here.
 They'd built a base, a full on little village in this place.  There were at six or seven buildings that I could see strewn around.  One in particular seemed to be taking in the hot water that this place was so dependent on for its climate, and releasing a stream out of it.
 As we got closer I could see that each of the buildings was spartan, looking to be carved out of stone and moved into place.  Like someone had taken the most basic ideas in architecture and begun to build here.
 I was not the only one surprised, as most of the soldiers in the retinue were blinking.  Even Captain Omar gave me a bit of a questioning look.  I couldn't do anything but shrug; as I certainly couldn't do this.
 We found Dras before too long.  He, and another of the mages from his group were working on some kind of... aqueduct near the biggest central building.
 "Dras... what the heck is all of this?"  I inquired as our cart pulled up near him.
 "Hey!  You're finally back, good to see you.  Well, see, we got bored, and we had plenty of magic users, and the carts weren't really comfortable," he hesitated as he spoke.  "Really it started with Selene, see, she wanted a proper place to use the hot spring, and well, we didn't have anything better to do while we waited on you..."
 "So... you built a town?"  I considered the magic needed to do something like this, and it would be staggering.  "How... how did you get all the stones into place, they're huge."
 He launched into a long-winded explanation about how all they really had to do was cut the stones out, which was easy enough with magic, and shape them a little.  Then they made rollers and since everything could be brought downhill into the valley moving it wasn't that big a deal.  Selene had taken a couple classes during her time in school on magical architecture, and it wasn't anything more than was done in a lot of the military camps.  The only major difference was that this was made to increase comfort rather than to fortify a position.
 I wanted to punch him, I wanted to punch him so bad.  I'd spent the last few weeks working out in the cold frozen plain while they'd been what.  Playing a game making a miniature resort town?  While I'd been spending my days and nights in a little cold wooden box on wheels this guy had been making comfy houses for him and his crew.
 Dras must have seen my scowl and began to slow in his explanations.  "And... well we didn't know when you'd show up, so we were diverting water into the dormitories that we built so that we'd have heated floors..."
 "There are no connections here Dras, and we're days from anything.  All of this is kind of a waste of time."  I was sour, and it leaked into my tone.
 "Who cares?  We've got a gate here right now, and there's no reason we can't put another here in the future, if anyone wants to.  The buildings are stone, and it's not like anything could hurt them, so if it takes a few years it's no problem, and it was a fun side project while you were gone."
 Before I could explode on him another joined us.  Someone must have alerted Selene to our arrival because she came bounding over.
 "Hey there, like the town?"  She began, having missed my expression, "It's great!  Wow, you look terrible, let's get you to the bathhouse to relax, not like we're leaving today."  Maybe she did see my angry face, because she immediately began pulling me away towards one of the buildings.
 
I went, but not before yelling back, "You've got some nerve playing around like this Adraias, some nerve indeed!"  Using his proper name because I knew he hated it.

            

    
        Chapter 194 Sauna Ruminations

    
    
    
    
                As I sat soaking in the blissfully warm water I began to think. This was an optimal place for such things, particularly after weeks spent in the cold and ice. Regardless of how rushed they may have been I had to hand it to Dras and Selene, their construction had been pretty functional. It was simple, sure, but for something made as a side project to stave off boredom it was pretty good. They'd divided the baths into a men's side and a women's side. While I was curious as to what the boys got, we got a large soaking tub with a in and out waterfall. Either was good to sit under, depending on exactly how hot you wanted the falling stream to be. 
The tub was a blessing, and as I ran fingers atop the water's surface I contemplated options. There were a few places that I could change things, I just needed to decide if I would or not. I could try to leave the Durin's lands. This first option was easy to accomplish with my current skill-set just as soon as anyone took eyes off me. I could turn invisible and either walk away or wait until we got back to use one of the gates. There'd be little way to track me once I was out, and I could make my way anywhere. 
How would that reflect on my family though? Or my friends? I also had to consider that if I did, our esteemed emperor would absolutely send people after me. If I ran I'd be looking over my shoulder for the rest of my days; one didn't let someone who could make gates wander off freely. 
There were a few places I could go if I left, eastward would take me to lands he hadn't conquered... yet. If I went back to the elven lands I could probably hang out with Justin for awhile, it would certainly be safe there. The last boat trip across that ocean had been harrowing though, so I wasn't sure if I'd be taking that route. 
It wasn't urgent to run either, not yet at least.  That didn't mean that I didn't need to prepare though.  New weapons, those I needed, and in a bad way.  I considered all the things I might do.  Poisons were out, I just didn't have enough experience with them.  The speed of bard magic also meant that most other forms of direct attack were either a charge up or very slow.  Not for the first time did I grit my teeth at that limit.  Large energy weapons were out, and the kind of explosive death a priest did was also no good. 
I dipped my head underwater in a deep groan, trying to come up with anything.  Finally I started to run out of air, the slow buildup began to get to me until I had to surface again.  Hold on, hold on, now that was an idea.  It was slow, almost insidious, and I had more than enough experience with holding my own breath to try and force the lack of oxygen on others.  Was that possible though?  I'd need to try it on some really unfortunate mice or something, but I would bet so.  If it did, I could slowly take people out, by the time they realized it would probably be too late for most of them.  Just had to make it past the resistance mages had. 
I also needed to look at ways to perform that were either far quicker, or less noticeable than I had to perform my castings, that was sure.  There were however a limited number of ways to perform, you could sing, and dance, and act or... I thought about that for a moment, could I act?  That would be a good experiment for later, someone had certainly tried at some point, but if it had worked they'd not written it down.  That wasn't odd though, as a lot of techniques were kept secret, or ignored for perceived uselessness. 
"You okay?"  Selene asked from the other side of the bath. 
"Yeah, I'm fine," I responded. 
"Right, and I'm thinking of dying my hair purple," she scoffed. 
"Purple would look good on you." 
"Ha!  So spill, what's got you in a mood?"  Selene was not to be dissuaded. 
I needed to come up with something workable, and on the spot.  I frowned and sank a little lower in the water to blow bubbles.  To her it might look like I was pouting, but in all honesty I needed time to think. 
A lie would be sub-optimal, as lies tended to come back when you least expected it.  No, I needed a truth, something that bugged me a bit, but not what I was thinking about.  I didn't know if she might spill something to the higher ups either on purpose or by accident. 
"I'm worried about the other members of our team.  We were quarantined, but we don't know about them.  I hope they're alright, but I haven't gotten any word yet.  Nobody even sent a letter."  I was worried about them, mostly the elf, but it was true enough.
 Selene snorted.  "Well, perhaps you should try sending one.  I've been keeping a few going back and forth between Leah and myself.  They're fine, she's busy writing as much as she can on the... goblins I think you called them?  Wants to mount another expedition to that island."
 That came only as somewhat of a surprise.  I knew she'd been interested, but going back there would be incredibly dangerous.  Did she even realize how bad things had been the first time around?  "Well, she did get excited, but if she tries, she's an idiot."
 "At least we can agree on that.  Her brother is doing what he can to dissuade her, but the idea of another spellcasting sentient species stuck with her.  She's at the very least writing as much about them as she can down for others, island location included," Selene sighed as she finished, looking as frustrated as I felt.
 "Don't suppose you've heard about Glen or Ulanion?"  I inquired.
 "Sadly no on either account.  Glen's military though, so he's probably off somewhere killing monsters or beating up the emperor's enemies.  Well, more than likely working as a living wall while something tries to kill him, but he's tough.  As for the elf... no idea, he's somewhere though for sure.  You could ask when we get back."
 "I might," I agreed; I'd been planning to anyway.
 "Good, find anything neat while out on your little trip?  The valley here is nice, but wow is it boring."
 "Oh yeah, we found ice, and ice, and more ice, and some ice.  There was also a worm monster thing, but it didn't do anything, just popped up and wiggled around for a bit."  I couldn't hold back the sarcasm on that one.
 "Gross, glad I missed that."
 "So," I began.  "What do you think we'll be doing when we get back?  More testing?  Or more portals?"
 "Depends, that guy you sent through went back early.  My guess is that if he gets a go ahead from whatever priest they send to look him over they'll have us on gates, if not, well... Then we've got a lot of problems, since I've got no clue where any issues in the rune sequences would be."
 "I think the chances of failure are... low."
 The rest of our bath was rather uneventful.  Selene had a few thoughts on activation methods, but they all had their ups and downs.  I personally thought it would be best to keep it simple and use a switch, or a pressable rune, much like the ones in the gate room had.  In the end we could speculate all we wanted, the real answer would come from what the people in charge wanted the activation to be.
 That night we slept in proper beds, sort of, they were raised stone with our bedrolls, but it was warmer than the carriages, and that was something.  The shaping and the like also helped a ton, and thought I hated to admit it, I slept better in that stone bed than I had in the last couple weeks.
 Pack up was quick.  The soldiers wanted to go home, we casters wanted to go home, our higher ups also wanted us home, so everybody was in agreement.  The wizards we'd left behind had rigged up a basic door scheme which consisted of big square stones blocking all the entrances to the now abandoned buildings.  If anyone decided to set up here again they'd have a good head start on it at least.
 The path back to the fortress wasn't what one might call scenic.  It wasn't as bad as the blasted wastelands to the far north, but only by a small margin.  There were a few boulders here and there, little piles of the things near currently frozen lakes.  I think they'd been called moraines or the like back on Earth.
 Durin's fortress was near one of these lakes, looming over it like some sort of spartan castle.  Ristolian, for all of his many feats, kind of sucked at making his home a beautiful place to look at.  That said, it was in a good position at least, the ice sheet reflecting the light in pretty ways on the surrounding land.
 
Before we even properly arrived I could see a few people moving about on the parapets, our homecoming was well expected.  Hopefully someone had made a meal that wasn't either summoned food or rations, cause I could certainly do with something warm.

            

    
        Chapter 195 Homecoming

    
    
    
    
                As a matter of fact, people did have food, even hot food, waiting for us. Our arrival wasn't too scheduled, as nothing in this era could be too specific if any traveling was involved, but we were expected. The gates were quickly opened as we arrived, and we were quickly pointed off to a lovely little location near the kitchens where we could get a meal. 
There was a thick hearty stew and some bread that if I had to guess was likely made this morning, someone had taken the time to make it with some kind of honey glaze and it was perfect. Normally I didn't go much for bread, as I had too much as a child, but special takes like this were always a welcome change. 
As I was digging in to the thick brownish soup something contacted me from behind, lifting me up and out of my chair and quickly into the air. 
"BWAH!" I yelled as I was lifted up, taking only a second to charge up one of my nastier screams. 
It died in my throat as I saw the man whose arms had lifted me into a hug, and the bright smile on his face. 
"So long and you didn't even have time to come and see you dear old father?"  Dad asked as he hauled me up from my seat. 
"Put me down.  I didn't even know you were here," I angrily declared.  He was getting between me and the most pleasant meal I'd had in nearly a month. 
"Fine, fine," he said as he lowered me back to my seat, finding one opposite.  "Your mother has been asking about you you know, and I've been a bit concerned myself." 
"I've been in quarantine for the last bit.  Which I'm guessing is over now?"  He nodded.  "At any rate, brother certainly could have told you I was  fine." 
"Quarantined or not, you still could have at least sent a letter."  His face showed a good bit of disappointment in my behavior. 
"Er... I forgot, and figured you'd be told I was back anyway..." 
I had never really been much for the whole letter writing thing.  Back when I was  poor it wasn't that much of a thing, as paper and ink could both be a bit costly.  In school we'd had to write a number of things like invitations, and basic correspondence, as those were integral to high society, at least before the kingdom fell.  I though had never been overly taken with it, it seemed like a chore, and one that was far too formal for me.  Perhaps it was because I'd been raised in the age of texts and messenger apps, so a long winded note just seemed... off. 
"Your brother and I were, as we're better read into things, but your mother didn't find out you were back on the continent until you'd already left.  She does however now know how long you've been back."  Those words were less than comforting. 
"I'll write her one tonight then..." I began. 
"You're out of quarantine dear.  The test was successful and the emperor is satisfied that you and your team weren't compromised by whatever artifact you interacted with or the elves.  You're free to go see her tonight if you want to," he explained.  "Which I'd do, better to get on with it."  I had the distinct feeling that it might be a long night. 
"I will.  Um... another question, could you check in on the members of my team, the ones who made it back with us.  I haven't gotten a good chance to, so I'd like to know how the ones who aren't on the project anymore are doing," I tried to appear nonchalant about it, but I was a bit worried. 
"Any in particular?  I imagine that most have been sent back to whatever their projects now demand of them," he asked with a raised brow. 
"Well... the elf that we picked up while over there, Ulanion.  I was a bit worried that something might have happened since he wasn't part of our original team..."  That much was true, particularly with how unhappy Durin had been with me recently.  I didn't think it was likely, but the archer could be in some danger. 
"Oh hoho!  I'm sure he'll be flattered you were asking about him.  He's fine by the way, and I rather approve."  Dad smirked, and I couldn't help but feel that he might have been speaking to my brother too much. 
"Have you been speaking to John?  Because he's rather an idiot about thing like that," I tried, hoping to nip this in the bud. 
"Yes, but I also spoke to your new 'friend' myself.  We had drinks and he told me about his intentions.  I'm having him assigned to one of my training units, we could use more archers like him and he's more than willing to teach." 
I felt the smallest  twitch beginning to form just over my right eye.  It was fortunate that the spoons and the like in this world tended to be wooden, at least in informal settings, because I could feel my knuckles whiten.  I'd have probably bent one of the little flimsy metal ones of Earth had I gripped it as hard as I was the one for my stew. 
"Interesting," was all I managed. 
I wasn't sure who to be mad at.  I'd been avoiding Ulanion, but he still should have spoken more to me before going to my father.  Then again, he might not have had many options in that.  Dad should have known better than to go to the elf before me, but I hadn't been around.  John, yes, I'd be mad a John because he'd surely blabbed about things and led to this whole stupid situation.  Part of my brain told me that that wasn't entirely logical, but the rest of my rather frustrated mind told that part that it needed to shut up.
 "Don't be too mad at him dear.  For now you should finish your lunch, I've got a few things to do before returning to Lithere, but should be ready to go by this evening.  Think you can have your things packed and ready to go by then?"
 "Sure, I'll need to talk to Dras and Selene too though.  Are we moving back to the previous lab in the city?"  While our place here was certainly secure, my understanding was that we were planned to return to Mystien's place when we'd returned from Atal, but things had gone weird.
 "That's the plan.  Word has come down that you lot might be getting some more interesting work.  The emperor has plans for expansion, and since things are going well... Well, I'm not in on all the details, but big things are afoot."
 "Excellent," I said, happy to hear we were doing well.
 "Right then, I'll come by to see you once I'm finished up, till then."  He came back around my side of the table and gave me a light hug before heading off to whatever business he had.
 I got back to my meal only to find that my stew had gotten cold.  That was rather irritating, but a quick hummed tune and small bit of spellcraft easily fixed it.
 Moving the workshop was no big deal.  Our previous project was done, and this place had been temporary anyway, so packing the important stuff took less than an hour.  It helped that we'd done most of it already, being that our team had been going into the field again.  Most of what we needed to do was stacking up the boxes and cleaning up, and all of us were motivated to get it done.
 Upon returning to my quarters, which were in much the same situation as the workshop, I found something that peeked my interest.  I had mail, and a fair bit of it.  There was a letter from my family, dated the day after I'd headed off into the frozen wastes, along with three from a certain elf.
 Ulanion's first letter was from roughly the time that I'd been put in quarantine.  It was long, and prettily poetic, but mostly explained that he wished to speak to me again, when it was convenient.  The second was from a day or two later, explaining that he'd been put into quarantine, and apologizing for his inability to get letters or speak to me for a bit.  His third letter, dated just a couple of days ago was to tell me that he'd been informed that after being quarantined I'd been sent on a mission, and that he'd taken up a job in Lithere, and provided an address at one of the military facilities.  It also talked about how he'd been visited by dad, and spoken to him.  It was clear at some point that I would need to speak to Ulanion, perhaps I should write him when I got home.
 I packed my mail in with my things and before long dad returned.  From there it wasn't all that bad to get back to he city.  We had the portal network that took us just a bit outside, followed by the really rather more complicated process of not making it obvious where we were coming from.  While the whole thing was a bit tiresome, it was also needed to keep the location of the network secret, and it wasn't until the sun was falling below the horizon that we finally made it back to Lithere.
 Mother came down to greet us as dad and I piled out of the carriage, eager to have dinner and sleep.  I saw her face light up as we saw each other for the first time in far too long.  I was distant from my family in some ways, we'd spent so long apart on so many occasions that it just happened that I didn't feel as close to them as I had my first family.  That said I still loved them, they were still blood and nothing would change that.
 "Hi mom," I said as we embraced.  At some point I'd gotten taller than her, which seemed weird, but the tight hug still made me feel small.
 "I'm so glad you're home safe Alana, I was so worried."
 "Me too, me too."  I answered.
 For a moment I was lost in the joy of it all being over for now, being some place I could relax for just a bit longer.
 "You too dear," she said to my father, who just smiled.
 "It's such a shame," mom began, her voice almost sickly sweet.  "Had I known you were coming home I'd have had something special prepared."
 I felt my stomach drop, she was clearly more than a pit peeved.  For a moment I considered running, pulling back ever so slightly only to find that she'd taken both of my hands in hers.  Normally that would have been a kind caring gesture, but she'd known my predilection for flight and taken the initiative to kill that option.
 "Something wrong?"  She asked as I moved, grip tightening.
 "Um... No, just thought I might get some sleep, it's been kind of a long day."  Run, every brain cell was screaming at me to run.
 "I do hope you'll at least have dinner before retiring."  She kept smiling, this was clearly not a request.
 
"Of course, sorry," I said as she began pulling me towards the dining room.

            

    
        Chapter 196 A Night In

    
    
    
    
                I stumbled up to my room, closing the door behind me. The battle had been long an hard, the aggression, passive. Oh the lessons I'd learned, and how I knew that I'd missed many, from my mother this night on telling someone you were pissed without telling them you were pissed. The repeated constantly, and in oh so many varying ways, how I'd failed to keep her in even a semblance of the loop, even venting a bit on my father for his negligence to inform her of everything. Dad had an excuse for some of it though, as he'd quite literally been on the other side of the nation and out of contact when I'd returned. 
My excuses about things like operational security and the like were ignored. Particularly because of how very long I'd waited while still in Durin's home. She felt, and was not wrong, that had I really wanted to, I could have informed her that I was back in the country, if indisposed for the time being. 
I lamented the fact that dad had brought me home so quickly after arriving. Had I but a few days after realizing my mistake I might have been able to send a letter ahead and head off just a bit of this disaster. Alas, it was too late for such things. 
It even went so far as the food. My plate had been piled high with all the things she knew I liked the least. When I'd been a bit slow to eat she'd launched into a whole grief routine. 
"What? Are you not hungry?""Perhaps I shouldn't have seen to dinner myself, if you ate before..."
"Did you lose your taste for home cooked meals while wandering the world dear?" 
Eventually I'd surrendered and eaten. Most of it was a small broccoli variant that when cooked smelled like death, but was for some reason much beloved by my parents. Normally I'd eat almost anything, a few years of near starvation had convinced me that almost all food was good food, but she knew just the buttons to hit. 
She'd even sent me to my room. I'd made a mistake it seemed, trying to claim tiredness when I arrived and hide. That failing had been cruelly exploited at the end of the meal, when mom had declared that I looked absolutely ghastly and should go to my room to rest. Now I was stuck here, in a room that was still in storage mode. 
Wait, was I? I was a powerful mage, skilled and vastly experienced. I'd killed monsters, traveled to other lands far abroad. I'd brought military strategy to another level and opened up new avenues to delve even further. Perhaps one day I would be one of the most respected bards in history. I'd come face to face with some of the most powerful archmages both here and abroad and appointed myself well. 
I should go down there, tell her that I was an adult, and I would decide when to rest. I could stay up with them if I chose. I rose from my bed, hands on my hips in a power pose and headed to my door. 
I'd go down there and tell her that I'd be up to... I had a number of things that needed doing tonight other than sleep, important things, letters to write, spells to practice, a few things to set up for more magical research. Big things that needed doing and I would do them, from my room... 
Never-mind, I chickened out halfway to the door. There really was no reason to get in another fight against a force who had a clear advantage against me tonight. No, no, I had lots and lots of things that needed doing here right now, and I could take care of them. Then I might go to bed, because it would be really late and I'd be tired, not because of any other reason. 
I spun up a pair of portals on either side of my room. Even when I didn't have anything going through them they were a pretty good mana drain, one that needed to be brought down. The only way to do that unfortunately was practice. So I'd be practicing, ready should I ever need to flee or use them in a real fight. 
I then moved to my desk. Luckily it still had a few pens around and a well for ink. The spells for making both that and paper had been drilled into me at school, and practiced enough times that supplying those was no problem. 
First I started up a supply order for some mice, and tools for keeping them. This wasn't odd at all, as any bard or priest who needed to practice healing spells would often use mice or some other small animal for that purpose. They were cheap, easy to keep, and nobody really cared if they were hurt or killed. My explanation, should anyone care to ask, would be that after my experiences I wanted to work on some of my more advanced healing spells, particularly those for limb regrowth. That actually wasn't a bad idea, as if things with Durin and the empire went south I might well need those spells. 
What I would actually be doing is trying to develop a spell to suffocate them. It was... kinda dark that I was thinking of killing the little furry guys, but I really, really needed more offenses, and I couldn't practice that on humans. Perhaps I could find a way to make them sleep first? So as to not cause undo pain and suffering. Most people in this world didn't really care about animals, so I unfortunately couldn't buy anything to just knock them out. Spells would be used for that, and I was no priest. 
I dropped the portals as I finished. The drain on those was still too high to keep them going for long, and I had scant practice at longer ranges. I wasn't immediately passing out like I first had, and could manage them for a bit, but it was still a lot. I also badly needed to secure a new, very, very private, practice area larger than just my room, a problem for later.
 Briefly I considered if I should go to develop a spell like Justin had used, but that idea felt bad. I had a working model now, and one I could use for awhile at least, starting over from scratch seemed a bit of an ask. Finding a way to put them in places I couldn't see was added to the list though. Was he using some kind of detection spell? Could I use something like that to see places out of view? Hmm, every issue seemed to add more to my plate again.
 I sighed, the methods I'd used to pass my class on battle magic had been effective, but certainly weren't the end-all be-all.  Most of what I could do was misdirection and control type magic, which had a place, but I couldn't get complacent.  I needed to keep working, to keep developing new tools, to stand still might well be to die.
 I had another task to take to first though, one that I dreaded.  Going back over the mail I'd received while at the emperors fortress I picked up three of the letters.  Regardless of how I felt or what I wanted, something I was a bit unsure of in the long run myself, it would be rude to not respond at all.
 Taking my time I composed a letter, telling him that I was well, and glad to hear that he was too.  Then I scrapped it, thinking it was too formal.  Then I composed another, which felt a little too flirty, something I wasn't going for right now.  The fourth, oh the fourth was a disaster that was tossed into my fireplace with extra vigor.  This process repeated itself several times until I finally had something that felt right.  It was dishearteningly similar to my first attempt, but composed in Atali.  I'd spent years learning the language so I was damn well going to keep using it, and he might like that I'd gone through the trouble too.
 As the failed letters curled in the fire it occurred to me that I was being a walking trope, something that rankled a bit.  What could you do though?  Some things just had to be done right, and the right way was often a pain in the neck.
 A knock came from the door and after starting a bit I slowly rose to see who it was.  Upon opening it I found my mother, a bowl of ice cream in hand and a thoughtful look on her face.  How and from where she'd gotten that I didn't know, but with a few magical items it wouldn't be too problematic to make...
 "Your father and I had a bit of dessert after you retired.  I came to see if you were still up," she declared.
 "Yeah, I had some mail that needed getting done."  As she offered out the bowl I gave a small, "Thanks."
 She hugged me, far tighter and for longer than when I'd first entered.  "I am glad you're home Alana," she said, sounding a bit sad.  "But I worry.  The boys are off to... well war, constantly, and then you disappear for nearly a year again.  I'm not even told where you are most of the time you're here."
 "Mom, you know I can't talk about a lot of it."
 "I do, I do.  I don't suppose you'd consider settling down and taking something quiet to do?"  She asked, not even sounding convinced herself.
 "I'm afraid that option isn't really there for me right now."  That got me a frown.  "Even if it were though, I'd go nuts if I weren't getting up to something, that would just be... kind of boring I think.  Maybe one day..."  I had always entertained a few ideas, but this seemed the wrong time.  "But not now."
 She gave me a big sigh.  "Very well, eat your ice cream and go to bed dear.  You do really look tired."  She wasn't wrong, I was exhausted from the day, and all the mana I'd burned practicing my portals.
 "I will go to bed when I'm good and ready," I declared with a huff.  "Which, I mean, is actually in just a bit, but because I want to, not because you told me to."
 She looked at me dead for a solid ten seconds, then started laughing.  "Alright then Alana, do as you please.  Tomorrow is going to be busy though, unpacking and all."  She turned and started walking down the hall.  "Oh, and you've yet to tell me about this nice elven boy your brother mentioned."
 I was going to kill him, and it would be justified.  That particular point had been avoided all of dinner.  Father had kept his mouth shut while I'd similarly studiously avoided the subject like the plague.  Had I only known that John had run his big mouth.  Maybe running away now would be best.
 No, it was too late now at any rate, so I ate my ice cream.  It was flavored with the same fruit my brothers had taken me to pick all those years ago, one of my all time favorites.  This reminded me of easier times, happy times in the village when there were no wars, no country spanning politics.  Just my family, happy and whole.  Before the war, and the famine, back when Rod was still alive.
 
When I fell asleep I dreamed, dreamed of those times.  My brothers, dumb as they could be were there with me, roaming the forest once again.  We looked for fruit, and gathered mushrooms once more, and I was happy.

            

    
        Chapter 197 Catching Up

    
    
    
    
                Mother wanted to spend an afternoon together before I got up to anything else, and seeing as most of what I needed to do right now was resetting up a workshop I really had no reason to refuse her. There was work to be done back at the lab, but we'd proven the concept and the safety checks were ongoing. I got a brief note from Dras, who had stayed behind to finish his core improvement and keep training, informing me that we'd all be off for about a week. 
In my previous world we might have done a number of things, sadly a goodly few of those were not really viable here. Shopping in particular wasn't something that was viewed as a common activity for ladies to engage in for fun at our social level. Clothing was incredibly expensive, and even though my family was now quite well off my wardrobe could still easily be described as anemic. That wasn't odd, most people had only a few outfits, and seldom bought more. As for more common goods, most of those were delivered by merchants to us now, so going to the market was an uncommon thing for us to do. 
As for a lot of the more common beauty treatments, those were done at home, either by yourself, or a maid trained to do so. It wasn't the same social experience as it had been on Earth, sadly. Since everyone really wealthy had staff too it was almost always private, if time consuming. Public baths were starting to catch on in a few places and served as something of a full spa, but mother had been raised in a small village and they made her a bit uncomfortable. 
There were a number of theaters and performances that we could go to. However mother and I disagreed on what we liked to watch, and that wasn't really conducive to chatting. The most common were big circus type exhibitions, plays on stage, or concerts of various types. I did have to admit that some of the plays were pretty good, and even a bit raunchy at times. 
The most common social activity, for women of every social order, was handcrafts. There was always, always more work that needed doing, or small things that could be repaired or improved with decoration. I hated them to a certain extent, but they weren't without purpose, and if it made mom happy I could grit my teeth for awhile. I'd learned the most common ones, and even if I was below average I could fake it well enough for most of them. 
I did not expect my mother to have gotten into lace while I was away, but apparently she had. She'd taken to it like a fish to water and started decorating a large number of things around the house with it now, something I'd missed the night before. It was time consuming, painfully difficult, only really suited to making things look fancy, and for her patterns needed extremely fine thread. 
That last part is where I came in. I had no intention of following her into this new habit, but more than any other of her 'womanly arts' I'd kept up with spinning. If only because I could do it anywhere and the tools were easy to keep around, not requiring much space or setup. This world was still using drop spindles. 
"So, tell me about this man you've met," she began as soon as we'd gotten good and started. 
"There's not really much to tell mother," I responded. 
"Oh? How did you meet?" 
"Our group hired him to join us in our work. A lot of people died and we needed help." That actually stopped her in her tracks. 
"I... didn't hear about that." 
"Well mother, they did. We lost about two-thirds of our people before we even got to the elven lands," I explained. 
"Are you okay?" I could tell from the way she asked that she was really concerned about this. 
"I'm fine. I can't say I really knew them, and it wasn't like we... There was a monster, a big one." It was hard to explain, even if I kept to the current public information about what we were doing. 
"Like the one your father fought when you were a child?" She said, talking about that giant lizard. "I remember the injuries, and how you were after seeing those men." 
"It was a lot worse than that. We were prepared, at least we thought we were, but not for some of the things that live in the seas. Even once we got to where we were going, there were more of them, more beasts and creatures the whole way. The leader of our team died too, a big rock fell and crushed him like paste right in front of me." I'd stopped spinning at some point. As I sat there looking at the work I felt a pair of arms wrap around me. 
"Are you okay?" She asked again, holding me gently.
 My mother had almost always been harsh and demanding, and more than a little irritating at times; she'd also been there trying her best to help me for my whole life. Sure, we disagreed on a lot of things, really a lot of things, and lived very different lives. Still she tried to do her best for me, teaching me things she really thought I needed, and getting angry when I pushed back against what she viewed as important lessons.
 "I'm fine, even if I'd gotten hurt I could have just healed myself," I pouted.
 "That's not what I mean and you know it. You're strong Alana, and you've seen and done things I know I never will, but you're still only human."
 "I..." Was I fine though? I could keep saying it, but was it completely true? "Why does it seem that no matter where I go there's always something horrible there? That people around me are always hurt, always dying? Am I cursed or something?"
 "You're not cursed Alana. No more than anyone else of this age. We've all lost people, and a lot of them in the last few years, the famine, the wars and all of that. You do have the ability to find trouble though, which, despite how much I beg you not to, you always seem to run straight at."
 I had to think on that for a bit. I could have stayed at the orphanage as a child. I could have not gone down into the undercity with Dras and all those others, or not taken combat magic even though people told me it would be a mess. I could have taken a nice quiet job anywhere, and made lots of money with my magic. I could even have done as mother seemed to want and settle down, having a few kids by my age and a nice quiet family life. I could have, but I also couldn't have.
 "I don't want trouble mother, I want to be out there. I want, need, to be somewhere, seeing the edges of the world and learning about the newest and greatest things. Freedom too, being tied down to one place just isn't for me." It was hard to explain.
 "And this man, will he help you with that?" She asked.
 "How... how did you take me through an entire conversation about feelings only to come right back around to the start?" I'd just run through about five emotions and back to the beginning again.
 "It's a skill you'll learn when you have children." She narrowed her eyes in thought a bit. "If you have children." That was a bit of a low blow in her book. "You didn't answer my question though, will he?"
 I had to think about that for a few minutes.  "Don't know, but I know he'd try to keep me safe."
 "Good enough I suppose.  I don't really need to know anything else then," she said.
 My head was still spinning a bit from that roller-coaster, but I did feel better, so I couldn't really complain.  We spent the rest of the day back working on our chosen tasks.  Mom asked about other things, how people were, if they were doing well.  Then she told me about some of the goings on back home while I'd been away.
 One of our former maids a nice enough girl named Suzanne was slated to marry Charles of all people.  Mom was glad she'd found someone, as the girl had been a bit messed up.  She'd been a slave back before Ermath fell apparently and had some very odd views of the world.  Her new husband of course meant that she'd no longer be working for us, but mom was happy regardless.  I was just happy Charles had finally found someone, he was a bit of an oddball too.
 Another note that she let me in on was that my friend Pinea, the queen of all partiers, had been recently seen often in the presence of some man named Alowen.  He was apparently recently out of the military and taking up a high position in the city's guard.  I'd have to ask her about it some time in the future.
 We finished up late that afternoon when the things I'd ordered arrived.  I had mice and tools to unpack and set up, something mother was completely uninterested in aiding me with.  She knew it was for my practice, but outright hated the sight of mice.  They'd been carriers of disease and a blight upon food for most of her life, so keeping them around was quite against her nature.  I imagined she'd approve if she knew I planned to kill them though.
 
I also received a letter for Ulanion later in the day, asking to see me.  I recognized the place as one of the more pleasant eateries in the city, but the time.  Why in the world would he possibly need to meet that early in the morning?  I shrugged and wrote an approving reply, agreeing and not thinking too much about it, perhaps he had a weird schedule.

            

    
        198 Breakfast at Dawn

    
    
    
    
                Days passed and while I still had a few things to do it was nearly a vacation. I worked on my spells in the afternoon, and spent time with my family where possible. I even managed to borrow a maid from my mother to help me get ready the morning of my meeting with Ulanion. 
I rose slowly as the girl woke me. There were no alarm clocks as such, but there were still plenty of ways to measure time, and there was always someone awake at the house. As I tiredly walked over to the small dresser she spoke. 
"Don't worry miss Alana, I'll have you right ready for your date." 
I was instantly awake. A date? No, no this was way too early, it was... breakfast. I cursed internally, bemoaning how often I neglected the common customs of this world. I'd been on practically zero actual dates over the years, and had totally forgotten. Here they liked to have them at breakfast. 
"I... thank you," I attempted. It was too late, I couldn't back out now without massive repercussions. 
If only I'd thought. He wanted to go to one of the nicer restaurants in town. I'd been imagining him being nice, but he'd probably asked around the men he was working with for good places, even gotten the info that here we did this in the morning. Any other girl, any normal human girl in this whole country would have understood in a heartbeat, but no, no I had to have a whole lifetime of non-matching social information buzzing around in my head. 
The maid was happy, seemingly thinking that my mood, for I was in quite a mood, was just nerves.  I also had to admit that she was very good at her job.  I knew how to do my hair, and makeup and all the things I needed to for this, but there was really no substitute for having a professional help.  By the time she finished I looked excellent.  At least choosing my clothes wasn't an issue, as I had rather few, and even fewer that would be proper for this. 
"You look perfect; he'll be thrilled," she declared as I finally stood before the mirror in my room. 
"Thank you, you're really good at this."  The girl smiled and winked before going to get the carriage. 
The air around the restaurant was quiet and subdued.  From behind hidden corners and curtains lights shone, magical based on the color.  They evoked images of the dawning sun, but all were indirect, warming the room, but not brightly enough to disturb any of the patrons.  The tables were similarly arrayed, with bright colors and fresh flowers, the whole place evoking the image of a fresh spring day at dawn. 
Ulanion was there, waiting for me near the entrance.  He had worn a lovely outfit in cool blues based clearly on military garb.  That was the standard, particularly since he was in some capacity working for the army.  It also looked magnificent on him. 
He raised an eyebrow as I looked him over.  "Something wrong?"  He asked. 
"Where in the world did you get those in that time frame?"  I responded, indicating his outfit. 
"Ah, a particular tailor was suggested to me, lovely man.  I must admit that I've never before seen a bard who used magic to mold and create in that medium."  He offered out a hand as the waiter approached to lead us to our table. 
We engaged in a bit of small talk, catching up on each other's activities for a bit until our food arrived.  Orders hadn't been taken, but rather the dishes were based on what was freshest and best as a morning food.  It was nice, lots of fresh fruit and things like porridge.
 "I, wasn't sure you would come," he finally said as we reached the last bit.  "I'm not quite familiar with how humans do things, so, I worried a bit that I might have made some faux pas,"
 "Why did you think you'd messed things up?"
 "Well, it had been some time since we last spoke, when I told you..." he started, "and I know you do things, quite differently.
 "To be honest I didn't realize until this morning that you were asking me out," I admitted.
 "Really?"  He looked outright floored by that, "But... isn't this standard practice for humans?"
 "It is.  Thing is, I haven't been on all that many dates, particularly not one so formal."  He still looked a bit stunned, so I continued.  "So this isn't how things are done in Atal?  How do your people, date or court or whatever?"
 "Well it depends a bit.  Mostly though you ask someone if they'd like to join you at a festival.  There's music and dancing, and things like that, games and the like.  They come often enough and if you both have fun, well, you go again.  That continues until the couple decides to make things more permanent."  He sighed.  "It's not so, formal, and not so... well early."
 I nodded. "Honestly, the early morning thing has always thrown me too.  I get the why, but it's just a lot right after waking up.  I have to admit, going to a festival does sound more fun to me."
 "I haven't heard of any upcoming, but if you'd like to?"  He tilted his head.
 "Sadly they're very rare.  The normal time for gatherings and celebrations is winter too, when nobody has anything to do.  There's some in summer, but spring is busy for most people.  Between making sure the fields are right and all the work around that and the administration of it all everyone is just busy."  His face fell a bit as I spoke, not sad as such, but understanding.  "But, if you find something you think looks fun..."  At that he perked right back up.
 "I'll be sure to invite you," he declared.
 "Please do."  I still wasn't completely sure if this would go anywhere, but, he was nice, and I did rather like him.
 A small bell rang lightly a few times.  Not enough to disturb the guests, but the light sound drew everyone's attention to a small man who stood to the side.  "Esteemed guests, the sun will be rising shortly.  For those who wish to watch the spectacle we have a viewing platform just upstairs."
 We both shrugged a bit, but went to see what all the hype was about.  The platform was much the same as the eatery below, if lacking in seats.  There was plenty of room for everyone who wanted to to stand, close by their partner to look at the brightening east.
 I hadn't watched too many sunrises in my time.  I was really more of a stars and night kind of person.  As the first rays pierced the horizon though I understood.  The sky was so bright and so clear in this world, so unmarred by pollution and odd skylines that it was something I'd have to see again.
 The pink and gold exploded outwards as the sun crested, bright light flowing down and onto the whole world.  The buildings that had looked so drab from the street shone brightly.  The fields and farms around lit green in an instant as the wave of light crept across, something about the crisp air making it all seem far more bright and vibrant.
 "How beautiful," I said idly.
 
"Indeed," Ulanion agreed, but out of the corner of my eye I noticed he wasn't looking at the dawn.

            

    
        Chapter 199 New Meetings and Old Friends

    
    
    
    
                I sat before a small table in my room, looking at the poor dead mouse. It had worked, sort of, I had managed to kill it with a spell. Sadly, it had not been an easy death on the poor little creature, which had struggled and fought until it's body gave out. 
It wasn't the first, there were a few now. My idea to make a spell that replicated the inability to breathe underwater and the feeling thereof was functional, and it did what I wanted. It was also horrid to watch. 
The worst part was that in this particular case I'd been trying to make my magic work without singing, or what I felt was a clear performance, no dancing or the like. I'd tried a few things here with varying results. Poetry was hit and miss, my working theory on that was that it had to be 'performed' and just reading it wasn't enough, perhaps if I made it as I went. Acting too was hit or miss, and what I'd used in this case. The trick there was that it had to be clearly acting, not something that might be mistaken for reality. 
I had literally killed this poor little creature with my bad acting. There were so many jokes there that it didn't bear going into. They also rang a bit sour, as I didn't much like the idea of torturing small animals, only using them as a necessity. 
I'd had about a week working from home, but tomorrow I'd have to go back in and start again with whatever we were doing. I wasn't sure how that would go, being that my ostensible manager was now quite dead, and his replacement, if there was one, hadn't yet been introduced to us. If anyone tried to give me that job though I might just ask to quit. 
There were a number of letters from Ulanion on my desk beside the paperwork. We wrote just about every day since our breakfast, an alternative to phone conversations. He was too busy for any real dates for a bit, and I would be soon too, but this was not bad, it was... calmer and less stressful than I'd been expecting. 
I put him from my mind and went to bed. There would be much to do, a lot of which couldn't be handled via anything but conversation in person.
 

 I rose with the sun the next morning and got my things together. Since my work was top secret and absolutely never to be taken home this was mostly personal effects. It was interesting how Durin's people ran things. There wasn't trust in that kind of thing, it was all controlled, much more like a modern military might run things than I'd expected. I knew that he'd read some of Ristolian's works, but I had to wonder if those covered information control and it's importance in war and governance, or if that was common before and I'd just never seen it.
 The office was the same as it had always been, armed guards, lots of searches and scannings on your way in, the works. After my time away it seemed very personal, but none of the procedures had changed much. Shortly enough I was through and down to the lower levels, where the real work happened.
 When I got to the team workshop I found Dras and Selene there already, looking tired as the examined the place.
 "Anything new?" I asked, looking at my coworkers.
 "Yeah, look at our supplies," Selene responded.
 So I did; and it was impressive. There were stacks of raw materials, metals marked with their alloy description, wood of a few of the more mana conductive types, magical creature body parts, and even a small box of gems. The last were only useful in a few specialty magical tools, but those could cost a fortune to make.
 "Someone's got a new project for us. Lots of gates based on that pile," I commented.
 "Well, you'll be finding out soon enough I believe," a voice interrupted.
 I turned to see a prim looking young man with spectacles. I'd seen him a few times here and there, but couldn't quite place him. He certainly had authorization to be here, based on the fact that the guards in the hall hadn't taken him apart, but I didn't know him personally.
 "Excuse me, but I don't believe we've met," Selene observed.
 "Ah forgive me. I'm one of the archmage's apprentices, Jason." He made a little bow. "It's a shame that I've not had the chance to meet with one of my senior's as well." He made a little nod to me.
 
Archmage wasn't an official moniker as such, but rather a broad descriptor. It wasn't a 'If you do x and then x. You become an archmage.' rather it was just a word used for incredibly powerful spellcasters. Most would certainly have managed to get their core to it's third and final stage, sure, and most could take on dozens of lesser casters, but there wasn't a hard and fast rule. There was however only one person here who could take that title.
 "A pleasure to meet you Jason, but I haven't been trained much by Mystien in many years," I said, nodding back.
 "Perhaps, but I can tell by the way he pays attention to your work that he still values you. At any rate, I'm not here for purely a social call, rather to inform you that our collective boss would like a word, and to get to meet all of you."
 "Nice to meet you, I'm Dras, specialize primarily in fire magic," Dras said, taking the initiative.
 "Selene, my focus is a bit more broad, but if anything I'm here because I excel in magical items." Selene waved with a small smile.
 "And I'm Alana, support magic and item specialist. I'm not quite as good at making new things as Selene here, but do better at finding issues and fixing them."
 "Well met everyone, shall we?" He made a motion to the hall.
 As we headed to Mystien's office we chatted lightly. Jason had been recruited by Mystien during the war, and had served with him throughout. His specialty was of course water, and he was a wizard. I knew that my old teacher had a number of students that he'd taken in, but we'd drifted apart, at least to an extent.
 "Come in," the old man called at our knock.
 Mystien's office was a spartan affair.  There were books and shelves, a desk piled high with research notes and paperwork, and a very comfortable looking chair for the man himself, but not much else.  It almost reminded me of his house back in the village, nice, but rather more plain than most of the rich folk's residences that I'd seen over the years.
 As for the man himself, it struck me hard how much he'd aged.  Sure, he'd been old since I'd known him, but seeing him in this place really made me think about how many years I'd known the man.  He was looking like the wizened old mage you'd see on the cover of any number of fantasy books back on Earth, not the much more spry, hard worn elder I'd known in my childhood.
 "Something wrong?"  He asked after we came in, seeing my face.
 "Sorry, just been thinking a lot today.  I realized how much you've changed since we met."
 My remark got a scoff from the old wizard.  "You're one to talk.  Ah, but let's reminisce another time, we've business to discuss."  He cleared his throat and looked us over, "I'm glad you've all met Jason, and I do hope you'll get along.  He'll be joining you for some much needed support, with the loss of your previous leader, and the outright destruction of the majority of the portal creation teams we need badly to get to work rebuilding."
 "So... is Jason to be our new supervisor then?"  Selene asked.
 "Not in the same way.  Jason is skilled at administrative work and war magic, and will be aiding you in those, but you four will all be reporting directly to me for the time being.  We've got a number of things that need doing now, particularly since we've proven the concept of portals as viable."
 Papers were passed out, outlining a few short term goals.  We needed to get enough support staff who could make portals up and running, as well as standardized portal control and build layouts.  The Emperor as well wanted to get our first working pair out... as soon as possible.  There was a note that he'd already concluded plans for installing the first pair.
 "We've got our first order in already?"  I asked, that was fast by any metric.
 "Yes, Emperor Durin is quite eager to get some out into the world," Jason answered.
 "Indeed," Mystien agreed.  "Dras here will go back to the improvement of his core.  The stone used for such has been released to us, and is in a secure place.  I'll be taking you there after this meeting.  As for your two," he looked at Selene and myself.  "I'd like you to see if you can come up with a way to transport a portal, assembled or not, through another.  If it isn't possible, that's fine, but our hope is that it will be, as that will simplify things greatly.  Once you've done that we'll need one to test, and then ship out.  You two will be on that project for the time being."
 
We split to go about our assigned tasks.  I thought as we walked down the hall; discussion of important projects wasn't allowed outside of rooms, so I had time.  I realized that while I'd been told we had a place, we weren't told where.  A quick scan of the papers revealed that it hadn't been there either.  That was no mistake, we wouldn't be told until we needed to be.

            

    
        Chapter 200 Towards Convergence

    
    
    
    
                The request to make a gate that could be taken through another was a bit of a challenge, but not one that was insurmountable. There needed to be a way to keep the item as one, while still being able to take it apart or down, so we had to think of ways to go about that. We spent several days bouncing ideas back and forth against each other, to little effect.
The issue came about in the fact that magical items really, really, did not like being added to or broken down after they were made. In many cases it destroyed the item completely, and was a bit of a known issue. Even things like the city wards, or the ones on larger buildings that were added to were done in a simplistic method. A power output and on/off control was put somewhere and then the energy was moved over in an on/off manner, that was it. I'd never personally gotten a close look at the city wards, as they were need-to-know, but I'd wager they were a disaster of overlapping and aggregated items.
We could have possibly scaled them down significantly, but Jason didn't like that, the point was for them to be large. A letter from Mystien himself said that we could if no other method would work, but we were to investigate all other avenues first.
"None of these work," I groaned.
"Hmm, what if we connected all the pieces through that thing you used, the..." He hesitated, the communications had been up until recently absolutely top secret, but after a moment he remembered. "Right, right, the communications things, can we use those? Maybe add them so that the parts are all connected?"
I had to take a moment to think about that one. "Hmm, I don't think that would work quite right. If they're not all together at some point then we might have some real issues should the portal try to activate, it's just not gonna be clean."
We'd played with the idea of having the portal appear in the air, even done a trial. The result was a disastrous failure. Without connecting to a frame it had some odd effects, distorting the space around it in weird ways. It almost reminded me of my first couple of attempts with my spell version, but it faded quicker. It also made the team put that down and step back very carefully. It had even led to some changes in protocol.
"How you think that mage, Ristolian did it?" he asked, it wasn't the first time I'd considered that question.
"I personally think that he knew how to teleport, or just flew them into place. Records on that guy are scarce, but he was a known powerhouse when he was active. There are still records of some of his exploits in the magical schools. Our first dean even knew of him, though not about this." I thought for a moment. "Well, if he knew about teleportation he kept it hidden, but he'd have been able to act against the emperor if he did."
Selene gave a sigh, and reached out for a little paper fan. The room wasn't hot or anything, but she'd taken to playing with it to help her think; much to our irritation. As she snapped the thing open again with a 'crack' she froze and looked at it.
"Got something?" I asked.
"Yeah, maybe I do."
The next week was spent designing, and then making a frankly ugly construction of folding metal. Joints had to be constructed with care, to bend but not break. It wasn't our most lovely work, and was certainly still in the prototype stage, without any real spells in it other than a few testing runes to check if it all connected. The first few had been tiny models that shifted this way and that, before finally locking into a circular formation. Once opened they did need to have pieces that kept them in shape for activation, but that was a rather minor setback.
Magic really sped the whole thing along. We could design then make within hours a small version for trial. The wizards in our group were particularly skilled at molding the pieces with little more than their minds and a blueprint. I could use an array of magically powered tools to achieve a similar result, but they were much better than I was at this.
Instead I'd been adding a few extra safety measures. If the portal couldn't achieve the right shape, or any part of the circuit broke, the whole thing would turn off. It was a small addition, but I wanted to be sure that if something did break, it wouldn't break in a way that killed people. I'd also had to go and check up on the little spatial distortion we'd made; luckily it had quickly dispersed, leaving no detectable issues behind, but I was still checking on it daily.
"So this is it?" Mystien asked when he came to see our prototype.
"Yeah, not pretty, but it should work," Jason answered.
"It may just be the ugliest item I've ever seen." The old man gave it a critical eye. "Does it work?"
"We'll be ready to test tomorrow. We were thinking that we'd take it through a gate somewhere, but we'd need permission for that," I said, leaning over.
"You'll have it, don't need any accidents." Mystien was nothing if not pragmatic. "If it works as desired we'll need a pair, preferably slightly nicer ones, as soon as possible."
"Some kind of rush?" Dras asked.
"Yes, we've gotten approval and you'll be off to install it as soon as possible. The emperor wants to start the expansion process as soon as possible. Ah, but the new hub will be in the capital, not here or in the fortress," he answered.

That was exciting, I'd never been there and would probably have to go at some point, if only for the installation.

A caravan of men slowly made their way. The merchants of the caravan had fish, dried and salted. These they moved first, selling them for oil, then dried fruit. At one point they picked up a load of fine cloth, only for it to be transferred a few cities further upon their way.
They weren't out to make money. Several of the people here were of course, but that wasn't the main goal. In a number of their trades they in fact took a slight loss, this was unfortunate, but as long as they were trading, it was fine.
There weren't many magic users on board, at least to untrained eyes. A handful of auras were tightly suppressed, mostly from physical types. Similarly, those who looked close would realize that most of these men, even the ones without any magic at all, were rather more fit then your standard caravan trader, loaded out with lean muscle.
Nobody of course would look at the cart driver of the third cart with the same thoughts in mind. He was an older man whose wrinkles formed around a long face, slitted eyes and a look that made others both mistrust, and slightly fear him. He had the look of a viper on the hunt, one not to be denied.

It would be quite the trip, and the man looked most displeased to make it; after all, the city of Linden was far from the frozen north. What was one to do when their prince needed results though, other than to go themselves?
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                The trip to the capital was in effect, short.  I still thought of my own home city of Lithere as the capital in a lot of regards, but within the Empire of Shadows, that simply wasn't the case.  Instead it was the old Ermathi capital in the city of Ermath, wholly unimaginative, but things were like that sometimes. 
The portal connection made what would have been a weeks long trip into a short afternoon jaunt, but we still ended up outside the city proper, so I got to see it for the first time.  It was sad to say but the capital was, well frankly ugly.  There were clear signs of renovation here and there, but the primary architecture of the city was brutalist and plain.  Decorations were all new additions, and hadn't yet spread to every corner, not in the same way. 
Lithere was a city of layers.  There were towers, homes, businesses, all in shapes and colors that varied in one way or another.  Ermath on the other hand was a city that looked like it'd been built by a military hand.  The buildings were all boxes, and aside from new construction, all uniform.  There were no old art, nor places where the changes in material over the years had given a different color to the buildings. 
"I hate it," I said on the approach. 
"It really isn't much to look at is it?"  Dras asked. 
"Dras, it's in a grid pattern.  You can see the lines.  I'd bet they even leveled the land before they built here.  Aside from the newer stuff it's just ghastly." 
"The Ermathi were always a military dictatorship, but I never imagined it was this bad," Selene added in. 
As I looked on I began to notice that all the surrounding fields and lands were almost the same, laid out in perfectly regular plots, all with the same basic structures.  It was like the medieval version of a suburban hellscape; if it had been run by the most boring bureaucrats to ever live. 
We made it through the gate with ease, as we were all clearly there on official government business and things brightened somewhat.  It wasn't visible at a distance, but things were changing a bit in the city.  A few buildings had murals on them, here and there a decorated sign hung, clearly newer in construction.  It was still brutal, but you could see some hope in the citizens here. 
We slowly made our way to a building, one that was clearly new and purpose built just for this project.  I felt my eyebrows raise.  With magic construction could go fast, but this was burning along at an insane pace.  The building itself was clearly militarized, but also strangely welcoming.  Around all the security structures there were clear places for people.  Benches stood outside, and if I wasn't mistaken a few buildings were being renovated into something like a tavern. 
We were dropped off at the main entrance and greeted there by a man in a decorated black tunic.  That was standard enough for government workers on the job, not an official uniform, but rather trying to fit with the country's whole aesthetic of evil overlord. 
"Greetings, greetings, welcome.  Ah Jason, is that you?"  The man said, opening his arms in welcome. 
"Hey there Ron, it's been awhile hasn't it?"  Our newest member embraced the man warmly.  "Ah, let me introduce my team.  These three are Selene, Dras, and Alana.  Everyone, this is Ron, former military and the soon to be overseer of this new hub." 
"How public is this going to be?"  I asked after we made it through the first few sets of warded doors. 
"The building giving you ideas huh?  For the near future not at all, it will be a military installation, though we are trying to make it nice.  If things proceed well and we can establish it, in the next decade or two your work will be made public, and it will be opened to a limited extent."  Ron didn't elaborate on what we were doing, none of us did, but that declaration got more than one pair of raised eyebrows. 
"Sincerely?"  Dras voiced. 
"This project is needed for the moment to secure and grow the empire, but surely you can see the benefit for less martial professions as well?"  We followed him along a path.
 "It's a wonderful idea I think, but it will change a lot of things," I pointed out.  It was almost like we were the first people looking at making planes for the military, only instant travel, and nobody knew about it.
 We were finally led to the innermost room.  The doors to get in were massive, and nobody could miss the magic around the whole place.  They could talk all they wanted about this one day being for the people, but for now, this place was military, and a massive liability if it went wrong.
 As we entered though I understood that this place truly might be for the people one day.  the walls were blank, but the whole structure reminded me of something like a subway station.  There was a central area, ostensibly for control around which was a concourse for people to go to portals not yet installed.
 It would take a day to install the first gate, most of that being all the mess of importing and setup of wards.  Putting the gate in place was a rather simple action, but there was so much that had to be done around it that it was going to be a chore.
 After an hour or two of discussion on what we'd need for the next day, and when to start we were taken to a nearby barracks.  It was hard to tell one building here from another, as they'd not been overly decorated, but there were numbers, and the streets were gridded out with a similar system.
 Selene would be spending the night in the room beside mine, while Dras was down the hall.
 "Alright," I declared after seeing that the small case I'd brought was in place.  "I'm going out."
 "Out where?'  Selene asked, poking her head out of her own room.
 "To a tavern clearly.  We're in a city, and cities have taverns.  I want to see more of this place, because it's been pretty droll so far."
 She nodded along, "Not what we're really here for, but okay.  Want company?"
 "Certainly, let's see what we can find."
 Dras stayed behind, mostly because we didn't invite him.  We were both full casters and more than dangerous enough to take on almost anyone who would oppose us.  I also liked to think I had a pretty good handle on how to deal with city life after spending several years working in a tavern, but there were some issues.
 "Okay," I groaned after a solid ten minutes of looking, and finding no signs of use.  "How is this place even organized?"
 "Maybe ask someone?"  Selene shrugged, not her worst idea ever.
 There were a good few locals out on the street, even as the light began to dim.
 "Excuse me sir," I said, stopping a man who looked like he knew his way about.  "I don't suppose you could recommend a tavern around here?"
 "Um... one of the old drinking halls?  Or one of the newer places?"  He asked, with a slight accent.
 "Let's go with a newer one," I said, getting a nod from my companion.
 "Yeah, most of those are over near the barracks.  Abe's is pretty good, if that's what you like."  He gave us a rough address, the translation something like E-15.
 The city was a giant grid, with the palace, which sad in the dead center, labeled as 'A0', from there the letters went out in positives towards the east, with a '-' symbol to indicate west, while the letters went north, or south if a '-' was in front of them.  Therefore our destination was slightly north, and quite west of the palace.  Incidentally the new hub was at G-18, not far from our destination.  I'd been told that things could get a bit wonky with some of the new buildings, or very far from city center as well, but this was an easy place to go.
 Selene was content to let me lead, something I too was quite pleased over.  Most of the buildings were quiet, but as we drew near our destination I finally began to see signs of nightlife.  Here and there obvious changes had been made to buildings, walls opened, and more decoration that any other place spilling out of the formerly droll structures.
 
'Abe's' had a big sign out front, and warm lights all along the side.  Though there was no loud ruckus, there was a slight strumming coming from within.  Not one to be thrown by whatever weirdness was going on I made my way to the door.

            

    
        Chapter 202 Culture Shock

    
    
    
    
                The tavern was strikingly quiet.  Sure there were a few conversations, and someone playing music in the background, but it was not the ruckus and wild place that most of the taverns I knew tended towards.  It might have had the same level of noise as a very high end one, but the decor clients didn't match that either, everyone was just quiet.


I looked around feeling a bit odd.  I knew taverns, I'd lived in and worked in taverns for much of my youth, this place was... strange.  A few people gave me a passing look as I entered in as well, but that lasted only a minute before they went back to their drinks and hushed talking.  I didn't even get many guys checking me out, which was odd.  I liked to think I was a bit above average and even very homely girls would get looked at when they entered one of these places.


My face must have betrayed my consternation at the odd location, because the barman chuckled as I came over to his side.


"First time in the city?"  He asked.


"Yeah, I'm from further west, over near Lithere."  I said as Selene came over to join me.  Even she seemed a bit surprised by the atmosphere.


"You've got the look of it.  Always get a new crop when the soldiers rotate out, and they always have that same look you do," he explained.


"So... what's with."  I pointed around the bar generally, indicating everything.


"Oh that old bastard..." at that word someone nearby spit on to the side.  "Oi, don't spit on my floor."


"Sorry Abe," the man said, putting one hand up to the barman placatingly.


"Right then," Abe, the barman and I supposed the owner continued.  "That old bastard who used to rule this place, and most of his predecessors hated things like art, and music, and all the good things in life.  Unless it was for the military they tamped it down like a dying fire.  Now, we've come a long way in these last few years, but most folk are still trying to get used to how Emperor Durin runs things."


I couldn't help but notice that several people raised glasses at the name, giving a quiet toast.  I knew that he was liked by a lot of folk, particularly common folk, and there had been one boy who absolutely fanboyed over my father back in school, but this was extreme.


Selene looked a bit confused too.  "How bad was it?"  She inquired.


"Well, the really rich had more than you'd believe, and they could get things like music and art, all dedicated to combat of course.  They could also do much as they pleased, treating everyone like slaves, particularly the slaves.  It was... dark, though at the time nobody really knew how bad.  Suppose if you live without any beauty to speak of then anything seems bright."  Abe smiled and got our order for drinks, a pair of ciders.


"I'm sorry to hear that," I said.  "But it's better now?"


"Oh loads and loads.  So what brings you two to town then?"  He asked.


"We just got done with an expedition for the government out on the elven continent.  Came to give some presentations on the flora and fauna there, along with potential trade goods."  It was the standard line that I gave him, though not technically a lie.  We would spend a few minutes talking to a small crowd about some of our experiences, and asking questions tomorrow afternoon, after the real work was done.


"Well how about that, right explorers huh?  Making our emperor proud?"  Abe was a nice sort, jovial.  Though I heard one man scoff at the mention of the elven lands.


"I don't know if he was proud, but he seemed happy enough last I saw him, kind words and all."  I could have smacked Selene as she spoke, giving away far too much.


"You've spoken to him?"  Abe looked downright surprised, and several of those nearby leaned in to listen.


"Our expedition was at his behest, and we lost a lot of people.  He came by to see the us survivors after we returned," I quickly put in, hoping that I could keep my partner from saying anything else.


My comment got a series of nods from those nearby, one man even commenting, "Of course, that's what a decent leader would do huh."


I did not want to tell these people that we knew him, or had any real connection.  I really, really didn't want them to know that my family and mentor were high up in the military.  Based on the few former Ermathi citizens I knew, they all seemed fanatical about Durin.  It was almost to the level of being creepy.


Selene seemed to get the message after that and shut up.  I wasn't worried that she'd spill any state secrets, but rather that she might say something to get us mobbed with people interested in our leader.


"So, if you're from out west, you know any good songs?  Lots of the soldiers passing through had some they liked to sing, and I think Ellen there is about to finish up for a bit," Abe asked.  I bet it was easy to get a slightly sloshed soldier to sing here, if only to break up the solemness of the surroundings.


I chuckled, "One or two yeah, don't suppose I could use the harp?"  I pointed to the girl currently strumming away at it.


The instrument in question in fact belonged to the bar, and Abe himself.  The current performer Ellen was somehow related to the owner and looked a bit irked at giving it up.  That all ended when I began to play.


I hardly kept up with all of my instruments, but I'd still been trained on them, and drilled well.  I launched into a song about the pleasant darkness of the night, something I felt would go down well here.  As I did so I began to weave an illusion across the ceiling.


Lucien had loved to weave the stars and sky above the patrons of his bar, and while I might not have quite his faculty with that particular illusion, illusion was one of my specialties.  As I wove the words and chords I formed the images, spreading across the beams and whitewash fill.  A few people gasped as the stars and moon bloomed to life bathing the onlookers with their soft light.


I didn't go on for too long.  Not only was it a bit bad to show off, but I wasn't working, just having a bit of fun.


"Y-you're a caster?"  The barman said as I returned to my seat.  "No, you're both casters?"


He looked a bit scared, if only in part.  "Don't worry," I said, trying to calm him.  "We're both in the service of Emperor Durin, and neither of us came here to cause harm.  It is the duty of the strong to protect the weak,"  I added in one of the pieces of propaganda that had been drilled into us in school.


I could tell that something about casters had scared him, or magic users in general probably.  No matter how much it might have changed in the years since The Empire of Shadows had taken over there was still a bit of fear.


"Of course, sorry.  That was beautiful, why don't you have your drinks on the house tonight?"  He recovered nicely.


We thanked him and after finishing up our beverages decided it was about time to head home.  Though I was happy to see that Selene had the same thought as I did, and hid a couple coins under the glass before leaving.  He may have offered for them to be free, but we both knew we were held to a standard, and paying was what we were expected to do.  It wasn't like either of us were hurting for cash either.





The next morning's installation was frankly boring.  It was a by the book thing that we needed to supervise, because we were the go to people on this, but it wasn't interesting.  The spells and the like had been gone over until they were just routine, so getting it done was no issue.


The talk we gave was to a few scholars.  I described the Hurricane Whale, and it's use of potent weather magic, along with what I could understand of its abilities.  Being that I was a weather magic user there weren't many considered more qualified, even if I didn't really understand the details of it.  The given reason for that talk was to tell them about the dangers, without spilling secrets.


Dras was staying behind for now, at least until we got the other gate installed.  Selene and I would be going onwards to our installation point, a city called Linden.  We'd be taking the gate network most of the way there, but a couple of weeks would have to be by carriage.


That afternoon we decided to walk back to our temporary accommodations, and as we did I saw something that was strikingly odd, and a bit terrifying.


There was a crowd, a large one, and a slightly buzzing, nearly angry atmosphere.  They'd gathered in one of the squares along a larger road.  It was a simple place near the city center where several buildings just hadn't been built.  At the back, looking new though, was a gallows.


We arrived just after the announcement of the crimes, as several men were brought up.  It struck me that they all looked old, and rather more large than one might expect of hardened criminals.


Executions happened under Durin's rule; not many, but they did happen.  The odd thing was that this was public.  Public executions were very, very rare, almost vanishingly so.  Victims, or their families in the case of murders might be allowed to witness the end of a criminal, but allowing it to be seen by all was only done in the cases of truly heinous crimes, or those where a loud message needed to be sent.


"What did they do?"  Dras quietly asked a man nearby, "Sorry, I missed the announcement," he explained.


"Bankers," the man replied, looking disgusted.  "Got creative with how they were managing people's money.  You wouldn't believe how bad it got."


"This is very harsh," I said, not really thinking.


"Oh?"  The local said.  "Lass, if they'd burned down a village, leaving all the folk alive without homes or businesses they'd have done less harm.  Let them swing I say."  This world took a very dim view of bankers in general, and those who wrecked people's lives in particular.  It wasn't short to say that it was a hated profession.


We couldn't well leave without attracting attention, but it still bothered me.  I'd seen people die, but this, even if the world thought it deserved, it still hurt to watch.  The worst part was that the people cheered as one by one they were dropped, but at least it was quick and clean.


Once it was over we left, I had little desire to stay with the crowd.

            

    
        Chapter 203 On the Road

    
    
    
    
                After a couple of days setting up in the capital it was time to go once more. Dras would, for the time, be staying with the gate there to monitor whilst Selene and I were off. First we had to head back to the portal hub to pick up the other end of the portal then on towards our destination, the city of Linden. 
"So... you know anything about Linden? Like, what's it like?" Selene asked. 
"Dunno, nobody really talks about it," I responded, which was the truth. 
"... It's run by the Orders right?" 
"Far as I know," 
Selene sighed, "Didn't you spend a good part of your childhood with them?" 
"A few months." 
"So, did they tell you anything about it?" 
"Nope. I heard of it during school, and in passing, but not much." I could kind of see where this was going, but it wasn't really helpful. "Honestly our briefing packet has more than I've ever learned." 
We'd been given a small overview of our destination, its general location, some basic rules which were just universal, and what we'd be doing. 
"That's weird," she finally said, giving up. 
"Perhaps, but the priests seem to focus more on the here and now. Far as I can tell it's one of their central training locations, but even then is just administrative, not like, some place to visit." I shrugged. While I, and a number of bards in general, traveled a lot, that was very statistically rare, most people would either only travel for war, trade, or to their nearest cities. 
"Might be after we go through though..." 
"Perhaps, maybe that's why Emperor Durin is trying to build relations with them. Then again it could just be a move for expansion. I bet he wants to grow the empire in this direction in the next few years," I said, theorizing. 
"Think he'll go to war with these folks then?" 
"No Selene, I don't think he will. I think he'll leave them as an independent, or semi-independent city. Everything he's done so far has been by their rules, and nobody, and I mean nobody wants to go to war with the orders as a whole, which invading their central training area would definitely start up." Priests were generally neutral, but those that had seen them fight wanted nothing to do with that nonsense. 
"Is it that bad?" Selene leaned over as she spoke. 
"Never seen one go off on somebody have you?" I asked. 
"Nope." She shook her head. 
I sighed, "I've seen it once or twice. It's not pretty, but they've got spells that just, like, kill you. Flesh melting off and stuff. There's probably shields to stop it, and magic resistance of course would help, but when I was young I saw my friend Kala just end a few guys." While she contemplated that I briefly wondered how Kala was doing. I'd not heard much as she had a lot of duties to attend to, and her own life now, but I should catch up with her when I got back to Lithere, assuming I could. 
We were a few days into the trip, which would take several weeks, as most overland travel tended to. It was a good chance to work on some of my more known spells though. I was in the back of a carriage with Selene, one we'd been given for just the two of us. It slowly bounced down the road, the curtains and storage all secured in place by well hidden catches and ties. Below all of this, in a well hidden compartment, was the gate that we'd be putting up. 
For this particular trip we would need to pass through several cities that were not openly hostile, but probably looking very carefully at our empire. We'd grown fast and strong, and had a decidedly military bent, for anyone on our border there would surely be worry. That was why the gate was in our things. Nobody sane would try to search the personal effects of what appeared to be two young foreign noblewomen, it would be a national incident. The fact that we didn't have nobles as such wasn't important, it was the implication that was. 
On a bit of a whim I decided to go for a walk. From what I'd seen the weather outside was lovely and clear, so there was no real reason to stay cooped up. The bright sun shone down on us as we moved, the caravan going every so slightly slower than average walking speed. 
We had over a dozen carts in all in this group, all well maintained and flying the flags of The Empire of Shadows. I'd counted almost a dozen knights as well, they appeared weak at casual inspection, but all were suppressing their power. Even then, a dozen physical magic users, even weak ones, would be a terrifying show of force for any of the city-states along our path. It wasn't enough to count as a military attack, but it would certainly draw eyes. 
There were multiple ways to hide something. You could try for straight subterfuge, making it invisible, or avoiding things. You could also hide it in plain sight, a slip in past by making sure you were seen, but your motives unknown. The gate was important, and big, so after much discussion with the higher ups it had been decided that it would be hidden among a 'diplomatic delegation' to the city of Linden.
 Emperor Durin's good relationship with priests in general was well enough known that it should be no surprise that we were sending someone, in this case several someones of import to talk to the leadership of the orders. Marks and letters detailing our trip and ostensible intent were acquired, and messengers to each of the cities we were passing through were dispatched. The administration of Linden had even gifted us with paperwork detailing that all members had sworn to make no aggression towards those whose lands we were passing through during our trip, which we'd had to do before a priest of the Shield.
 The final protection came into view as I made my way to the very front of our line. It wasn't a long walk from the center where my own accommodation was, but enough to give me some fresh air. Here was a carriage, shining bright in whites and blues, a stark contrast to the ever present black of the empire's carriages. Its flag was different too, an old symbol I'd first seen long ago, on a medallion around the neck of the man sitting on one of the benches here.
 "Good afternoon Rost. Or should I start calling you Father Rost now?" I asked as I came up to the man.
 Rost had aged since our first meeting, I supposed I had too, though it didn't really feel like it. The once young priest who stood strong was now a slightly more grizzled looking man, with the faintest hints of gray seeping in on the edges. He still had a kind smile, and the bearing of someone dedicated to his fellow man, age had done him well.
 "Just Rost is still fine, though after I'm finished with this trip, I will have earned the latter title. Should I be giving you one too then? Lady Alana, or something like that?" He joked.
 "Please no, I'm nothing special," I said.
 "Oh that I highly doubt, but that's neither here nor there. Care to join me?" He indicated an open spot on the bench beside him.
 "Certainly," I answered as I climbed up. "I wanted some air and the morning is lovely."
 "It is indeed," he agreed.
 We sat in companionable silence for a bit, letting the birds chirp and flutter about.
 "Do you expect any problems?" I finally asked, breaking the silence.
 "No, not as long as everyone behaves." He gave me a look like I was some kind of miscreant.
 "Pfft, like I go about causing trouble." That got me a laugh. "We've come a long way haven't we?" I asked.
 "From what? You singing in a tavern to feed your starving village? I suppose so. I do regret some of what was lost on this path though."
 I nodded to the priest's words.  We weren't friends as such, but it was nice to meet old acquaintances from times long past.
 "Mind if I ask you something?"  I asked.
 "Not at all,"
 "Did, did you come along because we've met before?"
 Rost laughed.  "I do believe a certain Bishop assigned me to join this expedition for just that reason.  Not that I wouldn't have needed to come this way on my own eventually anyway."
 "Meddling jerk," I muttered under my breath.
 "I know you two dislike each other, but in this case I don't believe he meant ill by it.  Merely that I was around at the right time, and he knew we'd interacted before.  He may even be trying to repair the bridges you two so thoroughly burnt."  I was still thinking on his words when he spoke again.  "Ah, I may have been mistaken."
 I looked up in confusion, following his eyes down the road.  I didn't see much of note, but apparently I was the one missing something.  The guards perked and closed ranks.
 "Er..."  I looked about.
 "Cloud of dust Alana, look there.  We have incoming riders, a lot of them."
 I followed his eyes again, and there certainly was a haze.  "We're not in the our own territory, we should be near..."
 "A small city-state, Westwood, perhaps three hours from the city proper," he rattled off like it was memorized.
 "An attack?"  I asked, humming a bit to put up some shields.
 "We shall certainly see.  Remember your promise to my order Alana, cast nothing aggressive unless attacked first."  He must have noticed me casting.
 "Don't worry, just shields," I responded, a bit of acid in my voice at being spoken down to again.
 "Ah, apologies then.  Shields are a rather good move."
 
As moments passed I watched the little cloud of dust get closer and closer, eventually coming together as a line of mounted men approaching us.  There were quite a lot of them.

            

    
        Chapter 204 Westwood's Soldiery

    
    
    
    
                The approaching cavalry were still well off, but would be here in no more than a few minutes. The knights perked up and readied, but none moved to attack, instead falling back into one of many standard defensive formations. Because o the angle of approach I'd only the slightest of ideas as to their size. 
One of the knights, an older gnarled looking man rode up beside the carriage I was on, looking over us. I knew he was nominally in charge, and his name was Ernest, Sergeant Earnest to his men. We hadn't talked more than a few niceties though, as he seemed a more businesslike type than I was. If anything I got the feeling that he looked down on the less-than-rigid discipline that casters like myself who weren't in the military arm were held to. 
"You haven't retreated to your carriage miss," he observed as he approached. 
"None of your men are acting as if this is an emergency, should I be?" While his form of address had been polite, something about his tone indicated that he was surprised that I was not yet hiding, and that rather ticked me off. 
"Most would've, but for the moment I doubt they're a threat. If you have some kind of shield you might want to put that up." 
"Already done Sergeant." We stared at each other for a few moments, neither backing down. 
"My estimate is just over a hundred and fifty riders. Now, if Westwood has decided to try and take us, they might have enough casters and knights to do some damage. More than likely though there aren't many if any in this unit, if that's so my men and I can cut them down like grass before a scythe." He took a quick look at Rost's face and amended, "If they attack first of course." 
"If things go bad do you want me to attack?" I asked. 
He considered for a few moments. "If there's an opening on one of their magic users and you get a good shot, but it might be better to save mana for injured men and animals if it goes south. Do you have any decent combat magic?" 
"A bit," I answered, more than a bit cross about being questioned. 
"I'll leave the decision to you then." He squinted, "Soldiers, not bandits, they've got uniforms on, local ones." 
I was a bit irked that this man was so dismissive of me taking part. I'd fought monsters and men, and survived. Did he know that though? Or did he just think I was some little rich girl being sent on an administrative job. It was often hard to tell, since everything was need-to-know and nobody was supposed to speak about it. So there was no way to know if he was just a patronizing jerk, or very unaware of what I'd done. 
As the column of men approaching spread out it started to matter less. We'd only seen a few travelers on our march, and all that were nearby had booked it. My guess was that they knew that this could be bad and had smartly wanted nothing to do with it. 
Unlike our standard black these men wore a mix of dark red and gold, in a sort of checkered pattern. I was glad that they were widening their lines, as it gave me a chance to look them over. With a small hum I made a light voice appear just over the sergeant's shoulder. 
"Two magic users, the leader and the man three to his right," it whispered to him, drawing a chuckle in response. 
The two I spotted were both dressed as knights, not that that meant anything. The former was clearly the most important of the men here, with a pressed uniform, more armor, and fancier helmet. While it was impossible to tell exactly how strong he was, suppressing your aura was standard military practice when first meeting, I got the feeling he wasn't that strong. The latter was different, he was dressed as any other of these outriders, save that he was about a head taller than any other. 
While the soldiers were clearly stressed a bit, everyone was still holding in place. It took a few moments for the newcomers to look over our banners and process the groups approaching their city. 
Their leader eventually strode forth looking at us suspiciously.  "Greetings, who is in charge of this caravan?"  He inquired. 
I exchanged looks with the sergeant, only to get a smile and slight nod towards myself.  Since this was supposed to be a diplomatic trip, I was the best to take on that particular role. 
"That would be me.  Is there a reason you brought so many soldiers out to meet us?"  i inquired. 
"Ah, we received a report of a heavily armed caravan flying the colors of another state, so we came to investigate," he said with a slight smile. 
"Were you not informed of our passage beforehand?  Messengers and approvals were sent of course," I said, trying to sound as air-headed as possible. 
His smirk was annoying, as was the manner in which they were delaying us, trying to show some kind of power against our empire, which could, and probably would crush them in coming years.  For now though I needed him to underestimate me, in case things went wrong.  I could already sense Rost's irritation.  They'd agreed to let us pass with him, so this was just a nuisance, one that could in some circumstances lead to needless conflict., something his order was never altogether happy with. 
"I can't remember such a thing, perhaps the paperwork was lost somewhere.  If you would be so kind as to come with us back to the city, I'm sure we can find everything we need."  He kept up in that same manner, poking and prodding. 
"We were headed to the city anyway, it should be no issue for us to travel together," I said as I tapped my chin, pretending to think about it. 
"Of course, of course, and if you could surrender your weapons..." 
"No," I cut him off before he could continue.  "I'm afraid that isn't possible." 
"Unfortunately we cannot allow a force of armed men into our lands like this you understand.  While I do not doubt your pure intentions," he offered in a way that made my skin crawl ever so slightly.  "I must insist, and we will use force if needed."
 I spent several moments pondering just how funny his face would be when he realized that the small unit of soldiers with me were all magic users and that I was a competent battlemage.  Against a normal group he probably would have succeeded, perhaps even going so far as to try and keep several of us as hostages.  Sadly it was not to be.
 "I would advise against that," Rost interjected.
 "And you are?"  The soldier asked, clearly unhappy with the interruption.
 "Rost, priest of The Shield," he said loud enough for the nearby soldiers to hear, while revealing the medallion that he wore.  That cooled everyone, most people didn't want to cross a caster, and most casters didn't want to cross a priest.
 "The... orders are neutral though.  You're not implying that you would fight with these trespassers?"  Even as he said it I could see the flinch, he'd not been expecting this particular escort.
 "No, not unless my person or carriage were directly threatened.  I would however be required to report your actions to my order.  Attacking diplomats is considered a rather inappropriate move is it not?  Particularly those who've gone so far as to swear non-aggression."  Rost gave him an almost concerned look.  "That would be horrible wouldn't it?"
 The man was completely thrown off.  "Perhaps it would be best if I sent a messenger to confirm then..."
 "Oh, that would be lovely," I agreed.
 He did, one of his men on departed at speed, like it wouldn't be hours before he returned.  It would take our carts hours to make that trip, and while surely he'd be quicker as a lone rider, it would still be a long outing.
 We gathered for a small lunch, which I happily invited Earnest to join me for.  It disgusted me to do so, but when he seemed to hesitate I pouted.  That seemed to deliver the message.
 "I don't know what he's up to, but I don't like it," I said after putting a privacy barrier up.
 "Agreed, I suppose that's the reason for the 'dumb girl' act?"  The soldier mused.
 "Yup, not sure what his plan is, but I want no part of it.  I'd appreciate it if you played along, feel free to act irritated about it though."
 He scoffed, "Alright lass, but be careful."
 "No worries there,"
 It took the better part of the day for the messenger to return, and then for us to make our way towards Westwood.  Their soldiers, even after the confirmation still formed a column around us, because 'they were heading back anyway' and 'for our own protection' and other platitudes.  The leader of their little group did eventually introduce himself as Morian though, once all the niceties were finally exchanged.
 "Again my apologies for the misunderstanding.  Could I perhaps suggest an inn for you and your people?  We have quite a few nice ones," he said after our party had finally reached the gate.
 Westwood was... quaint.  It was a middling sized city, with strong walls and geography I was guessing had really helped it maintain its independence.  While it didn't look trashy, I sincerely doubted that they had more than one or two inns of any real quality.
 "Oh, no, sorry.  We'll just send a few of our porters to refresh supplies and then head on.  I wouldn't want to bother any of your people, and we are a bit behind schedule."  I was lucky I had a smile on anyway, because I came really close to laughing at the face he made.
 The message must have been clear enough, because the few that were sent in returned at an almost unbelievable speed.  Not stopping for the night, particularly this late in the afternoon was odd.  This was one of the larger cities in the area, and would normally be considered safe, as well as a good place for the men to relax before going back to work.  Through my instructions though we didn't even take the caravan into the city proper.
 "You not worried about my men being unhappy skipping the city?"  The sergeant asked after we'd left.
 "Would they be more unhappy when he found some reason to try something within it?"  I retorted.
 The old warrior lifted one lip in a crooked smile.  "Won't have good beds nor anyone to warm them out here.  Won't be easy to split up either though, eh?"
 "Exactly."
 

 Morian
 Moran cursed and kicked the wall.  Every city of note had factions vying for control, and his was no different.  Westwood for all its glory was still only one city, but this had been an opportunity.  A message passed through from outside to one of their leaders, its source unknown to him.  They were to try and detain this passing caravan, easily achieved without the priest's untimely intervention.  If that failed, searching them would be the next best thing, but they'd not even entered the city.  He'd barely even managed to delay them for a few hours.
 There were other ways though, and other connections.  At the very least that girl had been some kind of noble.  If he managed to capture her and trump up some kind of charges she could be sold back to her family for a hefty sum.  With her attitude she'd be easy to keep locked up for awhile.
 "Still mad boss?"  his second asked, the large man didn't look it but he was sharper than most.
 "They got away," Morian responded.
 "Aye, and that girl was right cute eh?"
 "She's a noble my friend.  If anything untoward were to happen to her her family would likely go to war.  Keep that in mind."
 "Yeah, not sure that'd be good, but we still want them right?"  The giant inquired.
 "We do, can I leave it to you and some of the men?"
 
"No problem boss, no problem at all."

            

    
        Chapter 205 Roads and Misdirections

    
    
    
    
                On the outer edges of Westwood territory 
The camp sat upon the edge of an open field, standard protocol. Circled around a cooking fire with a few guards spread out watching the various approaches. It had been easy to follow them here, they'd not even tried to hide the marks of their passage along the road, or towards this little offshoot. 
I whistled, one of several calls standard to birds in this area, birds who only sang in the morning. Men returned the call, something only locals would realize was out of place. While I might be a soldier sworn to a noble family, operations like this weren't too out of place, the only thing we really had to worry about was the priest, and we'd be in and out quick, too quick for him to do much more than kill a few soldiers. That was fine, everyone here was disposable, and they all knew it, but were well enough paid for the risk. 
My orders were clear, handed down from my captain, and on to him from another, it didn't matter who or why. All I needed to do was wait and act when the time was right. Get in, kill as many as possible, and grab the noble girl, those were our orders. Not sure who wanted her, but they'd put in that they wanted her unabused, lucky for her, not so much for any other women the men might grab in our little raid. 
Looking up at the sky I saw the clouds, even they were perfect. By my guess we were in for rain, which would handily cover our tracks. Everything was easy, so very easy, like the world itself was egging us on towards our victory. 
The commander, far from my position let out a battle-cry and we were off. I plunged through the bushes surrounding their little camp with a smile on my face and the promise of good pay at my back. The guards were slow, so very slow to respond, one looking up and pulling the little bow he had by his side. 
As the arrow loosed something felt wrong, off, but I couldn't place it. Was it the way the arrow flew? Perhaps he was using some item to change something... the sound? Why had the bow not twanged? Why couldn't I hear much more than the mutter of voices, there should be the crackling of the fire too, but why? 
As my blade reached him it slid into the guard like he wasn't even there. Literally like he wasn't there, nothing but air met the steel and the thrust, so true threw my balance right off. I could tell from the surprised sounds that I wasn't the only one thrown off either. 
"Trap!" The commander screamed, a second too late. 
A painful spear of white fell from above, missing me by feet. As I turned my eyes bulged, the men who'd not been so lucky were falling, smoking ruins where their skin should be. 
Run, I had to run, escape from this oncoming death. My breath, so easy a few short moments ago now came in ragged, panicked gasps as I turned to bolt for the tree line. Before I could reach it though there was a glow, I dodged, only to see a wall of fire cutting off my route to freedom.
 

 Alana
 I didn't enjoy killing. Something about the way people screamed when they died, or realized that they were going to, cut deep into my heart. This world was hard though, and those men wouldn't have hesitated to pillage, kill, or any other horrible thing to anyone they could have gotten away with it on.
 Selene on the other hand had a look of hatred on her face as she cast spell after spell. The walls of flame to keep them in had been inspired, and looked more like Dras' handiwork.
 "Been practicing fire?" I asked, my part in the battle complete.
 "Yeah, got some time recently and some good pointers. Seemed like a good time to loose it on some deserving bastards." She smiled, looking sinister as the orange light played over her soft features and messy hair.
 "No mercy huh?"
 "Think they'd have shown us any had they won?" She replied as she looked up. One of the men had leapt through her wall of fire and with a casual flick of her wrist she sent a spear forwards to immolate him.
 I snorted, "You remind me of a priestess I used to know."
 Before long the sergeant joined us from out vantage point nearby. He was wiping the blood from his sword like it was nothing but a small stain. While before he'd been pushing down on his power I could see at least some of it now. A bright streak floating in the air behind him like liquid flowing over stone.
 "That was embarrassing," he said as he approached us.
 "Um?" I had no context for it.
 
"Their skill, their operation. Heck, their signals were so obvious it was painful. I don't know how the old Ermathi bastards didn't take these fools, but if and when it comes to blows our men will crush them." We all knew that it was only a when, not an if, but for the priest's sake he acted as if there was a possibility of peace.
 "I don't suppose you captured any?" I asked, our priest friend would surely be interested in talking to any captives.
 "No, might have, but after you ladies cooked several of them the rest were too afraid to surrender. They knew their fate even if they did, and men like that don't give up."
 "Shame," Selene said, though her cold tone betrayed her.
 "Think we'll have these problems in every city?"  I asked.
 
"Well, we've got ten more city-states between here and Linden, suppose we'll find out."

 Lode's Point
 I nodded to my partner.  It'd been a long night and we couldn't get to the main target, but this one would have to do, she was not the diplomat, but some kind of  assistant or something, and surely worth taking.
 What was she doing down in the slums though?  Was this some move by their empire against the city?  Our walls, and the sheer mountain slopes had always served us well, but if they had some plan we needed to know."
 As we, and our counterparts on the other side pulled into the alley though the girl was gone.  Just gone, how?  It all started mattering a lot less as something slammed through my back and out my chest.
 

 Spatha
 Men rushed in from all sides into the stable.  The city guard were out in force against these outsiders, and we'd be taking them in.  The little pouch of contraband rolling around my pouch would see to that.
 "Alright, where did they go?"  Asked the guard captain moments later.
 "Sir, how did they go?  We've been watching this place all night, nobody's come in or out."  Was my only response.
 I spent the next several days trying to find a trace of the caravan, or how they'd slipped from the building and out the gates without anyone seeing.  Heads would roll when the traitors who'd aided them were found.
 

 Polipol
 Tonight was simple enough, get in, grab the girls, and get out.  The extra guards they'd hired to watch their door were just foolish.  As if they thought we couldn't put a  few mercenaries in our own city on our payroll.
 As my men and I crashed through their room door we found no girls, rather several armored, and highly angry looking men with swords.  Poor Peter swung down from the roof, right through the window and into the waiting arms of one of their brutes.
 

 Alana in Logista
 I stared down from an unassuming room as the would be assailant slammed his weapon into our man.
 "Hey, look at that, those are those sedative sticks the capture units back home use," I mused to Selene from her spot on the tiles beside me.
 The man panicked as the girl he thought he was after turned into an irate soldier.
 "I can't believe you told him he had to wear that over his armor for the illusion to take," she responded, looking at the poor man.
 "I can't believe we found a dress that big and that frilly," I replied.
 "Someone's grandmother is surely missing it."  We both winced as the pink abomination over his armor was torn asunder in the violence the followed.
 I, not for the first time, regretted that there were no cameras to catch certain moments.
 

 Alana, just outside Linden
 Rost looked at me with tired eyes.  The horses were showing it too, a few had even been quietly traded out after getting too worn during this trip.
 "Nobody who gets near us is going to be fooled by that, you know this right?"  He looked me over once again.
 I brushed off my clothes again.  I was currently dressed as a peasant farmer, and a man, one of several guises I'd taken up on this overlong trip.  Once I could pass as a boy easily enough, but nowadays my body was far too distinctly feminine, and without a lot of artifice there was only so much I could do.
 "It only has to work from a distance, and I can toss up illusions to make it work better anyway, like with the carts," I mused while chewing on a piece of grass.
 The caravan had gone through a number of changes.  Sometimes we avoided all others, sometimes we went forth in all our full regalia.  I'd even been working on hiding us to an extent, but with the size and movement illusions were quite difficult to keep up for any amount of time and wouldn't hold up to real scrutiny, particularly in the light of day.
 "I'm glad this is nearly over."  He said for what had to be the twentieth time.
 "Me too.  Don't think I've ever been this popular before," I agreed.
 "Someone is clearly after us Alana, you in particular.  I can't even say that they'll give up after you're done with your work in the city, and I won't be with you on the way home should anything go wrong."
 
"Noted, but don't worry."  Our gate, and my way home, wouldn't be in the walls, but it would be near enough to the city that there should be no problems when it came time to leave.  I just needed to make it through all the actual talks.

            

    
        206 History Lesson

    
    
    
    
                The walls of the city of Linden were magnificent. Most of the places we'd passed through, almost all of them as a matter of fact, had been unimpressive. This however was a very welcome change. I could practically feel the weight and power of ages as we approached, defenses that had been built and built over who knew how many years. 
There were layers and layers of walls, and even on the approach to the city proper I could see the differing styles and differing types, even some of the materials.  In a sense, that struck me as odd, since most places would at least try to normalize their buildings over the years, but here it worked, each addition seemed designed to keep not invasions of men, but rather monsters from attacking the city proper.  I could even see now how parts of the city had spilled out of the walls, space constraints pulling them out. 
The buildings, I noticed as we passed through a series of gates, were often newer.  Ancient structures did degrade over time after all, particularly smaller ones, and so building layer on top of layer wasn't odd at all.  While I had no plan need to ask, and absolutely no plan to look, it wouldn't surprise me if the undercity in this place rivaled or exceeded that back home. 
After our initial entry, something sped along by the presence of the kindly Rost, we passed through without problems.  Sure, the districts got nicer the closer you got to city center, and it was clear where the actual heavy policing was to keep crime pushed back to the edges, with the exception of the innermost district, the gates weren't closed, boarding off portions of the city like I had heard some locales did. 
We approached the location I was told would be our accommodations for the duration of our stay, a side wing of an absolutely massive temple.  While it had certain sections that displayed the standard architecture I associated with the orders, none of the symbols were displayed. 
I saw the red curtains of the Lovers, the calm austere outside of the Shield, a garden entrance for the Vine, and strangely, hidden off to one side, a road that led to a tiny temple, one I didn't recognize.  It was plain, but not imposing, and the stone path, looking more like a road than anything else was the only real thing that stood out. 
We were greeted at the entrance by a woman in simple, but well made clothing, who smiled brightly. 
"Greetings, I hope your trip went well?"  She said. 
"No, we in fact had a large number of issues on the way.  Let's talk inside."  Rost said. 
Several of the knights joined us, while several more stayed behind to guard the caravan, taking up defensive positions. 
"Someone leaked how important this mission is,"  I said plainly once we'd been taken inside and all sat down. 
"I'm not read into that miss..." the question obvious on the priestess' voice. 
"Alana, and that's not too surprising.  The issue we've had is security.  Many of the cities we've stopped in have attempted to waylay or attack us, and my worry is that we might not be safe here." 
"I'll pass your concerns upwards towards the leadership of our city.  As for now I can't tell you too much about the warding or defensive structures of this building, but I can tell you that it is extensive.  I can also assign servants that know some of the hidden escape routes in case something does go wrong." 
The sergeant had joined us and smiled, taking the lead with a nod.  "That would be appreciated lady..." 
"Sarah, and Sister Sarah please," 
"Apologies, Sister Sarah.  Could we also request inner rooms without windows, and some without hidden entrances in the actual room?"  He knew security better than I did, so it only made sense to let him take the lead here. 
"An odd request, but one that we can meet.  Some of them may be small as those are normally staff quarters, if that is no issue?" 
It wasn't, and after the sergeant had asked for a few more concessions, we were shown to our quarters.  This looked rather like a dorm suite, separate bedroom all around a central area with easily watchable points of ingress and egress.  There were even a couple of maids and manservants, something the orders didn't normally avail themselves of, but kept around for visitors like ourselves. 
Once everything was in place and a few personal effects had been brought in I could finally relax.  My next meeting wasn't until the following day and even then the more important parts had been taken care of earlier.  If we got attacked at this point there really wasn't anything for it, not that I felt that likely, nobody in their right mind would attack the very core of the priestly orders.
 

 The next day was fairly relaxed.  Sure, I had a meeting to attend, but it wasn't until well in the afternoon.  So, I got to see a fair amount of the larger temple complex.  There wasn't much to it to be honest, since it was mostly for training and administration.
 There were of course similar temples in the city to deal with things like healing, and all the other business that a city this large might need, but this place wasn't for that.  If anything it was more like the mix between a city hall and a college.  There was an entire half devoted to teaching, either priests who couldn't get basic magical training elsewhere, or more advanced students aiming to reach higher like Rost was.  The other half was dominated by scribes, actuaries, and offices for the city leadership.  There was some overlap, but less than I might otherwise expect.
 So I enjoyed a few hours of examining the architecture and way they did things here.  It was through that light wandering that I found my way to a massive domed room.  It may have served some other purpose in the past, but now functioned only as a crossroads in this facility, and one not muchly used.
 That was fine and all, but I was more taken in by the many mosaics on the wall, depicting some kind of war.  Not only was that odd, but one of the sides seemed to be primarily elven in nature, the pointed ears a dead giveaway.
 There was a problem though, and one that had been mounting for a few minutes now.
 "Are you okay?  You look absolutely pained.  If something's wrong I can help, or we could definitely find a priest," I said to the knight assigned to guard me.
 The guard grimaced.  "Don't think that's needed ma'am.  Just... just my stomach is killing me, has been for a good bit now.  May..."
 "Then let's find you a restroom or something shall we?"  I approached an old man who was nearby sweeping the floor of the huge room.
 "Something wrong dear?"  He asked, voice almost creaking as he looked up.
 "Is there a restroom nearby?"  I asked.
 "Certainly, eastern hallway, third door on the left," the elder said.
 
"Miss, I can't leave you alone..." the knight tried, only for him to wince.  I decidedly did not want this man to release whatever was bothering him here in the middle of the temple, not when I was as safe as I could be.
 "Oh no worries son, she'll be perfectly safe.  I'll even stay with the young lady till you come back if that helps."  He gave the guard a kindly smile and waved him off.
 It wouldn't really help, at least not probably.  I could see no aura around the man, and even if there was, he wasn't one of ours.  Another spasm though seemed to make up the knight's mind for him.
 "Miss, you stay here where there's lots of people around.  If something happens the sergeant'll have my head."
 After a quick nod and eye roll from me he left, looking uncomfortable as he ran for the lavatories.
 The old man laughed.  "Younglings, there's no danger here."  After we shared a quick snicker he looked up.  "I saw you looking through the old murals."
 "I was, I've never seen their like before.  What are they about?"
 "Ah," he said, moving back over to the wall.  As he did I couldn't help but notice that despite the apparent age, this man looked strong and very healthy.  "These are about the founding of the orders."
 "I don't think I know that story..." I mused.
 "Well, we don't tell it much.  There's a certain caution that it could inspire hatred, which we'd rather like to avoid, and it is really ancient history."  At my raised eyebrows and interest he continued.  Leading me back to the beginning of the show to start.
 "Roughly five thousand years ago man lived in the dirt and stones.  In that time we were truly primitive, living in caves and huts, without metal or great buildings like we have now," he began as we looked at an image of people living something like cave men.
 "From the far west a different people came, bringing knowledge, teaching, and building, but also ruling."
 "Elves?"  I said as we walked along, seeing ships and their passengers landing upon shores that were surely supposed to be this continent's.
 "Yes, elves.  They came, and while they brought knowledge, and more magic than most men had at that point, they also ruled, making it clear that they were the ones to be followed, no other."
 But they didn't now.  I knew there had been a war, and things had happened that bothered even the ancient Justin, but not details.
 "Things went, well not too terribly for a time.  Certainly we humans were ruled, but not too harshly.  Then something happened.  Few know, or knew I am told, the full details, but there was some tragedy, and the leader of their people went mad."
 We kept moving and I saw him there.  Whoever had first made this had to have met the old elf, or gotten a very, very good description, because here, in one of the images I had missed stood Justin.  He looked like an exact copy, and even his aura was depicted properly.  There were differences though.  He stood encased in armor, in his hand a war hammer and on his face a snarl of pure hatred, a look I couldn't really associate with the man I'd met.
 "He destroyed a city wholesale, thousands dead in only a day as fire and death rained upon the people.  It didn't end there though, the leaders, who'd been hard, but not cruel changed their ways.  They began to oppress, any dissent crushed beneath the heels of elven soldiers."
 The next image showed just this, cities burning, people dead and dying in the street, or otherwise weeping.
 "It started with a group of four, four priests who couldn't abide it any longer.  Together they came, and met with their followers, forming a true resistance."
 I had to stop him here.  There was a depiction of four people, that was true.  The first, a large man with a shield in his hand, who stood strong like a hero, who was, oddly familiar.  Beside him was a smaller, lithe man surrounded by plants crawling up his arms.  The third was odd.
 "An elven priestess?"  I asked, the beautiful woman who was show there was clearly no human.
 "Indeed, one of those who joined to fight back was an elf.  She'd seen the depredations and dedicated herself to the protection of the women and babes who had been predated upon.  That is the founder of the Order of Lovers."
 He must have seen my shock and let me have time for it to sink in.  The last figure was small, and also a man, his face half covered by the shadow from his hood.
 "Who is that?"  I asked, nodding.
 "That is the founder of the Wanderers."
 "I've never even heard of them," I said.
 "Not surprising," the old man replied.  "They're few, and far between.  They mostly dedicate themselves to exploration and the furthest edges of society.  We train a handful every few years, but even this place sees that order seldom.  Even if we do, after only a short time of training they go, off into their business, only reporting back on their findings infrequently."
 Further down was an image of a titanic battle.
 "Yes, the priests of the orders, and all of their supporters finally began to drive his armies away, freeing the lands.  Not much is known about what happened after the final battle.  The elves claimed that their master survived, leading their forces home before disappearing.  Regardless, when the dust settled the elves fled in total, leaving the lands."
 "And I'm guessing that this place was built not long after?"  I postulated.
 "Correct, in fact this is the spot of that last titanic struggle.  At least that's what the records say."  He gave a smile, ancient history was sometimes hard to pin down, but I was inclined to believe it.
 I could see the knight returning, looking much relieved.  "Thank you sir for your time.  Ah, may I know your name?"
 "Oh most people just call me elder my dear, but feel free to call me Aaron, at least in private."  He tapped the side of his nose conspiratorially and winked.
 "Then thank you mister Aaron.  Sadly I think I must go."
 "You're quite welcome Alana, have a wonderful afternoon," he bade me as I went to go join back up with my guard, there were other places to go today.
 

 A few moments after they left the old priest sighed, finally able to relax.
 "Everything well Elder?"  Asked an aide who'd been waiting off to the side.
 "Fine, fine, just that holding in my aura is tiring on these old bones of mine."  A favorite excuse, even if I hadn't aged much in a very, very long time.
 I kept sweeping, watching the golden bubbles seem to bounce off the ground.  Some of my students and acolytes frowned at seeing me to menial labor like this, but it helped me keep pride away.  I liked to remind myself of where I came from, and not to act like one of those foolish kings.
 "Did you get what you desired?"  The aide said as he followed behind, careful not to mess up my cleaning.
 "Not all of it, but I got to take her measure.  It is enough."
 "Can I get you anything else then?"
 
"You certainly can lad," I said.  "A dustpan would be quite useful."

            

    
        Chapter 207 Losing a Friend

    
    
    
    
                A fair time before the time agreed upon I made my way to the location. I needed to make a good impression and tardiness would certainly do me no favors. So I made found myself in a room of simple, if extremely well made furniture. Selene had joined me a moment ago and found a nice seat herself. 
The orders frowned upon displays of excess, but that didn't mean that things were poor. Tables and chairs would be well made and comfortable, at least moderately. Art was sparse, but each piece was well made. There was no gold filigree or silver, no velvet or lace to be found, but that didn't mean that they didn't do things well. Even the food I'd been given this morning at breakfast had followed that trend, simple fare, but done well with good quality ingredients. 
There was hiding that I was fond of food. I paid a lot of attention towards what I was eating, regardless of where I was. Nearly starving as a child had killed any pickiness that I might have felt, but it was still important to me to look at it, appreciate it, see what I could about what it was and how it was done. The dishes here were mostly fruit and porridge, but it was all done with a practiced hand an a well versing in how to precisely mix for proper flavor. 
My rumination on food was broken as after a time the door opened. 
"The elders will see you now," a young man said, leading us into the room. 
Seated around the table were a handful older people, each in their own robes. A man with grey hair and broad shoulders gave a harsh look in our direction, narrowing his eyes above the symbol of the Shield. Beside him an elderly woman who exuded a scent of earth and leaf litter for the Vine. By a bit the youngest was a woman clearly here to represent the Lovers, her hair still a dark chestnut brown. The last wiry man looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here, his leg bouncing like he'd been forced to sit still in a place he found intensely boring. 
Below the priests were a few administrators I was guessing, non-casters and casters whose dress singled them out as decidedly not priests. Those paled to what I saw at the head though. Aaron, the old man who I'd met and who'd given me a rundown earlier this day sat in priestly robes, at the seat of honor. I nearly spat out his name, but then remembered how he'd said to call him that 'in private' and held my tongue. 
His aura was potent, the golden bubbles flowing off of him nearly pushing down those of the other nearby priests. It wasn't quite what I'd seen from a certain elf, but close. 
"Am I the only non-archmage?" I whispered to myself, but a few people seemed to catch it. 
It was a bit frustrating how all the other people brought to this world seemed to move to the peak of power. I was at least assuming he was a transmigrator, the bubbles seemed to be a dead giveaway to who we were. Then again, if I'd lived for what I was assuming were hundreds of years I might well have the same kind of incredible power. 
Justin had mentioned another, a priest who could probably keep himself young. He hadn't quite managed 'young' but he was almost certainly the man the wizard had mentioned. As I looked at his eyes it clicked, the man in the mural who'd seemed so familiar, it could only be the one sitting here before me now. 
"Please join us ladies, we've much to discuss," he offered. 
Selene gave me a sidelong glance, seeming to have heard something of my whisper but joined me in one of the open seats. 
"Certainly where would you like to begin?" I inquired. 
The priest representing the Shield was the first to go. "Most of the important bits have been covered, but let us clarify. We've agreed to this 'gate' only because we will be covering the opening on our end to properly forbid any military use." 
"Of course," I answered. "Though the instructions for its use are ironclad. Emperor Durin has designated it only for trade and limited travel with agreed upon individuals. Eventually it might be opened to public usage, but that would be in the future once we've got a proper network setup." 
Nobody really believed that there wouldn't be some work to make this function for military purposes, even if they were pretty limited, but that was the official line. Personally I thought that in time we'd be sending extra gates, even small ones, through it to aid in the conquest of some of the local cities. Troops would be impossible though, and there didn't seem to be any plan to attack Linden. 
Not because Emperor Durin didn't want it, but because it was insane to do so. Priests didn't normally get involved in wars, but this was their home base, and nobody believed that there wouldn't be some action if someone tried to take it from them. There were a few historical examples of kingdoms and empires that had tried, and it didn't surprise anyone that they'd all ended shortly thereafter. 
"I have some questions about the setup, and these sequences of wards you've provided," said one of the city leaders, a wizard if I had to guess. "How do we know that you won't change them?" 
Selene took this one, as she would be handling some of our security here. "You're welcome to provide them if you like, or we can leave them to be obscured physically by your people. None of them are state secrets." 
That was a concession, but these weren't the same wards we were using around the military gate. They weren't even anything special, just a few shields and the like, all blocking things from exiting the inside too quickly. We were using a quite different set on our side though. 
"Will there be any objections if we set up our own afterwards?" The man continued. 
"Not so long as they fall within the agreed upon forms. The facility is under your control of course, but so is ours. Either side will be able to end the linkage," Selene answered with a shrug. 
"How many others are currently in the network?" One of the others asked, her glasses and the ink stains on her fingers pointed to some kind of administrative work. 
"None currently," I said. "Though that will be changing, a series within our lands first, then we'll be looking outwards again." 
"I don't believe for a second that you don't have other gates young lady. I was asking about those," she said with a frown. 
"If there are others they are not connected to this network," I replied, the line I'd been given should they push for it. 
The answer got me a frown. We had others, and they knew it, but I knew that there'd be questions about those. 
The administration had a number of questions about the place they would be putting it, but honestly all of that was their decision, not ours. We wanted this up, letting them own the location it stood wasn't the concern. There were only a few requirements, a couple observers from our side, and the room size specifications. All of that had been accepted in earlier proposals. 
The elder priest from the Wanderers struck in once the city admins had let their questions finish. "How far can these go?"
 
"That's currently unknown," I said. "We've not hit a location that they can't reach." 
"Instant movement to anywhere in the world?" I could see his eyes twinkle as he thought about the possibilities. His order did reach for the edges of the map, so this could really speed them in some ways. 
"Not quite instant. There's a small delay on very long trips," I felt the need to clarify. 
"Hmm? I wonder why," asked the elder for the Lovers. 
"Current working theory is to protect causality, but that's not really important. The delay to circle the world would be limited." That was intel, but wouldn't help with the gates, so I had no problem giving it to them. 
"Causality?" She seemed confused by my answer. 
"The progression of events from one to another. If you were to be able to change that who knows what destruction might follow," Aaron finally spoke, having been quiet up till this point. 
"Um... thank you Elder," I could see that she was still a bit thrown off. 
It occurred to me that he'd told me that most called him elder, but I'd been thinking 'elder'. The truth was that he was 'Elder' as in the oldest, and probably strongest priest they had bouncing around. 
"It would breach into something like time travel ma'am. Imagine if you were to go back in time and kill your grandfather before your father was born. Then you might never come to be, so you couldn't go back and kill him, so he wouldn't die, so you could, so he would, and so on." The grandfather paradox was an old one, and explained the issues with time travel quite simply. 
"That sounds... like something bad would happen," she said, still trying to come to grips with the concept. 
"There have been recorded attempts at time travel and manipulation over the years, all with destructive outcomes. Why would traveling too fast compromise that though?" Their old wizard explained, then asked. 
"I'm afraid that that is secret. Our government has no desire to see anyone foolishly attempting such things again." I answered. Selene didn't know much about that, but I'd spoken with some of our team about how things didn't travel faster than light before. Not that I had the knowledge to properly explain more than a standard sci-fi show though. 
There was a bit of grumbling, but it was soon interrupted. 
"I've only one concern, and questions that I expect you to answer.  Where did you get these from?" As the Elder spoke everyone else fell silent. 
I looked to Selene at this.  This wasn't something we'd expected to have to share.  There were a few ways to answer, but a lot of that was things we really couldn't share.  Selene wove a veil of silence around us and leaned in to whisper. 
"Not sure how much we can say.  Will they let us out without some answer though?"  She asked. 
"Honestly, I don't know how they'll respond if they don't like what we say, or if they've some way to know if we're lying." 
There was a bit of a back and forth for a few moments before we decided on what to say.  It was a risk, and did reveal some things, but not everything.  The real concern was what would happen if we didn't answer at all. 
"Emperor Durin provided the original, an artifact which we then researched to create the current model," I said, a truth, but not much in the way of from where, or whom. 
The ancient man narrowed his eyes and thought for a few moments.  "I see.  To your knowledge do any others have access to your gate system, particularly other nations?" 
He was asking about the elves.  No matter how much time had passed I got the feeling there was still bad blood there, a lot between this old man and the other.  More must have happened than the simple explanation I'd been given about that mural. 
"No," I answered, a full truth this time.  The gate to the elven lands had been turned off by Justin, and was currently off by our own designs. 
"Very well," he said after a time processing my answer and staring me down.  "We will need a bit of time to discuss amongst ourselves." 
We were shown to the waiting room and had to twiddle our thumbs for nearly an hour.  During that time Selene shot me a few looks, but said nothing.  It wasn't clear what was up, but she certainly wanted something from me. 
Eventually they gave the final rubber stamp.  Everything had been approved already, the details hashed and rehashed out long before we'd ever set out.  This was supposed to just be a final talk before work began, a last chance for any questions, but for a bit there it looked like we might have to make the trip home without finishing, something I was really not looking forward to doing. 
The day had grown long before it was all done and when we got back I nearly fell onto my borrowed bed.  While laying there a knock sounded from my door.  I opened it to find Selene there, looking quite bothered. 
"May I come in?"  She asked, looking around. 
"Sure, something up?" 
"One moment please."  She began casting, layers and layers of her own privacy wards.  I recognized most of them, having known her for awhile now, but some were a mystery to me. 
"Okay... what's going on?"  I said when she looked finished. 
She glared, "Alana, what did you mean when you asked if you were the only one who wasn't an archmage?" 
That had not been meant for her, or anyone really, to hear. 
"Well, we've been meeting a lot of them recently haven't we?"  I tried. 
"Alana, I'm not an idiot, nor am I blind." 
"Er..."  I was trying to think of something.  I expected that one day my family, or maybe Mystien would start asking uncomfortable questions, but Selene?  She'd been there, just... in the background, around, a bit of a friend. 
"How long have we known each other?  That Elder guy, he has the same kind of aura as that terrifying elf, the same aura as you.  Now, I'd really like to know, because it looked to me like there was some other communication between you two.  He knows something, something you do, and something you're not telling me." 
That was not good, if she was seeing this, then someone else might. 
"It's about the aura Selene.  It's like everyone I meet with that is scary, and weird," I lied. 
"You're weird, and scary in your own right when you need to be.  That isn't all though, and this isn't over.  There's something up, something about these portals, and I think you know what."  We just stared at each other for a few minutes, neither wanting to talk. 
"There's some kind of magic going on, something that I don't understand."  While that was the truth, I had no idea how we'd all gotten here, it certainly wasn't all of it. 
"I see, so that's how it is."  With that she turned on her heel and left closing the door hard as she passed through. 
I waited, waited to see if knights would come to take me, waited to see if there'd be some alert among our people.  None came though.  For all that she was clearly pissed, nothing was coming for now.  I sighed, I'd need to come up with something, or things would be very, very bad when I got home, if I went home.

            

    
        Chapter 208 Admissions and Assaults

    
    
    
    
                Over the next few days Selene was... more distant than usual. She said nothing about our conversation, but looked up harshly at me every now and then. I was glad for that much, as there was more than enough to do. 
The place Linden had elected to set up the portal was a small fortress about half an hour outside of their walls. I knew that many a merchant would someday complain that there wasn't a good place to just get into the city, but the safety concerns were valid. I also imagined that if the city elders hadn't already allocated all the land in the general area to someone those same merchants would shortly scoop it up by the acre for storehouses, loading docks, and all manner of stables. 
That would be their problem though, not mine. For now all I needed to do was see to the proper installation of things and head home, preferably through the gate that would then be up. The caravan would need to go back the old fashioned way, with a few different guards and passengers. I'd need to consult with the higher ups back in the capitol, but we could probably arrange for some nasty surprises for those trying to stop them on the way back. 
I was still debating if I would be going back, or for how long. There were some very good reasons to never return to Lithere, or perhaps even back to the capitol city. If Selene decided that she wanted to bring up her concerns to our bosses it could end me. Emperor Durin was already displeased, I knew, at my secret keeping, and I didn't know how he'd respond to me keeping anything else to him, not that I was keeping things he had business in. 
Would he see it that way though? This really didn't concern him, or his empire, but he'd want to know, and we both knew that. Keeping it to myself would probably be seen in a very dim light. I didn't know how he'd respond, but my guess was not well. 
It all depended on Selene, I would need to talk to her. I wasn't sure how the story about being from another world would be seen, but I didn't plan to share that much. I could at least tell her that the three of us, and I suspected others, had an unusual insight into the workings of magic. I could tell her that I didn't know how that happened, which was true. Would she accept that though, or run to tell others that I had odd insights? 
As for my current job, it was almost casual. We'd put up a few of these now, and well understood the process. The city itself was more in the way than anything else. Their mages were always buzzing around, doing wards of their own, and examining our actions with an inquisitive eye. 
"Could we get more of these?" One said on about the third day of work. "They'd be quite useful." 
"That would be a question for our government. Sadly I have no control over where they're going and in what order," I responded. 
"What do you think the chances are though?" 
"Honestly? Low for right now. I think Emperor Durin wants to set up our network first. After we've done that though, still low. These are just a hair's breadth from being military only technology." I gave him a shrug and the man sighed. 
"Figures. Since that's off the table, could you go over these wards with me? I'm concerned about how they'll interact with some of ours." He pulled out a paper detailing one of ours, one I'd made myself. 
We spent the next hour going over the details, many of which he couldn't, or wouldn't share with me, to make sure to check for interaction. As it stood, there was one, one which would slowly damage both of them. It was poor design that I attributed to one of their passed down protections, something many places kept secret. 
Which was stupid, how was I supposed to help with the problem if I couldn't see half of what was going into it? By the end of it I of course knew most of what was going into that particular ward anyway, because he had to explain it just for me to check over things. At several points I nearly told him to sod off and figure it out himself, since he had our wards and should have been able to see the issues, but held my tongue. 
We finished everything late, but that was fine. With everything done, there was only the standard testing to run through in the morning, and then I could go home. I wasn't even going back to my room at the city temple tomorrow afternoon, I was bringing all of the luggage and heading back home.
 

 Emil, Spymaster to King in Exile Lief
 I was too old for this, far too old. Sadly there was nobody else I could properly trust. I needed an apprentice, someone who I could teach all my methods and leave things like this to. Magic user or not though? If I choose one without he'd be honored by the choice, and likely take me more seriously, but the power that magic could bring...
 I had plenty of time to ruminate on this our whole trip here, and hopefully would have more on the way back, for now I had work to do.
 Getting messages out to all of those who might be allies in this region had been a right pain in the neck. The fact that all of them had failed to capture my targets, or even delay them a bit also irked. Not every leader had a proper spy network, and even if they did, I didn't have connections to all of them.
 It mattered little now, as I was in place to see my target as she and her entourage passed through the city gates. I'd managed to learn that they were up to setting up some kind of transport system, but not all the details.
 I nearly gasped as I saw the girl passing through the gate. My aide had the good sense to wait until they'd well and passed before he spoke.
 "You knew her?" The man spoke in a neutral voice, whispering could attract unwanted attention.
 "When we get back," I answered.
 Once we'd returned to the rooms we'd rented, and the officers in our little conspiracy had been gathered I sat down.
 "We have our primary target," I began.
 

 "Selene," I began after putting up a sound barrier, "let's talk." We were sitting atop our carriage, enjoying the afternoon air.
 "Oh? You're going to actually answer me now? Not just lie to my face?" This would clearly be an uphill battle.
 "Ask what you want to," I replied.
 "What is it about you three that is important?"
 "Honestly? I don't know," at her scowl I continued. "I do know that all of us have insights, we think differently, and understand both each other, and magic in unusual ways. I suspect Ristolian was the same as well,"
 "The... mage who made the gates? Why?"
 
"When I was in school, our first dean, Dean Lorrae told me a story. Told me of how he laughed when he received the message upon completing his core. Declaring it all a joke." She gave me an odd look.
 "You're not making any sense Alana," she objected.
 "It is a joke though, that message is 'hello world' just something to say, 'look at me, I'm working.' to everyone."
 There were several seconds where she tried to process that. She stared, then blinked, shook her head as if she had a question, then tried again.
 "... You can understand it, the code, the code that everyone sees but nobody gets, the one in the core!?" I nodded. "But... but, you know what that whole unknown section is then don't you? You have to tell me what it says!"
 "You already know what it says Selene, Ristolian wrote it down. Those books they gave us, the ones the emperor found, that's what's there. It's a guidebook on how to use the core."
 "But that was put there by the core's maker, the king that..." she froze.
 "Yeah," I could see her processing, and just confirmed.
 "That... that elf we met in that ruin, he wasn't just someone sent to clean those out was he?"
 "No, I don't think so."
 "The priest, the old one?" She asked.
 "I don't know too much about him, but I get the sense that he really sincerely hates that particular elf. I also think that if those two powerhouses tried to raise armies they would, and the result would be..."
 "Apocalyptic," she finished.
 I gave her a few moments to process. She'd gotten enough, enough to know that I had more understanding of magic than she did, and could read the core, for some reason. There was no point in telling her about another world, it would only cause issues.
 "Now you know, and you know why I don't want anyone else to," I finally said after letting her think.
 "I... I won't tell a soul. Our lands are right between them, if they decide to fight we'll be the battlefield, and nobody is ready for the orders going to war with all of the elves, that's terrifying. Or maybe we should... if the Emperor knew he could prepare."
 "We're already on a war footing Selene, nothing will change that. They've also been holding their peace for a very long time, and seem to want to continue, poking and prodding either of them might set it off." She nodded at my declaration, still looking more scared than I was about that particular possibility.
 A few moments more of thought and she gasped, yelling.
 "Selene?!" I saw her reach down and pull something familiar, familiar and terrifying.
 In her hand was one of the little dart-like syringe used by our own capture squads. I ducked and screamed, hoping to alert our guards, only for two of the little things to strike the seat behind me, breaking apart.
 I felt stupid as I quickly dropped the sound shield, readying to yell again. It wasn't needed though, as the knights who were accompanying us had realized the attack quickly. The opener had been good, taking down casters was a strong way to start any attack, as it deprived the enemy of ranged support and healing. It chilled my blood as I realized that the method of attack also indicated the wish to capture, not kill.
 I began to sing my shields into place as there was a whooshing sound and the carriage lurched. The crunch that followed and how we ceased to move indicated at least part of what had happened. I couldn't see, didn't know what was going on, but I needed to be ready, because from the sound I guessed they had at least one wizard with them.
 Selene was struggling still, but it was clear that her strength was fast leaving her. The sedatives they'd used must have been astoundingly potent to start to impair her in less than a minute, but she couldn't properly rise, and her attempts at casting were struggling to form even the most basic of spells.
 I considered using my gate spell, but there was no reason to think anywhere within sight would be safe. Instead I quickly tossed an invisibility over myself and started the process of conjuring up a storm. Lightning might not be the fastest magic I had, but it was the strongest attack in my list.
 As I slipped from my spot I saw the battle. Our knights were strong, but the enemy had brought numbers. We were outnumbered at least two to one, the men still standing after the opener fighting more than one opponent, and those enemies were magic users too, that much was clear from the speed and strength of the melee.
 In the back I could see a few archers, and the aforementioned casters picking targets quickly and with devastating results. That group would be my first target for some electrical vengeance, but something caught my eye.
 One of the casters had a man beside him, a man who was pointing his outstretched finger directly at me. The one showing my location had an aura near his eyes like Charles, but significantly weaker.
 I tried to dodge, get out of the way before whatever they were planning hit me. As I did so I drew in breath for a scream, letting the storm fall. I needed to hit and fast, if they could see me, they could drop me.
 I bounced against some kind of kinetic wall before my dodge was finished, and while that only made me panic more it did lend itself well to the scream I let loose at the casters. I didn't hold back a bit and I could see as they all flinched. The wall didn't budge though.
 This was bad, they'd planned this, they'd planned for me. Someone among them knew my abilities, someone knew what I could do, and what I probably would do. The sight, the box to keep me contained, this was their plan.
 Spells pummeled my shield in quick succession like hail. None were strong enough to kill, but all drained the power I was feeding it. I struggled to keep it in place, pulling in magic for an other scream, not thinking I had enough time for anything else.
 One of the warriors broke from the melee and blurred in my direction. His charge his my shield like a freight train and shattered it like glass. My scream attack landed head on as he came, but was cut short when the metal clad fist planted itself in my stomach.
 My feet left the ground, taking me up as I felt a sickening crunch around my ribs. Clinging to consciousness I seemed to hover in the air. I wanted to scream in agony, rather than those I'd been letting loose, but there was no time. Before I even landed the man who'd charged me grabbed and tossed me like a rag-doll towards his compatriots.
 The speed at which I was going would surely have killed me had I landed, but someone caught me in a cloud of air or kinetic magic, slowing me as the arc neared completion. Before I could struggle again they were upon me, stabbing down with those accursed needles. Three burned as they landed in my arms and body, one more in the thigh, the only benefit that I quickly lost feeling to my broken ribs.
 
As my mind slipped away I saw Selene, a mess of hair and fabric flying towards us. The man who tossed me must have repeated his action with her. As she landed, and was brought over I saw it, the panic and fear as she too struggled to keep awake, a fight we both quickly lost.

            

    
        Chapter 209 Captured

    
    
    
    
                I opened my eyes, looking wearily around the cell. The sedation had been kept up for, if I had to guess, weeks. The time had been both infinite and a blur, strange and confusing. They'd stopped though, and I was now beginning to come back to my senses. 
There had been points when it stopped, when I began to crawl slowly from the blanket of sleep they'd been forcing on me. I'd tried to sing the poison in my veins away, only for someone to strike me, or gag me, anything to stop me from casting. During those times I'd been forcibly fed and given water, and at one point even cleaned by some other woman. 
Keeping someone drugged forever was impossible though, at least with our level of medicine. There had to be a balance between keeping me helpless and not killing me. As each dose of poison had been forced in, my body had slowly been acclimating to it, and in time I would have gained enough resistance that the amount to keep me so disabled would have killed me. 
The fever dream had lasted long enough to bring me here though, to transport me to whatever destination they'd had planned out and ready. I supposed that was all they really needed in their minds, to keep me down until they could... I shuddered to think what they wanted. Even worse what they might have done while I was asleep. 
In a panic I checked my surroundings, finding nobody else in the room, and no person obviously at the door I hiked my dress up. My mark was still there upon my leg, still glowing, though noticeably it was about a month down from its maximum charge. I'd never experienced this kind of fear before, and suddenly felt very much like any girl who woke up after a wild party somewhere she didn't know. Except this hadn't been some fun night out, but an attack. I laid back and wept quietly, noting, but not caring about the shackle around my right wrist. 
I pushed as much mana as I could into the tattoo I'd gotten so many years ago. A safety I'd hoped would never become as important as it felt now. Eventually it refused to accept any more, pushing back, probably a safety measure for situations like this one. In time I fell asleep, letting the darkness wash over me again.
 

 It was light when I woke up. It was also time for me to start looking at my situation. There were no friends here to help me, no family. What did the people who took me want? Who even were they? Where had they taken me? I needed answers to these, and I needed them as quickly as I could get them.
 The cell I was held in, for this was surely some kind of prison, was painfully cold. There was a small straw mattress in one corner, on which I currently lay, as well as a basin for water and a chamber pot, lovely. I could see a small window from where I struggled to rise.
 I wanted to vomit as I struggled to pull myself up, the last of the drugs wearing off. I was weak, painfully so, like a newborn deer struggling to take its first steps. Eventually I did manage to sit up, using the freezing stone wall as a prop.
 I was shackled to the ceiling, a long chain running down from an inset loop to the cuff that was tight around my wrist. I tested that to find it was tight, extremely tight, with no easy way to get it off. It didn't seem enchanted, but the walls to this room definitely were, there was just a feeling about it, and the way my aura seemed to bounce off of them oddly, never quite touching.
 The door looked sturdy, wood with iron bands strongly holding it and a small viewing window, now open. I couldn't see anyone out there now, but that didn't mean there were no guards, casters were notoriously difficult to contain, particularly for any amount of time. That was the main reason that we were seldom captured unless we surrendered.
 
I wanted to see the window first, get a look outside. The guards, whoever they were, would probably make themselves known in time. 
I almost fell to the floor as I stood, the whole world lurching just a bit. The chain also made a horrid racket as it slid across the floor. That sound made a face appear instantly in the little window, feminine, but hard. 
It took only a few seconds for the door to be opened and a pair guards, all women I happily noted, to make their way inside. Another remained in the hall, keeping an eye. I didn't know who these were, but they were not playing any games. 
All three had auras, nothing impressive, but even a weak magic user was still a magic user. Of them the leader, an older blonde with a few wrinkles and scars was the strongest, a cold steel colored mist. 
"Sit," she instructed. 
"What have you done to me?" I asked as I fell back to the bed. 
"I believe that is obvious prisoner," she seemed to take another look at my face, the tear streaks from earlier were likely still there. "Nothing horrid, as of yet. There are rules, you will listen." 
I nodded and she continued. "I've been informed, by reliable sources that you are a bard, that specializes in song and dance magic. If you attempt to sing, we will take that as a threat, if this chain begins to move too much." She shook the metal implement, and it loudly clattered. "We will take that as a threat. Understood?" 
"Yes, who are you?" I wanted as much information as I could get. 
"You do not need to know that. What you do need to know is that if I or my subordinates catch you trying to cast or escape, we will not be pleased little girl. You may think that your situation now is bad, but believe me, it can get so, so much worse." Her eyes darkened as she spoke. 
"I understand... will you at least tell me where I am? Whoever you are I'm sure that they'll pay the ransom..." I didn't know if they'd contacted my family, but most people would, they wanted the money a caster would get when sent back to their family, and I had no doubt that they would really want me back home. 
She scoffed. "We are not stupid enough to alert the traitor to your location fool. Since it will soon become obvious anyway, there is no reason to hide this from you. You are currently in the custody of His Majesty King Lief, the true king of Bergond." 
I paled as she turned and shut the door loudly behind herself. So far as I knew, nobody knew exactly where the fallen prince had run off to, only that he'd taken a lot of his people with him. I also knew that the chances of them trying to sell me back to my own family were hovering stubbornly right at zero. I was on my own, and I really needed to get out of here.
 

 Several weeks earlier
 Durin felt his heart thrumming as he read over the report.  Just this morning one of his men, Sergeant Ernest, had stumbled through the brand new gate to Linden, ignoring the safety checks, and nearly set off dozens of countermeasures against attack.  While the man would need to be chided for his misstep in procedure, he at least had good reason.
 Their caravan had been attacked on the way to the gate.  Three of his knights, good men, were dead.  As for the two casters they were guarding...  The two girls had been captured in a fast attack, from the looks of it, their opponents had known the capabilities of at least one of them to a T.  It honestly looked like something he'd have done, but these were enemies.
 They'd managed to kill five of the attacking men, but failed to capture any of them.  Debriefings would need to happen and fast, the damage the loss of those researchers could do could not possibly be understated.
 
Durin sighed and felt heavy.  He'd also need to talk to his old friend Verren.  The man would not take this well, not at all.  Hopefully they'd have a target at which to vent his fury by the time that meeting happened.

            

    
        Chapter 210 Out of the Cell

    
    
    
    
                Being locked up was an all to common occurrence in my life. It never got any more fun either, but this was a new low. I was cold, alone, and feeling rather more abused than I would have liked. It also looked like there was little chance of rescue for me unless I was the one doing my rescuing. 
Hours ticked by with no interaction. I eventually stood, and went to the window, the drugs finally properly wearing off. 
At least I had a good view, sure it was through bars, but it was a good one. The small city outside was covered in snow, almost idyllic in its form There were lights, and a few people moving here and there within the walls. I was currently at a higher altitude, almost certainly within some kind of castle or fortress that looked down upon the settlement. 
I was coming up with a plan, but there were still parts here and there that I needed to work on. I really needed a safe place to teleport to, but finding that was the hardest bit. I didn't know what was where anywhere in this town, and I was leery of doing anything that might make the situation worse. I'd get one escape attempt, and if I screwed it up, I'd likely just be killed. 
It was surprising that they were keeping me alive right now anyway, as even if I wasn't me it would be a damn hard thing to keep going for too long. Most mages would run or fight if they thought they'd be killed, only ever surrendering if it was safe, and I had a strong feeling that they'd get around to putting my head on a pike sooner or later if I stayed.
 

 I spent several days looking over the town, trying to identify the entrances and exits, the buildings of import and what they were. It was hard at this distance, but I was fairly sure that I'd found some kind of storehouse, one with a broken out shutter, and even luckier, the direction the traffic was going. There were no gates in the wall from my viewpoint, but that was of little import.
 Standing here and watching had become my habit, and there was little to interrupt me. Sometimes the guards would come to check that I was here, or deliver rather poor food, but more often than not I was left to my own devices.
 Which made it strange when I heard a jingling and the noise of a key being put into a lock. At first I didn't turn around, figuring it was the guards either to bring me something or do something unpleasant, neither of which I was terribly interested in.
 "Hello Alana, it's been some time hasn't it?" A slightly familiar male voice said.
 I turned to see the face of a man I'd not seen in some years, not since the fall of my Lithere.
 "Professor Rooke?" I asked confused.
 He gave me a smile. "Indeed, I'm glad to see you remember your old teacher."
 "Come to what? Interrogate me?"
 "In a sense, yes. I am hoping that I can convince you to not need such things though." At my raised eyebrow he continued. "Your situation is... severe, as I'm sure you well know, but His Majesty isn't an unkind man, nor one without reason. He remembers you from that little 'adventure' you had as children, and would really rather not see you harmed. May I sit?"
 He'd indicated a small stool, something the guards had delivered with the food this morning, and at my nod took a place. I settled down opposite him, looking at the man who'd aged considerably since I'd been in school. His robes now were thick, and not quite as... well made? Not as fancy at any rate.
 "I didn't know that you two knew each other," I stated.
 "Until the capitol fell I'd only met him a few times at formal functions, but even then I knew he was a decent young man, and he hasn't disappointed me at all."
 "So what? You just expect me to give you... what do you want anyway?" I asked.
 "We know that you were involved in some project in Linden, though not the exact nature. We want the information on that, as well as the sky-metal. If you cooperate I've been told that you'll find your... accommodations will improve drastically, and you'll be given a second royal pardon. Living as you did didn't indicate any disloyalty, but rather a need for you to survive in the new era." I sat still as he made his pitch, unsure if I should believe it or not.
 "You know that my father and brother are both heavily involved in the empire's army do you not?" I asked.
 "I do, and it is unfortunate, and there may be something that can be done for them if they surrender. I think you should start thinking of yourself though Alana." The threat was clear.
 "If I accept?"
 "You'd be held here for the duration of our war, but as I said in a much more pleasant place. When it was all said and done, you'd be allowed to return to the country proper, free and clear."
 "And should I refuse?" I asked, interested in what they had planned.
 "That is more complicated. It would depend on how long you refused."
 That sent a chill down my spine and I struggled to think. I needed to get out of here now.
 "You won't help me will you?" I asked.
 
"If you don't cooperate, I'm afraid I cannot, and will not." We sat in silence for several minutes after that, me thinking, and him watching my reactions before he finally continued. "Take a few hours to think on things Alana. If you decide to help me, and yourself, let the guards know." 
He left me, and while I'd like to say that I wasn't afraid the truth was that I was terrified. I didn't want to die, or be stuck here for years. I also didn't want my family to suffer, and I certainly didn't want to give up anything that might harm them. 
It wasn't too long after he left that the sun started to set, and I began to hear it, the screaming. It was nearby, and I knew that it was no mistake that I was hearing it either, the wards on this place were such that sound would only go where they wanted it to. The pained cries of another prisoner being used to scare me, to make me afraid, to give up what they wanted without a fight. Something I would certainly have done if they came in now. 
I hated myself for doing it but I began to act, poorly. 
"This is a great way to make people like you you know, absolutely great. I mean, I'm feeling much more loyal, certainly. Really, there's no need..." One of the guard looked in at me with furrowed brows, but seeing that I was still and standing by the window, where I always was she turned away, letting me rant. 
The more I did it, the more I poorly acted, the more my mana began to respond. It was weak, slow, and something I'd only practiced a few times, but it existed, and I only needed a little bit, only a couple of spells. 
The iron of the chain around my wrist wasn't very pure.  I knew they wanted the secret to making aluminum, sky-metal as they called it, and it gave me a perverse pleasure to use that same technique to escape now.  The impurities, and the oxidation of one of the little links moved to two little lines on one of the links, weakening it until it nearly crumbled away.  I needed it to hold just a moment while I got the portal up, just in case my wardens looked in while I was setting up my escape. 
The harder part came now.  I couldn't sing or dance, and those were easier then the stupid ranting I was doing now, but I persisted, looking out the window into the storehouse.  Past the broken shutter and into the darkness. 
It worked though, slowly, and with difficulty, probably due to the much higher distance than I was used to, the portal began to form.  First it was a slight shimmering and shaking in the air, then it slowly began to grow, inch by inch.  Just a bit bigger and I'd be able to slip through.  I even bent down to get ready to jump. 
"SHUT UP YOU STUPID!!!"  One of the guards began to yell, her eyes appearing in the door.  Our gazes briefly met as she saw what I was doing, her eyes widening visibly.  "KEYS!!!" 
I'd never stopped my casting, and now I switched to song, time was something I'd be out of in seconds.  While I did so I yanked, the little chain making a 'chink' sound as the corrosion and weakness did its job and popped away. 
One of the guards was significantly stronger then the others, and she must have gotten tired of their fumbling.  With a kick the door to my cell buckled and broke.  The infuriated soldier stood there, sword in her hand and ready for only an instant before blurring forward. 
It was now or never.  I dove through the gateway, hoping that it was enough to take me through to the other side.  The silver blade seemed to slow as it came forward and I fell back.  It seemed she'd not anticipated me passing through the seemingly solid wall, and would miss my neck. 
Sadly I'd brought my left arm up, a desperate reaction to shield myself from the blade. 
Time sped back up and everything happened in an instant.  The world shifted dizzyingly as I passed through the tunnel in space.  Before I realized what had happened I felt a sharp yanking from my arm and I found myself through, landing hard on... some kind of hay or something. 
With a thought I killed the portal spell.  Nobody had followed me through yet, but they were sure to in moments.  I needed to move and fast. 
It took a second, probably due to the adrenaline, before the pain hit.  It came around the same time I noticed all the sticky fluid.  My arm, the one I'd raised in defense flared in agony and I screamed into the bale I'd fallen onto. 
Soon as I looked down I saw it.  A few inches below my left elbow there was a clean line, and everything below that was gone.  That was also a lot of blood, really a lot of blood that was coming out of the wound. 
I didn't even think, I just started singing.  Auld Lang Syne wasn't really a thematic song for this, at least I hoped it wouldn't be, but it was absolutely the first thing that popped into my head and I didn't have the time to question it. 
The words flowed and flowed, staunching the wound bit by bit.  I got cold, it must have been so much colder out here then in that cell, and I was exhausted, I just wanted to sleep.  I needed to finish this though, get this done, else I would die here. 
My vision blurred in the slight light of the moon, but I could still feel the wound seal.  I smiled, and promptly passed out.

            

    
        Chapter 211 Into the Tundra

    
    
    
    
                When I awoke my head was still spinning. There were bells, such loud bells, sounding continuously. With an idle thought I reached up to scratch my face. That was when my eyes snapped back open, senses burning as I remembered where I was. 
My left hand was gone, my right still had a shackle and a bit of chain dangling from it. I was laying on... a brief look confirmed that it was indeed hay, straw had just a slight difference in texture. Outside the night was still dark, the bells signaling my escape still going, I couldn't have been out for long. That conclusion was backed by all the blood I was covered in, still sticky and wet. 
I needed to go, to get either out of this town, or to a better hiding spot by morning. Thankfully all the practice had paid off and I wasn't completely out of mana. As for my hand, with magic that could be fixed, I even knew the spells, though it would take a good long while. The fact that my school had forced that course on me was now a blessing rather than a chore. 
My heart was beating fast and skin cold, but still I tried to rise, a decision I instantly regretted. Soon as my head rose off of the makeshift bed the world shifted and turned, nearly causing me to lose my lunch. My limbs also felt weak as a baby deer. 
"Crap, how much blood did I lose?" I whispered, looking down. 
While the moonlight drifting in from the ajar window wasn't much, it was enough to see the shiny black puddles all over everything. It was safe to say I'd lost somewhere between 'a lot' and 'way too damn much' blood. Travel like this would be... difficult. 
The brief look at the window showed me other things though. Everywhere lights were on, soldiers were flooding the streets like angry ants. As for others, there were none, there weren't any people randomly moving about, it was men in armor only, and they were going building to building, that was bad. 
I knew that they had people who could, and with all this blood would, sense me.  Even at night, even if I was invisible, there was no promise that I'd be able to hide.  I could fight... but that would only attract attention, the last thing I wanted.  There was no winning in an open combat, there were too many and too strong of opponents. 
So I began quickly, spells to clean the blood, spells to make myself unseen.  Even if it wasn't perfect it might throw some of my enemies off.  Because these were enemies, even Rooke, the rough professor who'd helped me when I needed it.  I'd even have to fight Lief if he came out, that boy who'd once been so kind. 
I shook my head, they'd kill or torture me, there was no getting around that, I needed to be able to do the same to them.  I hoped it would never come to it, but for now I had other opponents.  The soldiers who were going all over the place might have people who could see me in their ranks, and they would be trying to stop me, they were the first hurtle. 
I let my eyes shift over the everything I could see from my new vantage point as I began to build up magic.  I needed to slow them down at the least, and I had a few options, the first would be a bubble of silence around myself. then invisibility.  Then I needed points, there were hoardings on the walls, and from this angle I could see the ones right beside the gate.  The other direction there was what looked like a harbor, but the ocean was probably a bad direction to take. 
A look up showed a few fliers, some of the mages here must have known how to fly, that was fairly rare.  I was already going to be doing some weather magic, so a bit more wouldn't hurt.  As my spells built fog descended upon this city, whose name I didn't even know. 
The fliers went wild, like angry hornets as they tried to weave something to dispel my fog.  Really they should have been more concerned about themselves.  Only one seemed to realize the danger and start to drop before the first bolt of lightning arced across the sky. 
As the hovering forms dropped I went back to my escape.  I found my designated point on the hoardings just before the fog got high enough and punched a small hole. 
"She's somewhere, and active, teams of two, all of these buildings, quickly, quickly men!"  I heard someone yell from nearby just as I slipped through my portal, leaving a small surprise behind me. 
I had to stop when I arrived, if only briefly.  I was burning through mana like water through a sieve, and that couldn't keep going on forever.  Similarly I nearly fainted, from blood loss and stress.  That was okay, my surprise would take a few moments to get going, and I could use that time for a quick breather as I reoriented myself. 
As for the fog, I let it drop a bit.  If they didn't have someone blow it away it'd keep for awhile, and if they did... well I couldn't spare the mana.  It took only a couple of minutes before my present made itself known. 
Hay burned, hay burned almost like paper.  The tiny little flame that I'd set off as I was leaving quickly spread through my former resting spot and before they'd managed to rid the city of fog an angry red and orange glow was shining from within, visible even through the pea soup. 
This would lead to even more panic, and that was good for me.  I looked out of the city, and my heart sank.  Far as I could see it looked like nothing but tundra.  There were some rocks here and there, but nothing particularly substantial, and no woods that I could slip into.  It was going to be a long, hard night.
 I took my time to find a flat spot, as far as I felt comfortable away, and made one last portal.  Slipping through that I was out, and moving as fast as I could.
 Blood loss was a real bitch, but adrenaline was one hell of a drug.  While I felt like death my legs didn't give out.  I jogged and walked as quickly as I could, not even caring about the direction, just wanting distance.  I needed to be far away, and as quickly as I could, everything else mattered little.
 My mana soon began to flag and I had to start dropping spells.  First went the sound barrier, if someone was close enough to hear me now I was probably screwed anyway.  I pushed the invisibility for nearly an hour, by which time I should have been little more than a spot on the horizon for the city-folk.  Some people might still be able to see me, but not many.
 Eventually my eyes adjusted and I could see some of the landscape.  Most of it was flat, but off in the distance to my left I could see some mountains.  The other side had... I wasn't sure, but it I'd seen a harbor, so my guess was ocean.  I made a slight turn, if nothing else the rocky cliffs would break line of sight and perhaps give me some shelter.
 I walked and walked, until my legs felt like they would give out.  The sun made itself known, and gave me a direction for east, and some more light.  That was a plus and minus.  I certainly didn't want to be seen, but now I could see considerably better to choose my path.
 The mountains were still far off, but there were now a few rocks sticking up here and there.  I made my way over, looking for something that might amount to shelter.  It took me several tries, zigzagging a bit as I kept moving towards the far off sentinels towards their smaller cousins.  On my third try I found one that had a small overhang.  It was open on two sides, with little protection, but there were no residents and I was wiped.  I crawled in and fell into a deep sleep almost instantly.
 



 I awoke in somehow even more pain.  Every inch of me felt frozen and I realized that I'd fallen asleep in a bleeding tundra without any source of warmth.  I was still sore and exhausted, but my mana had at least seen fit to return, and nobody was immediately threatening me, so that was something.
 While I wove up my old warmth spell and checked myself over for frostbite I started to take stock.  I had the prison clothing, warm enough, but not great, poor shoes, and what was left of my shackle.  I was glad that I'd not bothered to lose that, since it gave me at least a little metal.  Without tools shaping it into something properly useful would be really hard, but a knife, even a little one of poor make, would be worth the effort.
 I sipped water from an ice cup and had a cheese sandwich while doing the first little bit of work on my arm, because I really wanted that hand back.  The situation was bad, but as long as I could evade whoever they sent after me it was probably workable.  Based on the geography and temperature I was probably somewhere in the north, but who even knew where.
 I could double back and head for the ocean, but I felt that risky.  There were a lot more roads near coasts, and if I went near a beach a passing boat might see me.  Perhaps it was silly, but it just felt wrong.
 One invisibility spell later I started on my way out.  I moved at a jog-walk-jog for most of the morning, until I found a good spot to break for lunch, the mountains looming closer and closer, but still so far away.  This was a nice place, another of the boulders on a good rise.
 I was glad that I took that time to break, and picked a big rock to sit on because had I not I wouldn't have seen them.
 Behind me, in the direction I associated with the city, I saw a large group of men.  They were still a mile or two out, but were doing a poor job of hiding themselves.  I could also see clearly how they were tracking me.  The front line of them was nearly a dozen hounds, noses low as they made their way forward, tracking me like a fox.
 "Crap, crap, crap, crap," I said to myself, as they surely had plenty of men who could stop me.
 When in doubt, teleport.  I made a gate, then a series of two more to break my scent trail and got back on the move as quickly as I could.  I'd nearly lost there again, and I had no desire for anything that group wanted.
 With the invisibility and warming spells up, something I now refused to take down, my mana wasn't really recharging at all.  I limited how many gates I was making after the first few, but now made it a policy to do so periodically, if for no other reason then to break the scent trail.
 This escape was going to take longer than I'd hoped, I could see it already.
 





Selene
 In my cell I wept, curled up in a small ball and in fear.  I counted herself lucky, something had made them stop hurting me and was currently taking all of the attention.  It had been almost a full day and still they left me alone, a blessing.  The only major change was a guard now stationed in the cell, watching me like a hawk.
 With a small noise the door opened once again, and the foul, snake-looking man came back.  He stood in the door, it framing his small body.  This monster was no caster, and had no aura, but he still scared me worse than any man I'd ever met.
 
"Ah, Selene, my apologies for the... interruption.  Where were we... hmm, actually, never-mind I have some new questions for you, questions about teleportation."

            

    
        Chapter 212 Up the Mountains

    
    
    
    
                Marco 
My hands hurt, my legs hurt, the damn hounds were exhausted, and all the men were pissed. Well most of them at least. The wizard, one of the higher ups from back home in Ice's End, the once free city, seemed more or less unbothered. 
"Sir, we can't keep up like this. From what you'd told us we should have run the girl to ground in the first couple days, but it's been nearly a week and a half. We don't have supplies, and the men are starting to lose their discipline," I explained, for not the first time. 
"Then return it to them, that is your job is it not?" Rooke, their oft unpleasant leader said. "Our scouts have seen a few flashes that could have been her, and we're still on the trail, that girl must be captured." 
"Because of the teleportation?" I asked. I was no mage, but it seemed like a big deal. 
"No, because if she makes it back to civilization and her little empire she'll bring the whole of it down upon us. We may be strong but they'll level the city." 
"Sir," I tried. "That girl's going up the Glacial Mountains, chances are she'll die before she gets anywhere near civilized lands, caster or no." 
"You don't know her like I do. Get the men, get the hounds, and continue." His tone told me that we were done for now, but nobody was gonna like it. 
I returned to the other huntsmen. Most of the hunters in the city had been pulled for this mission, and as the informal leader of most of the parties sent out onto the tundra and hills I'd been elected spokesman. Honestly I'd have prefferred it if literally anyone else had been chosen to deal with the damn magic users. 
"What'd they say?" Asked Jacob, one of my cousins. 
"What do you think?" I responded, to several sighs. 
"We'll have to stop soon, regardless what they want," old man Jenkins observed, rubbing his hand. It was an old injury, broken during one of his many trips out of the city. 
"Storm coming old timer?' Everyone worth their weight knew that old folks had a line on the weather. 
"Aye, two days, three at most, and a nasty one it'll be if we get much deeper into the mountains." 
"Don't know about you lot, but I've no want to look for some runaway lass in the middle of a blizzard," one of the other men said, trying to get his hounds back up for the morning. The dogs seemed less than interested in the idea. 
"Me neither, but you try to turn back and head home and that wizard might cook you where you stand, we all know how they did the folk that tried to resist them taking over." 
It had been a very sore spot. Lady Astrid, now 'Queen' Astrid had been popular, even if some women had complained about the number o wives her father had. As for old Lord Knud... he'd been good at running things, and fair regardless of his faults. 
Nobody had believed that the previous ruler had died in his sleep, and that his daughter had 'decided' to marry this prince from far off was also dubious. Those that had tried to fight back though had been dealt with both quickly and with extreme prejudice. When the fighters had fallen their homes were even destroyed or taken, leaving their families to the winter without stores or shelter. 
Some had taken them in, when they thought they could get away with it. Marco himself had a niece who'd been slipped into his house under the guise of another daughter, at least as far as anyone else was concerned. But when the snows had melted more than one body had been found buried over the long cold season. There was an 'understanding' between the common folk and the invaders after that, the newcomers ruled, but didn't really care what the commoners did, while the commoners kept the peace and acted like good little servants. 
After a few more minutes the men were ready once again. "Alright lads, let's see if we can finish this up and get home," Marco said as they got back on the trail, knowing they'd lose it another half dozen or so times today.
 

 My persuers were... driven.  I'd been running and hiding for days now, taking them up hills and doubling back, crossing a few small streams.  It didn't seem to bother them, and hardly slowed them down.  I had no doubt that in an open fight I'd lose, they'd decidedly brought enough people to take me down, but as the hills turned to small cliffs my options opened.
 I was considering, traps and indirect forms of combat would work, and work well, but might expose me.  Simply teleporting up and down and along cliffs would slow them a lot though, and maybe get me further out then they could track.  The former would more significantly impar, the latter might not work or take too much time to bear fruit.
 I frowned, deciding to take a mix of the two.  If I found something I could drop or the like on them I would, but until then I'd just have to make these men hate their lives.  Regardless the rougher the terrain got, the easier a campaign of attrition would become.
 I took a break after finding a small cliff to pop up.  From here I'd have a slightly better vantage, and good eyes on my trail.
 "Damn," I sighed as I sat down, seeing my foot.  "Guess you were made for being warm on stone floors, not hiking through wilderness, huh?"
 I pulled the shoe off, examining the ripped seam.  A small spell could fix that well enough, but the whole thing was beginning to wear down.  I was glad, though I'd never admit it, that my mother's pressure had led to me learning a few sewing spells, as they were coming in dead useful repairing clothing that had never been designed for its current use.
 
No matter how you cut it I was in rough shape.  It was cold, very cold, even if my guess was early autumn, and the altitude was making it worse.  I dared not light a fire, which would give away my position as quickly as anything, and the nights had been bad.  My items, such as they were, were falling apart, and so was my body.  I was filthy, tired, and only healing had kept the blisters at bay.
 Bread and cheese were also not an ideal diet for long periods.  During my childhood I'd always been able to scrounge something up, or trade for it, but here I didn't know the plants, and didn't have time to stop.  Short breaks between hikes to heal up and eat, or sleep as much as I could was all I was getting.
 The only upside was that I could feel some of my spells getting easier.  Teleporting like I was was doing wonders for the cost of that particular spell.  Healing too, for while I'd known and practiced the basics for most of my life I was constantly fixing up small aches and pains that in civilization I might have ignored.  Couldn't let stuff like that go out here in the wild though, or I'd be dead on my feet even sooner then it looked like I was on my way to.
 I'd regrown some of my amputated arm, but that was slow going, and would have been even with access to proper priests.  The nub was still sore, no matter what I did, and there  was more than a bit of phantom pain.  I wasn't sure what to do about that, other than get on fixing it.
 The mountain range, whose name I'd yet to learn, went east south-east, and I'd have abandoned it had it not been a good way to push back on my persuers.  From what I knew it had been more north to south at the coast, but this turn was not ideal.  I didn't know where I was, but based on weather I was guessing south was where I wanted to head, if only to avoid the cold that seemed to be getting worse by the day.
 No time for that though, not right now.  I rose to continue my trek, and put as much distance between me and those maniacs as I could.
 I ran along the cliff, portaled to one nearby, and then ran along a small ridge for nearly an hour.  Most of my day was spent making my way along the edge of a valley and the one beyond it, keeping below the ice-capped mountain nearby.
 As the sun began to set I found a small cave.  These were all over the place, and while I'd had to rough it in little more than covers under fallen logs for the last few days decent shelter was very welcome.  It even had a surprise for me, it was warm.
 These 'mountains' must have been at least partially volcanic, because there was a small trickle coming from deeper in that was definitely a hot spring.  Sadly it was nowhere near big enough for me to properly wash myself, and it was way too hot, but I'd take what small victories I could get.  Even if the whole place had a funky, almost musky odor.
 As I picked up a few nearby rushes to form a makeshift bed snow began to fall.  That was unwelcome, as it would both make me easier to follow and be wholly unpleasant to hike through.  There was nothing I could do but sigh though.
 I ate dinner, same as it had been, and almost instantly fell asleep.  Between mana use and just exertion I was always at least a little sleepy, and the pleasant warmth all around was unbelievably soothing compared to the chill I'd been saddled with for so long.
 

 When I awoke it was with a start.  It was pitch black and there was a powerful howling and chill wind.  I didn't know how long I'd been asleep, but it couldn't have been all night, since the sun was still absent, not even the faintest hint of light showing.
 It rankled on my ongoing desire to stay unseen, but eventually I made a small light.  Looking toward the cave entrance I saw little other than a wall of white.  The snow that had started had apparently built to a fever pitch.  That storm bowling outside my little safe-zone was a monster, complete white-out conditions, something that would have made me stay inside for a week.
 Could I go out into that mess and survive?  Well, maybe, with my magic I could stay warm.  If I did though I doubted I'd be able to navigate jack, and might get way off course, or even fall somewhere unpleasant.  There was also no assurance that I'd ever find another shelter, much less one that could keep me warm like I was now.
 "What about my hunters though?" I asked myself.
 I nearly laughed as I thought about their situation.  I was sure that  they had at least a few magic users, either casters or physical, and I was guessing at least one bard to supply them.  Would they be able to see me in this though?  Absolutely not.  What about following my trail?  I honestly doubted those hounds could find their own tails if they went out in this, and they'd all freeze or use magic like water trying to keep going.  Looks like mother nature had decided to give me a bit of rest.
 Still smiling I turned to my shackle.  I needed a tool, particularly a knife, and while working the metal would be a right pain with my current state I could stand to use just a bit of mana on this project.  I used the same rusting trick I'd used to break it from its chain to remove it from my wrist finally, and then got to work.
 I was having to ad-lib the spell here, as working metal wasn't my thing.  It was possible though, if slow, and costly.  Bit by bit I shaped the steel, pulling and twisting, trying to get something that even looked right.  At home I'd have used tools and had a workable blade in only a few minutes, but this was a mess.
 I took a few naps between work sessions, and watched as the opening of the cave went from pitch black to solid white, and now fading back with an almost golden tint.  The ability to just relax a bit was doing me wonders, at least emotionally.
 My blade was... well it was ugly, but it was sharp, and it had a handle... ish.  My lack of experience was clear here, and I'd need to work on it more when I got the chance, but it was something.
 The spell I had made to do this was a sort of mix of heat, kinetic force, and sort of imagining the metal to be like clay.  It was messy, and I didn't like it, but when I'd started I was tired and probably not thinking my best.  I looked at the result, trying to think of ways I might improve upon the magic.
 As I sat there thinking I heard something approaching the cave loudly.  A shadow formed in the otherwise blank whiteness, moving towards me.  It was big, huge really, and decidedly non-human.
 
"Oh... crap," I said.

            

    
        Chapter 213 Out of the Cave

    
    
    
    
                The shape in the blinding snow slowly resolved itself as it lumbered forward and into my view. The bear slowly stumbled into the mouth of the cave, covered in white powder and looking for the moment, slightly confused. It was kind of cute, if significantly larger than I would have hoped to be dealing with right now. 
I locked eyes with the newcomer, whose home I might now be invading. Sure, I'd been here a bit longer, but based on the stink that my new friend brought with him, and how it matched so well what I was dealing with now, he probably stayed here periodically. I really should have guessed that when I'd smelled the place. 
The stare down lasted only a few moments. The bear seemed to decide that I was most unwelcome in his abode, having slept in his bed, sat on his chair, and well, there was no porridge, but the feeling held. He reared up on his hind legs and roared. The sound was stunning, making my hair move from where I stood on the warm stone floor. 
Unfortunately for him, Mr. Bear had very greatly misunderstood his place. When I stood before his roar rather unfazed he looked, for just a few moments, very confused, as if he could see how badly he'd messed up. Then he came down as if to charge at me. 
I gave him my own roar in response, a powerful scream without the least bit of restraint. Even as a child I'd been capable of dropping men and making them bleed from eyes and ears. This bear was no mage, and no magical beast, he didn't even have the slightest bit of an aura. No, Mr. Bear was just a regular, albeit very large ursine. 
The scream dropped him like a sack of flour, bawling in pain on the floor of the cave. I then began to weave up my spell to take his breath away. It wasn't kind by any means, but I was hungry and in no mood to get mauled by an injured animal. I knew the feeling he was going through and that it would be terrible for him, but it was the quickest way I could dispatch him without letting loose lightning in this cave, something that seemed a bit risky. 
After making sure of the animal I quickly began the cleaning process. I wasn't an expert at this or anything, but I'd been raised in a farm village and had some small quantity of experience. Between my shiny (ugly) new knife and my magic the process went down without any issues. 
I had to destroy the organs. I used fire magic at the mouth of the cave to do it, but it was needed. I'd heard several times that some of those, and I couldn't remember which ones, were really bad to eat, and I didn't want to take any risks. Was it the liver or something? I honestly couldn't find the memory clearly enough, so I just trashed the lot. I could have tossed them outside or somewhere, but the risk of any more visitors discouraged that. 
While the meat, and boy was there a ton of that, was great the real boon was the skin. Drying it was a bit of a mess, as was getting all the little bits of flesh off, but once that was done I had a new bedroll/cloak, and more than enough leftover to do some outfit repairs. If I ever got back to civilization I'd have to hide how useful sewing magic was or my mother would be smug until she died, and probably force me into other similar pursuits. 
Then I waited, and waited, and waited. This storm seemed endless, never letting up, and never slowing down. The snow poured from the sky for days, piling up near everything except my little cave entrance. The hot trickle of water was more than enough to keep it at bay and I was quite glad for that small mercy. I could see some trees were who knew how deep in the white mess. 
Twice did the snow around my cave fall, covering the opening. I used what fire and heat I dared and between that and my happy little stream it was quickly cleared away. It never stopped falling though, getting through this was going to be a disaster. 
I turned back towards the rushes that had served for a time as my bed, and then as the drying rack for the bear skin. I had a new use for them now, and one I hoped they would serve well in. If they failed... I'd have to figure something new out, but who knew what that would be. I knew I had no experience with anything like skiing, which would have been a real boon here. 
After nearly a week of snow the storm finally ceased, leaving behind it a bright white field. Trees that weren't fully buried were partially so, and the whole mountain range looked like someone had dipped it in frosting. Into this new landscape I waddled, improvised snow shoes on my feet and a pack on my back. Things were not good, but I had to wonder if the men sent after me were having a worse time.
 

 Rooke
 This might have been the worst couple weeks I've experienced in quite some time.  They even rivaled the period when the capitol fell.  During that time I'd been at more risk, and had certainly lost more than I had so far, but they were nowhere near so personally unpleasant.  The last few years had been hard, and they had hardened me though, so this too I would weather.
 The blizzard which was finally clearing was one monster of a storm, and if I couldn't see it in action I might have thought it was magical in nature.  No, the storm was natural, displaying none of the tell-tale signs that someone had summoned it, something to look out for when you're following a weather mage.
 Pulling up the stone to form a shelter had been easy enough, as had heating it, so long as we casters took things in shifts.  The commoners had mostly relied on their beasts to keep them warm in their corner, huddled up in piles of the canines.  While it may have smelled, and may have looked completely ludicrous, they all seemed to be warmer than I was most of the time, magical heat or no.
 Those same commoners looked to be on the edge of revolt.  I could see how they were looking at the rest of us, the anger and fear at this mission.  None had moved to do anything yet, but I had little doubt that if we didn't find our target soon, an example would be made of someone.  Food had kept them satisfied through the storm, but none of them were happy with the current state of things, and it was all too obvious that they wanted nothing more than to turn around and go home; not that I could really blame them.
 The bard I brought alone for healing and food, things we might well need, had been working beyond all expectations.  His magic was feeding our whole expedition, aided only by a few light supplies we'd brought.  It was taking most of what he could do, but that was fine, he was more than worth the effort of calling him to join, and would be even more if we could capture Alana.
 I hoped to still capture the girl.  I'd watched over her for years, and while she was not my child, she was one of my favorites.  I'd enjoyed teaching, but only once in a while did I meet someone who was truly worth the effort, and she certainly had been.  Even more so now with her teleportation.  That alone was a legendary magic, and if I could just convince her...
 "Storm's fading sir, we should move out soon," another of my team said.
 "Yes, get the trackers.  Can they even follow her after all this?"  A I looked at him I saw one of the leaders of the huntsmen nearby, and let my eyes drift over to him.
 "Snow will mess with the scent a good bit sir, but once we find the trail following it should be easier.  Do you think she survived?  Many a good man have died to a storm like that one," the hunter said as he scratched his chin.
 "She survived, that girl is nothing if not good at keeping herself alive in bad situations."
 "You know her well then?"
 "Yes," I said, all the answer he needed.
 In my mind I reached out, calling out.  Alana just needed to come back.  If she did so on her own I could help her, it could be like old times only better.  She could help me with my research, and I with hers, and together we could build magic to rival anything in history.  She'd come so far, so far, and learned so incredibly much, but she needed to bend the knee, if she just would.  The boy Lief would spare her, they'd met, and he was kind.
 Yet everything I knew told me she'd keep running.  If what I'd seen were right, she'd likely fight when we caught up to her too.  Could I take her alive?  Well, I had brought a healer to aid in that goal.  It was a hard hope, since any fight between us would be one loosing power that could easily kill.  I'd try to preserve her life, but honestly it would be an uphill battle, as would returning her back to the city.  Teleportation would be worth the effort though, as I doubted the other girl could do it properly, else she would have already.
 "Are we ready then?"  I asked after a few minutes.  The men had their things packed.
 "Aye," came the response from several directions.
 
"Then let us go,"

            

    
        Chapter 214 It's A...

    
    
    
    
                The cliffs kept getting bigger and more imposing by the day. That was only good for me, though I tried to keep an eye on the area's outside of the mountains, skirting where I could rather then trying to see just how deep I could go. Mostly I didn't think anyone would be building here, but if I could get to civilization I might find help. 
I had no delusions that I would definitely find someone allied if I did find a settlement, but even an unallied city would be a great help. I needed supplies, aid, roads, and any help in travel I could get. If I were lucky I might find somewhere that was part of the empire, but even if it was some city-state or something I might still find a road or route home. Even in the worst case I should be able to disappear into a crowd. 
As a bard I didn't really have the best offensive or defensive options, but solo travel wasn't the worst. My magic covered most of my basic needs with ease. Optimally I'd have been with a group that could help cover my weaknesses, but we had to deal with the world we had, not the world we wanted to have. 
I kept travelling, mostly in an eastward direction, for the next three days, every now and then taking a look behind me to see if my pursuit continued. On the forth day I saw them coming along a ridge I'd passed the day before. A series of tiny dots slipping down the mountainside. That was unhappy, but I knew where they were, and where they were coming from, now I just needed a plan. 
If my enemies hadn't been sent home by that storm, they were prepared to follow me till the ends of the world, and I just couldn't have that. They had more casters, and more experienced people, eventually they'd catch up, and then I'd lose, unless I could get them somehow. 
It took me another day to find the right spot. I quickly marched up to the sheer cliff, the easiest approach clear. The snow there was cleared out as if some wildlife had been using the path even over the last few days to ascend and descend. The path itself was a small, crack between the two sides of the cliff, perhaps ten feet wide, that snaked upwards in an odd way. 
This place looked like it should be a heavily used trail for game and the like, but I saw none around, odd. I'd seen a few deer, and the aurochs that were everywhere in the north, but not much else. Predators who were smart avoided humans, and those that were magical were rare in comparison. 
"A stream?" I asked as I approached the little path seeing the windswept ice all around the opening. 
Sure enough it was. What looked to me like a pathway was instead the spot where a stream had cut through the cliff moved down into a small pond at the base, how interesting. The next interesting thing was the pattern in the ice, I was careful as I teleported around it, before dragging part of my bearskin across it ever so gently. I didn't want to walk on that, and was very glad to the kindly soldier who'd shown it to me. 
Once I was at the top I sang up a small snowstorm to hide what I'd seen, and then began my preparations in earnest.
 

 Marco
 I was tired, the hounds were tired, the men were tired. None of us cared about this stupid girl, none of us wanted to cross these fucking mountians. We all just wanted to go home.
 The men had been getting more and more angry by the day, almost by the hour. This hunt had gone on for far, far too long, and there was no way we'd be paid enough when it finally ended to justify all the time. Our families needed the food we brought back, or the coin, what were these damn nobles thinking.
 Cousin Jacob in particular was livid. He had a wife and daughters, they needed him, not some runaway little girl. He'd been keeping it low key, but soon enough I wouldn't be able to stop him from doing something stupid. If there weren't so many of the nobles with us someone already would have, and damn the consequences.
 There were just over a dozen of us, and five of the mages. Two wizards and two knights that I could see, along with a bard. The last of which was definitely favored by the lads. He'd helped us at every turn, even cleaning up some of the aches and pains that just came with something like this. Had he not been with the rest of the group, we'd all be raising cups to the man when we got back.
 "You doing alright old timer?" I asked old man Jenkins as I slipped back beside him, letting my hounds slow in their tracking a bit.
 "Ain't cut out for this anymore boy. If not for the singin' lad I'd've lost fingers last night. The cold is getting to me, slow but sure."
 I reached over to take his shoulder. "Don't worry friend, we'll be headed home soon enough." I didn't know if it were true or not, but it was the best I could do.
 The path the girl had taken was painfully obvious. There was only one way up this cliff, and every man with eyes could see it.
 "I suppose we know what way she went then," one of the knights said, moving forward.
 "Aye sir, that's the way," I replied as the nobles began to move forward.
 They joined up with us hunters near the front as we moved, the path was tight, but we'd want a few of them to lead out, in case of a trap. If they lost the hounds they might well lose every chance of tracking their runaway.
 Before we reached the opening though I stopped, along with some of the other hunters. We all looked down, squinting for a moment.
 "What is it?" Asked Rooke, the leader of this abominable expedition.
 
"It didn't snow last night did it?" I replied.
 The man paled and looked up, screaming. "TRAP!!! IT'S A TRAP, EVERYONE B-"
 Before he finished there was a flash of actinic blue above us and the sound of explosion. A bolt of lightning had struck the cliff, sending up a wave of steam before there was an ominous crack and the rock above began to fall. It looked like a mountain plummeting down from above.
 The wizards were quick to toss shields of force and shattering lances up, breaking the wall of stone that fell near them. I still heard the pained screams of men as boulders big as housecats smacked them at speed. There was crying in pain from men and dogs and more than one crushed by the onslaught.
 A wave of wind passed, kicking up the snow, and I saw her. The girl we'd been chasing was so close, right there before us. She was young, and beautiful. Her eyes, surrounded by tired circles were the color of sapphires and ablaze with fury. Her hair was a pale blonde, blowing behind her in the wind she'd made. Though her clothes were ragged, and she seemed to be missing a hand she turned beautifully in some kind of dance.
 The angry knights didn't hesitate, and charged their target, not intending to let her escape. Their feet, heavy in their boots pounded on the ice.
 "NO YOU FOOLS!" Rooke howled, but too late.
 A second bolt landed right were the girl was as the two men's swords struck, and passed straight through her. The image of the girl disappeared in the flash that left the two knights struggling to pick themselves off the ground. While the strike had knocked them off their feet, they're armor glowed brightly, seeming to absorb almost all of the attack. Guess they'd come prepared.
 "Fall in, we need to find where she is, we need-" Our leader tried to take control of the situation, only to be interrupted by an odd keening noise, and a loud cracking.
 Tentacles shot upwards from the ice, grabbing at the knights. They'd been lured into place. I paled at all the odd occurances, but reflex took over here and I let out a loud cry. "Ice Grasper, HOME" the last part a call for all the hounds to fall back, one of several common signs hunters trained into all our dogs.
 The recognition also got me to turn and run. That was a magic beast, and one none of us could deal with. The wizards seemed stunned and hissed in anger, but had bigger problems.
 The creature was slamming the two armored men around like a child smacking her doll against a table. Had they been ready for it perhaps they'd have made short work of it, but they were stunned by the bolt, and the beast was livid at the pain it'd been caused. The casters surged forward, spells slicing limbs to free their companions.
 Soon enough the beast was dispatched. One of the two knights had been killed, his head slammed against a rock hard enough that even his armor and superhuman strength couldn't survive. The other was badly injured, the bard began to tend to broken bones quickly, but had to take a break after only a few minutes. Rooke pulled the kind caster away to have a word with him while the knight rested and caught his breath.
 The other wizard though marched up to us. We'd lost three hunters, another two were hurt bad and might die soon. We'd also lost half the hounds, enough to threaten our livelihoods. The wizard though didn't seem to care and he came right up to us, rage on his face.
 "Why didn't you help against the beast!? Sir Grenwald might have survived!" He waved an accusing hand.
 Old man Jenkins was nearest him and spoke. "We don't have weapons to fight something like that you fool!" He was tired and angry, we all were.
 The noble looked ready to spit blood at his 'insolence' and backhanded him hard, sending the old man to the ground where he shook oddly, like he was having a seizure. He was a fool, and his action sent a wave of hostility through the remaining hunters. My cousin was the first to move, plunging his hunting knife into the man's gut.
 Things happened fast. Someone roared in rage and all of us understood. We'd be killed to a man if this ever got back to the city, so it could never get back. One of the men sent the remaining hounds after the downed knight, a few with longer blades moving forward to aid them. The rest of us charged towards the shocked wizard, perhaps the bard would be spared if he didn't fight.
 

 Alana
 I sat on my cliff, behind and slightly to the right of these men, watching the chaos. I wanted to roll with laughter, everything had gone better than I could have ever hoped, as mana intensive as it had been. Their forces had been cut down slightly, several important looking men falling to the monster.
 Then, right as I was getting ready to make my way off they started fighting themselves. There must have been some division, but the bastards fell upon their own people. I wanted to cheer, all I needed was a good seat and popcorn. Could I make popcorn? Probably, questions for later.  It was a bit dark, but I couldn't bring myself to care too terribly much, at least not right now.
 Sadly before long one of them let loose fire on the larger part of the mob. I didn't bother watching how it ended, it didn't matter.
 Instead I turned to my makeshift sled, mostly just a log with stripped bark and a bit of shaping and began my way down the mountainside. This slope looked the right angle for me to give this a go, and I wanted distance fast. Teleporting would be down for the rest of the day with all the mana I'd burnt through, but I had a distinct feeling my enemies would be a bit busy in that time.
 
"Weeee," I said softly as I slid across the snow, still worried about being loud, but unable to resist.

            

    
        Chapter 215 Race to the Meet

    
    
    
    
                Breathing room or not, I could not stay still. I needed to keep it going, so keep moving I did. Day after day I marched, teleported, and even made a few more sleds, to gain as much room as I could. I was not going back, and they weren't making me. It worked too, a week after I'd led my attack on the hunters I stood on a low mountain slope, looking out onto the horizon. 
There was smoke, lots of smoke. If I had to guess it was perhaps a day's travel away, but I could see the clouds drifting up. I decided to take a chance on something that I'd been thinking about for the last several says, and brought my hands up before me. The space bent, not to teleport, but for another purpose, a new purpose. 
The lens began to form, the zoom was... poor, but it was something. I could see it, buried in a valley beyond some hills it stood. I could even see a couple of roofs poking up here and there. Civilization! I was saved! 
Even if I could now see where I was going it would still take me at least a day, perhaps two to get there.  From this side there were no roads, but that mattered little, I just needed to make it to the compound. 
It only took a few moments to check my gear and begin my descent.  I was still pretty well off, getting low on meat, and that I had was... getting a bit iffy, but that was something easy to fix.  All I needed was an inn, or a tavern, or really anything, any public place and I could regroup and get some new gear. 
There was no time to waste, so soon as I was ready I hurried, renewed by hope and the joy of things that might come.
 



 Marco
 I looked up upon the mountain so far above, exhausted.
 "Which way?"  The gruff voice behind asked.
 "Right," I replied, letting the hounds take us to the girl's path.
 There were only four of us now, and a few of the hounds.  My friends and kinfolk had died screaming, and now it was just me, just me, and I was going to die, that much I knew.  There were rope marks on my hands, and scars where burns had been quickly mended.
 A few hours more and we stopped for lunch.
 "How far behind are we?"  Asked Rooke, his voice cold.
 "A day, maybe two."
 "Good, then we're catching up.  Remember what I told you."
 "I remember," I said, tired.  "You'll spare them then?"
 "I swore to it didn't I?  You're family, and those of the other traitors will be spared, but only if we return with Alana."  I could still hear the anger as he said it, still furious at our betrayal.
 "Right after you cut my head off,"
 "You'll get one last chance to see your kin, and I'll get another good example for those who think they want to do foolish things in the past.  If you tell the people how foolish you were, I might even give them a bit of food."
 I wanted to curse, to spit, to wipe the look of contempt he had right off the bastard's face.  He thought this was right, to come here, to force us to help him, to drag hardworking men out on this stupid mission, and why?  Because he was a 'noble' a mage, what a whore-son.  My men and I had never wanted to do anything other than live our lives in peace, and then this man, and his people had come and stepped all over it.  They could all go freeze to death for all I cared.
 But I did care about my wife, and the children, and the wives and children of all the others.  I was going to die, but if I caught this girl perhaps they wouldn't.  Perhaps I could do one last thing and save them, at least some of them.
 
Then again I almost hoped that this Alana girl killed all of us in another avalanche or something.  I'd die a thousand deaths to see these men suffer, and if none of us returned home, well, there was no chance they'd go after my family, or the others now was there?
 



Durin
 I looked down at my desk, tired.  This last few weeks had been nearly as tiring as when I'd taken over.  The assault on our portal team, still unsolved, several city-states who clearly needed putting in their place, and finally, my son was sick.  It was to the point that even my dear Sophia had stayed behind to keep an eye on him.
 I looked up from my desk to see her now, holding our infant boy swaddled against her chest.  I couldn't see it, but I knew waves of healing mana were being gently pushed into the small body there, aiding as best she could his recovery.
 "He's asleep," she said, her eyes meeting mine.
 "That's good, how is he otherwise?"
 "You know, and you know what the priests said.  It's one of the noble illnesses, it will come again."
 I sighed, there was little else to be said.  Both of us had been born to high ranking families, so this wasn't completely unexpected.  People of our status almost only ever married people of similar status, and there were so few, so very few.  The priests understood why this was bad, sometimes disastrous for bloodlines, but it still happened.  We'd been told that our son, and potentially other children, should we have any, would suffer this.
 The worst part of it all was that there was no cure, not in the normal way.  Normal disease was simple, a bard or priest could fix it in moments, even if some of the symptoms lasted a few days more.  Those were only a threat to the poor, who couldn't afford the treatment, or were last in line when things spread too quickly.
 This though was in the blood.  It couldn't be taken from him, for it was as much part of him as his hands, or feet.  They could, and of course would, treat the symptoms, but there was no end, he would suffer, again and again.  I knew this, understood it, but screamed inside because I knew there was nothing I could do.
 "When it's safe we'll take him to Linden.  There are stories of some of the elder priests fixing even these maladies, and they will for us my love."  I rose and moved beside her wrapping one arm around her shoulders.
 "I know, I know.  Though I hate the idea of my son around those child-snatchers."
 I smiled indulgently, knowing my dear's opinion on how the Orders claimed every child who showed priest abilities.  Our son hadn't, but he clearly had an aura of some kind, so it was a worry they might want him to join them should his power manifest in that way.  Not that she'd have any of it.
 "They won't take him."  I kissed her cheek.  "Sadly, I must go back to work."
 The schedule from my desk showed all the places I had to be over the next ten-day.  An appearance in the capitol, another in Lithere, there was also a team going out to setup a portal at a site they'd found, a forward base and vacationing spot.  The last one seemed silly, but I did want to get a look at what they were thinking.  After that I needed to inspect the army being sent East.
 
One of those city-states had taken my people, and all of them would suffer for the insult of attacking my diplomats.  This couldn't be allowed to slide, not only was a certain general enraged, but letting them get away with this would only teach others that was acceptable.  I would crush them, and retrieve my people, and nobody else would dare take such actions again.




Alana
 The ground had flown beneath me, and though I'd avoided teleporting too much I'd still made excellent time.  In just a few hours I'd be there, safe and sound.  My feet thumped hard against the snow covered ground as I made my way to the valley lip, step by step until I finally reached the top and got a look at my destination.
 
I laughed, and laughed, falling to my knees with tears streaming down my face.  Tears that continued even after the laughing stopped.  This had to be some kind of sick joke.

            

    
        Chapter 216 Hot-Spring Battle

    
    
    
    
                It was the valley from before, where I'd tested the portals. The smoke was no smoke at all, rather the steam from the many hot springs laced throughout drifting upwards in billowing plumes. I wasn't sure if I should curse, or laugh, or weep at the sheer irony. There was one thing certain though, I knew which way to go to get home, and that was worth cheering for. If any of those men had kept up their chase they'd be in for a real surprise when Durin's people fell upon them like wolves on a carcass. 
As soon as I managed to break into the heated bathhouse I found a good spot and passed out. Dras' attempt at making a spa were dumb, but beggars couldn't be choosers and I'd soon be headed somewhere I knew I could be safe. The benches here may be unpadded stone, but they were certainly better than nothing. 
The next morning I made my way to one of the heated pools. A few spells cleaned out the small amount of mess that had made its way into the steaming water and I slipped in. The liquid warmed my bones and calmed the aches of travel as I relaxed and let myself drift a bit. Someone had even been so kind as to leave behind a bit of soap, which was promptly used to scrub layers of filth from skin and hair. 
I even took the time to do a quick wash on my clothes. I had a cleaning spell, but it behaved odd on a lot of things. Floors and walls, and other hard things were no problem, but on skin it stripped the hair and left everything feeling a bit dry, and on clothing it had a tendency to damage cloth over time. Between that and my self-imposed restrictions on mana use I'd ended up smelling something awful. 
The missing hand was still bothering me something fierce. I'd managed to keep rebuilding down the arm and would have eventually fixed it up, but the sheer oddness of trying to move around without both was jarring me still. Time after time I reached up to grab something only to realize that I couldn't, and I still felt like there was something there, my mind not yet accepting the configuration of my body. 
I didn't know how long I stayed in the bath, but eventually I had to leave. I needed to continue on, regardless of how much I wanted to stay I still had people after me, and just collapsing here would not do. So I rose, dried everything off with magic and began the process of packing to leave. If I hurried it wouldn't be too much longer before I was back at Durin's fortress, I could relax after that. 
As I pulled my pack on and took a bite of the last bit of bear meat I was convinced was truly safe I heard a noise. There was an explosive crash, followed by the sounds of shouting. In an instant my blood turned to freezing ice, numbing me to my core. Surely I hadn't taken that long? Would my enemies have already caught up? I spun invisibility around myself and prepared to fight or flee, depending on what I saw when I left, then I headed for the door.
 

 Captain Omar
 I never really thought I'd be back to this place. After our stop during the testing of those new gates I did have to admit it was nice, but it was still rather... out in the middle of nowhere. Though if you really wanted somewhere where the researchers and soldiers from your secret ice base could relax I suppose it fit the bill quite nicely.
 As it stood one of the new gate models, fresh from production was being put up. The pair of wizards setting it up was now under much heavier guard after reports of an assault on one of these teams. It was an easy enough job keeping an eye on them while they did their work. I'd been told in no uncertain way that these two didn't know how to make more, they were just here for setup, I was still to kill them if it looked like they may be captured though.
 At the least they were making a quick job of it, we'd only been here for an hour or two and they were already finalizing the basic protections. Before noon we'd be ready to call for an inspection. If rumors were to be believed someone major wanted to give this place a look themselves, one of the generals or someone.
 

 Rooke
 By mid afternoon we'd crested the mountain and were looking for where in the world my erstwhile former student had run off to. Our last living knight Sir Leonard turned, hissing.
 "You see something?" I asked, concerned. The last time we'd missed something important a lot of men had died.
 "Smoke, lots of it. Wait, no, steam?" He looked confused, his eyes settling off in front of us and to the East a bit.
 "Smoke or steam? It could be important."
 "Steam, and movement, lots of it, people. Sir, she'll have gone, and we need to move fast."
 I turned to what was left of our group. "Fall in everyone, I'm going to cast a rather big spell. Sir Leonard, find the girl and quickly, kill anyone who gets in the way." I looked at our bard, "Kaleb, take out everyone you can, screams, low burst, we need to disable fast, other than that I'll leave it to you." He nodded. Finally I set my eyes on the traitor. "Stay out of our way, keep the hounds close, to you, interfere and you'll suffer."
 I was not as powerful as grandfather, but it mattered little. I spun magic out from myself in the same manner as his escape spell. Around us a ball formed of light and purest force, cushioning us as we sped off. The whole thing was mana intense, but there was little time to worry if we were to capture her.
 I struggled to keep the magic in place as we flew though the air like a stone from a sling. This was the fastest I could go, but I hesitated to use it because of the difficulty and danger. They would know when we arrived.
 Through the slight yellow haze of the magic I saw the mass of men pouring out around some central square and aimed to one side. I needed to take as many of them out as possible while still giving us good firing lines, and this was it. I'd have to depend on the shield's power as we landed, but it would be enough. This was some kind of military formation, with a man coming down the center, some leader. I'd want to take him out, but that would put us surrounded by all his men, and that was a fool's move.
 "Make ready, for the king!" It was a shame I couldn't share my insights with the others in time. They were good though, and I could depend on their abilities.
 We struck with an explosive force, and in a credit to training all came out ready to fight. Kaleb roared power into the crowd of surprised soldiers while I followed with a wave of force.
 As my second spell blew away the dust though I saw something which both excited and sent a thrill of worry. Standing still in the center of the square, surrounded by the men we'd blitzed to the ground was a figure I'd not expected.
 "My my, what an entrance." The false emperor said calmly as he brushed dust from his pitch black cloak. To either side a pair of guards had taken up defensive stances.
 I smirked at him, false confidence flaring. "Well, I was coming for a troublesome escapee, but to find the arch-traitor himself, how wonderful."
 "Take them," Durin said to his men, and the battle began.
 

 Alana
 
I made a short range teleport out the building's door, covered in every defense I could manage and hidden well from sight. As the first light hit my eyes the ongoing battle spread into view. Everywhere around were men of the Empire, their black armor striking against the light dusting of snow on the ground. Many were down, many dead, but near the center the fighting was fierce.
 It was three on five, but that didn't mean the fight was easy. I saw Rooke, slinging spell after spell, beside him a knight with great-sword flashing in the sun, and if I had to guess from the scream attacks, a bard. Opposing them were four men I didn't know, a caster of some kind and three armored knights, all formed around... Emperor Durin?
 While they may have been outnumbered Rooke's men were giving a magnificent showing. The casters slung attacks while the knight blocked the approach of opposing warriors. The bard's attacks may not have been too effective against his enemies, but he did enough to push back and distract the opposing guards, letting the knight hold his ground. Rooke was their big gun though, and threw spell after spell at Durin, enough that his own caster was struggling to keep them from the emperor.
 I began to sing, for I knew which side I was on. It took a few moments to process and begin the spinning up of magic and in that time I watched two of Durin's guardians fall to the knight's blade. The bardic support enough to throw them off at critical moments, something a filed away for later.
 The bard was my first target, and I used my new attack spell. As he drew in breath for another scream, one to throw the last guard and perhaps distract Durin himself he gasped. The man looked like his eyes would bulge form his head as a hand went to his throat, trying to find what was sweeping his breath from his lungs.
 The knight moved to engage Emperor Durin, having not yet realized his support was gone. I'd never seen Durin fight, but he advanced without fear, having gained a two-hander of his own from somewhere. The two clashed steel and in an instant it became clear that the knight was out of his league.
 "Hit him!" He screamed at the bard, not knowing that the man had fallen to his knees and was clawing at his throat. An instant later the knight's neck met an emperor's blade, and found itself wanting.
 While this happened my former teacher proved that he was more than skilled enough to instruct others on magic. Durin's caster finally had his many shields and spells fail and was sent careening into a nearby stone building, where he crunched against the wall and fell motionless to the cold ground.
 I was too busy with the bard, the concentration to defeat him with a very new spell too much for me to struggle with another spell at the moment. He'd realized it was a spell and was pushing as hard against it to resist as he could, something I'd never had to deal with before. Right as I feared he might shake it off a ragged looking man stepped in, impaling the bard with a spear he'd taken from one of the many fallen soldiers.
 

 Durin
 I didn't know what was going on, but that wizard indicated he was after someone. It could wait, for now I needed to survive this battle.
 To one side a peasant-looking fellow was trying to kill that damnable bard. Something else was going on there though, even from the corner of my eye I could see the man had already been struggling against some invisible foe...
 A missing captive? An invisible foe? Oh, this might be good, but only if I could make it through. I'd already activated my emergency items and soon enough backup would be here.
 I recognized the mage I was up against though, and that was bad. I'd not seen him in decades, but he came from one of the most honored of families, and they were honored for a reason.
 "Hello Rooke, an honor to do battle with you," I said.
 "Shut up bastard, once you're dead nothing else will matter." As he spoke some spell formed between his hands, a hateful brilliant red light pouring from what looked to be a firestorm compressed into a small ball.
 As if I'd let him. I pushed with my feet and rocketed forwards like an arrow from a bow to cut him down before he could launch that destructive blast.
 There was a feeling like striking a wall of steel and I bounced. He must have put some kind of shield up, that was bad. With my armor and defensive items... not enough, nowhere near enough for a direct hit from a duke level wizard. My brain so used to battlefields struggled to speed, to find some route of escape.
 With a sneer of victory Rooke loosed his spell, the projectile arcing towards me like a miniature sun. Before it could hit though the air shimmered. A small circle appeared before me, swallowing the magic like the horizon overtaking the brilliant ball it so closely resembled.
 An instant later, not even a blink the light from Rooke's spell reappeared, right beside him. It struck, bathing the world in brilliant light as it detonated against the wizard. I was thrown like a rag-doll, laughing internally the whole way.
 While I tried to catch my breath I heard the fast pattering of feet against the hard ground. "Shit, shit, be alive, please be alive." I didn't open my eyes until she'd approached close, leaning over me and beginning to sing. For a moment I let her spell happen, and felt the healing flow gently into my tired, but mostly uninjured flesh.
 There was so much to consider in that moment. This girl had clearly saved my life, even at risk to herself. She'd taken down my enemies, and unless I was very mistaken that last spell was a cast portal, something nobody I knew of could do, magic of legend. In the past I worried that she'd had secrets, and clearly that was so, but... she was also clearly with me. I could kill her and remove any fear of what she could become, or I could bring her closer. A risk but I was never one to shy from a risk.
 As I slowly slid my eyes open I took a look at her. She was clean, but... rough. Her dress was that of a prisoner, thin and now worn ragged, patched in places with some kind of animal fur, her face tired and a bit sunken from bad diet.
 A gave the kindest smile I could. "There you are Alana, we've been looking all over for you," I said, trying to sound weaker than I felt.
 "I imagine so, it's been a bad time, a really bad time."
 I slowly sat up and tried to register everything else. One thing stuck out at me. "Your hand..."
 "Lost it when I escaped, long story." I imagined someone's head would be ripped off by her father after he heard that.
 "Tell me later child; for now, my men are hurt, can you help them?" I nodded towards the many injured soldiers, some still alive.
 "Of course," she said as she turned back to them and got to work.
 Out of the corner of my eye I saw a man looking at us as he struggled to pick himself up from the ground. This was the one who'd killed the enemy bard, and I went over to him to see what I could. As I approached the man knelt, like the peasants had before my ascension when any high noble gave them audience.
 "I mean you no ill sir. These men, the ones who attacked you took my city. They killed our people, so many of our people sir. They'd have killed me too."
 Sometimes one could do a good deed while achieving their aims, so I gently smiled and placed a hand on his shoulder. "Rise my friend, you saved my life, and tell me of your home. Let us go and save your people, together."
 
I knew from the look in his eyes that those few words had bought me this man's loyalty, and when I did free his city, it would be eternal.

            

    
        Chapter 217 Safe

    
    
    
    
                It took hours to go over my story in full, but I didn't complain. The interviewer was a kindly looking old scribe who spoke to me very sparingly as we sat in the dining hall. He asked me to go over the story in full and let me speak, writing everything down. I did notice him making some points here and there on the paper, places to clarify.
Father arrived about halfway through and after hugging me sat down nearby. He seemed to have a lot he wanted to say, but was for the moment holding his tongue and letting the debrief go.
"I used a variant of the portals in a spell form to redirect Rooke's attack, and it killed him. After a bit of clean-up we returned here," I finished.
"Thank you, I do have a few questions, things that need clarification if you don't mind too much."
"Certainly."
"Let us start at the most important. Did you happen to see your compatriot Selene? I would assume she was in the same prison, but confirmation would be useful."
My stomach dropped as I thought about that. "She was taken?" I asked.
"Yes," the old man said.
"I-I didn't realize... I heard screaming in the prison after I was awoken, but I didn't know..." 'I didn't know they were torturing her.' I let the last bit hang, unwilling to think about it, about that horrible sound coming from her, about how. "I left her," I could feel the blood leaving my skin as I said it.
"We're going to get her back," father said, placing his hand on my shoulder. "We're going to go there and kill those bastards and get her back."
I looked over and saw the look in his eyes. I'd seen him angry, and I'd seen him when he was taking command. What I saw now was a black hatred, and even though it wasn't directed at me I still felt afraid of him in that moment.
"To that end dear, we need to know everything you do about this town. The name and location would be a good place to start, as well as anything you can remember about the people there or the layout of the prison." The scribe seemed to want to bring me back to the task at hand, the task I could help with most immediately.
"I never heard a name, and didn't see much about the prison."
I spent the next several hours repeating everything I could remember, and drawing poor maps where I could. They wanted the details I knew, but some were coming from the man brought in by Emperor Durin. He'd also been getting debriefed, but somewhere else.

I spent three days in recovery while things came together. The fortress was alive with action as teams were being brought in and moved about for the impending attack in Ice's End. They were drilling, and making sure that they all knew their part in the plan before it was to go off. I spent most of this time trying to give an explanation to another bard of how to use the portal spell, without being able to explain space-time in any manner that would make sense without a lot of background.
When he finally managed to make a portal I was reminded of my own first attempt, except it was even poorer. The poor guy made something the size of a quarter that left a smear across the room as he passed out. It was sad, because my understanding was that he had a massive amount of mana.
I was high on the mana front, but by no means the highest in the kingdom. No, most of my ability was the simple fact that I specialized far more than the average bard. While they could do more than I could, I could do what I did best, a trade-off, but one that I was quite happy with.
"Hmm, not sure here. You might try spending a lot of time going through the set-up portals to get a feel for it, or it might just take practice."
"Oh come on, that was just sad. Something is really wrong," he said, pointing at the smear that was still slowly disappearing.
"Not much worse than my first try. I got one about the size of an apple before I fell over. Had a monster of a headache too." They hadn't asked about when or where I'd first developed this, since I was willing to take on a student.
He sighed. "I think it's the visualization then. The idea of all the area between as something like stretchy pudding is just weird."
"Mmm," I said sagely. "Nothing for it but practice then. Maybe get on the portal building team? Not sure if that would help a bard, but you can try it if you can get permission."
We had to use a bard of course, because the wizard they'd sent to try and learn the technique had utterly failed. He'd spent hours grilling me for information I just didn't know or wouldn't give, and then spent more in meditation only to end up with a headache and a failed spell. There was discussion that this might be an exclusive bardic magic, since I could clearly do it, and a new student was brought in.
I liked the idea of teaching, but teaching this grated. I knew a lot more than I could comfortably tell them, and so it was like holding myself back. I wasn't just watching this man struggle, but letting it happen knowing that I could help him overcome his issues.

Eventually I looked down at my hand. The lost one was still slow in coming back, and I was missing fingers even now. A priest would have been optimal for this kind of work, but there weren't any here. This place was still secret, and since no priest associated with any army or nation we couldn't bring them in. Eventually that secrecy would fail to some degree, since a lot of people now knew about it, but it was being maintained for as long as it could be.


After the lesson I returned to my rooms to get ready for my afternoon. There were a few letters that dad had seen fit to bring me the day after my return. A pair from Ulanion, the first dated to when I was supposed to return, asking me to contact him at my convenience. The second was dated a few days later once the information of the kidnapping had been made public, and said much the same, along with a hope that it would reach me in good health. There was also one from work that had been sent while I was still away as well, asking me to have a written report ready when I returned.
Dad had expected me to demand to return home as soon as possible, but I had other plans. I didn't know if there were spies in Lithere, and if so, if they would try to take me hostage again. If either of those were so going back there, or even letting too many people know that I had made it back was a bad idea. So I'd requested to stay at the fortress for the time being. That request had been met with quick approval by both my father, and the staff responsible for it.
My other requests were not as easy. Mother had to be told that I was safe, but wouldn't be coming home. I wished my father good luck on that one. I also requested Ulanion to be moved to the fortress for the time being. I wanted someone for company and with all the soldiers being moved around, this shouldn't be an issue. If nothing else they could write him off as being assigned by father as my bodyguard or something. That had led to a lot of displeasure on father's part, but he'd let it happen. He and my brother were both going to be attacking Ice's End, and if something happened here while a large part of Durin's forces were otherwise occupied skilled archers would be a boon.
The knock on my door came just after noon.
"Why hello there," I said to the familiar elven man as I opened the door.
"You know," he said. "I was not expecting you to have me ordered to come here because you needed an, ahem, 'bodyguard and boyfriend.' to help you."
"You did ask me to contact you at my earliest convenience did you not?" I asked.
"Fair enough, and it is good to see you." He smiled and shook his head.
I looked him over briefly, and found that he was much the same as he had been. He looked a little more comfortable in the less formal version of military garb, but other then that was still himself. I also noticed he had a thin book with him.
He did the same to me, but zeroed in on my hand, eyes clearly focusing on it.
"Things did not go according to plan," I explained.
"Are you okay?" He asked, looking concerned.
"I will be. I found a room we can use to talk. It's nice and has a lovely view of the gardens."
We walked quietly. The whole place was busy, and while the halls weren't crowded it seemed best not to disturb others. Soon enough though we reached our destination and I led the way in.
"Okay, why is there such a big empty room here?" He asked as he looked around the place, it was huge, and had windows all along the inner side that faced down on the green courtyard.
"This place wasn't designed as a fortress," I told him.
"Really?" He looked surprised by that.
"Well, not just a fortress. It was supposed to be a school. This would probably have been one of the classrooms."
He took a while to process that. "The portals then..."
"To bring and take home students would be my guess," I explained.
"I would have loved to have seen such a place."
"Me too, but I still like it as it is. Emperor Durin may not be perfect, but he's doing a lot of good, really a lot." Then I shrugged, and changed the subject. "But enough about that, what's with the book?"
He chuckled. "Well, I knew I couldn't trade letters with you for awhile so I made you something." He put down the little volume and opened it to the first page.
I recognized it immediately, it was Lithere, as seen from the high end of the main street in some kind of charcoal. It looked down on the skyline and you could make out many of the cities major buildings. It looked almost like a photo.
"You drew this?"
"I thought you might like to see the city as I did, and I took up a bit of sketching so I could show people what I saw when I was scouting. It's not the work of an expert or anything, but I thought you might like it." He smiled nervously and I was reminded once again how elves had a very skewed idea of what 'skilled' meant.
I carefully flipped a few more pages. The school, a market, a scene of a sunrise that I heavily suspected was from the restaurant he'd taken me to breakfast at.
"I love it," I said quietly. "Thank you. This is something bright out of that..." I didn't really have the right words.
"Do you wish to talk about it?" He asked.
"Let's sit."
There were a few benches pushed back against one wall and we settled on one. I began haltingly at first, and skipped the beginning, but I talked. I talked and talked, letting words the words flow without worrying about how accurate they were, or if someone could get the information they needed, I just let loose the stream. My feelings and fears, and hopes, the terror when I realized I'd been captured, the savage glee as I watched my trap close upon the men trying to hunt me down.
He listened to all of it. He didn't interrupt, or ask questions, or seek clarification, he just listened. One arm wrapped around me loosely he held me as I let loose my story, the few times I stopped I saw his eyes, his attention to it all. Once I'd finished he just sat there, waiting for me to be ready.
"What do you think?" I finally asked, after having sat still for a long while.
"That there are some men I'd really like to kill. Sadly I have a more important job to take care of at the moment."

I pulled myself up and kissed him, it just felt right.
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                The next few days were actually pleasant, from my point of view. Other than some light paperwork, (I was milking the missing fingers to escape what I could, but it was only so much.) and my few lessons with the other bard I was free to do much as I pleased. I either spent time with Ulanion or hurrying along my hand. The former was a distraction, the latter a limited action.
My fingers were now growing at an extreme rate, but there were still practical concerns. I was physically a bit strained, slightly malnourished, and it was energy intense. Unless I was willing to commit to a rather extreme dietary plan I would need to take things slow. It could be done faster, but that would only lead to problems down the road, so it was frowned on rushing things except in an emergency.
My boyfriend, as I had now accepted him as such, had guard duty, and a few minor tasks of his own, but spent quite a bit of time with me as well. We couldn't really do much, or go anywhere, but we could chat. He even sketched me a couple of times in various places throughout the castle, sitting by a window, or walking through the courtyard. There was care taken to omit any militarily relevant details from any of these.
He asked me about the people we were up against, and I told him what I could. I told him the names I knew, and the appearances, and what they were like. I even told him how it was a bit odd, because I'd met the leader of this enemy force many, many years ago, when we were both children. Ulanion listened closely as I told him of the undercity and our adventure there, and how Leif had come off as so kind. He also sat in deep attention when I described their spymaster and the fear he still made me fear with his snake-like face.
Around the time the soldiers moved out en masse I received a letter. Rooke had been a wanted man, who was an enemy of the state and had a sizable bounty on his head. A large quantity of gold had been allocated to me for my service in stopping him. It felt... dirty, the money for killing someone who I'd once had such a close relationship with. Rooke had been my mentor and guardian, and while I'd done my best to forget about how I was responsible for his death, I was indeed. I satisfied myself that had I not acted not only would Durin be dead, but I would probably be being tortured right now; it still felt sickening though.

Verren
Expeditionary force to Ice's End
After a couple of long weeks we were nearing the end of this journey, but there were problems. There always were with any operation, but these were worse than average, and I personally wanted not one of the rats to escape our assault. Perhaps we'd been spoiled with the absolute victory we'd managed again and again, and now struggled against an enemy we couldn't so easily abuse.
The main problem we were having was that there were absolutely no gates anywhere near the city. When the network had first been built it had apparently not been considered important enough to warrant one, if it had even existed. By our standards the city was only middling in size, and very, very far from anything of great note. The only reason it hadn't been forcibly annexed by someone else earlier was that it was just too far from anything else.
The general plan was to use the mountains to close in without being seen, then swing around and down from the north side. Getting warships up here would take weeks longer than we had, and would alert our enemies, the same reason we wanted to avoid the coast to the city's south. There was a chance that we'd get found out, but that was viewed as very minor.
Once we got close enough, a team was going to go in posing as the hunting party those bastards had sent after my daughter. Their goal would be to get inside the walls and set up a gate we'd brought. From there we could quickly move our strongest people into the city and begin taking it, resistance from the civilians was expected to be near zero, and some might even help us.
The problem with the plan was that there was a good chance that the infiltration would fail, or the gate would be destroyed before enough of our people were in. In either of those cases we'd need to move fast to break into the city walls, and begin taking down the nobles who'd hidden here. Time was not on our side, since if Selene broke, or was moved away, one of our strongest weapons could fall into our enemies' hands.
I sighed as we entered the final stretch, looking down at the maps we'd managed to cobble together.
"Something wrong father?" John asked. He looked more like I had at his age by the day.
"It's a mess, we need more time, but we don't have it. The men are also unhappy about the orders concerning the wizard girl." I couldn't bring myself to say her name, not until we had her safe.
"None of us like them, but we all know it must be as it is." He winced as he thought about our orders. "We'll get her back though, our best are being sent in."
"I know they'll do what they must, but I can't help but think of how I would be if it were your sister."
We stared at each other for a long moment. Our orders were clear, and everyone understood it. If Selene couldn't be brought back to us, she was to be executed. There was no room for leeway there, if at any point we failed and it seemed like she might fall back into their hands, the soldiers were to kill her without hesitation.
"It won't come to that," my son said, trying to convince himself as much as it was for me.

"No, it won't. Your team and mine will be the ones attacking the prison. Look here," I pulled over the map and went through with him our angles off approach, and where we were to strike.

Marco
The day had finally come and I was ready for it. While a lot of the soldiers had insisted that only those capable of magic should be in the forward team they couldn't deny me, I knew the city and its routes better than anyone. I would be here as we pierced the gate and made our way inside, and I would see to it that we succeeded in kicking these haughty monsters out of my home.
My team as it was was carefully chosen. We needed people who could fake, at least at a distance, the look of those who'd gone out hunting the bard girl, so choices were a bit limited. The biggest of the limits though was that everyone involved had to be able to hide their aura like it wasn't there, not that I really understood what that meant really. Apparently casters had some way of identifying those who could use magic, but the traces could be hidden, something like that.
Other than the weird magic stuff, we had to make sure the clothes looked right, and provide enough hounds that were close enough to our own that the guards wouldn't question it. I dreaded the idea that some of them would be killed for opening the city gate to us, but there was no way around it. We needed in, and enough time for the gate, a folding contraption hidden in bundles like it was our target, to be set up.
Snow crunched under my feet as we approached the gate, and I let my eyes roam. Something seemed slightly off, but I couldn't place my finger on it. I gave another hard look towards the wall and squinted.
"Something's wrong cousin," I said to the man beside me. He was in the guise of my now dead kinsman.
"Hm?"
"Less gate guards than normal, and I don't see the captain anywhere."
We'd been warned to try and keep conversation as casual and normal as possible. It seemed silly, but one of the soldiers told me they had men with senses that would boggle my mind, and we had to assume our enemy did too.
"I'll tell the wizard, he should know what to do," he said.
My heart was thundering in my chest as we came nearer and nearer. I was no soldier, just a man trying to do the best I could for his people. If this was a trap, or if something was wrong, I'd have to depend on those with me. I didn't know if they could stand up to whatever might be thrown at us, but I'd just have to trust them.
The gates opened at our approach, we were expected after all. In an instant it all came to a head.
Soon as we stepped in one of the guards came down. He was in a hurry it seemed, and looked at only briefly.
"Sirs, we're so glad to see you. There's been a bit of worry that you were so slow to return and I'm told His Majesty wants a report as soon as possible," the man said. "We sent a runner to the castle as soon as we saw you. They should be sending someone down promptly."
As he spoke a woman on horseback sped towards us. She was yelling from beneath her cloak. "Oh thank goodness..."

Her eyes landed on the man impersonating the dead wizard and I could see the shock for only a moment. Before she could say anything else the impersonator's hand twitched up and a lance of fire speared the rider's head, taking it clean off. The gate guards looked shocked as soldiers revealed themselves and began the attack in earnest.
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                Verren 
I waited, looking between the gate in front of me and the city so far away. We'd seen our team make it to the gates, but from there it would be up to them. If they failed, we would have to act immediately to push against the city's walls. That would be a waste of life and time, time that we might well need it we were to retrieve young Selene alive and whole. 
With a pop the gate came alive and there was an explosion of action. Teams one and two had already been lined up and charged, our fastest warriors sped like arrows loosed through the portal to the other side. Within seconds a small flare was thrown over the wall to our side. 
"Safe, go!" One of the observers shouted. 
The world sped as my team blasted forward, my son's not far behind. There was the briefest moment of odd sensation as I passed the glowing barrier and out into a scene of carnage. The team that had punctured the defenses was still in the process of bringing down the soldiers who hadn't fallen in the initial strike, but I had no time to waste. 
The key to this operation would be speed. We needed to hit hard and fast enough that there was no chance for response. Our goals were securing the girl, killing the would be king, and taking the city, in that order, and I aimed to achieve them. The more time we had until we were found out the better, but I doubted we could pull it off before they found out. 
Stones flew below my feet for several paces as I sped down the main road. My men were at my back and before me were only the innocent peasants who we had no issue with, so I need not slow my pace at all. Eventually we took to the roofs to speed our way up as we approached the small castle overlooking the town. Like black streaks we flew across the city , able to speed our way forward. 
Before we'd reached the wall I would be aiming for though there was a flash of red light across the sky and a booming explosion, coming from somewhere behind us near the wall. As soon as it went up others quickly followed, and before me I could see several above the castle being sent skyward, a warning to all that we were coming. 
Spells began to rain outwards from the castle, but they were slow and lesser version of what I was expecting. We knew that Leif had escaped with nearly a hundred magic users of various sorts, and been potentially joined by others. Some of those who'd managed to escape were, like the man Emperor Durin fought, highly ranked in society and magically powerful to match. Power tended to run in families, and these were old ones, skilled and strong. The lack of potent attacks made no sense. 
My eyes flowed forward and around, looking for the issue, looking for the trap. Our enemy was far too weak and I needed to know why. The men lost when they'd blown up one of their previous bases came to the forefront of my mind and I signaled my men. I had to grit my teeth as we slowed just below the prison cells. 
"We need a mage here to look for traps, now. Contact the other teams, nobody goes in until we're sure it's clear." My men nodded and sent up flares of their own. 
It would take minutes, precious minutes to get someone to look for what we were after, but we couldn't take the risk. If the building was setup to destroy itself we couldn't risk it. A failure here would be a failure of the whole operation, and that couldn't happen. 
While I waited I heard a voice boom across the city. "People of Ice's End, do not panic, we mean you no harm. We have come to destroy the invaders who have so damaged your city, and killed so many innocents. Please stay out of the way, retreat to your homes if you can, The Empire of Shadows is no enemy of yours." That was standard protocol at this point, and with our good reputation did wonders for keeping civilian resistance down. 
One of the wizards finally made it to me, a team covering his approach with spells aimed at the defenders inside. 
"Sir, what do you need?" He asked. 
"To know if this place is going to explode, and a new door, I'm not taking any of the standard ones." 
With a quick jerk of his head he began casting, a small light spreading out from his hands and into the stone of the building. It moved quickly through and into the edifice, working like water flowing down a stream. 
"There are enchantments all over it, but I can't tell what they do. I'll start breaking them sir." 
Cracks started to appear in the stone, nothing big, but hairline fractures. This was the most effective way to disable enchantments on a building, at least partially. If you could get close enough, you could damage the physical structure of any item, and this would damage the magic powering it. It wouldn't be enough to stop every enchantment, and it wouldn't stop things that produced certain fields, but it would have to do. 
Before he'd taken too long the sound of screaming echoed around us. 
"HELP, HELP I'M IN HERE!!!" The panicked sounds of the trapped girl echoed. She must have been enhancing the sound somehow. It was followed up with a series of explosions. 
"Door, now!" I called to our wizard in response, pointing. Their wards keeping the sound contained must have failed, and it sounded like she was already fighting. 
There was a good reason enemy casters were seldom imprisoned, or if they were they were treated quite well. It was almost impossible to hold a caster long term. It could be done, and you could abuse them until they were afraid to fight back, but if they ever saw a chance, they could always cast again. Wards could only do so much, and it was often better to simply get them to stay by telling them that they would be treated well if they behaved, and killed if they resisted. The fools had fought the old way, and were now learning why it had held so long.
 By the time a hole had been ripped through the stone wall things had deteriorated for both sides.  As I entered the hallway I could see the various spells arcing from one of the nearby cells.  Guards were scattered about, some clearly injured from the frantic casting of the captive wizard.
 From the cell emerged the form of a large man in full armor.  The runes covering it glowed as the struggling form he was holding by the neck did all she could to escape.  Selene had some kind of shield covering most of her body, and from her hands arced fire and electricity.  Below the magic she looked ragged, matted hair, sunken features, and a dress that was ripped and torn to pieces.  She kicked and clawed, and spat angrily, but in the few seconds that passed as my enemy and I locked eyes her mouth moved like a fish out of water.  He wanted her alive, and unconscious.
 We both wanted her to survive, so I waited the few moments.  I had backup coming and I doubted he did, so now that I had eyes on the girl, I just needed to keep them there.  He drew his sword and we kept staring before he dropped her, now silent and breathing small breaths in a lump on the floor.  That was ideal, her being in the middle of this fight would only complicate an already problematic battle.
 "You may call me Lord Fallon," the man declared.
 "General Verren.  I've heard of you," I responded.
 "And I you, this should be enjoyable."
 Both of us launched at each other at the same time.  His shorter sword twisted like a snake as I stabbed in again and again.  While he wasn't as fast as I was, the larger angles from which he could bring his weapon to bear were a strong advantage, as was his armor.  Normally I relied on my speed and agility to make strong strikes before retreating.  In an open field I would have had the advantage, and even with the hall I wasn't out of tricks, but it limited me to mostly parries and stabs.
 Our weapons clashed, then again, a third time as he swung and I pushed the blade to the side, only to return with a powerful thrust.  He dodged, the point of my spear skidding against his breastplate, runes igniting along the surface.  Both our sets of gear were enchanted, and heavily so.  His heavy armor could block blows for a time, but my much lighter set made me more able to dodge his slashes.
 Sadly I misstepped and he was able to close.  As the man forced his way into my guard I choked up on my weapon, grabbing just below the blade.  I had one chance, and aimed up into his armpit, stabbing for the opening in the armor with all I had as he brought his weapon up for a killing blow.
 There was an audible clang as the point o my spear impacted a small shield that sprung to life there, the enchantment on his armor covering the weakness.  I looked up in defiance as I saw him start to move again.
 Before he could bring his sword down though there was a flash of silver and a ringing as something impacted it, throwing the angle and destroying the blow.  Then there was a second, lower down, aiming at another weak point in the armor.  John had arrived, and below his helmet I could see the rage on his face.  In the heat of the battle neither of us had seen his unit breaking through the far wall.
 Whereas my weapon had been poorly suited for this fight, John's were perfect.  His twin blades were between daggers and swords and batted forward like the extended claws of a large cat, batting our opponent this way and that.  One made to intercept Lord Fallon's sword while the other darted forward trying to find a weakness in the shielding the formidable enchanted metal provided.
 The battle turned with the two of us now against his one.  Around there was fighting, but none wanted to close on our clash.  The moments my son bought me gave the the time to reset, and his pressure gave me openings I hadn't had before.  Blades clashed and we finally began to land our shots.
 I nearly shouted with joy as a hard thrust pierced into the back of the armored man's knee, sending a small amount of blood out.  The knight turned his attention back my way, bringing his blade down, where I met it with the haft of my own armament.  John didn't let him have a moment of respite though, and began making his own attacks in the same spot, soon sending the man to one knee.
 "Surrender and you will be shown mercy," I finally said.
 The man growled and swung one last time, hurling himself forward towards the still form of Selene, seeking to deprive us of our target and important intelligence she might provide.  John though intercepted his blade again, the sword bouncing away less than an inch from the broken woman's neck.
 
Now on the floor he had little defense as both of us fell upon him, holding him in place while I drove my spear-point into the gap of his visor.  It took long seconds to shatter the barrier there as the man struggled, only for the blade to enter his eye and end his life.  Not once did he call for mercy, or offer to yield, which was a shame, I'd heard of him, and heard he was a good man, he was merely my enemy.

            

    
        Chapter 220 Fallen City

    
    
    
    
                Selene 
I awoke with a start, finding myself laid down on the ground, men bustling all around me.  I wasn't chained, or held, or even being guarded by a number of soldiers.  For a few seconds I looked about in a brief panic.  Was I dead?  Was this what death was like?  Then I saw the color of all the clothes of the soldiers rushing around, all were in darkest black. 
As I broke down in tears a man rushed up, kneeling beside the blanket I found beneath me.  "Sorry miss, bit of a rush.  Are you hurt?"  He asked. 
"Am I safe?"  I responded, looking at him. 
"Yes miss, of course.  Sorry that I don't know you, but one of the forward teams just brought you in.  You're not from Ice's End are you?"  I could see the knowledge dawning on me. 
"No," I responded. 
"You're Selene aren't you?"  Understanding bloomed on his face. 
"Yes."  It was a bit scary that he knew my name. 
"Well, Emperor Durin will be pleased.  One of our main missions was to save you miss.  To save you and liberate these people."  He pointed and I looked at the city in the distance.  There was fighting going on still, but fires burned near the center, what looked like a large castle. 
I let loose then, weeping, and continuing to weep.  Time flowed away like water as the tears fell.  The medic stayed with me, letting me go as I would, letting me hold him when I needed, and let go when I wished.  Eventually I could cry no more, and I saw that night had fallen, there were blessedly few in the same area as me, and they were all being attended to by men like the one sitting here. 
When I was done I laid back down and slept peacefully for the first time in so long.  The kind darkness showed me only swirling lights and light, kind voices.
 

 Verren
 After sending John back with the girl we continued on, cutting our way through paltry resistance.  Room by room we cleared the castle, killing all who resisted.  Many of the soldiers I met had no mana, or very little, and after the first push through the strongest they all threw down their weapons.
 It was easy to forget that many men were pressed into service by the nobility in the past.  They seemed to have continued here, forcing people to work for them in some capacity or the other.  I too had been called to war against my will once, and so I knew, the look in their eyes that told me that they just wanted to go back to their homes and families.  The ones I could let live, I did.
 Eventually we'd made our way to the heart of the fortress, and as far as we could tell, had it surrounded on all sides.  There was some form of barrier over the door, and a number of men working on it.
 "Strong one general," one of them said as I approached.  "We can bust it, but they'll know."
 "Put up shields and be prepared for anything, once it's open and we're clear, we go in," I told him, and the mages nodded, forming up their spells.
 Minute after minute passed as they pounded on the barrier, slowly, carefully cracking the turtle's shell.  There was no secret here, just the assurance that they had enough firepower to at some point destroy it, and the willingness to wait for the spell to fall.  This was no simple ward locked by the stone that held it, but rather some kind of emanation or some such.  It went on for what seemed like hours until cracks like those on the shell of an egg began to form.
 From there it didn't take much longer until the barrier fell, the door behind it exploding inwards.  The wooden projectile was torn from its hinges and flunk like a toy across the room, landing near the center.
 Men flooded in as soon as no trap became apparent, only to find an open room.  Rich carpets lines the floor of the barren chamber at its center stood the one thing that I had hoped least to find here.  A gate had been erected, standing alone, the exit that the rats had used to flee.
 "Get some of our specialists here.  If they're smart they've destroyed or disabled the other side, but we need to check regardless."  It was likely that they'd want Alana to come and see this, but if it could be managed, I'd have Dras or one of his apprentices come instead.  The young man needed to prove himself and this was a good chance for it.
 There was nothing more I needed to do after setting down orders and sending my men to it.  So I did the same thing I always did after taking a city.  There would be reports, and interrogations, and prisoners to deal with, but for now I needed to secure the city, and try to minimize casualties from doing it.
 
I walked back through the empty streets.  It was good to do so, to see, with his own eyes the way of things.  The stone roads were mostly empty, scared faces peeking out of windows as the soldiers passed this way and that.  Eyes glinted behind shutters as fearful citizens wondered what would become of them now that a new army had taken over.  That was less than ideal, to know what the status of things were, I needed to see some of the people.  So I kept walking, kept looking for someone out and about.
 A pair of guards accompanied me, but i paid them no mind as I moved through the streets.  The enemy was gone, and my men knew their duty, knew the plan that was in place.  I moved deeper and deeper through the alleys, getting a feel for the place, something I'd done in so many other cities that they'd conquered, seeking the people.  Soon enough I found some.
 In a corner behind some storage buildings stood an old shack, at some point used for tools, but long since abandoned, or so it seemed.  Outside the door were the clear markings of feet coming and going, and they were recent.  The windows were broken out, and there was no chimney, but there were eyes looking at me from the darkness as he approached.  With a hand signal my guards moved to cover the other directions.
 "I know you're in there," I said loudly, stern, but not angry.  "Come out."
 The door cracked and a girl appeared in it.  Her clothes were ragged and too small.  Her face was pinched tight and eyes sunken, sad, broken, dying.  It was a face he knew all too well, it was the face his son had described seeing on the people of their former village.  Someone, a boy probably, was pulling at her from the side, trying to get her to come back to the safety of the little shack.  She pushed him away and came into full view.
 "Please."  That was all she said as she faced me, her voice spoke of what she expected to come.
 "I'm not here to hurt you girl.  How many are with you in there?"  I asked, at her hesitation I added.  "I will have it searched shortly, don't lie."
 I could see her teeth clench.  She was probably the oldest here, and was perhaps fifteen or so.  "Six," she finally said.
 "How many have you lost since the others took this city?"  I responded.
 "Forty-seven," she said, and I could see how that pained her.
 That number was high, way too high.  There were probably around ten or so thousand people in this city total.
 "Why so many?"  I asked her next.
 "If your parents fought against His Majesty," I could see her expression school itself, but her fists still clenched in hatred.  "Then after they were killed your house was destroyed."
 That tracked well with what I knew of the former Bergond nobility, and with what the informant had told us.  There didn't appear to be any temple in this town for these kids to have fled to.  We were out at the very edge of the world, and their reach was limited, one of the reasons that this place had been chosen in all likelihood.
 "He's gone, get the kids and bring them."  She hesitated and I clarified.  "I'm getting you all food and somewhere warm to sleep."
 There were no really small ones with her group, no way for them to make it.  Each and every one looked scared as my men searched the house and then walked us down the street.  She hadn't lied to me about how many she had, which was a good mark for her.  I wouldn't have been too mad if she had, but I appreciated the honesty.
 Eventually I found what looked like a tavern of sorts.  There were no inns here, as they didn't get many visitors, but it would do.  The proprietor looked like he was expecting death when I beat on his door, but upon having a few coins shoved in his hands and being told to get food and blankets he calmed considerably.
 While most of the kids tore into the food the man had procured I pulled the girl to the side.  "This isn't free, I've a job for you."
 "Of course," she said, looking resigned.  Perhaps she'd been expecting something, probably something terrible for what they were getting.
 "You and those kids are gonna go make rounds to the people you know, and you're gonna tell them what happened here."  She looked up in confusion.  "Everyone is scared kid, and scared people do stupid things.  I want you and those kids to go and tell them we're not here to pillage, or rape, or wreck things.  That's the cost of this.  We'll get an orphanage, or send you kids off to one somewhere else soon enough if you've got nowhere to go, but for now I need you to do that."
 "But why..." she began.
 "I could tell them, but they won't believe me.  So I want you to tell them.  Tell them what I did here, tell them what it cost you, tell them that we're not here to hurt them.  That's tomorrow though, for tonight, go and eat."  I waved her off to the place where the other kids were, and her own food.
 
Making arrangements with the tavern-keeper wasn't hard.  Invasions killed his business, and my coin was still gold, even if he didn't recognize the minting.  That and a few vague threats about how unhappy I would be if I should find the kids mistreated set things right for now.  This had worked in city after city to calm panicking populaces many times, and I had confidence it would work here too.

            

    
        Chapter 221 Gates

    
    
    
    
                Father had sent in a request for Dras to come and look at the gate they'd found.  That was stupid and all of the people in the gate project agreed on it.  Sure, I had no desire to go back to Ice's End, particularly after they'd failed to finish the job properly, but I was nearby, as much as that mattered, and not currently engaged.  I was also the best at building these things, and really wanted to know what Selene had given them. 
The girl herself hadn't yet come back to Durin's fortress.  There were no gates at Ice's End as of yet, and all communication was still through our magic radios.  Those were nearing the maximum of their workable limits, regardless of how much we all tried to make it work.  We were now only able to communicate at night, for reasons mysterious to everyone. 
The original army that had assaulted Ice's End had only one portal pair due to the simple fact that they were still in production, and had used it for infiltration.  It was a risky call, but they'd felt it was the right one if they wanted to get in quickly.  Sure, it meant that they couldn't get reinforcements, or easily retreat here, but the desire had been to crack the city as fast as possible, and they'd done that well if reports were to be believed. 
Finding out that Lief and his merry men had managed to get a  portal network of their own had caused some panic among the upper ranks of the Empire.  There'd been a constant stream of people in and out as Durin mobilized basically everyone to figure out what the implications were. 
A team with a gate (The newest one off of Dras' production line) had been dispatched to set up a portal at Ice's End as quickly as they possibly could.  Until then I was cooling my heels and diving deep into any commands that might stop a gate from forming.  The latter project hadn't borne a bud much less a fruit, but we'd see what we could find as time went on. 
I was more than a bit surprised when I got a letter requesting me to join the meeting I found myself in on this bright afternoon, but I was an expert on these gates, and I was present. 
"Welcome Alana, please come in," Durin said as I was led into the meeting room, motioning to a chair near the edge of the large table he sat at. 
There were around a dozen old men and women of various persuasions seated.  A few were younger, fifty or so perhaps, a few looked like they might blow away in a stiff wind, but I was by far the youngest person here.  I recognized only a few from various events over the years, them and Mystien, who'd taken a place near the emperor. 
One of the gathering, a man with greying blonde hair and dark eyes looked to our leader, and at the nod of confirmation began. 
"Thank you for joining us, please call me General Lukas.  We have precious few people who understand the portals, and even Mystien here believes you'd be the one to speak to on this.  If reports are to be believed, we have a major problem, but one that leads to a number of questions we need answers to," he said. 
I was happy Mystien was trusting me here.  He might be a terrifyingly powerful wizard, and the master of all things water, but portals were my wheelhouse.  He might have been able to tell them some things, but this gave me a chance to shine. 
"I've several of my own, but I'm afraid that until I see the work, or talk to Selene I'm unlikely to have all the answers.  We sent a request for the rune sequence she used, but the communications have just been too broken for it to come through properly."  I frowned slightly, there really was a lot I needed here. 
"Well, general questions then?  Like how they made the portal pair so fast?"  He asked. 
"I don't know.  I imagine that they had to make some changes somewhere, but what and where are unclear.  Though I think they were probably torturing her to make her work faster, that's just a guess," I said. 
"Can they make more of them?"  He tried. 
"Doubtful, they didn't have the stone we've been using to upgrade the core."  There was a collective sigh of relief at that answer.  I knew for a fact that it was possible for one of us to do a setup to upgrade someone after we'd gotten our own, Justin had told me as much. 
"What about tracking where they went, or stopping them from working, can you do that?"  A nervous looking woman inquired. 
"No on both accounts.  I've been looking into options for the last couple of days, something I should have thought of before, but there's nothing yet.  I think it might be possible to do, but I'm not even sure on that account."  There were a plethora of issues trying to lock down space, if the magic could even do that, and the few thoughts I did have didn't have any good method of implementation. 
There were a few more questions, but most of them were either really basic, or boiled down to 'I'll need to look at this portal first' for answers.  This gathering was in all likelihood a panel of the most powerful people on the continent, but that didn't mean they knew everything.  Eventually they petered out, moving on to discussing things like how to improve security and what they should be on the lookout for. 
"Are they using movable portals like ours?"  One of the gathered men asked me, hoping to get an idea of what to tell his men to keep an eye out for.  At my deadpan look he answered himself.  "You won't know until you've seen it, right." 
When it was time for everyone to leave Durin asked me to stay behind.  Mystien stayed as well, and a few bodyguards nearby.
 "Alana, I would like to know what you view as the worst case for this," he asked once most of the people had left.
 "I can't do the really big things, so I don't know the limits of what he could shove through that portal.  It could be bad, but I think Mystien would be the one to ask about that kind of war magic.  Depending on where he could get it, and how much mana he could supply he might be able to do something like drop rocks from really high, or drain a lake somewhere new.  Don't know if he'd think to try that though."
 Mystien began to furiously scribble.  I'd apparently given him some idea, probably bad for some poor bastard years down the line.  "Rocks from really high?  Not sure how useful that would be," he muttered.
 "Do not underestimate the power of gravity," I responded.
 I doubted he could manage full on orbital bombardment, but a big rock from half a mile up was still a force to be reckoned with.
 "I want a full report on this after you've had a chance to investigate.  Until then take this."  Emperor Durin slid a paper across the table to me.
 It took me a full minute to read over it.  As I did so I nearly felt my eyes pop out of my head.  It was a writ that gave me the power to act with his authority for the purposes of my investigation.  I could demand any resource, or command any troop save the personal retinue of some of the higher authorities of the empire.  Even then it indicated there might be someone looking into it if one of those few did decide not to aid me.  It was signed and sealed by Durin himself.
 "This is... a lot of..." I tried.
 "Don't use it unless you have to, but I want this done, and done right.  You saved my life while killing one of your mentors Alana, I trust that you will not abuse this freedom."  His tone indicated that his trust would still be checked on.  I'd rather not have to pull this thing out, but it would do what it needed to.
 "Thank you," I said softly.
 "Think nothing of it.  Gather the resources you need, and go."
 

 Two days later word came in that the gate delivery team had reached their destination and checks had begun.  These would take a bit of time, but by soon we were ready to go.  I had a dozen guards who'd been picked by Ulanion or myself, and some basic gear.  My hope was that we'd be able to get the sequences from Selene quickly, and be done with this.
 The portal was ready for us when we arrived.  Half of my squad went through, with Ulanion popping back to inform me that we had a safe path.  I walked up to the glowing plane and stepped forward.
 The other side brought me out into some kind of stone building.  There were soldiers running about and a general air of 'very busy' everywhere.  It didn't take long to orient myself, military outposts did always organize themselves in the same general manner, and head for the entrance.  My brother met me as I approached the exit.
 "Hello little sister," he said as he walked forwards.
 "What no dad?"  I replied.
 "Dealing with some issues with the town.  I assume you want to see it?"
 "What I'm here for John."
 He chuckled and led me forward.  We seemed to be inside one of the larger halls or something that Lief had taken up residence in, so it wasn't a far walk.  Before I knew it I arrived at a heavily guarded room and with a quick nod from John we were all let through.  He wasn't a general or anything, but everyone knew he was an officer, and why we were here.
 The first thing I thought when I saw the gate was, 'very plain' the second thing didn't occur to me until I got almost right up to it.
 "What the fuck," I said as I looked around it.  There was a place for a power supply, one of the standard ones, but that had been removed.  There were also things in the doorway itself to prevent outside activation, all good practices.
 "What the actual fuck," I repeated as I looked at the gate itself.
 "Something interesting?"  Brother asked, looking where I was.
 "This thing's a freaking hazard."  I was stunned.
 "To us presently?"  Ulanion asked, looking about for danger.
 "No, to anyone going through it.  You'd have to be insane to use this thing.  We may need to break it, just in case."
 "Um... what do you mean there Alana?"  John asked.
 "There's only one sequence on the whole damn thing, and I don't think it's a fake with the real one hidden.  It just says to connect point A to point B, and defining the area that's it!  Do... this is just wrong, dangerously wrong.  Has anyone tried to activate it?"  I asked.
 "One of our wizards tried and failed... we figured they'd cut the power or something on the other side, or buried it or whatever," John replied.
 "Yeah, none of that would work.  There's nothing telling it not to connect, it's probably broken, and we should break it.  Fuck, Selene was not doing these guys any favors."
 "Er..." John really could be dense, but the others were looking at me weird too.
 "There's no wards, no safeties, there's not even an on switch, or... like almost all of what is on ours."
 "So it's easy to use?"  John asked.
 
"It's like stringing a rope bridge between two hundred foot tall towers and not installing... any sort of guard or handhold.  Sure, it works, but if anything slips up even a bit... I need to see Selene, now."  John looked at me blinking for a second before I walked up and bonked his forehead with my fist lightly.  "Now John."

            

    
        Chapter 222 The Broken City

    
    
    
    
                First thing was first, I needed to talk to Selene, and I needed her reports.  Those had been put to the side for the moment, but that was going to change in a hurry.  I began to move towards the door, dragging my brother along for the ride.  Then I stopped, and looked back at Ulanion. 
"Break it.  The only way we can be sure it can't be reactivated." 
He didn't even hesitate as he turned towards the gate, taking a war-hammer off of one of the guards, they'd had them just in case.  I forgot sometimes just how strong he, and other physical users were, but it only took him a couple of hits to crack the magical item   Sadly that was the only way to make sure that it never activated again, and with the clearly missing safeguards, I wouldn't have it doing so. 
"Alana!  Are you insane!?"  John said as the bits of stone crumbled and fell.  "You can't just destroy that!  It's a captured piece of enemy artifice!" 
"You'll find I can.  I need to investigate what they have, and that thing potentially activating would stop that."  While it was a stretch, I was sure the emperor wouldn't mind too much.  Sure, I destroyed it, but the danger to all of us made that menace to magical craft more dangerous than useful.  "First I want to look over what you've gotten from Selene, then we'll go see her." 
John looked stunned that I was giving him orders, but complied.  I was sure that he would be going on about it later, but for now he knew why I was here, and that he needed to help me get on with it.  He led the way back to the makeshift headquarters and found me a side room where I could go over the paperwork. 
They'd not gotten much information out of Selene, but they had managed to get her to write down the rune sequence.  I ran it over, and was glad that she'd provided exactly what was on the gates.  She'd also told us that she'd made them only three pairs total.  That was impressive feet dragging, even to me.  The other two pairs were smaller.  It was a system so that pair two was just small enough to fit through pair one, and pair three would barely fit through pair two.  They'd not gotten out unfolding gates at least, one of the few good notes today. 
I pretended to rub my temples while I retreated into my core.  There I opened up the debugging menu and tossed in Selene's sequence.  It came back telling me that it would work just fine, no obvious failure points.  Because of course it would, the damn thing could be written on my palm, but confirmation was nice.  I was a bit surprised that it also came back with a warning that there were no controls added in and the item would default to on if powered, off if not until that was done.  Didn't know that was a part of this menu. 
"Alright, let's go see her," I said as I stood up. 
When I exited the room I found a line of people doing their best impression of a bucket brigade with sacks of something through the portal.  I stopped briefly to look at them and then at my brother. 
"This city's in bad shape little sister.  That many nobles have 'expectations' and they want those met.  Practically starved the common folk.  All this is from back home, standard practice," he explained. 
"That's generous," I said, a bit awed. 
"Not really."  Brother was an idiot sometimes, but he also had a good feel for things.  "The expense with how our farms are now is really minimal, it's mostly just grain.  For that we buy the city being loyal, because you'd better believe everyone is going to remember who starved them and who fed them when they needed it.  Sure, it's the right thing to do, but it's also the 'right' thing to do." 
I thought about that for a few moments, ruminating on the past. 
"Yeah, I suppose if someone had come to Orsken, driven out the soldiers and fed everyone lots of people would have loved them forever," I observed. 
"It's why they loved you Alana."  I turned to look at him and he continued.  "Maybe mom kept you from hearing or seeing most of it, but you were loved.  How many mother's children didn't starve because you gave them food?  How many sons and daughters had something, anything in their bellies because you worked every day for it?" 
I could see a few of the guards I'd brought along looking at me.  In particular was a certain elf.  He knew that my childhood home wasn't around anymore, and that I didn't really like talking about it, but I'd never gone into all the details with him.  I didn't really like thinking about that time in my life, so he hadn't pried too much. 
"We have things to do," I finally said.  "Please lead us on." 
Selene was in one of the nearby areas being used for the injured.  She'd been assigned her own bedroom, and I was told she'd fallen asleep recently.  I considered going in and waking her up even against the suggestion of her caretaker, but passed.  I could wait for a bit, it would probably give me better results if she were calm and clear headed when we spoke.  At any rate I had most of what I needed, and plenty of work to do preparing the basic outline of my report.  I could even draft it, so long as I didn't learn anything groundbreaking from her, it shouldn't change much.
 I made sure that someone would come and tell me when she woke and began the paperwork.  I also began composing designs for testing these new gates.  It was pretty easy to rule out some things with the models that we used, but without safety features there were things I wanted to test, no matter how much of a hazard it would be.  All of my ideas got added to the list while I started to make up the basic safety guide we'd need for this.  I was pretty sure Emperor Durin would want these done, if for no other reason than that he might use the results as weapon ideas in the future.
 A couple of hours into the work I was joined.  Father came down and pulled a chair opposite me, plopping down in it.  He had a rather tired look to his features.  At least he came bearing gifts, pushing me a bowl of the standard stew that ended up at any military base soon as things started to settle.  This was often enough served at Durin's fortress, and it wasn't bad, mostly vegetables and whatever meat could be found in a thick goopy soup.
 "You know, I shouldn't have to tell you to eat at your age Alana," he commented.
 "Not like I've been here that long," I responded, setting my work aside and pulling the bowl close.  I hadn't realized how hungry I was until the food was right in front of me.
 "The sun went down a few hours ago, you do realize that, right?"  He took a bite at the same time I did.
 "I did not.  How are things out there?"
 "I've seen worse, but not in awhile," he said and I could feel the exhaustion in it.  "I hear you had that gate destroyed, care to explain?"
 "No, but it was necessary, trust me on that," I responded.
 "Maybe, but several of my subordinates are in a bit of a fit over it.  Claiming you had no right, and I've only not had you held because of our relation."  There were types like that everywhere it seemed.
 I pulled the paper Durin had given to me and handed it over to him without a word.  Dad's eyes got bigger as he went down and I could see my own reaction from when I'd received it mirrored in him.  He blinked a few times and reread it, as this wasn't something one saw every day.
 "That's some paper dear," he finally said as he passed it back.
 "Don't I know it.  I don't suppose you got any documents about the gate from our enemies?"  I asked, hopeful.
 "No, sadly they seemed to have evacuated everyone and everything important well before we took the place.  Think they were a bit jumpy because you'd not been brought back or taken out and were halfway out before the attack started."
 "They didn't take Selene though, why?"  I asked.
 "Nothing confirmed yet, if it all fell apart and she escaped then they'd have burned both of their bases if they moved her.  It's also not easy to make the wards they had on those cells, stuff like that is planned out well in advance.  At least that's what my advisors tell me, and they know their stuff better than I do."  He took another bite while I thought.
 "They planned to kidnap us well in advance then," I observed.
 "Or planned to take any prisoners they could, we're unsure on that.  Those cells were started at least a month before though."
 We ate in silence for awhile before another individual joined us, one of the medics.  He was a bard, as were most of the medics for the army, at least on missions like this.  They wanted priests to join, something that would be really helpful for these field hospitals, but the orders had just been told about the gates not too long ago, so that didn't seem to be organized yet.
 "The young lady just woke up," he informed us.
 "How is she?"  I asked.
 "Physically?  Bit malnourished, but nothing too bad.  Mentally though, fragile I'd say.  Can't say I have a lot of experience with people being tortured miss, but it looks like the kind of shock you see in soldiers after battles sometimes."
 This world didn't yet have terms for things like post-traumatic stress disorder, but that didn't mean that it didn't exist.  There were plenty of ways to be in situations that would leave you very messed up, and magical beasts, or spellcasters in battles could do that kind of thing easily.  There was some discussion if it was magically induced, or just stress, as one normally only found explosions and unstoppable monsters when magic was involved, but it didn't matter to most people either way.
 
"Let's keep it to Ulanion and I.  She knows both of us, so it shouldn't be too bad," I told everyone before we set out to her room.
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                "Come in," a small voice said after I knocked on the door. 
What I found after opening it was a small bedroom, it was nice, but simple, the bed and small desk taking up most of it. Selene looked to have just finished eating and stood as she saw us enter, rushing over and grabbing me in a tight hug. 
"You're here," she said, almost sobbing. "They told me you left me, that you didn't care about me." 
Carefully I wrapped her up, returning the embrace. "I didn't know they had you until I got back to civilization. Soon as we knew they sent the army to come and save you. If I'd known..." 
I didn't know what I would have done. It would be nice to say that I would have saved her, but truth be told I'd barely made it out myself. She needed someone to reassure her though, to let her loose everything she'd felt. Nobody could really understand, could truly know how she felt, but we could be there for her while she tried to recover. 
"Wait, how are you here?" She asked. "They just let you run back?" 
"No, when the emperor heard about the portal he sent a team out to investigate as quickly as he could. I came along to try and find out what was going on." 
She looked a little off-put that I'd not come for her, but for the item she'd made, but then something else seemed to click. "Then I can go home?" 
"Of course, the portal's up and we can get you back when you're ready." 
At that statement she started crying in earnest. I sat with her on the bed while she let it all out. It felt like patience was going to be key here, and I needed to let her find somewhere she could feel safe. I had no idea if that was the right or wrong decision, but it was the best I had for the moment. 
"I-I'd like to go now," she said when the tears finally stopped, it had been several minutes and we'd ended up sitting on her bed while she let herself go. 
"Alright, do you have anything here you need to pack up?" When she shook her head I continued. "Think you can answer me a couple of questions while we walk?" 
I wasn't qualified for this, but I did need information. As we stood and headed towards the portal I made a brief stop to gather up my papers before we could continue, unfortunately some of the many guards that had been sent with me joined us soon as we made it there. 
"Who are?" Selene began when she saw them, her grip on my arm tightening a bit. 
"Guards, to make sure we get back safe," I responded, giving them a motion to keep back a bit. 
"Right, right, you said you had questions?" 
"Yes, just confirmation, you said you made them three sets of gates?" I asked. 
She nodded, "Yes." 
"And this was the sequence you used?" I passed over a sheet with the written code. 
"Yeah, they wanted it fast. I didn't want to Alana, but, but..." she started shaking once again, and I could see the tears in her eyes. "He was a monster, a real monster. I had to, I had to..." 
Before she could break down completely I began to spoke. "It's okay, you're safe, nobody here is going to hurt you. The man, do you know his name?" 
She shook her head. "He looked like a snake, like a viper in human skin." 
That description rang all kinds of bells. I'd met one of the enforcers for the old royal family, and I could soundly believe that that man had both survived, and was more than capable of torture. The memory of meeting him after escaping the underground sent shivers up my spine. 
"Did he?" She asked, looking at me. 
"I think I know who you're talking about," I said. 
"He said things, about how you'd abandoned me, about how they'd get you back even though you ran away, about all the things he'd do to get you to talk. As he was doing them to me," she barely whispered the last part. 
Behind her I could see Ulanion, his knuckles were white as he death-gripped his sword, and the look of fury on his face would have sent more than one person fleeing alone. I gave him a quick glare. If Selene saw that it would be terrible, and he quickly schooled his face, nodding. 
"No one is going to hurt you Selene, you're safe. Those gates you made them may well kill the bastard too." That got me a weak chuckle from the girl. 
"I hope so," she said. She knew as well as I how dangerous gates like that might be. 
"Are you ready?" She looked up and realized that as we'd talked and walked we'd finally made it to our destination.
 

 It took me less than an hour after hearing what she'd said to prepare my formal report.  I got the feeling the message that I'd sent to tell Emperor Durin had basically been turned right around to tell me to report to him with haste.  The meeting room I was ordered to was quickly filling with a few of the individuals that were both stationed here and had relevant information.
 
Everyone stood as he entered, but we were all quickly motioned to sit.  The emperor was in a lighter armor, still his standard black, and looked like he'd been stressed the whole time I was gone.
 "Sit, good news I hope?"  He said as he took his place, looking at me.
 "Sort of, we know they have two more sets of gates, the details on them were in the report.  I'm worried that they're mental though, the men who are using them.  The lack of any safeguard is bad for both us and them."
 "Could you explain?"  One of the administrators asked.
 "Happily.  If you placed one of the gates we use underwater, the water wouldn't pass through.  I don't know if there is that in the original design or not, but we put it there.  There are also shutoffs, and protections if something is moving through.  The gates aren't instant, even though it may feel like that, there is a delay, ours have a small mana supply to keep them going for a few seconds to let things out, theirs don't.  There's also the fact that if you put your arm in one of our gates and turned it off, the whole thing would try to get you out of it, it's made to, with theirs... honestly I don't know what would happen."  I could go on for days about this, protections for these were most of what I did.
 "Those aren't built into the sequences already?"  Emperor Durin asked.
 "I have no idea if they are or not, since how the sequence works is a bit... unknown, just that it does.  Would you, now knowing that, be willing to exclude them though?  There are a lot on Ristolian's gates that are similar to ours, at least we think so, so either he was as paranoid as we are, or they aren't."
 "Nobody tested that?"  An outraged administrator asked.
 "We've been trying to get a safe transport network up.  That project has been very rushed, but since we were the only ones making them, there was no need to test dangerous models for safety.  Now I would like to."  I looked at the emperor, since we'd need his permission for that.
 "I will of course consider that part of this investigation, and I believe I've already given you permission to do what you needed for that."  He didn't want it spread that I had a blank check, but if he was willing to extend that I'd take it.  "For now, can they make more?"
 "All indications point to no.  That is the best piece of news."  That got me a couple of nods, but the man who'd been questioning me had other thoughts.
 "I hear that you destroyed the captured gate, would you care to explain yourself?"  He asked, as if I'd done any wrong.
 "Not really, since it should be clear from the explanation I've already given, but if you need it, fine.  There was no way to keep it turned off, no way to stop them from returning through it, no way to do anything if they put a large mana supply on it and dropped it in the ocean.  It was a safety hazard to not only the men I'd taken with me to investigate, but everyone in that city.  I suspect they'd destroyed the other side anyway, but would you be willing to keep such a thing around?"  The man flinched back at the acid in my voice.
 "Her decision was the correct one.  Both of you should calm yourselves though, it's clear we're all stressed, and forgetting where our enemies lie."  At the emperor's words both of us had to bow our heads.
 "My apologies, the emperor placed his trust in you for this, and I shouldn't have questioned your judgment," the pencil-pusher said.
 "And mine, this day has been... trying, and I lost my temper."  I still wanted to punch the man, but we needed to all work together, and cursing him out wouldn't help in either the short or long run.
 Soon everyone was dismissed, and soon only myself and the emperor were left.  He seemed to understand that I wanted to speak with him.
 "Something else?"  He said.
 "Something personal, Selene is... not extremely close, but a friend.  Will you see to it that she's taken care of?"  I asked.
 "I don't abandon my people when they get hurt Alana; she'll get what help I can offer her.  The Orders will want to speak to her too, and they might well have someone better who can.  We'll let her decide what she wants I think."  He shook his head.  "Torture... it's, just not done.  They're desperate, dangerous like a cornered beast.  That is too far though, even if they could gain support the priests could turn on them for this, particularly because it was a girl they kidnapped from right outside Linden, madness."
 "You think they'll care that much?"  I asked a bit doubtfully.
 "Alana, they've kept their rules in place by destroying those who disobey for millennia.  Why do you think I am so generous towards them?  Sure, it's the right thing to do, but history tells us clearly what happens to those who piss off priests too much, and it does it vividly."
 "Good to know.  Thank you for that," I said.
 He patted me on the shoulder.  "Of course, now, go find a place you like and get to testing.  We need to know how bad this could be."
 
"Gladly,"
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                "Glad you're back," Dras said as we met for lunch. 
"Yeah, me too," 
"Selene?" He looked up from his food questioningly. 
"She's... rough, still refusing to travel much, and terrified. For now she's taken up a position at the fortress, probably not the best thing, but we'll have to wait and see if she can be brought out of it." I had mixed opinions on how she was acting. 
"You don't approve of it?" He asked. 
"If she lets the fear take her, she may never recover. That said, I can't really blame her for being afraid. Crap, I'm afraid sometimes, and I didn't get anything nearly as bad as she did." 
Two weeks after her rescue and there was still no sign of our enemies anywhere. I was nervous, and keeping guards nearby, but I still had things that needed doing and locking myself up until the people who took us were caught just wasn't an option. That said I was avoiding my family home, Mystien's lab, and anything even resembling a schedule when not firmly within friendly territory. Even my current project was being done under a false name. 
"Not what I expected, but I guess you're probably right. Any chance you'll be coming back soon?" He prodded. 
"Weeks at least Dras, got something else I'm working on, and no, I can't tell you about it," I said, shaking my head. 
"Wasn't going to ask. Shame though, we really need the help. After Linden we got three more gate pairs set up and there are calls for dozens more. Emperor wants one in all the major cities for public use, and the military wants a bunch too. Their new eastern campaign looks like it's going to take a bit." 
"Can't say that the rush will be better for me, but at least I won't have managers and the like breathing down my neck the whole time," I laughed at his troubles, not that having a monarch wanting results as soon as physically possible was much better, but at least he was busy elsewhere. 
He laughed right back. "I'm the one doing most of the breathing down necks nowadays." 
"Careful there Dras, or you'll end up in an office position forever." 
"Would that really be so bad?" He asked, grinning. 
"I think I'd go insane personally..." Regardless of how much I complained about being sent all over the place, the idea of sitting in a workshop like that forever sent a shiver down my spine. 
I thought back on things. I'd seen terrors, and horrors, and things that were well outside my ability to deal with. I'd been sent or drug across continents and kingdoms. It had never been boring though, even when I'd been working in the labs that had quickly turned into preparation for the expedition, and I could go enjoy the night-life. 
The project I was on now though was something else. I was the one in charge, and I could go where I wanted and do mostly what I wanted so long as I got results. I'd picked the place, and the team, and everything else about it, and that was fun too. It was research, but not the boring lab stuff, and I felt like I might really enjoy it this time. 
We shared a few more jabs before lunch ended. Neither of us had much time, he had to get back to work, and I was only back in Lithere for the afternoon. On my way out I was met by my bodyguard, who joined me in the carriage as we took off. 
"Anything?" I asked Ulanion. 
"Not that I saw. We don't know he has people in Lithere, but if he didn't I'd be amazed. Of course, nobody knew we were coming except Mystien, and if he's betrayed this empire we should consider returning back to Atal." 
I snorted at that one. "Luckily I feel that to be quite unlikely." 
I looked over at the many activation controls for the defenses on this carriage, just beside my seat. "I don't like playing bait, but if they are watching Dras they're not going to let me just get away. Here, or when we leave the city they'll strike." 
The whole way back to the fortress I was on edge, afraid that we were being watched, but as we made it to the area around it some of that began to fall away. The empire was still enraged about all that had happened, and really wanted a fight, but it looked like today we wouldn't be getting it. 
On the other hand there was much to do before I got to my next assignment. The main thing was an absolute mess, and something I'd not really messed with in either of my lives. Time seemed to slow as the maid assigned took care of it, hands going through practiced movements. By the end I was thoroughly exhausted, but it would help for this work. 
When I met Ulanion back at the gate, he just stared. 
"How do I look?" I asked. 
It was plain to see that he was trying to find a way not to step in the pit trap I just set up for him. "It's... certainly different," he finally responded. 
The black hair that spilled over my shoulders was indeed that. "Don't worry, I don't much like it either, and it's easy enough to be rid of. At least it should help with keeping me unrecognized, so long as someone keeps their helmet on."  I looked at him pointedly. 
"How exactly did I get assigned to this again?"  He asked, putting on the conical helm that matched his armor.  He looked like any other soldier in the empire's armies, not a knight, but one of the more common types. 
"I trust you, and I need a guard.  You've already seen enough of this stuff that there's no worry about having to bring you into secrets, and the less people who know the better, so you're the perfect choice," I said, defending my decision.
 "Those are all good reasons, but what's the real one."
 "I don't want to be lonely, and most of my former team is either buried under work or unable to join," I said.
 "Fine then, I've had worse assignments."  Grumble as he might I could see the hint of a smile.
 "You remember the cover story?"  I asked.
 "Why of course miss Jenna.  We're only going to check on the area's food production and do some basic checks for issues, how could I possibly forget?"  He dripped sarcasm, and I couldn't really blame him, the story was bland as plain rice, but it would do for our needs.
 "Thank you Sean, glad to see we're on the same page."
 We chatted as we made our way to the gate.  We left while the kitchens were serving dinner and almost everyone was gone, and that was by design.  Our mission here would be depending on security through obscurity, and the less people who knew anything the better.  I'd filed all the paperwork myself and other than father and the emperor almost nobody knew where we were going.  Everyone else involved in the whole thing was picked for a reason, that they didn't know us.
 Both Ulanion and myself pushed down our auras hard as we came near, passing my brother, who'd been stationed here for tonight.  He was the senior officer on guard duty, while everyone else was a brand new transfer.  I nodded and got a light wave before heading to the soldier directing people.  He looked nervous and gave a rather worried smile as we came over to him.
 "Ah, good morning miss... do you have your paperwork?"  I held out the little file and he quickly read over it.  "I see, I see, gate 28, to... Silversprings?  Never heard of that place... Um... right this way."
 He led us over to the portal and ran through the standard startup procedure.  I really wanted to tell him how to do it the whole time, because he was slow as maple syrup in winter, but we eventually got there.  We waved as we passed through the gate and to the waystation on the other side.
 The woman who greeted us on the other side looked a bit grumpy.  Not too long ago these gates had been rarely used and only for military purposes, but now they were being used for something so minor as piss-ant officials?  Waste of the network, at least that's how a lot of people were seeing it.
 Regardless, the handful of small bags that we needed had made it through, and there were horses ready for us in the morning when we rose.  I'd have loved to use a carriage, as my practice with side-saddle was almost non-existent, but that would have been too expensive for who we were supposed to be, and there weren't many of those around here anyway.
 "That's a big city," Ulanion observed as we set out.  While it was still a couple of hours away the ground here was flat, with the waystation being on the only hill around, I suspected that hill was also man-made.
 "It was a big city, now it's less than a thousand people.  At least if tax records are to be believed."  He raised an eyebrow, and not without reason, the place we were going was easy to pick out from the brownish grass all around it.  "A couple hundred years ago Silversprings was a big city, I'll let you guess their main export."
 "Silver?"
 "Right you are.  You can't see it from here but there are several small spring-fed lakes around the city, and it used to be one of the best mining towns around.  Then the silver dried up.  The farmland is, as you can see, poor, and while there's a bit near the lakes, beyond those and the fish there's not much here.  Most of the people left, seeking better land elsewhere," I explained.
 It was the perfect place for our testing.  Banditry was not an issue, as there wasn't enough money or population for bandits to survive long.  There was water for the tests we needed to use it for, a low number of people so hiding those tests would be easy, and if something did go horribly, horribly wrong nothing of great value would be damaged.
 The ride to the city was pleasant enough.  This was close to the southern border of the empire and it was noticeably warmer than what I'd been dealing with, but still mild.  It was also just... calm, the whole place was just calm.  There was the issue of the blisters I was developing, but while those were quite unpleasant they would be easily solved once we finished our ride.
 The walls grew and grew, and so did the signs of decay.  While it looked impressive from far off, you could see that they were barely being maintained.  There was just too much area for the number of people they had, and large city walls like these were no small chore to keep up.  Someone was trying, that much was clear, but they needed help if they were to actually keep them in proper order.  There were a couple of gate guards, who greeted us as we approached.
 "Hail travelers, don't suppose you're one miss Jenna then?"  One of the guards asked, looking over our clothes.  I was dressed in what had become a sort of standard issue black dress, often used by the female administrators of the empire, while Ulanion's armor matched well to that the two guards here wore.
 "Indeed I am, not many travelers then?"  I asked.
 "Afraid not ma'am, you're the first stranger we've had in a good bit, and the mayor's more than a bit nervous about your coming."
 "Is that so?"  I asked.  "Are there any issues the city needs aid with?"  I had a bad feeling.
 "Well... maybe it's best if you speak to him," the man replied, looking a bit concerned.
 
Beside me Ulanion sighed.
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                Before we even made it through the gate Ulanion was giving me a look along the lines of 'Can't you go anywhere there aren't problems?' It wasn't like I was looking for them, just really, abysmally unlucky. I didn't know what could be going on, but we'd have to see. 
Once the gates were open I was at least pleasantly surprised by what I found there. Most cities were crowded disasters with shouting and dirty streets. Normally there'd be a mass of folk near the gate, with inns and stables catering towards travelers. 
Not so here in Silversprings though. The gate opened into something vastly different. Near the gate was a small gatehouse and paddock for horses, but beyond that stretched something like a garden or field. You could see all the way to the noble's district, where another wall stood. From our point atop the horses we could also see all around where poorer parts of the city would normally be, most of those were non-existent. 
A guard mounted one of the horses here and began to lead us in. 
"This is... certainly an interesting arrangement," I said as I looked around. 
"Yeah, visitors always say that. Do you know the history of our fair city?" The man asked. 
"Generally." 
"Well, after the mines failed people started to leave. Rich folks mostly at first, but then more and more people. Villages that had been outside the walls started to fail as there wasn't anyone to sell produce to, not that it was ever good farming here. We also ended up with the city becoming a ghost town, and for awhile it looked like we might just... fade away," he said, looking at his home. 
"What happened?" Ulanion inquired. 
"Well, after most of the nobles left one of their administrators got permission to do as he wanted. He began getting people into the upper city districts, while the old homes and businesses were broken down for materials and farmland. Figured that if we couldn't get much from outside we could cannibalize the unused stuff, and wood has always been hard to get in this area." 
"Reclaiming all the stone to repair walls, all the wood for... well lots of things. You'd even get the nails and like back. Lots of hard work but I can see it keeping your city afloat for awhile," I observed. 
"Yup, and stabilized it enough. Not having to move things so far helped a lot. A few people still get dregs of silver where they can for taxes, and the rest of us farm or maintain the city, it's not a bad life," the guard seemed happy with his home. 
I continued to look at the farms. They were all far more compact than they'd be in a normal village, but you could see where the grazing animals were taken out the gate in the mornings, and how with their limited people they were working hard. 
"I thought the mines had failed though?" Ulanion asked. 
"Places like that never really run completely out of ore, just enough that it's not viable to run a large business from it. There's enough that the kids can help the old folks sort for anything useful, and a few men working can still pull some of the stuff up. We've got all the carts and tools, enough that if they're taken care of they barely need any new ones. They were smart enough to pack up a lot of things in oil when the mines started to fail, hoping a new vein would be found, and so we open a new barrel of tools every now and then to replace what we've been using." 
I was a bit amazed, it sounded like there'd actually been competent people running the place for the last couple of centuries, at least at the beginning. That wasn't what concerned me though. 
"So, mind telling me what the problem is that the mayor is worried about?" I asked. I tried to plaster on my kindest smile, but I really wanted to know what was waiting for me. 
"I'm not truly sure," he said, and at my raised eyebrow continued. "The man's just been running around like mad since we received word you'd be coming, trying to make sure everything was perfect." 
That was unhelpful. It hardly mattered though, as our ride had brought us to the upper district. The second gate was currently open, and it looked like this was normally the case. The delineation that normally existed between nobles and commoners lived was this line, and while not all cities had an actual wall for it, this one did. 
It was wild, truly wild, to see what had become of the mansions. Homes that would have belonged to either very wealthy merchants or lower nobility a few centuries ago were now estates for extended families. There were small gardens blooming on the large lawns and children in simple clothes playing on the streets that would have been held under the tightest of security. 
There were of course some things that didn't match, while the buildings were well maintained they were not being done up in the same way. There was nobody to pay for the expensive art, so what remained of the old pieces was not replaced, instead the areas were covered with simpler things or very basic pieces. The glass windows were mostly replaced with wooden shutters, and I was sure that the insides of the houses had changed radically. 
These buildings and places were designed to last though. A noble estate would normally go through periodic upgrades here and there, but the structure itself was built and reinforced such that the family home would not fail for many, many generations. It was some sort of pride that your home had been somewhere for untold time, watching over your 'lessers' or some such nonsense. 
It looked like the extended families lived more communally here than in most places, but with the size of the buildings that wasn't odd, and with the size of the area we soon found ourselves outside of a much more nicely made manse. It even had a separate wall around it and was much more well maintained. 
"The mayor's home? how's he affording all of this?" I asked, doing that wouldn't be cheap. 
The guard looked a bit concerned about my question. "Oh... the mayor used to be a servant o the ruling noble, before Emperor Durin took over of course, and this house was kept for when the lord visited." 
I raised an eyebrow. "How often did that happen?" 
"Well, um, not in some time..." 
There were a few people already here waiting for us as we approached, someone must have seen us coming and sent word.  I counted two maids, dressed in older, but still fairly normal outfits for the position, and one man who looked to be the butler.  Why there were this many servants for the house of a mayor in a town this size I didn't know, but I suspected there might be something odd going on.
 The butler moved to help me down, but was soundly beaten to the punch by Ulanion, who sent him a light glare warning him off.
 "Be nice," I said.  The desire to help me down was welcome, but there was no reason for him to go and scare the poor people here.
 "Welcome," the butler said as he bowed.  "To Lady Jenna and her guard."
 "You can drop the lady part and just call me miss Jenna," I said.
 "O-of course, my apologies.  We've prepared rooms for your stay of course, and reports on the city's state," he explained.
 "Thank you, first I should speak to the mayor though.  Could you please take me to him?"  Whatever was going on it would be best to get to the bottom of it first.
 "Ah, that would be me miss," the man said.
 I was a bit taken aback at that, particularly with the uniform and all.  I looked beyond him to the maids and squinted a bit.  These two were definitely related, mother and daughter maybe?  Definitely not too far off, though it could be hard to tell with some small towns like this being very interrelated, the younger one also had eyes that would match the mayor if I were any judge.
 "I see, why are you dressed as a butler?"  Sometimes it was just better to ask.
 "Well miss Jenna, our family has served the ruling noble family of this region for years, and now that the emperor has seen fit to send you to take over we'll be happy to serve you as well," he explained.
 Things started to click into place.
 "I'm not here to take over.  There are no more nobles as such, you realize that right?"  Someone had done a piss poor job of bringing this town into the empire, and some things would need to be explained.  It wouldn't take too long to get things going right, I hoped, but it needed to be done.  "I'm mostly here to look over the books and make sure that everything is in order, little more."
 "I see... so you're not here to rule over us then?"  He asked.
 "No, you seem to be doing an acceptable job of that.  None of the children I saw seemed to be starving and the infrastructure is in good order, those are the main concerns for now, but I need to know of any problems facing the area to see if we can't address them.  Monsters, failing crops and the like.  As I said, I'm also here to look over the books."
 "Of course, I'll get them for you with haste.  In the meantime would you like to move to the offices then?"  He asked.
 "Let us," I replied.
 The younger maid was sent off to prepare refreshments while we made our way into the mansion.  Most of the things here were out of date by a decade or two, but if there was any wealth in the town, it was most definitely concentrated in this home.  Everything was clean, but didn't feel lived in, like the covers were just taken off every now and then to maintain it, but nobody really cared about the place.  It was still stuffed with art and the like though.
 There was an office, presumably belonging to the former master of this estate, and a large enough table therein.  The mayor grabbed one of the larger tomes and brought it over, standing to the side as I opened it up and found a seat.
 "Please join me," I said when he didn't sit.
 The poor man was so used to being a servant that he looked quite uncomfortable.  That needed to change, and as the tea was brought in it began to.  I ran through the town taxes, expenses and incomes with him, and what I found was quite bothersome.  More than half of the town budget was being directed to keeping this mansion in shape.  There were even lists of all the expensive goods that were being bought periodically just in case someone important showed up.  The tea, the wine, the bleeding fancy salts and sugars that were being bled in, and basically given away to the people when they started to go bad.
 I even took a few minutes to check, and it wasn't just random embezzlement.  The mayor, whose name I learned was Mallowsweet, had kept meticulous records, and the goods were all dated, both from their acquisition and the date they were to be thrown out.  When they were he claimed that they were distributed evenly throughout the populace, which I believed, but would be checking.  It wasn't like there was a significant amount, just small quantities that made good gifts to the families in town about once a year.
 By the end of it I was tired.  "Sir, your taxes are..." I had to check my notes. "At least thirty percent higher than standard for the empire, and the wasted money on maintaining this house has to stop.  We'll have to do some math, but there are no more nobles, and the..."  I just sighed.
 The poor man looked like he'd gone through half of the different forms of fear and despair throughout the day, and now was almost broken.  "This is... I was so worried you'd be furious at what we were able to prepare in time for your coming, and..." he chuckled once.  "I'll be glad to save the money, but the children will be so disappointed, during the harvest festival we always used the old sugar to make them sweets."
 "Get beehives and use honey instead, as for the other indulgences the citizens will have to do with new, but slightly lower quality goods.  Which won't be a problem for them to afford when we're done, good grief."  I shook my head.
 "Beehives?"  He asked.
 "I'll make note that you need a few craftsmen for some of the newer technologies in the empire, but yes, you can farm bees, and with your local gardens and I'm assuming wildflowers in the spring it should be easy.  Maybe even a good new source of income for you."  The idea of replacing silver with liquid gold nearly made me laugh.
 
I soon had dinner, which was a ludicrous feast, but I ate, and even asked the mayor and his family to join me.  The room they'd prepared was almost like my parents' room back home, if not nicer, and while it was dumb I'd take it for now.  I needed to get to testing tomorrow now that the act had been fulfilled, though in the evenings I'd take some time to sort the town out and make notes on the specialists they needed, both for the act and because it would actually help these people.
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                The next morning I met up with Ulanion; he'd been put in the room beside my own since he was a guard, but he joined me for a very quick breakfast. After that I began to move out into the town, taking with me some of my supplies, and notably the gates I needed to test. My hope was to do a quick walk around town to keep up appearances, and then head to the lakes for some testing, today would be the lightest if we got to it, and would also serve as a scouting day for locations.
The mayor met us as we made our way to the front door of the house. Someone must have given him a heads up on our movements since he was chipper as he stood by the door. I wasn't sure that I loved the implications of that, if we were followed later in the day it might really cause problems. I'd have to warn someone off if we saw them, and if they persisted it would be bad. Our true mission was after all still quite secret.
"Good morning miss Jenna, mister Sean, did you have something you needed? I'd be quite happy to help." The man did look that, bouncing on his feet as he spoke.
I was glad to see he'd dropped the 'lady' part, and though his dress was still that of a servant, it was no longer the butler uniform, wholly unsuited to so many forms of work. "Unfortunately I must decline. We need a good idea of the area and what is going on, and I'd be worried people would feel intimidated by having the mayor there with us."
"Ah... I mean no disrespect, but I'm afraid that as strangers and with an armed guard they may feel intimidated regardless," he said, truly looking nervous. It saddened me to see we hadn't quite got past that little worry.
"Perhaps, but I shall not change my decision on this," I said with finality.
The man visibly paled, as if he'd stepped on a landmine. I could see the gears ticking, thinking that he might have offended me and what I might do. I couldn't let him do what he wanted, but as well I needed to keep from looking too scary.
"Forgive me..."
"There is nothing to forgive mayor Mallowsweet, simply that I must do things properly, and I cannot have you following me as I do so." As I spoke I smiled slightly, trying to put him at ease.
"Of course, if you do need anything at all, please let me know." He quickly moved from the way, letting us pass without another word.
"He was afraid," Ulanion said once we were well outside of hearing range.
"He's used to serving nobles. It used to be really bad, particularly for non-magic users. He doesn't know us, who we are, or how much power we could bring to bear. For all he knows I could order you to cut off his head and nobody would care," I explained.
"You could, and they probably wouldn't."
"Perhaps," I agreed. "But I wouldn't, and at any rate I doubt the emperor would look kindly on me killing the man without a good reason. He might not do anything about it immediately, but such an act would stain my reputation for good and that of the empire as a whole. I think I'd soon find all future opportunities in any position with even a bit of power drying up should word get back to him about something like that."
I could see him frowning. "You make it sound like a logical choice, shouldn't it be a moral one?"
"Both work out the same," I said. "While I wouldn't want to hurt him because it would be wrong, it would also be the wrong thing to do even if it weren't. That's one of the things I do like about the new regime, they try to make doing the right thing the easiest, it gets rid of the temptation."
"Are you tempted by power?" He asked.
"Everyone is, even if they want to do the right thing. Especially if you want to do the right thing. If someone is in your way it's just so easy to justify crushing them, to make yourself think they deserve it. Sometimes they do, sometimes they don't, but the longer you go down that path, the easier it is to always convince yourself they do."
"You sound like him," Ulanion said, very quietly.
"He learned a hard lesson, one I don't aim to repeat. I don't know what happened, but I think he was right, and I think he meant what he said. I also lived in a little village like this, and I know what it's like to have someone abuse your people because they can. Though if I'm honest I never got it as bad as a lot of people did," I answered.
"It was that bad here in the human lands then? I knew it was bad, but most people don't like to talk of it."
"It was like the village we all saved. Except that rather than some magical beast stalking us it was starvation. It was everywhere, slowly withering people away, and it was horrible. There wasn't any escape," I whispered.
"That's something I admire about you." At my raised eyebrow he continued. "You don't give up, and I've never seen you be cruel, even when many people would be. If it's right or easy doesn't matter, how many people do you think have seen the things you have? I've spoken to your brother you know, and to Dras. They've told me some of the stories of your adventures."
"Did they now? Ah, at any rate," as I finished speaking I pointed to the little shop we were approaching.
The rest of the day was spent going around the town and asking questions about the goings on. Over and over we got similar answers, that everything was in excellent order and that everyone was happy. I didn't really expect any open dissent after speaking to the mayor, and half suspected that he'd told everyone to be on their best long before I got here.
That said it wasn't useless, and I did learn a good few things. The town had issues getting lumber. Importing it wasn't really viable, and there weren't any trees normally growing around here. There was one older bard woman who lived in the town who kept a small patch, but she had to put those out sparingly, as even with her powers growing them was difficult.
Said bard and her son were the only magic users in the town. The young man was spoken of quite highly by several of the girls I met, and I had to remember the reputation most casters of my type garnered. More private conversations, where I pulled some people to the side away from Ulanion a bit confirmed that there weren't any major abuses in the town other than a few guards that sometimes got a little too proud of their 'authority' here. Most were quite pleased with the empire though.
I made a few notes. Someone might read these reports, as half-done as they were, and if they did this little town might get a few people to help. A note was also sent to the bard and her son, asking for a meeting sometime in the next few days. They could in fact tell me no, as casters they had that privilege, but I doubted they would.
By noon we were done in the town and moved to the nearby countryside. I dreaded having to ride again, but it would be too much to just walk around, so get our horses we did. The information I had indicated some potential spots I could use for my experiments, but like with so many things there was no way to know for sure their suitability until I got there and saw them for myself.
We passed out of the town and out into the savanna opposite of our entry, towards the lakes. It wasn't a far ride to get there, less than an hour if I had to guess, and it was interesting to see we weren't the only ones here. These little bodies of water weren't huge, but they were big enough, and this was also where the mines were located.
There were a few old people at one of the shores near a well worn path to said tunnels that greeted us. They were using the water to clean the little bits of rock and ore, expertly looking through them for the bits of silver this town used for its taxes.
"Greetings elders," I said as we approached. A few started to try and rise. "Please don't stand on my account. Does all go well?"
"Aye Lady, all goes quite well," their representative, a truly ancient man said.
"Please call me Jenna. The title ill suits me since I'm no noble, just someone sent to make sure the town was well after the regime change."
"I see, the mayor went on and on. So that means you're not staying?" He asked.
"No, though your town is lovely. Are there any issues you can think that might need solving?" I replied.
"Hmm, there are problems, always are miss. They aren't taking our boys to die in war anymore though, and the taxes have gone down since the emperor took over, long may he reign." The last part was accompanied by a bit of a salute, an old gesture some people use when talking about the previous king in public.
"Do you mean any issues miss?" One of the women asked, and at my smile and nod continued. "That boy caster Sloan is a menace. Chases anything with teats, including I think one of old Ralph's mares," there was a good round of chuckles at that one, and a few scandalized looks. "Several of my granddaughters will have trouble finding husbands if he puts babies in them you know." She shook an old crooked finger as she spoke.
I tried, and failed, not to laugh. "If he's not being forceful there's not too much I can do, but I am planning on meeting him soon and we'll see if we can't tell him to calm it down a bit."
"Better than his mother's done," the old woman grumbled, before several of her peers finally shushed her.
Our talk done we kept moving outwards. Very quickly we found ourselves far from anything the town was doing. There was nothing wrong with the land near the city, so no reason to go this far away from it. With the population they had these places were mostly abandoned anyway, just a few old crumbling ruins from the days when the area was used.
We passed several small lakes until finally coming to a larger one.
"We need some depth, don't suppose you'd be willing to check it for me?" I asked.
He shook his head, and began removing his armor. It would be heavy and rust at any rate, by the time he got to the lower layer of clothing he must have realized I was looking at him and met my eyes.
"Seriously? Did you plan all this out from the start?" He asked.
"No, just a happy accident," I replied with a smile.
Without hesitation he lost the shirt, and then his pants as well, crossing his arms and glaring as he stood there nude. I felt my face go beet red and covered my mouth. Keeping my eyes where they should be was not the easiest thing in the world as he spoke.
"It's rude to stare you know, but if I remember correctly you don't seem to mind nearly as much as your friends." With that he turned, giving me quite the view as he made his way into the lake before diving.

The horses looked at me like I'd lost my mind as I wheezed laughter.

            

    
        Chapter 227 Flirting and Testing

    
    
    
    
                I was still a bit pink faced when Ulanion left the lake, strolling out like he was in a superhero movie.


"So... how deep is it?"  I asked, covering my face.


He laughed before answering,  "About twenty feet."


I could stand here flirting all day, and perhaps other things... but time and place.  Neither were correct for this and so with an effort I schooled myself.


With a small frown I looked up at the sky.  "Getting late in the afternoon already, and we'll need to set up some wards before we do anything major, might be better to come back in the morning so we can spend all day.  Then again...  perhaps I should have tried to get someone who could build us a structure, but that would have just brought in more people, and caused more problems."  I began to pull out my tools as I mumbled to myself.  "Got a couple of the 'safer' tests we can run, but you'll be swimming a bit for it.  Could you place this in shallow water?"  I asked as I handed him one of the gates.


The gates for this mission were small, very small, and by design.  I neither wanted something too large to control or too cumbersome for me to easily carry.  Most of the space for them was the added places for power supply.  I began the most basic shield setup, it was the one I needed for this one particularly.  The gate went a dozen feet in front of me with the exits pointing at a right angle.  This should be safe, but procedure and all that.


When Ulanion had returned from his mission I let him into my shield and pulled him over.


"Alright, starting in 3, 2, 1" then I used a small movement spell to switch on my gate.


"That's... underwhelming, why couldn't we do this back in the city?"  He asked.


Out of both sides of the gate was a light trickle, pushing water out to the sides lighter than even a weak pump.


"I don't remember all the math for water pressure, and wouldn't bore you with it if I did, but water is dangerous," I answered as I flipped off the device.


"I mean, that tracks I suppose, did you learn anything?"


"Yes, but I need you to go move the portal in the water down to the very bottom if you don't mind."


When I repeated the test at a lower depth I could only frown.


"Not good?"  Ulanion asked.


"No, they don't stop water and the stream is larger, meaning the pressure matters."


"How bad?"


I made a face.  "Bad bad, what if I dropped one end in the ocean.  You can see the difference between even a low and high depth, we need to run a couple more while we're here."


I repeated the test several times, recharging, and even using a small magical stopwatch to time the whole affair.  Notes were made in a small pad and I found some things that were at least slightly promising.


For one, the gates cared about matter going through.  With larger ones and the sheer mass of mana we were shoving into them it didn't matter for personnel transport, but it would here.  There was a distinct increase in mana cost between being open to air, underwater, and deeper underwater, displayed in the time it took the gate battery to drain itself.


Ulanion looked bored, and during the longer time testing the mana consumption rate had even taken to putting his pants back on while I waited, the spoilsport.  There wasn't all that much for him to do here, other than keep an eye out, and this place was deserted.  Once or twice he went to go look at something, but it was just small birds or local wildlife.


We got back late, quite late, and I could tell that the mayor was stressed, as I entered the house.


"Oh thank goodness, you're alright," he sighed.


"I'm quite fine, I do have a guard with me.  Was there some worry that I might be hurt?"  I asked.


"Well, nobody saw you for most of the day, and people started to get worried..."


"That is normal, and will continue.  I will be spending much of my time over the next few days outside of the city, but I assure you Sean can keep me safe," I said mildly.


"I could ask a few of the guards to accompany you," he offered.


"Unfortunately that is not acceptable.  There are things I need to check on privately."  Not a good answer for him, but an honest one at least.


"Ah yes, of course, my apologies," he said as he bowed.


"Please don't be so formal.  It's rather distracting," I sighed.


"I simply don't wish to disrespect you ma'am.  If our manners are improper..."


"Not at all.  I actually come from a farming village not much different in size from this one.  The emperor cares not about birth, but about ability, remember that."


He looked stunned, and a bit put off, as if he was unsure of how to treat me now.  I'd made sure that my cover story was near enough to my own life, and I was certainly no noble.  Even though I'd told him that many times I felt he was now starting to get it.  Of course if he started being rude or snippy I could still put him squarely in his place.


"But your math and understanding of finances are...  The daughter of a mayor?"  He inquired.


"I would prefer it if you didn't mention my family again, but no, simply schooled well.  My hometown, like many others fell during the war and I was given the opportunity to learn afterwards."  I could see him tense a bit, then relax once more.


"This is all still quite strange to me," Mallowsweet admitted.


"Indeed, it seems like whoever brought you in when the land was taken over was rather lax about informing you of policy.  One of my notes is that you are in need of assistance on that matter and a few others.  Still the town is otherwise doing pretty well."





Over the next two days I brought out some basic measurement tools and continued with the water testing.  It wasn't much, but this was one of the easiest abuses I could think of, and the damage would be unbelievable.  In that time I managed to establish a rough baseline of mana consumption to water amount, but that was... very much an 'about this much' statement.  I could hand off the information for others to investigate in depth and in greater depths if at the conclusion that was decided to be something to look into.


I kept meticulous notes, in English, as I didn't want to even imagine the repercussions if these fell into the wrong hands.  Sure there were a few people who would understand, but unless that ancient priest was teaching classes it wouldn't be many.  Justin had seemed content to not spread it and even the original portal maker had not spread the language far and wide, though he could have.


The mayor was giving me increasingly weird looks when I came back to town.  His curiosity wasn't good, but there wasn't much I could do about it either, and sadly, the next morning I had a meeting.





The pair of bards showed up right on time, though with the general prevalence of timekeeping in this world they were simply supposed to show up between breakfast and lunch.  Still, that was something, if they'd wanted to try and throw their weight around by making me wait I would have just had to deal with it.


The first was an older woman, fifties, perhaps early sixties, and well dressed compared to the rest of the folks in town, with the obvious exception of the mayor.  She had a light smile on her face and didn't seem much bothered by anything.


Behind her came a man who I could only compare in my head to Jackson.  His clothes were by a mile the flashiest I'd seen here, brightly colored and hanging on him loosely.  They were still of a village make, but on the far nicer scale.  Appearance-wise he was tall, well enough built and equipped with the good looks that said he spent a lot of time on himself.  I instantly disliked him.


"My apologies my lady, as I haven't yet made your acquaintance.  Had I but known that such a beautiful woman was the one requesting a meeting I would have of course come far quicker.  Though taking one's time isn't a bad thing either..."  He had a slight smirk.


I returned it with a gentle smile of my own.  "I'm here in an official capacity mister Sloan, so kindly drop the flirting."


He didn't look like he knew what to say to that one, but his mother laughed.


"Oh I like you my dear, dealt with a lot of skirt-chasers before?"  She asked.


"Several, and one particularly brazen one comes to mind, though he was never much interested in me.  Shall we begin?"  I said, motioning to their seats.

            

    
        Chapter 228 Preparing for the Show

    
    
    
    
                "For the record, you are Mary and Sloan, yes?"  I opened with. 
"That's quite so," the woman said for them. 
"Excellent, you may call me Jenna.  I'm here to look for issues with the administration of the town and rectify them if possible." 
"We're a fairly small town miss, other than a few frankly minor gripes, there's not much," Mary said. 
"There's a lack of wood, my understanding being that you two are the only producers in town.  While there's enough here for the town to support itself for now, that will cause problems in the long run.  Are there any other things like that?"  I asked. 
Sloan smiled, leaning in.  "There were a few monsters a couple of years back, but nothing we couldn't handle."  He puffed his chest out, but frankly I'd seen enough monsters that I wasn't that impressed.  Though if there was a problem it would need to be looked into. 
"What kind?  From where, when, how many?"  I asked. 
"Engorged snakes, around a dozen or so two years back, though we've seen two or three smaller ones since.  As for the where, the old mine.  They'd nested down there and nobody realized for far too long.  Between us and the guards it wasn't too much of an issue, but they had the wicked ability to speed themselves up," Sloan said with a smile. 
"He's right, probably from some old busted magical items leaking magic into the mines somewhere.  We found a few near the main nest, but there might well be more down there," his mother added. 
"Has nobody gone down and cleaned them out?"  I asked. 
"Sure they have, but there's hundreds of years worth of tunnels down there, following veins in random ways and directions.  It's a maze even to the people who know it well, and not really worth it to go off of the main tunnels if you want to find things.  They had mages back in the day, at least a few, to shore things up and put spells where they needed to go, but records of what's where get lost," Mary couldn't do much more than shrug. 
"Might need to send someone out to check those..." 
"I'd recommend against it dear.  As the spells off the main branches fail and the supports get older the unused tunnels get more and more dangerous.  They collapse periodically, nothing much we can do about it."  Mary was just a wealth of information, though none quite what I wanted to hear. 
"Very well, I suppose I'll have to inquire with the mayor further about where they go and maps and whatnot." 
"I can tell you that they at least extend away from the town," Sloan offered.  "I could even take you down into some of them if you would like to..."  He cut that attempt off, I suppose upon seeing the deep frown Ulanion was giving him. 
"On a more productive note, can I convince the two of you to expand your tree growing operation a bit?" 
The mother looked at her son and sort of shrugged.  "Sure, might have to ask some of the town to gestalt with us sometimes if you want that though." 
"And there's no other magically able person in town, no other members of your family?"  I asked. 
"I have only one child, and his father is dead," Mary said, continuing after seeing me flinch.  "It was a long time ago.  As for grandchildren..." 
All eyes fell on her son who looked uncomfortable.  "I... don't know of any children I've fathered..." he began. 
"I'll add a request for a visit from a priest of Lovers." 
"Eh, I'm sure it'll work itself out," Mary said, smiling.  Like many mothers it seemed she wanted to add 'grand' to her title, though her lack of care on how that happened bothered me. 
There were only a couple more small issues to go over for the sake of paperwork.  As soon as we were done I went to go and find the mayor.  I had questions about those tunnels. 
"If there were any full maps miss Jenna, they were lost some time ago," he said.  "Though I doubt they ever existed." 
"Can you clarify?"  I asked. 
"Originally the mines were a series of caves, big, but natural, and they were expanded.  I know that the orders were specific that they always move away from the town, but beyond that not much.  I can dig you up the maps we do have, miss, but I will advise that they are very incomplete." 
"Look them up when you can.  I don't plan on going down there myself, but I'd like to call in someone to check it out.  Particularly if there are monsters down there.  Who knows, if they've got some valuable materials in them you might end up making the town some money off of it all."
 

 
After that I spent several days setting up to go back to testing.  The next part was what would happen if something was inside the gate when it was turned off.  I knew what the normal ones would do, since they'd had more than a few protections put in for just that happening.
 First and foremost none of our gates were supposed to shut down if there was anything in transit.  If something was it would be gently pushed out of the gate while it went through the shutdown process.  Gently here was relative, as the force would increase quite quickly if it remained inside more than a second, in order to clear it.  We'd discussed trying it out a few times in the past, but with the amount of mana the main gates used normally few things would ever be able to resist, so it was a bit of a mute point.
 "Alright, I'm about to drop it," I said to Ulanion as I prepared the off switch.
 "Right then, whenever you're ready."
 With the flipping of the switch I got to see something truly new.  The gates really did not like it, and there was a brief moment where a stream of spacial connected the two, accompanied by a pained ripping sound.  I even got to see the plane of the portal roil and leave its place inside the circle for just a few moments.
 "Let's go see what we've got," I said excitedly as the process ended.
 "Carefully," he advised.
 As we walked up to the small pair of magical items I could see the distortion in the air where they'd been.
 "Now that brings back memories," I observed.
 "Hm?"
 "When I was learning to make portals I got that a lot, it's weird, but mostly harmless if it's the same.  Hmm, for the sake of safety and repeatability we'll need to move a bit, and see what happens when they're further apart."
 I probed the distorted area with a small stick, but it seemed that it was just as harmless as the ones I'd created, just very disturbing to look at.
 "Please be careful Alana,"
 "No worries, like I said, I've seen these before.  I'm also not putting my hand or anything in it," I said as I waved off his worries.
 "Will this persist?"  He asked.
 "For awhile, have to note that down."
 The gates had survived with no damage so far as I could tell.  I knew a good bit about the construction of magical items and these had no issues at all.  A brief test also revealed that they still functioned fine.  That was a relief, as replacing any of these would be a real pain, doable, but a pain.
 The little metal rod we were using for our tests wasn't so lucky.  It had been badly mangled, stretched and pulled in unnatural ways before the portal spat it out.  The ends that had been inside seemed to have undergone some kind of spegettification before the portal snapped shut.  There was no two ways about it, if you'd been in there the best you could hope for would be severe injury, but a head or vital organs and you'd surely die.  That wasn't outside of expectation though, so I just shrugged.
 Like all good scientists, I needed to repeat my test.
 The results were much the same regardless of distance between the gates.  There were a few differences, mainly in the leftover distortion.  If they were further away from one another the distortion between the two was smaller, and the bulk of it faded faster.  There was still a small one near the gates themselves that was a bit more persistent, but not so much as when they were closer together.  Soon enough that line of questioning too had been exhausted.
 

 I finally sighed in relief when we got to the last test.  I was spending so much time away from Silversprings that it was beginning to raise questions.  There were excuses in plenty of course, and I had all the authority I needed to keep doing as I wished even if they found out that I was lying, but it would be inconvenient.
 There was only one question left.  Could you make a pseudo-orbital bombardment?  We'd be working with much smaller projectiles of course, mostly a small pointed bit of enchanted steel.  My main fear was what would happen if we were close when it went off, and so for this test we were on the other side of the pond we'd been using in a comfortable little trench Ulanion had dug for us.
 The setup was simple enough.  There was a pair of gates, one above the other and facing so that the steel ball could travel down.  Plumbing them had been a pain, but very important for this, as were the enchantments on the steel ball, making sure that it wouldn't go off course.  It also increased speed downwards, this was needed as there was going to be air resistance regardless of what we did.  In space this would be far worse.
 Below the first pair was another gate.  This one's sister would be pointing the soon to be very fast moving object harmlessly into the lake.  I expected an explosion of some size when it was fired, and prepared my wards accordingly.
 
I floated the steel ball in place with a simple movement spell while we moved to the trench.  Wards were turned on and prepped, and finally I set it to go.  This was sure to be a show.

            

    
        Chapter 229 Mistakes Were Made

    
    
    
    
                Things began, as they often do, so easily.  At my mark the portals flipped on and the projectile was released.  This was all according to plan, all exactly as I suspected it should be.  The little steel ball fell, and accelerated in its fall, towards the portal, only to reappear back above, continuing the cycle.  It was draining mana from the portal, but for this particular test I'd made sure to fill the very significant mana storage on both portals, to make sure it wouldn't fail before we got a good speed on the thing. 
"Is this really dangerous?"  Ulanion said, seemingly unconvinced after only a few seconds. 
"Oh, you'll see, it most definitely is," I assured him, watching the projectile move faster and faster. 
For the first few moments, it was rather normal, rather boring even.  There was still air resistance, and even once it had broken past terminal velocity it took a bit for it to get going good.  As the moments turned to minutes though, things began to change. 
"That's pretty quick, faster than most arrows for sure," Ulanion observed.  "And a steel ball like that will make quite the dent." 
I just chuckled, and let it run. 
There was a whooshing noise, that grew, and grew, and grew until. 
CRACK! 
"Just broke the sound barrier, like a whip when snapped," I said. 
From there nothing too interesting happened for a little bit.  The portals had a nasty wind going between them and kicking up dust all around, and they were pretty noisy, but that was all within expectations.  They were also drawing mana faster than I might have expected, but with their reserves and the fact that the missile wasn't that big, it was no major issue. 
"Alana, something's happening.  It's turning... reddish?"  I couldn't see that much from here, but I trusted Ulanion. 
"Yeah, it's heating up from all the rubbing against the air.  The enchantment on it should help keep it from melting or anything though." 
The noise grew, and the light coming off the little steel ball too, until it was straw yellow and bright, and making a sound like a jet taking off.  I checked the mana level, as I'd planned to let it run until the first pair ran out, but with where things were I wasn't sure that was a good idea.  The horses were even further than we were, almost a mile away, and they were looking very scared from their tied up positions, it almost looked like they were trying to pull the ties from the ground. 
"That's enough, turn it off!"  Ulanion shouted, because he had to.  The noise was getting worse by the second but hadn't reached the level or sudden escalation that would trip the wards to block sound. 
With a quick movement I slammed the off switch, sending the projectile into a safe section of ground.  The wards did activate on that one, though I could still feel the ground shake and shudder as the little steel ball rocketed into the dirt, sending up a huge shock-wave and cloud of dirt. 
That was when things started to get weird.  The gates the ball had been circling in, or at least where they were when the explosion went off, started to glow a brilliant blue.  I couldn't see the gates themselves, as the cloud expanded, churning and distorting the air.  It almost looked like a giant balloon was being blown up, but in a small space.  Bigger and bigger the light got, until it hit something. 
It hit one of the distortions from our previous experiments.  I thought they'd closed, but apparently I was wrong, they'd just shrunk.  As that blue light touched them though, they too started to grow, grow and expand, and it jumped from one to the other, all along the other side of the lake. 
I knew they were expanding because I could hear the sucking of air, the water from the lake, and in places where the distortions came close to the ground, the ground being sucked in like a vacuum.  It was much like the sound the weapon had made, only a thousand times more eerie.  The various bits of matter floated, suspended in misshapen whirlwinds as the ripples in space expanded even from our perspective, moving out from where they'd been before. 
"Oh, shit," I said, watching as the expansion began to quickly slow. 
Iron hands grabbed me and pulled me down into the trench, not a moment too soon.  As I looked up and tried not to scream I saw the wards activate to stop the incoming shock-wave, and then shatter like glass.  I closed my eyes and pulled into the man holding me against him as the blast washed over us with an ear-shattering BOOM! 
I knew it only lasted seconds, but it felt like a lifetime as the explosion worked its way out, and then came back in with a roar, pulling the matter lost back to where it belonged.  The wind made my hair tangle all around me and it felt like I struck a brick wall at a full run once in each direction, knocking the wind clear from my lungs. 
When it finished Ulanion helped me to sit up.  I was shaking, my hands moving on their own like I was cold.  He was saying something, again and again, but I couldn't make it out.  The only thing I could hear was painfully loud ringing as the damage to that sense began to set in.  He placed both hands on my shoulders and looked at me, lips moving again and again.
 It took a second to process that he was saying my name, over and over.  Another moment and my thoughts began to finally arrange themselves into something even resembling order, and I started to understand just how close I'd come to dying a moment ago.  Curious, I put one hand up to my left ear, and it came back coated in red.  That wasn't good, that wasn't good at all.
 I put a finger to my boyfriends lips to calm him and began to sing.  It was hard as I couldn't hear myself at all, and he looked less than pleased, but I needed to be able to hear, and I was guessing he did too.  Ears for both of us came first, and as the shock began to fade, and my ability to perceive sound returned I started to find a number of smaller injuries.  I was covered in small bruises everywhere from being pushed so hard, and a more general healing spell took care of those.
 When I finished I was greeted with crystal clear sound, and one I really did need to hear.
 "Alana, are you okay?"
 "Shaken, but alive.  That... was unexpected," I answered, pulling my finger away.
 "What happened?  That was not supposed to happen right?"  I was asked.
 "Not sure, either the explosion from the ball hitting ground and breaking something, or it not being all the way through one of the gates when they cut off, or some interaction between them and it at that speed, or some combination of all of the above.  Those little distortions weren't closed though, that's for sure, and it tore them right back open and filled them with... stuff.  I think the explosion was them expelling that stuff, but again, I don't know for sure."
 "Okay, I'm going to pop up and see what it looks like, give me a moment."  He did just that, and I could see him stiffen.  "Alana, I think you need to see this."
 I rose as well, the trench we were in was falling apart, the dirt having shifted.  Even as I braced a hand on it it shuddered and poured into the hole, a large section of the wall just bursting down.  Once I saw it, I knew I must have looked much like he did.
 The crater was easily a three hundred feet across, and nearly half as deep.  It looked like something out of a WWI movie, one of the places artillery had fallen and made a hole, only so very big.  Floating in the center, and all around what used to be the far bank of the little pond were writhing blobs where light moved in odd ways, the distortions we'd seen blown up orders of magnitude in scale.  Even the air around the crater itself looked... off, like the light was bending ever so slightly.
 As for the pond, most of it was gone.  What water there was left in the small lake was pouring in, and disappearing, into the bottom of the crater.  There looked to be something down there, far below the messed up space and in the lake bed, but I couldn't see it, and whatever it was, the remnants of the water were being consumed by it at speed.
 "We're going to need help with this," I stated, it sounded stupid but it was the only thing that came to mind.
 "I'm going to get the horses.  Are you good to stay here for a few moments?"  He asked.
 "Yeah, yeah, I'm good."
 I sat there, watching, looking upon the destruction I'd so carelessly wrought.  I'd been so excited about this, so happy to see what would happen after so many tests where nothing had gone awry.  Now... it was possible to slowly fix some of the distortions I'd seen before when my portals were less clean, but they were nothing compared to what I could see now, just little blips.  If I had time, and lots of help perhaps I could do something, but alone... unlikely.
 Oddly, the water just kept coming.  All these little lakes must be connected somehow by more than the surface creeks we'd seen because this one was looking quite dry, yet still more arrived from somewhere.  It sounded almost like someone had taken the stopper out of a bathtub, perhaps a bit louder.
 "I can't find them," Ulanion said about fifteen minutes later when he returned.  "They're not that important, we need to go, we need to get... I don't even know."
 "I'm sorry, I didn't..."
 "Not your fault, nobody could've known this would happen."
 "Still..."
 "Come on, we need to get back to the waystation, I'll carry you," he said as he gently helped me up.
 I was thinking about how to climb on his back when he laughed, scooping me up.  "Only one way to carry you... your Highness."
 
I tried to punch him but he was already running and fast, and I was held tight as he bolted across the plains.  Had to admit though, it did lighten the mood just a bit.

            

    
        Chapter 230 Connection Lost

    
    
    
    
                The hills blurred by us as Ulanion ran. We left the giant spacial distortion floating there, and the hole in the bedrock that was slowly draining the local water sources down into... wherever it went I wasn't honestly sure.  As we moved I got a close look at the landscape.  Nothing was too obvious outside of the immediate blast zone, since there were no trees to knock down, nor stones to shatter.  As we moved away from the scene of destruction everything seemed to be normal, some of the grass was perhaps pushed back a bit, but nothing too out of the ordinary. 
That was except for the sky, which had a huge cloud over where we'd been.  A massive amount of rock, dust, and water had been thrown in every direction, and that would be visible for miles with the flat lands here.  It only became more and more clear where we'd been as we moved from the site. 
"Are you good?"  I asked to the running soldier, trying not to focus on the speeding ground below me. 
"Fine, this isn't anything, just hold on."  It didn't even sound like he was out of breath as he spoke, just like he was going for a light jog. 
We circled wide around the city, which was just a white blob on the horizon.  Getting spotted wouldn't be acceptable, and we didn't have time to waste.  We needed help, and needed it now.  I let the minutes pass as the winds pulled and tugged at my dress, making it flap wildly in the wind. 
Soon enough we came upon the waystation, the hill rising before us before Ulanion slowed.  There was our ticket home, and to gather aid. 
"Others are here," he said in a low voice, pointing to several horses tied up nearby. 
He sat me down and together we walked to the door.  As fate would have it, none of the other guests were there, or happened to be peering out the window to look as we'd been approaching.  Before I could reach forward the door opened of it's own accord, the person inside trying to leave. 
"Who... oh thank goodness, you're alive, the mayor is panicking!"  The man in the doorway froze for a moment to process before speaking, letting a great breath out.  I recognized him as one of the servants from the manor, apparently he'd been dispatched here.  "He's currently forming a party to look for you, but..." 
"We'd circled around the city and were near enough by to make our way here instead of returning.  The horses spooked and fled.  Please tell the mayor that I'm fine.  Are there reports of other injuries?  Or what happened exactly?"  I asked, wanting as much information as I could get right now. 
"I'm not sure, but I think most of the old folks made it back.  I was sent here to request support as soon as possible.  As for what happened..." he looked unsure. 
That was good, nobody knowing how badly things had gone was ideal.  It would be even more ideal if we could get people out here and get it fixed before anyone from the city found the massive area of distorted space and the crater. 
"I suspect a magical phenomenon, perhaps some kind of beast.  For the safety of the populace, have the mayor keep them inside the walls, it will be safer that way," I ordered, hoping to get damage control going immediately. 
"People won't like it miss... but you're probably right.  Will you be returning?" 
"I know they won't like it, and not just yet, I've got to put in the proper paperwork here.  Don't worry, my guard will keep me safe and these waystations are well fortified."  At my look he understood and quickly made his way to his mount, hopping up and riding towards the city. 
As soon as he was out of earshot I walked up to the nearby worker, who was frantically writing things down.  I recognized her as the woman who'd met us when we arrived.  She still looked quite unhappy, and very focused on the task at hand. 
"Did he give you anything to send off?"  I asked. 
"A preliminary alert, I'm writing my report now," she answered not even looking up. 
"May I?"  I asked, holding my hand out. 
The woman looked irritated, but obliged, handing over the mayor's letter, and letting me have a look at what she was writing.  I skimmed them both after breaking the seal on the former and picking up the latter.  Both pieces of paper were then rolled together, and deposited in the nearby stove. 
"Excuse me!  Who exactly do you think you are!?  When I speak to your superiors..." she began to rant but held her tongue when the armored man behind me stepped forwards. 
"Let me be clear, I am not some official sent here for compliance, the rest you do not need to know.  You will exclude the information about what has happened from all of your reports, until told what to put there.  As for my superior in this matter, his name is Emperor Durin, you may file whatever complaints you have with him when it is done.  For now though, we need to get to the gate immediately, because this situation is far out of hand.  Ah, and you need to stay here until told as well, there's nothing out there you want to be involved in."  My voice was harsher than normal as I spoke, I didn't have time to deal with anyone in my way right now.
 She scoffed, and I was sure that she was still thinking she'd have someone to rant to later.  It might be an issue, but right now she turned and led us to the gate room, which was what I needed.  If this woman was fool enough to think that approaching one of the many people I'd be bringing for backup about my actions, she'd quickly find out how wrong she was.
 The gate room was dark and cool, unbothered by all the goings on above and around it.  Whoever had made these had basically built each like a bunker and buried them, to stave off attack if I had to guess, or contain any mishaps.  They also all looked pretty much the same, with a panel for turning the thing on, and a few additional readouts to show mana levels and the like.
 With practiced movements the attendant walked over to the panel and placed a hand on it, activating the magical item.  I watched as the mana crept from it's storage in the item, flowing over it.  There was a brief flash of the gateway coming to life, and then it blinked out again with a loud pop.  The failure made my stomach fall almost out of my body.  The second and third failures to activate didn't help either, and the worker began to look a bit concerned.
 "That's not good, let me take a look," I said stepping forward.
 "Absolutely not!  This is a vital, irreplaceable magical relic!"  The shouting was once again soon stopped by Ulanion interspersing himself between us, and moving her firmly to the side.
 "If she can't shut up while I work, you're welcome to knock her out or something," I advised as I moved to the panel.
 Ulanion sighed, "The difference between knocking someone out and killing them is too slight to even joke about, but I will restrain her if needed."
 I assumed he knew his business as I got down to mine, the attendant had already been let in on the fact that I wasn't to be bothered, but some people would always insist on learning the hard way.  It might be advisable to see if I could have her transferred when we got back.
 The panels that these gates ran on were pretty complex things, not that most people would know that.  The readouts and information both they, and the gate itself could let you in on was pretty impressive.  Most people wouldn't know, or care about that, as the part for standard users was made as simple as it could be, but if you knew how to get into some of the deeper parts you could see more complex readouts.  Having built several similar models, and studied this particular one for years, I was privy to those bits of knowledge.
 Primarily, the gate was repeating the same information, 'Connection Failure'.  I got to see this notice several more times as the gate briefly flashed without my input.
 "What are you doing?!"  I was asked loudly from the side.
 "That isn't me.  The other side realized we attempted to make a gate and are trying to make one here.  They're meeting with the same success we did.  This is all standard protocol, have you not read the manual?"  The manual in question being the updated user manual for these gates, which Mystien's lab had published and I knew for a fact distributed to each and every portal location.
 After one more quick blink of the gate activating it stopped.  "That was attempt five, which means they will now revert to one attempt at connection establishment once a day, and dispatch a squad to this area to aid us with haste."  That too was in the manual.
 The many failed connections had let me find the relevant part of the readouts and rune sequences though.  This one wasn't immediately obvious to me, as there were a number of issues that could happen.  The most likely by our guesses were all pretty easy error codes, but this one was buried, and I needed to consult the sequences written on the gate itself to find the exact problem.
 Ulanion looked with wide eyes at the stream of obscenities I let loose in both the human tongue and Atali.  I let them go on and on for a bit, wearing out every curse I knew, and even added a few of the more effective English ones.
 "That bad?"  He asked.
 "There's interference and the gateway connection is unstable.  They're still seeing each other, but have realized that things are so wrong in-between us that they're refusing to keep it open.  Safety protocol built-in, and no way to turn it off," I answered.
 "Don't suppose you can change the sequence?"  He asked hesitantly.
 "You cannot alter any item's functions outside of the parameters once it's built, you know this," I sighed.  "And this one is not made to be worked around."
 "Looks like we're on our own then," he said.
 
"Looks like."

            

    
        Chapter 231 Aid

    
    
    
    
                The waystation girl had left us to go and gather the other workers here.  There were only six in total, all of which were aware of the gate, for now though we needed to look at all the assets we had.


"You handled that poorly," Ulanion said.


"Excuse me?"  I gave him a bit of a glare, but at his gaze I faltered a bit.


"You made an enemy of that woman when you didn't need to, and now we need her help.  You handled it poorly."


I hated to admit he might be right, but... "She was snippy, and I didn't have time..."


"There was plenty of time Alana, more than enough to remain calm and polite, and let her screw herself if she got in the way."  The judgment in his eyes was harsh, and I found myself unable to meet them.


"Crap," I said.  "Any advice?  This is my first time really in charge of something this big..."


"When the others arrive apologize, then act properly.  If she continues being unruly she will look like the one who's out of line," he said.


I had to sigh.  "Okay, sorry for screwing that up."


He leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek.  "We all make mistakes, do better, and keep in mind what the people who've let their power go to their head have done to you.  Now, they're coming, get ready."  His senses weren't as amazing as some people I knew, but they were still way better than mine.


I had enough time to compose myself before the staff here filed in, all looking towards us.  One of them looking openly hostile while the others concerned.  I couldn't see an aura on any of them, and my guess was that this place was so far out that there really weren't any mages stationed here at the moment, instead relying on devices and the like.


Taking in a deep breath I began.  "Good afternoon, firstly, let me apologize for my shortness in the last little bit, as things have gone quite wrong in ways no one was properly ready for."  I nodded, as politely as I could to the woman I'd chewed out.  "For the moment please call me Jenna, though that isn't actually my name.  You have not been informed, but my companion and I were sent here to investigate a potential weapon from our enemies.  I cannot tell you what, and I cannot tell you why here, but it is a fact that we are now unable to use the gate system here, and there is a large disturbance a few miles outside the town which I cannot fix alone."


There were three men, and three women, who all read over the authorization papers I passed forward in silence.  These were the ones from Durin that told everyone I could basically do what I wanted, and as each looked at them they were stunned.  Things had gone massively awry, and now we needed to come up with something.


"How bad is it?"  One of the men queried.


"Honestly?  I'm not sure, but bad.  I don't think there is immediate danger to us, but I cannot confirm that.  My main concerns at the moment are reestablishing contact with our superiors, and keeping the knowledge of these events contained.  Originally I was planning to secure aid from our forces, but that is no longer on the table, and I'm not sure how long the townsfolk will be willing to stay inside their walls."


"How do we know that you're not some traitor, sent here to take this place and us over," the erstwhile individual asked.


"Because if I was sent to take this place over, at this point I would just kill all of you, and being that I'm a fully trained battlemage, and my friend here is quite potent as well, we are more than capable of such," I answered.


"Pfft, nonsense," she replied.


There was a slight blur and Ulanion moved, appearing beside her in a flash.  "It is not.  We mean you no harm, but we are fully capable of it should we choose so."  His voice was calm and controlled, and the hand he rested on the woman's shoulder light, but the message was clear.


One of the men spoke now, his green eyes flashing over the papers I'd handed them.  He pulled out a small tool that looked like a magnifying class and which was clearly magical in nature and moved it over them, that was something I wasn't familiar with.  "Clara, you're out of order.  This is a very unusual situation, but it's pretty clear this Jenna woman and her guard aren't our enemies.  These papers are genuine, at least as far as I can tell anyway, and I've seen plenty of missives over the years."


One of the other women raised her hand carefully before speaking.  "Um, even if we do believe you, there's not much we can do here is there?  None of us are casters, and it seems like you might need someone like that to help with... whatever went wrong."


I'd been thinking about that, and I could have hugged her for bringing it up.


"I'm a bard, and while alone I might not be able to do much I've seen this sort of magic before.  I purpose the group of us go to the scene of the disaster and attempt to repair what happened there using gestalt type magic.  If we're successful, even if it's only a partial success, I'm hoping the gate can be rendered functional again," I explained.  "It will involve you seeing some things you'll not be able to share with anyone, but since you're not mages, and not specialists in the field, I think the security risk is minimal.  Though you may be reassigned or something afterward."


"I still don't trust them, and I'm not going," Clara declared.


"That's fine, someone would need to stay here to keep an eye on things anyway.  While we are away though, I'd advise you to think about the fact that there are only two of us, and our stated goal, and all attempts at action so far, have been to return through this portal back to where we came from.  That place is Emperor Durin's, and is swarming with his people, if we weren't here with permission, or enemies of some kind, that would be suicide."  I turned to the others, who nodded with me, though one seemed a bit hesitant.  That was about the nicest way I could tell her to shut up that I could come up with, and it did make sense.


"When do we leave?"  The green eyed man asked; he seemed to be the leader of this particular group.


"Right now if you've got some extra horses, ours are... missing."


"Sounds good.  Clara, you're on the desk till we get back, but lock everything up, Ed, Connor, kindly go and saddle up horses for us. Jewel, Gail, could you two please grab some basic supplies, a day's worth just in case please, and some of the swords as well," the people began to move out quickly, all heading to their tasks.


Once they'd all gone to their various tasks he turned back to me.  "I've got a few more questions, if you don't mind," he said as he handed back my paperwork.


"I may not be able to answer them, but I'll try," I said.


"Where exactly are we going, and what are we dealing with?"  He asked.


"I could show you on a map, but it's a location a few miles outside the far gate of the city, near one of the lakes... There's a crater, and a magical field there that I believe to be the source of our problem.  As for danger, we won't be going into the phenomenon, so it should be minimal.  By the way, I didn't catch your name."


"Klaus, a pleasure.  Anything else?"


There was something I could share.  "Hmm, I think the lake there is draining, into the mines is my guess, or some kind of sinkhole.  I doubt it's that dangerous, but we should be aware of shifting ground."


He nodded, and we headed out.





The ride to the scene of the disaster was longer than I'd want it to be, but that was the way of things.  It let me get a better look at the landscape as we approached, and the ongoing mess that was the local water supply being decimated.  As we got closer and closer to the scene of the explosion I saw streams going backwards and ponds draining, some already empty.  That was quite a lot of fluid movement, and who knew what it would do to the locals.


It was easy to tell when our help first saw the site, as all of them began to mutter.


"Woah,"

"What in the world..."

"But... how?"


So far as I could tell, the damage to the local space hadn't grown any, and that was a small mercy.  The lake however was not as we left it.  It looked like a draining tub, a small whirlpool at the bottom sucking in everything it could.  It also looked like it might not continue for too much longer, as I couldn't see anything else feeding into this area, all the former streams now dry.


"That is certainly something there.  What do you need us to do?"


"Okay, what songs do you all know?"  I asked.


The list they gave me might as well have been in Greek.  I knew none of them, I'd heard of none of them, and I had a pretty good repertoire at this point, all bards did.


"Okay, okay, screw it, I'll teach you one that's pretty easy.  I'm going to need you all to sing along with me, or hum or whatever if you forget the words, that's fine, just keep going.  Ready?"


I got a chorus of nods and affirmations.


"Oh, the summer time has come..."

            

    
        Chapter 232 Space-Time Maintenance

    
    
    
    
                As the song swelled and my mana became stronger and easier to manipulate I began trying to wrap it around the massive knot in the world before me. Even with the power I couldn't encompass all of it though. The tangled mess of space flowed and wavered, spitting out and surging from one moment to the next invisibly as some internal current pushed and pulled.


Frustrated I instead looked at one of the parts, it was smaller, bubbling to the edge of the blob that I'd impressed on the world. I reached out again, the mana like water as it wove around the little anomaly, and began to slowly shrink it. this was just one of many, many such bits, and nothing compared to the main body of the beast. At least as it pushed down it didn't seem to swell back up.


As I tried to cut the cancer in the world out one bit at a time I began to become convinced that there was something over the larger area. Was this what was causing the gate to have issues? It was subtle, and expansive, as large as the crater at least. Should I try to deal with that or the easier to spot bits first? I was unsure, and frankly, a bit out of my own depth here.


I began to reflect on my lack of education in something like physics or calculus, or anything even vaguely resembling space back in my own world, and how I couldn't know this would happen. Would it have mattered though? Nobody there could manipulate space like I could, so I kind of doubted they'd have anticipated this result. There was also magic involved, which, no matter how much it resembled what I remembered of physics, clearly wasn't.


With great effort I managed to prune away three of the little growths before I had to stop. They were all among the smaller side, and even then wrangling them was both a mentally exhausting and mana intensive fight. I looked over to the other singing with me, and all but Ulanion looked dog tired. The process had taken a couple of hours in total standing out on the open plains.


"You all okay?" I asked.


"Just not used to singing for hours..." I looked around and realized that we weren't too far off from nightfall, it certainly had been.


"Did it even do anything?" One of my assistants asked slightly hoarsely.


"Yes, though not as much as I'd hoped..."


I took one last look at the mess before we all began the process of mounting up.


That night when I finally fell asleep I dreamed, dreamed about all I'd seen and done over the past day, about the ripples and tangles, about how badly I'd messed up, and about a singular eye, a thousand eyes, and none at all, staring, groping and pulling, turning and twisting in a trillion directions at the frayed edges.  Needless to say that I woke up in a cold sweat, and couldn't get back to sleep.


The next morning as we approached the the hole once more, armed with a slew of new songs, simple dances, and a drum someone had dug up from the waystation's back rooms I saw something interesting.  Deep in the lake-bed the soil was cracking and dry, and in the hole at the crater's bottom was a bright shine.


"What's that?"  The waystation leader Klaus asked, eyes flicking down.


"Does it matter?'  One of the women asked.


"Maybe, I'd like to see it regardless," he said as he looked at me.


I spun up a small viewing spell, the same one I'd used in the mountains.  Nobody was crazy enough to go down there into the massive crater right under an undulating spacial anomaly.  It zoomed in enough for us to see that the shine in question was a mix of blackish cubical crystals and a few silvery metal blobs holding them together.


"Miss... I hate to impose, but would it be possible to get one of those?  It might go a long way to helping with the damage this mission had done..." the man asked.


I smiled.  "Silver ore?"


"Yes ma'am, and those bits might be actual silver."


I'd long mastered the spell to pick things up at a distance, and so this wasn't too hard.  While he looked closely at the sample sized bit I locked my eyes on his.  "After we're done, and not before will you get more.  Going down there right now is dangerous, and I've already got more than enough work."


"Sorry miss, but this could turn the town around," he explained.


"I understand, but that will wait until after we're done."


It was at our first break that the first snake slithered out of the crater, the hole down into the mines and caves below letting it see light.  Everyone faltered as it spotted us and became a silver blur.  Ulanion met it before it made it all the way to us, the beast's head flying as his sword cut it down.


"Don't stop, we need to get this done," he said.


Over the next hour we saw three, the hour after that ten.  On the third hour the beasts were emerging almost every other minute and I could tell that our warrior was getting tired.  Ulanion focused, sweat dripping down his face.  The snakes themselves weren't much of a threat, but there seemed to be no end to them.


"We need to plug that hole," I said, trying not to gag on the smell of blood.


"Tell me you've got something," he replied, killing another as it emerged.


"Nothing permanent, but yeah..."


I got Klaus to take up the drum to a simple repeating beat, the others to dance, and I whistled the theme.  Popular t.v. shows didn't exist in this world, but I needed a bit of cold, so winter was certainly coming today.  Bit by bit A crystal of ice formed in the depression, filling the opening into the caves below.  The first one failed, falling into the hole, but after that I began building around the opening, slowly working my way inwards as the structure got thicker.


My main hope was that the snakes would be deterred by the cold, since it was well know that normal ones were rather dissuaded by it.  I was also low on options, Not having the expertise to do anything with the mud or dirt, and already tired.  Ulanion had the good sense to throw the corpses on top of the growing plug, which would surely help with the smell.  After a good couple inches or so of solid ice was piled over the sinkhole I finally stopped.


"Won't last forever," one of the girl's observed.  "Can we put dirt or something over it?"


"Maybe, or sawdust," I said, remembering one of those history lessons about warships from WWII.  "We can add sawdust to make it last longer, but that's unlikely.  The town might have hay or something, that might work... we can get some, tell them our horses are running low."  I wasn't sure how much I was having to lie as of late, it'd been fun at first, but it wore on me.


I didn't know, I was too beat.  I could cast a lot, and I could cast a lot more and a lot better with a gestalt like this, but there were limits.  I was running on fumes already, unable to keep up with the demands.  The only good news was that the disaster hanging above our little snake-hole had visibly shrunk with our efforts today.


After another spree of attacking the anomaly I had to stop.  I was getting better at this, of course casting the same spell over and over did improve things, but it was still draining.


"Are you okay?  You look terrible," one of the girls Jewel, said as she came over and placed an arm around me.


"I'm out, any more mana and I might collapse.  We need to rest and start again tomorrow, or maybe try the gate, I don't know."


After a good night's sleep we gathered up a cart the waystation had and made our way out towards Silversprings.  I was the only one of the girls along, the others having been judged to be too odd.  My own inclusion was justified by the fact that my guard wouldn't be able to go without me, and I needed to 'consult' with the mayor anyway.  It was a poor excuse, but an excuse none the less.


Before we even got there I heard the bells, bells declaring emergency, bells calling for all people to aid or hide.





Durin's Fortress


A frantic knocking came at my door, answered quickly by one of the on duty guards.  The man looked elated, a piece of paper in his hand and waving.


"My Emperor, good news, we've reestablished contact with two of the gates.  They report no casualties," he said as soon as he'd been acknowledged.


"Swilstown and Red Rock?"  I asked, questioningly.


"I... yes, that's correct."  He looked at me like I was some kind of genius.


I wasn't, the simple fact was, that of the twelve gates we'd lost contact with, those were the furthest from Silversprings.  I walked back over to my map and looked at it once more, removing the pins marking the disabled gates.  At the very least I knew this, that girl had found something.

            

    
        Chapter 233 Silversprings Melee

    
    
    
    
                The bells sounded harsh and clear through the morning light as our party sped towards the gate. Something was wrong, something was so, so very wrong, and I had an idea what. The only thing holding us back was the cart, which, while it could get a good bit of speed was limited by design, too much and it'd come apart. 
As we got to the gate I could see the lone guard in a panic. He was looking everywhere, and behind him quite a bit as his hand white-knuckled his spear. When he saw us coming he looked like we'd been sent straight on to save him, recognition dawning on his face. With a quick motion the gate sped open, not some slow turning but an emergency mechanism he'd used to let us in as quickly as possible. Soon as we were through another motion slammed it shut. 
"Situation?" Ulanion yelled up at him. 
"Attack, bell pattern is monster or monsters!" He returned. It wasn't uncommon for a city to have a certain way to ring their bells for various emergencies. 
"And you're not going to go help!?" Jewel, one of the women of our group screamed hysterically. 
"Ignore her," I added. "Standard procedure to guard all entrances during attack, good job following." The girl glared at me but said nothing else. 
The guardsman had clenched his teeth for only a moment. "Right, the ladies can shelter in the guardhouse here, but I see you gentlemen have weapons, mind going to aid?" He asked. 
"I'm going," I said without explanation, and jumped from the cart over towards Ulanion's horse, the beast nearly jumped, but he managed to control it while plucking me from the air and settling me on the saddle in front of him. The guard looked surprised, but just nodded while the two other girls in our party headed for the large iron door by the gate. 
Ulanion and I, as well as the three men from the waystation, rode with haste towards the far side of the city. The streets were clear and empty, and the only people I saw were those glancing furtively out of windows at our passing. Klaus, Ed, and Connor were all behind the horse I was on, having seen what the elven man could do and serving as backup as we streaked over the cobbles. 
Finding the emergency was the easiest thing in the world. Right in front of the far gate the melee was on. Ten or so defenders stood, along with the town's two bards against nearly twice that number of beasts. Other men had gotten in on the fighting as well, and nearly a dozen were encircled by the battle line in various stages of injury. A few of the defenders had clearly fallen to the onslaught, dead eyes looking skyward. 
The townsfolk were for their part giving an excellent showing, having killed a large number of the beasts, and as we came near I saw how. Several of the monsters darted forward, only for the mother of the caster pair to unleash a scream at them. It was the most basic of all bardic combat magic, but more than enough to disorient and stun the boa-sized snakes, who were then dispatched by guards that darted forwards. 
I added my own scream as I reached down to grab the reins and the man behind me leapt from our mount. While it wasn't really the time for it, I couldn't help but feel a swell of joy at how much larger my area of effect was, or how much the silver monstrosities squirmed in pain rather than just being stunned. 
Ulanion landed silently, like a cat, having drawn his sword midair. He pounced forwards and into the beasts, leaving a trail of severed heads and bodies as he passed. To a normal soldier these things were threats, but they were hardly much compared to most magical beasts, the main issue for us would be their numbers. 
Our arrival ended the fight, not only were we backup the beleaguered defenders desperately needed, we had what was needed to slay these monsters. The mother-son caster pair from this city weren't trained for combat, and the soldiers likewise for magical beasts. They were mostly here for peacekeeping with the occasional drunken brawl or small infestation, not this. The soldiers of the city likely had little, if any real training beyond basic weapons and law. Not so with our group, both Ulanion and I were old hands at killing things that needed to die, and all of the waystation employees were given some combat training, just in case. 
We also lucked out that the large amount off blood on the ground seemed to be attracting the silver snakes. If they'd spread throughout the city dealing with them would have been neigh impossible. With each body on the pile more and more of them came, a feeding frenzy. Until they stopped, their numbers depleted as the last few fell, not even trying to flee, but still attempting to get in and attack us.
 Everyone was exhausted by the end of it though, several bending over to gasp and pant while others still looked on edge, eyes scanning for more enemies.  I didn't hesitate to move forward to help the injured, some of which were bleeding quite badly.  There were more varied wounds than I'd expected, with bites, and cuts, along with some who'd just been hit by the speeding monster's bodies and had bones broken by a whipping tail or whatnot.
 "Are these things poisonous?"  I asked Sloan, the younger male of the local bard pair.
 "Venomous," he ejected before breathing in to continue.
 "Venom is a poison jackass, now answer the question."  I was not in a mood for grammar lessons from the local himbo.
 "Yes, but not enough to worry about.  We should focus on the other injuries first," his mother helpfully told me from the side.
 "Thank you."
 In the end there were five dead, eight injured enough that we only stabilized them, and over a dozen with less critical wounds.  Nobody was trained in triage, and while there were three healers, it just wasn't enough.  I got looks when I passed over a man coughing blood to treat two who were bleeding badly, but could be definitely saved, and it felt horrible like it always would.  They didn't question it though, only looking on with narrowed eyes as I went about my work.
 The mayor saw me, but waited until I finished with the healing before asking for a word.
 "You're a caster," he said after we returned to his home.
 He'd been at the melee, along with one of his sons.  Their mail armor was old and slightly rusted, but among the only pieces in the town, their swords, more like parade weapons of display pieces than blades meant for battle, but they'd been here, and that counted for a lot.
 "I am," I answered.
 "You didn't tell me, you said you weren't a noble..."
 "I did not, and I am not a noble."
 "You've been out of the town for days, keeping your secrets and consulting none.  I need to know, did you have a hand in this disaster?  I need to know what happened?"  He was on edge, clearly not ready for this kind of situation.
 "I did, though this result was unanticipated in the extreme.  As for what happened, I'm afraid I cannot tell you, and can only ask that you extend your trust a bit further," I tried to keep myself calm, but truth be told, we were all out of our depth.
 "My people are dead, and others might well join them by nightfall, and you want me to trust you!?  None of this has happened before, not like this, and you want me to just act as if it's of no issue?  I thought the empire was different, I thought you cared about the people, and now this!"  His hand thrust forward to grab at my shirt.
 Physical magic users were so fast it was like they didn't move sometimes.  Ulanion wasn't as strong as my father, and I suspected even my brother would outperform him in many ways, but he was no slouch.  Before the formerly controlled mayor could touch me the man found himself slammed against a nearby wall, the plaster cracking where he struck.
 "I understand you are angry, and in pain.  I understand you need an outlet for it Mallowsweet, but we are not your enemies, and I will not permit you to put hands on her.  Am I understood?"  Ulanion's voice was firm, but calm, making it clear that he bore the man no real ill will.
 "The empire is different," I said.  "You and your people were never disposable, and never supposed to be in this mess.  When things went wrong, I did what I could to keep you away from it all, away from the danger while we worked to set it right.  Because there are things out there you don't need to be involved with, that could bring ruin onto your town.  We didn't abandon you, we did what we could to protect you."
 "You expect me to believe that!  I saw you turn away while Jacob drowned in his own blood!"  He must have known the man from earlier, known him well.
 "When time, and resources are limited, you have to focus on those who will die, but who can absolutely be saved.  It's... never good, but it saves the most lives in the worst situations," I answered, and I could see the pain on his face.  He knew it was the truth, but it was easy to blame me for all that had happened, and not totally wrong.  "For what it is worth, I am sorry."
 "As if that changes anything at all!  Very well, do what you will, you've already made it abundantly clear that you can.  Though if there is any decency in you, you'll leave me and mine out of it."  Ulanion let him slip away and stalk out after that.
 
As he slammed the door I sank into a nearby chair and buried my face in my hands.  How had things gone so wrong?

            

    
        Chapter 234 Near Miss

    
    
    
    
                I spent the rest of the day more than a bit dejected. We were of course given all the supplies we needed, more than enough to plug up the hole in the lake. It felt like ash in my mouth as we headed out of the town, some of the members thanking us, others giving suspicious looks, particularly those closest to the mayor.


This was my fault. My actions had caused the damage that was keeping reinforcements away, and similarly causing these monsters to go wild. Rather than head back to the waystation we made our way out towards the mines. My first job would be to collapse them, it was really the least I could do; I felt terrible about not even considering that there might be a mass of monsters coming from there, but I hadn't.


Over the next several days I repeated the process. I would wake up, we checked the mines for new exits, refroze the cap on the lake-bed, then cut away as much of the cancerous spatial distortion as possible. Bit by bit it shrank, the gaping maw of disaster slowly closing. It also got easier, that was the thing about repeating the same spell over and over again, it got easier.


As for the silver snakes, there were more attacks here and there, but they were few and far between. The creatures didn't like being above ground, and they hadn't all spilled out of their caves, so there were just the few that managed to wriggle out of the imperfect defenses and those who'd already gotten out but not not come to the city. Also of note was that they found the horses Ulanion and I had lost before we did, and it turned out they could rip pieces of flesh off, the result would serve to inspire nightmares for weeks.


Six days after the initial disaster we saw the line approaching before we left in the morning. In a wave the soldiers spread across the plain, only two deep as their chargers carried them forward. They all had lances raised, and were in the standard formation for those expecting trouble on open ground.


The waystation staff looked as if they were about to cry. Klaus quickly organized them to get the flags up in the proper code to display that we were both secure and friendly. I'd not thought about that, but he was quite right, it wouldn't do to have them think we were invaders or something.


I felt even more vindicated as the group drew in, in the center of the group, the tip of their spear as it were, were six blazing auras. Five were clearly some kind of physical magic users, arranged to rip their way through any and all who might stand in their way, while the final one looked to be a wizard, hanging just behind to provide over-watch and ranged support. In the center of the formation was a short figure whose armor, aura, and carriage I would recognize anywhere, helmet or not.


"Glen? Is that you?" I asked as they approached. It had been awhile since I'd seen him, but he was sure enough still the same short man of iron he'd always been.


I'd known him for years, at least in passing.  We'd met as part of a school project so many years ago, and run into each other every now and then since, even going together to the elven lands.  He was an unmovable rock in a fight, and seemingly able to survive attacks that would cripple lesser men without a scratch.


The line had slowed, seeming to understand from our stances that we weren't their enemy. The man I'd addressed took a few moments to respond, clearly looking over me.


"Woman, why is it that every time there's some disaster you seem to be involved?" he said.


I scoffed, certainly it wasn't every time... then I heard the laughing from beside me.


"I've been wondering why she seems to attract trouble as well," Ulanion said, the traitor.


"I do not... well... not every time," my halting attempt at rebuff got me chuckles from both.


"So, I'm guessing something's gone horribly wrong based on my orders, and it's probably going to hurt to fix it. Mind filling me in where you can?"


"How much are your men read in?" I asked, hopefully.


"They've gotten approval, though keep specifics out of it."


"Right... magical disaster due to my personal work is interfering with the gate network as far as I can tell. We've been cleaning up where we can but it's slow going. The interaction also released a number of minor beasts onto the countryside who've been assaulting the city, after draining the nearby lakes. Danger is probably minimal, but we'll need to keep an eye out. If you and yours are willing we might be able to clean up the last remnants," that was about as non-specific of an explanation as they could get.


"Right, the snakes? We ran into a couple this morning. What's the damage from those?" It seemed they had a reason for their war footing in their approach.


"A few casualties in the city, but otherwise minor." I thought for a moment before adding to that. "Some evidence that we may have found a new section of mine that could help the town overall though."


I personally felt terrible that those people had died, but I knew how that would be viewed. All in all the work had to be done, and the result was not expected by anyone. The mayor had a bit of a right to be angry, there wouldn't be any real blame assigned to the deaths of his people.


"The city is well then? We'll need to check on them," he asked.


"The mayor is... understandably a bit unhappy with the governance right now. He wasn't read in, and feels betrayed, but I don't think he'll rebel or anything if that's what you're asking; I think he mostly blames me."


"There first then, afterwards we'll see what we can do about the monster problem."


As one we made our way to Silversprings, there was a town meeting called and I got a chance to see everyone there.  I could say that at best our reception was mixed.  There were a few people who were clearly containing their hostility, and others who weren't bothering, roughly half if I had to guess felt that we'd burned them, though were wise enough not to say anything about it.  Glen gave a small speech, he'd not been much for words in any of our last meetings, but seemed capable of at least that much now.  I wondered if he'd gone through a lot of training to now lead this group of soldiers.


When we arrived at the site of the detonation the soldiers looked shocked.  Their mage really understood though, it was easy to tell because I could have shoved my whole fist in his mouth as it gaped, his hand nervously running through his short hair.


"That's... something," Glen said as he looked at the distortion.


"How... how big was the explosion," the mage asked.


"Big enough, and we need to fix," I answered.  I wasn't exactly sure how to quantify the blast, but it was surely significant.


"Agreed, what do you need us to do?"


We all set up around the crater, unlike the waystation employees, these men knew some songs I did.  As one we all began one of the empire's standard marching numbers, a few of the soldiers had instruments of their own, to keep time for such things and convey orders.  There were a hundred in all, nearly twice what I could normally utilize for a gestalt, but having extras on hand wouldn't hurt.


I began the spell, much as I had before, but gestalt was something else.  On my own, the magic flowed, but the more I added, the stronger it worked.  With a small group it was like leading a troupe, but with a large one, it was like being a conductor before an orchestra.  It served much the same, but it was quite a rush to feel that much power responding all at once.


My magic worked on instinct, wrapping around the knot in reality and beginning to chew away at it.  I could feel it, smoothing and pulling here and there, setting thing back to how they should be.  I could also feel the mess I'd made, and all around it, like looking at it with all of my senses enhanced, it was nearly physical.


As I unmade the distortion it began to release things.  The first of which was the air and water tied up in it, along with a few stones.  They didn't speed out, but rather fell to the crater below.  There wasn't much, just bits and pieces, and it didn't come fast, this wasn't like the explosion.  Then there was something else.


The world almost seemed to groan as I felt... attention.  This wasn't anger, or irritation, nor pleasure, not hatred, nor any other emotion that made any sense.  No, it was just the feeling of being... noticed, in passing.  It was like someone seeing a speck of dust on their glasses while reading a book, only foreign, strange, indescribable.  This magic was making big waves in local space and something, somewhere, saw them.


Some of the soldiers faltered in their song, the better trained ones kept singing as reflex, and I heard Glen's voice in a corner of my mind yelling at them not to stop.  Could they feel what I did?  I doubted it, I was at the center of this.  There were two options, and only two, I could either keep the spell going, keep trying to untangle the distortion and hope that without it we'd be hidden, or I could drop it like a flaming poker, hoping the magic faded before we attracted any more attention, for I felt that we'd not survive it if whatever that was looked on us fully.


It wasn't here, wasn't in this world, but this world was moving, and moving things attracted eyes.  We needed to stop moving, and look as if we never had, there was only one option.  I swept up all of the unused soldiers into my spell, grabbing all of their songs.  It was too much, I knew it was too much, but this distortion needed to go and now.  The magic, which I'd been moving like a conductor, fought, it was frantic, the sweet music of it replaced by noise.  It didn't matter, it wasn't important, I needed it to obey, and so I pointed the discordant spell where it needed to go and held on for the ride.


I pushed and slammed the spell into place, ramming it down even as the backlash from such an action sent waves of pain through my body.  My heart was pounding like a hummingbird's wings as it took hold, lashing deep and causing a brief blast of air and dust as the little hovering bit of twisted space returned to its normal curved self.


The pressure of observation left, and I fell to my knees, spewing my stomach's contents all over the ground.





In a place where time was meaningless unless someone really cared to ask it how it was doing and space was more like a polite suggestion, a being who was both unfathomably ancient and yet could not have been said to be properly born yet almost noticed something.  It could have flicked at the little passing thing that was on one of its many baubles, if it bothered to look, but one of the other ones was doing things that were so very much more interesting.

            

    
        Chapter 235 Return

    
    
    
    
                Ulanion


Our group fled back to the city at speed, the... whatever that was, was gone, and now we could return home.  The fortress would be where we went just as soon as we could, but getting back to the city was our first concern.  I looked down at the reason for that in my arms, her hair wild in the wind.


Something had happened during the spell, we all felt it, the feeling of approaching, unstoppable doom.  That feeling had grown and grown, like a massive shadow on the world until, with a final pop, the crater went back to looking normal, or as normal as a massive hole in the ground could look.  At that point the woman I was now racing along with had fallen over, vomited violently, and then fainted, mumbling a bit.  Even now blood leaked like tears from her nose, her ears, her eyes, and the corner of her mouth, clearly something about the spell had gone horribly wrong.


My mount was pushing as hard as it safely could, and while I could have gone faster, I couldn't do so for the whole distance.  As for the rest of the men with us, a few had lingered behind to keep an eye on things while the rest of us went to get our bard medical help.  The pair in the town might not be able to do much, but they could at least see to stabilizing her.


The gates grew before me at speed, and seeing our charge the guards quickly moved out of the way.  Luckily they had the gate open and the good sense not to get in our way.  I'd only seen where the bards lived on some of the maps, but my memory was pretty good and I was sure we could find them.


The knight, Glen, pulled up beside me once we got within the walls.  I had to slow a bit, if only to navigate and take corners safely.


"Calm down, haste here could make things worse," he advised.


"I disagree.  There are a pair of casters in town, they might be able to help.  Can you send one of your men to the waystation to check on things?"  I replied as we made our way to the northern part of the town.


He turned and barked a series of commands to some men, and a troop of three broke off from our mass.  A few civilians ducked out of the road, pulling children to the side and out of our way.


It was fortunate that finding my target was easy, I knew the general area and just had to look for the only place around with trees.  They were small, and it looked like they were being pruned often, but the little copse was almost exactly where I expected.  The house was on the nicer side, and the plants near the door flowering brilliantly, a few crimson apples hanging from the branches there.


I climbed down from my mount and quickly hauled Alana over to the door.  I slammed on it, hard, perhaps a bit too hard as there was a light cracking noise the third time my fist connected.  There were quick steps and the  son we'd fought with appeared in the door, looking aggrieved.


"What in the world... oh goodness."  His eyes grew in size as he took in the woman in my arms.  "Oh, shit, get inside, inside."


I was pointed over to a couch where I could set Alana down.  "I'm not sure what happened, she was casting, and then when the spell ended she puked and then this."


The man paid me little mind, turning with a quick whistle and yelling "MOTHER!  FRONT ROOM!"  and while his voice wasn't too loud, the house still shook with the magic.  I had little doubt she could hear it.


"Can you help her?"  I asked as he set to looking over her wounds.


"I don't know, I've never seen this kind of injury before," he replied before he began whistling.


About the same time his mother arrived, and began her own appraisal of the situation.  She must have heard her son, because she replied.  "Was she casting?  How many in the gestalt?"  My look of reply must have told her all she needed.  "Too many, needed to confirm, she'll need a proper priest, and we don't have one."


"Can you see to it that we can move her?  If you do that it'll be enough."


The woman nodded and turned back, adding her voice to her son's own performance.


I found a comfortable place nearby and set to watching.  Nothing happened for awhile, the two bards working their magic over our own injured caster.  They went slow, but I could tell it was having an effect, some of the color returning to her face and all the bleeding stopping.


I heard the horses before I saw anything, and turned to answer the door.  I didn't want our hosts to stop working until we were good and ready.  Outside came the knights who'd been sent to the waystation, along with the mayor.  I could only assume that they'd needed directions, he didn't look particularly happy.


"Status?"  Glen asked from beside me.


"Good sir," the leading horseman replied.  It was the best news I could imagine.


"May I ask what's happening?"  Mayor Mallowsweet chimed in, eyes half-lidded.


"Miss Jenna was badly injured and needs to be evacuated," I said.


"How unfortunate," he replied with dripping sarcasm.


In the split second he had to reflect on things he must have realized his mistake.  I'd tolerated his actions for awhile now, it was understandable, his people had been hurt and died because of our mistake, but there was a limit.  My fist clenched and I stepped, only to find the leading knight's hand clenched on my arm.  He was slower than I was, but also stronger.  I turned towards him, ready for a fight, until I saw his own angry eyes.


"You were the mayor correct?"  He asked, and I didn't miss the tense.


"Yes, I am."  The man still eyed me, and I wondered if he knew how close he'd come to me turning his jaw into paste.


"Ah, then I have good news.  Your replacement will be here in a few days, please vacate the mayoral residence with your family."  His tone was calm and cool, even if his eyes told a different story.


After the man had left I turned to the other knight.  "Can you actually do that?"


"Officially?  No, but I'm betting that between myself and your complaints we can have him removed before anyone can call that bluff.  I also don't want you to kill him, it'd only cause more problems."


Was it an abuse of power?  Yes, yes it was.  Was it wrong?  Also yes.  Was I still going to do it to punish someone who'd been so flippant about the woman I was courting almost dying?  Why yes, I would indeed.





Alana


I gasped as consciousness returned to me.  My whole body felt like it had been put in a blender and then simmered over a low heat.  The groan of pain must have attracted attention because as soon as I tried to sit up a firm hand pushed me back into... a bed?


"Shh, it's okay, don't try to get up."  I raised my eyes to the speaker, an older man whom I didn't know.  He had a medallion around his neck indicating he was a priest of The Shield.


"Ow..."  I replied with great wisdom.


"It's okay, can you tell me what you remember?"


"There was, it was, had to hide the mess.  It was turning towards us!"  As I remembered my last moments before passing out I knelt over the railing and dry heaved, an apt reenactment of that time.


"Calm, calm, you're safe, you're safe, I promise."


I spent most of the rest of the day with the priest, and a couple of his compatriots looking over me while I shook like a leaf.  It felt as if I'd walked up on a nuke that had only not gone off due to a failure to activate, right in front of my house.  The pressure of observation was gone though, and as I sat there thinking I convinced myself that whatever was happening wouldn't again so long as we didn't repeat an experiment like that.  I still didn't manage to sleep until the priests did something to knock me out though.


When I awoke I had a few visitors.  Ulanion had strong-armed his way to my side, and that was nice.  Mother came by later as well.  The final visitor came with an entourage, though he asked for a bit of privacy, and we received it.


"I'm glad you're well," Emperor Durin said, since we were at his fortress he'd probably been nearby.  "Some of your reports were handed over to me, and I've taken a few actions, but I'd like to hear your thoughts personally as well if you don't mind."


It was weird for the ruler of a country to so easily come to see me in the hospital, but I was glad, because I had some major thoughts that hadn't yet been written down.


"Shutting down all the gates is my suggestion, and not building any more.  Also, we need to find those that idiot princeling got and obliterate them."


"That... is an extreme answer, and not going to happen.  They're still our strongest strategic resource," he said, a bit surprised.


"Then please keep them well away from each other if you can.  That last test went wrong, more wrong than I could have imagined, and I think we had a near miss on losing that entire region.  If that had happened in a city, we'd have thousands dead from the initial detonation alone, and I'd wager it would get worse if there were more gates nearby," I explained.


"I'll take that under advisement.  Clearly you've been through a lot Alana, and the priests have told me your overdrew on a gestalt, you're lucky to be alive."


He was right on that.  I had felt that I was pulling too much, and every bard knew that could be extremely fatal, instinctively when they tried as well.  Not that I regretted it at all.


"Please listen to me on this, if you listen to nothing else, please, on this.  When I'm back up I'll redesign some wards, and maybe something to clean up around the gates, but they're dangerous.  There was... something, something out there that could notice us, and I don't think we want that to happen."


"Of course, of course, but for now, rest."  He patted my hand gently, and I knew he was just talking.  That was no good, but there wasn't much I could do about it.  If I kept on, he might even decide that I'd gone crazy, and then I'd lose all access, access I'd need if I wanted to change things in the future.

            

    
        Chapter 236 Home

    
    
    
    
                It took days for me to be back up and running properly.  The priests that they'd brought in to heal me had assured me that I'd recover in time, but also encouraged me to hold off on casting anything big for the next week or so.  That was annoying, as a lot of little things worked into my life, floating books over, cleaning stuff, and the like, at least when things weren't too hectic.


That of course meant that I got to go home to rest.  So far as we could tell there was nobody in Lithere after me, and Ulanion would get a chance to go back to some semblance of his actual duties.  It was fortunate that he lived so close so that we could go out whenever we wanted.  Sadly there were other people in town that were slightly less easy to deal with.


Mother wasted no chance asking me when I would be marrying my boyfriend, or to imply that my brother was at least trying to be honest.  She also somehow found a way to try and drag me to any and every function she could.  The only thing I had to stop her was either work, which I was on light duty for, or seeing the aforementioned boyfriend, otherwise I was supposed to be resting and avoiding too much magic.


This led to me having breakfast and complaining.


"I know I've been saying it a lot, but I have to keep away from home, it's just too much," I said over food.  I left out that I wanted a private workspace where I could try and figure out spells I'd be hesitant to let anyone else see, and items to potentially stop the looming disaster that was portal proliferation.


"I would invite you to stay with me, but seeing as my room at the barracks is rather small that would be a bit difficult."


"Wish I had a room or something," I pouted.  It was childish, I knew, but hard to resist.


"Why don't you rent one, or buy a house or something," he asked.  "Surely you make enough to afford it."


I nearly dropped my fork.  I'd been so used to living with family, or not even being in town, that it hadn't even occurred to me to just buy a place.  There were some other things in that statement though that I'd also not really paid attention to.


"I... think I do,"


"What do you mean you think you do?  You've got savings right?  You've been working for the country for years."


"I guess..." I hesitated.


Ulanion slowly put down his silverware.  "Alana, what do you do with your wages?  You save them or something, right?  I know you know how to run a budget; I've seen you do it, recently in fact."


"I mean... I mostly just have then sent to my section of the family vault and then get money out as I need it... it's not like I spend all that much..."  I was having flashbacks to my childhood already, of a particular woman who'd lived with me for awhile.  I could hear her screaming about responsibility already.


I really had little in the way of expenses.  Much of my food I either made or came from the house kitchens, I didn't spend much on frivolities and the like, and I couldn't stop my mother from either making, or buying me clothing once or twice a year.  I probably did have a good amount put away, but honestly I'd never bothered to pay much attention.


Ulanion looked divided.  "I would tell you off for not thinking of that kind of thing, but seeing as I spent most of my years as a mercenary bouncing from place to place I'm not sure I have much in the way of a place to stand."


"Right, right, I'll... take care of it tonight, thanks by the way."


He just shook his head slightly.





It turned out that government work actually paid pretty well at certain levels.  I was a caster, and a fairly in demand and specialized one, and that alone meant that I made a very large salary.  If you added to that that I was heavily involved in high level projects that were often covered in a mix of hazard and away from home pay, for weeks at a time, it meant that I made bunches and bunches.  There was literally a pile of gold, and a ledger for my monthly earnings that nearly made my eyes bulge.  I made only slightly less than my father, and he was a general.


That was how I ended up three weeks later standing in the home I'd just purchased.  There still weren't proper nobles, and if there had been this would have been a home for one of the branch families for my own.  It was near my parents place, and significantly smaller, the kind of thing one of the non-inheriting children would have gotten from the main family.  All that suited me well, since I liked to travel and didn't need anything insanely huge.  My main concern was the large wine cellar, which I was already working on plans to convert.


"It's enormous," Ulanion said as I showed him around.  That was true enough, as while it wasn't a proper mansion, it was still quite the house.


"It has all the things I want, and even had some wards installed, though I'll be adding to those later.  Suppose I'll need to hire a staff though, hmm."  My parents had insisted on me getting something at least this big, if only because of the safety of the area and inbuilt protections, at least they'd helped me find a place.  I suspected they'd also led me to this place in particular, since it was right next to their own place.


"Surprised something like this was on the market," he said.


"Almost nobody can afford them, the old nobility had centuries worth of wealth built up, but now... most of these are situated around the old proper estates, and those that could afford them, are a bit off-put by the few remaining members of the old guard hovering around."


"Makes sense I guess.  What's this room?"  He asked politely as we came to a set of double doors, me leading him around by the arm.


"Oh this?"  I smirked.  "This is my room."


"Oh, I see..."  I didn't give him time to finish before pulling him inside.  I had a particular housewarming activity that I was most interested in finally getting around to.





Leif

Location Unknown


My men and I sat round the large table.  Reports had just come in, full success, we were ready, ready when the time came to strike.  If we'd done things properly, they wouldn't even know we were coming.  We were all rough, the war had hardened us from soft nobles into the beaten, but unbroken rebellion we now were.


"My friends, and I mean that, for you are all truly my greatest companions.  You, each and every one have stood, side by side, as our men fell, and disloyal traitors knelt to that conquering bastard.  You all are the ones, the ones that shall ride with me to victory.  Our plans are in motion, we merely await the right time.  The time when we'll surge forth and destroy the shadows, and bring the light back to our lands."  I rose my goblet.  "To the light!  To the end of the darkness!"


"To the end of the darkness!" They all cheered, raising their glasses.

            

    
        Chapter 237 Quiet Evening

    
    
    
    
                An alarm rang, nothing more than a simple timer, but one made not with wheels and cogs, rather with magic. It wasn't much, but it was something that most people of this would would never own, never be able to see with their own eyes. Well, probably, I could hope we'd see more mages, but in my lifetime, I doubted we'd have enough for them to be commonplace. 
I looked up from my work with a slight frown. It'd been another day, and I still ran into the same problem. I'd spent years in this world and come to love it, but now there was a clear threat. The portals we'd been using were a mess, a mistake that could so easily backfire, explosively. I'd also been present for something nearly ripping its way into this reality, something that sent a shiver down my spine. That had to be stopped. 
Unfortunately, that was far easier said then done. My research of late had been attempts to stop the portals, or at the very least to alleviate the mess they could leave on the world around them if things went wrong. The emperor wouldn't stop using them, not with how useful they were, but he was at least looking at spreading them out a bit, so that was... something. 
Sadly the magical items in this world had limits to their abilities. The creator of that little system hadn't added everything I might want for the portals, particularly some way to smooth space back to where it should be. I didn't know if he'd left that out, or if he'd not realized it was important, and though I knew where he was, I couldn't get there. That fact was quite frustrating, it was impossible, or neigh impossible, to go and drag the old man out of his cave and make him find a way to fix this. 
I could fix them manually with my own spells, but there was no insert function into the cores that would allow me to automate that. There was however a few tricks I could use to address some of my problems. 
The little box I'd been putting together recently glowed faintly, the compass-like arrow pointing off to the north. After trying, and failing, to find a way to smooth out space, I'd gone for a different approach. If I couldn't fix things automatically, I could at least automate the process of finding the problems. This box was my solution. 
Inside were a number of small pseudo-gates. They looked, and in some ways acted like their larger cousins, except that they never actually opened passages to each other. Instead, each one would attempt to form connections with the others, going through a sequence of lessening the allowable disturbance in the local space until they started failing. Once they did it was just a simple comparison to see which ones failed first and triangulate for a direction of the nearest spatial anomaly. 
I'd gotten the idea from out own travel system. Our gates would fail to activate properly if there was too much turbulence, and having been stuck in a small town for so long that fact had stuck with me. It wasn't how that feature was supposed to be used, but it worked. 
There were failings of course, the box only found the nearest disturbance, and because it couldn't tell me how big it was it gave no indication of how far it would be. It was still a massive step forward, and one I was keeping to myself for now. It wasn't fully done, and there were still lots of kinks to work out of the system. It currently just pointed towards the nearest gate in our own network, a recent addition just near the city's southern gate. 
I locked the box down with the inbuilt password, didn't want anyone else using it, and headed out into my main 'official' lab. There wasn't anything too important in here, just a few tools and some minor items I made for myself or my family, before heading up into the house proper. 
I nearly face-planted into the maid whose hand was reaching for the door as I walked into the main house. 
"Oh, Miss Alana, I was just coming to tell you that dinner will be ready at your leisure," she said, slightly nervous; she was new, they all were.
 I had a staff of five, but with how little undifferentiated labor cost in this world, and how much a magic user like myself could make, it was hardly a drop in my income to pay them all well. If anything I'd need to add more in the future, just for the household upkeep.
 "Wonderful, what are we having tonight?" Technically I approved all the menus, but honestly I never paid much attention to them.
 "I've been told that the cook has made a vegetable soup to start with. The main course is roasted beef fillet with herbs, asparagus with a cream sauce, and a medley of root vegetables. For desert there are assorted fruits, lightly treated with sugar." Her words nearly stopped me.
 "That's... lovely actually, thank you." It occurred to me that I'd really come up from the little hut I'd been born into. "Is there anything else?"
 "A bit of mail miss. Several invitations and letters both from Mister Ulanion and your mother, the latter of which was marked as important," she said as she followed me up towards my bedroom.
 "Invitations? Oh, goodness it's nearing winter isn't it?" I said as I realized that people were wanting me to attend parties and the like.
 "It is indeed miss, though I'm told they're nowhere near as formal as they used to be. I know how you hate those things."
 I laughed as we entered my room. "I went to a few before the nobility ceased to be, did you know that? Nothing could have been more formal."
 The maid helped me change into something lighter than my working clothes for dinner. I didn't need the help, but it did make things easier, and they got all worried you were going to fire them if you didn't let your staff do lots of little things like this for you. It was weird, but also just how things were. Though honestly it was sometimes all way too much, and I just wanted to go travel some days.
 "I didn't miss, were they nice?" She asked, making small talk.
 "Very stuffy, and not my crowd. I did the illusions for some of them, glad that tradition got dropped. Though I suppose they were really pretty set pieces."
 Dinner was a bit much, but overall the food was excellent. I'd found a cook who was on the older side, and he seemed to think that I needed to eat far fancier things than I was used to. Though after some prodding he'd stopped making multiple courses for anything except dinner.
 Afterwards I laid into the letters, starting with the one I wanted the most. Ulanion sent me one daily if he couldn't come see me, and filled them with things like sketches, descriptions of his thoughts, and poetry, either in my language or his native tongue. It was old-school romantic and I sort of loved it.
 Frowning I popped the seal on my mother's missive next. She went through her standard list of greetings, before directing me to the included instructions on which social events I should attend, and which to just throw the invitations away from. I'd had to direct her multiple times to remember that I no longer lived under her rule, but she still wanted me to go to some things. She did make it clear that there was one event I couldn't avoid though, if only because the monarch was putting it on.
 That invitation had been put on the top of the pile, ostensibly by one of my staff. Emperor Durin and his wife were having a gathering this year at the former royal palace. It was mostly used for state functions now, but the night in question was the winter solstice, mercifully a few months from now. Seemed that this year there would be an eclipse that very night, and they were getting people together to enjoy the spectacle.
 
With a sigh I moved to the desk in my room. Even if there was a formula to it, writing out tons of responses was still a chore. The only one that took me any significant time to write was my response to my suitor, but that didn't bother me in the least.

            

    
        Chapter 238 Taking Up Teaching

    
    
    
    
                I sat opposite of Mystien, both of us flipping through papers. While Dras had gone into production of gates, I'd managed to push myself into research and development, looking particularly into how to defend and what messes might be made by the same. Progress was slow, particularly in convincing everyone that they needed to be more careful. Sadly the new toy was bright and shiny, and everyone wanted some. 
"Moving them like that isn't possible Alana, as you already know. Emperor Durin wants the big public hub in the capitol and there's not a lot we can do to change that at this point," he said, to one of my constant objections. 
"It's too many in once place Mystien, we've seen what can go wrong if things go completely sideways. There's a crater to prove it, you have visited the crater haven't you?" 
"If only to stop your pestering yes, I have, though it's becoming a mine now. It's an impressive mess, but there's more involved now, other powers are making demands to have it. I know how that irks you, but compromise must be made here." 
I sighed. "Couldn't the Emperor just make them stop? I know his advisors are being annoyingly dense on this, but unless we can get these things safe, which I'm not convinced we can, we need to take more care." 
"No man is a power unto himself. He could order it, but the push-back would be too strong, they're just too powerful. Heck, even getting those annoying alarms of yours installed was a bit of a pain. You wouldn't believe how many complaints I'm getting about mana usage alone on those." 
The devices in question were a simple tool that tried to keep an eye out for any growing spatial disturbances, and even I had to admit they sucked. They were mana hungry and had the annoying habit of going off when there was no need as well, since getting any kind of a reading on the size of an issue was difficult if you didn't know how far away it was. The best they could really do was tell you if something was getting bigger or a new something was appearing nearby. 
"Boo, what's the point in being a ruler if you can't fix issues like that," I said. 
"Careful now, you're beginning to sound like some of the rabble rousers," he chided. 
"I can't believe anyone would actually be that stupid. Do they not remember the old kingdom? Honestly, the emperor is downright generous compared to those bastards." 
"Some do, and think they can still get better yet. Some were part of the power of the old kingdom, or their children, and they've seen their own status decline, and are now all but saying they want that princeling to come back and 'reestablish order' or some such nonsense. Some are still very young Alana, and were children while the old order was in place, so they don't know what it was like." 
"Yeah, I suppose I already knew that, but still... Anyway, I did have an idea the other day, but there are issues and I'd like a second opinion," I said, that particular conversation wouldn't go anywhere productive. 
"I'm listening," he said. 
"I'd like to check that old gate to Atal, the one they locked up. If it's working..." 
"I'm afraid not even I have access to that Alana. It's not being researched, just held because there appears to be an archmage on the other end who might not take kindly to us using it." That was fair, and while not quite true, since he seemed to tolerate me, Justin might not tolerate others though. "At any rate, don't you have work to do?" 
"Suppose I do have a class..." 
I marched off to the other part of my duties, teaching. I was the first in what was now our little hall in the research facility, a room so kindly assigned to all myself and the three I'd taken on. I watched as they joined me about twenty minutes later.
 Two were men, one a woman. The first was he who I'd taught the portal trick to back at the fortress, and the newcomers. The twins had been brought back, not because they cared in the very least about portals themselves, but because they had experience with the gate network, and were known to be trustworthy.
 All three had, to their great elation, finally managed the spell. They were also all now very, very dedicated to the idea of transporting themselves right beside the bucket we'd set up for vomiting in. Everyone was still at the 'unable to do it without using all of their mana' stage, one it'd taken me some time to get out of myself.
 It also gave a good chance for me to teach them something I wanted them to know as well though.
 "Alright everyone, we're still going to be working on cleanup," I announced. "We'll take turns making gates, and those who aren't doing so will be on cleaning duty."
 "We drawing straws to see who pukes first? Or maybe dice?" Suggested the only of us who hadn't been on the trip to Atal. His name was Ian.
 "Oh, I don't know. Leah went last time, so I guess it's just down to the two of you isn't it?" I asked.
 Robert and Ian played a version of rock, paper, scissors, with the latter winning.
 A few moments later Robert was leaning over the bucket. "Why... why did I ever let you talk me into this?" He asked between heaves. "I hate this, and myself."
 "I believe brother dearest, that your literal comment was, 'Wouldn't being able to teleport be amazing?' When you convinced me," Leah answered without stopping the dance she was using to clean the smear in the local reality. I was happy she'd seen my ability to cast silently as a boon and learned a bit herself.
 I cleaned the bucket with a quick casting and then looked at them. "Alright Ian's next, and remember everyone."
 "Don't try to do too big a distortion at once, and don't let them get near each other," the all chanted; I was so proud. Even Robert, from his place laying on the stones managed it.
 The messes they made in space right now were small, barely bigger than what an average portal did when it was active. That was good, because I needed them to stay that way, while I grew my new order. It wouldn't be a priest order, no, for we weren't them, but a new group I was interested in making, one dedicated to keeping the local reality clear of any... messes that might attract attention. Bards that would work to protect the world, a good endeavor I thought.
 They of course didn't know my plans for them, and needn't. What I needed right now was to get my teaching methods down, and start spreading the idea of how to fix things. I wasn't immortal, and I knew it, and I didn't want those who came after me to die horribly, or let some chthonic monsters out onto the land. This world had quite enough problems as it was.
 
By the end of the day they were all quite exhausted, which was normal. I spent another few minutes after they'd left checking and rechecking to make sure that we weren't doing anything to the local space.

There was no way to be sure, but I'd already seen some of where I was messing up before. While the clear signs of space being tied in knots faded after a bit on their own, there was residue. These small, nearly invisible issues were likely what had caused the explosion before, but now I knew of them. Once my students were ready I would be trying to have them assigned to go around and clean up the gate areas, while on their other tasks, of course. They weren't there yet though, still leaving a few small fractures here and there, no worries, we'd get there eventually.

            

    
        Chapter 239 Twilight Falling

    
    
    
    
                Days off were a resource that I seldom got anymore. Not because of my actual job, no, they had plenty of time for me to go and do as I please regularly, but because I had my own projects. Many of these weren't all that vital to me, just things that needed doing.


My house, even with its many included amenities, was still lacking a lot of basic things. Most of these old manors were just that, old. Beyond their warding they had decades to centuries of magical items inside them. Well at least they had had them. Fleeing nobility, soldiers taking over, and all the staff losing their jobs all of the sudden had stripped my home down to what couldn't be hauled off.


So there was only one thing for me to do to get those amenities back, make them. Sure, I could have bought them, but then I'd be inheriting someone else's work. My work was almost universally better than commercially available stuff, and it worked exactly the way I wanted it to.


I'd also taken up trying to push my core to its final level. That was an on and off project that had been going for years. This wasn't at all odd, as few people managed it, and the ones who did were considered superior. Many, though not all, teachers at my former academy had managed it, along with people like Mystien. Others though had jobs which took so much of their time that they rarely managed to push it all the way.


My trick for quickly going through it, using the functions like IF, AND, and the like really, really sped things up in that regard, as did the fact that I spent really quite a lot of time on several long trips working on it. If I had to guess, I was less than a year from finally completing the damn thing. I didn't know if I should be happy or sad over that.


Today however I had other personal matters to attend to.


"What do you think of this cloth?" Mother asked as we looked around a rather familiar tailor's shop.


"That we really should let the professionals handle it. I do rather like the idea of a darker shade though, maybe with pale yellow or white highlights?" I looked over at the proprietor a bard named Marcus.


"I believe I have something like that. Oh wait, is this for viewing the eclipse?" He asked.


"Yes..."


"If you don't mind an extra day or two of waiting my newest apprentice is doing some magic with embroidery, really lovely work," he offered.


"Can I see some?" I asked.


"Test pieces are over here."


The pieces we were shown were small, and worked into a bit of high quality black velvet. The patterns were complex but fairly normal, skillfully done, yes, but not anything too unusual. The special bit was the thread. Each one was done in a slightly different color, and they shone with waves of gentle light, before fading back into the dark cloth underneath.


"Magical materials?" I asked, looking over the work.


"Indeed, a species of goat that only lives in the very far north. Quite expensive to import, normally nigh impossible, but with the empire being so much more stable and large I can now get small amounts. I'm told that the animals use it to blend into their surroundings, but when charged with just a bit of mana they will glow faintly like this. Though in the interest of honesty I must inform you ladies that the effect only lasts for a year or less. Not something I'd suggest for many, but if you want something truly special..."


There were a number of materials like this. They found most of their use in enchantment, and the making of special garments. For whatever reason a number of magical beasts ended up with special properties in their bodies. Glowing was by far and away the most common, but magical swords were often put in sheaths and had handles of things like bone or leather from a magical beast. There was supposedly even a species of mollusk at the coast whose shells when included made concrete much tougher.


Regardless of where they came from though, all eventually failed, severely limiting their uses. Having to put a new handle on a sword or something was really common. Enchanting the material would make it last a bit longer, but all I knew of failed. I suspected that there was also something like this in the swords and the like the elves made that were so good, but that was considered a trade secret. The juicer rumor though was about the Lovers' Marks, though that too was very, very secret.


"I like it, can you make it into something appropriate for a ball with Emperor Durin?" I asked.


"Naturally, any other requests?"


"I'd like to be able to move freely in it. I know that's not really the style right now, but can you avoid anything too restrictive or heavy?" I asked.


"I've just the thing, though understand that it might be a bit chilly." He gave me a look.


"Not a problem. I solved being cold with a spell when I was still a small child." That got me a laugh.


"What about shoes?" Mother asked, she'd gotten far too deep into fashion in the last few years for my liking; perhaps it was the lack when we'd been poorer.


"Mother I have plenty of shoes. Including both black and deep blue formal boots from my personal cobbler," I answered.


"There are better shoemakers..." she began before my look silenced her. She knew well I liked my personal contacts.


The rest of the day was spent at my house. After going getting a small patch for color matching I was readying all of my things for the big night.


"So, when are you and Ulanion marrying?" Mother asked while we were looking through jewelry I hardly ever wore.


"I don't know," I responded.


"Hopefully soon. You know I've gotten both offers and rumors about you." I gave her a scathing look. "Oh don't worry dear, the offers I all told that if they couldn't approach you themselves that they could take a walk. The rumors on the other hand... Both of my children going after elves, it's considered very forward thinking. Most love the idea, though one or two people did need to be removed from my list of acquaintances with vigor."


"Well, if they want an elven spouse basically all they have to do is be magically powerful and show up on their continent," I tiredly responded. "We'll get to it when we do, if we do."


"Well, I surely hope you do. Your brother has yet to promote me to grandmother you know. Though I doubt that's for lack of trying, if the way he and Etia look at each other is any indication."


"I'd rather not speculate on my brother's sex life, thank you."





It wasn't too long until the day came. For once nobody cared what I did that morning, since the event itself was set to run all night and into the morning. I enjoyed myself for that reason, taking a very long nap mid-afternoon before piddling around in my workshop for awhile. A couple of hours before sunset I had to head upstairs and begin getting ready.


I took my time to prepare, making sure I was as clean and presentable as I'd ever been, and even breaking out cosmetics. I hated them, but sometimes it paid to look your absolute best. As I looked at myself in the mirror I had to admit, I did look my best, perhaps the best I ever had. My hair was up in braids and clothes perfectly suited to a T. Maybe I could do this slightly more often.


Ulanion came to pick me up, and it was clear someone had gotten to him. He matched me perfectly, long, militaristic clothes in the same fabric and embroidery as my own, a small sword bound into it's sheath at his side. He looked like something out of a painting or play, the perfectly chiseled hero. He gave me a bright smile as I entered the entry, eyes flowing around to drink me in as I did much the same.


"It seems a star has come down from the heavens to join me tonight," he said, normally he left the poetry to letters, but I still blushed.


"Just tonight? I had hoped to join you for longer than that," I replied.


"Well then, we'll have to make it happen won't we?" He offered me his arm as we walked to the carriage.


"Though I'd like to survive this one first," I whispered, he knew how I hated formal events.


"Ah indeed. On that note would you care to join me for breakfast tomorrow morning?"


"Of course, where are we going?" I asked.


"I got us a place at a restaurant in advance, hope you don't mind. I'd like to spend my morning talking to you about things."


"I don't mind in the slightest, which one?" I asked.


He laughed a bit, deciding not to share that little tidbit, but instead put a finger over his lips.





Down in a basement, behind a false wall in a workshop known only to one person a certain box whirred. It had been left on in the haste to make ready for the evening's events, and now the parts of it, which hadn't done much changing in months sprang to life.


A needle, which had always until now pointed to the same gate spun wildly or a few moments before pointing in a new direction. Every few moments it shook, like a fearful animal, twisting this way and that the slightest bit before returning to its new heading.


Lights all along the box began to glow, and a loud, keening alarm went off. Trying to warn someone who was no longer nearby. It sang, sang the fearful cry that something had happened.


Above a maid heard the alarm and looked about. There were a few timed alarms in the house, installed by her mistress, but she couldn't find the source immediately. When she realized it was coming from the basement, a place she knew well she was forbidden to go she shrugged and made a note for her employer, even if the woman was likely to realize it before she got the notice.

            

    
        Chapter 240 Royal Ball

    
    
    
    
                Never before had I been to the official parts of the old royal palace. Sure, I'd been in the back rooms when I'd helped to save Lief, but we were going to the proper entrance now, and I felt special. The small opening in the walls for carts to enter shone with hanging lights as we passed under and into the large garden-like space beyond. 
I stopped feeling too special then. Even if we were on the list to get in, and be at this party, we were nowhere near the top of it. We were also a bit later than some people, and thus had a sizable line in front of us. Someone like my father or Mystien might have been bumped to the front, but myself, I still wasn't that high in the current government. Not to say that I wasn't welcome, just that I wasn't one of the movers and shakers on the day-to-day things that made people seem important to others. 
Not being seen and known to too many was an advantage though, and one I wasn't eager to give up. I knew the emperor himself valued me and my experience, and to an extent even heeded my advice, and that was enough. To be valued by those who mattered while not painting an even bigger target on my back was a winning move in my book. 
Still the wait was long. Every one of us had been checked at the entrance to see who we were, and now there was even more. We had to wait our turn to the front of the line, attendants changing the order up here and there. Once we were out of the carriage, we had to wait again until we were announced. It all seemed a bit overdone, but it was still a big party full of politicians. 
I think the thing that struck me most here was the weapons. Every man was armed, some of the women were too, though that varied. Even some of those who were clearly wizards, or bards, or even non-magic users had some form of blade. For those not really trained in fighting this tended to be a dagger of some form, but swords were equally popular. This never would have been allowed back on Earth, but it seemed that since most of us were walking weapons anyway it didn't matter too much to the people here. I also suspected that there'd been some kind of cultural shift after that one disastrous ball I'd attended as a child where tons of people had been caught off guard and murdered. 
As we passed through, names being taken and our entrance announced we finally entered the main set of rooms for this party. There was a ballroom, several sitting rooms off to the side for people to freshen up in, and some semi-separated parlors. Most of these were for taking short breaks or just cleaning up after the long period of entry. One of the servants turned to us as we came in, offering drinks. 
"Drinks sir, miss?" He asked, holding out a small plate of some alcohol. 
"No thank you, I do have a question though?" I responded. 
"Of course miss, how may I be of aid?" 
"How are we to see the eclipse from inside? I thought we were going to be watching it tonight," I asked. 
"Ah, later in the evening the event is scheduled to move into the gardens. I'm assured it will be quite visible from there." 
"Thank you," 
"May I be of any further service?" He replied with a kind smile. 
"No, thank you," I said, and Ulanion nodded along with me. 
Soon enough we met up with people we knew.  There were plenty here, either from work, or from my younger partying days.  Of course I met with my parents too, chatting with some of mother's friends between short rounds of dancing. 
"Are you going to dance with anyone else?"  She finally asked me when Ulanion an father went to go get us drinks. 
"I hadn't planned to, no." 
That surprisingly got a giggle.  "Well, he is a nice one isn't he?  I'm glad he seems as taken with you as you are with him." 
"And here I thought you didn't like him," I quipped quietly. 
"Oh I like him just fine.  Wish he'd hurry up a bit, but he's not too bad."  She gave me a kind smile.  "I've tried to help you Alana dear, but things are changing aren't they?  Personally I still think your homemaking skills are atrocious, but... I'll try to be a bit easier on you, after you're married."
 "But not before huh?"  I asked.
 "No, before you're not his wife, you're my daughter, and I'll see to it you'll be getting all the skills you need.  If only because I love you."  She nudged me a bit as she spoke.
 "Love you too mom," I responded.
 The boys rejoined us and she looked back over.  "Have you gone to greet Queen Sophia yet?"  She was the host after all.
 "I haven't seen her at all, have you?"
 "Someone should have told you," father said from the side.  "She's in one of the side rooms with the young prince."
 That was odd, very much so.  Young people might, and only might, come to a ball like this, though normally not.  With less formal events there were younger crowds, but something like a royal gathering was generally adults only, and while I'd never met him, I knew the prince was very young.
 Something about my face must have given away my thoughts because mother spoke again.  "The prince has been ill of late... so he stays near his mother.  I hear that the priests are in negotiations to try and help him.  Poor dear got one of the noble sicknesses, though I hear he's been rather more robust than most with those."
 "I haven't met him," I said.
 "He's a well behaved young lad, and very polite," father added with a kind grin, he and the emperor were even now old friends.
 Quickly Ulanion and I made our way over to where the royal couple was.  It was quite the faux pas to not greet the lady of the house, and if we went on too much longer we'd be in clear violation.  Now that we'd been told where she was, and that she wasn't waiting for a grand entrance, it was prudent to go.
 The line was small when we got there, and other than a few milling attendants for the imperial couple there wasn't much going on.  Reciting the standard greetings to the lady and man of the house was only a moment's work, and when we were done she bid us rise.
 "Ah, young miss Alana.  My husband speaks well of you, about all the work you do for our empire," she said.  "Though I don't believe I've heard of your companion?"
 "I met with the team sent to Atal your Majesty, and was convinced by her to come and see your beautiful lands."  Ulanion said with a slight bow.
 "Wonderful, wonderful, I have heard much of your own homeland, though never managed to see them."
 It seemed like she was preparing to dismiss us when a small voice interjected.  "Sir, are you an elf?"
 Ulanion looked down at the little boy who'd been up till now hiding at his mother's side.  His age was hard to guess, since he was pale, and clearly not feeling his best.  It was something I should have remembered from the announcement of his birth, but honestly I'd paid little attention to that.
 "Why yes I am your Highness," Ulanion answered.
 I could see a servant come up and begin whispering something into Emperor Durin's ear.  Other than a few words of greeting he'd been fairly quiet tonight, seeming contemplative.  Now I could see him beginning to frown, something clearly not to his liking.
 "I heard about elves, and how you do a lot of magic, and make a lot of items and..." the prince began to chatter excitedly.
 "Osvald, manners," the queen gently chided.
 "Oh... yes mother.  It was nice to meet you sir," he finally said, clearly a well rehearsed line.
 "I hope you two enjoy yourselves, the eclipse is sure to be magnificent."  With that dismissal we bade her well and turned.
 Before we were far though I heard Durin lean over to speak.  "Something's come up dear that I need to take care of; it shouldn't take long."
 We reentered the party proper and returned to our dancing, interspersed as it was by light conversation with friends and acquaintances.
 
As the night wore on and everyone prepared to go outside for the big event much of the merriment grew.  It was into this slightly buzzing atmosphere that the first far-off yelling found its way.

            

    
        Chapter 241 Eclipse

    
    
    
    
                It took only a few seconds for the first of the staff to charge into the ballroom declaring that the castle was under attack. She was shortly followed by guards from several directions, both to check on us and to inform others of the danger. 
Soon enough the attackers came, but unlike the memory from my youth these fools weren't attacking spoiled nobles, most of which barely trained. No, they were attacking the leaders of a battle hardened army, and they hadn't brought anything comparable to a mana-eater to lead their assault. The first unit that burst into the room died to an onslaught of spells that could shake city walls, the second came more carefully, with half being destroyed by potent physical magic users. 
"Back fools, you've lost the chance at surprise," a loud voice called. It was old, and quite familiar. 
I watched as through the smoke and debris of the now destroyed entry a single man appeared. The cloud of dust and magical particulate flowed away from him in a light wave as he sauntered forward. The former dean, Lorrae walked before us as if he hadn't a care in the world, looking over the assembled fighters like he's examining his old students. 
"A magnificent formation, truly well done. Now, where is..." his eyes scanned over us, finally settling on Mystien. "There you are, knew I'd find you somewhere around here. Do tell me, are you the one who killed my grandson Rooke? Not many could have managed that feat." 
"That was me," I responded before my mentor could, drawing the eyes of the other ancient mage to me. 
"Is that so? He cared for you you know? Wanted you to join us, even if it seemed unlikely, and you killed him?" The old man seemed mostly saddened by that, not that I could blame him. 
"I didn't have much choice, and after seeing how Selene was treated I'll stand by that decision," I replied. 
"I can respect that my dear, but sadly I must say goodbye now." 
Things didn't slow down a bit, all happening in an instant. My former dean raised his hand lazily towards me, and I felt the magic move. A wave of force bore down like a mountain, and then the sea rose to meet it. I didn't see him move, but Mystien just was there beside me, a shield pulsing forward to break the attack meant to smear me into the floor for killing the man's grandchild. 
"I'm afraid you'll need to deal with me first," said the most powerful wizard under the imperial rule, his eyes hardening like the very depths of the abyss. 
"Very well," Lorrae answered. 
Powerful hands grabbed me, pulling me back as the two archmages launched at each other. I'd never seen their like fight before, and while I was no slouch, I certainly wasn't at that level yet. Lorrae charged forward on a pillar of light and force, only to be met my my own mentor sheathed in a meteor of blue water, the two crashing against each other and towards one of the walls. 
Our formation broke, it had to. As the two titans of magic tore out from the room and into the nearby sky they left a wake of destruction. As they made their exit another party of warriors entered our room. It was a shame, as several of the wizards here were students of Mystien, and now had to meet the enemy war mages on their terms rather than help our mentor. 
The fighting couldn't stay here, not with the war spells that were now being spun into existence. Huge balls of fire, and water clashed into one another, exploding in massive clouds of steam. Bolts and lines slammed into shields and counters as one by one the wizards joined the fray. I could even hear singing here and there as attacking bards tried to bolster their defenses. 
I barely had a chance to get my own shields up as a bolt of lightning crackled across the room. It slammed into them, discharging harmlessly around me as my father and brother blurred forward at the caster. Beside me Ulanion caught a charging physical magic user, a quick silver flick from his sword separating head from body. 
Quickly the fight devolved into a melee, partiers meeting the soldiers who were entering in shining armor in groups. These had to be the former nobles, as they seemed to fight in almost retinues, groups of three or four who moved as one. Our own people had been caught with their pants down so to speak, and while we had numbers we lacked gear that they were all well equipped with. 
After a few more seconds the ceiling above us finally started to crack and break, sending boulders tumbling into the melee. Somehow dad and John made it back to my side as Ulanion scooped me up and ran to one of the many side entrances.
 "Mom!?" I asked frantically as our little team rushed down a hallway, only passing one or two quickly dispatched soldiers.
 "You mother was near the exit with the other non-combatants. They'll have fled and our enemies will want to capture them anyway, focus now," dad said, leading us forward. "We need to find the emperor, he wasn't in the ballroom and I fear he'll need backup."
 "He said he had to go deal with something, and left" I informed them.
 "His office here then, this way."  Father led us onward, my own singing quickly building the magic around me.
 We arrived in a hallway to see several guards in imperial armor being dispatched by a group of attackers, the last receiving a death blow just as we approached.  The boys seemed to slow in their charge for a second before I loosed my own power.  It had been some time since I'd really let go with lightning on someone, and the bolt that arced through the men in our way left little but charred corpses in its wake.
 "Damn Alana, remind me not to pester you so much in the future, yeah?"  John said, looking at the dead men as we passed.
 As we were led into a little courtyard another group came to intercept us.  They easily had numbers, but again, we were more of a powerhouse.  A pair of knights stepped forward.  Dad and John moved to take position.  Before the fighting could start there was an explosion from the tower in whose direction we were headed.  Even I knew that was where our emperor kept his office for this location.
 "You two move on, sounds like Durin does indeed need backup," dad told us.
 "Right, we'll meet up when we've dealt with this lot," John agreed.
 As we moved into the portcullis opposite us I let loose a wave of light at the men who'd come.  It wasn't much, but the brief flash gave dad and John a moment to move.
 Ulanion kept carrying me as we flew through a hallway up a square stairwell.  More dead and dying lined the floor and walls.  I could see attackers, as well as some who I recognized as bodyguards only by their armor.  Sadly as we neared the top I heard the doors below being bashed in.
 "You lot, towards the courtyard to reinforce there, the rest  of you, with me to help His Majesty, go!"  Someone yelled.
 Ulanion finally put me down, we were only two or three flights from the top.  "Go invisible and see if you can help him," he said before leaning in to kiss me.
 "You're not leaving me!"  I nearly screamed, the sound of boots on the stairs below growing louder by the second.
 "Can you hide both of us well enough?"  He asked, knowing well the answer.
 I could, but it would be awkward, and moving at speed like that, or if he moved too far away, it would make him visible again.  It also would be weaker against others who might see us.
 I leaned in, meeting his lips with mine for a few precious seconds.
 "I love you," he said.
 "Don't die," I replied, then turned to keep going.
 The invisibility spell wreathed me as I kept up the ascent, noticing the open sky above the stairs.  More bodies, and blood pooling into the carpet or splashed across the walls showed the way, up, up, up, the final meeting place approached.
 When I made it to the top floor I found it missing.  Debris of what was once an office were strewn about, splintered bits of wood and crushed stone, metal pieces were bent and broken like modern art.  Around I could see in all directions, the wind whipping my hair about me and pressing the ballgown that I was very glad I'd had made easy to move in against me.
 The palace was in flames, fighting everywhere.  One section of the sky had the two archmages still duking it out, potent magics clashing as they struggled to see who between them was the mightiest, or most skilled.  The sky in every direction had flying wizards of lesser strength hurling projectiles down onto enemies while bowmen below tried to swat them from the air from beneath what looked like bardic shields.
 Even the city wasn't spared.  I could now hear the alarm bells ringing.  The old academy had shields up, and appeared to be under assault from another force, impacts resonating against the wards.  Above part of the lower city a swirling cloud of stars flowed, the burning houses under them speaking to the nearby combat.  Near one of the far walls green flames licked upwards from some unknown battle.
 
As I looked up above it all was the moon, a pale shadow slowly beginning to creep across the orb; the eclipse had begun.

            

    
        Chapter 242 Battles

    
    
    
    
                Lorrae


Once again I pulled back my mana, readying a new spell. Years I'd trained, using ancient documents, and now this upstart was matching me blow for blow. Honestly I didn't know if I should be proud of him for growing so strong or immensely frustrated that he had.


I of course remembered Mystien from his youth. Back when I'd been but a teacher and not the man I was now he'd come through the academy, surprising all with his strength and potent understanding of the element of water. He was no match for me at that time of course, but certainly an up and comer.


With a flash one of my many shields died, now was not the time to reminisce.


A comet of water appeared from the air, streaking at me and promising death. With a wave I met it with a blazing burst of light, obliterating the projectile into a bursting cloud of steam. I responded with a lance of force, only for my own attack to be absorbed by a wall of liquid.


Both of us flew in circles like sharks looking for the kill, both testing, prying, looking for any opening in the defenses of the other. Neither could find one, and so for now it was a battle of attrition, launching spell after spell in hopes of wearing down the enemy's reserve of mana, until the time came for a finishing blow. This was sadly how most battles between potent wizards ended.


Another joined us for only a moment, one of his apprentices launched himself into the air at me, spewing magic. I swatted him from the air with little more than a blink. This was not a place for the young to involve themselves, and they should all know better.


I could read the expression on my opponents face, the rage at seeing one of his men killed. He charged forward, blasting a line of his favored element in a pillar that could turn stone to naught but so much dust. Water was powerful, but it could only do so much, my own elements of choice met it, a drill pointed with blazing light. The point flash evaporated the center of his pillar, pushing outwards on the rest and opening up an easy route for the rest of the construct to pierce it.


Moments passed and the sky around us filled with billowing clouds. Second by second his pillar was pushed back. The man was nearly smart enough to beat me, altering the flow of the water inside, and even adding a few extra bolts, but it wasn't enough, he couldn't drop his attack, or I would kill him with mine, and in a straight battle of wills I would win.


I had to squint as bit by bit my drill approached him. The energies between us too bright for me to look at without some tool. It didn't take long before finally the water broke, the construct failing and my own spell shooting across the night like a blaze, through my enemy.


It was a sad conclusion, but inevitable. Slowly I started to descend to secure my enemy's body and take care of that damnable girl. I'd have to find her, a shame, since she too had seemed rather promising.


Suddenly the clouds formed by our battle closed in like a whirlpool, pouring towards me. I threw out a shield in every direction, trying to push back against the incoming spell. It shouldn't be... no, he must have figured it out, managed to understand the teleportation that the girl had used, it had been a trap.


I pulsed a circular shield outwards, trying to evaporate the condensing water again. It worked, for a second, and then the boiling water fell back in. He'd managed to get me to fly headfirst into his spell's radius, like descending into a lake. The protective spells around me began to waver under the onslaught of compressed steam, and I switched my goal.


Upwards like an air filled bucket at the bottom of the sea I ascended. I needed to get out of this spell, out of the surrounding fluids.


Above me there was the briefest flash of magic and the other magus popped into existence, aiming down another pillar. I sighed, as it fell into me, unable to see him, but imagining that he was smiling as he cast the spell that would end this.





Emil


I was too old for this, far too old, we all were. Not that there was much a choice. Durin had to die, he had to, there was no other way, and everyone agreed on it. If we could kill him, just him, maybe we could do something about all of his followers. We could call the nobles who'd survived his purge, and they'd come, and while I doubted we could retake everything we'd lost, some part of the kingdom could rise again.


Men swarmed forward, over half were lost already and the remaining were mostly men like me who'd been trained and bought with promises of wealth, but I'd brought one or two of the weaker knights in my group as well. Many of them disdained me, thinking me dishonorable, or above my station, but honestly, after how far we'd all fallen I couldn't care less. I took the men I could for my group, and we'd deal with the rebels as we could.


We had to split now, with part moving out towards the courtyards while another charged upwards towards the 'Emperor's' office. The bastard had taken the king's old meeting chamber for it, something it had taken me quite a bit of effort to learn. I passed a few bodies on the stairs, recognizing the unit, those who'd been supposed to take him, and protect our king. It looked like they'd taken out the enemy bodyguards at least.


As I followed up the rear of my men one of my knights passed me, going down the stairs, through the central opening of the stairwell, at speed. With a crunch he struck the banister opposite and one floor down, his back bending unnaturally with a sickening crunch. That bode poorly. A second later he was joined by several of his fellows, and while I didn't get a good look, there were clearly wounds slicing parts of them, blood spraying as they passed us.


Our opponent made himself known shortly enough, walking down the stairs like it was an afternoon stroll. In one hand he had a bow, clearly taken from one of my men, with a quiver over his shoulder. His dark coat and fancy tunic shining with some kind of enchantment. Arrows shot forth, each landing in an eye-socket or at just the right angle to pierce a heart.


I brought up my crossbow, loosing at him a full volley, only to see the man drop, pulling one of my own people into the line of fire. It was almost lazy looking, of course the men who were left now weren't knights or casters, and would be little threat to him unless he got surrounded, or careless.


The cranks and latches of the multi-shot crossbow I preferred struggled against me as the magic user cut through my men. Some caught arrows, some were simply pushed out over the handrail to their deaths, a few received kicks that broke bones and crushed heads.


As I brought the mechanized crossbow up his eyes flashed in my direction. I sensed some form of recognition, and then abyssal hate that sent all my hairs on end. He turned and loosed an arrow at me that by some miracle thunked into my weapon, right over where my chest was. Luckily his was a bow meant for normal men, else the arrow would have penetrated the crossbow, me, and possibly part of the wall behind.


"He's out of arrows!  CHARGE!"  One of my few remaining men yelled.


"Idiot!" I managed before he moved.  He might as well have been stuck in amber against someone with physical magic.


The soldier was right, our enemy was out of ammo at least.  As my man thrust at the descending warrior his blow was ducked under and through some twist I didn't catch he was flipped over the railing.  The bow was placed neatly on a corner post, the string under the soldier's chin.  He was left to strangle, since somehow the wooden spar held.


The descending enemy was nearly upon me, making it to my flight after drawing a glowing sword and continuing his rampage.  His sword was either traditionally enchanted, or subjected to whatever the elves did that made theirs capable of slicing through pretty much anything non-magical, hard to tell which would be worse.


"Do tell," he said with a slight accent almost unnoticeable, elven?  "I heard of a man who looked like a viper, the torturer for the 'king', might that be you?"


"I prefer the term, 'head of intelligence' if you don't mind," I responded, trying to get a clean shot on him.


"I'm sure you would," he said, cutting down the last of my men.  I could see the sweat and slightly harder breaths as his effort finally showed that it was taking its toll.


Finally I had an opening, poisoned bolts had killed more than one monster for me over the years, and this would be no different.  I pulled the trigger with practiced restraint, even though I wanted to yank the thing hard I only had one chance.


The mechanism clicked but didn't move.  My heart dropped as I saw the arrow in the gears, keeping them still.


He was before me, slapping away the crossbow before his hand attached around my neck like a vice.  "But it was highly unintelligent to torture my friend Selene, or threaten the woman I love."





Durin


Our blades clashed, sparks lighting the night as the enchanted swords slammed against each other.  The young man before me narrowed his brows as me met me blow for blow.


This fight was between we two mirror images.  He was barely an adult, fiery and strong, clad in golden armor with a white cape and paldrons which had to be mostly for show.  I on the other hand was getting on in years, in suave black with a light cloak to match.  His crown of gold, was pretty, but mine of sky-metal had allowed me to contact my men in the castle and academy, alerting at least some to the attack.


Our battle had started in my office, but after several explosions and falls we'd ended up here, on the roof of one of the buildings, the palace complex engulfed in battle and flames below us.


"There's no future in this boy," I said, admonishing him as I charged our blades meeting again.  "You know that, surrender to me and I will have mercy."


"Mercy!?  MERCY!?  How many have you slaughtered in your conquest!?  You're a monster and nothing more, here to consume, and take, and destroy!  Your very men shout their darkness to the heavens themselves!"  I'd heard a number of objections like this over the years, and frankly I found them amusing.


"My men have brought peace.  I ended the wars yours never would by having the will to do what needed to be done," I responded while parrying one of his strikes.  It landed on the tiles, shattering them.


Another clanging of steel as we exchanged a flurry of blows at speed and he growled, self-righteousness flaring.  "You slaughtered my father!  You murdered my mother!  You stole my birthright and this kingdom you bastard!"


He screamed like the pained child he was, it was a shame that I couldn't have brought him under my banner before.


"Enough," I said, finally seeing a weakness in his form.  "It is time to end this."


I thrust at the well-hidden hole in his defenses with both hands, focusing as much of my strength into my blade as I could.

            

    
        Chapter 243 Sovereigns' Death

    
    
    
    
                It had taken me moments to find them through the absolute chaos that was this attack, but find them I did. I'd teleported myself to the roof they were on and was weaving spell after spell into place to make ready for my joining of the fight. Hopefully it wouldn't be needed, but if for some reason the emperor was pushed back, or ended it and needed aid, I'd be here for him. 
For the moment however, there was little I could do to get involved. They were too fast, and while I was slowly approaching, getting too close to that would be like stepping into a human-sized blender. Their blades bounced and thrust at speeds I could hardly follow, driven by both physical speed, and skill that I lacked. 
Then it came to its conclusion. Durin saw an opening, and with both hands thrust forward, his blade shining as it went. It was a trap though, an opening left by intent and I watched as in the space of a second the prince turned, his own sword sparking brightly as it skidded against the emperor's. Lief did a full rotation, spinning as his own two-handed blade turned, rose, and fell. 
As the blade finished its arc, I watched Emperor Durin's head fall away from his body. The blow had been perfect, unexpected, and absolutely deadly. My heart sank, knowing there was absolutely nothing I could do to save him now, no help I could render. The headless corpse fell, blood spewing all over the golden dressed Lief, all over the rooftop, all over everything. It and the head slid slowly down, down the roof before falling into the flames that were consuming the courtyard below. 
Lief stood there looking out like some kind of painting. The man in golden armor standing over the burning cityscape, stance proud, sword bloody under a full eclipse. As the moon was covered completely it seemed to almost glow red, a fitting shade for what had been done, and what was still to come. 
I never stopped casting, I wanted to scream, to cry out as a man who I'd respected, and who'd led to so much good lay dead. There was no time for that though, spells were needed if I was to survive, if our country, in some form were to survive, if my family were to survive. Later I would mourn, for now I needed to act. 
After a few seconds the man who would be a king turned to see me, and began slowly walking over. 
"Alana?" He questioned. 
"Yeah." 
"If you surrender now I will grant you mercy. There is no need for any more blood to be spilled this day. The false ruler has fallen, let it end with him." I could see the cast of his gaze, softened, but still uncompromising in what he would demand. 
"Do you even understand what you've done?" 
"I have ended the monster that killed my parents and stole my home. Now I will have to go and fix things, to set them right," he declared. 
"He was already fixing them. Perhaps you don't remember, perhaps you never understood, but under your father's rule the common folk suffered and died. The same under yours. Do you even care? Did the young man who seemed to enamored with justice die when we came up from beneath the city streets?" 
"You've no idea what you are speaking of, and I have little patience for it," he said, gaze getting harder again. 
"I've no idea? I've no idea!? I lived through your father's rule, through the uncaring and malevolent dictations that starved and tortured without need. I saw Ice's End, I saw the way those in lands you took over were treated, starved, frozen to death, beaten. Only one of the commoners sent after me survived, and he turned in an instant, singing the praises of the man you just killed." 
"That's how it is then," Lief said, eyes dark. "So be it." 
I couldn't respond before he lunged, blade whistling on the air. Physical magic users were fast, sometimes so fast it was near-impossible to see their movements, and Lief here was on the upper end of power. I didn't need to respond though, because he and I had different levels of knowledge. 
His blade sliced through the air without resistance, the illusion barely wavering were it stood. Normally at this point I'd dispel it, but we weren't done yet. 
"Did you think killing him would put things back the way they were, really?" I had the illusion ask while I was still unseen, unheard by my opponent. "All you did was destroy the proper method of succession, and cause more pain. Have no fear though, you won't have to see it." 
He was still looking around when the bolt fell down from above. The lightning was to test his defenses, and if possible stun him, I honestly had worries though, so I wasn't putting my all into it. That was fortunate, as while the roof's tiles cracked and shattered under the blast of electrical might, the prince shrugged it off. 
My enemy was winded, worse than myself if I were to guess, but there were problems for both of us. I could attack at range, and while most of what I could do probably wouldn't be good for harming him, I had one or two options. Mainly I could chip away at him from hiding until a finishing blow might land. That said, if he caught me, I was dead, the damage he could do would end me almost instantly, that was, if he could find me. 
I danced away along the roof, weaving magic as I went.  My steps made no sound, and my illusions reinforced my stealth.  There was no need to be too close though, just in case he started doing something insane. 
Something insane like spinning like a top, which he quickly began.  Upon not catching me he dashed forwards and to the sides, blade lashing out randomly, trying to find my real body.  I wove him up a few illusory targets, a mix of more images of my, and small wavering bits of air, hoping he'd think they were where my invisibility wasn't perfect.  I moved them out from him in a radius, even as I got further away. 
He took the bait with perfection, aiming at them for precious seconds while I tried to come up with a better plan.  This was working, they were cheap, and he was still burning through his stamina to kill them, but I doubted it would be enough.
 I ran through likely spells I knew, discarding some, putting others to the side for now as not right for the moment.  Electricity was out, his ability to resist magic too high, or his armor too well warded for it to do more than superficial damage, and it wasn't cheap to use.  Illusions were good, but not long term.
 One of my newer creations seemed best for this, so I brought it to bear.  It too was slow, but would serve far better to weaken him, perhaps even to death if I could manage it.  Sadly it meant that I needed to let most of the illusions fade into nothingness while I directed my attention elsewhere.
 "Come out and fight me like a man!"  He yelled.
 "Seriously?  No," the one or two images I'd left replied.
 He stopped aiming for them, seeming to realize it was pointless, and started bolting at the larger empty spaces between.  That was going to be a problem soon, but first...
 Lief slowed a bit, looking around as one hand moved to his neck, where his gorget was.  His breathing was already getting heavier, strained.  For only a moment he hesitated, then his eyes widened as he realized what was going on.
 "What's wrong?"  My nearest illusion asked.  "Choking on your own desires?"
 "This is you," he said, breath becoming labored.
 It was working, but nowhere near as well as I'd hoped.  He was just so resistant to magic that most things flowed off of him like water.  I sensed it as he realized the spell that was on him and pushed his aura, or however he perceived it out to fight against the foreign magic.  It pushed back my spell, but not completely.  He was still losing air, and soon, he would still fall to it.
 There was something slick under my foot and I nearly slipped, dancing as I was, still away, still back from the man who could very well kill me.  My eyes looked down to see what I'd stepped in only to see Durin's blood there, a streak from where he'd fallen.  There was really quite a lot of it and I'd missed it in my concentration on the battle.
 As I tried to move a bit away from it I saw Lief's head snap in my direction, well the direction of the blood I was now tracking.  Without hesitation I leapt to the side, trying to get low as well.  It was fortunate that I did, because he became a blur in my direction, and a strange feeling blossomed along part of my arm.
 It took me a moment to realize that his sword had cut me.  It had been so fast, so quick that the pain didn't even register as such, just an oddness in the flesh there.  I didn't have long though.  Soon after I saw him slow his charge, using the sword pressed into the tiles like some kind of weird brake, and turn.  My spell was still on him, and still working, he was still running out of time.
 He pounced again, this time, stopping very near to me, his sword slamming down into the roof and sending debris up.  There was no time for deceit now as he'd gotten too close.  So I screamed, letting all but the choking spell drop, with the blood he could find me anyway so the illusions were pointless.
 As I pushed my power into the sonic attack he flinched in pain, and jumped back.  Perhaps he was intending to charge me again, perhaps he just wanted to get out of my scream in some sort of reflex.  It didn't matter, he was in the air now, and slow enough for me to see, something I'd been hoping for.
 I snapped a portal open behind him, and another off to the side of the rooftop, somewhere I could see easily enough.  It went against my desires to use these too flippantly now, but I had to end this.  Looking at me as he was he couldn't see the mouth of the gateway until he'd passed it, and began falling towards the ground.
 Worn as he was he didn't manage to land cleanly, instead coming to a halt when he smashed into a bower in the flaming garden below.  I'd been aiming for one of the more brightly burning bits, but my aim had been a little off, and he was still a good ten feet from it.  That was less than optimal, but still something I could work with.
 The warrior struggled to catch his breath and disentangle himself form the wood and vine structure he now found himself atop, but I was having none of it.  If he got up he'd be back on this roof in moments, and I'd either have to run or die.  No, this needed to end now, I needed to end it now.
 I hastily opened another portal and pushed through one of my few spells I knew didn't care about magical resistance.  It had been a long time since I'd summoned ethanol, but I still remembered how, I'd still practiced it until it came easily.  It poured over the 'king' in a stream.
 "What?" he blinked confused, still struggling to draw breath.
 Then I tossed through a small flame to join it, and we were done.
 Lief was covered in the flammable liquid, and in a second everything around him was a mixture of blue and red flame.  He gasped in pain and surprise, a mistake as it only made him inhale more smoke and fire, not air which he desperately needed at this point.  There was a brief scream, strong as his body was, this wasn't magic, and his resistance to it was much less.
 In a panic he threw himself at the sky, another portal pair brought him back down.  More alcohol, more fire, more choking, wash, rinse, repeat.  I wasn't letting him out of the bed he'd made, and it didn't take long before I could see the last of his aura begin to fade, superhuman body unable to keep up with the abuse it was being subjected to.
 
I didn't stop though, keeping the fire going until his body started to blacken and crack and I was sure.  There was no room for any more here, with the damage he'd done tonight, I wasn't going to let him get one more chance.

            

    
        Chapter 244 Fallen

    
    
    
    
                It was done, and I had done it.  The emperor was dead, his rival was dead, all around me it looked like the battle was closing.  I wonder who won in the end?  Did it really matter?  Well, I supposed it would, either I'd be killed by our enemies, or have to deal with the fallout with our allies, neither sounded particularly good to me. 
For now I contented myself with fixing up my sliced arm and collapsing.  I still had a bit of mana, not a ton, but a bit, so I wasn't going to pass out right now, but if things went bad, I needed to be rested.  So for now I laid down on the roof and watched as the eclipse ended.  Someone somewhere would probably be suspicious about the timing, and maybe they were right.  Perhaps the moon demanded a fee of blood for what it did tonight.  Then again perhaps it was just a good time for an assault, and the movements of the moon and sun and world had nothing to do with it.  I'd have thought the latter in my previous life, but magic was an undeniable fact in this one, and sometimes it surprised me. 
"Alana, Alana!"  Came the cry that made me rise.  Ulanion had arrived. 
"I'm... well not fine, but not badly hurt," I said, sitting up. 
"Thank goodness, I saw the blood, and the damage, and..."  I took a moment to look around and realized what he was talking about, the roof I was on was a disaster hovering above an even larger disaster. 
"Yeah, sorry about that.  I can see why you'd be worried."  I looked him over as well, and he seemed mostly fine except for a small addition.  "Ulanion, what's that?"  I said, pointing. 
"A gift for Selene, I think it will help her in the long run," he replied, the small bundle on his side shifting. 
"It's bleeding..." 
"So it is, I'll have to clean it up, and give her warning first, but there are things she should see with her own eyes yes?"  I began to realize what I was looking at. 
"...Is that a human head?" 
"The torturer," he replied. 
"Oh, well I'm glad he's dead, but you'll traumatize the poor girl just giving that to her," I said, hoping to dissuade him from such an action. 
"Perhaps, I think I'll tell her I have it and ask if she would like it."  He tapped his chin.  "That's unimportant though, what is important is that we find out what's going on." 
"We won," came a voice from above, slowly landing near us.  "At least in most places.  Your father will be here momentarily, where is the emperor?" 
"Dead," I told Mystien.  "Body fell off the roof over there where all the blood is." 
He looked stunned at that announcement.  "How?" 
"Lief, who is also dead now.  If you care to gather that body it's the charred one over that way."  I waved in the right general direction. 
While he was still processing my father and brother showed up.  Everyone was rough looking, but all at least alive, small victories.  I had to give the full story to everyone while they chewed on the facts.  It wasn't pretty, but it was the truth.  They wanted a breakdown of how it had happened, and since I still needed a few moments to go over it myself I gave them one. 
"I don't know what to do," my father admitted. 
"We'll have to support the empire of course, while it gets back on its feet," Mystien replied. 
"That's unlikely to work," I said tiredly.  "But maybe if we act power can be handed over to the queen quickly and without a fight." 
"What do you mean?"  Dad said sharply. 
I thought back to all of the empires of my first world.  Alexander the great, Julius Caesar, ect.  Most that rose with one ruler fell with that ruler.  That was unless power could be handed over to the heir while the elder was still around like the Japanese leader who had finally won their conflict.  Without Durin around to put his son in power and make sure he stayed there, the chances that he made it to the throne were almost zero. 
The queen was a better choice, a much better one.  Women were far more respected as potential leaders in this world.  Sadly that didn't mean that a lot of people wouldn't turn on her.  As much as Queen Sophia was liked by many, she wasn't her husband, she had neither his charisma, nor his support from the institutions.  Perhaps she could have if she'd wanted to before, but she'd taken a step back to let him bask, and now it would hurt her badly. 
"Half of the generals will probably rebel in the next year, some of the more powerful civil servants might too.  They'll fall upon each other for the throne of the empire like vultures on a carcass, and more than likely we'll split into several different states.  Even the old empire to the east, a lot of their people like our rule more, but culturally they're still quite different." 
"This is just the beginning," Mystien said sadly closing his eyes. 
"Maybe, if we act fast we might still stop it," I said.  "Someone needs to secure the fortress, the gates are too powerful, too dangerous.  Another needs to take the nexus we've been building in the capital and hold it as well, bringing in whoever is in charge in that city if possible.  With that we might be able to hold out, if the gates are captured early enough we'll still have the best logistics anywhere." 
Everyone exchanged looks for a few moments.  Most of them seemed surprised that I was suggesting this, but there really was no other way, not if they wanted the current family to keep ruling.  I was kind of neutral on the queen, and the prince was a child, but I liked peace more than war. 
"I can gather my apprentices and we can put the fortress into a lockdown, tell everyone there's been a disaster but not what.  Enough of my people are there," Mystien finally said. 
"I know the hub overseer Ron and most of the soldiers, good people... the general though..."  Dad said, looking worried. 
"Take enough of your people to kill him if need be, and don't tell him anything until your position is secure, at least the gate hub.  If I remember correctly it's as fortified as it possibly can be."
 "The queen?"  Mystien asked.
 "I'll tell her, most of their guards are dead, and I can be gentle when I need to be," I said.
 "I'll go with you," Ulanion offered.
 "Actually if you don't mind, I've got a task that needs doing if we're securing things.  One of my former apprentices is currently the dean over at the academy, he'll need to be alerted that we need aid.  A few of our people there are both loyal and strong enough to be of great help."  Mystien was thinking now.
 "Dras, his apprentices, and my own students need to be gathered too, we need to know their disposition," I added.
 Before we all broke to go to our tasks dad found a few soldiers he knew he could trust and put them to task guarding me.  They weren't special or anything, but it wouldn't do to have one of the idiots who'd attacked us get me now.  Soon as I was done here I would be checking my portal tracker.  If I knew the makeshift models they used, and I did, then it would have pointed straight at it.  Getting the direction would be easy as pie, and if I was lucky they'd lost enough people to not realize they needed to shut it down.  Triangulation would be my next task after informing the queen.
 The survivors of the party had gathered together in one of the side rooms.  I was sure there'd been some effort to move the queen away, but I didn't even have to ask, she was there with her people, looking calm and composed.  It was easy to tell that she'd stayed to alleviate fears, a good sign if she was to take over.
 Coming in as I did with soldiers in tow I was brought to her quickly.  I schooled my face, trying to look as calm and supportive as I could.
 "Your majesty, could we have a moment away from the crowd?"  I asked after greeting her, it would be best if she heard this in private.
 "Something important?  A message from my husband?"  She must have seen me wince at that question, because she continued.  "He's not hurt is he?  Surely nothing the priests can't fix."
 My face was the only answer she needed.  I'd liked Durin, he'd done more than enough to earn my loyalty.  I wasn't family, or some old friend, but when I had a moment I would mourn his passing with everyone else.
 "What happened to him?"  She asked, calm facade breaking a bit.
 "Please..." I really didn't want to do this in public.
 "Tell me what happened to him, NOW."  There was a flare of her aura with her voice.
 "Lief..." I tried to form the words, but there was no easy way to say it, and she understood.
 "That is a lie, that is a lie!"  She stood from the chair she'd been in.
 "Majesty, please," one of her guards said, moving forward to try and calm her down.
 She slapped the man hard, and there was a brief flash of light.  As he fell I could see his veins darken and spread, causing the man to scream in agony.  I knew bardic magic, knew it well, it was supposed to be what she used as well.  That spell though, that was no bardic spell, that was a priest spell.
 "You, you!  I'll kill you, you lying little bitch!"  She drew back her hands, a glow spreading across them as she did so.
 There was no time to sing, no time to dance, or cast any kind of spell.  I fell back on my training, throwing out my aura with all I had to push against the incoming storm.  I'd learned to resist spells, it was risky, hard, and generally not as good as a shield, but in this case I had no choice, so I pushed with all I had.
 Her guards tried to move in to restrain her.  Who knew if they'd known she was a priestess or not, but everyone knew that a priest who lost their mind was a danger to everyone.  They failed of course, she threw bolts that could wither men into husks, only to be met by their formidable protections.  Few were skilled at stopping that kind of magic though, and while it looked like they'd survive, they went down quickly.
 Their actions saved me though.  I couldn't have survived very long under her full assault, but them taking off the pressure bought me a second or two before she could turn back.  The spell she used was pain, pain incarnate spreading.  My body and magic fought it, but it still burned like fire.  In the background I could hear the panic as realization hit the crowd, screams of 'death priest' and similar as schooled mages grabbed whatever family they had and bolted like rabbits.
 I felt it as she turned back towards me though, seemingly determined to end my life if nothing else.  Then it stopped, completely.  I looked up in confusion, thinking I might see her winding up something truly nasty, but no, I was met with a very different image.
 After she'd dropped her guards and sent everyone fleeing it seemed our distressed ruler had forgotten to look around.  My mother was there, the small dagger she carried for self-protection in hand, stabbing.  As I tried to rise I saw her rip it from the queen's neck, sending a spurt of blood out.  It wasn't enough though, as I could also see the wound being mended almost as fast.  Mother didn't let up though, stabbing once, twice more, from behind her.  Then aiming up, just a few ribs down and trusting as hard as she could, the knife turning in the wound again and again, straight in Sophia's heart.
 The queen couldn't see her, but seemed to realize that she was done.  In a last attempt at revenge she flashed out once more.  The wave of magic she released was weak in comparison to her previous spell, bouncing off my aura like a wave.  There were only a few others in the room now, but those that weren't prepared dropped.
 The queen gurgled something, her mouth moving one more time before she fell.  I ignored her though, running for my own.  Behind where mother lay was the prince, also fallen from whatever spell she let loose.
 "Mother," I gasped as I fell down beside her, trying to get her attention.
 "Mom," I said, shaking her gently, trying to wake her up, but she didn't move.  She was pale and still.
 "Mom, mom!"  I tried to wake her, even singing a few notes to reach out with healing magic.
 
"Mommy?"

            

    
        Chapter 245 Grief

    
    
    
    
                I was numb, cold, there was nothing. All around me there were screams and panic, but I felt like I'd been frozen in ice. Some people were still fleeing the room, or trying to fix the wave of mana that had been released when the queen had died. It was still hurting me, the injuries her spells had given, but it was nothing to the feeling of my mana refusing to go into my mother.
In my head I knew what it meant, but I didn't want to accept it. She was dead, gone, there was nothing I could do. But she was still here in my arms, still warm, still... so still, so very still. All the little movements were gone, and as I finally blinked, I felt like she was too. There was something about bodies, once the life was gone it was just... gone. It was still her, but also not, her soul, or whatever you wanted to call it no longer dwelt here.
I felt it building, pain, suffering, loss, tears sprung up as the hope died and I wanted to scream. I wanted to yell and weep and break things. I wanted to hurt those responsible, but they were all dead. The queen was dead, the stupid invaders were mostly dead, save a holdout here or there... there was nothing I could do. So I pushed it down, hid it, tonight I had to feel nothing, not until it was over. It felt... wrong, but still I grit my teeth, shaking for a few seconds until I could reach that freezing cold that had enveloped me only moments ago.
Some of the guardsmen were still trying to rise, trying to get up and do something. As I looked up I saw a soldier running into the room. He had no aura, no power, but the look of fearful determination on his face was striking.
"What's happening, someone yelled about a death priest!?" He asked as he came over to where we were.
"The queen... she... lost her mind when she learned Emperor Durin died, just started trying to kill people," one of the bodyguards said as he tried to rise. "That woman there stopped her, thank goodness. Where's the prince?" He asked.
"Over here sir," the newcomer said, pointing to the boy where he lay nearby.
"Bring him over, I'll try to heal him," I said. The bodyguard looked at me with a mix of emotions. "I was just the messenger about the emperor's death, stop being stupid." I was low on patience or fucks to give at the moment, but I'd still try to save a child if I could.
The bodyguard looked hesitant, but there were no other likely candidates around. He placed a finger to the boy's neck, looking for a pulse, and closed his eyes, but brought him over.
"Sir, you can't..." another of the guards tried.
"No pulse, if she can save him, she must, if she can't, he's already gone."
I tried, I really did, but there was nothing. The little boy who'd never get to grow up was just as gone as my mother was. By the end of it the lingering effects of the attacks from the former queen were too painful and I tended to myself after shaking my head.
"What do we do?" One of the men asked, sounding sort of lost.
"We need to contact... I'm not sure, actually, for now just make sure the attackers are out of the castle and we'll do what we can to restore order. We'll worry about everything else tomorrow, save what we can tonight." It seemed he was taking control of this unit, a smaller scale action of what was likely to happen everywhere, not that I particularly cared anymore.
"You," I said, looking at the man without magic, "What's your name?"
"Liam miss..."
"Liam, go get me a tablecloth or something and help me wrap her up, then I'm going home," I declared.
"Miss, the city is in chaos right now," he replied.
"Interesting, but that's not a tablecloth or something," I was done, done with these people tonight. I was taking my mother home, and I was going to figure out what I was doing after that, but for now, I just didn't care.
"It's not safe..." he continued, trying to dissuade me.
"I've killed men tonight Liam, and if someone gets in my way, they will join the others. Tablecloth, now." He seemed to take that as the not so subtle threat that it was and moved off at speed.
It took time, but soon enough young Liam was carrying my mother's body out to my carriage. Thankfully it was somehow fine, parked right next to the others with the horses looking mostly a bit scared. The soldier laid mother gently in the back while I looked around for the driver, who appeared to have fled.
I didn't know how to drive a carriage like this properly, but I'd been around enough wagons over the years to have picked up the very basics. So I got in the seat, let loose the brake and set off. I was lucky that during the fighting something had destroyed the gate, or I would have had to deal with the people there. It looked like a massive beam of fire had melted it halfway into slag. They'd managed that before it had been shut, and it wasn't shutting anytime soon. Most people were either trying to fortify the castle or just in a general panic, so I drove right on through.
The city streets were empty. There weren't any sounds of fighting, but it looked like most people had decided just to hole up till morning, and deal with what they found then. That made things easy for me, as other than a few odd looks from the one or two people running here or there or the odd patrol, nobody got in my way. I probably did a poor job, but the horses were well trained, and they knew their business, all I had to do was point them.
When I got to my house I could see the wards in full action. There were one or two men, quite dead, on my lawn, but nothing else. As I approached, a hole opened near the entrance to let me in. I could do something like that, with a bit of effort, but someone must have seen me approaching. It wasn't the protocol I'd set up for emergencies, but at least they didn't get in my way.
"Ma'am, you're home, are you... ma'am?" The butler approached with a limp, a bloody rag tied around one leg. In his hands was a crossbow, his eyes got wide as he looked at me.
"Something wrong?" I asked.
"I... are you feeling well?' He asked.
"I will live, by the way, we have protocol for a reason. Next time follow them for my returning while the wards are up."
His eyes followed me with worry as I went to the back and pulled out my mother, or what was left of her.
"Is that..."
"My mother, get the door please." I could have asked him for help, but I wanted to do it myself, it seemed right.
I struggled to carry her inside the house proper, going off to one of the side rooms and gently laying her down on a couch there. Then I sat down, because I felt so very lost. I didn't know what to do, where to go, what to say. So I sat there, watching her, thinking about her.
It happened slowly, the longer I sat there, going through my memories, all the times she'd been there for me all the places we'd gone, all of it, the more I felt. My lips tingled strangely, my eyes burned and watered no matter how many times I wiped them. I pushed it down again, tried to hide from my emotions once more. A shaking hand went for a cup of tea someone had brought me and I looked down.
What I saw there shocked me. It was me, but the eyes, my eyes looked so wrong, so pained, and so cold, and so angry. That was what the butler had seen that had shaken him so.
When I tried to raise them again, to look away there was only one place for me to look, and all the thoughts that sprang from that. I closed my eyes, trying to block things out and an image appeared there unbidden. I saw her, the way the looked at me when I was just a baby, and then I saw my own orbs in the tea, it was wrong, so, so wrong.
I felt the first tear streak down my cheek, and from there I couldn't stop. It was the crack that broke the dam I'd build to hold it all in. I took gasping breaths, trying to stop it, trying to hold it again, and failing, tear after tear came as I took in shaking breaths. Finally I opened my mouth and I wailed in pain, it was a sound I barely understood, yet was so, so familiar.

I didn't mean to put any magic into it, but the magic found its way there anyway, and as the low scream escaped me the walls shook and cracked, paint peeling away. I let it go two or three more times before finally crawling my way over to the body. I buried my face in her shoulder one last time, and I wept until I could weep no more.

            

    
        Chapter 246 Turnabout is Fair Play

    
    
    
    
                The thing about crying was, eventually you had to stop. It wasn't like you wanted to, or were really done, but at a certain time, you just ran out. I wasn't sure when exactly this happened, or how long it took, but after a time I was spent fully. The day had been long, hard, and brutal both physically and mentally, and the sleep that took me brought some peace.


A gentle voice, and a hand upon my shoulder woke me from my place on the floor.


"Alana, Alana are you okay?" I opened my eyes to see Dras there, along with Charles, the young man the two of us had saved from the underground all those years ago, and Lucien, one of my former teachers. Behind them were some of my staff, obviously a bit roughed up, and a few others I didn't know.


"No, but I will be. What's happened and why are you lot here?" I asked.


"Looking for you, young Dras here said that you never made it to your lab where you'd be safe." Lucien answered.


"I managed to drag the old man up after trying to get the lower city under control. Headed towards the fighting at the palace," Charles explained.


"And I met them there, where you were supposed to be. There's... a lot of reports, some very conflicting," Dras finished.


"Durin is dead, Lief cut his head off, I killed Lief, the queen tried to kill me for delivering the news, and mom stabbed the bitch, any questions?" I groggily explained.


"The prince?" Charles asked.


"His mom went out with a big wave type spell, killed him and a lot of others. Which is a shame, he might have been a good person to keep this from going completely sideways, both of them would if she'd not lost her mind. She was a priest, not a bard by the way, which nobody seemed to know about." There where a lot o lowered eyes and worried looks. I understood that, this was a real mess we were in.


"So... who's the next in line?" One of their soldiers asked.


"No idea, but it doesn't matter one bit. Most likely outcome is a civil war between all the major players, factions are likely to form in the next couple of weeks. Regardless, it's going to be bad," I told him. "At any rate, how'd you get into my house?"


"I've seen enough of your work to find holes and know where to push. Nice setup by the way, took some time to break it," Dras answered.


I looked at my workers, who were not particularly impressing me tonight.


"We did try to get to you miss, but whatever you did to the room." He indicated the wrecked walls and decor. "Seemed to have been registered as an attack, your designs isolated you from the rest of the complex."


There were a lot of safety measures in place in the event of a registered problem, and isolation was one of them. Everything had been made fail-safe of course, I could have gotten out with ease, but them getting in wasn't in the cards. It was there to stop fires, explosions, and similar things from spreading too quickly in the event that one happened.


"Anything else to report?" I asked. His explanation made sense, but I would be examining my emergency procedures and some people's continued employment after this fiasco.


"Um... there's an alarm going off in your workshop. I left a note for you, but I don't think you'd gotten to it yet..." One of the maids answered.


That got me up instantly. There were few, precious few, things that set off alarms down there, and if one was going, it needed to be addressed quickly. I didn't hesitate as I quickly left the room, several people following as I took down any remaining protections in my way. These were my wards, I'd made them, I knew them, and they knew me. Even if every alarm in the house had been set off, not much would stop me from walking where I pleased.


"Alana, what's going on?"  Dras asked as he followed me out into the hall.


"I don't know yet, but I have suspicions," I replied.  "Is the fighting still ongoing?"


"A bit, most of the enemies have retreated for the moment, but some are still popping up here and there."


"Good."  I didn't bother to control the anger in my voice, these people had invaded my home city, and if they were fool enough to leave me a door open to their base, I would be destroying them.


I proceeded down, down all the stairs and into my workshop.  Most of the people with us stayed behind, but I didn't object to Dras, Lucien, or Charles coming here, after all, after this fiasco I'd be moving my shop anyway.  Dras whistled at the outer room, well understanding my setup.  Lucien too looked impressed, I understood he knew the basics of making magical items, but it wasn't something I'd ever seen him actually do.  Charles on the other hand followed something only he saw on the floor, footprints or a wear pattern or something else, and raised an eyebrow at a seemingly normal bookshelf.  He never ceased to surprise me, and I really needed to find a good counter to him, and those like him.


With a quick movement I opened my inner shop as well, the source of the alarm had been muffled, but now it was clear.


Dras' eyes bulged, but the other two didn't know exactly what they were looking at.  My equipment in here was the real stuff, it was something akin to what we had in our lab, some of it better in my opinion.  I'd designed a fair amount of the workshops for the government's facilities, making tools to their specifications, these on the other hand were to mine, and mine were far more exacting.  It wasn't even inaccurate to say that I'd had magical tools describe the dimensions of rare metals in math to make sure each was perfect.


"Fucking shit woman," he whispered.


"Kindly put your eyes back in your head and we'll get on with it," I said as I walked over to the screaming box.


My portal detector was going absolutely wild, which I should have expected.  Those that the prince and his toadies had been using were messy on the best of days, and I was quite sure that he hadn't bothered to clean up after himself when he made it.  That wasn't surprising, he didn't understand them, not really, just used them.  This thing was made to pick up messes, and it had found a new, and quite large one.


I pulled out a few maps and began looking where it was pointing, comparing angles for our enemy's direction in three dimensions.


"I can't be sure, but my guess is that they set up a portal in the city, somewhere in the underground probably."  That made sense there were a lot of hidey holes down there that were painfully hard to get to if you didn't know where they were, and large ones at that.


"Sorry, a what now!?"  Lucien said, he wasn't government, and we'd not gone fully public yet.


"Huh, guess you're in on that now aren't you?"  I said.  "Want to come help us kill the bastards who caused all this?"


"One, yes, they attacked my home, and two, you seriously figured out how to teleport?"


I smiled for the first time in a bit.  "Charles, could you bring my mother's body down here, I'm locking her in my shop until we can get around to burial.  Then we're going to need as many soldiers as we can gather.  I think dad and Mystien took the best with them, but we need a few more yet, particularly someone with excavation experience.  We're going to find what little pus filled boil these men came from and lance it."


While the boys went and gathered up who they could I set up a makeshift morgue.  I couldn't freeze time, but I could make things cold with ease, and make items that would do it similarly easily.





In only a couple of hours we'd managed to assemble a force.  One of dad's subordinates had chipped in, along with several of the teachers from the academy.  They'd be doing the digging while I pointed.  It had taken a few minutes to figure out where exactly they were, but I'd guessed right, definitely the undercity, between the richer and poorer districts.  There was almost certainly some tunnels they were using to go up and down, but those could be found later.


"That way, forty-five degree angle, approximately three hundred yards," I stated to the wizards who were in charge of boring.


I was impressed at their speed, these guys certainly knew their business.  The city street disappeared in an instant, and a tunnel quickly formed.  Rock flowed and moved and soon we made it into the lower layers, busting through someone's basement, then a bit more rock, some tunnels which were more tightly packed than I'd expect.


Soon enough we broke through to the cavern they were using for their base, and the first wave of knights burst through.  The invaders hadn't been expecting this clearly as they didn't even have enough time to panic.  Our fastest knights led the way, cutting and slicing with rapidity till they got to the gate, then piling through before anyone could stop them.  Their job, first and foremost was to take both sides.  It was not to be broken this time, this time we were taking the fight to their base.  We might not be the ones who secured the assets that would be needed in the near future, but we were certainly going to be the ones to end this threat once and for all.

            

    
        Chapter 247 Rebel Base

    
    
    
    
                I wasn't as fast as the knights who led the way, and they certainly didn't want me to come with them, but I wasn't going to be denied. My tracker was strapped down to my side and deactivated, and I strode forward. I had armor, even if I almost never used it, kept from my own time at the academy and maintained over the years. It was in need of an update at some point, but for now it would do.
The current portal was smaller than the last, and our men had to pass through while ducking. Luckily I was shorter than most of them and with the briefest nod of my head I passed. Behind me blood was flowing as the soldiers I'd brought on slaughtered all resistance, before me... I didn't get a view of things until I had passed the gateway, and when I did I was unimpressed.
They'd set up a small room for passage but the defenses were pathetic. There were few guards, few enough that they were now all downed by the passing knights. I saw no automatic shutoffs, no grilles to cover the gate in case of emergency, even the doors were just that, just doors. The other gate pair was nearby, thankfully deactivated. That accounted for all three, Selene had made for them, excellent that they'd not deployed it yet.
"Knight," I said to one of the men who came through moments after me. "Take that back to the other side and get it up our tunnel, now," I pointed to one of the other gate pair, it would make a good backup in case we lost the active one.
"Ma'am," he responded, grabbing the item and hefting it upwards. I liked it when people didn't question me.
'No, bad Alana, no letting power go to your head. Remember last time.' I mentally chastised myself, it was a good idea to remind myself that I shouldn't be a tyrant periodically.
We appeared to be underground, and as I followed along in the trail of destruction I realized that our enemy had really gone all in. There were very, very few soldiers left behind, and those that were... well they fell like sheep before those I'd brought, and I'd only brought second rate soldiers myself. The enchantments were well done, but they were being broken one by one through sheer brute force. There was no need for subtlety here for us, and it wasn't like we actually planned to hold this place when it was all said and done.
However what I found as I made my way into the deeper halls and rooms wasn't warriors, but primarily women and children, huddling, waiting. They were here until their loved ones returned from a battle few if any would survive, husbands and sons, and a few daughters along to try and topple our empire. I supposed in a sense they'd succeeded, the emperor was dead, as was his family, but still their 'victory' had cost them everything.
Idly I wondered how things would have gone if I had surrendered to Lief. Most likely dad and Mystien would have just ripped him in half, but what if they too had lost their fights. What would he have done with his sister? What about his nephew who now lay cold without life. Would my own mother have survived? Would I in the end? I supposed it didn't matter, the past was the past.
Those that didn't fight were being taken as prisoners, and there were a lot of them. Since most were civilians we weren't just going to go on a rampage. There was no need to kill these people, so we wouldn't. Most of the empire's soldiers knew what it was like to be the repressed from their former lives, and the idea of mercy where possible had been drilled into them. I passed quickly and unopposed through dining halls and offices, and even a nursery.
That room, more than others disturbed me. It seemed there were several children here now dead. They were uninjured, at least on the outside. Their caretaker was here as well, a beheaded woman, near her lay a small bottle. The children in this room were not with parents, and were all dressed the same, and poorly.
"What happened here?" I asked one of our soldiers as he looked over the few crying babies.
"Not sure, nor about all these kids. That one," he spat on the body of the woman. "was poisoning them, got most of them before we got to the room. I'll never understand these people, why kill kids? Whose kids even are these?"
Another soldier, a bard and medic was going body to body, checking each. I didn't envy him, as I knew trying to put healing spells into the dead gave awful feedback, but he seemed to be taking it in stride.
"Got a live one, someone sing for me," he said, kneeling over a little girl, perhaps eight years old. The soldier and I both joined him for a moment or two as he pulled the poison from her, the girl's eyes fluttering open and up at him.
"I don't feel good, I wanna go home," the girl said, she had a bit of an accent, sounding almost like the people from Ice's End.
"Can you get them all out? Quick as you can in case we run into any other problems. Someone is going to answer for this," I said.
At his confirmation I turned and left, it would be a task, but I hoped they managed it, not like anyone was currently actively fighting between here and the portal.
Eventually I heard some fighting at the far end of one of the halls, and headed towards it. I found a small unit, one of the forward ones locked in battle with what looked to be the last bit of resistance in the base. This hall was separated from the others by thicker walls, and they appeared to have found something important.
Five soldiers in the old kingdom's colors faced off against three of ours. I was still singing up some lightning as one of ours fell, these men were stronger than the others, odd. They turned as they heard my voice and one caught a sword in the gut for his troubles. The remaining two imperial warriors blocked the hall, keeping them from charging me for the precious seconds it took for me to bring the thunder.
The bolt arced across the hallway and through my opponents, shaking the walls and flashing brilliant white-blue. It didn't kill them, but it did throw them enough for the men to finish the fight, blades falling on the knights who'd been stunned by my spell. Fights were like that sometimes, settled in an instant when one side got some advantage.
The soldiers quickly made sure of the opposition before nodding back and me and rushing the door.
That it turned out was a mistake on their part, as a red cone of fury slammed into them the instant they kicked the thing down. It wasn't long range, but even from well back I felt the heat as they were blasted by some ferocious fire spell.
I saw her there, framed in the charred doorway. She looked a bit like me, pale, blonde, blue eyes. But she was paler, her hair platinum to my own darker blonde, and her eyes ice to my sapphire. She was also quite a bit prettier than I was, a little taller, a little more lithe. She stood in a crown and white and blue gown. In a near perfect reflection her hands were surrounded by dark red flames. This had been the source of that last spell.
I also knew her, or of her at least. There had been talk that the Lief had taken a wife, the daughter of the former lord of Ice's End. There was some discussion about how that marriage had gone down. The people of that city didn't believe for a second that she'd gone to him willingly after he'd murdered her father and taken her city.
"Surrender, please, just surrender," I begged, if the rumors were true this was just another victim. Even if they weren't, I didn't want to kill this woman, what was the point? I'd come here for vengeance, but after all I'd seen, the sad state of the place and the dead, I was just tired now.
Her eyes were terrified, scared of who knew what. Maybe she'd been told we were brutes, maybe she feared what would become of her if she gave up, I didn't know, I couldn't know. What I did know was that she began forming another spell, the fires around her hands condensing into a sphere near her belly.
She was no battle-mage, and I wasn't going to give her a chance. I didn't want to kill her, but I valued my own life too. The power was already built and it was hardly an effort to let another bolt of pale blue death strike down upon her.
Unlike the guards, the soldiers, the knights, she had no defenses. She wasn't trained to resist magic, not to throw off any of the effect. She had no armor enchanted to keep her safe, just a gown. My spell blasted into the poor woman's body, and as it did so her own detonated in her hands, sending her sprawling back.
There were no other hallways breaching off of this one, no other directions to go, behind me was already cleared, so I strode forward, past dead men and into her room.
"Why?" I asked, looking down at her, she was gone, quite dead from either my magic or her own, eyes turned off to the side.
My answer came in the form of a small scream and the beginning of wailing from nearby. I followed her eyes to the cradle there, tucked back into a corner away from any lines of sight.

"Oh," I sighed in understanding.

            

    
        Chapter 248 Goodbye Princess

    
    
    
    
                I looked down at the child in her crib.  She was small, less than a year old if I had to guess, with lovely blonde hair that fell over her eyes.  She cried, cried for a mother who'd never return to her, because of me. 
It made sense why the would-be queen had fought now, as I stood over the babe.  For her losing meant that she'd likely see one of several horrid fates for her baby, there was no option but to fight in her mind.  I could respect that, it was the right thing to do, and if I'd known... could I have done much?  Could I have convinced the powers that were in the process of reestablishing a new order to just let them live peacefully?  Probably not if I was being honest with myself. 
If they'd been captured by our unit one of only a few things could have happened, they could either be used as tools, or, more likely just killed.  My dad was a good guy, as was Mystien, but they also knew that there was no option for leaving our old enemies a clear person to rally around, and this kid could be just that. 
I reached down, brushing away the hair from her face, I didn't even know her name.  The right thing to do from a military perspective would be to kill her here and now, make it quick and painless and burn the evidence.  Smash her skull against the stones and be done with it, it would be so easy. 
I sung briefly, reaching out and touching each of the fallen nearby with a bit of healing mana, checking, making sure.  They were all dead, all gone, yes, that would make things easier, no witnesses.  It wouldn't be much for me to burn this room and blame it on the queen, a last desperate spell to keep us from capturing her, from taking her. 
"I'm sorry darling, I killed your mommy and daddy.  Don't worry though, everything's going to be okay," I said, wiping away her tears, "Everything's going to be okay." 
I began singing in earnest now, weaving spells quickly, as I had much to do, and who knew how much time to do it in.  The room around me got a quick once over, soaking bits here and there with ethanol.  I wove silence and invisibility to hide what I would do.  While I worked, I pulled off the baby's clothes, they were far, far too expensive, too easy to realize who this might be. 
I'd dyed my hair before with actual dye, and while I didn't have any I was going to use magic to try and ad-lib it a bit.  I managed to darken her hair by a few shades, hopefully it would be enough to keep anyone from seeing her, and then scooped her up in a holding spell.  I hastily added my old warming spell to it as I remembered how fragile a baby at her age would be, then we left the room and I lit the fire. 
The invisible, silenced, nude infant hovered nearby as we made our way out.  If I could pull it off, if I could just make this happen, it would be enough, just this one thing on this night of horrors.  I couldn't save the world, or the empire, or our now dead emperor, but maybe, just maybe, I could save this child. 
I made my way back to the nursery, that room of horrors.  It was perhaps one of the few places here that could help me.  The deaths of all those innocent children were horrible, but perhaps the chaos would allow me to slip my new one in.  That could work, if I could make things happen right. 
When I got there people were still working, several getting the surviving children, so very few as there were, together to begin moving them out.  The bard I'd seen working earlier had managed to save only a couple of the older ones, but many of the youngest still lived. 
"There's a fire down further in," I said to the soldiers trying to give aid.  "Evacuate them all now, grab the worst and get them out, I'll stay with the rest until you return, go." 
The medic responded quickly, understanding the form of triage this world used.  He didn't even stop singing, trying to pull the poison out of the child he was working on as he hauled the kid from the room, right for the exit.  Some of them were already in the midst of being removed from the room, and the soldiers grabbed up as many as they safely could, promising to come back and send help. 
"I've got it for the moment, go, quickly," I insisted. 
As soon as the room cleared I leapt into action.  There were things I couldn't do in front of others right now, not if this were to work.  Luckily all the diapers, blankets, and extra clothes for the kids were stored nearby, so redressing the little princess as one of these abused infants was a simple prospect. 
A soldier walked in while I was in the middle of it and I nearly lost my composure.  I tightened up for a second, then quickly remembered that I didn't even have to lie, redressing a baby was something one had to do all the time.  Nervously my hands finished up as he and several others returned to grab up more of the little ones and get them out.  Then I did something very, very difficult.
 With a careful move I passed off the crying little girl to one of the soldiers, pushing her gently into his arms.  "Get her out, poor thing has seen enough for most people's lives tonight."  Then I looked down at her and said one final thing.  "Good luck sweetheart."
 He sped off and while it was hard not to be nervous there were others that needed help.  Sure, I'd been the one to start the fire and really make things worse here, but there still was a fire, and while it wasn't an immediate danger, I still wanted all of these children out and safe.
 As the last of the children were being evacuated a group of mages came running down the hall towards us.
 "We heard there's a fire, need to put it out," the leader explained when I stopped him.
 "No," I said in a moment of inspiration.  "It's already taken a lot of the last room, at least it had when I was there, and it'll drive any of those hiding from us up.  Don't stop it, just slow it down a bit.  Not like we're keeping this place anyway."  He smiled in cruel understanding and they continued on.  I wasn't his direct commander, but I was one of the higher ups on this particular mission, so he'd do as I said unless ordered directly by his commander otherwise.
 The mopping up and evacuation went fairly smoothly after that.  There were a few little hiccups here and there, but that happened with everything.  All in all, we lost very few men in the fighting, and the victory would shatter what was left of the old supporters of Bergond.  If any of the old nobility might have joined them, after tonight I suspected that they would abandon those thoughts.  Lief was dead, his queen was dead, their child was officially dead, I might be able to hide the fact that I was responsible at least partially for the deaths of most of those claiming to be royals tonight...
 As I made it back to the surface I thought about that.  There was actually almost no chance that I wouldn't be blamed for some, perhaps all, of the potential royals tonight.  It would depend on who learned what, but I might well be getting a moniker like 'king-killer' or something by the end of this if I was unlucky.  Even if I was lucky, people knew I was involved.  Perhaps going to the elven lands for the next decade or two would be a good idea...
 That would leave my family here unsupported though, not something I really wanted to do.  Dad would want to stay, and while I might be able to convince John, he was pretty dug in too.  It would also abandon Dras and Mystien when they needed me most, and I wasn't sure I had the heart for that.  I wasn't sure what I'd end up doing, but I had the feeling a retirement from the public eye would be best, or at least setting up somewhere very secure.
 On the surface a few buildings had been picked for the most immediate processing of prisoners and the like, and when I got there there were already problems brewing.  Someone had gotten some priests from The Shield, if not just to take the rescued kids to one of their orphanages, then to act as observers for how we would process the prisoners, accusations could be worse then truth of course.  Said priests did not look pleased as they stood to the side, one of their number in a low, animated argument with one of our knights.
 "You cannot just show up with several dozen children, several of which have been clearly POISONED, and not have an explanation for it!"  The very displeased caster said, leaning towards the nervous looking soldier.
 My father's subordinate, and the provider of most of the troops for this action was hurried over, and I met him there.  Another fight tonight, with people we had no problems with was out of the question.  I arrived just behind him, laying a hand on his shoulder.
 "Can you handle the prisoners here?"  I asked.  "Not something I'm good with, but I can talk to The Shield."
 The man looked relieved and nodded briskly, uttering a quick, "Thank you," before he left.
 The priest on the other hand looked less pleased.  "Well?"  He asked.
 "Well, I'm tired and your bishop will want a report on things anyway, why don't I go talk with him?  Better than me repeating myself several times.  It's still Bishop Theodore right?  Or has he retired yet?"  I wanted off the field for the night and throwing him off seemed the best way to take the wind out of him.
 "Er... it is.  Do you know the bishop?"  He asked.
 "Indeed, and while he's an asshole, we've at least dealt with each other with... acceptable results in the past."
 
He snorted at my description of his nominal leader.  Seems I wasn't the only one who thought he was a bit of a twat.  "Very well, let's go see him then."

            

    
        Chapter 249 Morning Talks

    
    
    
    
                As I finished my explanation of the night's events I looked at the bishop. His hands were clenched till the knuckles shone white under the skin, teeth gritting almost audibly. I'd only been in his office once or twice before, and it didn't look like it had changed too much from my memories.
There were some things of course that I left out. The details on the portals, or the fact that the young princess had survived and was coming into his care shortly. He didn't need to know, nobody did, it would only cause problems. I also made up how Lief's wife? Sex slave? Mistress? Honestly I wasn't totally clear, had gone fire heavy on her chamber. Telling him that I'd hoped for her surrender, and would have accepted it was no lie though.
"The prisoners, I want them," he growled.
"Get in line. There are some we might hand over, but that's going to be up to either father or Mystien. I can trust you to take care of the children at least can't I?" I responded.
It was odd looking at him now. When I was a child he was so intimidating. He was so much stronger than me, with connections, subordinates, and sheer magical might; not so anymore. I had plenty of friends in high places, several subordinates of my own, and based on the few times his aura had flared over the course of my explanation of the goings on, I was stronger too. It was odd seeing how you'd grown sometimes, but refreshing that he couldn't bully me anymore regardless of what he wanted.
"Of course, of course, poor innocent dears. We'll see to it that they're raised well if we can't find their families. I think we've got a couple of priests in Ice's End after the whole debacle there, would you mind seeing to it that I can get them messages?"
"Again, things are... complicated right now, I'll know more in the next day or two."
"Yes, a real shame, Durin was a great man. Ah, forgive me, my condolences for your mother as well," he really did sound sad at both of those, and reached for one of his cabinets, pulling out a small bottle and a pair of glasses.
After a confirming nod he poured me one to join him. I was trying to keep the small tears that were forming in my eyes from going anywhere, and he politely tried to ignore them. There were still... a lot of emotions about that, complicated ones that I'd not had enough time to work all the way through. It hurt, but it had hurt so much over the night that I was just a bit spent.
"Thank you," I said.
"To those who died well before their time," he uttered, raising a small toast.
I sipped my drink in silence, looking down into the glass. "You need better wine," I announced.
"Hah! Even this is something I only drink rarely, the temples don't pay for such frivolities. I got this as a gift a few years back, else I wouldn't have any at all." His laugh was only halfhearted, he was as tired as I was it seemed.

“Being a priest sounds miserable. Maybe why Sophia hid her own status?” I thought aloud.

“I suspect her family had something to do with that. Royalty and all probably didn't want us to take her. I trust you can see why we would have though. There is precedence for priests who aren't totally bound to us, if circumstances are right.” Even he didn't seem overly convinced.

“Pfft, the reputation of the Orders says otherwise. I suspect she'd have had an 'accident' at some point had she tried to just remain a princess and not trained with you.”

He gave me a sharp look. “I've tried to be polite Alana, and while I know you and I don't like each other, I would ask that we remain civil. You're not completely wrong, in all likelyhood she would have been assasinated by someone had we known the true depths of what was going on. Surely you can see why though? Had she not been stopped when she was, the destruction that one woman could have loosed on this city would have made the attacks by her idiot brother and his cronies look like child's play.”

We spent a few moments looking each other down. He was right, we really didn't like each other. Sure, we'd found something here we could agree on, and perhaps I could even laugh at the wine thing, but we weren't friends. Sadly, he was also right, I'd been ruder than was proper.

“My apologies, I could have put that better; and yes, I do get it. She managed to cause panic and death in seconds, that's some scary stuff.” I lowered my head just a bit, no need to make another enemy, particularly when I was in the wrong.

“We've both had a rather long and stressful night, let us put this aside shall we? There's still much to do, and it's better to focus on the future.”

We finished our drinks in silence after that, the mood rather dead. I could have left, but it just didn't feel right to waste something he'd been keeping for years like that. Nor did I really want any more, since I had no clue what would be coming in the next couple of hours.

“Alright, while I would love to sit and drink, I do need to check on things, and perhaps get some sleep,” I declared once my glass was empty.

“Not the worst idea I've heard.”

As I finally left into the bright morning light I stopped and sighed. I looked up and down the street. It was mostly peaceful in this section of town, but I still hadn't seen what was going on elsewhere. That could wait, since surely we'd be getting reports and I really needed some proper sleep.

Briefly I considered trying to go see Kala, I knew she'd probably be at the temple for The Lovers, doing... whatever they did all day. It would be nice to see her again, a friend and someone I'd really trusted, but it had been so long, and I was so busy. I made the commitment to go and visit later, after sending a letter to her.

Home called to me, and soon enough I found myself there. The parts of the city I passed were still in a bit of a lockdown, people aware that something had happened, but no official announcement yet as to what. The high ranking people of the city were all either putting out fires, or holed up in warded estates, waiting for the storm to blow over. Somehow it seemed unlikely for that to happen any time too soon.

My butler had at least learned from his mistake and ran me through the full entry procedure when I got home, before informing me that I had a guest.

“Who?” I asked. Not many were permitted when we were locked down.

“Mister Ulanion, he arrived a bit ago and is currently in the sitting room,” the man replied.

I found him there, snoozing on one of my couches. He had propped his head up on one of his hands and was snoring ever so slightly, the cup of tea in front of him forgotten. I lightly placed a hand on his shoulder and saw his eyes immediately open.

“There are guest rooms with beds you know,” I chided.

“But then I'd be missing out on this wonderful sitting room,” he said, smirking.

I sat down next to him, cuddling in briefly. I wanted someone to hold me, and he was not only pretty good for the job, but had the good sense to be present for it. “Looks like we missed our breakfast appointment,” I observed.

“Huh, seems like so long ago now,” he said, looking off. Some nights were like that indeed.

“Yeah, you said you wanted to talk?” I asked.

“Now's probably not the best time for that,” he replied.

“If there's one thing I can say for sure based on last night, it's that there's no time like now.”

“You're right, not really the way I wanted this to go, but...” He rose and turned to me, taking my hands in his and I was instantly awake, this was something major. “Alana, I was hoping that you'd do me the great honor of marrying me.”

            

    
        Chapter 250 Orders

    
    
    
    
                “So you said yes, obviously,” Kala opined.


“Yeah, but we're not having the ceremony for awhile, things being like they are I'd be afraid to have any kind of party. In fact we might not have a party.” I was waffling a bit on that.


“That's simply not acceptable Alana, you must have some ceremony, if not for yourself then for others. Also lets people know that you really did it.” At my eyebrow raised in challenge she continued. “There are situations where people come out and say that the wedding wasn't done officially, or properly or whatever. You need at least a few people as witnesses, even if you do literally nothing else.”


“I'll consider it, will you officiate for us?” I asked.


“I'd love to,” she replied. “I do understand weird feelings about it, being that I'm in an odd situation myself.”


“Care to share?”


“Only if you keep it in confidence.” At my vigorous nod she continued. “My own fiance wants a far larger event than I do. He has a big family, and I don't really talk to mine too much here recently.”


I blinked a few times. “Hold on, you're engaged? To a man no less? I thought you were more...”


“I want children, and I have a finite amount of time to make that happen. For both of us it's more like... a business arrangement. He wants at least one heir, I want several, which he doesn't mind. His family is old, magical but not old nobility, and well off. He also doesn't care if I have a... paramour, so long as it's not another man, so we came to terms.” She stirred her tea as she talked.


“That's really weird to me Kala,” I said.


“Well Alana, that would be because you've always hated social obligations. Though I'll say you seem to have ended up with more than a few of them.” Her tone told me I'd stepped on some toes there, so I decided to quickly move on.


“On another note I won't be in town much for the foreseeable future. Things going like they are,” I said.


“That bad?”


“Chances are in the next few months we'll be in a civil war. It's already tense, according to dad. He moved quick so we have most of the infrastructure under our faction's control, but... with the Emperor and Queen gone now there's a lot of arguing about succession. I've also been told to keep my opinions to myself in no uncertain terms.” I felt the corners of my lips drop a bit at that, nobody had liked my idea of a constitutional republic.


“They're giving you orders?” She was shocked, as I'd been a bit of a pain about sticking my nose in places in the past.


“I was there when Durin died, and when Sophia died, and when their son died, and in the middle of all of it. There are several generals putting forth the idea that I might have been responsible, under father's orders.”


She sucked in her breath, “Oh, that's why...”


“There are a couple of guards in the hallway, yeah. Not all bad though, I got some concessions, a pet project or two I've wanted to put forward for awhile. You know, we could use a priest, or a priestess. If your fiance passes inspection maybe he can come too.” We spent a moment smiling at each other.


“Depends on what it is I suppose...”


My offer wasn't all sunshine and roses. I'd been reactive too many times. I'd gotten better over the years, but this was just one more step. I had my location now, and it was time to recruit, because I wanted people loyal to me staffing it. Not father, not Mystien, not some ruler far off or my family, ME. We needed a priest regardless and Kala was on the short-list, it helped that she was a priestess of Lovers, so she could do weddings, and Lover's Marks, and all that good stuff. I suspected at some point someone would need those services.


My students were the first to agree to join me in my endeavor. After them Dras was pulled along, with his crew. Charles had agreed to join me, with little effort, though I had to find a place for his wife as he refused to spend long away from her, real lovebird apparently. I'd even pulled my old uncle Barro out of retirement so we could have some level of blacksmithing if we needed it on hand.


Selene was already on site, and dug in like a tick. Upon hearing my proposals she'd agreed without the slightest argument. It helped that I did this after Ulanion gave her a particular sack and she cried into out collective arms for over an hour. The fact that I would be improving the warding significantly helped a lot too.


When I asked Lucien if he wanted to work for me he went and found his probably son, who I decidedly didn't want, to hear it. The two of them asked me to repeat my offer and then laughed themselves to tears. I was taking that as a no.


Some of my maids had managed to get in as they'd already been vetted, my former butler did not. They joined a number of staff suggested by others of the faction, small in numbers and all limited in influence. I'd made it clear that I would be the one setting down rules for my project to all involved, nobody else.


Etia was the most divisive person to join us, at least in my opinion. I had rather complex feelings about my former teacher and brother's wife. She was likable, but his, and all things aside, weird. I might have pushed back had he not informed me with a smile of his ultimate reasoning. She was with child, and he wanted her in the safest place he could imagine, which was wherever I was warding with all my might. Someone, who no longer had a job, had told him some of the functions of my house here in the city just after the attack.


I stood in one of the boxes overlooking the small arena, back and in the shadows as the public display was underway. The prisoners, those I had captured, and those others had were all in one of the massive complexes built ages ago for sporting events, and those rare punishments like these. Each was bound to a pole, their hands above their heads. There were less than three hundred by the looks of it.


The four highest priests for the region, along with my father, stood on a platform. The stands were packed to the brim. The wealthy, the poor, those in between, tickets to this had been handed out in the streets, and the people ate it up.


“You have violated the laws of nature,” the high priest of The Vine declared.


“You have wandered far, and well outside of where you should with your actions,” said a man in sandals and worn robes, who nobody here really knew well.


“You have violated the love a caretaker should have for children, and perverted it beyond reckoning,” the high priestess of The Lovers announced, the members of her order, along with those of the others looked with rage upon the captives.


“You have broken every covenant of war though senseless slaughter, slavery, and murder,” Bishop Theodore finally announced.


I'd been told that it was very rare for the various Orders to hand down such a public judgment, but it showed that the ruling authority supported them without question in it. It also served as an example to others what could happen if you engaged in too many violations against their precepts.


“But you have surrendered, and for that, your lives will be spared,” father said.


Not all of them I knew, the first to declare that they'd not tell their captors anything had been handed over to The Shield, in front of the other captives; the rest had sung like canaries afterwards. I hadn't been told what their punishment would be either, only that as a ranking member of society I was to be here.


“You shall live, as those of your children we found shall as well, they are innocent. Your worst crime was the taking and killing of children, so you shall have no more. Your names extinct, your lines ended. Afterwards you shall be exiled to a far off place to live out your days while your young are raised to aid others.” There was a collective gasp as the punishment for them was handed down.


There had to be a silencing enchantment somewhere down there, because several off the prisoners were clearly screaming. It didn't matter though as before each woman a priestess came, pressing her hand to the lower part of her belly and letting forth a light, and before each man a priest did the same, only lower.


I had to hold on to Ulanion as I watched in horror an act that was just inches short of genocide, and only because it wasn't their race, religion, etc, but their actions that served as justification. I wasn't the only one so shaken either if I had to judge by some of the faces in the crowd.


“That's... what the fuck,” I stammered out, reminding myself that for all the forward thinking people that might be around, the justice of this world was still medieval, and that angry priests were monstrously dangerous.

            

    
        Chapter 251 Moving In

    
    
    
    
                I stepped through the portal, the last one I'd need to for awhile, and looked upon my new facility. Durin's former fortress was already remote, and neigh impenetrable, the perfect place for someone trying to avoid attention for now. I considered the gate hub here to be a big plus as well, since it would let me keep an eye on them.


My first stop was my new suite. I hadn't taken the former owner's rooms, as that seemed... improper. Kala was getting those instead, after the wealth of overdone furniture was moved out and redistributed into more useful ventures. She still had plenty of nice pieces, but not the gold encrusted and silk covered things a monarch needed for impressions.


The suite wasn't empty of course, with my personal attendants buzzing about as Ulanion put things in the general rooms. I'd probably spend a bit of time getting it all perfectly to my liking, but the maids knew how I kept my previous home, so were sort of setting it up similarly.


“Fancy to find you here,” I said to my lover as I crept up behind him. “Though we are living under the same roof now, scandalous.”


“In a massive facility, in different rooms,” he pointed out with a chuckle.


“Oh? And yet here you are, in my chambers,” I teased, he knew well he was more than welcome.


“Deliveries love, how are things going right now?”


“Just got in, wanted to change out of my traveling clothes before going to check on everyone. Sadly I have lots to do before dinner.” A truth, and one that I couldn't avoid.


I grabbed some more comfortable clothing and moved behind a screen one of my staff had quickly erected upon hearing me declare my intention. I might tease Ulanion with them around a bit, but they knew the difference between that and more serious intent on my part.


“How are the soldiers settling in?” I asked, as I pulled off the heavier clothes and began putting them to the side.


“Good, you brought along a lot of scouts though didn't you?” He asked.


“Yes, I want to know everything about the area, and we're already well defended, the more warning we have about anyone trying to approach the better.” I said. “If we're prepared there's not much that would be able to pry us out right now, and when I'm done, there will be even less. You and Charles both already know your business, so I'll leave you to it. If you need anything let me know and I'll do what I can.”


“Are we looking for something particular?”


“Go over the older scouting reports first I think, then figure out if anything was missed. Like I said, I trust you two to know what to look for when looking for problems. I don't expect any for awhile yet, but best to prepare.” I turned to the maid who was now helping me into the fresh outfit, “Little tighter... perfect.”


I didn't need the staff, I could dress myself, set up my own dressing screen, or not, it wasn't like I cared much with Ulanion. There was something though, and that was that now that they were getting trained to my liking they were making things legitimately easier for me rather than harder. Sure, I'd be rearranging things before too long, but it was all in the right general area, and I didn't have to worry about it being set up. Help with clasps, and getting a bath ready, and all that, so it would just be there when I needed it was... convenient.


“How do I look?” I asked as I came out.


“Excellent of course,” he said without missing a beat.


“Good answer.” I gave him a quick kiss and before pushing off and heading out with a smile and wave.


The wing we were dedicating to labs was my next stop. This was probably one of the biggest and it was a flurry of activity already. Luckily everyone was here so calling them together was only the work of a few minutes. Selene was joining with Dras' team for now, as she'd been on the back-burner for awhile.


“Alright everyone, points of business. Has everyone had the chance to meet yet? I know some of you haven't worked together much...” I began, and while we had a brief session of people giving names, we soon got past that and into the meat and bones.


“I know it will be difficult, but we're changing our goals for now. With the Empire in the state it's in we don't need many more gates, so instead we'll be moving more towards research and development. Dras and his team will be doing most of the setup for design and testing, while mine works on developing spells and rechecking for spatial anomalies in the region. We are now able to check where we couldn't before, and I don't want anything nasty in our backyard. Any questions?”


“Yes, what exactly are we developing? New gate models?” One of Dras' students inquired.


“Not presently, but rather detection systems for active gates, or any other spatial oddity, and if we can manage some way to stop them, or redirect them with the current tools available, that too,” I answered.


“... That'll be a fun challenge. I'm not sure there are runes for that built into the system, even detection.” I liked this guy's attitude and smiled.


“You'll be provided with a working detector. It's still a prototype, but I'm hoping you can refine and rework it into something much more useful. I'd like to, but there will be more draws on my time for now, and more eyes may be the solution.” Several people blinked, that I had such a thing wasn't yet known to many.


“Suppose we'll be working on perfecting portal spells?” Leah piped in.


“Quite so, and if you have any ideas for future trainees that might help with the vomiting issue look into those. I'd also like you cleaning up around the portal room, make sure there's not some massive warping that we haven't noticed yet if you can.”


After everyone was set to their new tasks I retired to my own lab. Most of my previous one was transported over here, but the security would be the first thing I needed to redo. Perhaps I was paranoid, but I wanted to know if someone other than me came in here. I wanted to know and I wanted to make sure that it was taken care of. To that end I had a number of ideas.


Soon as I got done with the basics on my lab and personal quarters I'd be upgrading the building in full. It was a bit of a daunting prospect, but I wasn't holding back on it. Internal communications, detection of any external ones from radios that were under the control of the now opposed factions. The portal room would be a huge point of concern as well. All of that was on my docket, as well as anything that popped up and a few political concerns.


I groaned as I considered those. There were two people who needed talking to that I wouldn't trust anyone else with, and it was going to be a nightmare, they hated each other, and I needed to make sure that contact with them wouldn't be broken. I was also unsure if I could even contact the one, but all that could wait until father had finished delivering a certain package to a one of our outlying locations.

            

    
        Chapter 252 A Small Intervention

    
    
    
    
                I was meditating, looking at my completed core. Three levels one built upon another, it had taken a lot of hard work to get it, but now I needed to use it to its full potential.


Most people never got that one, and those that did almost always took decades. Between my trick for quick growth and my long time of work I'd done it in a fraction of the time. That was good, because what I wanted next would never work with a lesser core.


The final level was almost never done because most considered it a waste of effort. You could do so very much with only the second level, so why bother? There was a reason though, and that was that as you built and built upon it your ability to make progressively more complex items increased in leaps and bounds.


It wasn't the limit of the core that was the issue, it was the limit of what people thought to do with it. Once in awhile someone would come along and think to use it to do massive spell-works, and it was needed for that, but it was needed for other things. The best use of a fully complete core was for highly complex items.


You could brute force most larger things, either using switches or manual controls, or just making them simple. Most wards, and even very good ones were like this, simplistic meant there were few openings. But if you wanted something to be able to respond in myriad ways depending on what happened, to adjust and be ready for a number of situations, to run huge calculations and spit what it found out, that required a finesse that lesser works couldn't match, and processing power that they lacked.


That was what I wanted right now, because what I wanted to do was quite a lot more complicated than normal. I wanted to make something to find, and warn about any dimensional issues on a grand scale. I had the sensor already, and that was a good start, but it was the difference between a compass and a GPS. Or I suppose in my case something more like what they used for finding earthquakes and atomic bombs, fitting because of how dangerous these things were.


The system itself consisted of a large number of sensors, spread out at known locations, that were looking for any dimensional issues nearby. They were then communicating with a central node at the fortress, where all the big work was taking place. There were a number of safeguards on the remote sensors and what they sent, mostly to detect if they were being moved, but that was a lower concern to me.


Once the data was collected the central unit processed the most likely location through triangulation, and estimated the size of each disturbance as it found it. That would be nice, but I'd also added in a function to ignore the known locations of our gates, unless they showed an unusually high disturbance Finally it spat out where everything was; I didn't bother trying to put a map in it as I knew those were only of middling accuracy at best.


For now though I was still looking for bugs. It wasn't possible to change this thing when it was done, and I wanted not to waste the time and resources if there was some small issue with it. I was going through with a fine-toothed comb, and while I had hopes that it would work as intended, I also was a realist. This first one would, if I could get it going, function. The next one or two was where I might get it right.


As I stirred from my trance a light hand landed on me. I knew it's owner instantly, and smiled.


“Good afternoon, what brings you here today?” I asked the elf.


“Etia came to ask me to get you, she was a bit concerned. More so since you missed both lunch and dinner.”


“Crap, seriously? I must have gotten distracted.”


“I figured as much,” he answered sagely. “But talk to her first, then we'll see about food.”


With a quick look to check that nothing had changed with the gate I'd had brought here I sighed. I'd been trying to activate it now and then, but only got flashes of a connection, which was far less than ideal, there was someone I really wanted to speak to. With nothing else to do for the moment I left my room to find my sister in law there, and instinctively looked, she was just starting to show a bit.


“Did you need something?” I asked politely.


“Yes, can we talk?” I led her to the gardens, one of the less used areas of the compound while Ulanion held back.


“Brother?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.


“Yes, he just sent me a letter. I'm rather concerned about your father,” she said nervously. “He said he's...”


“Not the same, yes. I've been getting fewer letters from him recently, and they've been shorter. Mother's death hit him hard, but I think he's trying to hide it, trying to deal with the grief on his own. I'm not sure there's much we can do for him right now, unless he lets us.” I frowned as I spoke, it wasn't good.


One of the most powerful men, not only magically but also politically was going through problems. Father had always been there, seemingly happy and ready to do what was right, but... he was different now, his letters were colder, the few times I'd spoken to him recently he seemed more withdrawn. I didn't know what to do about it, or if I should, as we'd all mourn in our own way.


I'd thrown myself into work to hide from the pain. My brother had become harder, less foolish and more serious over the last month or so. Perhaps this was how my father was dealing with it, becoming withdrawn, shorter of words, I honesty didn't know.


“Perhaps you could ask your mentor to speak with him? I know they were close,” Etia suggested.


“I have, and he has I think, but the fact of the matter is that dad is mourning. Just don't know if this is the healthiest way for him to do so,” I explained. “At least he's not erratic or anything. How's brother been the last few times you've seen him?” My family came by every now and then, if only because they needed to use the gates.


“Less joking at least on the surface. Deep down he's still the same man, but between your mother's death and my current condition, I think he's stressed.” We passed some lovely flowers, something made by Sophia through selective breeding and magic, I'd not known just how much of that she'd done until recently. “I'm more worried about you.”


“Me?” I asked, a bit incredulous.


“In the last month how many times have you gone out to do something you enjoy?” She asked.


“I enjoy my work,” I replied.


“That isn't what I mean. Have you gone out for some fun activity, or even danced? I do remember you doing quite well in my class and seeming to like it. When's the last time you did so just for the joy of doing it?”


“Mmm...” I hummed as I thought, a bit indecisive.


“Yes, that's what I thought. Did you know that some of the younger individuals here are still using that old hot spring you lot found? I've even gone myself a few times, though I'm a bit picky on which of the pools I use. I think they're going to have a celebration soon for the spring, even if there's no spring here,” she rattled off.


“You're going to push this aren't you?” I asked slightly tiredly.


“Yes, yes I am. I don't want to see things fall apart even more than they already are. With the armies maneuvering as they are I think the only reason we've had peace is because people were trying to figure things out. Perhaps it lasts till the next harvest, or perhaps the fighting starts before, but soon there will be battles.”


I wanted to grumble about it, but she was probably right. She was also trying to help, and genuinely if I were any judge, so I couldn't really be that mad at her.


“Fine I'll go. On another subject, been thinking of names?” I asked, hoping to get to something that wasn't about me.


“John and I discussed that. If it's a boy I'm thinking Omos, after my father, he died to a beast many years ago. If it's a girl, he was thinking maybe Amara, I wanted to get your thoughts on that first though.” She looked at me hesitantly, as if worried that I'd take offense to the suggestion.


“I think those are wonderful names.” I had to look away a bit as I considered it, it was a good name, my mother's name. I thought she'd be honored.

            

    
        Chapter 253 Night Off

    
    
    
    
                I stood in the small central square where I'd once killed a former teacher, looking about. It was odd to be back here again, back at this place that had been so nice, but filled with unpleasant memories. The square itself was bedecked in small paper lamps, that if I had to guess were being lit with magic.


There were as many traditions for spring as there were settlements in these lands. I'd never gone to one in my home village, even if they'd happened, as I'd been a bit on the young side, but they did happen. Normally a village would slaughter several of the animals, and have a small meal with games and food when times were good. Times had not been so good in my younger years.


All of this was done after the planting of course, and to celebrate the new year. Winter was harsh even in the milder places in our country, and spring initiated a flurry of work. That work was followed up though with much lighter labors until harvest, another time when large festivals were held.


“This is all quite strange to me,” Ulanion said as we munched on some of the prepared snacks.


“Me too, at least a bit. I never really went to the spring festival in Lithere, I was working or in school, and it's more for adults,” I agreed.


“More for adults?”


“When else might people get together to 'plant their seed' with one another. Good time for young couples.” I wiggled my eyebrows at him a bit and he laughed.


“When you put it that way, I guess it does make sense,” he finally got out, returning my eyebrow movements.


“Harvest was bigger when I was little too. I think it's like that? Spring is more of a city holiday, harvest more for the countryside. Mostly because it's when like, all of the work is finally done for the year and you basically go hide in your house for several months.”


“The weather on this continent is weird, I hope you understand that.”


“What's it like over where you're from? Hot and steamy most of the time?” He didn't miss the smile and I was glad.


“Yeah, or raining. You guys missed the rainy season with your visit, and we hadn't had a winter in some years. Those are a right mess, but at least we get a warning for it.” He leaned back, stretching and I leaned forward, waiting.


“Seriously though? It gets cold? Aren't you all in like, the hottest section of the world?”


“Only once every few decades. It's something magical, but you'd need to ask one of the people who studied it to get a real explanation on why it happens.” He shrugged, clearly not having the answers here, then flicked his eyes from me to the square where dancing was going on. “Join me?”


“Thought you'd never ask.”


I had to admit, this wasn't like other places I'd been. The elves had their styles of dance, fast and with lots of hip movement, the rich had theirs, slow and fancy. This though, this was another thing altogether, these were the same things that the peasants had used to use, and farming communities still did, to celebrate the turning of the year. There was no formality to it, the movements were only very generally proscribed. It was fun though, just fun, no worries, no stress about where or what you had to be, you could just be.


So I went with it, I laughed, and twisted, I moved either with just him or with a group to the wild, informal music someone had decided to bring to this event. Many of our people were from villages like mine had been, or from cities like Lithere still was. They led us in dance after dance until late that night I finally swayed, held close with my face buried in Ulanion's shirt, resting.


The night here was nearly perfect, the air warm and rich from the billowing steam that never seemed to escape this little valley. Sometimes you'd get a breeze that was just a bit chilly, but after giving a refreshing jolt it passed away, replaced by the pleasant air once again.


Since I was in charge around these parts managing to reserve one of the little rooms that were being built up had been easy as pie. It had it's own hot bath, was wonderfully warm, and served as an easy spot to have a cozy night without having to go all the way home. It also made sure that we'd be undisturbed either over the evening or in the morning, without letting my servants know to go away. I needed to figure something out for that in the future that wasn't too obvious.


I made it back to the fortress by early afternoon, and was massively refreshed. It was a perfect little mini-vacation, even if only one night and I would need to schedule something like that more often. Perhaps we could institute a proper vacation policy here, that would be a real change from how this world generally handled such things.


As soon as I stepped through the portal though my day started to go downhill. Several of the soldiers were up in arms, and before I had time to register what was going on one of my students, Leah, approached me in a rush.


“Thank goodness, there you are! Unrecognized portal miss, on the premises, activated five minutes ago.”


“What!? Where?” I tried not to shout, but struggled.


“In your lab, just happened and when you didn't respond to the calls there... we'd feared something had gone wrong. There's a breaching team readying now to go in.”


I power walked over to my lab, all the relief melting like snow in a volcano. The looseness in my muscles that my good night had helped me achieve was gone, replaced with tight tension as I walked up to the team of heavily armored knights preparing to try and break down the door to my workshop.


“I've got the door, you guys lead,” I commanded, and the leader of the team nodded as I got my personal shields up.


With a quick movement the door popped open and they rushed, shields held out before them. It was almost like looking at video of a SWAT team entering a home, and in practice it very much was similar, with less guns and more magic. I heard them sweep the room, looking for any threats as they shouted at one another.


Eventually their commander came back out, with an envelope in hand.


“Er, there's a gate in here ma'am, did you know that?” he asked.


I felt my face fall, one hand going to massage my temples. “Yes, my apologies I moved that there awhile back. I've been telling it to ignore the place, but when I left I must have left one of my alarms on and tripped it. Is there anyone there?” I knew there was only one person who'd activate it, and if he didn't want to be seen, he wouldn't be.


“No ma'am, just a letter in front of it. Policy says we should check things like this for poison...” He seemed concerned about my reaction that he would take something obviously intended for me without my permission, but hadn't offered it out yet.


“Then do so, we have those for a reason. Mind if I talk to your men for a moment?” I was glad he was sticking to procedure here, and gave him a smile.


“Of course,” he answered briskly.


I gave a brief apology to the team for wasting their time, explaining that I'd made an error and thanking them for such a quick and well executed response. I didn't like to admit my failings, but I'd learned a lot of things from Durin's rule, and one of those was that treating your people well tended to work well. Following someone who would freely admit a mistake, and tell you that your actions in response were perfect when you did what you were supposed to built trust in the system. It also made sure that when things really did go wrong that there wasn't a lack of response due to fear of reprisal.


It took hours for me to finally get the letter back. It came with one from the staff stating that they were unsure what in the world it said, but it didn't display any indication of poison or any odd residue of magic. There were a few magical substances out there that were pretty unpleasant after all. I'd not wasted the time waiting though, instead tracking down the alarm that had alerted everyone and changing the parameters ever so slightly to avoid this situation happening again.


It was a list of instructions from Justin, telling me to send a lamp through if I needed a meeting, with a color code to indicate the severity of the situation. He also told me how he would respond, which was by returning my lamp when things were ready. I was warned against trying to venture through until that was done though, as it might be dangerous to do so.


It took less than ten minutes to make a hand-sized light with a bright blue radiance and toss it through. The message was simple, 'large issue, not immediately dangerous' and I hoped to see him soon.

            

    
        Chapter 254 Consultation

    
    
    
    
                When the time came and the signal was given I stepped forward through the portal. The world around me stretched and it took a brief time, but I emerged out the other side perfectly fine, if a bit disoriented. There was a definite lag between one side and the other, and it was super weird.


The room I was in was empty and blank, all white with light coming from seemingly everywhere. I couldn't even be perfectly sure where the walls were as I looked around, since it all just blended. I started to move forward cautiously when a bubble popped into existence around me and I shifted again.


The second teleport was worse. It was worse then the portals I used for personal transport, though I had to admit those had improved markedly. At least there was no visible disturbance in the space around me as I reappeared. This time in a slightly more comfortable room, Justin's den.


“That is disorienting,” I commented as the ancient mage made his way into the room from, wherever he lived, and sat down, motioning me to the couch opposite.


“I assume this isn't just a social visit, given how many times you tried to activate the portal,” he said calmly, leaning back a bit.


“Yeah, it isn't. I ran into something awhile back that spooked me nastily. Hoping you might have a way to prevent it from happening again, or at least advise on it.”


He raised an eyebrow at that. “While I'm rather fond of our people in a general sense I feel the need to express that I am not at your beck and call young lady.”


“I never meant to insinuate that you were. If this weren't serious and something that I thought you'd understand I wouldn't be here. It involves the portals,” I explained. Justin was nice enough, but I got the feeling that if I bugged him about trivial nonsense that might end, at least if I didn't come prepared with something funny, as he'd found one of my predecessors fun, or so he'd told me.


“All right, let's hear it then,” he declared.


I launched into the story of how one of our portal makers had been captured, and subsequently tortured into making several for one of our enemies. How she'd done so, but left off even the most basic of safety measures, and my tests that followed.


As I ran over the tests I attempted I could see his eyebrows furrowing, and when I got to the rail-gun attempt I thought they might well meet.


“The potential power of a weapon like that isn't to be underestimated. I do hope you didn't destroy anything important.”


“Not as such no, though the explosion was pretty impressive. The weapon didn't function at all, as a point of fact it did... something, to the space around it that was quite energetic. I was then left with what I could only describe as a distortion on a massive scale,” I answered.


“I'm aware that spatial magic, if improperly cast can have effects on the area, but those tend to dissipate on their own, and not be too bad. What were the measurements on it?”


I brought out and handed over a notebook. I'd long since gathered up all the estimated sizes for this, and organized them into something concise.


“There were more distortions in the area than I realized when it happened, from the other experiments. It cascaded through them, even though it looked like they'd all closed by the time I did it.”


“Those residual effects seem to disappear, but they really just shrink. The rate is logarithmic,” he said, flipping the pages as he spoke. “They do seem to eventually hit zero, or at least lower than any detector I've made can find. I like your notes by the way, if not what they say.”


“What do you mean about the rate?” I asked.


“The smaller they get, the longer it takes for them to shrink. Goodness is the size of this crater right? It would take something the level of high explosives to do that.”


“Of course, though that was the smallest of the issues. The gate disruption area was enormous, and then there was whatever was looking at us as I tried to fix it,” I explained.


“The last page, what do you mean about something outside? Outside of what?” he asked.


“Reality as far as I can tell. Justin I felt something, something, I don't know, terrifying, absolutely terrifying, like it was trying to look at us, and, and.” I shivered and rubbed my arms at just the memory.


“That isn't something I can really quantify. You're sure about it as well?” he said, rubbing his chin.


“I wasn't the only one who felt it, though I think I got the worst of it, being the center of the spell and all. I'd rather you not try to repeat the experiment, because I got the feeling that if things had been just a little different, something horrible would have happened,” I asked him as low as I could, knowing how many scientists would always repeat things.


“I'll abstain if you say it was that bad. Also have to think about how to stop this from happening again. You have the stone still right? The one I gave you?”


“Locked in a vault, and all of our current portal makers are accounted for under my supervision. I managed to get that right at least,” I answered.


I couldn't actually open the vault on my own. It had originally been keyed to Durin himself, but after his death we'd managed to crack it. Mystien and I had successive layers to keep it, and a few more nasties, locked down tight.


“Glad to hear it. I'll need to run some numbers. It could take a few weeks, but not more than that.” As he finished he handed me back my notes.


“Don't you want to keep them?” I asked. “I did make this copy for you.”


“Elves have an eidetic memory. Well, pure blooded ones do at least, it lessens as more human blood is brought in.”


“That is completely and utterly fucking unfair,” I said.


That earned me a chuckle. “It is isn't it?”


It did indeed take him a few weeks to get back to me, and after another series of teleports I found myself in a slightly different room. This one with a number of chalkboards, all covered with math that was so far beyond me it slightly hurt.


“This is one of the most interesting problems I've ever seen young Alana, and I've seen a lot,” the ancient magus said as he sipped some tea.


“Any idea what happened then?' I asked.


“Yes, you made ripples in the area outside of this universe. Not something I even expected to be possible, I'm impressed,” he answered calmly.


“So, what's out there?” I inquired.


“Nothing, or at least there should be nothing.”


“Well there's something,” I said.


“Allow me to explain. There is nothing, no matter, no known energy, there isn't even time and space out there. All of those concepts fall apart when we talk about things outside of a universe. If there is something, it is so foreign to what we know as real that it would be like magic all over again, only worse, because it wouldn't be native to the world. I can't express well how much anything outside of a universe really does not relate to us in sensible ways, completely outside most of what we consider as conceptually possible.” He shook his head as he looked at the equations.


“Our previous world didn't have magic,” I said.


“Oh I suspect it did, only limited or somehow repressed. Not sure why or how though, and it doesn't matter. I'll figure it out when I get back. For now though it is clear that there are some large issues with the current portal structure. Can you guarantee that no more are being made?” he seemed concerned.


“I've shifted all of our research into tracking and cleaning up the residue, so yes. The gates are completely off of production. Why?”


“Because clearly they shouldn't be made at all. I need to find a way to make sure this doesn't happen again or permanently stop their production, perhaps both.” That last bit sent my hair up.


“It sounds like you''re considering hurting my people,” I said cautiously.


“I briefly did, killing all of you would be expedient and solve the issue quite cleanly. It would cause all kinds of others though, ones that I don't care to.”


That was only barely comforting.

            

    
        Chapter 255 A Visit

    
    
    
    
                I was overseeing the reworking of our defenses around the portals when word came in that my brother had arrived. It was expected that he'd be making a show soon, though I hadn't been told exactly when that would be. There was so much to do in getting this place up to my own standards that it was taking all of my time. My own lab had finally been set to an acceptable level, though I was thinking of a few more additions.


“Hey there little sister,” he said as I came to hug him. “Making some additions?”


“I'm separating the portals,” I explained. “All are getting their own area with their own defensive wardings.”


“Okay, why?”


I wanted to roll my eyes, but he and his were among those supporting me, so I held back. “So that if someone attacks the portal room we don't lose everything all at once. The defenses on the other ends are not in my control and there is a distinctly non-zero chance of that happening. Point in fact, we still don't have access to the other ends of about ten of our portals.”


“That number might increase soon too. I just got word that General Ozen just declared himself emperor, and is demanding everyone now bow to his rule. Father wants me to go to some of our locations and recheck our security there.”


“I'll note it, and add the portals in his locations to our 'outgoing only' list. The other generals respond yet?” I asked.


“No, but by my reckoning we'll have at least two more declare the same, Tyron may or may not, but frankly it won't matter, he has few forces anyway. I'm also here to tell you that father is making an announcement of his own soon.” He seemed tired rubbing his eyes as we walked to one of the meeting rooms.


“Shouldn't we discuss that in private?” I asked.


“No, no point, everyone who knows anything already knows, he's not going the full 'emperor' route though. For now he's just declaring that he and Mystien will be the administrators, until such a time as a new ruler can be found. We think that'll go down better, and it doesn't force anything for the moment. He is fully rejecting all other claimants though, and so we expect trouble quite literally any day.”


“You and me both, how is my old mentor by the way?” I asked as I closed the room doors and set the privacy wards in place.


“Old, and with the new baby-”


“The what now!?” I turned to him, hoping to see some humor in his eyes.


“Yeah, his... mistress or whatever gave birth a few days ago, healthy little girl.” I stared at him in shock. “So you didn't know he had one of those either?” As I continued to stare he began laughing.


“Did dad know?” I asked.


“Sort of, apparently she lived in Hazelwood when we were kids, been after the old codger for years. They kept the whole thing super quiet when she moved in with him. That and his propensity for keeping private life out of work was more than any of us expected.”


“What's with old wizards and their paranoid secrets?” I asked a bit tired by it all.


“Says the girl running the secret portal fortress hidden in the frozen wastes, and adding literally every single magical protection she can,” he said, chuckling at me.


“Yeah, but I'd at least tell you guys if I was like, pregnant!” It was exasperating. “Also, he's ancient now, what, he's like seventy or so.”


He shrugged, “Kid looks healthy and he's happy, not sure what else to say about it.”


“Wonderful, did you just come to let me in on the news then? I'm happy and all, but rather busy and I doubt he'd want me to come anyway,” I huffed, sitting down on the couch.


“Maybe, but I thought you'd want to know. Now if you don't mind, I'd rather like to go see my wife.”


My brother didn't stay long, busy as he was, but it was nice to see family every now and then. I needed to make time for that at some point, some imaginary time when we weren't all busy out of our minds. Then again they could always come see me too, I did have portals to nearly everywhere.


A few days later I was called out to check a ward issue. One of our expansions was running into a snag putting things in place. My afternoon was spent going over them with a fine toothed comb, because even though they were copied from the same exact wards we were using in all of the other portal rooms they were experiencing some kind of interference.


After several hours I managed to localize it to a section of the room, previously rather empty courtyard, that was sending out some odd responses to our spells. The odd part was that there wasn't anything here, nothing, just a section of blank stone.


“Grab Dras and Ulanion, we may have part of the old warding scheme buried here and we'll need to take it out. Shields up everyone, there shouldn't be much mana left in it, but let's not risk it.”


Removing old warding was easy, if you knew where they were coming from, and connected to, and had the right equipment. Sadly a lot of warding wasn't done centrally, as there were limits in the size of a core, but rather more locally. Even the dorms back at my old school had been on their own wards. Those were covered by some of the full school ones, but for the local bits it was all within the dorm itself.


“More of them?” Dras asked incredulously as he joined me.


“Yeah, this is what, third time this week?” I replied. We had found several such issues over the renovations, though almost always quite minor, things like temperature control wards that were ancient with just enough mana to keep messing with things around them.


“This procedure is a pain,” he said, irritated that we always had to have extra staff on hand for when we broke them.


“Maybe, but I know you understand why. Do you remember the elevators in the Elven compound? Those things had fail-safes on their fail-safes,”


He sighed an Ulanion added his two cents. “It's a good design policy, but we do need to get on with it.” He was here just in case anything had been growing and feeding off the ambient magic.


Dras began his work, his hands moving as he pulled in magic and formed a small testing drill, the ward shouldn't be deep. I watched him, he'd some so far from when we'd first met, so far from the boy who could wield only fire and that not with any major skill. It was good to watch your friends grow, see them become more.


It took only moments for a section of the flagstones to collapse, falling in upon itself in a painfully loud clatter. We all looked at each other and Dras began to make a small force bridge out to the hole. There was a ringing there, but one that sounded faltering, pained, and a slight flickering light emanating from the opening.


As we peeked over the edge Ulanion asked, “What exactly happened to the man who built this place?”


“Ristolian, and we all assumed he died, but seeing as nobody else was here at the time we couldn't confirm it from anything,” I answered.


“I assume we're going in?” Dras asked.


“You assume correctly, do you mind?”


We three entered the hole, and as we did lights flicked on all around us. Old bits of magic sprung to life as power, a lot of power, was redirected from somewhere, charging the various structures one by one in a way that shouldn't have been possible without some source like what Justin was using.


“That's...”


“Yeah, hate to say it, but let's not touch anything just yet,” I said, looking out into the small room we now found ourselves in, the many tools now whizzing to life in jolts, only to fail again moments later.

            

    
        Chapter 256 The Office

    
    
    
    
                Everything in here was dangerous, well most of it, but we'd be treating it all as dangerous. Several items were trying to come on and failing, to multiple effects. A quick look over confirmed my fears.


“It's the items themselves failing. Whoever built this didn't bother seeing to it they'd last long, and I'd wager it hasn't had anyone taking care of it since Ristolian,” I said as I backed off from the piece I'd been examining.


Rust and decay would damage and destroy even the safest of magical constructs eventually. Things in stone lasted longer, but if you didn't to something to stop it all of them would degrade eventually. These were in the middle of that process, not yet fully broken, but not working as they should.


“Agreed, and there's no way to tell what they were supposed to do. What I'm curious about is the power though, where are they getting it, and how much is there?” Dras added, rubbing his chin.


“Well, we're going to have to find it so we can disconnect all this mess, and dispose of it too.” Any power source for this would be useful, and I'd love to study it, but the items needed to go, they were the rough equivalent of nuclear waste.


The room we found ourselves in was some form of workshop, not unlike my own. The tools were mostly variants on what the academy used, though degraded enough that it was a bit unclear what the differences were. There was a stone door at the end of the hall with a reader beside it, just a box on the wall, but we'd get there soon.


For now we needed to start removing equipment, bit by bit we identified the power inputs and began to destroy them. It looked like the room was set up to just turn everything on when you entered, and none of them were hidden or anything.


Soon as we were down to nothing but lights we turned to the door. I couldn't see anything clearly indicating what we were supposed to do.


“Thoughts?” Dras asked after joining me in my examination.


“No idea, but it's old, just break it down?”


“Yeah, I've got nothing better.”


The old standby of 'break it' was pretty effective, so after getting our shields back in place we readied.


Dras' spell shattered the door like it was made of glass, sending splinters everywhere. Whatever protections it had or used to have weren't enough to stop his magic from breaking it to bits.


It also set off an alarm, a loud one, the lights flashed to red and before I could even look Ulanion had scooped me up. I felt him turning towards our exit, and then stop. The reason became clear as soon as I got eyes on it. There was a glowing red energy field there now, crackling all along the walls and even the floor of the room. It was opaque, and if I couldn't see where I was teleporting, it was not safe to try it.


“That's not good, that's not good at all!” I shouted in panic.


“No really?!” Dras asked sarcastically as he began to move into the hall. “Quick, we need an exit.”


I got put down and we quickly made our way into the hallway. There looked to be about five doors along it, none clearly marked so far as I could see. Of note was that the one at the far end of the hallway was much larger and very clearly more heavily warded. The opposite end of the hallway had something far more ominous, a large golem that was slowly coming to life.


“Guys...” I pointed before I began putting up shields, singing them into place as fast as I could.


The golem ponderously disconnected itself from the wall, and began to walk towards us. Before it arrived it began to speak. “INTRUDERS INTO HEADMASTER'S OFFICES DETECTED. YOU WILL COME WITH ME,” it commanded with a mechanical voice.


Dras responded with an explosion of fire while Ulanion drew his sword and I spun up lightning, not thinking I had much else. The golem let us, seemingly waiting for us to do something. As the blasts hit it one after another it didn't even flinch.


“It's tough,” Dras said, looking for any damage on the construct's body, and finding no signs of any.


“RESISTANCE DETECTED, DEPLOYING NON-LETHAL COUNTERMEASURES.” It lifted it's arm and lights began to display all along the limb.


We felt nothing through the shields, but it was clear this was some form of wind spell based on the amount of dust and debris being blown about.


“At least it's not trying to squish us,” Ulanion said. “This wind won't do much.”


“Probably supposed to be something else in the past, or to pin students breaking in. Listen to it, it's still referring to a 'headmaster' it probably thinks we're... woah...” as I was speaking I began to feel a bit off, until dizziness began to overtake me and I almost fell.


“What?” Ulanion began, stumbling himself.


“How is it?” Dras asked, similarly confused.


“Gas, it's not wind, it's gas, prob... prob... oh.” I managed to sit down on my own as the whole world started to make 'woo woo woo' sounds. I briefly gave a halfhearted attempt at singing some air into my face, but couldn't hold a tune or concentrate at all as everything spun.


Dras was down too, slumping against the other wall with his head lolling about a bit. Ulanion made a run at the creature, only to fall and end up sprawled out foolishly. I couldn't help laughing at him, it was so funny.


“You're cute,” I slurred unable to stop myself from giggling. As I laid on the cool floor I felt like I was floating, and slightly tingly.


“SATURATION LEVEL REACHED, RELOCATING TROUBLEMAKERS.” I heard, and began shortly thereafter to feel myself being picked up and carried somewhere. I could hardly figure out where we were going though, and didn't really care.


Soon enough I found myself sat in an uncomfortable chair, my companions beside me on either side, all of us slowly starting to come back to our senses. There was another chair as well, like the place was ready for up to four at a time to sit on this side of the desk. The desk was sizable, with a few discolored papers littering it and covered in dust.


The most important thing about it though was the skeleton sitting behind it. It looked like we'd finally found Ristolian, sitting in his office in what must have at some point been a plush little throne. A corpse sitting in it had ruined that though and I was quite glad we'd missed most of the decomposition process.


“One day I'm going to learn,” I finally said, leaning back in the wooden seat. “Not to go underground, not ever.”


“It's not that bad,” Ulanion said a bit groggily as he pinched himself. “That was the most pleasant take-down I think I've ever suffered at least, and effective.”


“Something I will be adding to my own spells soon,” I said, trying to check my toes as I sucked in air.


“Ugh, she's not complaining about how bad it was, only that it's every freaking time we end up underground. It really is too with you isn't it Alana?” Dras observed while trying to blink. “What was that anyway?”


“Laughing gas if I had to judge, non-lethal and a good move if it's trying to just stop disobedient students.”


“Fun, but I'd rather be able to do it myself. Any side-effects?” he asked, drugs were a known thing in this world.


“Not for this amount of exposure.” I began to look around, hoping to find some way out of this.


I began to rise but heard a voice from behind me. “THE HEADMASTER HAS BEEN ALERTED, YOU WILL REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE UNTIL THE HEADMASTER ARRIVES.” That got me to quickly sit back down.


“Any ideas on what to do about this thing? My spell didn't look like I even touched it.” Dras asked as I turned to look at the golem. These things too were always a problem.


“A few, but none that we can do here and without any supplies. There should also be some way to turn it off, or some commands. Not sure what to do really, ask it stuff perhaps?” I looked at the golem. “Um, it looks like the headmaster is here, may we leave?” I asked innocently, pointing towards the skeleton.


“THE HEADMASTER HAS BEEN ALERTED, YOU WILL REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE UNTIL THE HEADMASTER ARRIVES.” It appeared to understand I was addressing it, but didn't have a response to that.


“I think the headmaster is hurt, could you call for help?” I requested hopefully.


“THE HEADMASTER HAS BEEN ALERTED, YOU WILL REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE UNTIL THE HEADMASTER ARRIVES,” it repeated mechanically once more.


“Maybe we can take it down?” Ulanion suggested.


“If we damage it but don't break it the thing might well go to significantly more lethal measures. Depending on how it was made,” I answered thoughtfully, killing that idea.


We went back and forth, trying to come up with something for almost half an hour. The emergency teams would already have been alerted, but they weren't here, meaning they couldn't yet break into the wards.


“Pfft, this sucks, and I need to pee,” I finally declared in frustration. As I mulled it over though that pinged an idea. “Hey, golem, can I go to the bathroom?”


“I DO NOT KNOW, CAN YOU?” it asked, sounding awfully sarcastic for an automaton.


“If your creator wasn't dead I would punch him in his smug face,” I mumbled. “MAY I go to the bathroom?” I asked, louder.


“YOU MAY,” it stated, pointing to a door off to the side of the office.


“May I go as well?” Dras asked.


“ONLY ONE AT A TIME,” it said, turning towards him directly and looking rather menacing.


“Okay, I'll see what I can manage. See you soon.” With that I rose and headed to the room it indicated, hoping that it was at least a little clean and maybe the plumbing worked.

            

    
        Chapter 257 Bathroom Pass

    
    
    
    
                The provided restroom wasn't at all clean, seeing as it hadn't been used in centuries, but it was plumbed. For a small miracle, as the mana started flowing around the section of this building again so too did the water begin. I idly wondered where it the world it was draining to, but I had other concerns.


That golem was potent, made by a very skilled mage to defend his personal quarters. It was clearly holding back now, but who knew if it would continue to do so when faced with a real threat. That real threat was my men, who were absolutely going to be breaking in here at some point to disable it. We would succeed too, but I cringed at the idea of the potential losses.


So it needed to go, and there were only a few ways to make it so. Ideally there would be a way to make it shutdown on its own, but I was dubious of that. Barring that we at least needed to cut off the mana supply to the golem, then we could just back off and let it drain itself. The golems underneath Lithere had managed to keep themselves going, but they were in a much denser region of mana, and this one had been on some kind of charging station or holder before we came in. That would be my first target.


Before I could do any of that though, I needed to get out of this bathroom. Would the golem know to check on me if I took too long? Hard to say, constructs like that were often not very smart, and very, very locked in to what they could do. If its creator hadn't thought to put that in the programming, it wouldn't, but how much had he put in there? There was no way to know, constructs like that were the work of years of trial and error, and trying to find a hole in minutes was unlikely to succeed easily.


I ran my fingers over the walls, looking for a weak spot in the wards. Care needed to be taken now, because the defenses were already up and I didn't want to attract attention. Minutes passed as I examined each wall, frowning the whole way.


“Damn he was thorough,” I finally admitted, it was good work after all.


As I washed the accumulated dust of my actions from my hands again I looked at the faucet. I'd not thought of that one, but there was a hole in the wall already, built and installed here. It would have been possible in theory to add a small water making spell to the faucet itself and negate the weakness, but Ristolian seemed to have been locked into old ideas on this one, and used pipes instead.


A quick bit of work and I could see that the entry of this water line clearly did bypass the wards in the walls, sending a smile across my face. Disassembling the whole thing was a bit of a pain, and I had to freeze and chip away the ice inside it before I had a hole out of the warding, but it worked.


Normally a small hole out into the hallway wouldn't have been particularly useful, but if I could see somewhere, I could make a portal there safely, so that was just what I did. I stepped through and waited, not knowing if or when our large metallic companion would come out into the hall, it would all depend on what kind of senses it had.


A few moments and no sound of it headed my way I began to slink away from the office. The halls were still and silent as I backtracked where we'd come from through the tracks of dust on the floor.


The place really was filthy, but not quite as bad as I might have feared. There wasn't much down here to rot or go bad other than the building itself so dust was limited, and there weren't any signs of insects or rodents getting in, it was more like a tomb to an ancient pharaoh, stone and quiet, undisturbed.


The golem's creche was where we'd last seen it, stuck along the wall with a number of inputs for mana and signals from the building. I began to carefully, carefully examine it, though only because of the two large buttons on the side.


On the side of the holder were two large red buttons, both covered by a bit of glass. The top one read, in English, “Attack” and ostensibly set the golem to a far more aggressive stance. The bottom button, separated by nearly a foot read, similarly, “Emergency Stop” which one would hope would do what it said on the tin.


My concern, and the only reason I'd not already begun pressing the latter one was what I knew about the maker of this fortress. By all accounts Ristolian had enjoyed jokes, and switching his buttons to screw over an enemy would fit right in with the few stories I'd heard of him. There was also a very non-zero chance that both of them were a trap.


After a sizable amount of observation of the creche I came to a conclusion. I didn't know what either would do. One or both could be traps and there was simply no way for me to discern from this object alone which would do which.


“Okay, so he liked jokes and pranks, but would he do that here? The English makes it clear these were for him, or maybe Justin... Did Justin ever come here? Not important, may also work for me, or someone else who knows the language, would he mess with them with anything dangerous? Probably not, and if he put an emergency stop on these he should label it so, I would at least. Wait, maybe he liked that list of rules for evil overlords... fuck. Okay, best guess,” I mumbled to myself for minutes, but we'd run out of time eventually, and the entry of our forces would be that moment.


I punched the button purporting to stop the machine, and waited. There was no instant attack on me, nor the sound of metal men approaching, looking to kill. That was good, so I slinked back to the office and knocked on the door.


It took a few moments, but soon the door opened, revealing my smiling, if a bit confused looking companions.


“You found a way to turn it off?” Dras asked.


“Fun fact, our predecessor had the same feeling about fail-safes that the old elven king had. Probably just so he didn't have that thing lose it on him or anyone else.”


“Makes sense, so are we getting out of here?” Ulanion asked.


“Still haven't found the shutoff for the wards,” I explained.


“How'd you escape from the bathroom anyway?” the wizard questioned as we continued down the hall.


“Add a reminder to check for plumbing being warded into our system,” I replied by way of response.


After a quick, and very unproductive search of the office we made our way to the largest and most heavily fortified door on the hall and began picking apart protections. If there was going to be a way to turn the protections off, or cut off their power, it would be in there.


Dras and I were both experts when it came to things like this, and the doors protections were already beginning to fail. The building wards were too, having not been maintained as they should, but enough still worked to be an issue. This door however we could force, even if it took time. It wasn't like we were doing anything else until we figured it out or got help.


An hour of work later Dras began ripping the whole thing out. Even without the magic in it it was still a formidable physical defense. That too fell before us, both smiling as our years of work paid off. The sight that graced us beyond made me freeze.


“Is it me, or is that thing...” Ulanion let the end fall as he stood near.


“That is eerily familiar,” my old friend said, looking upon it.


“And it's certainly doing more than just making light,” I added.

            

    
        Chapter 258 Not a Lamp

    
    
    
    
                Hovering in the center of the room was a sphere, so perfect I struggled to look at it. Runes covered it's surface as it gently spun. This was the center, the very center of this area's whole setup. I stopped, jaw clenching.


“It's like yours,” Dras said, turning towards me.


“The effect isn't as bad, not at all,” I replied.


“Care to explain?” Ulanion interrupted.


“I made a lamp when we were in school that was too perfect, it hurt to look at like this. Might also explain why this place is still functioning, because it was insanely efficient,” I told him, walking around the small depression the sphere was hanging in.


“So...”


“So he made something similar, but this is no simple lamp. I never repeated the experiment, because it was weird, but this, it's the power source, and perhaps more for this whole area.


There would be no telling what all was going on here until I got around to taking this apart. It could very well turn our current warding scheme on its head. The possibilities were staggering to consider.


“Dangerous?” Ulanion asked, keeping close.


“No, I don't think so, at least not in and of itself. The lamp was odd, and very, very mana efficient. Suppose that's why things are so stable with it.”


“So if it's a storage device we might be looking at something that would hold for, well at least centuries. I can think of a few uses for that,” Dras said appriasingly. “How much is it storing? And why didn't you ever peruse this?”


“How much? Who knows. As for why I never looked deep into it, simple, I had other things on my mind. I did tell Mystien, maybe he did. He saw the lamp and all, but neither of us expected storage as an option.” It would take me time, a lot of time, to decode this thing completely, assuming that it wasn't hidden, a distinct possibility. “Alright, let's look for controls, standard issue ones for on and off of these wards. Just find for now, see what we got here.”


The room was large enough for the three of us to spread out a bit, maybe twenty feet on each side. Something like this didn't need a whole big area, and since it was basically a vault such a thing would be rather counterproductive. The center had the object we were most concerned with, it taking up a fair amount of space at about five feet around. All around it were various panels with readouts and controls. This was after all not a room one would mess with without reason.


I quickly found some books which were in excellent condition for their age, and began to carefully flip through them. One thing about old inks and vellum was that it just lasted for centuries without any issues.


“Find something?” Dras asked, seeing that I'd acquired literature while he was checking out one of the panels.


“Yeah, I think these are the operations and maintenance manuals. Joker or not this guy was organized, like, impressively organized.” I waved my hand at some of the sheets hanging over the little case with the books. A quick glance told any who looked that they were the records for this room, dated with all problems listed out.


“I think this is the power control panel,” Ulanion said, pointing, he wasn't a mage, but he was very used to dealing with magic.


I strolled over to his section, looking at the levers and indicators. “Yeah, looks like, one sec... What did he put it under? Power... not on/off... 'shutdown procedures' it is.”


After taking the time to do a once over of the current state of things I frowned. The wards here were quite good, and while I could see that they were registering an attack, they were also very capable of keeping themselves up for quite some time against it.


“You've got that look,” my fiance said.


“That look that says if we hadn't shut this down we'd be stuck in here for almost a month? Because yeah, that's the look right now.”


“There's no way that's right,” Dras interjected.


“According to these and some rough division it is,” I turned, not liking it that he didn't trust me in this.


“Alright, let me look,” he said, joining us to do his own estimates. There was a series of murmured expletives. “Okay, well either his outputs are wrong, or something odd is going on here.”


“His sequences must be way more efficient than ours, and with that thing,” I pointed at the orb. “running it, well.”


“Right, so, turning it off?” Ulanion finally said, looking quite ready to go.


“Ah, yeah.” I responded, turning a bit to the right section.


There was another big friendly red button to emergency things down, but I didn't want to test my luck. It would probably work, but with things as old as they were it seemed more wise to go through the slower process of lowering the defenses slowly.


As I let my hands work over the proper levers and buttons it occurred to me that this room must have been made possible to break into. Surely it could have been a tougher nut to crack, but maybe that itself was a fail-safe? If things went wrong then it would be possible to turn it all off, even if it took awhile. I briefly wondered if there were design notes or instructions around here somewhere, because I was very curious to see old Ristolian's theories on that.


When the team here to rescue us finally arrived it was clear they were in a state. “Ma'am, we've been trying to get to you, but couldn't. Are you okay?” their leader asked.


“I'm quite fine, please secure everything here. I know it will be a chore, but we'll need guards and some way to seal it we control. There's also a skeleton in the other room, please secure that as well. He needs a burial.” My orders given I had a growing list of things to get into.


I wanted to dive into researching the work Ristolian had done, as we'd found a veritable treasure trove of materials down there. Who knew, with some time I might well manage to have us pumping out some of the most advanced protections on the continent in the next year or two.


Sadly, I had a bit of personal business to conduct first. Never had I met that particular world-hopper, but I knew he'd had at least one friend. Since there was literally nobody else, it seemed appropriate to contact said friend and see about giving the man a proper funeral.


The letter I made for Justin was formal, and in English. I told him we'd found the body, though there wasn't much left. Then asked him if he knew of any particular arrangements the other wizard would have wanted, or had any input.


It took a few days, but I got a response. Another note hefted through the portal Justin and I were using as a mailbox. It was short and to the point.


*I would like to speak to you at length, please bring the stone.*


When I arrived Justin was there, his face, skin, and build the same as always. His eyes though, his eyes looked so old for a few moments. It passed, but in those seconds I saw the weight of the ages pushing down on him. I couldn't imagine that, seeing everyone and everything you cared for turn to dust.


“My condolences. We haven't buried him yet, if you want to be there,” I began.


“Thank you, I do, I do, but he should be buried at his home, and that complicates things. Let us put that aside for the moment,” he nodded to me, smiling gently.


“Alright, then what should we discuss?”


“You have the stone?” he asked.


As soon as I produced it he snapped and it turned to dust in my hand. I had to glare a bit to that, and wipe my hand on one of his couches. Just because he could do so, didn't mean it was right to be rude. In a moment his eyes shifted to almost apologetic, realizing his misstep.


“Are you done?”


“No, I've got a new one for you. Please see to it that everyone uses it. This will put a few safeties in place, and I've included a document in old Elven explaining those.” Another similar stone was set before me.


“Wow, an actual explanation with it, thank you.” I wasn't even sarcastic on that one, I really did appreciate it.


“I'd also like you to deliver a letter for me. To the head of the temples.” He seemed almost nervous to ask that one. “I do not think it will go well, but I really do need to get eyes on that anomaly you made, in some form.”


“What does that have to do with the Orders?” I knew they didn't like him, but not the specifics.


“Old history Alana, very old history. If I took any direct action on your continent without discussing it with them, or heaven forbid, went there, it might well become quite nasty.”


After that he told me about Ristolian. He'd never actually learned what the man had been called back on Earth, but it hardly mattered. The human man had come to visit him, always with new stories and jokes, always with a smile. I got the feeling that Justin didn't get that much. I let him go on until he'd finished, letting it all out.


“Everything well?” Ulanion asked when I got home, his face concerned about how long it had taken.


“Fine, fine. I need to go to Linden though, wanna come?”


“Oh Alana, you still haven't realized it yet have you?”


“Hmm?”


“That my favorite place to be tends to be wherever you are,” he said, pulling me gently against his chest.


I kissed him, if only to make him stop spewing smarmy lines.

            

    
        Chapter 259 Bit of a Chat

    
    
    
    
                It was hard to say that I really wanted to go back to Linden, but at least this time it would a straightforward kind of thing. Justin wasn't blaming me for showing the dangers of the portals, which I was thankful for, and was even helping me in my mission to fix this nonsense up before something terrible happened. It seemed the least I could do was go and talk to the only other living transmigrator for him, or deliver a letter as it were.


Before that though I had a meetings with my own people to deal with. The first was with those of us who'd activated the stone and gained the ability to make portals, be they my people, or Dras'. There was one large room for all of us set aside, and we were all there now.


“Good afternoon everyone, I have good news, and bad news,” I started. “Let's begin with the good. I've got some new built-in safeties for the portal network which should solve some of the biggest dangers for us. We'll still need to be careful, but it should allow us to get back to expanding the network shortly.” My declaration there was met with a small cheer.


“Excellent, so what are they?” One of Dras' people asked.


“Here, this stone will allow us to upgrade our cores in such a way as to allow it.” I pulled out the new stone, showing it to everyone with a small smile. “Now for the bad news though. Everyone here will be restricted from leaving the facility until they've completed that.”


There was an uproar.


“Where did you get that!?”


“Changing the core isn't something that anyone can do ma'am, can you!?”


“We can't leave?”


Eventually I whistled a tune and sent silenced the room for a moment.


“I know you all have questions, and I understand your concerns, but this is not a negotiation. The one who provided this to me has their own reasons for doing so, and the ability to force the issue if needed. I would rather it not be needed. There are other questions that will be answered on a need-to-know basis, and I hate to say it, but most of you don't. Please understand that I'm doing this for all of our protections,” I finished, giving each of those gathered a harsh look.


Everyone other than Dras, myself, Selene, and the twins were dismissed. We needed to have this conversation, and they needed to know the truth of the matter.


Selene mostly kept to herself nowadays, but her glare at the stone in the middle of the desk was hard. “Where did you get it?” she asked.


“The same place I got the last one,” I answered softly.


“I found the last one, not you, in a desk.”


“Where I planted it at the behest of the one who made it.” That got eyes from all of them on me, everyone knew how serious this was.


“That elven mage we met, the one who knew you?” Dras asked.


“That was Justin, the former elven king; the one who made the cores, and the one who's now demanding we do this. I'm going to be honest here, I went to him seeking help, and this is what I got in return. I also got a not so thinly veiled threat about what would happen if we refused.”


The bomb quietly dropped, and everyone stood there in stunned silence. Many looked several shades of unhappy, and I was prepared to deal with that. I'd already put fail-safes in place, and anyone who tried to flee with what they currently had would be dealt with swiftly. This was just too important, even if I hated it.


Leah blinked several times. “He'd have to be thousands of years old though?”


“He is,” I agreed.


“And not dead?”


“Elves don't age like us. My understanding is that the full-blooded ones don't really age at all past a point,” I explained, this was rumored already, but there were so few of those still around that it was considered unconfirmed.


“Can I talk to him? I mean, the light he could shed on any field of research...” the excitable researcher began.


“I'll tell him you want to, but he doesn't like most people. Far as I can tell he tolerates me, but that's about as far as it goes,” I said, trying to placate her before she did anything extreme.


“You know Alana, I'm really beginning to dislike you and your secrets,” Selene finally said a bit tiredly. “Even if I understand why you keep them.”


“Will you continue to keep them?” I asked, trying to hope.


“Yes, I owe you that much. For awhile I blamed you for those bastards and what they did to me, but they would have done that anyway for the portals. Could I blame you for that mission that got us those? Maybe, but we'd have gone anyway, and without you perhaps we wouldn't have made it back. Just don't expect me to help you with missions like that in the future.”


I looked at Selene with pain in my heart. Ever since our kidnapping it couldn't be said we were friends. She knew about me, about my past life, one of only a handful. Now she was here, broken, her always frizzy hair was wilder, her eyes more sunken from the girl I'd first met. She was harder, less bubbly, and it made sense.


“I won't, thank you for everything.”


She left us, and Leah took the chance to make sure I would request that meeting for her. Her brother looked more sedate, concerned, a good reaction to that information. They too soon left, leaving only myself and Dras. My oldest friend was giving me long consideration before he spoke.


“Secrets, plural, any you'd share with me?” he finally asked.


“I have a few more Dras, but nothing that would change anything. I would still be me, and you would still be you. Please let it be.” I answered.


“Okay,” he said easily. At my raised eyebrow he smiled and continued. “Alana I hope one day you'll tell me whatever they are, but if you don't you're still the same girl who found me and made sure I got trained properly, still the same girl who saved my life, well, how many times are we on now? Just tell me, is it something bad?”


“Not really, just something that would cause me a lot of awkwardness and pain.”


“Then keep it. I've got lots to do right now though, so if you don't mind.” He rose and headed towards the door.


“Thank you Dras,” I muttered as he went, trying to keep all the ups and downs of this particular meeting contained.


Over the next couple of days I was a bit tense. Letters had to be sent, travel arrangements made. The city of Linden needed to know that we needed a meeting, and agree, all of which took time. That whole time I worried that my people might rebel against me, but they didn't. They accepted my judgment that the new update was needed and everyone worked on it.


Ulanion joined me as I made my way to the portal room, satisfied that I could be missed for a few days without issue. That was a good thing, as there were times when I would need to be gone for extended periods. The guards there waited with us as the connection was established and I stepped through. It wouldn't take too much time to go through the stopover at least, even though we'd need one due to the lack of a direct linkage.


“Hello dear,” my father greeted me as I stepped through, Mystien by his side. “We need to have a bit of a chat.”

            

    
        Chapter 260 Questions

    
    
    
    
                I tensed, they weren't alone. There were over half-a-dozen others with them, not that they would be needed. Those two alone were enough to deal with the few people I'd brought along.


“No need to be afraid Alana, we just want to speak with you about some of our concerns,” father began, his eyes watching both Ulanion and myself sharply.


My former mentor said nothing, just looked on. I could feel the magic he was holding in place, ready in case we did something.


“Alright... mind if we go somewhere private then?” I asked.


Quickly we were shown to a room.


“I'd rather we do this privately,” dad said to Ulanion.


We were in a small meeting room, and quickly threw up a number of privacy wards.


“Let us start with the basics. Why exactly did you destroy our one means of making new portals and place new restrictions on those who could make them? We've discussed this, and were already having less made, and with more protections.” Mystien began, he looked quite unhappy.


“I had to consult with an expert about the issues surrounding them to try and find a long-term solution. He is the one who put those down. I think the larger question is how you know about all of this?” I replied, a bit more snappily than I would like to admit.


“Alana, we have an inelegance wing, you know this,” dad sighed.


Mystien gave me a searching look. “Alana, you are the resident expert in portal technology, perhaps the best in the world right now.” At my raised eyebrow he searched his memories. “The elf.”


Dad quirked his own eyebrow, so I opted to explain. “We ran into an archmage of extreme power over in the elven lands. He's very private, but agreed to look into this, he's the one who provided the new additions we're using to stop another disaster like Silversprings, or worse, which he agrees is possible. Good news though, it means we can restart adding gates when we've got that done.”


“Who is this man? How are you contacting him?” dad asked in rapid succession.


“An old gate left behind, and as for his name, well I suppose I'll need Mysten's help with him soon. Most people just call him the elven king.”


Dad didn't understand, Mystien let out a solid stream of expletives.


“Which king? Atal's?” dad asked confused. While he knew a lot about politics, only on our own continent.


“The elves only have one king Verren; they only ever had one king. He's supposed to be dead.” The old spellcaster was finally speaking something other than curses.


“The rumors are exaggerated.”


“The last time he showed his face he almost took over two continents!” It seemed my feelings on the matter didn't calm him at all. “It took the literal formation of the Orders to stop it, and even then it was said to be a near thing! If word of his return gets out the elves will go to fucking war! A war we cannot afford, and one that would put us on the front-line.”


“I'm glad you're up to date on your history. More good news, he's uninterested in that nowadays. What he is interested in is my project, because it relates to his own.” I looked them down, dad confused and Mystien looking like he wanted to throttle someone.


“Explain,” dad said, eyes furrowing.


“He's doing some work with the same kind of thing that goes into the portals. I saw his papers once and if I'm being honest it's all nonsense to me, but he gets it. The price for my consult was nothing bad, we got new safeties, what we needed to know, and a friendly connection that may one day prove useful. Bad news, more information about the distortions is needed right now.” I started listing what we'd gained.


“Why didn't you tell me about any of this?” dad asked, looking frustrated.


“Why haven't I seen you in months? And don't tell me it's because you're busy, you pass through the portal network all the time; which I know, because I can see the logs. Yet not once have you come to see me, or even the woman who will soon birth your grandchild. You don't get to complain to me that I'm not telling you things when you're never around to tell.” Now was my turn to be mad, because he looked to be avoiding me. All I ever got was formal letters with instructions and requests for magical items for us to produce.


We sat in silence for minutes after that. Mystien could see this was a family issue, and kept back. My father and I just stared at each other.


“Your mother...” he began, letting it trail off.


“You think I don't know!? I was there, she died because I wasn't strong enough,” his raised hand stopped me.


“It wasn't your fault, you didn't hurt her, and nobody could have stopped her from stabbing that woman. It's that you look just like her when she was your age. I can't look at you and not see her, and I can't fight this war and be distracted too.” He looked hurt, and tired, and his age began to show even through all of his strength.


“Oh.” It was all I could say. I'd clearly not known his own issues.


I placed a hand on his, and held it there. Dad needed time to grieve, and everything was preventing that, it hurt to think about, but he couldn't now, not if he wanted us to be able to see tomorrow.


“I'll try to come see you when I can, but there are things we still need to be kept in on. Like why you're going to Linden,” he said, finally going back to the point of their waylaying me.


“Because one old and powerful archmage wants to meet with another old and powerful archmage, and I'm apparently now the delivery girl for them both. I'm hoping this will be enough to sate the elf and get him working on what I need so I can spend more time on advancing our wards. I'm hoping Mystien will be there in case something goes wrong.” I said with a bit of a shrug.


“You are a very frustrating girl who became a very frustrating woman,” Mystien said.


“Thank you,”


“Not a compliment,”


“Yes, it was.” I let it drop when I saw his eyebrow begin to twitch.


“When will this be?” he asked after a few moments.


“I don't even know where it will be yet. Working on finding all of that out now.”


“I'd offer to send more guards with you, but from my reports the people of Linden seem extremely against the idea of a repeat of the last time you were there. If someone attacks you I don't actually have much better than the priests they're sending. Still, be careful.”


“Keep us informed,” Mystien added. “I will be coming by to see you soon. I'd like to see some of your new work too if you don't mind.”


“I don't, but you will not interfere with my facility,” I said, placing my foot firmly down.


“Are you satisfied?” dad asked his companion.


“For now.”


“Good, because I need to get back to the front. We're still unable to locate some of General Ozen's forces. I expect an attack on the eastern side of the country at any moment.” Dad rose and left, giving some signal to the men outside. They fell in, so I supposed it was good for us.


Ulanion sent me a questioning glance, and I just shook my head. “Misunderstanding.”

            

    
        Chapter 261 Irritating Old Men

    
    
    
    
                “You're a problem, do you know that?” a particular old priest asked me from his desk.


His room was simple, so very simple, but it had a home-like quality to it. This was a place you could relax and do whatever it was you found relaxing for untold years, and he had. The only place that was hectic was his desk, piled high with papers.


“I'm getting told that a lot recently, yes,” I replied truthfully. “But not all problems are bad.”


“I do not want, and will not allow him here,” he said waving the note. “Not within a thousand miles of here if we're being precise. To even suggest such a meeting is some kind of insane insult to order itself, and I will not have it.”


“Aaron, I can call you Aaron right?” At his hand wave I continued. “I know things went poorly in the past.”


“You do not.”


“I do, but I have other concerns. If you had been there, if you had seen and felt what I saw and what I felt, you would too.”


“You're convinced that this danger you encountered is what? Some kind of Lovecraftian horror waiting to consume this world?” he asked.


“Maybe, maybe something else, I don't know.”


“And yet you continue to use the very magic that you say nearly brought it into this world, how responsible,” he quipped, clearly unhappy at that.


I leaned forward, locking my eyes on his. “The cat is out of the bag old man, too many people now know about the portals; too many are already interested in the possibility of teleportation to just ignore it, or hide it. We didn't know at the time, or things might have been different, but they are as they are. What I am doing is trying to fix any damage that might happen, and to find ways for it to not happen again.”


“Care to explain what you mean?”


“Bards, we're capable of fixing the little distortions caused by this sort of magic, if imperfectly. I figured it out years ago when trying to clean up after myself and am training others to do just that. That and working on items, some of the aid for which has been provided by the one you're maligning so harshly. I went to get his aid because he's the best with this kind of magic.” I was already tired of this argument.


“What makes you think that?” the old priest asked.


“Because I've seen his work.” I could see in his eyes that he wanted me to expound on what exactly the man he hated so viciously was working on, but he was out of luck. “Which you're free to ask him about if you agree to a meeting.”


“Even if I wanted, it would be impossible. I'm not going to where he is, or sending any of my people that could speak to him about this, and he is certainly NOT coming here.”


“You can use my place, it's as neutral as anywhere could be,” I offered.


“If I find that you've brought that man onto this landmass, we are going to have problems,” he said, his voice low and dangerous as he loosed his aura, the power flooding the room. “Are we clear?”


“Crystal,” I said weakly, he was trying to intimidate me, and it was working.


“Good.”


Slowly he pulled the power back down. Over the years it seemed every stupidly powerful magic user seemed to gain both intuitive and perfect control of their aura. I wasn't quite there yet, but I was far better than most, and able to hide it when I wanted. Many a caster always leaked some amount of it out into the air, and I briefly wondered if that training made you stronger or something.


“Teleconference,” I said after thinking in silence for a few moments.


“What?” the ancient man replied.


“We already have working radios, with a bit of extra effort we could easily set up a teleconference, or something much the same. Either here or at the old fortress. He wouldn't need to be nearby, and you could actually talk rather than just having issues at continental distances,” I suggested, hoping for some agreement.


“Our 'issues at continental distances' are unlikely to be solved, but the idea is at least tolerable.”


He sat back in his chair, tapping his desk repeatedly for several moments. I might have him here. There were only so many objections anyone could raise to accepting a phone call about potentially world-ending problems, and we both knew it. Heck, if he didn't I'd probably find some way to get Justin what he wanted anyway, consultation or not.


“I'll consider that, and get back to you later,” he finally answered. “Part of the problem is you as well. You're associating with a known mass murderer and if reports are to be believed you almost single-handedly wiped out everyone in a succession line in one swoop.”


“Not how I wanted things to go. Lief needed to die for what he did to Durin, what he did to our country, and what he would have done. I know reports were made on Ice's End, on what happened with those children.” Intimidated or not I spat venom at him now, he had no right to question me here, or berate me for doing what was right.


“And the children, what of them?”


“I did not kill any children,” I said, gritting my teeth.


“No, you did not,” he said with the calm truth of someone letting you in on their secret. “We have ways of tracking bloodlines you know? When the bishop in Lithere found what he did he was most confused. Sent one particular little one to us, to make sure. Your portal network helped bring her here.”


“She has no family left, and if you tell anyone that kid will either be assassinated or become a political pawn, perhaps both. She deserves a chance at a decent life.” I locked eyes with him.


He knew these things already. Was he threatening to bring her forward? Did he think that having her here would make her a pawn, for him? I didn't know, but I'd done what I could to see to it that that little girl would get a chance, and I would do so again.


“Is that why you did it?” he asked.


“I didn't know she existed, and I didn't want to hurt her mom. They didn't need to die, far as I know they didn't ever do anything wrong. The mother didn't kill anyone, and the child is just a child. The question is, what do you plan to do?”


“Nothing.” At my raised eyebrow he continued. “We're politically neutral on most things, we will do nothing. There are no parents to claim her, or even proof that she's the legitimate heir to anything, and exposing her to danger would be cruel. So we'll do what we do with every orphan, we will raise her.”


“Theodore?” I asked, wanting to know what the bishop might be thinking.


“Suspected she was a bastard. You wouldn't believe how many of those are floating about. I was hoping you might confirm my suspicions either way, though I would advise you to watch for that in the future.”


He had me there, even if it pissed me off. I could have just denied everything or stayed silent, notes for later.


“Advice noted. I'm off to set up the things so you or your representative can have that meeting. Kindly send them to the fortress as soon as reasonably possible.”


“I didn't agree,” he pointed out as I rose to leave.


“You will anyway,” I replied as I left, closing the door behind me. I could hear the guffaw, but I was right.

            

    
        Chapter 262 Summit Preparations

    
    
    
    
                Unfortunately the leadership of the various Orders had decided to take their sweet time in sending a representative. Normally this would be an issue, but I had so much work to do that it really wasn't. If anything the extra time was giving me what I needed to get ready.


The main thing I was doing now was overhauling the wards for the fortress, again. Many of my workers were downright tired of me doing it, but with the current civil war they all knew how important it was. Today I even had a bit of help with installation.


“You know I didn't come here to help you with your chores,” Mystien chided as he floated several large pieces into place.


“You're here, and taking up my time, so you are in fact here to help me with my chores. By the way, did you happen to tell anyone the secret to that lamp I made?” I asked.


“The weird one? No, we studied it for awhile, but never could figure out why it was so weird. Is it important?”


“Sort of, the last bit is in the box over there, then I'll send you off with a few little toys I'd like someone to test in the field.” I pointed at a crate that had been recently moved here from my own lab, the final piece to the whole addition here.


The sphere was, much like its predecessor, really weird to look at. It was just so perfect, so oddly ideal that it didn't properly fit in with what it should be. I'd been studying the setup Ristolian had used for the past few weeks, and was now confident that this would fit in well with my newest updates.


“Interesting, and you took the time to hide what it's doing,” he commented as he moved the final bit of this contraption into place.


“I did.”


“What is it doing?” he asked.


“Oh, it moves some rocks in case we get attacked, nothing too bad,” I teased.


“And the shape?”


“Increases efficiency and mana retention several fold. We found one like it in Ristolian's old personal office that was still charged up centuries after being left there, with no external source. This one is the core of this new defense.” I had no problem sharing those facts with him, just from what he was seeing here he probably already suspected. “I'll send you some of the results we got.”


“I'd like to see the actual site,” he grumbled.


“Denied.”


“Denied? Denied! I think you forget who's funding this little operation of yours Alana,” he said, seemingly scandalized.


“I am. I'm currently the only provider of portals and sky-metal, and the best provider of half of the magical items your strongest forces use.” I didn't even have to exaggerate, it was all true.


“About the sky-metal, I'm hoping you might be convinced to spare a bit more. The meager amounts you're sending us are hardly enough for our needs right now.”


Sky-metal, or aluminum in my previous world's language, was a premium material for many magical uses. I'd figured out the trick to making it back in school, but others had a difficult time making it at all. The fact that aluminum was practically everywhere in rocks helped, but without a lot of knowledge of atomic theory wizards would struggle, and without proper visualization bards would fail. I was the only real supplier.


For whatever reason aluminum was highly magically conductive, and therefore ideal for a number of purposes. It made workable parts for armor, though was too soft for weapons, and for static magical structures was also excellent, with only a few materials gathered from magical beasts really working as well. Silver and copper were also extraordinarily good, but each had their own problems that aluminum lacked.


“When I get the time I'll be happy to,” I replied.


“You know, telling me that you'll do it in your free time is rude. You could just tell me no.”


He looked at me and I just couldn't keep the smirk off my face. Both of us were swamped with the war going on and my constant working. Sadly there didn't seem to be much of an end in sight.


I wasn't privy to all of the details, as those were for people who needed to know only, but I knew a few things. Our faction had started off strong, with both father and Mystien, and control of the portals we had the best infrastructure of any of the various inheritors of the Empire. We also had some of the best of the special troops. Sadly we had access to fewer troops than a number of the other generals, and while we'd taken most of the former Bergond, we certainly didn't have every bit of it under control.


Other generals had the bulk of the army under their commands, and they'd been far to the East when things had gone wrong. There was also a breakaway faction in the Southern sections of the two former kingdoms, itself trying to establish rule over lands that were difficult to take for one reason or another. The lines were blurry, with skirmishes almost constant, the alliances also seemed to shift on a daily basis, to politics that were well outside of my own level. The only real solid fact for me was that one of the generals, a man named Ozen, had set himself firmly against our group. I knew nothing about him save for the fact that everyone took him seriously.


“I hope that doesn't mean you're backing out of joining in on my little summit,” I commented with a grin, watching his face crease in displeasure.


“That I can't afford to do. Even if your 'friends' weren't too powerful for us to let wander about, I almost never get a chance to talk to people more powerful than myself. Their off the cuff insights could be world-changing.”


“Good, but for now.” I led him over to a small crate and opened it up. “These are just preliminary, for testing, if they work as well as I hope we can make more.” I passed him one of the small boxes. Knowing that a perfectly circular core inside it was the real special bit. “Shielding arrays, mobile.”


“Instructions?” he asked, only to see my finger pointing to the booklet in the box. “I swear you get more cheek by the day. Fine, I'll have my people look them over.”


It was several weeks later when the envoy from the Orders finally arrived, and it wasn't quite who I was hoping for. It began with a few guards emerging from the portal first and checking things, before the envoy herself made her way out.


My own self image instantly took a hit as the jaw dropping elven woman stepped through the portal. She looked, in a word, perfect. Her body curved in all the right places, and none of the wrong ones, and even the guards I'd brought were clearly distracted as she suantered through the opening and began looking around. Her snow-white hair fell into the cleavage of her simple robe as she studied the room, eyes eventually falling on me.


My eyes of course snapped to Ulanion, who, to my satisfaction was looking everywhere except the beauty who'd just entered my home. If he'd been ogling her like some of the other soldiers were doing I would have had to have a conversation with him.


“Ah, you must be Alana,” the woman said with a smile as she approached. “I've heard so very much about you, and about this little meeting we're supposed to have.”


I knew the signs, I'd heard rumors of them, and seen them first hand. The way her ears were so long, the color of her hair. This woman wasn't just an elf, she was an old elf, a pure elf. What I didn't know was why they'd sent her.


“Indeed, a pleasure to meet you. Unfortunately I wasn't informed of who exactly was coming?” I queried, hoping to learn what I could.


“Oh? My apologies then, I'm from the Lovers, a pleasure to meet you. Do we have time before the meeting begins?” she asked, moving beside me and hooking her arm around mine.


“Yes...” I said, only barely registering that she'd not given her name.


“Good, good. I was hoping we might have a little chat to ourselves, girl to girl. I'm oh so curious as to your relationship with Justin. Won't you tell me all about it?”

            

    
        Chapter 263 The Priestess

    
    
    
    
                I was cornered, trapped by the priestess, well, sort of. Somehow we'd managed to find our way to one of the many meeting rooms this facility still had. Since it had served as both a central office for a rebellion and an emperor's personal residence those were in anything but short supply. Now we sat across from one another in what some might call a chat, but others would clearly recognize as an interrogation.


“So, how exactly do you know Justin?” she inquired, leaning forward. We were alone now, separated from our various guards.


“We met while I was looking into the portals. I stumbled into his workshop and drank his tea.”


There was a laugh like wind chimes and she leaned backwards. “Oh I would have loved to see that.”


“How exactly do you know him? Or do you?” I asked, trying to parse who exactly I was dealing with here.


“Oh, we have history going back a long, long way, but that's not important for now. What's important is why he's coming here? Or wants to.” Suddenly her face hardened, eyelids slipping down as she stared at me. “I won't lie, nobody is happy about this situation, but I want to know the basics of it.”


“The math is beyond me if I'm being honest,” I began with, and she nodded, nobody really needed the physics details from a bar. “But we managed to find that the portals are making a number of anomalies in the world. They're not the only way for those to form either, so just getting rid of them would only be a stopgap. My hope is to figure out what the danger is, and how to ameliorate it.”


“Have you had any success in that endeavor so far?” All of the bubbly, flirtatiousness was gone. We were alone now, and while this woman might have otherwise been well disposed towards me I was after something her whole organization decidedly didn't want.


“Some, as I explained to the elder of the shield. My own apprentices are being trained to do the best we can, and we know that with time it all cleans itself up, eventually.”


She seemed to still be quite unhappy, but nodded a bit. “Before coming I made inquiries among our own records and staff, and I hate to admit it, but that line of research is poorly understood. Your group might well be the best educated on the continent about it.”


“I mean, it decidedly isn't priest magic,” I pointed out.


“No, well, not really, at a certain level of power you can start to do some very interesting things that others might not expect, but that's beside the point. We also have more than a few wizards working for us and have had some powerhouses over the years.”


“You also have methods of making items that don't really translate to the rest of us.” She raised an eyebrow at that comment. “The marks,” I clarified.


“Oh, yes, well, sort of. That magic is secret to keep it from being abused, but it's more of a prototype version of the common item creation. It just released the magic at a timed interval, the real magic is in the ink, there were older ones you know.”


“I did not...”


“Tattoo type magic was a bit of a fad for a time, but it fell from favor.” It was now my chance to lean in, as this was information I'd never heard, and was unlikely to from many sources.


“Why?” I asked, hoping to gain some insight.


“A couple of reasons. One, it's horridly inefficient compared to magical items, and two, the uses are limited to the special inks. The effect of the Lover's Marks is so slight and subtle that it is the cheapest of them, and the use for the common people so high that it has persisted. We're getting off subject again.”


“Right, what else did you need to know?” I asked.


“The reports I have say you felt, something, looking at our world. Could you clarify? Can we fight it? Do we need to?” she asked.


“I don't know how familiar you are with the idea of this universe...”


“I'm aware of the very basics, and that there are travelers like yourself from others.” She frowned as she said that. “You all do seem to cause big change, for good or ill.”


“Well, again, some o the deeper parts are beyond me, but there is a place outside of... reality, and there is something out there. Justin doesn't think there should be, and there were stories back on our world about that sort of thing, all generally bad. As for fighting whatever it is? From what I felt I can't imagine it.” I felt my own eyes slip off into the distance as I tried to picture combating something that made me terrified by it's very existence. All I could imagine coming from it would be horror and pain.


“Stories?” she said, an eyebrow quirking.


“Lovecraft was what it was called, but I'll freely admit I didn't really read them. Just knew the genre, and that they tended to have things that shouldn't be.” I'd said the name in English.


“Love-craft? That sounds like something I'd be doing though doesn't it? Not some horror.” That was enough to confirm she spoke my lingo, though that shouldn't have really surprised me being who she hung with.


“Er, I think it was a writer's name,” I explained.


“What an odd name.” She leaned back and sighed. “Very well, when is the other party arriving? We'll need to get this over with.”


“Tomorrow, I do hope that's alright?”


“Of course, do we have rooms?”


“Yes, near our current in residence priestess. I'm sure she'll be happy to have you around.”


As we rose and moved to the door she fell away from the hard, unhappy, businesswoman attitude and back into her previous one. Our arms were interlinked by the time I got the doors open, and as I led her and her retinue to their rooms I heard at least one of my own men trip and stumble on the walk.


Kala looked over the moon when we met her on the way, biting her lip seemingly without thinking about it. I let her take over, the still nameless priestess moving to her side and lightly discussing the work around the fortress.


“Don't fall for it,” Ulanion said once we were far enough away, appearing at my side.


“Care to clarify?” I asked.


“That woman may not be evil, but she's dangerous. I've seen the kind before, like a flower with a poison scent. Within seconds she was pumping Kala for information on us, didn't you see?”


“I did, and she certainly not a friend, but you think she's an enemy?” I asked, looking at him.


“I don't know, but what I know is that she was sent here for a reason. I'd guess at least part of that reason is to get intel from us.”


I sighed deeply, already tired from this politicking. “I'll need to warn our researchers to keep away from her, and to watch what they say. Luckily Kala's not too involved in that. We probably can't keep her from spilling any and all important information on injuries, but luckily most of that shouldn't reveal anything of note.” I stopped for a second and looked at him. “I do hope your not worried that I've shared anything untoward.”


“You tend to, but I'll trust your judgment. Did you tell her anything important?”


I ran over the conversation in my head. “Nothing vital that she didn't already know. Oh, we also need to add looking into magical tattoos to the list of topics to look into.”


“Never heard of anything other than the Lover's Marks, but isn't the list already long enough? You've just taken a few things off haven't you?”


“Aww Ulanion, that's the thing about lists, the harder you work to shorten them, the longer they tend to end up.”


He chuckled as we went off to warn some of the staff, me the researchers, and he the guards. The latter definitely needed to be straightened out in short order.
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                I sat at the meeting table, waiting, across from me the woman who I was fairy convinced had founded The Lovers. She sat there playing with her hair as I ran through my paperwork, looking over reports that had just arrived this morning. The scouts had noticed some of the local monsters were acting strangely, either missing or riled up. There were a few ways that might have happened, the most likely being that some other, bigger beast had moved into the area, but it was all still far enough away that we shouldn't be in immediate danger.


Mystien was at my side, our table divided into thirds. He was comporting himself better than most had, as well involved in his own work, and the interest in meeting our final guest.


There were a few guards here, and all were now acting right, Ulanion having given them a firm beating into shape. He though was elsewhere, just because something big was going on didn't mean that we had no other concerns where senior staff was needed.


I thought back to my conversation with Kala this morning. She absolutely gushed about our guest, and knowing her I was well aware how the two of them had spent their evening. The shade of red she turned when I asked her the woman's name and she failed to answer acted as both confirmation and a reminder that our elven 'friend' liked her games.


The final third of our circular table sat before a portal, recently moved from my personal lab. As the time for our meeting finally arrived it charged up, flaring to live.


The first one to step through was a rather familiar looking golemic dog. It surveyed the area briefly before the figure of the ancient elven king stepped through. His eyes swept the room before landing on the priestess. I almost felt his face fall, shoulders lowering briefly and eyes taking on the look of age.


“Naturally they'd send you. I am at least glad to see you well Adia.” Now I had a name at least.


“Let's get this over with. You want to research this anomaly at Silversprings yes? I'm willing to listen to the proposal, but we want guarantees that you'll do nothing else,” Adia said.


“Not even a hello? After all this time can you not at least forgive me?”


“I was satisfied with your punishment, which was never to trod these lands again, and yet here you stand.” The priestess released her aura like a wave, undulating pink like a tide pushing across the room in her anger.


Mystien drew back in near panic at the amount of power, but I was less impressed, having seen such displays before. She was strong, sure, very strong, but this wasn't controlled, she'd actually lost her cool. A look revealed that Justin too was unimpressed, merely keeping a small bubble of bubbles around himself.


I flared my power, as well. It was meager compared to the titans around me, but there was a point to be made that we wouldn't be bullied. As soon as he recovered our own archmage joined me.


“I believe we all agreed that there would be no fighting here,” I said with as much steel as I could force into my voice.


In an instant the aggression fell away, returning things to their former state.


“My apologies,” Adia said.


“We are satisfied to allow access to our lands,” Mystien declared. “Though we do want the results of the investigation to prevent further disasters.” While I might be in charge of this facility, he would be the one who could authorize work at other places. “I'd also like to speak with you at length another time, as I feel it might be enlightening,” he said to Justin.


“That is not enough for us, we want a guarantee,” the priestess said, crossing her arms.


“Of what kind?” I asked, hoping to solve this problem.


“That is the problem isn't it? We have few who exist at the level of magic needed to combat him, and I doubt you lot could stop him from making a portal and marching an army through it,” she argued, and she was right.


“I no longer command armies, Adia, and haven't in a long time.”


“Oh? And how many golems like that one do you have?” At the face the other old elf made she snorted. “That's what I thought.”


I had to look between the two, there was history here, a lot of it, but neither seemed interested in going into the details. There was a deep seated desire in me to know what happened between the two of them, but there was a problem. If I pried one or both might spill the details of who I was to Mystien or the others, something I decidedly didn't want.


“If I wanted to do that, I simply would,” Justin argued. “It isn't like there's anyone here who could do much about it. If an army of automatons to conquer land was what I desired to release, I would just release them. Clearly though, you want something, so why don't you tell me what it is?”


There was a slight smile from Adia. “Alana, could you construct another of those explosive devices, like the one whose results he wishes to look into?”


“Not with the new restrictions on the portals, no.”


“Convenient, but you could have?”


“Yes?” I said, curious as to where she was going with this.


“Then why didn't you send one over to the other continent and repeat the experiment there? The mess would have been reproduced, and he could have studied it,” she pointed out.


“One, because that's insane, and two, because I don't want something bad to happen there either.”


It was clear where she was trying to go with this, 'Why didn't you just do it there?' nonsense and I wanted none of it. I'd dumped too much time an effort into seeing that particular mistake never repeated to just casually set off destruction elsewhere.


“I've told you the details of what happened, and if you're unaware of why I wouldn't do such a thing, then you're too stupid to have been sent here. Just say what you actually want and stop playing games,” I said, already unhappy with the beginning of this.


The only upside to this whole debacle, and this world in general was that politicians tended to be mages as well, and therefore all knew that they had better things to do than dicker around once their games had been found out. Sure, some of the more entrenched factions would play games with each other, but when it came to groups like ours, and any who had powerful enough individuals then it stopped. If you really were strong, you never needed to go around shouting to the sky about how awesome you were.


“Access to a number of golem designs, as well as some of the weapons and weapon platforms produced in the last war between our factions. Added to that we want full access to the portal technology so that we might build and maintain our own network,” Adia said, finally giving a list of demands.


“No,” Justin said simply. “I'm not giving you all of that.”


Now the real haggling began, and I felt myself smile when the old elven king declared that I was Ristolian's inheritor and therefore the one who should own the rights to the portal technology as far as he was concerned. I knew it was a lie, that he'd still do with it what he wanted, but it made sure that we still had a seat at the table. It did make my mentor give me the strangest look though.

            

    
        Chapter 265 Interloper

    
    
    
    
                The back and forth was intense, but there was some wiggle room. Justin was an absolute monster when it came to design and the Orders knew it, therefore they wanted some of his older ones. Both Mystien and myself heavily objected to this once we learned what exactly they were after.


In the past there had been a few ship designs that had allowed the elves to cross the ocean with seeming ease. Both sides were vague about exactly what was going on with them, but apparently when it came to war they were unparalleled. They'd also all been built and maintained by a corps of elves led by our elderly king himself, one that ha been lost to the ages. These matched with some of the magically powered boats I'd seen on their continent, but had been of a different scale, one not seen since.


There were also magical weapons and golems that the old man had designed over the years that could work as a force multiplier. Adia wanted those too, since there were very, very, few people who could design a working golem of any real ability. Ristolian's assistant was a good example of why, they just had to be too complex or they would get locked into circular paths of action, unable to escape.


Limited versions were eventually agreed upon, but then the priestess turned to me.


“Portals, we want to be able to make and maintain our own,” she declared, like it was already agreed upon.


“Absolutely not, I've done too much work trying to keep that contained to hand it over,” I responded, slightly offended that she'd make such a request after our talks.


“We do not ant you to have a pure monopoly on portal travel, it would allow us to move priests where they needed to be, when we needed them to be there.”


“Mind if I propose a compromise?” I offered.


She raised an eyebrow, but nodded. “You may.”


“I can provide you with a limited number of portals, for your people to place as they please. We can hash out the exact number, and where they would be delivered, but they would be yours, not ours. It would also allow me to keep the creation of those dangerous objects controlled for now.”


“How many?” Adia asked, smirking. This may have been what she was hoping to get in the first place.


The next round of negotiations then began. Mystien had things he wanted as well, the sharing of those plans, which we got some of, and the slower delivery of portal pairs than the priests specifically wanted. While we could understand that they desired actions over promises we were still in the middle of a war and in need of all the infrastructure we could get.


The deal with eventually struck, with Adia securing the next five portal pairs we made, and then an additional every five we made until we'd delivered twenty to the Orders for their use. It would be a hassle, but one we could deal with in both the short and long runs.


As for the teleportation technology out there floating around, I wasn't too worried. I hadn't revealed to them that I had a way to track those, because why would I? If they decided to become a real thorn in our side we could have personal visits to wherever they decided to stick their portals, and repossess them with vigor.


Once we had all of our agreements in place we took a break so a scribe could put it all in proper legalese for us. These wouldn't be public records or anything, but everyone liked having a receipt for their deals.


“Then we're all satisfied?” Justin asked tiredly.


“No, but we can live with it,” Adia answered, tapping her fingers on the desk.


“I do hate to impose while in your home miss Alana, but might my counterpart and I have a few moments of privacy?”


Mystien and I went for lunch while the two elves set up a barrier and began to have their chat. I didn't know what they were talking about, and while I could have planted bugs in the room, that had seemed in bad taste. I'd also hate to be found out for doing such a thing, and the many issues it might cause, potentially even the failure of these negotiations.


They joined us some time later, both looking a bit drained from whatever had transpired between them. A few minutes into what should have been a cordial chat Ulanion appeared.


“We have a bit of an issue,” he said, leaning over towards me.


“What?” I asked.


He went over to the window and pointed at the horizon in a particular place. I could see little more than a small blur there, but joined him. With a few small movements I set up one of my lenses, expanding the view to cover what had him worried.


There was an army. Not the largest collection of men I'd ever seen, but one clearly well arrayed to assault us. They marched forward in rank after rank. Within their formation were carts and held aloft items I recognized as some of my own designs, older ones for warding and protection. There seemed to be mages as well, outriders from them putting up spells and wards to stop anything we might throw at them.


“I suppose that answers what happened to Ozen's forces. He must really have tried to bring them here without us noticing,” Mystien opined. “Not sure we can fight that many on our own.”


“You are absolutely forbidden from joining in this conflict,” Adia said from behind, voice hard as she addressed Justin.


“Do not worry my dear, I wasn't planning on it,” the white-haired magus answered.


“He won't be needed,” I said with a smile. “Though Mystien, remind me to thank Ozen should we see him. I've been itching to try out some of my new protective schemes.” I turned to my fiance. “Have you already initiated the emergency protocols?”


“Of course,” he chuckled. “We've called for reinforcement, and all of the gate rooms are on alert.”


“Great, let's send out the Hall Monitor.”


“The Hall Monitor?” Adia asked, her voice showing her confusion.


“Something an old friend left behind.”


General Ozen stood among his men, staring at the captured fortress. This had been Durin's home, and the murderous little wretch and her ilk had taken it for themselves. There was no way some two-bit princling had killed his lord, only to fall to that girl, and he would prove it, after he retook the empire.


With a wave the bombardment began. The shields were no surprise, as his enemy was well known for their defensive structures, but shields could, and would, be broken. It might be a bit of a rush to do it, and he had no doubt that some or all of the portals would fall before he could conquer this bastion, but that was fine, doing it would still cripple his enemies, robbing them of one of their greatest assets.


Long range ballistae, and very long range magics bounced off a hard shell, the dome appearing only as the impacts fell, shattering and splattering across the surface of the protections. It was like trying to crack a turtle's shell, each impact one more blow against them.


And then the wind died.


Ozen looked towards one of his advisors, a specialized battle-mage. The man turned to the sky, eyes flicking as he pulled out observational tools.


“Shield, secondary and around us. Not too strong I think, probably so their men don't have to deal with the cold as we fight them,” the advisor said, shrugging slightly. “Not a threat to us.”


As they continued pounding against the dome surrounding the little castle-like structure a single figure emerged, pulling behind it a sled. At first Ozen thought it a man in armor, but soon it became clear that it was too large for that.


“YOU ARE A THREAT TO THE ACADEMY, THE HEADMISTRESS HAS COMMANDED THAT YOU BE DETAINED AND HANDED OVER TO THE PROPER AUTHORITIES,” the golem declared, raising its arm.


His men answered without order, turning part of their attention to the metal man. It shortly became clear that the sled was some form of shield as well, protecting the thing from harm. That said, it didn't actually do anything but glow.


“That is why you never use a golem,” his advisor said with a chuckle. “They tend to get weird on the battlefield.”


General Ozen snorted, sharing the humor. Several of his men as well were beginning to laugh at the failure of the hideously complex construct.
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                I watched from above as the hall monitor began his work. It took time for the gas to spread, and it wasn't fatal, but it didn't need to be. He was just the first wave, the first wave of many to our attack. These soldiers really should have known better than to do as they did, I understood it, but they were good and truly screwed now.


It didn't take long for the soldiers to realize that the golem was up to no good, the first few ranks being very distracted by his emissions was the big obvious sign. As soon as they did he started getting pounded by spell after spell, but that was okay, it was even intended. I wanted them looking at him, attacking his defenses, not at other things.


Both Justin and Adia looked on as we were joined up on the ramparts by a number of the support staff, and I began to sing. We sung about the wind and the rain, and while I didn't want the former quite yet, the latter was decidedly something to introduce.


Mystien had already left my side, he, Dras, and several of the other wizards were going to be busy adding layers to our defenses and bolstering the wards while we bards began to deal with the enemy. Our positions would eventually switch, but if you could cause problems for less mana then it made sense to do so.


That was something which had always irked me a bit, that bards were considered useless. Alone a bard might not be able to do much, but nobody really thought about the amount of trouble that one bard and a proper band could really cause. We'd be changing that today.


The rain began to fall on the opposing army. Not snow, or sleet, or even the freezing rain that sometimes fell at this high latitude, no, it was hot, warm, steaming. It landed just as the wizards aiding our enemy broke the outer shield and let the wind back in. It would hamstring the golem, but it would do so much worse things to them.


The upside to laughing gas is that it's so safe and effective, the downside for this use is that it wears off very quickly. As soon as the fresh air was let into the equation Ozen's men began to recover, but that was when part two began to take effect.


His soldiers had taken to wearing heavy coats and warm clothing, important with the ice and snow, but that was now soaked in warm water. I changed my song, now that they had opened the air, it was time to bring in a cold, cold wind.


“Hot water and steam? Oh, haha,” Justin said, realizing what was going on.


“Oh, that's mean,” Adia commented, right as the wind kicked up flecks of snow.


She was right, it was. We were going to distract, then spike up their body temperatures, then drop them like a stone. This was a battle of attrition, not of strength, and I would take apart his army like ripping down a castle one brick at a time. The up and down would be worse by orders of magnitude then just making them cold, and it was not something most of these people had experience with.


Ozen's mages were now struggling to both dry and warm his army, just another distraction. Doing this wasn't free for us, but it was cheap, fixing it was painful for him, and pulled the legs out from under his assault on our shields.


There were only a few bards here to join me in the current section of the defense, but all had their place. Those that could add to the weather effects did, those that couldn't waited for their chance to get in more trouble for our opponent.


Their chance came when Ozen's wizards got frustrated with the current plan and began lighting big fires to keep the cold and wet at bay. Those fires grew and grew in intensity, subtle songs adding fuel to the flames. It wasn't immediate, but in moments the fires powered by magic had the opposing army under a veritable heat wave.


It took almost fifteen minutes for Ozen to get tired of our shenanigans and renew his assault on the fortress. That was the right move, if a costly one. Letting his men go from sweating to freezing and back again like a yo-yo was already wearing on the soldiers, or at least the non-magical ones, he had to stop us.


“Time to switch,” I declared, leading the way down to where the wards were fed.


Justin and Adia followed, content to watch for the time being. This wasn't their home, and they wouldn't act to defend it.


“You're up,” I said to the wizards as I entered their section, placing a hand forward and beginning to feed the wards. They should still have plenty of power, but better safe than sorry.


My part in the battle was done, and now I got to sit back and wait.


“I've never seen anyone use bardic magic like that,” Adia said. “Most people just use it for food generation during sieges.”


“Oh, we'll use it for that too if we need to, but there's so much more we can do. How hard was it for us to cause them problems? Not bad I assure you. How much did they have to do to try and fix those issues? Far more. Even if he brought a mass of men, I don't have to just kill them, I only have to make them stop.”


“Could you have defeated them in open combat?” Adia questioned.


“With Mystien already here, along with his support people? Absolutely.”


They asked questions on the wards that I was using, along with a few of the intricacies of the battle tactics we chose to employ. I answered some of those. I suspected that Justin knew of the perfect sphere trick, but he might not, and if he didn't I certainly wasn't sharing it. Most of the rest of the wards were rather straightforward.


“I don't suppose you'll share that golem design? We could perhaps come to an arrangement on it,” Adia questioned.


“Since I'm not the original designer, I think that I shall not.” There was no need to tell her that I couldn't even if I wanted to, that I only managed to take control of the thing, not create my own.


I waited, and waited. I wasn't on the front line, so there was nothing else for it. In time I began to worry about my friends and closest confidantes. Ulanion had gone to reinforce the gates, and Dras had joined Mystien in the magical assault. Even the students had their place, doing the damage they could.


It was hours before everything was done, and though we'd won, it wasn't an absolute victory. Men had died, twenty-three of the weaker wizards and knights had fallen, including two of Dras' assistants. Eventually we received backup, but this attack had been happening at the same time as several others. Ozen it would seem, had been using the radios I'd provided to coordinate.


General Ozen


I groaned as they drug me into the fortress. The humor wasn't lost on me that I was being pulled into the very place I'd sought so hard to enter. At this point it was clear we'd lost, my army, five-thousand of my best men, was shattered, though perhaps a few units had fled before the final defeat.


My own fall had come at the hands of a fiery young mage who I would have loved to have for myself. He'd wielded fire with aplomb, and if I was to fall, it seemed better to lose to an up-and-coming opponent.


At least I'd fared better than the bulk of my war mages, who'd been slaughtered at the hands of the old archmage who'd once served under Durin. Jets of water and waves of power had broken their ranks, and had I known he would be present, well, I would have waited for the assault.


Now though I was bound hand and foot in enchanted chains and floated through the gates to whatever fate awaited me. Any hope of a dignified demise lost as I saw the young blonde woman marching over to where I was being held.


“Ah, and the demon shows herself. Well, if you're going to kill me, I'd prefer if you cut my head off like you did Durin rather than cook me,” I said, blood dripping down my lower lip.


“I didn't kill Durin, and your fate is out of my hands. I don't suppose I can convince you to give an official surrender?”


“Why? You've already beaten us.”


“Because,” she sighed. “If you tell your men to stand down then I'll have less problems holding them until reinforcements arrive.”


That was a bit odd. Many of my people were strong enough that holding them would hardly be an option unless they surrendered. They'd just be killed, and even if they did give up, maybe even they'd be executed, if they were men at least.


“My soldiers, you'll spare them?” I questioned, raising an eyebrow.


“If you order them to stand down and they swear before a priest that they shall behave I won't need to kill them, now will I?” she asked with a small smile. Anyone who betrayed such an oath would expect to die, and rightly so.


“I suppose you have witnesses and paperwork?”


“Naturally, paperwork makes the world go round.”


It hurt to chuckle, but chuckle I did at that one.
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                My father literally couldn't stop laughing. It was refreshing to see him in such a good mood really, since he was far more dour than I'd like since mother's death. On the other hand it was getting a bit frustrating to deal with.


“That he actually came here to lay siege...” he began before giggles overtook him again.


“Honestly it's like he never even looked at the defenses on the place,” my brother added.


“It wouldn't have been as clean if Mystien hadn't been around, but yes, I can't imagine what he was thinking,” I agreed.


While I wasn't known as the most aggressive of sorts I'd always been heavy into the magical items, and anyone who'd even bothered to read over my history would know that I had a knack for coming out unscathed. Then again, without any real military experience I supposed that perhaps he thought it would be a pushover, even with the known defenses of the fortress.


“Well, I suppose I should go and get them all, anything else for me?” dad asked.


“I passed over the papers indicating his surrender and that of his army. I really didn't have enough room for all of them here, and the cleanup alone was a bit more than my current staff was prepared for. We'd manage it, it would just be a pain.


“So with Ozen out of it, think things will go on much longer?” I asked.


“He may be out, but not all of his men will be. Some of his territory will accept our rule, but we need to be prepared for the same thing that happened with Durin. Some of the sub-commanders will split off, claiming they're now in charge. Some may even become bandits or some other large-scale issue. There's also the fact that there are still other claimants to the imperial legacy that may absorb parts of Ozen's land and will definitely keep opposing us,” dad answered, no longer laughing.


“Boo,” I observed, quite wisely in my opinion.


“Civil wars are nasty little sister,” John said with a slight smile. “We'll get back to normal, one day.”


I was glad both of them were here. They'd not managed to come immediately when we called for help because of other attacks, but those proved minor. It looked like I'd been the real target, the others just distractions to keep aid away. Since this was the largest portal nexus we had, that made sense. The smaller one would have been useful to take for them, but this would have been the real prize.


I gave John an appraising look. Some days he still seemed an idiot, but even now I had to admit that he'd become quite the leader. In some years when our father stepped down I thought he'd step into the latter's shoes without any issue.


“I sure hope so John. Well, if that's all done then, I have guests that I need to attend to,” I said, leaving them.


The two elves had been more than patient with me leaving them for so long. I briefly wondered if that was because living for that long just made you patient, or because they saw that it was an actual emergency. In the end it didn't really matter, as I soon made my way back to the meeting.


Turned out I was wrong, my guests were just there staring at each other. Walking in on them in the middle of this felt rather odd if I had to be honest, like I was walking into someone's therapy session.


“Sorry for the rude interruption,” I said, nodding towards them.


“I actually found it rather interesting. What exactly did you have that golem doing? If you don't mind sharing,” Justin asked, one eyebrow quirked.


“Laughing gas, something Ristolian left behind,” I answered with a shrug. “Hilariously effective.”


He snorted laughter at that. “That does seem his style,”


“Laughing gas?” Adia questioned.


“Nitrous oxide, a temporary, if effective painkiller,” I told her. “Causes feelings of joy, happiness, things like that, also makes it hard to function for dizziness.”


She made a face, “A poison then? I can't say I approve.”


“Everything is poison in the right amount, but this is fairly benign. Frankly the temperature see-saw was a lot meaner than that,” I argued, poisons weren't banned by any of the orders, but they weren't well liked either.


“I personally thought that bit was rather inspired too. Seldom do I get to see bardic magic abused in war so thoroughly, and never in that manner. Which is saying something, I've seen a lot of magic over the years,” Justin observed.


“There have been a few similar uses, but few,” Adia answered, tapping her chin. “Mostly those involved making it cold and wet rather than hot and cold.”


“Well thank you for the compliments. Mystien should bee here to rejoin us soon, but I think we're pretty much done anyway. Justin, when exactly would you like to go and see the site?”


“It will take me a few days to get my side of things put together. A week then?”


“Sounds good to me. Miss Adia, I'll discuss with you later about portal deliveries, but unless either of you have anything else, I have a bit of a mess on my doorstep.”


“Would you mind if we had the room for a bit longer? There's some things I'd like to continue speaking about with my opposite,” Justin asked, getting a quirked brow from Adia.


“No problem, please excuse me.”


I met Mystien in the hall, it looked like he'd just finished up some of his own tasks and was indeed coming to rejoin us. After a brief greeting we went back down towards my lab on my own.


“Alana, you know I feel like we have the same conversation again and again,” he said.


“What about?” I asked.


“Secrets. I'm not stupid, and while you may have met Justin on that little trip of yours, there's certainly more to it, any fool could see that. I cannot say that I would give such concessions as he did to someone I'd met only a few times. Oh, as well as the fact that the orders were willing to send what is clearly a very senior priestess out to this meeting, to say nothing about allowing it at all.”


“I have more and more as time goes on,” I answered, and it was the truth. “I think I've shared more than enough of them with you as well, even when I didn't want to.”


“True, true you have given me far more than I could ever have asked for from an apprentice.” I raised my eyebrows at that description. “Don't look at me like that, while I may not have been responsible for all of your education, you are certainly one of my students. There's one more question that I really would like answered though.”


“And what is that?”


“Your aura, why is it the same at Justin's?”
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                Mystien allowed me to lead him over to my office, if we were going to have such serious conversations then the hall just wasn't the place for it.


“Well?” he asked.


“Well, obviously I still have secrets,” I responded, a bit unhappy he'd noticed.


“Clearly, but before I go and talk to a mage that could quite easily turn me into a fine red mist should I irritate him I would like to know what exactly I'm dealing with.”


I sat in my chair, contemplating, what to tell him, how to tell him.  I could reveal everything, but that seemed to generate even more issues.  A truth would be the best way, but a partial one, one he might understand.


“Justin and I are different,” I explained.  “As was Ristolian, the maker of this fortress, and the leader of the Orders.”


“Different?  Different how?  Because you're no wizard and no priest, and I remember your birth young lady, so you're certainly not as ancient as that man out there.”


“Knowledge, knowledge of places, and people, and things our eyes have never seen.  I think it's a bit different for each of us, and I won't go into the specifics too much, but all of us were born aware of who we were, and knowing things that others didn't.”  I considered for a bit.  “I can't explain how, or why, as I simply don't know.  I think Justin is working on that, something to do with space magic and the like, but his work is beyond me.”


I could see Mystien's gears turning as he too took a seat, staring off into the air.  He sat like that for a long time, fingers tapping on the armrest of his own seat.  It looked like he was going over things one by one, trying to piece together things.


“Your insights into the nature of water, or the rearing of bees, or Pi,” he said still focusing on the wall.


“Yes,” I confirmed.


“How much more do you know?  I've seen so much already,”


“That's difficult to put into words.  I know quite a lot, and a lot of what I know I don't realize I know.  Like how you could probably identify a lot more areas when you see them then if you just tried to list them out, or something.  There's a lot though, some of which I won't share with you.”


“You won't?”


I sighed.  “Mystien, I don't need to be the one to explain to you that some knowledge is dangerous, some of it extremely so, do I?  Even with what I have shared, look at the damage from some of it, and what could have happened if it were the wrong thing.”  I contemplated how to put it best.  “You know, Justin said that he did some bad things in the past, and I don't want to get caught up in the kind of pain that he's in, or that he seems to have caused.  Ristolian too was known as terrifyingly powerful wasn't he?  And I can assure you that the others have been a danger too.”


He looked at me, and I could see worry in his eyes.  “You were born with this?”


“Yes.”


“Your maturity as a child, the control you always had.  It was like you were an adult, never throwing tantrums, never losing your focus.  Because you were?  You were actually born old, and knowledgeable weren't you?”


I nodded.  “Again, I can't explain why or how, but that is how it is.”


“Yet you've always cared about your family, and your friends.”


I was a bit offended at that.  “Of course I loved my family, why wouldn't I?  They showed me love, before I could speak, before I could ask for help they helped me, were there for me.  The same with you, and Dras, and everyone else.  I care for you because it's the right thing.  I may know things I shouldn't be able to, but I'm not some monster.”


That made him blink, eyes losing some of their focus.  “Oh, I see.”


“I didn't want to talk about this because it's weird, and I know it's weird, and I know the kind of trouble it could cause.  Other than you only a few people have ever found out, and then not because I was happy about letting them know.  So I would appreciate it if you dropped it, and never spoke of this again.”


“Your family?” he asked, and my face must have betrayed me.  “Alana, they'd understand, you know that, right?”


“Mystien, it would cause problems, too many problems.  I obviously can't stop you from telling my father and brother what you want, but I would appreciate it if you didn't.”


“You should tell them,” he said.


“Maybe, but that is between me and them.  Kindly stay out of it.”


“Very well.  What sort of knowledge is Justin likely to have?”


“What?  Isn't that obvious?  He knows more than I do, and some of that's experience, but you should expect him, at his age, to be able to change the form of the world around him mostly at will.  He knows how things are bound together for sure, how to make them change and become new things, deeper understandings of things like fire, and water, and how things move or whatever.  Probably also knows more about lightning than anyone else alive.  Basically anything, or at least as far as I would guess.”  I leaned back.  “He knows how the portals work better than I do, how the core works better than I do, because he made it.  I've seen him teleport, and we both know he can make complex magical items.”


“So basically I should assume that if he wants to do something, he can?”


“Maybe?  There are limits on magic, so he probably can't just destroy everything, but within reason and how wizard magic works, I'd say he can do much as he pleases.”  I really didn't know how to put that any better.


“Any insights on to what he wants?” my mentor inquired, maybe looking for something he could offer.


“He's interested in the portals, in space magic.  That's why he's here, but as for the reason he is, that's his business, and not my place to tell you.  I don't think we've got much on that account to offer him other than access to Silversprings.”


“Why do you think that?” he asked.


“Because I've personally seen some of his notes back when we were on the elven continent.  Let me tell you that we're nowhere near it, the only thing I could make heads or tails of was his tea set.”  I laughed internally at the idea that I'd sat there drinking the man's tea, confused as to all of his work.


“Helpful,” Mystien deadpanned.


“I mean, we know what our opposites want, that makes negotiation easy.”


“I suppose.  I'll go and have that chat with our guest, when are we good to take him to the disaster site?”


That was an easy question.  “Soon as everyone is ready.  There's not much I need on my end.”


“Good, that at least is simple.”

            

    
        Chapter 269 Return to Silversprings

    
    
    
    
                Justin and I meandered along the road to Silversprings, we were going to stop by the actual town for only one reason, and that was so that he could get some extra readings. He'd brought along a fair quantity of equipment and was wanting to stop at various places along our route just to check on the area's space.


Technically I didn't need to be here, but I'd come for a few reasons. The first was that we didn't want him getting into any trouble, and somehow I was supposed to aid in that endeavor. I was also deeply curious about what all he would be doing, and if I could learn anything from the goings on. It was also of note that I would be useful in closing up any issues he might accidentally stumble upon or open in the local space. Truthfully though the most important reason was that I wanted to get out a bit, and Silversprings was kind of nice.


My escort was currently playing with a small item that looked suspiciously like a tablet, hmming and hahing about what all was going on.


“You know, things seem oddly normal here. I can detect that there are some subtle changes due to the presence or the portal and 'something' over that way.” He pointed towards the giant hole I'd made. “But it is overall far more in line with what I'd expect.”


“I'm glad that I did a passable job cleaning things up then,” I remarked dryly.


“More than, the town itself looks almost normal.”


He currently looked like little more than a normal human researcher bent over the small device. It was a small spell of my own designed to keep us slightly lower in profile than we'd otherwise be, and for not alerting everyone to the presence of an elf in their midst was more than a good enough use of magic for me.


“I'm sure the new mayor will be thrilled that there aren't any underlying issues,” I added.


I wasn't sure what had happened to Mallowsweet, but given that I'd pretty thoroughly burned my bridges with him it didn't really matter. The new guy was polite, if a bit distant, and appeared to be mostly trying to stay out of our way. That really was the best thing I could have asked for, since someone underfoot for this particular operation wouldn't help at all. He'd even managed to get the new mine closed for us, something I was quite thankful for.


As a point of fact, most people seemed to be trying to stay out of our way. On the whole the citizens of Silversprings were taking one look and quickly ducking away as fast as they could, with only a few exceptions. There and there there were a few people giving the stink eye, or looking on curiously as we passed.


“Something bothering you?” Justin asked as we left.


“People were more friendly last time I was here,” I said.


“Hmm, in my experience people tend to lose a lot of that when you cause them problems. Since you did seem to blow something up the last time you wandered through town they may well be worried that you'll do so again,” he commented. “Though if we're being honest here, I'm probably not the best person in the world to take advice on working with others from, a bit out of practice you see.”


I got a good chuckle at that one. “Really, you hardly seem it.”


“Well, rusty I might be, but I've been the source of this kind of problem before. Some things stick with you fairly well, and that is one of them. Now, let's get along to this disturbance of yours.”


We chatted a bit, mostly on lighter subjects, as we rode out to the new mine. I was of two minds about going back, and the fact that it was so very far from the city gave me plenty of time to consider all that had happened here.


As we rode up I began to note the changes since my last time here. The spot had been developed into a proper mine, with a ramp into the crater and small dams blocking off the water sources that had fed in. Overall it looked like time had repaired the worst of the damage to the local bodies of water I'd caused, rain filling back up the lakes and ponds that had drained into the ground. At the bottom the hole into the depths of the earth still sat, now a source of wealth for the locals.


My companion whistled. “I know craters and that is some crater there Alana. The size of the explosion must have been...” He tapped his fingers as he mentally did the math. “Not bad at all. You're lucky you survived.”


“I'm aware,” I said dryly, I had been there after all.


He began his work, this time with far, far more interest than he had at other points on the journey, measuring and observing things. At one point he even floated himself into the middle of the crater and took some numbers from the space there.


After a time I came up with a though myself, and so decided to ask. “So, we're on a planet yeah?” I asked.


“Yes, though the local solar system isn't much like that back home from what I've seen,” Justin answered.


“Right, but it's moving? Like around the sun.”


“Mmmhmm.”


“Which is itself also ostensibly moving.”


“I would guess, though I've never measured it.”


“So, why does space seem to stay in the same place?” I asked.


The elf put down his tools and looked at me for a time. “That, is an interesting question. Let me follow it up with one of my own, where is the center of the universe?”


“Um... I don't know,” I answered.


“As far as magic seems to be concerned, the center of the universe is wherever that reading is being taken. It makes sense enough if you ask me, as anywhere can be the center, but that's how it is. The reason things like this, and your portals and everything else to do with space don't just fly off at some insane speed is that as far as magic knows, their perspective, and yours, is the truest one. The planet is stationary, with everything else moving around it. One of the odder quirks about the world, but a useful one huh?”


“So if we sent something into space?” I began.


“Been done, though never too far from the world. Things seem to be the same up there too, regarding their own location as the true one.”


I had an odd feeling that I should write this down somewhere, for future generations to not have to work it out again, but I was unsure who to tell. It was a great insight into the world at large. I also didn't know how we would ever use it, except in situations just like this one.


“Huh,” I observed, tapping my chin.


After several more hours of work, the fallen king looked over at me. “I think I understand some of what happened here, but I do have a concern. It will need to be looked into before we're fully done.”


“What's that?” I asked.


“This area is full of silver, and silver based magical beasts if I'm not mistaken.” At my nod of agreement he continued. “As you certainly know, silver is rather magically reactive. I don't think it had an effect, but we need to be sure.”


“Makes sense.”


“Good, then would you like to join me for taking some readings underground? It's been far too long since I had a nice delve into something like this, and I'll admit that I'm a bit excited at the idea.” He smiled as he spoke, like he was offering me some adventure.


“Fuck no.”


“Sorry? There's no need to worry about the monsters Alana, I'm more than capable.”


“Nope, I am absolutely not going down there,” I said, cutting him off.


“Why?” the ancient mage questioned.


“Allow me to share one of my own insights about magic.” At this I had his attention, eyes sparkling as he believed I was going to give him some deep insight, which I was. “Every time I end up underground, every single time, everything goes to shit. If I go down in that mine, something, somewhere, will collapse, and someone will almost certainly suffer or die. It is a rule and promise of this world, that for me, underneath the soil is a bad place, always has been, and always will be.”


Justin looked at me for a solid ten seconds in silence, then he began to laugh. “You know, if you have a phobia of tunnels...”


“Nope, nothing like that, just a real understanding of how the world works,” I said, standing my ground.


“Fine, fine, I'll go on my own then,” he declared, slowly descending into the hole.


Twenty minutes passed and there was a deep rumble in the ground, followed by a burst of dust coming from the mine entrance. Nearby one of the small barriers holding back the water began to break, and I took time out of my busy waiting to fix it, keeping the whole place from flooding.


Eventually Justin returned, looking a bit winded, which was something for how powerful he was.


“Alana, did you know there was another chamber down below the mine?” he asked.


“No, but I should have suspected it.”


“Indeed, full of those snake creatures, hundreds of them.”


“Mmmhmm.”


“There was a small collapse, don't worry I fixed it, and dealt with the creatures. I don't think there will be any further issues.” I pointed to the damaged dam, and watched him consider the implications. “Had that failed it would have been highly inconvenient,” he observed.


“Sure would have. Learn anything of note?” I replied.


“Won't know until I run the numbers.” With that statement he turned to leave, and I just followed, shaking my head. Perhaps one day he would understand the deep truth that I had laid upon him, then again, maybe not, perhaps there were just some things that worked for bards that didn't for wizards.

            

    
        Chapter 270 Plans

    
    
    
    
                I sighed and sat down, leaning up against Ulanion where he sat on the couch. Immediately I found myself wrapped in his arms, as he properly understood that I wanted cuddles. After a time of letting me bury my face in his freshly showered chest he began to speak.


“Things that bad?” he asked, rubbing my back a bit.


“Not bad, but not good.”


“Are we in a solutions or listening sort of situation here?” he asked, making me smile a bit.


“Well, there's no good solution. Ozen was our biggest opponent, and with him gone we're retaking most of the territory, at least according to my father's letters.”


“Most.”


“Most, some of it is turtling up and fighting, and some is devolving into more small time warlords, as if we didn't have enough of those already.”


“My understanding was that there were several suits for peace?” he replied.


“Sure, but it seems like every time something changes the lands just split, again. That and for all I love him dad's not Durin. We now have almost a dozen different nations and city-states all vying to gain land, or keep what they have. It's like the war will never end.”


He stayed silent for some time, contemplating. “Alana, did you know that in all of elven history there has only been one period where we were at actual peace?”


“Let me guess,” I began.


“You hardly have to. Even then though, we were expansionist. Once all of our own warring nations were brought together we came to the human lands and began expanding again. So there was never really true peace, and as far as I know humans are the same way. Kingdoms rise and fall, and split and join, but the fighting never really stops.”


“We had peace,” I complained.


“Did you?”


I had to sit and think on that one, and I quickly began to understand what he meant. While where I lived might have been peaceful, the empire certainly wasn't. There were almost constant struggles to suppress the former leaders, or to take new lands.


“I guess not,” I pouted.


“Why does it bother you?” he inquired.


“Guess it doesn't.”


“Alana, if you don't care to tell me, that's fine, but I would prefer it if you didn't just lie like that.” There was a slight edge to his voice, but the hand rubbing my back never stopped, so he couldn't be too angry.


Playing with one of his buttons I considered my answer. It wasn't like I didn't know what I wanted, but it was just weird to say it.


“Neither of us are getting younger,” I complained. “And I told you we'd marry after the war was done.”


He laughed at that, and I was overtaken by a strong urge to punch him. Sadly I had neither the muscle mass nor training to make that a viable thing to do against a normal guy, much less the superhuman sitting next to me. Instead I just glared, letting him dig deeper and deeper.


“Well love,” he said when he'd finally stopped, seeing how much it annoyed me. “I suppose that once, and just this once, there's no need for me to hold you to your word.”


For a moment I stopped, and just looked at him. “Kala insists we have a ceremony,” I declared.


“While her opinion might not be that important to me, mine is, and I find myself in agreement. There are important reasons for it,” he said.


“Someone will interrupt and attack, like every big party I've ever been to,” I argued, frowning.


“Now that's just not true at all. I've met your friends and I understand that you've gone to and hosted a number of absolutely massive 'ragers' in your time.” The logic was really getting on my nerves here. “If it helps I can ask everyone to come armed and armored to the teeth.”


We went back and forth for a little longer, discussing arrangements and how many people needed to come. While I wanted a good wedding if I was going to do one, I didn't want a lot of people. In the end we agreed to shortened list, a few of his friends and coworkers, some of mine, and nobody that neither of us particularly cared about. His family was gone and mine small after all the deaths, so it wasn't like there was too long a guest list anyway.


“Fine, I'll start on things tomorrow, for tonight I'm tired,” I finally declared, leaning into him and settling down. There were at least a few things I could look forward to, like cake.


Ulanion


I moved through Alana's lab, on a mission. Currently she was out and about, putting together details and deciding on exactly what she wanted. The first real issue was the venue, one we were still struggling with. Holding it in the fortress would be a repeat of Durin's wedding, and so was just out. There were a few other locations in mind throughout the empire, but each had issues, so she was having a bit o a fit.


The portal shimmered briefly as I stepped through, my coming today was, as all travel through this gate, per-arranged. After a bit of time in the blank room I was teleported to Justin's office, the man himself sitting at a desk.


“Well, this is a bit of a surprise,” he declared as blinked owlishly at me. “Something come up?”


“I've been asked to personally deliver an invitation to you,” I said, holding out the small envelope.


He took his time reading the missive, painstakingly written by my fiance in what I was told was her best calligraphy from her previous life. She'd frowned a lot trying to get it right, but eventually come up with something she could accept. It was the only invitation in that particular language, and both of us felt her penmanship was far, far better in either the common human tongue or Atal.


“Oh, congratulations. Sadly if it isn't held on this continent I'm afraid I won't be able to attend, and holding it here would cause its own host of issues,” he said, setting the paper to the side.


“We both thought that would be the case, but it seemed proper to extend the invitation anyway. There's... actually something else as well.” I hesitated to ask, but there really wasn't anything for it. “Traditions, I know Alana likes some of them, but I don't know if I'm missing any.”


“There were a number of them, most rather silly in my estimation, but only a few were really vital. A cake, white dresses, and a ring are the big ones,” he listed off things that were a little odd to me, well, some of them.


“She's already declared that there will be cake, and is currently fighting every cook she knows to get the one she wants.”


“And I imagine she'll take care of her clothing too,” he observed.


“What about a ring though?” I asked, a little nervous myself.


“Oh, yes, that's a bit of a big one. Actually, I can help with that, consider it a gift, since I won't be able to attend.” He rose and moved off to a door, and I of course followed.


We passed through a small hall and into what was clearly a workshop. The tools were largely different from those in common use, but a few of them were familiar. Moving to one of the desks he produced a small bag and opened a drawer.


“Now, diamond is the traditional center stone, but in my time there'd been some move away from it. Smaller versions of the same, or rubies, emeralds, and sapphires are good for additional decoration, with the whole thing set in either silver, or gold, preferably the latter.” As he spoke he picked and inserted a mixture of gems, each at least as thick as my thumb into the pouch.


“Those must cost a fortune,” I observed.


“Hmm? Not really no, these are synthetic, a bit gauche, but they'll look great and I've got tons of them laying around. They are integral in some of my golem designs, one of the reasons I don't overly mind handing some of those over.”


“Syn...”


“It means I made them myself,” he explained, passing over the bag. “But I'm no jeweler, you'll need to handle that part yourself.”


“Thank you, this is very generous,” I said with a slight bow.


“Your girl has given me a few good laughs with her antics, and those are worth far more to me than a few shiny rocks. Now, I'm sure you're busy, and I know I am, so I'll leave you to it.”


As I passed back through the portal I began making a list of people to talk to, if a ring was the right thing for me to give her, then I'd be seeing she got the best one in the country.

            

    
        Chapter 271 Tying the Knot

    
    
    
    
                My morning had been hectic, hair, makeup, all the little things that added up to me being very tired already. As I looked in the mirror though, most of that seemed to fall away. Today would be a mix of traditions, some from this world, some from my last. What I saw there certainly wasn't what most girls on Earth thought of, but it suited me well.


The dress, rather than white, was a cool velvet blue, struck through with small bits of the glowing thread that was getting harder and harder to come by. Nestled in my hair was a small comb, painted and decorated. That had been brought by my father, something of mom's to wear on this day. Finally as I looked at myself, Kala, who still was one of my best friends hooked around my waist a thin silver chain. That was one of the things this world used, a symbol of binding together lives, marked in silver, here too considered a metal indicative of purity.


“So, is everything in place?” I asked Kala, since she was running around more than I'd been in the last couple of hours.


“It's fine Alana, everyone is here, the protections are in place, and they're all very aware of your opinion on interruptions,” she sighed.


“It's not an 'opinion', it's a fact, and that fact is that if anyone interrupts my wedding I will kill them horribly,” I repeated.


“So you've stated,” she griped.


“And so I mean,” I replied, not joking at all.


“Everyone is on their best behavior, and I assure you, there is nobody not here that even knows that we are.”


I'd needed somewhere proper, and spent quite some time trying to find just where I wanted. Most o the normal venues were just out, since it would become a spectacle that I didn't really want. That left me with smaller places. I looked here and there, everywhere near a gate that we could use to organize things. Popping in and out near all the locations I'd had good times in over the years, and even to places that people just suggested to me, but none of them felt quite right.


Then I came up with better idea. I needed somewhere important to me, but somewhere nobody would go, and there was one place that fit perfectly. For that reason I went home. I didn't go to my home in Lithere, or my home in the fortress. Nor did I go to the orphanage I'd spent a winter in, calling it home. No, I went to my first home.


When I got there the village was abandoned, with almost nothing of its former self left. The houses were gone, the walls gone, what hadn't been consumed by the fire that had destroyed it had rotted in the many years since. Even the roads were completely overgrown, nobody having needed to settle back into this area.


Dras had agreed to help me with setting up the venue, a small building made of local stones melded together by his magic. While he'd done that I'd taken seeds from the gardens of the fortress and sewn them all about. I'd never tried growing things with my magic before, and it was a bit of a struggle, but they didn't need to be huge or anything, just some flowers for decoration. The soil being very rich and having lain fallow for years helped.


Our little construction used many of the techniques Dras had worked on when making the little hot spring retreat everyone loved, and while the stones were different, they were very similar in look and function, with a few rooms and a larger open space for the ceremony itself. If I was any judge it stood close to where my first home in this world had been.


Mystien appeared as the last touches were put on my look. “They're all ready for you whenever you're ready.”


“Good to hear,” I said with a smile.


“You should also know that I've already had to hear five different complaints about your abuse of the portal network,” he added. “They've all been told to contact you no sooner than a week from now.”


“They can all get stuffed, I made the gate here on my own time with my own funds,” I replied cheerfully, nobody could ruin my mood today with such trivial issues, particularly when I'd already thought of them.


“Hah! Like those are even concerns for you.”


I shrugged, being able to make valuable materials out of literal rocks meant that things like 'budgets' didn't really apply if I didn't want them to. Well, at least for things of this level, larger projects still took time.


Kala left to take her place, and my first mentor to take his. For a few moments I was alone with a couple of the few maids who were on this little outing, all carefully chosen. There were many forms of security, but the best in my opinion was simply not letting anyone know what was going on if they didn't need to. Heck, many of my guests didn't even know exactly where we were.


There was little time for reflection before the light sounds of music drifted to me, my own signal to enter. I knew more than enough bards to find a few players, and while none of them had before heard 'Canon in D' they all learned it at impressive speed.


I registered that there were subtle effects going off all around me, decorations and the like that I'd spent probably too much time setting up, but none of it seemed to matter. The only place I could look was forward, to where Ulanion stood with the softest smile on his face.


He stood there in a coat that matched my own clothes. The subtle shades of blue mixing well with his dark hair and the cloth sitting perfectly against his large frame. There was just a bit of a twinkle to his eyes as he first saw me, which spread across his whole face and body.


There was a speech from Kala, but if I'm being honest I missed most of it. I was too busy looking and thinking about the man in front of me. It was quite embarrassing when she finished and told us to kiss, since I missed the signal and stumbled a bit, but that was fine. We exchanged the customary three kisses before he did something unexpected.


“Ah, I got you something, I do hope this is the right time,” Ulanion said a bit nervously, taking out a small box.


The ring inside was a work of art, dainty and swirling, but covered in gems every color imaginable, the center being a massive clear stone. Shaking, I extended my hand and he slipped it onto my finger. It was warm, and comforting and I wanted to cry as it slid into place, my desire to keep my face in order the only thing stopping the tears that welled.


“Thank you,” I whispered.


Time flowed quickly after that. There was a feast, albeit a small one, with drinking. Then it seemed that every bard save myself in the building took a turn playing and singing so that people could dance. I had only two partners, my new husband, and my father, who made his way in for one of the slower dances.


“I never thought I'd return here,” he said, and it was clear he was having a lot of feelings today.


“You don't mind do you? It seemed... right.”


“There's never been a more perfect place for this Alana. I never wanted you to suffer though the things I had. All I wished for you was a happy life with some man you loved, perhaps even staying in the village and away from all the madness in the world. Well, some of that seems to have happened at least.”


“You were, and are, a wonderful father. I couldn't have asked for anyone better,” I told him truthfully, bouncing up on my toes to kiss his cheek.


Several more dances were shared, and the crowd began to wind down. The food was gone, the drinks consumed, and it was around time to end it. At this point dad steeped back out before the crowd, making a brief call for attention.


“Alright everyone, now that everything else is done it's time for the running to the chamber!” he exclaimed with vigor.


My brain made a brief skip as I tried to think of what was going on. When it hit me it was like a ton of rocks. Of all the many traditions I'd forgotten this one, and while last time I'd been unhappy about it, this time well...


I made my way to the door with all the other girls and struggled to get my shoes off. Inside my head I cursed the fact that I'd gone with such complex straps as I pulled them away. They'd barely come off when the first signal went up and I bolted for the exit.


As a group we flew across the small courtyard of flowers and to the portal. It was off of course, and I'd barely gotten the thing up and running before the second signal, calling for the men to give chase went up.


We all hurried, particularly those of us who'd been escorted by physical magic users. Nobody tried to beat me through the gateway, and unlike them, I knew my way around the fortress pretty well. Still, I was only reaching the end of the first hall away when the first giggling screams reached my ears.


I went invisible, and I began to use one of my other favorite magics. I teleported all around the halls, cutting distances by leaps and bounds, taking circuitous paths to throw off my pursuer, though I'd not seen him, and moving quick as I could while not being too obvious.


I made it all the way to the last hall, teleporting into the junction and looking down. The floor felt weird. I had only enough time to register that someone had spread powder all along it before I was taken off my feet, arms like steel wrapped around me.


“Tsk tsk,” Ulanion said as I dropped the invisibility. “Even if I'd not prepared for you to be hiding I would've seen the portal. You're getting predictable my love, almost like you wanted to be caught.”


“Boo!” I said between laughs as I was lifted and carried to our room.


His hands were fast, and even wrigging as I was he somehow managed to get my clothes off before we'd even properly entered the door. I was gently tossed to the bed, still laughing as he too began to quickly lose coverings.


“Well, you've caught me, now what?” I teased.


“Hmm... let's see,” as he was pretending to think he looked at me and froze, his eye settling on my thigh.


It was at that moment he realized that I'd let the magic run out on my Lover's Mark. Our eyes locked onto each others, and very quickly he joined me upon the bed.

            

    
        Chapter 272 Honeymoon

    
    
    
    
                I stumbled to the washroom, taking each and every step gingerly. Behind me my husband still lay in bed, soft snores coming from where he lay. We were going to have to have a talk at some point. He'd been a bit overexcited and while he might be inhumanly durable, I wasn't.


The large mirror in the side of the room showed a myriad of things. All along my hips, thighs and backside, even going up to my stomach were bruises. Yellow and purpling marks in the shape of fingerprints and large hands clung to me like some sort of odd body paint. While it hadn't been unpleasant at the time, it certainly was now, and something I was going to deal with promptly, along with other more private sorenesses.


The tub was powered by magical items, which both created and controlled temperature of the water inside. There were a number of features, mostly prototypes, that were built in, and those primarily around the small issues I'd found in Ristolian's own warding network, there would be no easy exit entry into this place because of some small hole in the wall for water.


I hummed a quick healing tune as I stepped in and sank into the water. It was the perfect temperature, with small bursts of heat whenever the water got even a little bit too cold. Those were one off my favorite additions to my personal tub, and I was thinking about releasing parts of the design to the public already.


While I soaked I thought about the future, there were so many things to release, so many small household items that we could just make standardized if we wanted. Sure, there weren't all that many mages, but for those who were having to design everything from the ground up was a pain. Maybe a book of sequences was in order, basic designs for myriad items. Might even be fun to publish.


There was also magic, and so many more places I could go. Growing plants was one that I liked, but seemed rather inefficient for me. They were slow, and sort of limited compared to what a priest could do, at least in my view.


Just thinking of priest magic pinged in my mind. There was something I'd been neglecting, making the mistake of thinking I had time. Sure, I might have some time, but we were all on a clock. Well, unless you were a pure-blooded elf or powerful priest, but maybe we could change that.


I needed to get to work on extending my own life, and perhaps that of others. Where to start though, could I work on mice like I had for other things or would I need to start with myself? I let my fingers flick in the water lightly as I tried to come up with ideas for visualization on that one, frowning the whole time.


“Good morning,” said a voice from the door.


“Mmm, and you,” I replied as Ulanion joined me, slipping into the water and close.


For the longest time we just laid there, soaking, something I had no objections to at all.


“Do we have anything pressing to do?” asked my husband.


“I don't, and I told everyone I was taking a week off bar any emergencies. Didn't you do the same?”


“Of course, but I thought you might want to to go Lithere or something, get away from the fortress.”


That was a point. While there wasn't much in the way of tourism in this world there were a few places we technically could go. Some, like the hot springs retreat were even pretty nice, but mostly because of their services, once you'd seen them and experienced what they had it was less enticing, particularly if you could do it yourself.


“Eh, maybe a visit or two, but I like it here, and I've got some things I want to try out,” I replied.


“Oh really?” he said with a smirk, turning so we were face to face and pulling me close. “And here I worried I might be the only one.”


“On that note,” I added, splashing his face with a handful of water.


“Ah, what's that about?” He looked genuinely confused at being rebuffed.


“Me having to heal myself this morning. You need to remember that I'm not made of iron.”


I watched his face fall quickly in regret, an excellent response. “I didn't realize at all, why didn't you tell me? You know I'd have stopped.”


“I was a bit busy at the time,” I answered, blushing a bit, really neither of us had thought of it, but it was a concern.


That got me a laugh. “Well then, I'll be careful to be more gentle.”


“Don't tell me,” I said, wrapping him up in arms and legs, “Show me.”


He proceeded to do exactly that, in a manner that left me with no complaints at all.


We spent most of the next several days lazing around our quarters and various workshops. I carefully avoided all 'work' but there was always more research to read. There were a few notes from people doing truly interesting things with mosses at the Academy, and I began to write down some of the basic designs I would use for household magic. At least when I wasn't spending time with Ulanion.


He of course took breaks to do things like draw and write poems, one of the things I found quite enduring about him. He could rip a monster in two, then go home and sketch out pictures of flowers or compose a love sonnet without missing a beat.


Eventually though restlessness set in and we headed to Lithere, a quick change of clothes and hat to hide Ulanion's ears and we slipped out into the lower city. I didn't care much for the richer districts, and instead wanted to go and see some old friends.


Ulanion and I walked hand in hand as we strode through the back-roads and alleys that I'd spent much of my youth using. Me looking at the changes all around as I went, for there were so many. The roads were clean and far better maintained, with clear effort on someone's part to fix anything that reared its head. The buildings too were in better condition, more vibrant, more alive.


I watched as couple after couple passed, and while many displayed the short stature of someone who'd not eaten too well in their childhood there were no thin cheeks, no sad eyes of refugees. The people looked like they had hope, hope for the future and what was to come.


The Starlit Sky stood where it always had, and while a few of the changes to back streets had thrown me, we found it without too much trouble. There were some small signs of renovation, fresh plaster, newer signs, but the bulk of it remained as it had been. Inside there was still a hustle and bustle, but the chatter soon faded.


The ceiling was an illusion today, of gently swirling stars, with a huge moon adding to the light in the tavern. Its source was obvious, the old, old bard sitting in a corner, feet propped up and mug at his side. I waited until his current number finished, the fingers on the strings of his lute stopping as the song ended, before I approached.


“Mind if we join you?” I asked Lucien, slipping into a seat before he could answer.


“Well, well, well, look who's here. If you're wondering, no, we don't have any rooms for rent,” he said with a smile.


“All full up? It's not even winter old man,” I replied.


“Maybe not, but we are, all the traders coming into the city like places to stay.”


“For someone whose business is booming you sure seem relaxed,” I pointed out as I leaned on the table, doing a double take as I looked at his cup. “Are you drinking tea!?”


“Two things, no, three. One, I handed over all the day-to-day operations to the lad awhile back, two, I'll drink whatever I please, and three, had to lessen the ale. I got sick awhile back and the priest who fixed me up told me in no uncertain terms that if I kept drinking like I was I'd be in my grave soon. Heck of a time cutting back though, that itself nearly killed me.” He leaned back and began strumming again, but much softer this time.


“All the operations? So, what do you do now?” I pried.


“Sit here, drink, and play music. Well, still do some magical item charging and the like, but not much else than that. Pretty good retirement honestly. Oh, and your wedding was beautiful by the way.”


“Thank you, it's good to see you again.”


“You too, by the way, what's the chances of me getting one of those gates to somewhere I can put another location, like a outdoor bar on a mountain somewhere?” he asked with a grin.


“Zero I'm sad to say, though that would be some attraction wouldn't it?”


“Well, if you're sticking around and taking up space in my chairs, why don't we see if we can bring a little bit of that skyline here?” he requested, eyebrows moving as he set the challenge for an illusion. One of his hands went up briefly, signaling a waitress to bring us drinks before he started the lute up again, in a song we both knew well.

            

    
        Chapter 273 One Year of Marriage

    
    
    
    
                I lay back in the slightly raised bed I'd finally been shown to, completely and utterly exhausted. Sweat was still drying and at some point I would need to clean myself, but that wasn't what was important right now.


What was important was held against my chest, quietly feeding. Just looking at him was enough to make my heart flutter with joy and bring a smile to my face. He was there, my child, with a huge, adorable head, and the slightest points to his ears, almost imperceptible.


Kala removed her hand from my stomach, placing it on her own.


“Good as new, though you'll still want to rest, there's no real way to cure simple bodily stress, and you've had quite enough of it,” she said kindly. “When he's done I'd like to examine him if that's alright.”


Just the thought of handing him over made my hackles rise briefly, but then I remembered who this was. Kala was still one of my oldest friends, and I knew she would treat him as if he were her own. “Of course, mind grabbing my husband?”


She nodded. “Of course, so long as he's calmed down.”


Ulanion, for all his merits, was inexperienced with pregnancy and births. I wasn't sure how he'd lived as long as he had and not managed to be there for a few, but somehow he had. Over the last month or so he'd become more and more stressed and protective, and tonight had panicked over the pain I was going through, insisting that something was wrong.


Nothing had been wrong of course, it was just that these things were the way they were. Eventually his continued interruptions had made Kala ask him to step into the hall until we were done. That had gone over about as well as a lead balloon and shortly after he'd been hit with a sedation spell by my irritated midwife and physically carried out of the room. I was glad she'd done it, because I really didn't want to have to.


A few moments later Ulanion appeared, fists clenched but otherwise outwardly in control. “How is he?” he asked as soon as he'd reached my side.


“Fine, he's fine. Now come here and let him meet you.”


“Hello little Rodrick, I'm your father,” he uttered, the most gentle smile blooming on his face as our baby grabbed onto his finger and held tight.


It took time for him to be given his first checkup and put to sleep, and by the end of it I was quite thoroughly exhausted. Like most babies little Rodrick had decided to be born at an unreasonable hour and taken his time of it. His father, and the maids we had should be enough to deal with him for a little bit, particularly asleep.


Moving much hadn't been possible so far, and though it pained me to leave them I did need to clean up. Walking to the washroom was... odd. In the last few hours I'd lost a ton of weight and no small amount of my waistline and all of that was not doing great things for my gait. It would go back to normal soon enough, but the sudden shift was throwing me a bit.


The real surprise came when I left my shower though. Because my image in the mirror did not look at all how it should. Magic could, and did do, magnificent things, and one of them was this. My skin was not loose, or stretched. As a point of fact, I looked almost like I had the day I'd realized I was pregnant. Sure, I'd lost a bit of muscle mass, and I'd gained a few pounds, but nothing a bitty of diet and exercise couldn't undo.


I might have stayed a bit longer had I not heard commotion through the open door to the living quarters. Instead I threw on a robe and headed out to see who was here. Everyone knew that I'd be out for a bit, and so there were only a few who might come calling. Of them, fewer still would be allowed into my rooms.


Father was knelt down beside the crib, opposite sit son-in-law, and both of them were now wearing the same dopey grin. I had to hide my own laugh at was a perfect scene. There were no magical cameras yet, though not for lack of trying, but I'd still be committing this to memory.


“Hi dad,” I said when he looked up, and rose to hug me.


“I came as soon as I could. Had to put a few things in place before leaving, but nothing your brother can't handle while I'm here,” he said as we both headed for a nearby couch. “He said he'd come to see you later.”


“He's done more than I could have asked for already, and I can't help but notice some other things. You've been having him take more and more things recently,” I observed.


The first part was quite true, as John had managed to secure me a couple of the staff he'd had hired and trained for his first. He and Etia had another on the way and I was sure he'd want them back for that, but she was still early on, and the help for the next few months would be invaluable. People who I knew were trustworthy and were also well versed in the care of infants were few.


“Of course, he's my heir. Since you've made clear your opinion on ruling.”


“One which hasn't changed.”


“And one I respect, but he needs to learn things before he has to. I didn't get that, and the lessons are still coming to me for it. It's not something one can do easily without training,” he finished before hugging me tight.


Something drew my eyes and I noticed that Rodrick had woken up. He was still quiet, rather than crying or anything, just moving a bit. Enough to grab my attention, but not something that needed it for now.


“He's so small,” I said quietly, watching him move his little lets a bit.


“They all are,” father told me softly. “He's about normal, but they all are so little.”


“I have no clue what I'm doing.” It was something that itched at my mind more than I'd like to admit.


There was a deep chuckle. “Nobody ever does, but you'll do fine, and you have help.”


He left not too long thereafter and I joined Ulanion down by the crib. I was determined to enjoy these moments as much as I could, for they wouldn't last forever. Children grew up, there was no getting around it. I could only hope that my father was right, and I would be okay, because nothing I'd done before had ever properly prepared me for this.


Before long my child found his way back to the land of dreams, as newborns often did, and I soon joined him. It had been a long morning already, and I wanted my strength for what was to come.

            

    
        Chapter 274 Fifth Year of Marriage

    
    
    
    
                The rain poured down over the city of Lithere. There was no thunder, no lightning, only the sky weeping over the city. It was appropriate, the right kind of day for it, the right time for such a storm.


At the foot of the statue, on a small dais stood my brother in mid-speech, the crown upon his head shedding water. The way that the droplets flowed down both his face, and the stone one behind him made it seem as if both were weeping. Like both had tears pouring forth for what had to be done today.


When the Empire of Shadows had finally stabilized the name had needed to change, for there were far too many people claiming to be the empire still. As we were no longer truly an empire it was, at my suggestion, made into the Penumbral Kingdom. Father had taken the name Penumbra as his surname, and regardless of the fact that I refused any other title, had heaved it upon me as well. Now John Penumbra, the second king ruled, and none questioned him.


As John finished his speech, some unspoken signal was given and the coffin erupted in flames. Magic was in use here, and through it the body was soon reduced to nothing but ash. My heart sank, and though I'd already wept several times, once more I felt salty drops make their way down my face.


The ceremony done I retreated into the palace, into one of several rooms set aside for us. Ulanion and Dras wouldn't be joining me for some time yet, as they'd both volunteered to help collect the bones once everything was done.


“Have you been good?” I asked as I approached the ones I was here for.


“Yes, is everything okay?” Rodrick asked, he was still a bit young to understand everything that was going on, but clearly knew something had happened.


“It will be,” I answered.


“Mommy, cousin Amara is fun, we should come see her more often,” said his little sister, Illa.


“We may do that,” I told her, patting her head gently.


I looked at Omos and Amara, my niece and nephew and current prince and princess. They smiled, near the same ages as my own and both very well mannered, and offered me a greeting. While some things had come back their parents had not raised them to be too proud or haughty.


The door opened and a few moments later I smiled at the echoing calls of “Grandpa Verren!” from all of the kids. Soon he was swarmed, and I got to watch as his face transformed from one of sadness, to the kindest look he could manage.


My father went down low to the ground and embraced them all, leaning in conspiratorially. “Now, grandpa has some people he needs to talk to, but you all behave and I'll come play with you later.” There was a chorus of agreements from their favorite adult before he motioned me and we left them.


“How are you?” I asked once we were far enough away from them.


“I've been better, but I should ask you the same shouldn't I?” he replied.


Dad had aged, his hair now almost solid grey, and his skin showing wrinkles here and there. Mom's death had taken a lot out of him, ruling even more. In the last few years he looked like he'd aged decades. Now he'd lost his oldest friend.


“I'll miss him. It's so odd, knowing that I'll never see Mystien again, never have him tell me off for something, or come to see what I've been working on.” I said as I hugged him.


My first teacher was gone, fallen in battle against mankind's first enemy, age. He'd been ancient, and though magic could do much, he hadn't been able to fight off the specter of time. It had at least been fast, his wife just waking up one morning to find that he was gone, not some drawn out process.


“I think he'll rest well, knowing that there are plenty who can keep his legacy going.” Dad rubbed my back a bit, holding me close.


Father was right there at least. Mystien may be gone, but he'd left behind some of the best trained mages in the world. Dras wasn't his equal, but among the wizards in our nation was sitting near the top. I myself was considered one of the best in the world when it came to magical item production, and bardic magic, some of my most recent creations being added to massive public works.


“Have there been any issues?” I asked, wanting information, but still enjoying the hug.


“A few people thought they might get clever, and they received what they should for it,” dad answered, a hard note in his voice.


Father had only taken the throne for a short time, setting things as they should be before stepping down. It was a good plan, and would likely save us problems in the future. The first few years were always the most delicate for any new nation. If power was not handed down properly, or if there was some confusion about who should take over, well, we'd already lived through that, and nobody wanted it again.


After awhile longer dad went to go play with the children. Nobody who had ever met him on the field would have believed how he acted with them, happy, childish, a bit foolish even sometimes, making silly faces and joining in whatever game they were trying to play with him. As a grandfather he seemed determined to spoil them all with attention. He was also doing a wonderful job distracting them from all the sad adults, something appropriate since we were all in a private room.


My brother joined me not long after. “Hello there little sister,” he said teasingly.


“How are things, 'your Majesty'?” I teased right back.


“Oh, they're as well as can be expected. At least none of the other powers have tried anything stupid.”


“I think most of them are smarter than that,” I added.


“Indeed, it's a shame there was no way to stop time for the old man. They told me stories about his youth earlier, and I'd have loved to see it.”


“I've been experimenting with that, you know? Trying to reverse aging.”


He looked at me and blinked, then really looked at me. “Does it work!?”


“Sort of, I can slow it down a bit, at least on myself. Maybe one day I'll manage it on others, but I've had issues since I'm not properly able to put the mental feelings right for others. It's weird,” I explained, and it was true. I'd managed to slow my own aging process by a bit, but even then not fully. “It's also extremely mana expensive.”


“Could a priest?”


“Probably, but they all seem to have hangups about it, and that stops them from doing it properly. Well, almost all of them.” I didn't elaborate, even if I knew one old man who definitely could.


“I'd like you to keep me informed on that.” His voice took on a bit of the command he used in official functions.


“Giving me orders brother? Don't worry, if I find anything of use to others you and dad are already at the top of the list for people to aid. We've already lost enough family.”


Etia soon joined us, “She's ready for you.”


“How is Veska?” I asked, I didn't really know the woman well.


“Not well, nor is the daughter.” That was unsurprising, and one of the reasons we were in separate rooms for now. Veska and Veska, yes they'd named the daughter the same as her mother, were still in mourning, whereas our kids weren't.


“Alright, I'll see you soon,” I said, turning to head towards their room with more than a few worries.

            

    
        Chapter 275 Fifteenth Year of Marriage

    
    
    
    
                I stood by my window, looking out upon the ice. In the reflected image I could see myself, I could still pass for somewhere in my mid to late twenties if I tried, though that was certainly no longer true. My work with age controlling magic had generated results, though it was still decidedly imperfect. I was still aging, just at a snail's pace.


“You know, vanity is foolish,” came the voice of perhaps my oldest friend.


“Maybe, but I can indulge sometimes. How are things going Dras?” I turned to look at him.


Dras had fallen prey to the receding hairline a few years ago, and though he was still hale he looked quite distinguished now. No longer was he the slightly roguish young boy in a bar I'd met so long ago, but the smirking archmage of the kingdom.


“Most of my people and equipment are out. I can't believe you're actually doing this.”


“It's what this place was supposed to be in the first place, and with our portal networks as they are now we don't really need this hub. Regardless, no pouting, I've seen your new facility in the capital,” I responded.


“Won't be the same without you,” he quipped, and I could tell he was unhappy that I wasn't leaving.


“I'll be here if you want a consult on anything, but we haven't really needed me to butt in in years. You sure I can't convince you to stay?”


“And do what?”


“Teach of course. You know as much about magic as anyone, and more than almost anyone when it comes to fire magic,” I replied.


“Maybe one day, but I like what I do,” he said as he shook his head.


“Fair enough, if you change your mind you know where to find me.”


He left and I began to look around once more. There were expansions going up everywhere, and had been for years, all part of my evil plan to turn this research facility into a proper school. Over the past few years we'd run into problems, lots of problems.


The old academy in Lithere was wonderful, magnificent even, but it just wasn't big enough. It was made for a different time, and a different system then the kingdom ran on, one where only the few could get a proper education. As we found, and tried to train more and more casters for our army they just wouldn't fit, because they'd never been meant to. It wasn't going anywhere for now, but rather being converted into something like a magical primary school, somewhere local students could begin their education, an education we'd be finishing here.


There were other schools of course, lesser ones, but those presented their own problems. They were small, normally in cities where they couldn't expand, and often sub-par, it simply wouldn't do. These too were being consolidated into my school, brought into the fold as it were.


Finished with my watching the grounds I turned and began to delve deeper into the fortress, for a fortress it still was. There were halls and rooms, dorms and barracks. Even if we weren't going to be military anymore we'd still have a few security people around, necessary for this part of the world, and in case someone decided to attack us. Ulanion was heading that group, and I'd be meeting up with him later, or now I went to see other people.


As I closed the meeting-room door I looked at the people gathered around, all of us bards. The twins Leah and Robert were there, along with Ian, one of my first students. Then there was Rena, and Perry, both who'd assisted in my lab over the years and learned more than a bit about portals from me. Finally was the aged Professor Magnolia, who'd been one of my schoolteachers and would be joining us not only at the new school, but for this clandestine organization.


“Good evening everyone, and welcome to our first official meeting. Since we're all here, let's begin discussions.”


This was the last of the problems I had, I needed more people who I could trust. Things were still going well, or well enough for my liking, but problems would undoubtedly appear one day, and a new group was needed to deal with them.


“We need a name, the Order of Gatekeepers maybe?” Leah said thoughtfully. “Or the Knights of the Doorway?”


“We're not priests, but bards. We need proper nomenclature, and a symbol,” Magnolia said with a chuckle.


“Something we can put off for later. What we really need is more people, not a ton, but enough to keep things going even after we're gone. Call me crazy but I think the world will need it one day,” I said, cutting through the jokes.


“Yes, you're right, those distortions are concerning, as are the reports I got on the, 'Incident' and what came after. To think they persist like that.” It was Ian this time that chimed in, leaning back.


“Right, and while things are safer now the world will continue to grow. If we can just have someone there to protect it when things go wrong, that will be worth our effort.” Keeping them all on track was the hardest part of my job sometimes. “For now though, just get settled in and make sure your lessons are ready for the next school year. We'll be keeping an eye out for talent then.”


There was a chorus of nods and after a bit more discussion on names we split. Soon we'd have to come up with something or one of the members would just place one on us without my asking. Secret societies always felt like they needed some kind of title, though I wondered if that was a good idea. Names gave a sense of belonging and purpose, but they also made things much harder to keep hidden.


They split, all heading to get their own items ready. It would be a few months yet until classes actually began, but since this would be our first year there was still a monumental amount of stuff to do. They needed their lessons planned, their classrooms laid out, their supplies in order. There was also all of the administrative work that landed on my desk, luckily I'd burned through most of that over the course of the last few weeks. Now I was just putting out fires and having meetings as needed.


My husband was waiting for me when I got back to our rooms. We'd been occupying these for quite some time now, and were well and settled in.


“Hello love, I see you've finished up for the day.” He came close, wrapping his arms around me an kissing me like we were still newlyweds.


“I have indeed, and I have just enough time to spend some with you before I head out in the morning. Still sure you don't want to join me? First chance to go home in a long time,” I offered.


“Nothing back there for me. You sure you need to go?”


“Before classes are scheduled I need to get a look at at least some of my students, see their measure.”


“And I'm sure seeing the kids has nothing to do with it,” he teased.


“Nothing at all. Though if they're not up to standard I'll be putting them in 'remedial' classes over the break, taught by yours truly.”


That got me a hearty laugh. “You've been teaching them magic since they first manifested it, I'm sure they're up to standard.”


I ran a hand over his face. There were a few more grey hairs, one or two more wrinkles, but he'd changed as little as I had. “So, bedroom? Or elsewhere?” He laughed as he pulled me close, I loved my children, but having them out of the house was a bit freeing.

            

    
        Chapter 276 Field Trip Begins

    
    
    
    
                The seat below me shifted only slightly as I looked up at the interim headmaster. My alma mater had lost the old one a few years ago, and since we were setting up a new academy that I was going to run there had been no reason to replace him. This man was cheery and bright, and would be taking over here after the changeover. He'd been chosen specifically because he specialized in training younger mages, as had some of his staff.


“How have things been this year?” I asked pleasantly.


“Honestly? A bit rough with all the new students. We were already bursting at the seams and this most recent batch now has us renting nearby buildings,” Headmaster Gorin replied.


“Well, I'll be happy to take the lot off your hands then, and if you ever decide to move to older students...”


“I'll keep you in mind. I suppose you'll be visiting your while your here? Not often we get parents from so far away,” he inquired.


“No, the kids don't know I'm coming, and aren't supposed to know that I'll be escorting them on their little field-trip,” I raised and eyebrow and he indicated that they didn't with a silent word. “Just want to see how they and the royals are doing. Is there Atali going well enough?”


“On that note you've nothing to fear. Both they and the royal children are doing magnificently, almost like they were taught it from the cradle,” he gave a wry smile. “The four of them will be leading the first group of course. Setting an example for everyone and all that.”


We chatted a bit longer and he handed over the list of students going. Most of them I knew nothing about, though there were some exceptions. Of course I recognized my Rodrick and Illa, as well as my niece and nephew. The fact that Veska the younger was coming was a bit of a surprise, but quite welcome. This of course covered all the students going, both from this academy and the knight one.


“Good mix,” I noted.


“Our counterparts across the ocean have been absolutely over the moon about this. They offered several tutors on language and have assured me that no few of their own have also been picking up ours. I've even met with the ambassador a few times, which I may say is not something I'm really used to.”


None of that was particularly surprising to me. I knew for a fact that the elves of Atal had been over the moon when they learned that our royal line was mingling with some of their people. It didn't really change much at first, but had served as a sort of point of pride for them.


Those friendly relations had led to the next step though, and that was my brother suggesting intercontinental trade. Apparently Etia sometimes complained about missing foods from her youth, and there were some things even money had trouble buying, like produce from the other side of the world. So he'd come to Dras, who was running most of the portal network now. There'd been months of consults on security and design, but eventually we'd come up with an acceptable agreement for everyone.


Getting the portal across an ocean was no small feat, though I was told they ran into significantly less problems than my own passage had. Two months ago tomorrow it had been set up, and the diplomacy had been nonstop since. Messages and gifts flowed back and forth, and now a small group of about twenty students would be going over there to see the new continent themselves. It was a clear publicity stunt, but the people at large were eating it up. Both countries now had the honor of hosting the only intercontinental connection, and all the boons that came with it.


There was also the bonus that this served as both a sort of final feather in the cap of the old academy, and the first for mine. Most of these kids would be coming to me, and after a summer break would be attending my school. About halfway through the week-long trip they would even be changing from the older black uniforms into the new deep blue and purple ones for my school.


For those reasons and many others I would be serving as both chaperone and admin of this little trip. I'd be invisible the whole time of course, an they didn't know that I was coming, but if anything needed to be done I'd take care of it. The fact that I was a member of the current ruling family was key here as well, since it meant that I had enough authority to deal with either the prince or princess if they got a bit too big for their britches.


Gorin and I left the small back room together and headed for the portal room. The fortress we now occupied sat right in the middle of the city, and like all other portal locations, had a number of defenses pointed inwards. The main all though had the only portal here for now. Before we arrived at our destination I hummed a few words and disappeared like mist on a sunny day.


“It's spooky how you can do that,” the other teacher commented.


The last thing he heard from me in response was a small echoing chuckle.


The main hall was packed, with parents on one side, milling about and on the other diplomats from both nations. In the center were the students, two groups of ten each from both the knightly and mage academies.


Amara stood tall before the knights, her hair pulled back over her ceremonial armor, sword and buckler on her waist. She took after her mother in a lot of ways, with a dancer's body and bright eyes. I was told when it came to physical magic the princess was no slouch either.


Opposite his sister was the crown prince Omos. He looked like the spitting image of his father at his age, though not as muscled. His light robe and staff showed the school he represented. All around him his aura blazed bright, flaming like both his father's and grandfather's, but in a cool blue color. I'd seen his grades and he too was giving a good showing of himself.


Of course as with any ceremony there were speeches. The headmasters of both the knight and mage academies felt the need to drone on for a small eternity about this and that. They were of course followed by representatives from each of the nations involved. The whole thing seemed to drag, and by the end of it all the students looked like they were struggling to focus on looking attentive.


My brother sat behind the podium, looking thoroughly interested. This was of course an act, and I knew it, as he'd long bemoaned the longwindedness of people. Once all the others had said their bits he rose, looking down at the gathered youths.


“You students have volunteered to serve as some of the first of our citizens to go through to Atal. In this you have my gratitude, so now go, go and show the greatness of our nation,” he spoke and once they'd all given him a proper salute returned to his seat with a smile, nodding to the youths.


The portal opposite the podium lit with a slight whooshing noise and as one the outgoing group turned, heading two by two through it. I of course slipped into their ranks, silent as a ghost.

            

    
        Chapter 277 Arrival

    
    
    
    
                After the children and their 'official' chaperones had made it through the gate I slipped in, moving behind them quietly. Well, pretty much everything I did was quietly, since there were spells in place canceling the noise of my feet and clothes, and making sure that there was no incidental noise heard from me.


Over the past may years I'd steadily improved my spells, particularly when it came to stealth. After failing so many times because of being spotted I'd dedicated a bit of time to making sure that would never happen again. No more would stopping me be as easy as finding a rare individual with both physical magic and the ability to focus it on their eyes. Even my own were now hidden perfectly, a few tricks of light and perspective getting rid of the nearly invisible pupils that had been a hallmark of my passing.


Sadly on the other side bodies were still shuffling around a bit, everyone trying to get into position for the reception. Once or twice I had to give space the most gentle of nudges to let myself through. This spell was one that had taken me an embarrassingly long time to come up with. It was much like the spatial deformation used in portals but so very much more subtle. Rather than a proper gateway the area just shifted a bit, turning inches into feet. Subtle or not though it wasn't perfectly invisible, and very, very well trained people who knew what to look for could still see it. There was also a sort of practical limit, pushing through an area a few inches wide was one thing, but trying to get under a door was another, and would basically just be a portal.


There were a few greetings by the staff and visitors on the far side, and one in particular. This elf was clearly older, and with slightly longer ears than was average around here.


“Welcome, welcome to the wonderful students of Penumbra. I am Headmaster Indir, and let me be the first to bid you good day. It brings my heart joy to see you all, and soon enough I'm sure we'll meet once more, but I understand you've been through several speeches already so if you'll follow my assistants here they will show you to your rooms.” The man in question spoke in Atali, with a slight accent that if I was reading it correctly sounded very proper, almost like my old friend Justin.


A quick glance out the window confirmed what I already knew, that while we'd left in the early afternoon, it was still morning here, so far to the west. That change was being widely discussed in some circles, mostly the ones who didn't already know such things.


Almost everyone had left, with only Headmaster Indir and a few others, potentially staff, left. There was also an elf there with armor, her potent aura focused around her head like a small mist. A female elf moved up to his side and looked around curiously.


“Sir, wasn't their headmistress supposed to...” she asked.


“Greetings,” I said, letting my protections fade slowly and stepping forward.


The armored elf snapped her head in my direction eyes bulging. “No sound, no smell, no visual cues, no aura? Ancestors above I'd heard you were subtle, but that's something.”


“Headmistress Alana I presume? Lovely to make your acquaintance,” my counterpart said with a smile.


“And yours sir. I do hope we get the chance to work together in the future as well. I feel there is much progress that could be made through such cooperation.” That was the official line.


“Indeed, though I know that our magical research is ahead of your own nation's I must say the mastery you've shown in this teleportation magic is not something even our people can yet produce reliably,” the other magus admitted with a small smile.


“I've long known the research team involved in it and I would suggest the utmost care if you try to pursue it. There have been accidents, they have been... catastrophic, and that with some controls in place. Though if you want more of these portals that might be something our governments can arrange,” I replied.


“Advice I will take to heart. On a more happy subject though, let me welcome you as well. I know you're here to watch over your students, but I hope that during your stay you'll get a chance to see our fair land for yourself,” Indir said, opening his arms.


“That would be wonderful Headmaster Indir. I once traveled here long ago, but sadly I didn't get to see much of the city,”


We talked as we walked, and I could tell that the elves were as proud as ever. In a sense, they had a right to be, when it came to magic and standard of living they blew humanity out of the water. As such, they were ever eager to show how magnificent their lands were, how nobody went hungry, and housing was large and of the highest of qualities.


I smiled and nodded, but we both knew the truth, elven culture was high, but nearly stagnant. They didn't innovate at anything near the rate of humanity, never tried to improve designs or materials. For so long the elves had been leaps and bounds ahead of everyone, but their leadership kept things from progressing.


The real benefits the elves had were that they were obsessive, perfecting things to a pristine degree. The few elven magical items that had made their way across the seas and into my hands had never displayed anything unusual, but they'd all been pushed to the limit of their capabilities. The sequences and codes that governed each were pristine, optimized as far as they could be. That and the fact that basically every elf had at least some mana, and it was hard to compete with them in magic.


Elves had a much higher rate of mages than humans, even if their population was much lower. Even those who weren't mages were almost always what we would call 'talents' back home. These were rare individuals who had magic, but only one ability, and could normally only use it once or twice at a time. These tended towards small things like being able to make a gallon of water, or healing small wounds. They could even manifest as physical quirks that let a person greatly increase their abilities for a short time. Even though they weren't full mages these people could still put their small quantity of mana in an item, allowing them use of the elven infrastructure.


After our chat I was shown to my room. It was separate from the main dormitories, and rather nice. They'd even been so kind as to provide a schedule of all the planned events and maps before I could ask. There were a number of tours and meetings, meals with the staff and students here, all rather regular activities.


“Well,” I said with a sigh. “It looks like it's going to be a rather long trip.” After setting down the few bags I'd brought with me I turned and headed for the students' dorms. If they were going to make trouble, it might well be immediately.

            

    
        NaNoWriMo

    
    
    
    
                All good things must come to an end, and some of you have noted that Melody is heading that way. It is sad, but true, that soon enough Alana's story will be told, and I will move on to other things. Elevation is one of these, but I like to have multiple stories going at once, so I will share my thoughts.


For November I'd like to try adding another story to the universe, all posts would take second priority to normal posts of Elevation or Melody, so I'm not sure that I'd get the full length, but it would be fun. The story would continue on Wednesdays thereafter until finished, with only one post a week


This question is also being asked on Patreon and Elevation. The options are as follows,


Warlock: The story of what all is going on back on Earth, potentially a much longer story as we explore the goings on there.


Machinist of Mana: What do to when you're reincarnated into a Victorian fantasy world. Alana's new world, though in the future.

            

    
        Chapter 278 Some Low-Key Racism

    
    
    
    
                The first few days of the field trip were fairly boring. Mostly the students were shown around the school grounds here and went on some basic lessons. There were a few things here and there, things I would need to address later, but nothing major. One of the boys was getting very touchy with an elven girl, but she seemed into it and they were quickly hiding in some lost corner of the school.


Atal had one of the best academies I'd ever seen, the whole place looking like a mix of a boarding school and college campus. It was far more open and green than either of our schools had or would be, but it also housed many, many more students. Elves had a much higher rate of mages, even with their low birth rate, and it showed. They also spent a lot longer in school, though that varied.


The school was divided into tiers, in a way that reeked of eugenics. Simple facts were that elves with less human blood just lived longer, not the immortal that pure-blooded ones got, but ages and ages. The slowdown began in late puberty, and that meant that some of these students would have much more time to study here, hence the tiers.


Students who had less elven blood were on something of a 'rush' track. Everyone attended the same lessons, and got the same general classes, but after that these kids were pushed onto their specialty and out. They didn't have the luxury of spending decades in academia, with lifetimes of only a couple of hundred years. Had my children been born in Atal they would certainly be on that track.


Above that there were two strata of medium tracks, each spending more time and gaining more specialties. Where a rush student might specialize in fire and related magic, with only general education on other specialties, these could take between three and five.


Finally came the longest tracked youths. These few could have almost every specialty there was, only missing one or two of the ten offered unless they really wanted to work hard. I spent a bit of time near these young elves, listening to them as well as my own students after hearing a few things that concerned me a bit. I had questions about some of their language, and luckily enough someone to ask them to.


Headmaster Indir and I were having a nightly meeting after dinner to discuss what we'd seen throughout the day, problems to nip in the bud and places we could improve.


“Headmaster Indir,” I began. “I have my suspicions I know what it means, but could you confirm the meaning of the word 'thinnies' for me?”


My counterpart's jaw visibly tightened, and I noticed his hand clench, even though he tried to hide it.


“Where exactly did you hear that term? Not from any of my staff I hope?” he inquired, displeasure hardly hidden.


“No, students, a few times from those on the longest and second longest tracks,” I answered.


“I would like their names or seating locations and descriptions, as we don't tolerate that sort of language here.” He sighed when I rose my eyebrows. “As you may have guessed there are those who believe that over-mixing with humanity has been a bad thing. It's a small movement, but one that is considered both foolish in the extreme and a rampant danger. They would press it as being 'watchful' over their 'lessers' but the term 'thinny' indicates that a person has thin blood, as opposed to a 'thickie', someone with more elven blood. Used so it is widely considered an epithet.”


“You do separate them based on those criteria,” I said, not trying to hide how I felt about that.


“Yes, but not because I like it. We simply have more time with some of our students than with others. If I could, I would give every one of them a full run of all of our courses.” That was a pretty good answer, and I even believed him.


“What about pure elves?” I asked. “Do they get involved in this nonsense.”


That got me a bark of laughter. “No, they have better things to do, and are rare enough that it's sort of beneath them. During my tenure here we've had not one such student, though if one were to be born and attend our academy it would be a whole ordeal.”


“Really?”


“Mmm, yes, our culture loves children, as I'm sure you know, but there's more as well. Those that have time are expected, nay required, to invest it wisely. A child who might live for millennia must be nurtured as well as possible, as they will almost without doubt one day become one of the councilors that rule our nation, or one of the others nearby.”


That made good enough sense, a mage who could just keep growing could surpass almost everyone with enough time. I'd seen such things myself a few times. I also didn't doubt that they'd be watched like a hawk to quickly correct any 'bad' behavior.


“That I follow,” I admitted.


“Have you met one of our esteemed councilors?” he inquired after looking at my face.


“No, I've not had that chance, but there are one or two others still bouncing around on the human continent.”


That made his eyebrows rise. “Are you sure?”


“Yes, though that's all I'll say on the subject. I got the feeling that privacy was of importance to certain people,” I spoke not angrily, but firmly, there were some sleeping giants that were better off that way.


“I cannot dispute that statement,” he chuckled.


“So tomorrow, what's on the schedule? Looks like you're taking everyone into the city proper to see some monuments?” I said, switching the topic to something else.


“Hmm, that's right, standard tourist type things. It'll be good for optics and something fun for the young ones. Couple of museums, His Majesty's palace, all the standard locations are on the list. It might be a bit much for one day, but at the end we're going to a lovely restaurant that serves some of the best traditional foods.” He flipped through the pages while speaking.


“Not sure I've ever had the traditional ones,” I admitted, Ulanion never really said much about those.


“If you can disguise yourself you could join in?” he questioned.


“I could, but it would be a risk, one I'm unwilling to take for that,” I said with a shrug.


“Well at least allow me to have the cook put something together for you then. It's not a chance even I get often.”


“Personally I'm more excited about some of the other demonstrations you're pulling in over the next week. Some of these disciplines are not really found in our country.” In particular I was looking at the one on tattoo magic, something I'd gotten almost no information about from even our best institutions.


“Oh, good to hear! Tomorrow then?”


I nodded and left him, looking forward to getting to see some more of the city than I had on my last visit.

            

    
        Chapter 279 Museums

    
    
    
    
                I walked off to the side of my charges, watching at the oohs and aahs. The morning had begun with museums, then continued with much of the same. The elves took my foreign students through several different ones, all devoted to various parts of their culture.


Personally I found that the first of them was by far my favorite. This museum had a zoo mixed in with it, displaying various animals, both magical and non, that were found throughout the Atali lands. There were cats of all sizes, various deer and their equivalents, along with a large rodent that I swore looked like a capybara but had the ability to spit acid.


Beyond those were displays of some of the more dangerous, and often extinct, animals of the region. Stuffed bears covered in spikes, a large cat that could supposedly shoot lightning and make magnets, and a very familiar mock-up of a pitch dark wolf. These were of course all fake, but had info on what they were like, how to fight them if you encountered one, habitat and diet, all the useful info. I was already thinking of how useful such a display would be for the populous at large, and taking notes.


After the lesson on biology we went through one of the historical museums, displaying the greatness of Atal's past, and the elven past in general. It was much smaller than I would have thought, though the exhibits were the equals of any other.


The thing that struck me most was how fast the rise happened. Justin hadn't been born into a medieval world like I had, but a far, far more primitive one. From there he'd sped them through several eras of historical development, not quite to where they were now, but quite close. Heck, some of the things built during his reign were still in use, nothing had come into being that could yet compare to the personal work of someone trained on Earth.


This meant that the elves missed... a lot, they'd skipped whole technical sections that would seem normal. It even looked like they'd gone straight from stones to steel in under a century. There were therefore huge gaps they were still filling in for industries that they'd never developed. It was like a society that had skyscrapers and planes without mastering the steam engine or some equivalent.


“This is it right? The last place for today?” I heard my son whispering to his sister as they entered the old palace.


“Dinner after this, but yeah. Would've been nice to have more time for each of these, you know?” she replied, stretching her shoulders.


The palace was much as I'd remembered it, huge imposing stones filled with relics and copies of relics. I stayed near enough to my own children to hear their opinions while still keeping an eye on the rest of the students. There was a trick to being unnoticed while invisible, and that was to stay out of the path of people. More than once I'd been found snooping simply by virtue of someone bumping into me. That couldn't happen today, as it would ruin half of my purpose here.


We finally arrived at the giant flaming letters and once again I shook my head, it was anything but subtle. The tour guide gave the standard explanation that nobody knew what they were, seeming almost verbatim of the one I'd received all those years ago. Perhaps it even was, maybe they kept the same script year after year. There were questions, but few answers, though one comment drew my ear.


“Hey, isn't that the script mom uses in her notes?” Rodrick asked Illa.


My head snapped over, eyes bulging a bit. I'd given both of my children a good education on programming and magic before they set foot in their school, but never on actual English, it was too dangerous, too much an identifier of reincarnators.


“What!? When did mom let you see her personal notes? That's so unfair, she only ever let me see things she prepared,” my daughter said with a pout.


“Um... well once or twice I might've...”


“You broke into her office? Without me? You little turd I can't believe you.” Illa punched him and I frankly wanted to beat them both; this was not the place for that conversation. “So what's it say?”


“I dunno, never learned to read it,” he said with a shrug. “Can you?”


“Obviously not, but here, I'll write it down and we can ask later.” She sketched down the letters as I wanted to puke. There would be a reckoning about my son breaking into my personal effects, and improved security, again.


I let the tour group pull ahead so I could have a moment to collect my thoughts. Mostly I sat there beating my fists against my head, hoping that nobody had heard that particular exchange. Stupid, the boy was stupid, he should have known that sharing any information about a mysterious mystery language was a terrible idea. He would have to be corrected asap.


“Now that was one of the more interesting conversations I've heard in awhile, wasn't it?”


My eyes led the way to the sound, turning to see an elf leaning against the wall near me. He looked young, almost boyish. Starting at the ground and going up I could see the clothes, all well made and tailored to fit. His suit was loose, almost like a robe, and dark gray. On top there was a vest over his shirt, and a long jacket. He looked like the prototypical conman, all the way to eyes that sparkled, speaking how he'd seen every trick, several times, and was oft unimpressed.


Above that was short, wild, white hair, and long ears. “I can see you you know, mind dropping the illusion?”


“Who are you?” I asked, after doing as he had requested, the students were well gone by now.


“A friend of a friend I suspect. Mind joining me for a chat?” He didn't wait for a response before turning down one of the side halls, one that was roped off, and strolling forwards.


“Alright, how did you see me?” I inquired.


“Oh, there are ways. I've got to admit you're one of the better ones I've seen over the years, but you still give off heat, you still block sound, even if you don't release it. There are other things, but I think I'll leave those out for now. Let's just say you're not the first invisible girl I've encountered shall we? I also might have known roughly where you would be.” There was a smile in his voice, sheer amusement.


We turned a few times before coming to a set of doors.


“Where are we goi...” I tried to ask.


“Madam, I'm afraid this is a restricted area! You can't just be here.” One of the workers had spotted me and rushed down the hall, only after a second did I notice that my companion had angled himself so he wouldn't be immediately seen.


As soon as the woman approached she could see my escort, and things began to register. “Um, sir, this is not a public area of the palace,” her tone instantly settled a bit.


“Councilor actually, and I'm quite explicitly allowed here.” He waved his hand over a section of wall near a door and it lit up with various symbols before popping open with a click. “See? Now if you'll excuse us.”


I watched as her skin paled and eyes grew to dinner plates. “Um, yes, sir, uh, I mean Councilor, please...” she sputtered.


The Councilors were the rulers of Atal, all old, all powerful. I didn't know the specifics, but based on her reaction I didn't need to.


After a quick wave to the interruption I was pulled into the room, the door shut behind us.

            

    
        Chapter 280 Old Friend

    
    
    
    
                “Why don't you take a seat?” my new companion asked, pointing towards one of several around a larger table.


We were in some kind of meeting room, and one look alone told me that this was one of the unused parts of the palace, and an older one. Oddly it had the same feel as Justin's lab, something about the magic that seemed to be constantly cleaning it along with other background enchantments. Something about the way he had flippantly opened the door had alarmed that woman, but I didn't have the full context quite yet.


“Aren't these replicas of ancient furniture?” I asked as he helped himself to one of the chairs.


“Hmm?” He spent a second looking at his own chair. “No, I'm fairly sure these are the originals, but what is the purpose of such things if not to be used?”


“What if I should damage a valuable historical artifact though?” I teased a bit.


That got me a laugh. “These are chairs, not something important, and I assure you that could be remade, not like we don't have plenty of them anyway.”


After a bit more waffling I picked one and settled down, and ancient or not it was intensely comfortable. It was also being maintained, either by magic or hard work, though I couldn't tell which.


“So, what do you want to talk to me about?” I asked politely.


“Is that a real question? Clearly I was listening to the conversation between your children, clearly I know who you are, and clearly I recognize your mana, no? Add to that the fact that in living memory only His Majesty and that old bastard of a priest have ever been known to use that language...”


“Perhaps I was unclear, what do you want?”


I half expected for him to flex his power like old mages were often prone to when challenged, but no, he merely smiled.


“To know what it says? No, no I already have a pretty good idea of that. Perhaps you think I want to win you over to my side? Why though?” he rattled off reasons that seemed normal for people. “What I want is to know first what your intentions are, and if you're a threat to my people.”


“My intentions? To build my school to be better than anywhere else, and protect people as best I can.” I didn't get why people had a hard time understanding that.


“Really? You expect me to believe that?” he asked as one eyebrow rose.


“Why do so many people have trouble believing that?” I asked.


“Because too many people become obsessed with power, and you have a reputation.”


“A reputation I gained by protecting people I cared about. I'm not sure how much of some of the events of my past has been reported to you, but I'm not particularly inclined to fight unless I need to.” I snapped. I didn't need to be told that in some countries back home I was still vilified, even after all these years.


We spent several minutes looking at each other over the table. After a time he even began to tap his fingers. One problem with dealing with some folks was how patient they were, letting things hang in the air.


“Either you're a very good liar, or you're telling the truth,” he finally said. “Let's put that aside for now, as I have other questions.”


“Go ahead,” I said tiredly.


“The last time you came here, one of our people sent someone to follow you and your team.” He didn't seem to be too concerned, just stating a fact.


I blinked at that. “What?”


“Come now, it shouldn't be that odd should it? You, without knowing it spoke a name you shouldn't have known, that even most of our younger generations seldom learn. Certainly you understood that would get you attention. Lady Mistan sent someone to follow you, and...” he let his sentence hang.


“Look, I didn't even know someone was following us, and if he died, he probably died to the Umbral Wolves, nasty bastards.” Just thinking back on their den sent a shiver up my spine.


“Oh, we got him back, eventually. We also learned about the monsters, thank you for cleaning those up by the way. No, my question is about the individual who sent him back to us.”


I tried to school my face, showing nothing. “Oh?”


“See that's what people look like when they're hiding things,” he laughed.


“I didn't even know someone was following me, much less who sent them off.” True, but I could guess.


“I think you do, I've only one more subject to ask on. Is he well?” For the first time in this conversation the man's smile dropped, and he showed genuine concern.


“No clue who you're talking about,” I lied.


“I'm sure,” he deadpanned.


“But if you were to have old friends somewhere, and you were concerned about them, you might try visiting,” I suggested.


“... Not sure I'd be entirely welcome...” I knew that there were a lot of old people here, and that some of them really didn't like each other, but he did seem to be truthful. He also was dancing around exactly who we were talking about, which was a good start.


“I find that time helps with old wounds, but maybe not, your choice. Now if you don't mind, I really do need to get back to my students. Call it intuition but I feel leaving them unattended is a bad idea.” I shrugged, not wanting to get involved with something that really wasn't my business.


“Can't say I disagree with that. Well, I'll leave you to it then,” he said as he rose and let me out of the room.


The worker we'd left earlier was still there, and still seemingly surprised. As the elven man turned and headed back down the hall I looked to her.


“Excuse me, don't suppose you could point me in the direction of the tour groups?” I asked sweetly.


I didn't manage to make my way back to the students until they were nearly at the end of the tour. A quick count of heads told me that nobody was obviously missing, and since no alarms had gone off, it didn't seem that anyone had done anything else extreme.


The only hiccup was that I nearly forgot to re-cloak myself as I approached, realizing at the last minute. I even made it a step into the hall, quickly stopping and singing a few notes. Luckily it looked like nobody had noticed. My little disturbance had thrown me so far off that I was making amateur mistakes, no good, no good at all.


At least the restaurant wasn't far. They didn't even bother using the carriages to get everyone there, instead just walking. As the sun began to sink it passed behind the spires of the city, not yet setting, but leaving deep shadows across Atal as the final rays left the sky shades of gold and blood red.

            

    
        Chapter 281 Evening Out

    
    
    
    
                The restaurant was wonderful, and it was clear that the elves were really trying their hardest to show off. Everything from the tablecloths to the floor was perfectly in place, and the smells coming from the kitchen, a mix of sweet and meaty scents that drifted subtly around the building, but not into the dining area.


I skirted along the edge quietly as my students began to take their seats, watching them all like a hawk. To my relief it seemed that all of them had been drilled on manners, and were not skimping. Each was polite to the staff here, and chatted lightly among themselves and the official guides the school had assigned.


There were no menus on the place settings, this particular establishment not using such things. No, the students were offered a few choices of specials, and would then get whatever else the chef made. A good mix in my opinion, forcing them to try new things while also making sure they would get at least one that they would like.


As soon as I was satisfied I slipped back into the kitchen with the staff. When I passed the door I promised myself not to worry too hard, if they caused some form of chaos I'd be right here. I almost thought that it should be limited what they could mess up or how badly, but then I looked back at my own life rather briefly and shelved that terrible notion.


The kitchen itself was clean, and highly active. It was also quiet when one thought of what things were like in my old world. Even in this world, among the humans things were often a bit hectic in cooking areas, but this one ran like a well-oiled machine. Each of the people cooking had assigned jobs, jobs they knew well and could do without any outside input. Above them all was a fancier dressed elven woman, clearly the head chef, who was quickly putting plates together and checking over everything.


It was surprising that for all their boasting that in this kitchen there were almost no magical items at all. I spotted a couple here and there, what appeared to be a freezer, something that I got the feeling was helping damp down the sounds of cooking, but little else. All the stoves were powered by wood, much as they would be back home, and of the elves here only the head chef had a real aura, the rest giving the feeling that they merely had talents, as almost every elf did.


As for the food, seafood was on the menu tonight. There were fish and shellfish, all prepared with few if any spices and no herbs that I could see, an odd choice, but one that made sense if this was supposed to be historical elven food. To the side there were some form of tuber and sliced fruits, all grilled to seeming perfection. It was simple fare, but you could tell the cooks took great pride in their work.


“Good evening,” I said as I let the illusions that hid me melt away.


The head chef's head turned towards me with a brief look of surprise. “Ah, you must be the chaperone Headmaster Indir told us of. Welcome to my kitchen, I'm Corina.”


“Alana, a pleasure,”


“And you, don't suppose you know what you'd like?” she asked, not even looking up from her plating.


“The fish if you don't mind, it looks lovely.” The dish in question was straightforward enough, grilled filets of some local variety nearly two inches thick and a brilliant golden color, served with a citrus that looked rather like a lemon.


“Good choice, make sure to squeeze the fruit over it before eating for the full experience,” she advised.


“I was told these were all old recipes, do you get calls for that often?” I asked as I waited for my plates to be ready.


“More than you'd think, the classics are classic for a reason, and while some of the ingredients are hard to get we get a lot of clients that tend towards the older. I've even had a few councilors come in, hoping to get the food of their youth,” she bragged.


“Oh really?”


“Sadly the plants have just changed. Some of the flavors, particularly the astringent ones, are just gone now. The fruits and vegetables taste better, but breeding has made it so that they're just not the same. The cultivated ones even effect their wild brothers and sisters sadly, seeds spreading and all that.” She personally showed me to one of the sides, where a small table had been set up.


The food was good, wildly different from what I was used to, but good. The starchiest food was a local fruit that sort of resembled a sweetened bread when roasted, leaving a bit of a hole, but other than that it was simple, well made food.


I kept out of the way as much as possible, finally giving Corina my compliments before going back to join my students. They kept up much as they had, without a care in the world as they enjoyed a good meal after a long day. It was nice watching them enjoy themselves, my children, and those of my brother not knowing the starvation or strife we had as youths, something I wouldn't wish upon any child.


As we left we were met with a cadre of carriages, all bearing the insignia of the local academy. Above us the clear evening sky had grown cloudy, with a few drops falling from the billowing clouds out in the dark. That wasn't unusual, as with the humidity around here evening storms were sort of expected, but the sound of far off and distant bells was, as were the looks the drivers were giving in their direction, that of the harbor if I wasn't mistaken.


By the time we returned to the school the rain was in full force, pounding down on the buildings. While the children went off to bed I went to my evening meeting with Indir. Most of what we had to talk about was rather mundane, there hadn't been any large issues through the day that he needed to know of, and I was keeping my earlier meeting to myself. He too was quite happy with the proceedings, all the things he needed to get done being organized to his liking.


“Oh, one more thing, the bells?” I asked.


“Those are for the harbor, not something we'll need to worry about this far in, just an indication for the vessels there to take shelter,” he answered.


“Is there a storm or something?” I inquired, not quite satisfied.


“I'm honestly unsure, storms this time of year are not uncommon, and one being spotted would be a bit of a damper on things. It could also be some monster has been sighted in the area and ships will need to stay moored while the military sorts it out.”


“I once fought a Hurricane Whale you know, one of those would be a true disaster if it came near,” I observed, already well versed in the danger of some of the mega-fauna that lived in our oceans.


“Oh those don't come near shore, the shoals are too shallow for them, and the mana not nearly dense enough. Do you get them over in your lands?” he inquired, seemingly truly curious.


“No, thankfully not,” I answered with a laugh.


“The worst it could be is likely one of the species of magical shark or cephalopod, nasty business, but not a real threat.”

            

    
        Chapter 282 Storm and Sea

    
    
    
    
                The storms continued, through the night and well into the morning. By the time everyone began breakfast it was clear that the demonstrations for the day, which had been planned for one of the outdoor areas, would have to be moved inside. That was a bit of a shame, as the winding brick paths and large grassy centerpieces were really relaxing, but it was what it was.


Like the magical academies back home, this one too had an arena, something I'd not properly instituted in my own setup yet, but clearly I would need to. These were used for testing, magical combat practice, and exhibitions against any captured monsters for both the staff and interested parties to observe. This one was also covered, which made it perfect for the various individuals showing off their tattoo magic to display their skills.


I walked after the groups of students, watching along with them as they went between the stations. Mostly I kept near the royal children and my own, keen to keep an eye there, but I got around to each and every one of the presenters by the end of it.


Sadly there were very few actual forms of this magic still in use. There were a series of men displaying markings that allowed them to harden their skin into steel, or strike with incredible force. These were the bulk of the users, simple physical expansions, and I had to admit that even I was tempted by some of these. Having that bit of extra omph would be nice in some situations, but at this point in my life I could at least mimic most of what they could do.


Other than the power enhancements there were some of note though. There was a man showing a tattoo form that allowed him to heal himself of injuries. He explained that this was really, really inefficient, but something he'd gotten in his youth while hunting magical beasts. Mages were very common here, but that didn't mean that they were always available in the type you needed when you needed them.


My personal favorite presenter though was a woman covered in silvery lines in a tank. Her particular markings allowed her to go without breathing at the cost of mana. I gathered that she was a bard, and had taken these as a means to allow her to do swimming dances, which she spent much of the time doing. I was not the only one interested either, as many of the male half of the students were enamored with the lithe woman in, what was to them, a rather revealing bathing suit. It sort of reminded me of a one-piece from Earth, but when everyone wore dresses that almost always reached the knees, that was seemed almost scandalous.


The elves had a penchant for that. In my youth the dance costumes for a lot of their traditional work had caused a bit of a ruckus, still did amongst the more prudish parts of society. These young men who'd come to see their continent were probably more accustomed to it than others, having at least some exposure to the elven language and society. Though I wondered how others would feel briefly before remembering that it didn't really matter.


Of note there was nothing like the Lover's Marks so common back in the human lands. I didn't know if they had the right methods for such magic or if it was just uncommon here. Elves were well known for their poor birthrates, and I frankly imagined that lowering them further was probably not desirable to most people. Then again there were plenty of reasons for not wanting a child at the moment, so who knew.


For myself though, I managed to learn that a lot of the formulas depended on either magical beast or plant parts, and were extremely old. There was little research on developing new ones, though every now and then it seemed that the old formulas would be improved a bit. The bases for them were all similar though, and while not all of the ingredients were available in the human lands it seemed probable that with a bit of reference material we could replicate some of these. I'd be seeing if we could trade for that, and possibly a bit of help when I got home.


The storms seemed to continue through the day, but didn't worsen at least. The rain was falling in sheet after sheet, turning the ground into a muddy mess, but nothing worse than a simple thunderstorm. Hopefully these would all end soon, as it was getting old.


We all headed for the dinner hall, hoping to dry off and soon make it to bed. Hiding in the rain was sadly an order of magnitude more difficult than my normal day, so I held back from the students, letting them get inside and away before I would make my trip. As I stood under an overhang whittling a bit of time away I saw several red lights fly up from the east, flares blaring brightly in the sky even through the downpour.


A Certain Councilor


The doors opened of their own accord and I marched forward, heels clicking against the shining tile surface of the meeting room. It was uncommon that I ended up called to the military's headquarters, and it always meant bad things. Not from our neighbors, no, Atal may not control all of the former empire, but we still outclassed our fellows to the point that nobody sought war with us, no, often the enemy came from the depths.


The windows across the room I entered looked out upon the city and the port. Right now there was little but dark clouds and rain to see though. There however were enchantments that could aid with visibility if needed, currently unactivated. The problem was still outside of sight even for those, and there was no need to waste mana for no reason.


Rain like this was clearly unnatural to those who'd seen it so many times before. The season was too early for such storms, and there was a tang of mana to it. It wasn't some kind of focused ability, or a controlled one, just the product of a lot of power being used, most of it geared towards water. That alone though didn't constitute any sort of emergency, as such things could happen either naturally, or from creatures that didn't care about us.


“Greetings, status?” I inquired as I sat down, rather shortly perhaps, but I'd been deep in consideration of some important matters before the message arrived, and woe to whatever fool had done the calling if this was a waste.


“Glad you could finally join us,” one of my juniors said snarkily.


I turned and glared at her, seeing the woman shrink back quickly. She was a councilor as well, but there was a ranking in fact if not in law, and she was far, far below me on it. It was a simple fact of the matter that almost everyone got crotchety and set in their ways after a millennium or so, a reason that we seldom met, such meetings, if not properly managed, often turned to bloodshed.


Other than her was one other councilor, the three of us were the only members of the council currently in Atal, and that boded poorly for whatever the emergency was. Our third was a man, and the youngest of us, but well liked for his more controlled attitude. At least I wouldn't have to worry about him trying to provoke something. Several higher ministers were also here, those who were not quite as powerful as us yet, or who would never reach that level.


“Please, we didn't come here to argue,” he said. “As for the situation, we've lost three of our larger warships. Something followed a merchant back to port from the deeper waters, and seems keen to enter our bay.”


“Identification?” I asked, and all heads turned towards the man in charge of the local fleet.


“None as of yet sir, visibility being what it is we can't get a good look at it, but I can tell you it's unreasonably big, and advancing. We deployed a few of the old weapons, but that seemed to do little more than stymie it,” he told me, looking worried.


“Flares!” someone declared with urgency, but no panic, their training taking over.


Before I'd even turned fully one of the assistants had flipped on the enchantments on the window, letting us have a full view of the city. Red dots shone as they climbed higher and higher over the skyline, originating from the port, the port that was quickly emptying.


The sea was pulling back, back, back, sand and shells exposed as a veritable mountain of water retreated. Ships fell to the exposed bottom, or were held in place to piers by their moorings, hanging exposed in air. There was a beat of silence as a claw the size of a city block was revealed by the fleeing water, followed by a chitinous leg.


Alarm after alarm was stuck and the city's wards sprang to life in my vision as the creature revealed itself. From here it looked like a normal crab, distance robbing it of the size it had. Normally such things stayed well in the ocean, but a quick glance showed why it had followed what must have been little more than a morsel to shore, back to where more like it could be found. Below the beast was an egg-sack, full to bursting.


“Well,” I said as the previously leaving water returned in force, a tidal wave carrying a monster straight at our docks. “Time to work.”

            

    
        Chapter 283

    
    
    
    
                The ground flowed under me at speed as I ran towards the dinner building, throwing my protections and stealth back up. If I got spotted so be it, I needed to get to where my students were, and I needed to be there now. I briefly considered teleporting, but held back for now, the mana cost on those might well be spent elsewhere.


Only instants after the flares, clearly some form of warning, had been sent up the city lit like a bulb. Something had struck the city wards hard enough for all of them to go off at once, and whatever it was would soon be to us. There shouldn't be much that should cause that sort of problem, and all of it was bad news.


As I made it to the doors there was a roaring sound, deafening, powerful. The school was outside the city proper, and not protected by the same warding structures that Atal itself had, but possessed protections of its own. Now those lit, seeming to brighten the sky as they defended against whatever was hitting us. The danger soon became apparent as a wall of water flowed up the protective bubble.


My first mentor had been a wizard specializing in the use of water, and I would be a fool if I didn't know the danger here. If nothing else there was a mountain's worth of mass bludgeoning us, trying to sweep this place away. Those outside the protections were likely dead, or soon would be, and if they failed...


The lights inside had already changed, several of the small illuminations changing to a deep red and bathing the building in the color of blood, there was even a chiming sound going off, another warning that something had gone wrong. People were rushing for the inner sections of the building, but a few were coming out.


I noted that the elven headmaster was no coward, himself leading a cadre of their teachers towards the doors, magic spinning around him as he moved. All of them seemed nervous, but it was also clear that they were all ready to face whatever was out there regardless.


“It's a tsunami,” I said, having not gotten my sound wards up quite yet. Both Indir and his staff turned in my general direction, some of the latter looking slightly alarmed.


“Our visitor's chaperone,” he hastily informed his subordinates. “How bad?”


“Quite, it struck the city too. It would be best if we got our students out of the way while it is dealt with.” I didn't want to abandon him, but with both mine and the royal children here I had other priorities. Once they were safe I could stay behind and aid where I could, but until then I wanted them, and my own, far from this disaster.


Indir turned toward one of his fellows, a lithe woman with a tightly coiled bun. “Please take the visiting students back to the portal and begin evacuating them. I hate to cut the visit short, but it appears there's been a bit of an emergency."


Internally I made a note that I owed him. The man could have been angry that I was prioritizing my students over his, but he'd understood, and quickly taken steps. Once I got back home I'd need to immediately approach my brother to get together what we could for aid, should the elves need it.


The other teacher similarly didn't miss a beat, heading back inside and quickly rounding up the human students before leading them back to the room where the gateway awaited. I held back a bit from them, eyes keen to make sure none got separated from the group as they moved.


The campus was in full emergency, few leaving any of the other buildings as the cadre of human passed, everyone knowing that they needed to seek shelter. As the youths entered the building of their destination there was a second wave, the same roaring sound accompanying it as it washed into the school wards. As I watched they began to crack ominously, the protections simply not meant for this level of abuse.


As the last of the kids disappeared inside the building I mounted the steps. This particular part of the school was a bit higher than the rest of it, situated on a small hill overlooking dorms and various classroom buildings. I gave one last turn to look back towards the city, if for nothing else than to see how it fared, I was shocked at what I saw.


Over the tops of the buildings I could see the source of the disaster. It appeared to be a fairly normal crab, save for the size, its shell a mixture of mottled red and deep blue. The monster was attempting to climb atop the city's warding shield, smacking away at the dome and trying its hardest to break it open like an egg.


Figures darted around it and spells flew out from the city's defenders, outlining the pure size. It was bigger than some buildings, a massive crustacean that looked ready to roll into Tokyo and pick a fight with everyone's favorite giant lizard. Most of the spells bouncing off of it looked like little more than angry threads.


As I watched another wave of water stuck the enormous crab, and all around it flowed out some kind of small orangish spheres, catching in the water and spreading like a wave of pollen in a high wind. Perhaps those were the nodes for the water control, or some side-effect. It was hard to tell what the specifics were from this distance.


Seeing the oncoming wave I bolted into the building. There were layers of security that had to be passed, layers of protections that I should have needed to run through. A series of quick gates bypassed most of that, the protections the elves had set up not prepped for someone who could bend space.


There was a brief moment of pride as I arrived in the departure room. Rather than putting themselves first the prince and princess had taken the last place, making sure all of their fellows escaped first. Beside them were my Rodrick and Illa, unwilling to leave their cousins until the last moment, and helping as they could. While clearly rushed, everything was running smoothly, and almost everyone was through. There were only a dozen or so left.


I nearly sighed relief, until I hears a squealing like steel being ripped, and the hissing roar reminiscent of a waterfall. There was a slight panic as the sound of water cascading towards us echoed even through the walls. The children ran, trying to reach the portal as the building shook and cracked, bits of the ceiling beginning to fall as behind me a jet of seawater slammed through the doors.

            

    
        Chapter 284 Shelter in the Storm

    
    
    
    
                Crown Prince Omos


The world was filled with dark blues and greens as I was thrown, tossed around the room like a ragdoll. Some last ditch ward, some protection had managed to redirect the most of the momentum of the blast of water that would have pulped me, but I'd not caught much of it. The water was still here though, and still trying to fill the room.


Almost as quickly as it had come, the wave left, falling back or dissipating as it spread. A brief pull towards the exit door sent everyone alive and all the furniture back in towards the entrance before dumping us unceremoniously on the ground, as it did the lights died.


“Amara, you okay?” I sputtered, sending a light up.


“Yeah, I'm here, where's the portal?” she said, pulling herself off the ground.


It didn't take us long to find it, or the teacher who'd been sent with us. The elven woman had apparently dove for the exit in the last second, something even those only barely familiar with portals knew was a bad idea, and was now a demonstration as to why. Her body had been ripped, much of her torso and a large part of her head were gone, pulled through when the connection broke. On the only part of her face left was a single eye, seeming to radiate pain and terror.


As for the portal, it was smashed, some piece of rubble having destroyed the gateway. In its place now stood a undulating hole in the world, not large, but giving off a palpable wrongness. As I rose I looked toward it, almost taken in by the oddness.


“We need to go, now,” spoke my cousin as he pulled up off the ground his girlfriend. He thought he'd been sly, hiding who he was dating, but more than a few of us knew. “That is dangerous, mom always told us we needed to get away from any of that kind of thing.”


“Little help there brother!?” Came my other cousin's voice through gritted teeth.


None of us had had time to register is yet but Illa was leaning against a wall, a spar of wood, perhaps two inches around shoved through her gut. As soon as she spoke we all looked, the blood dripping from the corner of her lip mixing with the seawater. It looked like she'd landed on a chair or table leg or something.


“Shit, shit, shit,” I said as I tried to rush over to her, only to be beaten by the last person in the room.


The last of our little group was a blonde, I didn't know her, having only seen her here and there around the school. She was one of the older students, and I was pretty sure she was in her final year, but that was about it. Without hesitation she rose, wet hair falling down her back, and ripped the shard of wood from Illa's stomach with a sickening squelch.


“You're going to be fine,” she said to the now screaming Illa, reaching out one hand and letting a golden glow flow forth, closing the wound near instantly. “I'll check on you again later, but for now, we need to move.”


“Right, after me, we need to get to high ground!” I declared, if tidal waves were the problem, we needed to be as high up as possible. I grabbed my staff from where it'd fallen and looked back.


Amara had our injured cousin, being the strongest physically of all of us. Without hesitation all the rest fell in and I led us back towards the door. It didn't take us long to find our way back into the overcast light, the evening sun fighting to illuminate the world through the thick clouds.


“The city? They have skyscrapers,” suggested Rodrick.


As one we turned towards the nearby settlement, and saw the battle commencing there. The wards were by some miracle still up, but the clash between some giant monster and the defenders was visible even from here. Before I even had the chance to comment there was a large spell launched, followed a second or two later by an ear-shattering *BOOM*.


“Yeah, I don't think they're gonna let us in right now,” my sister dryly commented.


I let my eyes sweep around quickly before pointing. “That way, there's a slope upwards, may not be much, but it's what we've got.”


As a group we ran for the best place we could find, all around us were shattered buildings and rubble, trees had been knocked down, and there were a few dazed people pulling themselves from wherever they'd ended up. There were also bodies, a lot of them, those who'd not been fortunate enough to survive. The blonde girl, clearly a priestess, pointed at a few, seeming to try and check for signs of life, but with everyone not already moving she only commented that they were dead.


The only other thing odd were large orangish spheres that lodged themselves in nooks and crannies all over the place. Every minute or two we seemed to pass another, sometimes in groups of two or three. They were each around as tall as me, and clearly something unusual, so we just gave those a wide berth.


After ten minutes of running I heard Amara shout “Incoming, two minutes tops!” from behind me.


We all started looking for the highest spot, and it was Rodrick this rime who yelled. “There!” with a gesture.


The hill he'd found wasn't steep, but it was large, and all of us ran as fast as we could, pushing ourselves for the bit of high ground and hopeful safety. As we neared the top I saw small bushes and weeds, undisturbed by either of the former two waves, and sighed, this was a good spot.


No sooner had we reached the apex than the water came, this time much lower. It spun around the bottom of our safety, loud and fast, but not high enough to come even close to us. When it became clear we were safe I nearly collapsed, spent and coming down from the rush of excitement.


“So, stay here for the night, see what we can do in the morning?” I suggested. There were no objections.


With the number of spellcasters we had making a shelter was painfully simple. The walls were dirt, and the ceiling some form of local bush our priestess grew into place, but it would keep the rain off. We even broke it into sections so there's be a bit of privacy for the girls while drying clothes and cleaning ourselves up.


Once we all met back up in the little front room Rodrick requested some bowls. Those were easy enough to make with magic from the local clay and stone, and once he had them he began filling each with warm pasta in some kind of creamy sauce.


“You know, I always thought mom was paranoid insisting I learn to make food, but she may have had a point,” he commented.


“Well, at least you don't do plain bread like she does,” his sister laughed, taking her food and beginning to eat.


It seemed all the girls knew each other, each settling to somewhere they felt comfortable. For Rodrick's girlfriend Veska that was right up against him. She was older than him, but none the less the redhead was one of the better looking girls I'd ever met. I looked to the only person in the room I didn't know personally.


“Sorry for the delay, but it seems I've forgotten my manners, I'm Omos, pleased to meet you,” I said to her.


“Lena your highness, a pleasure to meet you,” the priestess said with a small bow. Her voice was polite, but it was clear that she wasn't wowed or anything, which was refreshing at least.


“Name's Rodrick, pasta?” the only other male in the room said, proffering a bowl. My cousin was a good enough guy, but not what one might call cultured.


“Well met, and absolutely,” she said, taking it from him.


We were all tired, and the food was hot. Sure, we had to eat with belt knives and sticks with the bark shaved away, but it was good. The little bits of not really mushroom and not really meat were perfect with the meal. Bardic food was like that, most things that would be noticeably one ingredient never being quite right, only the mixtures and prepared bits really the same. It led to a meal where there was little talking.


A rotation of watch was quickly agreed upon, but before we'd even gotten laid down a pair of elven women approached, shivering and scared looking.


“Um... is there any chance we can get out of the rain? Our house is gone and everything's a mess,” the taller of the two hesitantly asked in our language, her accent was quite heavy.


Over the night we got little sleep, as group after group of those seeking some form of shelter joined us. Some were injured, all appreciated the offer of a warm meal and a place to get out of the rain. A few gave us odd looks, as we were clearly foreign, but most were just too exhausted.

            

    
        Chapter 285 A New Plan

    
    
    
    
                Crown Prince Omos


The sun dawned on a new day, which would have been magnificently fresh if not for the small rock hut full of refugees I found myself crawling out of. I was tired, physically, mentally, and magically, and quite ready to get home. That of course wouldn't be nearly as easy as I'd hoped.


Our portal was gone, and that was not a small issue. Without it the only way home would be by ship, a long, arduous, and often dangerous journey. That was if we could even find a ship with the current state of things.


Atal was a mess, and while a quick look towards the sea confirmed the city was still standing, I could also see flames here and there. That wasn't even mentioning the countryside, which the rising sun revealed to be wrecked beyond compare. Other than a few small hills like ours there was bare dirt everywhere, strewn with wreckage all over as well.


Lena soon emerged beside me, hair a mess and looking roughly like I felt. “How are things?” she asked.


By way of answer I just motioned. There wasn't much for me to add, and I was sure that things were in fact far, far worse than I could guess.


“Think we should head back to the academy or no? Honestly that place is bound to be in panic with all the destruction,” I asked, for once unsure of my course.


“Too bad we can't get a look at things,” she said with a frown.


“Actually, we can.” I took a moment to reach out and begin shifting the world, using the air like a magnifying glass. For a few seconds there was a bit of a blur, but soon enough the world came into clear resolution, giving a view of the city.


“Neat trick,” the priestess commented.


“My aunt showed it to me, said it helped her a few times,” I answered.


“Well, see if you can figure anything out. One of the people who joined us last night had some fruit, so I'm going to go plant these. I like pasta, but only so much.” she said, holding up some seeds, priests really could do a lot with those.


She moved away a bit from the door, not out of sight or sound, but enough to give everyone some room. While she did so I began to scan the city, looking for the monster from the night before.


It was good to report that the large, still carapace covered legs pointing to the sky showed that the defenders of Atal had won their battle. Though a quick look revealed that at some point the crab or whatever it was had in fact breached their wards. Several buildings were torn up, with pieces missing here and there. There was also something odd, but I couldn't quite put my finger on it.


As I was playing with the magnification, trying to get a better look, I heard another joining me from the shelter.


“Oi Omos,” I heard Rodrick say sleepily. “Not spying on the girl's dorms again are you?” he added with a chiding laugh.


I turned to tell him off, only to see the displeased gaze of Lena in the background, eyes narrowed as she judged me. It was more than a bit shameful, but true that in my younger and more curious days I may, or may not, have engaged in just the slightest bit of peeping. That of course had come to an abrupt end when none other than my cousin had stumbled in on me in a rather compromising situation. Though after a bit of ribbing and blackmail he'd agreed to keep quiet about all of it.


“Shut up Rodrick,” I said through gritted teeth.


He must have sensed something and turned, seeing Lena behind him.


“Haha, just an old joke...” he began to try to explain.


“Shut up Rodrick,” she replied.


The other girls soon joined us as I kept trying to get a good image. Under ideal conditions that wouldn't be a big problem, but between the still growing sunlight and the distance it was taking time. Soon enough I had slightly better resolution, and I could see something odd going on.


“Movement,” my sister said.


“Yeah, on the sides of some of the buildings,” I said thoughtfully.


“No, at the bottom of the hill,” she replied, pulling her blade.


That got everyone's attention quick, as did the small orange blur racing up the side of the rise we were on. Cousin Illa was the first to act, hands shooting forth a shimmering barrier that the assailant slammed into at speed.


My first good look at the creature revealed that it was of course, a crab. Legs and all it was roughly the size of a horse and much faster as it scurried sideways towards us. The wall Illa had thrown forward making it tip ever so slightly to reveal its oval shaped top to us.


Veska and I followed up her move with bolts of cold blue frost and pure force respectively. While neither seemed to do much damage, the area around it became rimed with ice.


“Cold-blooded, leech heat to slow it down,” she said, professionally as she wove a net that I could feel the chill radiating off of.


While Rodrick began singing more barriers into place Lena threw a bolt at the beast, the black energy sizzling as it soared through the air. The leg it impacted shriveled a bit, but that was clearly less than she'd been expecting. Everyone knew priest magic could be nasty on living flesh, but the thing was somehow resistant.


As the monster bashed Illa's shield and made it shatter Amara stepped forward, sword gleaming as it traveled in a wide arc, landing where the priestess' spell had and severing the appendage. There was a shriek as the over-sized scavenger tried to pull back and retreat, but it was outnumbered and outclassed. We piled spells atop it one after the other as it tried to run, unable to move as cold seeped into its flesh and injuries piled up.


“Well that was a bit much,” Rodrick huffed in the background. His spells had been mostly defensive in nature, but had worked well to aid my sister when they'd finally come up.


“More resistant than I'd like to see,” Veska agreed with a frown.


“Alright, I need to get eyes on the city, then we can decide what to do,” I said, gritting my teeth.


A few minutes later I finally got the view I wanted, but it was not what I'd hoped to see. Atal's capital was in chaos. There were groups of elves on the roads fighting the crab monsters one by one, but there were quite a lot of them.


The academy was of course, worse. Some of the buildings remained standing, but they were clearly in a defensive battle, waiting for aid. It also pained me to see places where the crab monsters were eating people, the dead either from the fighting or their own actions.


“I think going back to the city is out,” I commented, noticing a few of the elves who'd joined us now emerging and looking shocked at the dead creature where it lay near the bottom of the hill.


“Well we need to get home,” Amara said, “And a boat is our only option with the portal down.”


“What about the other one?” Rodrick asked.


“What other one?” several of us inquired, looking at him.


“The one my mom and them took back? She told us the story when we were young,” he said.


“Maybe, but who would remember where it was? We haven't heard those stories since we were like, five,” his sister asked sarcastically.


“Eratol, it was called Eratol, in the ruins there.” There were some raised eyebrows at that. Rodrick could be a bit of a joker sometimes, but I didn't doubt his memory, and he loved stories.


“...Alright then, since staying near the coast is out, let's head there,” I declared, even if it failed, it would still get us out of danger for the time being.


Alana


I sat atop their building, listening as the kids decided where to go. It had been a near thing for me stepping in during their little fight, but they needed to learn to fly on their own. Of course that didn't mean that I was going to throw them from the nest unaided, but maybe let them struggle a bit.


It was a bit odd, watching them talk and act amongst themselves. There was so much I didn't know, hidden, or just never brought up in front of me. Kids could be like that, so different when they didn't think any of the adults were watching. It was nice, seeing sides of them I never had.


On the other hand they really needed to set up a better watch at night. They'd not noticed that that wasn't the first, but rather the third crab to try its luck, the other two being sent off with a few stay bolts of lightning to find easier prey.


As they turned to consult with some of the people they'd taken in I leaned back a bit. Hopefully my old friend wouldn't mind helping me get this lot home.

            

    
        Chapter 286 Hello Again

    
    
    
    
                Rodrick Penumbra


“Stop fucking getting in front of Amara! If you die, I can't heal you!” screamed the angry priestess from the back, she really was a breath of sunshine that one.


I kept channeling, kept pouring mana into my spells. There was one thing about being a bard, that it was slow, but if you could get things going... well, that really did get going. Earlier in the day I'd been going for defensive measures, but when it became clear that it was going to be a lot of fighting I'd changed over to offenses.


As my feet moved and my voice peaked I saw the streams of water being pulled from the giant crab's carapace, a steady flow from all of its joints and onto the ground below. Perhaps I lacked the explosive capacity of my comrades, but how much water did any animal need to lose to just die? Not much, that was certain, and aquatic animals were no less sensitive to it. I'd killed my fair share of these already, and this one was slowing down even as I watched.


Beside me Veska, my dear Veska was grabbing up that water and turning it into deadly projectiles of ice. Her hair blew in the wind and I was very, very nearly distracted as she turned briefly to smile at me. Maybe she didn't speak about it most of the time, but I could see from the fire in her eyes, matching the tone of her blazing hair that she lived for this.


Our enemy wasn't going down easy though, bobbing and weaving from side to side as it tried to pick apart the front-line fighters with its claws. Amara was supposed to be on point, keeping the creature's attention, but every now and then one of the refugees would decide they wanted to take a shot at a chink in the shell. This was a source of great frustration for our healer, as...


I couldn't do much as one of the men thrust forward, makeshift spear aiming for a softer looking part of the belly. With a flash of movement a claw zipped outwards, snapping shut and sending a spurt of blood into the air. The elven man went down screaming, his arm held in the grasping appendage of the magical beast.


A cursing Lena sent forward a spell, sealing up the wound on the elf's arm as one of his fellows tried to pull him away. He wasn't the first to get hurt, or the fifth, though he was probably the worst injured. Mostly people had been struck and sent flying, but if things continued they might well start to die.


Regardless Amara didn't let the monster's momentary distraction go to waste, her sword zipping forward in a beautiful arc and separating both of the monster's eyes from its head. From that point forward it wasn't much of a fight, with everyone backing off and letting the ranged attackers finish it up.


Our knight was nearby huffing as she tried to catch her breath. “What was that fourteen?” she asked when we finished up with the beast.


“Fifteen,” her brother answered.


“At least a lot of them seem sick,” Illa said, and I nodded agreement.


“Yeah, but sick from what? We don't know anything about these, maybe there are some just born weak, but maybe something's getting to them,” I commented.


Of all the crabs that we'd fought maybe a third were sluggish, slow, weak. As soon as they'd started moving they basically stopped, instead thrashing weakly. It made them really easy to dispatch, but caused other problems.


“Hey, Lena, can you check one of those after you're done? See if there's something wrong with it? We need to know if there's some disease or something we should be worried about,” I requested of the healer, who was still stabilizing the guy who'd now be left handed.


She gave me a look that could have cut glass, but did as I asked.


“Nothing's wrong with it. Well, actually it looks like it was suffocating or drowning. Maybe they need water to breathe?” she said with a shrug.


“Then we need to keep heading inland, away from the bulk of them and where they'll have a harder time,” Omos declared.


Our brave leader could be a bit of a jerk sometimes, and really couldn't take a joke, but he was right here. Not that we hadn't been headed inland anyway, but he was right. Unfortunately the sheer number of these beasts was causing problems, as was the size of our group.


Our classmates were quick, and trained to be so, we were also stronger than most. On the other hand the many elves we'd come to take under our banner weren't. Many of them were young, or old, or just injured from the tidal waves, and it was slowing them down. Between that, the monsters, and the destruction blocking or destroying paths we were going at a snail's pace.


“We need a clearer path,” I told Omos. “It's almost noon and we've made it what? Five miles? Heck, you float me up a bit and I could probably still see that hill we stayed on last night.”


“Suggestions?” he asked, sadly I had none.


“There was a road that shouldn't be too far,” one of the elves pointed out, indicating a slight northerly direction.


“Was it higher or lower than the ground around it?” Amara asked.


“Um...” the woman considered for a moment, clearly thinking about the road itself.


“Not high, but it ran along a river, which would probably been lower than it,” another of the refugees answered.


“That way then,” Omos declared, leading us forward.


It was about another mile before we made it to the road. It did look to be mostly clear, save one little problem. The road we were trying to get to was on the other side of the river from us. Our side was nowhere near as clear, but at least it was better, so we began following the water. The river looped North and West, away from the coast. Traveling here was faster, though not by much.


As the afternoon wore on we saw our first other group of people, the shouted and waved, but were opposite from us as well. Well, projecting your voice was part of my repertoire, so I became our communicator.


“Hey,” I said into my spell, letting the sound flow across the way. “Do you know of anywhere we could cross?”


“Ahead! Two miles, there's a big bridge that might have survived!” their representative yelled.


The bridge had in fact survived, and so there we crossed. Our side of the river was a little lower, and so had taken more damage, but the far side had a few trees left standing, and looked just that much nicer. That evening we all gathered together with the refugees, setting a much stricter watch before trying to rest a bit.


We sat around the fire that night, exhausted, but alive. Over her pasta Lena kept looking at me, curled up where I was with Veska.


“Food's not that bad is it?” I teased.


“No... you're the new Headmistress' kids right?” she asked, looking between me and Illa.


“Yeah, why?” I responded with a quirked brow.


“What's she like?” the priestess asked, nervous.


“Mom? Hmm, nice, bit moody sometimes, why?”


“Well, during the fall of the old kingdom she saved me,” Lena said, blushing slightly.


“Really?” Illa asked she looked a bit surprised by that.


“Mhmm, those monsters took me from my family in Ice's End. The Shield told us they were planning to keep us all as servants or whatever, make us their slaves. I found out later she's the one that led the assault against their keep. I was a baby then of course, so I don't remember it, but she and her men rushed in and saved us all. So, I'd like to thank her at some point.”


“Shit, seriously?” I asked, mom didn't really talk too much about the fighting. I got the feeling that for her it was more sad than heroic. “Was your family alright?”


“Never found them. I did get magic though, so at least I can join The Shield and try to make sure something like that never happens again.” She laughed briefly. “The others in the orphanage were always so jealous, but at least they understood what I wanted, to keep more like us from being made.”


“That's a noble goal,” cousin Omos said with a soft smile.


There was a crash off to the side, somewhere in the brush. Before any of us could think more of it Amara was on the job, blade out. She scanned the area briefly before frowning.


“Broken branch, nothing here,” she called back.


As the surprise wore off I turned back to Lena. “Yeah, Omos' right. We'll introduce you, I'm sure she'll be thrilled to see you're doing well.”

            

    
        Chapter 287 Worries

    
    
    
    
                I was ready to curse, having just barely evaded discovery. The girl had caught me off guard, completely off guard, but I knew she was out there somewhere. Really with my luck I should have just guessed that I would be meeting her sooner or later, it's just that here was rather unexpected.


I'd left the princess with the Order of The Shield years ago, and intentionally avoided contact. When I later found out that they knew who she was that was a surprise, but I'd still kept my distance. Many times over the years I'd thought about going and trying to see her, check on her, but I hadn't. I'd told myself at the time that I didn't want to jeopardize her even a little, but the truth was that I wasn't sure if I could deal with it if she was doing poorly.


What could I do if the child I'd orphaned turned out to be miserable there, unable to get what she needed? What if she pined for parents that she'd never seen, parents that I'd killed? Could I deal with that? Could I look upon her and know that I'd caused this? I knew it would cause me pain, so I'd avoided it.


Perhaps the only thing that would have caused me more trouble than her being sad or lonely was if she'd been a bad egg. If I'd released another havoc causing royal onto the world I wasn't sure I'd be able to live with myself. Luckily it seemed that while she was a bit easy to tick off she was at least dedicated to the ideas of The Shield. Perhaps she'd been unhappy with people getting hurt, but she was helping them, and working hard to do it.


Quietly I gave their camp another once-over before pulling back a bit. They'd chosen an excellent spot, and used debris from the disaster to form a sort of wall around it. None of that would stop one of the giant crabs, but it would certainly slow them down. I could pull back, leaving them alone for a bit, something I needed to do.


The day had been long, and I was exhausted, soon I would need to rest, but there were a few other things I needed to do before that. First I found the highest nearby point, and pushed on my left earring. This was a variant of one of my oldest magical items, one much improved from the original version.


“Hello, hello, hello, can anyone hear me?” I said as the magic activated.


I repeated my message three times, frowning but unsurprised. I knew that it was technically possible for radio waves to bounce off the atmosphere and reach truly epic distances, but I also knew that I'd not made these communication devices quite well enough to do so. Back on Earth I'd not known enough about them, and while I was confident that this little one would reach someone if we were anywhere near our homeland we were very far away.


“Ulanion is never going to let me live this one down,” I pouted.


My husband had suggested, several times, that I bring a small portal with me, just in case. Something a few inches wide might not have seemed like a big deal, but with it we could easily have sized up in a hurry and gotten the kids out of here. Making a lot of those and carrying them around grated on me however, so I'd refused; had I not we might have the kids home by now.


“Shit, John is never going to let me live this down,” I added. His kids were here too, and I could only imagine what he'd be like right now hearing the reports of what had attacked us. He might even be sending some military vessels over to try to do anything.


Well, I'd try to establish contact if I could, but if I couldn't I'd just deal with things as they came. For the moment that was my only real option, so I began taking stock. One by one I went over my magical items and tools, hoping to find something that I'd missed, some extra trick I could use.


My earring was already being used, and it was straightforward enough. It was an amazingly potent transmitter and receiver, and even had a small storage function built in. There were flaws, and it had never been tested for what I was using it for now, but if someone did manage to get a strong enough signal out it should notify me, and save whatever they said. Until then I'd only have to try and keep establishing contact.


Next was my anklet. When I'd still been young I'd made one of these that had saved me once or twice, but this one made that look like a cute little trinket. The shielding and ability to redirect force contained in that piece of jewelry could be staggering, but it was nearly empty. Using that along with my own spells had been enough to redirect most of the water that would have killed us. I supposed that in that way it'd done its job well.


My belt didn't do much, but functioned to make a small shelter where I could rest anywhere, with a built in alarm. The bubble it could project around me would shield me from casual observation, weather, and light attacks, but little else. I activated it, giving myself eight hours, that would be enough to wake me well before dawn.


Finally I had a bracelet, it too did far more than it looked like it should. This last item was a final word if I had to defend myself, something that I didn't need time to charge up to fire. It could shoot projected lances of kinetic energy, either many very small ones, or one, really, really large one. I'd never used it in combat before, and really hoped I wouldn't need to any time soon.


One thing that my few items all shared was optimization. I didn't carry many, but each one did its job to a T. Long time had been spent getting the features I wanted put into the most straightforward form possible, molding them and readying them for use. Then I'd pushed them all to the very limits of what they could achieve, the edge of what a magical item of that size could manage to hold and project.


As I settled down to sleep I began to hope that tomorrow would be just a bit easier than today had been.


Veska


I stood at the edge of camp, eyes scanning. We needed to get moving soon, but unless we were willing to abandon the elves we'd joined up with mornings would take time. That many people always took time, regardless of how much we got things right.


Soon enough Lena came to join me, looking for any approaching enemies. As she did she held out a fruit for me, one of the local ones. They were all so sweet, the flavors so floral and magnificent. I moaned lightly as I took it and bit into the soft flesh.


“We need these back home,” I observed.


“Agreed on that point. Anything happening?” she asked.


“No, but I can't shake the feeling like I'm being watched,” I answered.


“Something bad?”


“Who knows? Those stupid crabs don't watch, but we don't know all the animals around here, could be we're being followed by a scavenger, or could be someone from the city. Then again maybe I'm just paranoid.” I couldn't do anything but shrug. “How about you?”


“Honestly? I'm a bit frazzled. The new group is worse off than ours was. They're all stable, but they need proper attention as soon as they can get it. No real healing among them and no good casters meant the crabs they met did quite a number on them, and frankly I don't have the facilities or the mana to do much more than get some of them walking.” Her face showed her worries, even with the short time I'd known her I could tell she cared.


“We should find more people soon, more help,” I reassured her with a small smile.


“Sure, but what if we can't get back home? What if we're stuck in this disaster for who knows how long?” she asked, admitting her real worries.


“Rodrick says there's a portal at that village, there's a portal there,” I answered with a shake of my head.


“Rodrick is a bit of an idiot, even I can see that. I know you like him, for some unknowable reason, but that's not enough.”


Now I got a real laugh, this was something I'd heard before. “He looks that way doesn't he?”


“Seriously, other than the pedigree, what do you see there?” she inquired.


“Our families known each other for years, if in passing, but I never really spoke to him until his first year at school. We met in one of the combat training sessions, did you know that?” I asked, and saw her shake her head, she wasn't in those classes. “I thought I was hot shit, with my parents, and my grades, and the way I dominated our spars in class.”


“Okay?” she said, clearly a bit confused where I was going.


“When I went up against him I planned to do the same, but I've never been so thoroughly dominated in combat in my life.”


She blinked. “What?”


“Sort of my reaction too as I laid there in the sand. You know what he told me when I asked how he'd done it? That he'd only let me in on the secret if I let him take me on a date.” I giggled, it was a funny memory, in retrospect. It had also been a pretty good date.


“And!?” the impatient priestess demanded.


“He'd watched all my fights, all of everyone's fights. My Rodrick might look like a fool, but he's got a mind like steel. If he sees or hears something, he remembers it. If he sees a tactic, he comes up with a counter. He'd seen my spells, and how I fought, he knew how to beat me. That's why I'm sure it's there, he wouldn't forget such a key detail like that.” I stood confidently, knowing things would work out.


“So he's actually a really good fighter?” she seemed to disbelieve that.


“Eh, sort of? The next time we went against each other I changed things up and wiped the floor with him, but we spar a lot, and I'll tell you the same thing almost never works twice.” I left out that he also wasn't too bad on the eyes, she could already see that if she wasn't blind. Just his ass alone...


“You're all weird,” she finally said after mulling things over for awhile.


“And you're not? I may not know a lot of priests, but I'm pretty sure most would wash your mouth out with soap if they heard how you talk while fighting.” She blushed and turned away. “Oh-ho! Hit that right on didn't I?”


There was a sound from camp as someone tripped while putting on their makeshift bag. “Looks like we're heading out,” Lena said, seemingly happy to have something to interrupt with.


“Let's get going then, we've got lots of ground to cover,” I answered as we both went back to the others.

            

    
        Chapter 288 Besieged

    
    
    
    
                Amara


The day we met up with the second group of refugees we walked down the road for hours. There should be more people, so many more people, than we'd seen. I wasn't sure the others realized it quite yet, kept as they were in their towers and libraries, but the roads were too empty.


Only one answer presented itself to me, that this disaster had been on a scale the world had seldom seen. The reason nobody was around, was because they were hiding or dead. Painfully I realized that almost all of the missing people belonged to the latter category, everyone would seek help after a tidal wave like that unless they were under siege.


Helpfully the crabs had thinned out a bit at least. By noon we'd only killed five or so of the beasts, their carcasses left in our wake. That almost seemed like a joke, celebrating because I'd 'only' had to fight five magical beasts by lunch, I nearly laughed. Even with our larger group, each was still an issue. The additional people weren't too much help, worn down and beaten by their own experiences.


I hoped that the city was faring better, that it was just the outlying areas that were so wrecked, but I honestly didn't know. It had seemed during our tour that almost everything was in the city proper, with few outside of its walls, but it wasn't like I'd done a census. That of course wasn't altogether odd, as most people when able moved into protected areas, the simple existence of monsters in the world encouraging it.


My ears perked as we reached a bend in the road, there were sounds before us, the sounds of battle.


“Eyes up!” I called back. “Something's going on up ahead.”


As we ran forward and cleared the corner what I saw both warmed my heart, and caused it to sink. We weren't the only one's who'd been busy it seemed, as someone had used magic to raise a small palisade. Atop the walls were dozens of men and women, some in uniforms, some not, with banners hung nearby. I didn't know the local symbology for such things, but this was clearly meant to be a refuge, a camp raised to save all they could.


What chilled me though was the assault taking place. I could personally see no less than ten of the nascent monstrosities besieging the wall, and I couldn't view the whole thing from my vantage point. The defenders were putting up a fight, spears and spells raining down on the enemies, intermixed with arrows here and there. However, it was clear that the crabs were outmatching the elves here, stronger than a normal elf, even if they were weaker than a normal caster.


“They need relief, start bombardment! Fighters front, and cast!” my brother yelled from behind me, stirring our stunned companions from their daze.


I smiled, I might be able to take Omos in a fight, but he could get people moving in ways I never could. He didn't even seem to try sometimes. I knew for a fact that over previous generations many royal children had fought endlessly, but not us. Never had I wanted to rule anyone, it just seemed like too much trouble. Brother had looked that trouble in the eye and smiled though, taking the duty of his birth without a complaint.


There was no time to think about it though, as the first volley from our casters flew forward, slamming into the back of the carapace covered enemies. The defenders and their little fort hadn't even recognized us arriving, but they looked up now as a wave of spells washed forward, crashing against the wall of chitin that was trying to destroy them.


On day one we'd worked out our method, the casters would aim at the fringes, while I held the center, pushing back with all I could to give them the time they needed. It worked, crabs weren't all that smart after all, and had no tactics to speak of other than 'run at enemy, crush' in their small brains.


The enemy didn't seem to realize our presence fast enough either, losing several of their number, and even more legs, before the first even turned to us. Cold magic prevailed well, and the priestess' bolts turned whole sections of legs into little more than blackened twigs. It all needed time though.


The first of the crabs reached me and gave a quick, but clumsy swipe with its claw. It had taken me a long time to adjust to these things, their movements strange and limbs even stranger to fight, but adapt I had. I ducked under the appendage, the shell on it whizzing inches above my head.


Like a fully armored knight these things were hard to damage, the thick shell equal to even enchanted steel. However, like a fully armored knight, there were weak points. On the first day I'd had difficulty cutting into the joints of their limbs, the odd angles required for a clean slice foreign to me. Today however I sent a thrust up into the place where the claw intersected the thorax, slicing deep and sending a spray of blood out as the crushing weapon went limp.


There was a scream to the side, and I could tell one of the elves had fallen. We were going to lose a few, there was little I could do about that, other than hurry. The other front-liners weren't like me, their bodies not so enhanced by mana that they could move and think with the same speed I could. Attacks that would be minor injuries to me would kill them, therefore I needed to be their protector, their shield as much as I could.


I bobbed and weaved under the crab, striking and slicing. Even giving my best it still took me nearly a minute to dispatch the thing, it having gotten a bit more cautious after my first strike disabling one of its arms. I was methodical, perfect blows topped fast ones in situations like these, and there was no room for error.


The second crab I fought fell much faster though. It had been busy looking at two of the men who'd joined us when I hit it from the side, slicing both eyes off. If they had a weakness anywhere it was those, the viewing organs sitting on little stalks above their... head? Thorax? Whatever. If only they weren't so good at keeping a claw ready to defend against strikes to them we'd have no issues at all.


Once we'd killed our group of enemies I looked up. The elves manning the wall were shouting, some motioning towards a small gate set in it. As one our cadre surged towards the opening portal, a path towards some safety now open to us. I let them pass me, determined to be the rear guard should any more monsters make their way to our side.


As I made it in I took quick stock. Our side of the fort hadn't been the only one under attack. On the far side even as I watched a claw pulled another monster up the fifteen foot high wall, bringing it into view.


I felt a surge of power in me and I moved, charging across the open space in the middle like a loosed arrow, the ground blurring under my feet.


“No, no, no, no!” screamed an elven soldier, terrified and panicking as he brought his spear forward again and again uselessly, the monster cutting it in half with a single movement of its claw.


With a single push upwards I bounded up. My sword led, the lightly enchanted weapon finding purchase where a leg met body. My boots landed against the thorax of the beast, pushing hard and sending it back over the side. To bleed off the last of my momentum I turned in the air, my golden hair flying in a arc behind me before I landed by the man, who now looked up at me with a mix of fear and awe.


“Don't worry,” I told him. “We're here to help.”

            

    
        Chapter 289 Moving Forward

    
    
    
    
                Lena


I swore under my breath as I tried to patch up some of the injured elves. My group was strong, but they acted as if they were immortal, diving in with no real plan, no idea what they were going to do. Worst were the elves desperate to prove their worth, always being places they weren't supposed to and doing things that would get them killed.


My mana wasn't infinite, and I'd been running through it as fast as I could over the past few days. Never did I have a chance to fully recharge, never did they let me get a good time to rest. If we didn't change things up, and soon, there would be injuries, there was no way around it, injuries that I wouldn't be able to heal in a meaningful time. Surely the others were as tired as I was, they had to know that.


At least the place we were now had more than just us. There were a few useful talents in this little compound, ramshackle as it was, and one exhausted mage.


“Where in the world is your army?” I asked one of the soldiers laying nearby, his wounds weren't that serious compared to the man I was aiding right now.


“Everyone's been rushing to the city. Reports are sparse, but it looks like most of the survivors went to hide there. Even with the extra people though there are a lot of these damn things. They're swarming every large group,” he replied.


“So your what, splitting into smaller units?” I asked.


“Yes,” the wizard who'd put the walls up interjected, limping her way over. “We were only about twenty when we got here. Some of the local authorities had armed themselves and gathered what survivors they could. Seeing the disaster it looks like all of their casters went to the city to get aid, and never returned.”


“Then you guys came in from outside...” I led him.


“And found nearly a hundred near helpless civilians under siege from those things. I barely got the walls up in time,” she replied. “Thank you by the way.”


After we'd shown up and taken down the current wave of hostiles there was an eerie calm. The defenders had been under attack from multiple waves it seemed, each whittling down on their defenses. The soldiers had numbered twenty, according to the wizard who was now resting, but numbers didn't lie. There were only around seventy people left from the defenders, just over half of the original number.


That night Omos called a meeting between our group and the leaders of the soldiers here. He was the nominal leader for us, and though a lot of what he decided seemed obvious he'd actually stepped forward to do it. There was something to that, making a decision in a pinch was needed, without someone to do so we'd probably all still be sitting back on that hill from the first day getting swarmed.


He began by looking at the elven wizard who seemed to also be their commanding officer. “We need to discuss what we'll do,” he declared.


“Since you lot all appear to be students, we'll wait here for backup,” the woman replied.


“That doesn't seem viable. These monsters seem to be getting more dangerous and aggressive, not less, and with the number of people here I have to consider other options.” He sighed, tired.


“We must protect the people here regardless. It is our duty as elves of power to secure the lands, surely you know this?” she responded.


I was glad to see Omos clench his jaw, not giving an inch. One had to have their ideals after all. “My companions and I are not from Atal. While I'm sympathetic to your current plight, and more than willing to aid where I can, my duty is to them, not the people of Atal.”


“We cannot abandon these people though, that wouldn't be right.” As I spoke it stuck to me, stuck into my magic. I knew that if I tried my spells would start to fail, start to wither and die as I betrayed my own self. That was the weakness of any priest, but also our strength.


Both sets of eyes settled on me, blooming in understanding. The others in the room held back for now, watching to see what would happen. The commander looked triumphant, but Omos was the first to speak.


“I don't suggest we abandon anyone, but rather evacuate them. We get the people we can to safety, and then my friends and I continue on. If I return home I will petition my father to send all the aid he can, and it will be easier for him to do so if we succeed. I know him, and he won't let people die like this if it can be helped.”


“My orders,” the woman told us. “Are to move towards the city. I merely got delayed here.”


“Your orders,” Omos replied. “Are going to get these people killed. You know that, I know that. Let's say you and your men do continue on, do they survive? Not even a night.”


“Not if you lot stay,” she countered.


“Even if we stay,” I objected. “These attacks are getting worse. The one you were under when we arrived was the worst we've seen since the big one attacked the city. Maybe the soldiers get them cleaned out soon, but not soon enough to save everyone. We can save this lot by going further inland, and if we return home I think aid will quickly be on its way. My Order would almost certainly want to help as well if they knew.”


We were keeping secret for now that there might be another portal. If it panned out it would be world-shaking that nobody had disclosed it, and probably destroy trust in the kingdom, but it would allow us to help. Of course there was still the option that it didn't exist, and in that case we'd be giving hope where none existed.


“We'll give them an option, go with you or stay,” the elven woman declared before leaving us. It was easy to tell she wasn't happy about our refusal.


I held Omos back while everyone else went to find a bunk. “You will make sure that someone comes to aid these people right?” I asked him.


“If father won't send someone I'll fight my way to the gate and come back myself.” He scratched his head. “Look, I can tell that you are a bit conflicted about this, and if you want to stay, or go with the soldiers I won't object. I'll admit that what I am doing is a bit self-serving, but getting to that gate could get them both material and physical aid, and I'm not letting anyone else take that mission from me, I can't trust them to.”


“I'll come with you, so long as they do,” I told him.


Alana


Stupid kids, doing stupid heroic kid things. I'd nearly revealed myself during that battle to pull them out of the fire. This was getting out of hand, completely out of hand, and these little idiots all needed to get out of here.


The moon was bright and I teleported myself past the wall, quickly popping outwards and down the road they were supposed to be headed for. So long as they didn't try to go anywhere else tonight they'd be fine, but I was going to clear the way ahead as best I could.


The moon was unusually bright as I headed for the highest places I could find, looking outwards. I got atop hills and the highest trees and buildings around, using my lens trick to look for any lingering monsters. An hour in I found what I was looking for.


A group of the things was swarming a house, and there were nearly as many of them as there had been at the little makeshift fort. Several were chewing on dead bodies while a few others were... molting? Oh hell no! Quickly I began to spin up a spell, gathering the potential until the air seemed to crackle.


The spears of lightning I sent down arced between each one, seeming to hone. Experience had gotten me good and while it took me a few moments, when I was done there was little more than smoking shells left behind. These days I seldom found myself in fights, and while I wasn't quite as good as Dras was in a fight I was still one of the strongest mages in our kingdom. Give me another thirty years and I might even start calling myself an archmage.


Unfortunately the people in the house all appeared to be dead, which saved me from having to try and help them, but was still depressing.


As soon as my mana had recharged a bit I leapt up again. I could spend a couple hours out here doing this, and if I could get them all my kids would be safe from any more of their own good intentions.

            

    
        Chapter 290 Children Change

    
    
    
    
                Illa


“Battle mages,” I declared as we looked over the dead crabs. “At least one, probably more than one by the destruction.”


“But they didn't come to say anything to us?” Omos asked, I could only shrug in response.


“Smells good though,” Amara commented. I hated to agree with her, but there was a roasted crab smell that was absolutely lovely.


“I don't know, their diet is throwing me off wanting to try it,” Rodrick said as he pointed to another of the beasts, this one had half an elf in its mouth. In the area there were a couple more beginning to decay.


My body instantly rebelled at my brother's words, bile moving up my throat. I'd been thinking of eating one of these things that was eating people. Even as I tried not to puke my brain summoned the smell of butter and herbs.


“We should bury them,” Lena said from the side.


“That's not how we do things here,” one of the refugees interrupted, there were dozens following us, all of those at the fortress we'd spent last night at.


We were quickly shown how elves dealt with their dead. Lena happily gave up some of her seeds, and less happily some of her mana to grow plants on the bodies of the dead. She took care of several of the fallen elves, while my brother helped with the others and the crabs. He'd learned an elven song as part of our schooling, as it was a good way to pick up words quickly, and sang it, a lover's lament, maybe not perfect for the occasion, but it worked.


Luckily we weren't attacked while we worked. It looked like some of the elven mages had run through last night slaughtering monsters as they went. I briefly wondered where they'd gone, or where they'd come from. Why hadn't they come to see us in that little fortress? Perhaps they'd been swamped, or just missed us, it was hard to tell.


Even if yesterday had been a brutal slog today was, rather uneventful. The whole time I was looking around for more enemies, but it seemed that there were few, if any, in the area. That was fortunate for us at least. We even decided to take a slightly longer than usual lunch.


Omos was doing the rounds checking on people, and eventually made it over to where Lena and I were standing guard.


“How are you doing?” he asked kindly. Everyone had been a bit on edge.


“Conflicted,” Lena said, looking at him. I'd known she had feelings about our path, and if it was the right one.


“That's understandable, but we can't change the past. Things have worked out well so far, so let us hope that they continue to do so, and focus on the future.” He gave her shoulder a gentle pat before turning and heading off again to check on others.


“He's not a bad guy is he?” she asked.


“Omos? He's alright, used to be pretty immature, but I think he's trying,” I answered. I didn't spend a ton of time with my cousin, but I knew that much. “If you really want to know about him you should ask my brother, though don't expect any kind of a straight answer from him.”


“So... what do you do when you're not,” she waved her hand around indicating the whole situation.


“Really? That's what you're going with?”


“Got a better conversation topic?” she snapped.


“Don't laugh,” I told her, and she nodded. “I'm trying to learn to fly.”


She laughed, the traitoress. “You know that's almost impossible right?”


“I need something,” I griped. At those words she raised an eyebrow. “My family is... they're all big and important or strangely good at things, but I'm not. My grades are good sure, and I'm a decent wizard, but I'm not 'Kingkiller Alana' nor do I have my brother's insane memory. I feel... subpar. Like I'm the one left behind. Nobody really cares about me.”


“I heard your mom hates that name,” she said curiously.


“Oh violently, if she heard me using it I doubt I'd sit right for a week,” I agreed.


Only a few people had ever called mother that to her face, fewer still had eardrums left after they did. It still made the rounds though, people saying how she killed one, or both, of the kings that night, along with all inheritors of the royal title. People thought I didn't hear, but I did, how we'd taken the royal family by force.


“Flight's pretty cool,” Lena said after awhile. “I mean, nobody our age can do it.”


“I know, I can sort of hover for a bit, but it takes a lot of mana.”


“When we get out of here, will you show me?” she asked. I could tell she was just being nice, but I didn't really care.


“Yeah, of course,” I said with a small smile.


Soon enough the break was over, and we had to move. There was still so much ground to cover, so much left to do, and so many people to get to safety.


Alana


I frowned as I looked down at Illa from the tree I'd perched in. Was that how she really felt? How had I failed to miss it, that she was hurting, feeling left out like that? I wanted to do something for her, but honestly didn't know where to even begin. Mostly I just wanted to hug her, but now wasn't the time. Clearly I'd have to make some time to spend with her, just one on one. Maybe we could work on some spells, or I could help her with her flight.


As that thought passed through my head I froze. Was I doing the same thing my mother had? Had she had those same worries or thoughts about me being left behind? I'd certainly not fit what she thought I should, not a problem I had with Illa, but maybe I was going about this the wrong way.


I needed to spend some time with her, that was clear, but I should figure out what she wanted to do, not decide myself. I'd been on the receiving end of that before, and I remembered vividly how I'd hated it. Then again I did still use my sewing spell from time to time, so I couldn't really fault that growth.


Also, did she really think I'd be that mad over her using that stupid name? Sure, I hated it, but I still loved her.


Illa was so different than I saw her in my mind. She was no longer the small girl who wanted to play with her dolls or her grandfather. That time had passed years ago, years I'd missed while working. Rodrick was the same, so different from when he'd been little, so changed from how I'd seen him. They'd been out of the house and in school for years, and it seemed I needed to see them again, and more. They'd have to fly on their own one day, but I didn't want to lose them completely.

            

    
        Chapter 291 City

    
    
    
    
                Rodrick Penumbra


Moving next to Veska I reached for her hand, giving it a light squeeze.


“First live one we've seen in days,” I commented as I looked down at the dead crab. It was true, but the thing was bigger than I'd expected.


“Yeah, the numbers are definitely thinning out the further inland we get,” she responded.


“And someone's killing them.”


“Good to see some of the elves are carrying their weight,” she griped, a bit frustrated that these people who'd acted so superior were not helpful to us at all.


“No, I think it's one person, maybe a team,” I answered.


“There's too many though? We've found dozens of them dead.”


“And all dead in the same couple of ways, and all freshly dead, and all in our path.” I was giving the whole area a hard look. “I'm betting Lena has realized it too, maybe even some of the others.”


“They didn't look that similar to me?” she asked, then thought about it. “Alright, maybe if you squinted there were some similarities.”


“No dead soldiers, no cuts or breaks, and many of them looked to have died while eating. Something is taking them out hard and fast, lots of lightning damage, odd injuries, a few burnings or freezings, and some that just looked to have fallen over dead.”


“Maybe one of their bigwigs? But why? Why not just tell us.” she asked, suddenly concerned.


“A hundred possibilities sweet, or maybe I'm just being paranoid. It could also be that they've got teams going around hitting these things. You'd think that would make them look different though, different teams would use at least slightly different styles.”


We were at least seeing less of the crabs as we worked our way inland overall. Looked like they did indeed prefer the seaside area, and every step took us further from both that and the desolation caused by their mother. Slowly the signs of damage had dissipated, the spared hills getting lower and lower as we passed them one by one. Now it looked as if the tidal wave hadn't even hit.


There were almost no new elves though on the road. I had to ask myself where they were? Were they all in hiding? Had that many died? No, that didn't make sense, we'd seen enough survivors that we should have met with more by now, maybe they were getting to safety faster since there were less monsters and debris in the way around here.


Regardless, we'd soon be finding out. Because of our route we'd been on quiet roads since the beginning, but if the locals were to be believed we'd soon be approaching both a main thoroughfare and a small city. The elves seemed to like cities, then again everyone did, but there were very few of the small villages that would have dotted the countryside of human lands in comparison. Perhaps it was what seemed to be a slightly higher concentration of magical beasts in these lands that caused it, with those living outside of settlements being only the bare minimum for farming or the like.


The road was found first, and while still quite empty it was far larger than any we'd seen before. There had to be at least four different lanes for carts to pass by in each direction, with inlets and outlets for them to join or leave on. While as a feat of engineering it was pretty neat, I couldn't imagine that they even had need for such a large road. I'd seen the elven populace, and the size being as it was it just made no sense. Unless of course they were moving something massive up and down here there'd be no purpose to it.


It looked like either the wave hadn't hit this road at all, or someone had already cleared it of carts, because there were no abandoned vehicles anywhere. There were signs though, indicating the distance to the city. Iriatol was, once the distances were translated through, only about a three hour march from our joining to the road. As a group we decided to skip lunch, while we were all hungry stopping would keep us from potential safety for longer and we were all very ready to be with other people.


As we crested a small rise the city came into view. It was smaller by an order of magnitude than Atal itself, and far shorter, but there were easily three and four level buildings visible. There was also a wall, a massive construction of white stone that had clearly been placed long ago. All along the wall were sentries with pikes, and the ground around was cleared within bow-shot of an unenhanced man.


We spotted them only moments before they too spotted us, and soon the elves of Iriatol were moving. The large gate that faced the road rolled upwards and a line of carts and cavalry left it, speeding along to meet us. The horsemen made it first of course, their forward group consisting of twenty. From here I could see auras, five of them were either casters or physical magic users, though weaker than our group.


“Who's in charge?” the elder man at their head asked.


“I am, and it is quite a relief to see a friendly face,” Omos told him, stepping forward with his head raised high. The elf gave him a bit of an odd look, since he was clearly young, but shortly nodded.


“The same son, the same. We've not seen any other groups your size, and even the smaller ones are few right now. You have injured?”


“A few, but stable thanks to our healers,” Omos told him.


“Plural?” he asked as his eyebrow raised. “You've multiple magic users?”


By way of answering Omos let his aura loose a bit, followed by his sister, my sister and I, and finally Veska and Lena. None of us really tried to impress, but seeing how our casters outnumbered the ones he had with him brought a smile to the leader's face.


“All young, you're from the academy?” he asked as the carts finally began to roll in closer.


“Yes, visiting students from abroad. I regret to inform you that it was destroyed. We didn't have time to assess the full damage, but it was significant,” Omos told him.


“We'll have some questions if that's alright, for now though let's get you lot back to the city. No need to sit out here and risk any more of those abominations coming.”


Soon enough all of us were loaded into the back of the carts, aided by a few nurses sent with this force to help us and being hauled back to the city. The guards didn't lower their attention at the world around us for even a second as we moved, wheels clattering along the pavement.


As we passed through the small gatehouse I got my first look at the inside of the city, and it answered at least one of my questions. I knew exactly where all the elves in the area were, right here. The place was visibly packed to the maximum. Small shelters had been set up on the edges of the road where people were trying to rest in what was little better than a tent. Enough space had been left for the carts and soldiers to pass, but no more. There were lines outside of what looked to be a tavern that serviced visitors, and judging by what people were carrying was now functioning as the public restroom for the area.


Well, at the very least we would have somewhere safe to sleep, and magic users often got preferential treatment.

            

    
        Chapter 292 Subtle Advice

    
    
    
    
                Alana


I followed the kids in, but I was more than a bit worried. These people's needs weren't the children's, and what the children wanted was certainly not what the protectors of this city did. At minimum I anticipated that they'd try to delay my students so they might extract some extra mana or something from them, to power the city wards. If things went truly wrong they might try to press gang them all into the city's protections, in a back-line position of course, for everyone's benefit.


Should I let them handle it? Should I just go to the leaders of the city and tell them what they needed to do? The answer was a bit unclear at the moment, so I would just wait, and watch. It would be easy of course to do something if and when it came to it, but I'd seen the little birds fly, and stepping in where I wasn't needed would only hurt them.


It was a good sign that they were being checked out by nurses and if I wasn't mistaken a priest first. None of them were hurt in any meaningful way, so that was quick, but it was there that they were pulled away from the rest of their little group. After some consultation and a few quick runners sent they were to be moved out. The people of Atal had just been traveling with them, so I cared only as much about them as any normal person, but even with that I presumed they'd be fine.


The mayor's house wasn't far, but the trip there let me see just how many people they'd packed in here. It was like sardines in a can, and I understood why. Some of the people looked a bit broken, or exhausted, but most of them looked to be alright. That was a good sign, the administration wasn't completely broken yet, I'd seen that, and this wasn't that. There was still hope for the people here.


My childhood had some darker moments, and I was worried that I might see some more of that in the people here. To be fair some did look terrible, but I'd seen worse. The elves weren't starving, they weren't being beaten down by those in power, they weren't suffering, at least not right now. No, right now they were scared, but still making it.


“Youth, ah the future of nations, welcome. I'm afraid you're not seeing me at my best right now, but I do hope you'll take a moment so we can speak. I hear you're from abroad,” the mayor said as he met them. He was on the larger side, and looked frankly exhausted, with black bags under his eyes and a strained expression. An aide joined him, standing off to the side.


The kids did just that, telling him about how they'd been separated from their group. How they were trying to make it inland to meet up with a potential way home, and a few small details about their trip so far. They left out anything about portals, thankfully, as well as the fact that two of them were the heirs to the throne. Progress might be slower than I'd like, but it was happening.


“I see, and I understand your desire to return home, but this isn't exactly a normal situation,” the mayor told them.


“Sir, we cannot, and will not stay here for an unknown amount of time,” Omos said, straightening his back.


“No, no young man, I wouldn't try to make such a thing happen. I will however ask for a couple of days though. Let me try to get word to the city of your whereabouts, as I'm sure they're looking, and make sure the worst of these monsters is passed. If it is so, I'll certainly send you on your way, and perhaps even manage a few soldiers to go with you.”


“Two days,” Amara told him, backing her brother up. “No more.”


“Patience, please. For the time being I'll host you, after all there are almost no rooms left in the city and my house is the safest. Now if you'll follow my aide here, he can show you to a room, and where the baths are, I'm sure after such a journey a relaxing soak would be nice hmm?”


The besieged leader didn't wait for his assistant to come back before he went back to his office. There were a few others there, all chest deep in paperwork. One tried to speak before being quieted with a raised hand. They were waiting for the aide to come back it seemed.


“How are they settling in?” the mayor asked.


“They don't trust you,” he replied.


“Well I did just lie to their faces. Kids from another country, lost, in the middle of this? No, we're not letting them run off where they please, that's a diplomatic disaster waiting to happen. Even if we have to force the issue, and they hate us, their parents will understand.”


I began checking my protections as they continued to speak.


“What about contacting the capital?” the aide inquired.


“Oh we will, if for no other reason then we need someone to come and take them out of here. I'm not holding my breath though, the fighting's still going on over there and a gaggle of lost children isn't their first priority.”


“None of them look weak sir, not sure how we'll keep them here if they choose to fight us,” the aide told him with a furrowed brow.


“Well,” I said, letting my voice be heard as I pushed out and made bubbles fill the room. “You won't.”


The mayor tripped back and nearly fell on his face, one of the people doing paperwork also paled and stood, looking all around for me. I gave it a few seconds, and then revealed myself, stepping out into their midst.


“W-who are you?” the startled leader asked.


“Well, I'm generally considered the most famous assassin on Hediza,” I told him, using their name for the continent from which I hailed. “But I also happen to be those children's... chaperone.”


“They didn't say anything... no, they don't know you're here, why?” I'll admit I was impressed, I'd just scared them all shitless and he was quickly putting some things together.


“Reasons,” I answered shortly. “Those don't matter though. What matters is what you're going to do. What you're going to do is let them rest a couple of days, refresh themselves a bit, and then be on their way. Their travel arrangements are already in place and I can't have you waylaying them. Also, don't mention me, good?”


“And if I refuse to let them go with some hidden killer into wherever they're going?” he asked, and I smiled, he really did want to protect them didn't he?


“We'll see won't we?” I answered with another smile before turning in a quick dance move and rendering myself unseen once more. At the same time I withdrew my aura, leaving the room much as it was when I first appeared.


The aide who could see auras was the first to speak. “Is she gone?” the girl asked.


“I don't know, but if she is I suspect she's not far.” her boss responded.


“What are we going to do?” she asked.


“Send word to the city. Then... take it from there.” He was still looking around, for me. This mansion was definitely going to be swept soon, so I left. I suspected he'd do as I asked, and if he didn't? Well, I guessed I would take it from there too.


A Certain Councilor's Office


“Sir, letter for you. Looks like there's word on the missing students,” a secretary said as he appeared at my door, paper in hand.


“Wonderful news, let's see it.” I took the letter and read it over. We'd not managed to find any of the human students, which was a bit of a worry on my part. On one hand, they might have made it home, on the other, they might all be dead.


It was straightforward enough, a list of a few students who'd appeared at a certain official's city, brief descriptions. It wasn't addressed to me, but a subordinate had thought to send it up, the right choice of course. A quick glance through my memories told me that among them were the ones I would worry for most, good, good. Oh, and what was this?
“Is this accurate?” I asked the secretary.


“As far as I know sir,” he replied.


Looks like Alana had appeared and briefly threatened him. Normally I'd take that as a negative, but a mother bear was well within her rights to be a bit defensive of her cubs. If she actually did stab the man I might need to bring it up, but she didn't seem the type.


I took a piece of paper and quickly jotted my response.


“Let them go.” Those three words were followed with my signature and seal, let the mayor make of that what he would.


The fighting here had reached manageable levels and I wasn't needed at the moment. As a matter of fact so many of us councilors all working at once had become a bit stifling. Perhaps a quick jaunt would do me well, I'd been prepping for that before hand anyway, and based on their direction of movement their destination was clear.


“Return that to the sender. I've a few short things to take care of then I'll be heading off. Good job bringing that to me,” I told the assistant, positive reinforcement was important after all.


Things were busy, and the casualty count hurt, but honestly this might be the most interesting month I'd had in the last couple of centuries.


Soon enough I was flying through the sky once more. The city proper was well enough, but everything around it was still in shambles, or just gone. For a disaster of this magnitude, and an unexpected one at that, we'd done better than predictions said. Perhaps with the right leadership we might have stopped the waves completely. Perhaps I could get that leadership back.


“See you soon boss,” I whispered to the wind. “Maybe this time you'll come home.”

            

    
        Chapter 293 Suspicions and Frustrations

    
    
    
    
                Lena


We'd only been settled into our room for a few hours when someone came by. The maid's eyes flicked to the corners here and there, as if she was looking for something, a brief smile flashing across her face when she realized I was watching her. Odd, very odd.


I was grateful for the hot bath, the light meal we'd been provided, and even the change of clothes someone had sent up. None of it was top quality, but none of it was bad, and after days in the same outfit all of us needed to do laundry. The stink was palpable after the wash. Perhaps we could even buy a set or two of clothing before we left, assuming leaving was so easy.


“Not that I don't appreciate the dress, but isn't this kind of...” Illa said looking down at the cloth with a frown.


“Awful? Yeah, one of the main exports here is cloth and bulk fiber. Hate to be the bearer of bad news but the ones available to the elves sort of suck. Or at least most of them do, I heard that some of the really premium ones are nice, but painfully expensive,” Veska answered.


“Didn't know that,” I said as I too examined the slightly rough textile. The weave looked good from what I could tell, but it was still just a little scratchy.


Amara didn't speak, instead pointing to her ear. The meaning was clear, privacy. The two wizards in the group shared a look before Illa took up the mantle, her hand flipping and a light glow surrounding the walls.


“Not sure if it's perfect, but I'm guessing you want to talk about something other than itchy clothes,” she said to her cousin.


“They're searching the premises,” the princess informed her.


“For what?” asked Veska.


“Or who?” I added, giant crabs stick out a bit.


“Don't know, they're being quiet about it, trying to be subtle, and failing. I can hear them though, going room to room, spending a few seconds in each, then moving on. Something's spooked our hosts.”


“Shit, that's not good,” I said. “Should we tell the boys? Not sure they'd notice. Need a reason to see them though.”


“Note not speech, mind Amara? Also I got it, mind dropping the barrier?” Veska asked as she began to gather up our clothes into a nearby basket.


The princess began writing in fluid calligraphy while Illa turned her hand, the glow fading.


“These stink,” Veska said. “Think there's a washing room?”


I picked up what she was saying instantly. “Yeah, let's grab the guy's stuff too, hate for them to stink and they'll probably try to foist it on one of the staff.” That was true too.


With a conspiratorial smile we headed over to their room, where they too were chatting, though about nothing important.


“What's up?” Omos asked.


“We're going to go do some laundry, you need us to take yours?” Veska smiled while the prince's sister pushed the bit of paper into his hand. He read without speaking and nodded.


“Uh, no, we're good, I have a spell for that,” Rodrick said without thinking.


Every girl in the room turned at the sound of his proclamation, and I could hear the bells already, signaling the impending execution. With a glance I confirmed that Omos had changed, his other clothes looking fresh and folded neatly.


I didn't much mind washing, goodness knows that I'd done enough of it through my childhood, but I didn't like it. Normally we had a servant each when we were at school, an old tradition that had been carried over, kept into the new kingdom. Those had been left behind in human lands though, so all of us had to keep our own messes clean for this trip.


“Since when?” Veska asked him, eyes locking on.


“What? Since like, always, I hate doing laundry,” the fool responded foolishly.


“Are you telling me,” she let the venom creep into her voice. “That I've been walking around in progressively grosser underwear for the better part of the last week and you have a clothes washing spell?” she breathed in. “Or for this whole trip I've been manually cleaning my clothes when my boyfriend could have sung them sparkling new for me?”


I could see him floundering, looking for the words to say, looking for his out.


“I... sort of like the way you smell when you're all sweaty?” he stumbled.


Wrong answer.


The basket of dirty clothes was dropped almost on his foot and the furious redhead pointed one angry finger at it.


“You. Wash. Now!”


I put up a hand to giggle behind as his two female relatives descended upon him, eager to express their own displeasure at this secret he'd been hiding. As I did I saw Omos, now left to the sideline look over, seemingly wondering if I would get in on it too. There was no reason for me to though, not like I'd known the guy for very long.


“I... didn't know until just a bit ago,” the prince said by way of explanation, he looked like he was worried I might take the chance to jump down his throat.


“It's fine, wanna leave this to them?” Our message had been delivered, and it didn't look like there was an immediate threat, so I didn't really need to be here for Rodrick's punishment.


“Yeah,” he said, rubbing the back of his head.


We moved into the hallway, leaving the argument behind, and started walking towards one of the nearby windows. There was a small alcove there, where you could look out on the city. With nothing else to do it seemed not the worse place to go.


“I'm not mad. Though if I hadn't had a wash and gotten something fresh to wear I might be a little irked,” I told Omos with a smile, trying to get him to relax.


“That's... good, and the dress looks good on you too,” he hurriedly said.


I blinked and felt my head tilt just slightly on its own as I looked at him. The small smile, the little blush creeping up his cheeks. Was he flirting? I'd seen Omos take command of people, decide when things were bad what to do. I'd seen him face down adults who'd normally try to order us around, but I'd never seen him like this. He looked nervous, a bit lost. Maybe he was afraid I still remembered how he'd peeped on us girls in his younger days, that was rude, but since he'd apparently stopped I wouldn't hold it against him too much.


Honestly I'd not really considered it with all that had been going on, but he wasn't bad on the eyes. We were both separated from our home, alone, stressed, trying out hardest. So maybe that wasn't the worst thing, and I could use an outlet for some of that stress. At any rate, how often did one get any chance to bag a prince? It wasn't like they were exactly common.


Deciding I leaned in, pressing my lips to his. Maybe nothing would come of it, maybe it would. If it did... well I had a certain tattoo which would handle it if things got a little further than I was thinking now. At that thought I pushed some mana into the mark on my lower belly, feeling the slightest jolt as the spell inscribed there pushed out and into me.


For the briefest of moments I worried that I'd messed up, that I'd gone too far. I could see him pushing me away, angry. Then hands settled on my waist, pulling me closer, together against him. As I opened my mouth a bit to breathe a tongue that was not my own entered, seeking to taste me more deeply.


Score!

            

    
        Chapter 294 Sharing and Caring

    
    
    
    
                'Okay,' I thought to myself. 'When exactly did this happen? How exactly? Why? What had I missed?'


One hour, they couldn't have had more than one hour out of my sight and suddenly Omos is hanging over little Lena like he wants to drag her off to the nearest closet for some 'alone time' and she's sitting there looking not only like she might be up for it, but that she's the cat who caught the canary. Either I had to reveal myself to them and put this exercise for the kids down, or I had to figure out how exactly I was going to explain to John how that had happened.


The answer was obvious of course. I'd not done all this work to throw it away. Both my children and the royal ones needed this, they needed to have a chance to move on their own, to prove to themselves that they could do it. They could do it too, and letting them know that I'd been quietly helping from the background this whole time would destroy their confidence. The girls though might be getting a visit from me soon.


If those two started going at it did I need to tell my brother who she was? Did I need to tell her who she was? Shit, what if they got married? Could I just keep my mouth shut and let them go along unknowing? What if someone else found out and told the parties involved, what then? That asshole bishop already knew for sure, and if it got too far he really might tell them.


Even the kids didn't look like they knew. Veska and Rodrick both looked like they would be hounding for information as soon as the group split. Illa looked amused if anything. Amara I could at least agree with, she looked irritated with the priestess, something I could fully get behind.


They all chatted, hanging out and relaxing for longer than I'd hoped. Perhaps they needed this break, for just a little time off. There was even a bit of card playing. The two new lovebirds were huddled up for this, leaning on each other.


Eventually though everyone needed to rest, so the group split. I of course followed the girls. There was no doubt Rodrick would get around to pulling the details from his cousin, but how long that would take was anyone's guess, perhaps they'd dance around it for awhile, perhaps it would take days.


“Alright, spill!” Veska demanded as soon as the door was shut. I'd barely even snuck into the room in time.


“I too want answers,” Amara demanded, much more harshly. “You're not the first girl to go after Omos, and if I find out you're playing with him for status not even your magic will be able to put you back together.”


“Seems harsh,” Illa said from the side, eyeing her cousin.


“My brother's proclivity for thinking with his dick has gotten him in trouble before, and I don't want any right now,” Amara explained.


“That's all men not just your brother Amara, now let her answer,” the redhead said, waving vigorously at the princess to quiet herself. A bold decision, but she got away with it.


“Well, you three were going after Rodrick, and we didn't really want in on that so...” she sighed. “We just sort of went for a walk, and then there was a window, and we talked a bit, and I don't know. I guess we ended up making out after he flirted a bit...”


“So are you going out, or what now?” Veska said excitedly.


“I don't know, we didn't really talk about that.”


“And your intent?” Amara inquired, arms crossed over her chest.


“Nothing, I mean, I like him? He's nice, and I like the way he handles things.” That statement sent several pairs of eyebrows right up, and she quickly corrected. “Not like that!” she added as red crept into her face. “I mean, he takes the lead, like... with getting us here.”


“Very well,” Amara really wasn't much for talking, and after so much time in her 'serious knight' voice, finally settled. “Remember what I said though.”


“Okay, more details, we're not done,” Veska said, pulling the priestess off to the side to discuss exactly what had happened, point by point.


I didn't need to listen to that. It was enough to know that they were now, something, and that they'd not discussed too much of it yet. If something more came of this, then I'd have to make more decisions, but at least until we got back it could hold fine. That was assuming that neither of them did something tremendously stupid. Just thinking the last part sent shivers up my spine.


Now it was time to wait, hang back, watch, and royally screw over a particular elf if he tried to hold my children against their, and my, will. For the next day and a half I did exactly that, interspersed with watching the area around the city for any more incursions. They seemed to have the latter part well in hand, with only minor incidents. It seemed that for now the monsters had been beaten back.


When the day came Omos and the others packed their things before heading to see the mayor. They were ready, and it was clear, and not willing to take no for an answer easily. The man didn't seem pleased to see them at all.


“I see you still wish to leave,” he commented.


“We do,” Omos agreed, eyes locked on him.


“Well, you should know that I received word from the capital just this morning.” That had my attention. If they'd managed to get word there and back so quickly then maybe things really were settling down. Also, it begged the biggest question of all.


“Oh? And what did they say?” Omos inquired.


“You're free to leave if you so wish. For my part though I do hope that you'll consider not doing so. I've received my orders, to let you, but if you choose to stay, know that you'll have a place here.” His eyes spoke volumes, imploring them to reconsider.


Perhaps I shouldn't have been so hard on him. After all he had really wanted to protect the kids. Maybe I didn't like his methods, and maybe he was a bit of a jerk for lying, but there were worse people in the world.


“We'll continue on. I hope there are no hard feelings,” the prince said with a slight relaxing of his shoulders.


“No, none. I can't offer you much, and sadly supplies are very tight, but we do have a small scouting party heading inland a bit. If you wish we can send you the same way. They're not going too far, but...” That was at least a partial lie. He was sending them some guards for a day or two and everyone here knew it. Maybe they did need to scout, but that was just too convenient.


“That would be much appreciated, thank you.”


Omos was handed a slip of paper, directing him to one of the gates in just a few hours. After accepting the addition of one final meal from the kitchen here the children moved off. Though for a moment I stayed behind, watching him. Once they'd moved off a bit he spoke again.


“My office is warded, are you still around? Satisfied?” he asked the air.


I summoned a small illusory voice to whisper in his ear. “Yes.” Being a bit mysterious was always good.


“We take care of our children here in Atal. I'd ask you take care of those since I cannot.”


“I will, goodbye mayor,” I had the voice respond before heaving.


“Farewell.”

            

    
        Chapter 295 Peeping

    
    
    
    
                Lena

Days passed as we made our way deeper and deeper into the interior of the elven lands.  For the most part we were avoiding settlements since our escort had left us, didn't want to get caught up and held in one again.  It was slow going, passing through the deep forests and back-roads, but we proceeded well.

As we went inland the monsters got fewer by the day.  There were even less signs of them, showing how most had been keeping near the coast.  It made the whole operation easier, more relaxing as we slowly trekked inwards.  There were signs of cultivation here and there, farms that had been taken care of that were now all but abandoned.  Some of these looked recent, though others could have been ancient orchards that had been left fallow for who knew how long.

It was in one of these overgrown copses of fruit trees we broke for the day.  The gnarled and twisted forms of the branches above creating a thick canopy.  Nearby a brook gurgled softly forming a series of pools.

“Don't see any fruits here,” Omos commented, looking at the trees.

“Wrong season there cousin.  Lena, would you be willing?” Rodrick asked.

Certainly I could make some of these trees fruit for us, delivering a bounty to our little group, and it wouldn't even be too harmful to them.  On the other hand it would still hurt them, and it had been drilled into me that allowing these little harms soon became allowing much bigger ones.  If we needed it that would be one thing, but wants and needs weren't the same.

“We have enough supplies that it would be a waste,” I told him with a shrug.

“Aww, but fresh fruit,” Veska pouted.

“She's right though, we do still have a good bit of dried,” Omos responded, without looking.  It was nice to have him stick up for me like that.

The other girls had gone to gather some wood while we set up camp.  Magic made that the sort of thing that only took minutes to do, so it wasn't much of a chore.  A few walls of dirt and foliage, a quick roof, and we were done.  There wasn't even much need for a fire, as it never got that cold, but the smoke was a wonder for dealing with bugs, and the light was pleasant.

“Alright girls, I don't know about you, but I stink,” Rodrick declared once everything was up.  “Think I'll go for a wash.”

“Right now?” his girlfriend inquired.

“Why not?  Did you have plans?  Thinking of joining me perhaps?”  He inquired, raising up his eyebrows suggestively.

Veska responded by helping him, in the form of throwing a sizable ball of water his way.

“Oh look, you're already half done,” I snarked to the now soaking Rodrick.

“So I am,” he said shaking his head like a dog and sending a spray of water over all of us.  “And you too!”  This didn't actually win him any points with anyone, but in retrospect was a bit funny.

“Come on you idiot, now that I'm soaked I need one too.  We shouldn't go alone anyway,” Omos said as he grabbed his cousin and began to march towards the stream.

“But I don't wanna see you naked,” the other boy objected as he faked resisting.

“Idiots,” I said after they'd left, earning me a laugh.  “Well, I'm going to see about shoring up the roof a bit, maybe go relax in the sun.”

For awhile I did just that, using some of the native vines to decorate and improve the strength of our dwelling.  We'd leave here soon, but this place could stay, letting the plants live longer and in a better place than they had.  Perhaps it was just a bit of whimsy, but I liked it.

As the minutes wore on though I looked to the path.  I knew where the boys had gone, where they'd retreated to to bathe, there were really only so many pools in a couple minutes walk and one was just perfect.  The crystal clear water poured over the rocks just right and the small clams that lived in the river were pushed out of the way.

Checking to see that Veska was still inside, and the others hadn't returned yet... I went to go find some mischief.  I slinked along at an angle to the path, carefully picking my way along through the brush and staying low as I could.  Soon I heard the water, splashing and the sound of voices.

Getting as low as I could I crept forward until I came to a small break in the leaves.  There I peeked out, seeing what I could see.  Omos had spied on us, and well, maybe turnabout was fair play, it wasn't like I was planning to stay long.

The two boys had put their clothes on a rock to dry and were scrubbing, waist deep in the cool stream.  I couldn't make out all the words, but it seemed they were chatting about what they were going to do when they got home.  As I looked on Omos started to move to the nearby waterfall...

“Hey, what we looking at?” A voice whispered in my ear.

I jumped and tried to scream, only to find a hand over my mouth and Veska's grinning mug inches away.  I wasn't sure how she'd snuck up on me, but she was here, right now.  Before I even had the chance to form thoughts she slipped up to the hole my face had been in, looking.  As she did I felt the heat creep up my face, threatening to make my cheeks as red as her hair.

“My my what a view!” she continued low.  “And you coming out here to spy.”

“Veska!” I hissed, trying not to get attention.

“Lena!” she returned in the same small voice sounding scandalized.  “Oh my, did you decide to join them?  HEY OMOS!!!!”

I nearly jumped up and ran, only to be pulled back down by the wizard.

“What are you?!”

“Don't worry,” Veska laughed.  “I put up a sound barrier before I said anything.  Didn't want you to spook them.”

“Well... thanks,” I said, trying to figure out how to get out of this now.

“Of course, peeping is a longstanding tradition isn't it?”

“Not really?” I said.  “But I mean, Omos spied on us.”

“Oh, fair is fair isn't it?” she said with an evil grin.

Soon we were cheek to cheek, peeking out.  We didn't get to see much, though with Veska's running commentary you'd think something truly dirty was going on.  As the both turned to the rock on which their clothes lie though a single bubble floated down into our view, settling there before popping.

Instantly I pulled back, turning, looking for wherever that had come from, and Veska wasn't far behind.  Every hair on my head stood straight up, like someone was breathing down my neck.  There was nobody though, no one was there, looking, watching what we were doing.

Another quick peek and my partner in crime tsk'ed.  “Missed it, we need to head back before they do, unless you want to be discovered.”  There was a hint of invitation in her voice, a maniacal laugh hidden below the surface.

“Let's go,” I whispered, still afraid of being found.

We got back to camp just in time, our companions arriving soon after.  Illa and Amara strolled into camp seconds before the boys did, looking at us weird as they deposited their firewood.  The boys looked at us askance upon their return.

“What, did you two roll around in the dirt while we were gone?” Rodrick asked.

It was then that I realized that laying on the ground had gotten my clothes covered in dust.

“Um... I fell, and grabbed Veska on my way down.  It was sort of a mess,” I answered, trying and failing to keep the heat from my face as I lied.

“Yeah, let's go wash,” the redhead answered, and our other female companions readily agreed, joining us immediately.


Alana

I watched as the little perverts wandered off, not sure if I should laugh, punish them, or just not care.  Certainly they were out of line, but of course that line of thought pulled forward images of some of the parties I'd been at in my youth.  Wasn't sure I was really the one to talk on this issue.

This particular section of river was also really, really familiar.  I couldn't quite place it, but I was sure I'd seen those rocks, somewhere.  Maybe we'd camped here too on our way inland all those years ago?  No, that would just be too much.

“So, Omos, want to...” Rodrick said, tilting his head towards the same path Lena and Veska had taken.

“Rodrick, our sisters are there,” the other boy answered, killing the suggestion instantly.

“Fair point.”

I boggled, these kids were all way too horny.

            

    
        Chapter 296 Return to Eratol

    
    
    
    
                I was all smiles as I watched the kids approach the little village I'd gone to so long ago. Those folks I knew were good, and as long as at least one of them revealed that they were mine there shouldn't be any problems. With that solved I could go to more important work, preparing the way.


The forest reminded me of that trip, of the time that I'd passed through, huddled against my friends as we hunted down a shadowy beast. It wasn't fun, but in retrospect those were some of the most important memories. It was where I'd met Ulanion, where we'd found the first portal, and how to create more. It was also where we'd lost people, had them fall against the beasts we sought to kill.


It took awhile, with several missteps on which path I needed to take, but soon enough I found Justin's facility. The real solution was to just go down, that and look for the very center of the crater where it lie, hidden beneath the dirt and stone.


This time I really had the ability to appreciate the place. Before I'd been harried or just too tired, but with a bit of breathing room there was no problem taking some time to see what had been built here. The outside was dirty, in perfect repair because of the magic being used, but covered in leaves and debris. There were even a few sections where dirt had built up over the years, creeping in.


After a short jaunt through the courtyard I returned to the atrium where Olnir had died. The arched door leading in, the high stone columns and balconies looking down from above. There was no evidence of our battle, not a speck of dust or crack to indicate what had happened all those years ago. As a point of fact it looked even more pristine than it had back then, the lights on and the floor shining. Idly I wondered if I could one day get the enchantment used for that, it would be a terrible waste of magic, but a self-cleaning and repairing building was just fancy.


I'd barely made it up to the long reception desk, which was completely clean now, before I heard noise. Off to the side came the noise of clicking metal on the white stone, echoing through the empty room. It wasn't rushed, or slow, it wasn't loud, just a faint sound, almost like claws scratching the rock.


“Greetings your Highness,” the wolf golem said as it appeared. “The administrator would like to see you.”


“Good, I'd quite like to see him too,” I answered after sighing at the form of address, something my husband still used when he wanted to tease me.


The machine wasn't talkative, and as it led me through the building I regretted not having someone to speak to for so long. I wondered how Justin did it, alone in his cave. Maybe it was an elf thing, maybe he was just weird, I never had found out.


We did not go down into the bowels through stairs and elevators this time, but rather to a relatively nearby room, where a portal sprang into existence across the wall. There wasn't really any more clear of an invitation than that, so I strolled through.


I recognized Justin's lab, the one he had the portal back to my place in. I was pretty sure, though not completely, that this was a bit far from the room with the eggs. He'd never been too forward about how things were laid out, and I'd never needed to go wandering far from wherever he brought me.


The man himself sat in a plain robe at a nearby desk, sipping on some tea. “Of all the people to stroll up to my front door, I didn't expect you,” he observed.


“Really?” I asked.


“We do have a portal we normally use? I'm guessing you've got some problem that needs resolving, which somehow brought you here?”


“That predictable?” I asked.


“Do you ever come to see me for anything else?” There was a bit of a chiding tone in his voice.


“Er, sorry about that. You don't really seem the type to entertain visitors, and you won't come over to my place. You're welcome as far as I'm concerned though.”


“Fair I suppose. So, what brings you here?”


I told him about the trip to Atal, about the kids coming, and the general plan. There was a small smile as I went over what we'd done, explaining how the trip was supposed to go. When I got to the attack on the city there was a bit of concern there, long ago he'd abandoned his post, but I got the feeling he still cared about his people.


“The city?” he asked.


“Seemed intact, though there was fighting going on. The wards held the creature back while some of the heavy hitters dropped it,” I reassured him. “Will you go help?”


“There are some things I can, and will do without revealing my presence, depending on how bad it is.”


With a small smile I continued, getting a laugh at my threatening of the mayor, and a few notes here and there about the actions of the kids. I left out how they seemed to be intent on spying on one another, no reason to give him a bad impression.


As I began to wrap it up there was a long, loud tone, followed by a calm feminine voice. “Incoming mana signature, identification Councilor Chien.”


“Um?” I said, confused.


“I updated the wards and cleaned up a bit after you lot left. Didn't want anything else nasty moving into my attic,” Justin answered, frowning at what looked to be a monitoring panel. “Hate to be a poor host, but I must deal with this, there are cups and tea in the cabinet there, please wait for me to return.”


“Should I come with?”


“No, our history is... complicated, and if he came to fight you'll only get yourself killed.” There was no room for argument in his tone, and I'd seen him fight before, so with a frown I nodded.


I made it through a full cup, and was considering another when the tone sounded once more. “Incoming mana signatures, identification unknown humanoid, six.”


That barely had time to register before it sounded off again. “Incoming mana signature, identification unknown monstrous.”


Illa


The villagers were surprised when we appeared, all blinking at us as the group of youths poured into their front gates. Before we could even begin to ask questions an old elf moved to the front of the group, his eyes lined with wrinkles and hair white. He regarded us for almost a full minute, the others silencing as he did so.


“Ah, forgive an old man his quirks,” he finally said. “It's just that you reminded me of a group that passed by some years ago. Particularly the girl there, looks just like that bard...” he said, pointing to me. “I'm Indriel, the village elder.”


I blushed. It was true that I did indeed look a good bit like mom, her hair was a shade lighter, and I'd not quite inherited her figure, but in the face and eyes we looked a good bit alike. My brother, who was chuckling off to the side, took more after my father though, with even Amara looking more like me than he did.


“Don't suppose her name was Alana?” I asked.


That question caused the man to go into uproarious laughter. “My, my it was! And I suppose you're looking for some old ruin in the woods?”


“Hmm,” I mumbled.


“Well come in girl, I feel you've a story for me. Though luckily this time around we're monster free.”


With his apparent approval our group was led forward, with he and a few others just spinning up the first of the questions for us.

            

    
        Chapter 297 Last Hurdle

    
    
    
    
                Illa


This little village, Eratol, was really quite pleasant to look at. It wasn't a bustling city, or an ancient monument by any standards, but it was quaint, homey. I'd never lived in any of the villages back home, but I'd passed through from time to time, and it rather reminded me of them, mixed with a fair bit of a nature style magic. Perhaps one day I'd retire in a place like this, when I was old and gray.


The village elder was so pleased to meet us too, all smiles as he led us to his house.


“Well, since you've come all this way perhaps you'd like to hear the story of how I met your parents and how they saved our village?” he asked, smiling at my brother and I.


“I would, but unfortunately not at this moment. We're in a bit of a hurry you see, and lives could well be on the line.” Was that strictly true? Maybe, but we'd taken a lot of time to get here and I really wanted to have a route home before reminiscing with this man.


“Something's happened?” he asked.


“Yes,” Rodrick answered. “We were staying at the capital and there was a sizable monster attack. It's only theory, but we've come to believe that there may be something that could lead to help and establishing a connection with our home in the ruins. A way to provide aid should it be needed.”


“Monsters? What kind?” he inquired.


“Enormous crabs,” my brother told him. “Have you seen any?”


“We found a large shell, though we haven't seen any living specimens. I'd call it odd, but now and again we get magical beasts of some form or another. That's just part of living this far from the cities,” he explained with a shrug.


“Our thinking was that they probably couldn't survive so far from the water anyway,” Lena told him.


“Mayhaps so, mayhaps not. We do have a few species of things like that, little animals that live in the lakes and rivers. It's not like one of the coastal cities, but they do exist,” the man replied.


“Regardless,” Omos interrupted. “Could we get a guide to those ruins?”


“None of the guides are available right now, but it's not far if you're in that much of a hurry. You could walk the path yourself in a couple hours,” the elderly elf offered.


“That would be much appreciated,” I said, hoping we once more met so I could hear his story.


We didn't stay in the village long, filling up on a few small supplies and getting directions was fast, and we were eager to be on with it. The elves seemed a bit put off that we wouldn't at least stay the night, but our group really, really wanted to be home.


In under an hour we were back on the road, marching off into the woods.


“The first thing I'm doing when I get back is taking a bath,” Amara declared with conviction as we sped along the path.


“Stellar idea,” I replied. “Though I may go for food first, then bath.”


Each of us told our plan, be it food, or washing, or sleeping, many nods went to the idea of having proper beds once again. At the idea of a proper soft bed my back began to ache.


“Not that I haven't enjoyed it. Perhaps I'll even go and explore again one day. See the world as it is.” Amara was a bit of a weird one, but she seemed honest in that intent, and I wished her the best.


Omos on the other hand had a different opinion. “Not me, I think I need to take a long look at how our kingdom would deal with a monster like that. If it were to land on our coast I pale to think of the casualties.”


“Luckily we don't get the same kinds of beasts as they do,” I pointed out to him.


“Maybe not, but it would still pay to be prepared.”


The path followed along the banks of a creek that seemed to be as old and meandering as time, weaving in and out of the trees. Small animals and bugs buzzed by on occasion, and we were close, so close. It was just as the path turned from the creek that I noticed something amiss. I couldn't quite put my finger on it, but something felt wrong.


“Why did the birds go quiet?” Veska asked, nailing what was wrong.


There was a shuffling of the trees and branches, and across the bank from us a leg appeared, then another, the beast pulling its way into the opening in the canopy created by the passing water. It was one of our old friends, but this time on another scale. It was easily three or four times the size of the others we'd met, the shell darker and splotched.


As one we launched into our favorite spells, and as one they slammed into the carapace of the beast. Cold and bolts of death rained down upon it, but had little in the way of effect, and as we broke to check on our progress and let Amara move forward we saw that there'd been little effect.


With what could only be described as a look of simple confusion the crab stumbled before lifting itself once more. There was a clicking of claws and around it the stream started to move. At once I was reminded of the things progenitor, a massive abomination that moved the sea. This smaller version didn't have that much power, but the creek began to rise into the air, water flowing around it and towards its claws, one of which pointed towards me.


“Oh shit,” I managed before it loosed a crushing geyser of liquid in my direction.


I wasn't alone though, and before the blow struck many things happened. Shields snapped into place before me, trying to slow the cannon, and a dark-haired blur reached me, scooping me off my feet and out of the line of fire.


“Towards the ruin! We need to get it away from the water!” Omos yelled as he began to backpedal.


Alana


“Shit, shit, shit, golem, how to I get to the meeting room Justin went to?” I yelled at the automaton.


“The path to that location has been locked, your Highness,” it replied in it's monotone voice.


“Then alert him to a monster on the premises! He said that he'd upgraded to wards to do so.”


“Affirmative, your Highness.”


Behind me there was a sound not unlike that of a cell phone ringing, a persistent attention getting one. It emanated from a point on what looked to be one of the workspaces. Sensing my eye beginning to twitch I walked over and pressed the big friendly button that indicated pick-up on a small blackish square.


“Unknown monster on premises,” a slightly feminine voice echoed out.


“What is the point in this if he doesn't carry it!?” I roared impotently.


“Screw it, which door leads to the surface?” I asked the golem. It didn't verbally confirm, but did move to stand before one of them.


Of the magical items I'd brought only one had a chance of opening this. I rose my hand, the bracelet glowing bright red before sending a maximum power attack at the portal. It failed, bouncing and not even leaving a scratch. When he got back I was going to give him an earful about emergency exits, and heaven help him should anything happen to those children.

            

    
        Chapter 298 Atrium Battle

    
    
    
    
                Omos


Our flight to the ruin was blessedly short, shields and trees covering our escape from the monster we'd clearly underestimated. Even so as I ran beside my friends I could hear it smashing into the trees behind us, and hear the crash as it sent jets of water slamming into them.


“We need a plan,” I shouted, trying to keep my voice steady.


“Carapace is too hard, can't cut it,” Amara said from ahead of me, still carrying Illa.


“Normal spells aren't working,” Veska confirmed.


“We need to hit the world around it, not the creature itself!” Illa shouted as she was bounced around.


Seconds later we hit the clearing where the ruin stood. In another time I'd have been struck by the beauty of the place, the open courtyards before the perfectly maintained arches that led inside, but right now I didn't really have the time. We ran for those archways, hearing our enemy just behind us.


The atrium had multiple levels, something we could use. This wasn't something I needed to tell Amara either, with her instantly grabbing Veska and jumping for the higher areas, from there those two could rain down damage, while the rest of us took on the beast from below. With enough angles of attack we might manage to take this thing down.


“Rodrick,” I began to try to tell him what to do as the creature smashed in the front of the building, claw ripping the door right out of it. “Screw it, darkness around the eyes, can you?”


“Got it!” he replied and began to sing.


Our carapaced enemy scuttled into the room, huge legs struggling to fit as it slid inside, but we didn't let up our assault as it did. My own spells were kinetic, grabbing any of the rubble it created and hurling it at the thing's joints as fast as I could. I didn't bother hitting the monster itself, with its magical resistance that was a waste.


The only person who I didn't know what should be doing was Lena, but she seemed to have a plan of her own. Beside me sweat began to pour down her brow and I wondered what she was casting, until I saw her hand flash forward, little green lights shining and the vines spring from the floor where they landed.


Crawling plants worked surprisingly well, seeming to dig into the joints they found and wrap tightly, sucking out nutrients and water from this creature we were all having trouble even damaging. Had the room been a bit bigger it might have struggled and pulled away, but as it stood it couldn't, two of its legs disabled by the grasping green.


Rodrick's cloud of darkness was not blinding our foe completely, the monster bucking and turning as it tried to escape the blinding effect, but it was helping. The crab seemed to think so too as it eventually stopped, claw opening and a bit of aura leaking out of it. I wondered what it was doing until I saw the flow coming in through the door. It wasn't as much water as before, but even a little at speed could be deadly.


“Freeze it!” I shouted to the other two wizards, who did exactly that, bolts of blue impacting the fluid before the creature could form its spell properly.


The whole time Amara was a blur, ducking and weaving as she used her sword against any point she could reach. It didn't look terribly effective, but she was distracting the creature by hitting the outside of its legs, tiny cuts left here and there.


“I need to get under it,” she said as she landed beside me.


“I can get you an opening, but only one,” I answered, grabbing the biggest of the boulders the monster had left when it tore the door open.


“On your mark then brother.” She crouched, tensing her legs under her.


With a heave I tossed the projectile at our enemy and two of its legs rose to meet it. The claws were too far away to reach here just yet, but those would be enough. As they rose my sister ducked, seeming to slide into the gap.


Amara's sword shone blue as she stabbed upwards. It had some form of enchantment on it, though I didn't know the exact details, I knew that she seldom used it, since it apparently took some time to recharge. Between two of the sections of the creature's body the blade slid like a hot knife in butter, hilt deep into the crab's body.


The monster did not take kindly to that, rearing up and turning hard and fast. There was a flash of movement and Amara was sent flying, a leg having smacked her in the gut. Time seemed to slow as she arced through the air.


I sent out a cushion of air to where she would land, but knew it wouldn't be enough even as it began to form. It helped, slowing her body's momentum but she still slammed into the stone hard, sending cracks into the rock. My world dropped as my sister, who'd always been made of steel, slouched, coughing and sending a spurt of red from her mouth and down her front.


In the moments that I was distracted the battle changed. The beast pulled forward, one claw latching onto the ramparts as it tried to pull itself upwards and two the two girls up top, ignoring the rest of us. It seemed to have decided that those were the issue, and one it looked to now solve, pulling back one of its massive claws for a sweep.


Veska and Illa were nowhere near fast enough to make it to safety, even as they tried to flee. However, in rising like it had the monster had shown me its belly. For a second I didn't recognize what I was seeing, still shocked my Amara's injury, but there was a glint there, the hilt, still buried in the monster's body.


When I was younger, I'd asked my aunt about one of her favorite spells, one she was well known for, lightning. It was a powerful weapon, one I too wanted to wield. She'd told me at that time to wait, that it was too dangerous for one my age to play with, but that she'd teach me once I moved to her new school personally. That however had not stopped me from searching for everything I could in the library, and learning as much as possible.


Lightning wasn't my strongest spell, or even in my top five, but if it could be applied to a body it was potent. Normally I didn't bother, magical resistances keeping it out, pushing it away, but with that shard of steel... It took only an instant to form the concepts in my mind, imaging that hilt as the highest point in a city, reaching skyward, and then directing the bolt.


With a scream of effort I poured myself into the spell. It wasn't the thunderous boom and death of a true expert, but a wave of crackling arcs, each smacking into the little metal protrusion. The crab seized as the first wave hit, claw unable to keep swinging towards the girls and drawing in.


Moment by moment I poured magic into the metal. First it glowed orange, then, red, then yellow, gradually brightening as more and more energy was poured into the steel, smoking and burning the creature from within as it went. The monster screamed as legs twitched, shaking but unable to go anywhere, the claw it used to pull itself upwards locked where it had grabbed and unable to release.


The girls above weren't slacking though, now freed from the threat of immanent death they took up some of the new rubble, and my old position. A grim smile crossed my face as one of the rocks landed true, crushing a pair of eye-stalks under stone.


Eventually I ran out of power, the mana refusing to come from my now tired body. I slumped, but then again, so did the crab, the beast no longer able to move. It fell, smoking and burned onto the ground, the last of its twitching fading quickly.


It was then that I looked towards Amara. During my final attack my cousin had made it to her side, singing a healing spell over her. Now Lena made it there, raising her hands and letting a yellow light flow over the injured knight. Amara was moving, and that meant she was alive, a small miracle.


I tried to make my way to Amara's side, struggling as the exhaustion from spending all of my energy washed over me. To my surprise Illa grabbed Veska and the two shakily floated down. That wasn't easy magic at all. They took my arms and helped me make my way to my sister's side.


“Will she be okay?” I asked, looking at Lena.


“She's hurt bad, but she'll live.” Lena didn't even look towards me, instead concentrating on her own magic.


With that assurance I slumped against a pillar, exhausted.

            

    
        Chapter 299 Homeward

    
    
    
    
                “I cannot believe you left me here with no way to contact you and no way to get out!” I yelled at Justin as soon as he reappeared.


“I was gone for five minutes, why are all these alarms going off?” he replied with equal frustration.


“The kids arrived, followed closely by 'something' your system didn't tell me what, and then everything started ringing and turning red.” I gave him a second to process that. “Now I need to get up there and see that everything's all right, and quickly please! My children are up there.”


Of all the things I could have said that seemed to strike a chord. Justin nodded and reached out, wrapping me in whatever spell he used to teleport and moved us both up into the building proper. I recognized the entry I'd been in not so long ago, and the enormous monster taking up nearly half of it. I had us hidden seconds before we found the kids, lying down and looking broken.


“They look well at least, is that all of them?” Justin asked from within our hidden bubble.


I wanted to object, and to punch him for saying they looked fine. Amara was currently being treated by both Rodrick and the priest girl, and the rest looked ready to pass out. The former was still coughing blood, but slowly seemed to be coming to.


“It is, but Amara...”


“I've seen many worse injuries treated by healers who looked nowhere near as competent as those two appear. I'm sure she'll be fine, and if her situation starts to degrade there are things we can do.” I turned to glare only to find him looking at me with a tolerant smile. “Look at her, she's a warrior. This is the path she has chosen, and she will be hurt during it. If she cannot take the pain then she'll need to know early, and need to find a new path. Perhaps I seem cruel, but it's best if she goes through this and survives now, not suffers later.”


I sighed, he wasn't completely wrong, and while I didn't like it I knew this old man had perspective I might never get. “Alright, maybe you're right, but could we please set up the gate so we can get them home? I don't even know how you want to play this one.”


“Will you trust me to handle it?” he questioned, and at my apologetic nod continued. “Good, please stay here with them while I take care of things Alana.”


That was just what I did, drawing closer. If it looked like they couldn't handle Amara's injuries I could step in. While I'd never been the best healer in the world, I was still trained in the basics, and I still had plenty of mana to throw at the problem. As I calmed and took time to examine her though I realized that wouldn't be needed. She was injured, but not too badly.


Illa


Around the time that my cousin started to look well again there was a sound. Soft shoes on stone was something I was well enough equated with, but this time was joined by a tapping of metal. I stood, as did several of the others to face whoever was coming.


An elven man entered through a side hall, followed by a golem of unusual make. It looked almost like a dog or wolf, but it moved so well, so naturally. Golems, even simple ones, were notoriously difficult to make, but this model looked like it was sleek and quick.


“Goodness, what a mess,” the pale haired elf said, looking around. “Is there a reason you six are here? Or did you just seek shelter from this thing?”


Rodrick was busy, so I decided to take the lead. “My mother came through here some years back, and supposedly found a way home for us. You see sir, we're a bit stuck here, our way home destroyed in a disaster in the capital.”


“I was recently informed of the tragedy, yes. Your mother you say? Blonde hair, pointed ears, I heard Alana had ended up with that boy, but it's a shame she never introduced us. I'm a research colleague of sorts, you may call me J.”


“Um... dad's kind of old,” I informed him.


“Not to me. Now, you said you were stuck?” The way he said that told me to drop it, that I didn't get to know too much here, and so long as he could get me home I didn't really need his secrets.


“Yes sir,” I said as politely as I could.


“Good, if you don't mind getting your friends together and following me,” he led.


As we began to move through the facility he spoke. Telling us in no uncertain terms that while he didn't begrudge us our trespass he also didn't particularly like visitors, so we were to keep our mouths shut about him being here. That was the condition for his aid, one all of us readily agreed to.


“Ah, we were hoping to send a bit of aid when we got back,” Omos told him.


“It won't be needed, though the thought is appreciated.” This too was said with finality. “In fact, once you're through I will be closing this gate for awhile, to prevent you from being tempted.”


While I would have loved to tell people that we surged through the ruins, overcoming traps and dangers to finally reach the gate I'd had more than enough excitement to last me for several years. Now I just wanted to go home, to see my parents and my friends, and to rest.


“Your golem is magnificent,” I said to him as we turned down one of the halls. “However did you get it to move so smoothly?”


That got me an actual smile. “Golems are tricky things, and to make one work properly even more tricky. In my youth I had a phase where I got quite into them, making a number. Is it an interest of yours?”


“Well, it's not really something I can study, as there are almost no working ones anywhere. They are neat though, a magical automaton, capable of action without supervision.”


“I don't recommend no supervision. Golems are unbelievably difficult to get right, and when they go wrong they can go very wrong. You always need safeguards on safeguards for them my dear, just in case,” he told me, lightly speaking of something few could really lecture on.


“Mother has one, and she said that it came with a big red button to turn it off, with signs and stuff.” Now he actually laughed.


“Yes, the big friendly red button is a good extra, just in case. There are other methods to go to as well.” We turned into what looked like a pristine workroom and there it was, a portal. With a wave of his hand the mage turned it on, probably some unseen switch somewhere and he was just showing off.


“This is it then?” Omos asked.


“Yes,” the elf told him. “The other side is in Alana's workshop, off you go.”


“Wait,” Rodrick uttered. “We get a way to see mom's lab!” That said he ran forward and through the glowing opening like an idiot. Seconds later he reappeared on our side once again, looking at our stunned faced. “Just kidding, needed to make sure it was safe, it is by the way.” Then he lept through once more.


When the others recovered they followed him in. At least he'd saved us the drawn out questioning of how to make sure this was what the unknown man said it was. I took one last look at the dog before heading that way myself.


“If you want to learn about golems I can send you some notes,” the elf offered.


“Actually I'm more interested in flight, any suggestions?”


“Yes, a lot of people try to push themselves up, but that's a slow way to go about it. You'll find it much easier if you can instead consider negating the force pulling you down, then build from there.”


I stopped, looking at him. The pull of gravity was everywhere, and I'd never really put too much thought into it. Things fell, that was just what they did, but what if I could make it so I didn't fall, the implications. I might need to rethink my whole methodology, start over again.


“That's... a thought.”


J chuckled. “Now, off you go lass, and good luck. Remember that most shouldn't fly, there'd be all kinds of trouble, but letting a few who are responsible is okay.”


With one final thanks I stepped through after my friends.

            

    
        Chapter 300 Until Next Time

    
    
    
    
                After giving my host a quick goodbye I followed the kids through the portal. I was really going to have to do something for Justin, though I was still unsure as to what. For now I needed to get things back together as they should be, though I supposed that was mostly done.


My lab was, to my relief, still sealed from when I'd left. So while the young ones were quickly getting their bearings, and Rodrick was examining every surface like an excited gremlin I waited. Eventually one of them tried the door and in that moment I managed to slip out. We were back in our own country now and there was nowhere near enough time for the ruse I needed to set up to keep all the work I'd done in place.


I flitted through the halls like a speedy ghost, heading straight for my room. It was late in the day, and if Ulanion was keeping to his normal schedule my husband would be there right now. Luckily for me I knew this place better than almost anyone else, and being able to bend space meant that I could be there quick as lightning.


As I through open the doors I saw Ulanion blur and stand, barely take time to register me, and then blur again, his arms appearing around me and lips by mine. After a rushed kiss I pulled away looking up at him.


“We should continue this later, but the kids are at my lab, can you go quickly and get them back to the palace? And don't tell them I was with them,” I said as fast as I could.


“I have questions,” he said, not quite letting me go, but not trying to stop me from ducking under his arms and slipping into our rooms.


“Later!” I answered with a yell. “Need to change, be right behind you.”


I heard a sigh and Ulanion leaving to go do as I'd requested. Soon I'd be done with this mess and we could spend as much quality time as he wanted going over everything. He knew what living with me was like by this time, and being gone for a few weeks had been expected, so there was no real issue right?


With a fresh dress, and a hesitant use of magic to clean myself I hurried back to the lab where the kids were being corralled by various staff. They'd found someone on their own naturally, and there was no small amount of confusion that followed. Once Ulanion arrived though there were a few tearful greetings followed by the cats being quickly herded into a portal leading back to the capital.


There were no portals in the palace proper, this was inconvenient, but a simple security feature. Well, actually there might be a portal there made by Dras, but if there was I didn't know of it, and I hoped to all things good and decent in the world that they'd kept it sealed. This meant that the collective of our group had to take a carriage to the palace itself, and were beaten there by messengers.


Now my brother and his wife were the rulers, but unlike the previous king and queen had little care for formality when it didn't suit them. Therefore as soon as the kids made it into the palace with guards in tow they appeared. Etia scooped her two up into a hug as soon as she appeared, and started to speak not long after.


“I was so worried, where were you? How did you get stuck over there? Are you hurt? Amara IS THAT BLOOD!?” she asked as she finally looked at her daughter's clothes, the stains from her injuries in the battle standing out brightly on her chest. Unlike me she'd not cleaned up at all.


Veska and Lena stood back, trying not to catch the attention of the royal couple while my own two looked a bit relieved. They had a pretty good relationship with their aunt and uncle after all. Our family might have changed, but we still cared for each other, and the infighting that a lot of royals ended up in hadn't set in, at least not yet.


“Where is Alana?” John asked Rodrick, who clearly didn't have an answer.


“Here I am,” I said appearing out of the air. Unveiling yourself from invisibility was a party trick that never got old.


“Did you just walk through most of our security and wards?” he asked, seemingly surprised.


“Brother of mine, I designed most of those wards,” I replied truthfully, getting past them had been a breeze, and not because I hadn't tried to fix the holes. Just that there were some holes that really couldn't be fully patched. “And I knew the moment this lot made it into my workshop.”


“That is... fair.” I could see the flash of understanding in his eye. I hadn't mentioned that I'd been with them the whole time, and he wouldn't either.


“Mom! Where did you come from?” Rodrick asked as I approached him and his sister. They both needed a hug, and I'd been holding off on that for too long.


“Your mother is everywhere,” I replied mysteriously.


“But...”


“Everywhere...” A bit of acting let me put just a quick turn, making it sound like my voice was coming from every direction.


Illa held me tight, speaking softly. “Missed you,” she said.


“You too sweetie. We should talk later, maybe do something fun.” I wasn't sure what she'd want to do, but I'd promised that I'd spend more time with her, and I planned to keep that promise.


“Okay,” she agreed.


Etia was still fussing over the prince and princess while John turned, looking at the two oddballs in the group.


“And I don't believe I know either of you? You traveled with my children though, and I am glad you made it all back together,” he said, rather more politely than a king would be expected to.


“I believe the redhead is dating my Rodrick,” I informed him, causing the girl's head to snap in my directions and her eyes to go wide. They'd been keeping that from me of course. I just looked at her and mouthed 'Everywhere' once more.


“Oh, and this is Lena father,” Omos said, pulling away from his mother briefly. “We've been... seeing each other recently as well.”


“Is that so,” John said, looking down at the girl in a way that made her freeze up. “I'll have to meet her then won't I?”


“Oh me too,” his wife agreed, giving little Lena if anything an even more harshly appraising look. It seemed the royal couple didn't plan to let their son be led astray if they could help it.


Eventually the hellos were done, and the story of how the kids had survived told, at which point they were shown off to go and clean up. All of them were exhausted and dirty, and I think everyone wanted a good warm meal. Since they'd be nicely distracted I pulled my brother and his wife to the side and decided to have a conversation with them.


“They don't know I was with them,” I told the royal couple. “And I think we should keep it that way.”


“Is this another of your, 'being mysterious' things sister?” John asked tiredly.


“No, they gained a lot of confidence in their abilities, achieved things by their own merit, and succeeded. Letting them know that I was watching over their shoulders for it and making sure they didn't bite off more than they could chew would destroy that confidence, something they'll all need.”


“You did keep them safe though?” Etia asked.


“Of course, I even cleaned up a lot of the mess ahead of them. They still had their struggles though, and those will build them up.” I left out how I'd been pulled away a few times during the crisis. “If I'd thought they couldn't deal with something I would have stepped in to aid more obviously, but they handled themselves marvelously.”
“Fine, what about the girl?” John asked, seeking my opinion of her.


“He seems to really like her, and while I'm a bit nervous about it she seems genuine. I'd appreciate it if you kept an eye out, but let them be.” That was the best I could do for Lena, a girl whose parents I'd killed. She seemed a good apple to me, and I hoped that I wasn't wrong.


“She's a priestess though; won't that cause problems?” Etia asked.


“I've got connections in the Orders, and if you think it's going to work out between them I'll call those in.” Those might be some powerful casters, dangerous even to me, but I could go to Linden and visit their head, he at least seemed reasonable and I didn't think he'd try to split them up.


“Settled, what next?” John asked.


“What next? Next I'm going to spend time with my children and husband John. We've only so much time and how many lives do we get? I'll be around if you need me though.”


“Until next time then Alana?” he asked with a smile.


“Until next time,” I replied.

            

    
        Epilogue 1

    
    
    
    
                I stood well back, watching, waiting for all of our people to come into position. It was strange, no longer running most of the activities, but at times I needed to step back, let others take up the work and prove that they could do it. This joint operation was going to be something to see too.


“We don't have time to stop, if the King's men, or the Worldsingers find us...” one of the men before me said, his voice enhanced by my magic and brought to my side.


“Shut up you idiot. I know, I know, but the horses have to rest or they'll die, and we're not getting anywhere without them.” The one who issued the reply went to turn, but there was a change in the air and he faltered, falling to his knees where he barely caught himself.


A dozen men let out curses and tried to rise, only to fall. The first speaker was on his knees, heaving, trying to get up, and failing as the plan fell into action.


“Hate to be the bearer of bad news boys,” Rodrick said as he stepped out of a patch of darkness, fading into sight as his illusions fell. “But you're already way too late.”


One of the men managed to raise his hand and point at my son, letting loose a blast of flame and surprising the now adult Rodrick. Of course I was here, and so with a note sung loud I quashed his spell like brushing aside a gnat.


“Secure your prisoners first son, then gloat,” I had one of my illusions say as it appeared beside him. It remained best to keep out of sight in any operation, something we'd be talking about later.


The offender was now unable to move, gasping for air as the pressure pushed harder and harder upon him, unable to do much more than sputter and wheeze. He couldn't even raise his eyes to see Illa floating down from above, glowing like an angel as she descended, dress and hair floating and fluttering.


“The next one to attack gets crushed into paste,” she declared with finality, her shields pulsing with power.


While they were talking over a dozen men and women, some mine, some my nephew's, poured from the woods around us. Spells were taking shape and one by one the thieves were being bound, magical restraints affixed before they were pulled from Illa's high gravity spell. Once all were in custody I joined the rest.


“Good work,” I said, finally stepping out into view myself. “Though not great. There was no need for either of you to reveal yourselves,” I chided my kids.


“It sends a message,” Rodrick objected.


“Yes it does, it says 'Look, kill me!' in bright letters. If you want to be seen, use an illusion.” They both frowned. I was well enough known, and my penchant for remaining unseen was almost a calling card. “But you did well tracking them son, and Illa, that use of gravity was exceptional.”


The three of us, along with some of the other officers here, moved to one of the carts. There was a woosh as the cover was pulled away, revealing a gate buried in the many boxes here. They'd placed them only enough to cover it from cursory inspection, and as they were removed it became clearer and clearer what they'd gotten hold of.


“I can't believe they actually managed to steal one. Just getting past the wards was impressive,” Illa said.


“I can't believe they did it during Omos' coronation,” her brother replied. “You should have seen him, hate to be those poor bastards.”


“We'll get our answers on how and why soon,” I told them. “But yes, I imagine they'll regret their decision. Though they may not regret it terribly long.”


My kids moved off to their own jobs now that we had the gate back, and I couldn't have been prouder of them.


Illa had grown so much, and was now the premiere expert on gravity magic in the kingdom. She'd mastered it to fly originally, but taken it so much further. I suspected that if she really applied it she might even be able to bend space to speed herself up like I could, but so far as I knew she didn't. We were supposed to have tea tomorrow, perhaps I could ask her then, those weekly meetings were always a joy.


Her brother was of course working with me. Rodrick would never be in any administrative role if he could help it, even if he would excel, but as a field agent he was magnificent. His memory meant that he could gather mountains of information and process it with ease, connecting dots so few even saw. Though it pained me that he'd failed miserably when it came to trying to learn to make gates properly.


I'd have to deal with whatever we learned from the criminals. Even of Omos wouldn't directly order me on most things, we agreed on this one. Personally I suspected it was an attempt by one of the surrounding kingdoms to secure portal technology, one that would fail, but we still needed to know who was trying.


His father was also being a pain. John had followed our own father in stepping down as soon as it was clear his son could rule, joining dad in semi-retirement. This was something I couldn't approve of enough, as it really did make for a more reliable transfer of power, a more stable base. Perhaps one day there'd be a succession issue, but so long as one or two old kings were there to pull everyone back together it shouldn't become a civil war.

            

    
        Epilogue 2

    
    
    
    
                My black dress fluttered in the icy wind, and I couldn't bring myself to cry again. Too many times in the last couple days it had happened, too many times had I felt tears fall. As the tomb was closed I just couldn't, it was too much.


Ulanion had fallen, not to some enemy, or some monster, but to the one thing that wouldn't be denied to those with human blood, age. He'd outlived so many that I almost couldn't believe it, he'd seemed immortal, but he wasn't.


Before I could fall too deeply into thought once again a hand touched my shoulder. With a small, sad smile Rodrick helped me, his sister joining him in leading me back to the school, the fortress, my home.


Even looking at them brought up dark thoughts, would I bury them too? My attempts to wage war on my own age had been more successful year by year. Time was still coming for me, but at a snail's pace. These days my little Illa looked like my mother, not the other way around. Her hair was graying, her brother also sporting a salt and pepper look himself.


It seemed that all of the people I knew were dying, each year causing me to lose more and more of my friends. I even found it harder to make new ones as I aged, the pain of loss hardening me bit by bit.


There were a few ceremonies over the day, a few moments where people wanted to talk, or see how I was, or something else that I had a hard time caring about. Most of them were dissuaded when it became clear that I wanted them gone. When the last had left I almost went to bed, but even that seemed hollow.


So instead I went to my lab, here I could visit the one man I socialized with that I doubted I would outlive. Over the years I'd tried to do so more, even if he was almost as prickly as I felt now.


Justin joined me soon after I stepped through the gateway, gave me one look, and sighed.


“I'll get something stronger than tea then,” he said as we went to his sitting room.


“How'd you know?” I asked.


“Other than the solid black dress? You look horrible Alana.” The ancient king handed me a glass of some liquor, the amber fluid giving off a powerful if smokey smell.


“How do you, how do you deal with it?” I inquired, begging him for an answer that I didn't have.


“Alana, I live alone in the middle of nowhere, barely talking to anyone else. If there's anyone less qualified to tell you how to handle grief, I'd like to meet him.” There was another sigh, and in his eyes I could see it, see the pain of millennia. “I think it's worse for us though, and maybe better too. My memories don't fade. I see lost loved ones in my mind as clearly as if I were looking at them now, remember every conversation like watching a movie, every good word, every angry one, every fight and hug and tear.”


“I want to just lay down and die,” I admitted. “Let it all go.”


“I've been there too you know, but I don't think they'd want us to.”


“They're gone, so we can't well ask.”


“Not here, but gone? Come on, you and I both know that dying doesn't have to be the end. I don't believe in suicide, think it's wrong, but it's hard to fear death when you've already been through it. Perhaps we'll meet them again on the other side, perhaps not, but I don't think those I've lost would want me to die, and I don't think those you have would either.” He was right, and I sort of hated that.


“So what do I do?”


“Start with finishing your drink. Then why don't you tell me about those you've lost.” That seemed as good a suggestion as any.

            

    
        Epilogue 3

    
    
    
    
                So many years had passed since I'd come to this world. I even had a few gray hairs here and there. These days I mostly kept to my school coming out to advise the king, or attend to things like I was today. I passed through the halls of the royal palace like a shadow, heading to the wing where the former kings and queens resided. There was something I needed to do before it was too late, a secret held too long.


When I knocked I was pleased to find that the owner of the room I was headed to was awake and not alone. There were servants of course, there were always servants here, but one of the princesses was here too, speaking to her great-grandmother at her bedside, the older woman smiling as she looked at the young girl. It was heartwarming to see that the kids were so loving.


“Hello Lena,” I said with a sad smile. She looked horrible, even if she were smiling. Priestess or no her body was failing, the healers saying that she'd likely not survive the week.


“Oh if it isn't my old teacher. Serena dear have you two met?” she answered, introducing us.


“Ma'am,” the young girl said, making to rise. “You're one of my father's advisors right?” Being that she was maybe eight or nine that was all she needed to know.


“Something like that dear. I hate to ask, but to you think we could have a moment alone? There's something I need to talk with her about privately.”


Serena looked over asking, “Granny?”


“It's fine dear, why don't you wait just outside. This shouldn't take too long,” Lena said, patting her hand gently.


After she was gone I put up a privacy barrier. I really didn't know how Lena would react, but I couldn't hide it from her any longer, and there was no point.


“I am sorry for disturbing you, but there was something I had to tell you, before the end,” I struggled with it, to get the words out.


“About my parents?” she said with a smirk. My face must have shown some amount of shock because she continued. “You're not the only one with connections in the Orders, you know that right?”


“When did they tell you?” I asked.


“That I was the true heir? Just before I married Omos. The same time they told me how you fought to let that happen. Thank you for that by the way. He was a wonderful husband.”


“You never brought it up,” I said softly, saddened that she'd kept my secret for so long.


“You seemed content to let it be.” She didn't even seem angry.


“You're not mad that I killed your parents?” I asked, still stunned at that.


“Not as much as I could be. You forget that I learned of their crimes long, long before I learned who they were. It was painful to learn that I'd hated them so. Yet I was also told that you saved me, tried your best to give me a peaceful life.”


I sat down beside her. “You shouldn't have hated them. Your father was my enemy, and he caused a lot of pain, but I've met worse men. I think he really did want to do right, but went about it in such a wrong way that we came to blows. As for your mother... her death is one of the things I've regretted more than you can imagine. So far as I know she was just another victim, and she just wanted to protect you.”


“And you killed her?” Lena looked a bit taken aback.


“I wanted surrender, not violence with her. She attacked me, and things went badly. War is like that sometimes. Had we had just a bit more time perhaps it would have turned out differently, I'm sorry.” It was a pale thing, but it was the best I had.


“I forgive you,” she said, and I felt the worry fall off of me. “You forget that I've known you most of my life, that I've seen you at work for that time. I've watched you advise, tell Omos that he needed not to go to fight some of those fools even if he wanted to, tell him how much pain it could cause. At any rate it seems pointless to hold a grudge this late in it all.”


“Thank you.” It was all I could manage to this woman who had every right to hate me.


“Will you do me a favor though?” she asked.


“Of course,” I replied, if I could, I would. I owed her that much.


“Look after them, the kids, long as you can.” As I watched her eyes began to cloud a bit.


“I will,” I promised, leaning up to kiss her on the forehead.


“Good, now send Serena back in. She's a lot more fun to talk to than you.”


I did just that, promising to myself that I'd be here for as long as I could to keep an eye on them, all of them.

            

    
        Epilogue 4

    
    
    
    
                I stumbled through the portal into Justin's domain once more, leaning heavily on my staff as my muscles rebelled. I had to hurry, but everything hurt so bad. As usual the man took his time to join me, but as soon as he saw me he rushed over, hands wrapping around to help me up. I felt frail, so frail.


Magic or no hundreds of years had taken their toll. My bones were no longer strong, my skin was loose and wrinkled over muscles atrophied from age. And I was in pain, so much pain, I grit my teeth as I walked beside him, happy for someone to lean on this time.


“Alana, what are you doing? What's wrong? You look like you're dying,” the ancient king said as he tried to pull me towards a chair, but I resisted, I couldn't sit down.


“Not dying, dead, body just hasn't caught up with it yet. Heart gave out two hours ago my boy,” I laughed. “Only reason I can still move is that I'm keeping it all together with magic, and that won't last.”


“WHY ARE YOU HERE!? YOU NEED A PRIEST YOU DAFT WOMAN!” he roared, far too loud for my taste.


“Can't help, even you know there's a point at which it all starts to fall apart. Maybe they could keep me alive a bit longer, but it's all coming undone, and I'd rather go out standing up than as a vegetable laying in a bed. Now listen, because I don't have time.” I affixed him with the harshest glare I could manage, and he stilled.


“What do you need?” he asked, eyes in pain. We'd known each other for so long, and I knew he'd already lost so many. It hurt to give him another, but my time was over.


“The pool, I want you to take me to it. I'm going to drink, see what happens, see if I end up going back. Bet none of us have before, so let's do it. We'll use the walk to talk, because I need to tell you about some things too,” I struggled, leaning on him even more.


I felt magic wrap around me, and I was somewhere else. It was clear now how he was doing this, the method of teleportation, but it didn't matter, not today.


“This is as close as we should teleport, let's hurry if things are that bad.” I was glad that he wasn't going to argue.


The giant cave was much as I remembered it, perhaps just a bit brighter, the plants just a bit fuller. The magic was thick, almost visible in the air, you could very nearly taste it. It was a shame, a true shame that I'd only been here a few times.


“There's another like us, at least one other. Met him a bit ago in a city called Exion. Another point for your data there,” I said.


“I see,” he said as he helped me hurry forwards.


“I also want you to know that whatever happens, it's not your fault.” He looked at me with furrowed brows. “Oh, don't give me that. I know you were a naughty boy when you were younger and you went and hid here to pay for it, but you need to let it go. Forgive yourself, almost everyone else has. If those priests had half a brain they would too. That's not what I'm talking about though. This, whatever happens here is on me. I'm the one drinking that water to try and find out what happens.”


As I spoke I felt the spell I'd woven around my heart lurch. At this late phase even my magic was starting to fail, as if it knew my time was up I'd already put too much into making that spell in the first place, and my mana was running on fumes. I pushed mana into it, trying to stabilize it but there wasn't enough left to make it fully right.


“Alana?” Justin's voice reached me.


“Can't...” I'd fallen almost to my knees, and try as I might I couldn't push myself back up. I heard my staff clatter to the floor nearby.


“I've got you,” he said, and I felt a mix of magic and muscle wrap me up, scooping me off my feet and carrying me forwards towards the beautifully glowing pool.


“Of all the money I ever had, I spent it in good company,” I sang, trying to get just a bit more mileage out of the magic keeping me alive.


“And of all the harm I've ever done, alas it was to none but me,” Justin joined me, and I felt the gestalt hit like a freight train, bolstering and shoring up my weaknesses.


“And all I've done for want of wit, to memory now I can't recall,” I saw him smile at that, for we both knew his memory.


“So fill to me the parting glass, good night and joy be with you all.”


I could feel him rushing, hear him singing, but at the edges my sight started to dim. The only things I could really see as we moved forward were the light from the pool and the tears streaking down my friend's face. The song was working though, and as we moved I could feel my heart thump to the beat, the beat of that old song of goodbye.


“Of all the comrades that 'ere had, they're sorry for my going away

And all the sweethearts that 'ere I had they'd wish me one more day to stay

But since it falls unto my lot, that I should rise and you should not

I'll gently rise and softly call, good night and joy be with you all”


As we neared the end I was placed gently down on the vines, Justin rushing forwards and producing a small glass which he filled from the water. He had to help me raise it to my lips so I could drink. The water was cool, not the burning pain I expected, but refreshing, welcome. Had it been like that the last time I'd drank it?


“So fill to me the parting glass, and drink good health whatever befalls”


Then the fire hit me. Strangely it didn't hurt that badly. One by one the bubbles of my aura burst, releasing small explosions of fiery magic. I rose, strength pulsing, but I could see it wouldn't last, my aura was burning, and when it was gone I knew in my bones that it would be the end.


“And gently rise and softly call”


So I rushed forwards, my companion saying something behind me I couldn't make out as I dove into the pool, like I had all those years ago, still singing, still wishing him goodbye. Even as I floated towards the center though I could feel the effects, by body was coming apart, flaking away like dust.


Once more I could see clearly though. I could see the pool, the elf weeping beside it on his knees. I could see others too, all those I'd lost over the years. My husband was here, the children I'd buried so long ago, and their children. Off to one side were my closest teachers, looking on with smiles, Mystien and his friend Lucien both shaking their heads. At my right, just out of reach was my family, my parents and... both of my brothers.


It was Rod, the first of all these to fall who stepped forward.


“Hey there little sister, you ready to go?” he asked, offering me his hand.


I reached my own up, which was odd since it had fully turned to ash, but the idea was still there, a spectral hand. I knew in my heart that I wasn't going back to Earth, but instead to wherever it was we went.


As the song came to it's close I touched my brothers hand. The moment it met mine my body sped up it's destruction, the slow burning speeding to consume me, but I had just enough time, just enough to finish.


“Good night and joy be with you all.”

            
