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        Varda Walk

    
    
    
    
                A man tired of life on a spent, dying world dies in his recliner.  When he wakes he finds a new world, untainted by the touch of man and alive with magic.  In a primordial forest long abandoned by the world's inhabitants he is given a second chance to live by one of the hidden gods of the world, A Watcher.  The eternal being binds him to this new world, tying his existence to the Akashic record of these lands to leave his imprint on history as he will. 

The story is litrpg with an emphasis on lite and a heavy emphasis on the experiences and introspections that arise as might for one thrown headlong into savagery and then into the workings of old world societies and peoples of folklore.  This is an exploration, a labyrinth, a walk through paths less traveled, not a race to a finish line.  I don't have more than a compass for direction or an inclination to hurry to anywhere in particular, I'm just along for the ride much anybody reading will be.  If you're all about the journey and not so much the destination with a little magic and mayham sprinkled around to spice things up then you'll have a good time.  Probably.  Actually, I guarantee nothing, read at your own peril and find out for yourself.  All the content warnings are checked, don't complain later.

Speaking of complaining, I might as well warn you, the blue boxes are not plentiful, numbers do not go brrr, and if you don't like dictionaries as much as I do you might run into a few snags.  I love it when people tell me about all the lovely grammar mistakes I make, but, please, if you feel like telling me how you would write my story just fuck all the way off first. 

UPDATE: I finally made a new cover.  Hopefully it doesn't suck as hard as the first one.

Trathnonen's Patreon Homepage

Schedule:  Chapters come up Mondays and Fridays typically around 8-11 am depending on how long it takes to do some editing.

            

    
        Prologue: One More Goddamn Day

    
    
    
    
                Look closely reader at the face of our protagonist. See his dark, gritty stubble? His angled jawline? That thousand yard stare? The faint aroma of despair that follows him like a dog follows a man holding bacon…that's what fifteen years of working in industry does to you. His days run like a broken sink, one dripping identically to the one before it. He goes to bed two hours after he should have because he dreads waking to find out he has to endure another ground hog's day adventure through existential hell. He is not having a good time. Let's watch him die.

Chapter 1

Ulric woke much as he had yesterday and many yesterdays before that: hungover. There had been too many drinks but he wasn't able to accept that he had a problem because he was relying on that problem to solve other problems. This was not healthy, and he knew this. Just like he knew he needed to get the coffee brewing, take a shower, shave, and dress for work inside of the next fify-five minutes so he could make the forty-five minute train commute to work. Somatic autopilot carried him, with no recollection of the intervening moments, through to the parking lot of Dynamic Ceramics and Metallurgy Incorporated, the same plant he'd worked at since graduating college with his master's degree in Materials Science following his bachelor's in Mechanical engineering. He briefly smiled as he thought about those wonder days of classes, acquaintances between classes, and the fun he'd had with his dorm mates after. 


"Twenty-six." he thought. "I peaked at Twenty-six, it was the greatest time of my life and, if I'd had any sense, I'd have joined a homeless commune right after."

Musing about these things Ulric clocked in, found his desk, and began to review his parting notes from the previous day. His terminal glowed softly and his eyes flickered over the scrolling screen, while he absently sipped from a gigantic ceramic mug of coffee, brewed as he enjoyed it: strong enough to pull a senator out of an oil baron's pocket. Having determined the priority problems and spent a few minutes recalling his planned approaches to solving them, he walked to the restroom to stand over a urinal and organize his attack on the most recent oppressor his project lead had laid on him. The bane of his mortal existence? A resistance to orderly metallic crystal deposition in a new graphene scaffold. 


It had resisted all theoretically sound measures. Seeding? No, the crystals grew unevenly, and with gaps that ruined the application. Gas deposition? Hah! Try getting your graphene scaffold to survive the temperatures necessary for metal gas deposition. 

No, he'd already tried the textbook solutions, and he was reaching the point of throwing shit at the wall and seeing what stuck. Just get it to work and figure out why it works after the fact. His project manager had grown increasingly hostile as he failed to progress the project. Forget that six other senior specialists in metallurgy and crystal doping had also failed. Forget that the project manager herself had been trying for two years to find a solution to the scaffold doping problem. It was Ulric's turn to stand under the stone of Sisyphus and he was going to absorb every ounce of punishment she could muster because her department manager was eight centimeters deeper into her ass every quarterly status report that came without success. Somebody was going to pay for this and she had determined that if a sacrificial goat was necessary it would not be her getting the knife. 


Ulric knew that he was the likely candidate for eventual slaughter. He was cognizant of his status of Man on the Shitlist. That he had a credibly successful career at the company prior to this project mattered not. "What have you done for me lately?" was the name of the game in industrial applications companies. 


As of this current moment, feeling both urine and hope drain from his body, there seemed little chance he'd crack the problem in the near future. Goddamn graphene. Goddamn metal doping. Goddamn D-orbitals and their electrochemical bullshit in general. 


After having returned from his commune with the higher powers of the porcelain, Ulric resigned himself to another fourteen hours of slamming his face against a situation far too complex to be described with his feeble powers and far too demanding of his skills to be attainable. But still he tried. Computer simulations ran. While the code compiled literature was read. Forums were combed as if the wisdom of the ancients would be at the beck and call of the internet search engines. On the one hand, given impossible to achieve experimental parameters, he had a perfect doping film simulated at 85% confidence. On the other hand, his project manager would sooner grow wings and start cracking coconuts with her feet before she'd buy his simulation as progress. It was, after all, based on a scenario concocted almost entirely of a string of small miracles, as if by magic.


His feet slogged heavily as he left that daily hell behind, window lights glowing like a soul beast that had feasted well. His project manager had, indeed, called bullshit on his simulations. She knew it was a pipe dream. She also knew it was a good enough pipe dream to be presented at the next quarterly update, with enough ribbons on it to be disguised as a step forward. She'd been nice enough to inform him that the reason she'd ridden him like a last chance Derby horse was because their sales team had already contracted a little over a quarter billion dollars on the product they were both sure was a materials science unicorn. Which meant that he had a little over two weeks to make this dream as tangible as a rock in your shoe or he'd be dragged before the altar of shareholders and beheaded for his sins of mediocrity. 


Ulric's train commute was, as usual, an utterly peaceful affair. Free from delay, impeccably clean, and totally silent. 


"There might be problems in this nation." ran his internal monologue. "There might be deep societal issues brewing that suggest eventual collapse. Again. But the commuter train system will live on as a monument to our passion for efficient transport in the ages to come."


Ulric was confident that advanced alien civilizations would consider a never more than fifteen minute wait between trains, departing promptly five minutes after pulling into station, and arriving within a few moments of perfection, to be the bar of entry into their galactic federation. 


A short walk from the station into his neighborhood booze store saw him restocked on a cheap, potent whisky and the lemons and maple syrup he would craft into a sour mix to make it palatable. An even shorter walk from his over the counter self-medication clinic saw him ensconced in his apartment, sliding out of his work slacks and into a pair of well worn, not to say ratty, sweat pants. 


His body reclined into a familiar divot in his recliner and he nursed his whiskey sour while, as had become a tradition well-nigh unto a religious rite, he carefully reviewed every step of his life that had led him to this point. Each choice had seemed logical. Had seemed correct. And yet, taken as a whole, each had led as surely deeper into an abyss of grinding dissatisfaction as a mine shaft led deeper into the cold rock below. 


Looking at the big picture, a slightly obsessive personality immersing itself in an environment which is littered with small problems was as clearly problematic as jumping into the aforementioned mine shaft without light nor harness. Hindsight. Paired numbers. All that jazz.


The third whiskey was always a mistake. It was a mistake which, much like all insanities, he made unaware he was making it because it seemed so sensible at the time the decision was made; upon reflection, that seemed to be a critical personality flaw in need of attention. He wasn't drunk, yet, and his glass was empty, ergo, refill the glass and let the while "not drunk" loop run to completion.


Alcohol at this level always rendered him maudlin and he couldn't help reflecting on his past abortive relationships and curtailed friendships.


It wasn't that he wanted to live like a hermit, it was just how things seemed to turn out. He met people, made casual acquaintance, shared common interests and after six or seven months began to make some emotional connections. Most people took his slow to warm up social clock as a sign of misanthropy, which wasn't strictly true but, absent telepathy, was rational. Being a cold bastard sort of put off most of his coworkers, and they naturally formed their peer groups to his exclusion. It wasn't their fault, his rhythm just didn't quite match. He was absolutely dreadful at remembering to call his parents and friends. Somehow, the days just managed to pass, frictionless, without his ever quite getting his feet underneath him. Then, months later, he would realize he had simply been carried away on the currents of life from his already small social circles.



Same thing for forays into the dating world. As much as he hated modern music, Ulric could go out into bars or clubs and be sociable, provided his drinking partners didn't mind a rough sense of humor fit for a gravedigger. He could meet attractive strangers who seemed to share his attraction. Sometimes things kindled, sometimes passionate fucking was had, and, sometimes ill-conceived notions of the future were borne. Then came familiarity and with it a pervasive boredom. They only spoke of t.v. shows which were about people who had already been in t.v. shows and now were not. They only wanted to walk through a mall, every other weekend, browsing endless aisles of ephemera. They only wanted seemed interested in satisfying pathological interest about the neighbor's doings. They got bored when he spoke of his work and its challenges. Or when he wanted to take them on nature hikes in the old growth forests, such feeble remnants of those as remained. Or when he discussed idle curiosities about the nature of the world. They bored him. He bored them. And they drifted apart rapidly as they had come together. 

He mused drunkenly that his ground state was that of the bachelor and the activation energy to find a permanent partner too vast to climb.


Too late he realized that he'd gotten hammered and missed dinner. He had some tentative thoughts towards a quick meal a water and an ibuprofen, at least to calm the ulcers. But the traitor that was his metabolism had already slid the alcohol knife deeply and he passed out in his chair, fighting sleep desperately as he was afraid to wake to face another day.


Just as he slipped away though he heard a rushing sound, like a river softly running in the distance. An ocean, waves rolling gently through his being carried him away. The last thought that held purchase seemed, almost like a stranger's. An exotic female voice with a peculiar accent who whispered "Good night, lost one. Sleep thee well for thine destiny hath been reforged."


            

    
        Chapter 2: Dead and Gone

    
    
    
    
                Bright flickers of light, merged with the fading roll of breakers, urging Ulric to wake. Those patterns of light triggered alarm bells and his eyes shot open, adrenaline dispelling the expected hangover. He sat up abruptly and vertigo drove him to roll over and vomit whatever parts of his stomach hadn't already eaten themselves.


He lay curled up on himself in a stop hurting me ball while the universe spiraled uncontrollably. Leaves crished and crackled underneath him and he couldn't stop a low moan from wheezing out into the cool air.


Panting he nearly gathered himself but just as the vertigo subsided the god of migraines inserted one part war drum to 3 parts broken glass into his brain. This initiated more dry heaving as he jammed the heels of his palms into his eyes to keep them from leaving his skull or to crush his own brain and get it over with, whichever happened first.


One minute seven seconds had passed while he experienced a subjective 13 and a half hours of pain. A sighing wind blew over his fetal form. Trees shook gently at the passage and his migraine eased enough for him to roll over onto his back, eyes closed and hands draped over his chest with a mixture of dry leaves and damp foliage cushioning his naked back.


Naked? Leaves? Ulric's eyes opened slowly, the adrenaline ebb and cerebral punishment having dulled somewhat his survival instincts. Something was wrong. Like a painting viewed too close he couldn't rationalize the shapes and colors his eyes were receiving. The dapples of sunlight filtered through what seemed to be a sky made of single branching tree, with a dawn sky suggested beyond.


Abruptly it clicked. Ulric was looking at a part of one large branch from what had to be the largest goddamned tree in the entire world. Slowly turning his head side to side and upwards confirmed that, indeed, it was a tree of mythologic proportion and that, contrary to his initial impression, the tree was but one of an entire grove of similarly massive trees. A quick look down at himself and a cup check also confirmed that, yes, he was in fact naked.


Getting to his feet slowly, his bare soles compressing a comfortable carpet of leaves, moss, and assorted flora, he came at last to a standing position.


"I am so fucking high right now." he announced to the forest. "I'm high, dreaming, or dead." he told the behemoth woods, and their boughs seemed to nod agreement. After a moment of consideration, what was happening right now was so beyond impossible that the likely-hood of being merely high seemed remote. He couldn't afford or know where to find drugs this good. He never dreamed, not so he remembered them, and it would be incredibly unfair to have a dream that started with so much puking so he discarded that option as well.


"Door number three then." he said. "I died."


"It grieveth me that I must bear grim tiding. Thou hast comen to troth on the matter." said the woman behind him.


"FUCKING SHIT why would you fucking- " Ulric spun violently and cut off as he beheld the most perfect physical form possible. The approximately human looking being was immediately identifiable as impossibly too symmetrical, too flawless to be real. He spent a solid minute looking at whatever this creature was, a fresh dose of fight juice pulsing and causing him to dissociate while he took in minutia which might indicate a need to begin mortal combat in the buff or a strategic naked retreat into the bush.


The personification of exotic beauty was wearing a loose robe that seemed made of wide silk ribbons joined in such a way that their colors, blues, greens, browns, and yellows, merged and patterned, in a way beyond mortal ken. The robe ran from left shoulder to right hip that left one utterly perfect breast bared. Long black hair spilled to the ground pooling there but with not a strand out of place. Eyes were ever so slightly orientally slanted but lit like a violet flame from within leaving no doubt as to her status of being beyond human.


The Impossible, as he was currently thinking of it, seemed content to stand patiently under his scrutiny. An almost uptick of the corner of its mouth suggested faint amusement.


"You." Ulric began, "You aren't real. Are you?" he couldn't keep the tension out of his voice but his aggressive tone slid off the Impossible.


"As are thine own thoughts am I real" It said. "As the forgotten dream, vivid on waking, yet gone in moments am I real." A gentle smile lit her features as she continued "It matters not that thee will forget, for that is what all your kind do, but only that the message is passed and that thine destiny is laid reforged before thee."


"I heard that before. That thing you said about reforging." Ulric's mind swept back to the moment just before he'd lost consciousness. The rushing sound and the gentle voice.


"You were there, weren't you? What happened to me?" Part of him already knew but he had to ask, had an obligation to understand what fuckery was going on that had led to him standing naked in a forest eons old surrounded by trees that dwarfed the Sequoia, like an NBA center standing next to a horse jockey.


"Burned too brightly thy flame did. Burnt itself from the inside, consuming." the Impossible's smile faded to an expression of one long suffering as she spoke.


"Twas not the time appointed, nor the manner forseen, but none was there who could intercede as thine candle guttered. Comfort for thee, I do not offer, but only knowledge. That thou may knoweth that the life thou hast led was not the one intended nor was its end."


Ulric grimaced at that. Sure as hell wasn't any comfort. He'd known he had a problem. He'd known it was unsustainable, that stress. The drinking, the abandonment of his health, the isolation. They were all signs that he'd been grinding himself away only he didn't think he'd crossed some point of no return without being aware of it.


"So what is this place?" he asked, "Am I in purgatory? Hallucinating before death? I'm a lifelong and devout atheist so I hope you'll forgive me not having aspirations to paradise."


The Impossible's smile returned now. "Thou are reforged. I was allowed to gather the embers of thy soul and create thee anew here."


Her arms swept up, palms open and Ulric was becoming comfortable enough with this situation to more than notice the fascinating things that did with her anterior thoracic region. The Impossible gestured to encompass the world around them.


"This land is mine. It is the one given to me to govern, to watch, and to cultivate as I see fit. And as this land is mine, so now are thee. Until death do we part." she told him.


Ulric paused his *cough* examination at that. Thoughts were beginning to run in circles and he wasn't absolutely sure but it felt like an anxiety attack might be coming on.


"You uh…you mean I'm alive? And uh…you're god?" He said that last with a fervent hope he'd be told otherwise.


Hope was consigned to oblivion as the Impossible giggled and quickly clapped her hands with excitation and exclaimed

"I knew it was right to harvest thee, wasted was thy flame on that world. I am the Watcher of this world and thou are reforged, given life to burn anew bringing light into whatever path thy feet tread, for as far as thine wit and skill carry thee."


"I am called a Watcher. But the peoples of thy world called us gods." She continued.


Ulric frowned at that. Rapidly he carried out a quick series of practiced mental exercises to ground, colors: green leaves above, black soil under feet, violet fire eyes ahead, golden star shaped flower over yonder and…there. Brain back on track he considered what he'd been told while the Watcher assumed her former stance of eternal patience.


"So I killed myself on my world and you were able to just…sorta…scoop up my consciousness and rebuild it here?" he asked this question but some of the words the Impossible had chosen were clearly suspect. Harvest, for one, was a word with implications implying.


"Imprecise is thine description. Dying was thy flame, thy soul, so snuffed it out I did that I might hold enough of its heat to reforge it here. I Rendered thou to firmament to make PASSAGE and from the stuff of my world have thou been reforged in the form of the people most like thine own." her voice was even with that same strange cadence until the word "passage" was uttered and it felt like Ulric's bones shook as the Impossible's voice washed over him. Something significant about that then, maybe an expression of power that permeated even discussion of the event.


Then the full impact of her words penetrated and, in his immensely destabilized cognitive state, Ulric swore at god.


"You Bitch! You killed me!? But why, to what end!? Why the fuck am I standing naked in Fern Gulley talking to Queen Perfect Tits the Soul Collector!?"


Composure was gone now, the only thing that remained was outrage. Frustration. The culmination of thousands of indignities perpetrated against him with no recourse but to suck it up and take it, because Losing Ones Temper was Not Done in society.


"What gives you the right to just shave off the life I made myself?" He yelled. "I worked my goddamned ass off, sacrificed everything that makes life worth living, pushed myself as far as I could go and you just wander by and fuck me over?! Goddamn it! Goddamn it."


His voice trailed off the anger running out of him when he thought about just how fucked the last two years of his life had been. The anxiety. The depression. The rut. But he'd been too deep to quit, to get out, to abandon his goals and start over. The sunken cost fallacy had had him by the balls and he'd never even considered it. Not while he'd been killing himself to keep up the cycle. But still. It had been his life, the one he'd made for himself. Emotions crawled over one another, anger, regret, disappointment, anger, sadness, relief, on and on.


And the Watcher let him rage in peace because his frustrations, pains, and suffering she had witnessed in legion repeated over millennia. Time creates distance. Distance begets understanding. Understanding begets empathy, and the Watcher had mastered empathy before this world's star had been born.

            

    
        Chapter 3: Of Gods and Consequences

    
    
    
    
                Gradually, the ebb and flow of anger and regret left him standing merely tired and confused. On the one hand, everything he'd ever worked for was gone, as was every one he'd ever known or loved. His parents would think him dead, would bury an empty box just like they'd had to bury his sister when an avalanche took her 20 years ago. That thought grieved him most, his parents deserved better than to bury their children.


Shaking his head and the thought away he searched for silver linings. His hangover was completely gone. He didn't know what caused that initial pain but, by all rights, he should still be carrying a head like a melon and a stomach packed with sawdust. His ulcer didn't hurt at all. Hell for that matter, he looked down at himself and realized that his body felt better than it had in years. He'd been going down-hill rapidly the last couple of years and 43 had not been a good year for the Ulric Einar vintage. Now his body looked like it had when he was 26. He even had abs. He'd never had abs.


Furthermore, he didn't have to go to work today. No more 14 hour days. No more forty-five minute department meetings that could have been 5 minute emails. No more project manager kicking him in the balls daily to invent a solution to a quarter billion dollar problem. When you get right down to it, wasn't dying the easy way out?


He returned his attention to the Watcher, taking in once more her impossible beauty.


"Ok. So maybe things weren't going so great back there. Maybe you didn't exactly grab me in my prime or just before I had a threesome with 10/10 twins on top of a tank rolling through the American white house lawn or anything like that." he conceded.


"But why? Why me, and why bother?"


"Thou were not meant to be in that world to begin with. It happens, occasionally, though not rarely, that a resonance carries souls from one world to another." the Watcher explained


"Mostly these transported souls never notice and live out their lives complete. But not thee. Thine passions never swelled from common spring, thy wave never synchronized with those of that world. Always there would have been some missing piece, for it was not the world thou were meant to abide and there was none in that world that could rectify."


That last statement hit home in a way he'd never quite considered. It did seem to make sense. Always out of synch he'd felt. Just ever so slightly off the beat compared to everyone else. He'd assumed it was a mild autism, or some kind of undiagnosed mental disorder.


"You said you were the Watcher for this world, what about my old one? Does it also belong to you or is there a Watcher there as well?" his mind had, at last, found a problem to dissect, a puzzle with pieces to be assembled.


The Watcher frowned "Is this some form of mortal teasing? Thou hast to know thine Watcher perished long ago. One of the great minds of thine own country declared that god to be dead. Nearly all of your myths include the inevitable fall of the pantheon in reflection of this fact. It is imbedded in the species consciousness, though some choose to carry on in ritual delusion to honor the ancient ways of the cults that followed that deceased Watcher."


His eyebrows furrowed as he considered this. It was true. The Christians had their dead Christ, the Buddhists saw their Buddha ascended to Nirvana, the Norse awaited Ragnarok, and many other religions held similar themes. That Nietzsche had declared God dead wasn't a religious statement though, more a reflection of the loss of modern man for the need to attribute to the supernatural what could be understood rationally. But still. He could see the point.


"I never thought about it. I was never a believer and neither were my parents. And all the people I knew that were tended to be wack jobs I wrote off a long time ago." the gears turned while he thought it out


He clarified "So the world I'm from really has no god? But this one does? What does that have to do with your soul harvesting my humble person?"


"The one who was Watcher for your world perished long ago, the victim of a hostile power. There are creatures called Abyssals which roam from world to world through the deepness of the cosmos. They are the antipathy of Watchers, seeking to bring ruin and endings. One infiltrated thy world in its infancy and nearly collapsed its core. The Watcher of that world drove the creature away but could not stop the destruction entirely. He drug a nearby sister planet which had failed and pulled it into the core of thine world merging them to save both and creating your moon. "


She frowned at this last and looked away as if seeing the event. Maybe she did, she was a creature called a Watcher after all.


"This is not the way of our kind, nor do we wield such power without cost. The act of saving these worlds cost the Watcher his existence and he spent the last of his energies stabilizing his working. Thou hast seen the imprint of his visage on the moon called Luna, a pattern of craters in the image of a face." She continued


"I am diligent in my hunt for abyssals, and have prevented such incursions. Even so they manage to touch the world from time to time, it is beyond even a Watcher's powers to completely isolate a world throughout existence. Thine own soul belonged to my world and, since it was suffering, I was in position to use a resonant node between our worlds to correct its placement. But a physical body could never survive such PASSAGE."


Again Ulric's bones vibrated with the ground and his knees popped. That was some serious mojo.


"So you just ran me through the cosmic juicer and reformed me here?" he ventured.


"Exactly." She was almost smiling again. Sadist.

            

    
        Chapter 4:  Reforged

    
    
    
    
                Ulric was surprised at just how easily he'd passed through the various stages of grief to reach a calm acceptance of his fate. Dying, it turns out, was way easier when a god decides to mediate and hold your hand through it. It helped when god also had a rocking set of knockers on display, and didn't mind your eyes wandering.


None of you people are allowed to judge. You weren't there, you didn't see what the ever so slightly chilly air did.


Running through a mental grounding exercise for the third time, helped reset his center of balance. He took the window of mental clarity to address the elephant in the room.


"You…made me a new body?" he asked. Hurriedly he continued "It's not a bad body, I'm not complaining. In fact, it's great. I feel like a kid again." he patted his stomach and chest as he said this, noting that his muscles had none of the stiffness he'd grown used to. There was none of the rigid tightness in the tendons of his hands, they felt loose and powerful.


The Watcher observed him with her now familiar patience and replied "It was necessary. A material body cannot survive the resonances involved in PASSAGE. Self-mutilation through indifference aside, your old body had been further crippled by the death of your world's Watcher. He was unable to guide the genesis of life and the result was evolution through chaos. That any intelligent life managed to survive was remarkable testament to the robustness of the progenitor code, the script we use to encourage development of advanced life forms."


Again with the world shaking, but, for once, he didn't dwell long on it because the Impossible was laying some heavy context on him. He wanted to ask questions but it seemed like you should probably just let god roll.


"In addition to culling the more virulent forms of disease and ensuring protective mechanisms to prevent the progenitor code from corrupting and inducing malicious variant lines, the Watcher of thine world was unable to guide the formation of soul crystallization in higher life forms. This resulted in a severing of the Akashic record, and prevented species memory from properly forming. One of the cults of thy world refer to this as Babel, the loss of species language. It also prevented the life on that world from harnessing the FIELD, what the cultures of thine world called magic.


Oh damn, another tooth rattler has hit the field. This one washed through him and seemed to sit particularly behind his breastbone.


Wait. Magic?


"Magic?" he asked. "You're talking about magic, as in the ability to use the Force, will made manifest, and working the aether with your brain?"


"You are using words in ways that are inherently nonsensical. I am referring to the collection and processing of mana by thine core, that thou may wield the tuned forces thereof. " She said, the first signs of impatience he'd heard so far creeping into her voice. Huh, guess even an immortal can get irritated by blatant enough stupidity.


"Sorry. Really. It's just that I was recently murdered by a cosmic deviant, resurrected ten minutes ago, told that the god of my universe is dead, found out I'm an alien soul stowaway, learned that DNA and magic are both the result of gods playing SimLife, and have you seen the size of these fucking TREES?" He pointed at the primordial tree he'd woken under as his voice slid higher in pitch.


He felt like he was handling it pretty well, all things considered. No running. Minimum profanity. Only a little screaming, and none of it strictly incoherent.


Besides, these trees were absolutely massive and he had always had a passion for old growth forests. The glade he stood in was the nearest thing to divinity he'd ever experienced, the way a cathedral must feel to a Christian.


The outburst must have settled something in the Impossible's mind because she shifted and slightly tilted her chin, as if considering a relevant thought.


"The fault was mine." She nodded her head to him, one of the most dramatic gestures she'd made thus far. "Thou are right to be unsettled and it should not come to thee to remind me of this instability."

"My interference with events is taxing. I will seek to resolve this meeting and permit thy destiny to unfold as it will."


She took a sudden step forward, somehow making that step cover the entire distance between them and placed a hand on his chest. He felt a rapid pulse of warmth in that space behind his breastbone. Heat rippled outward from chest to digits. The hairs on his head felt like they briefly lit on fire. Immediately this heat was replaced by a cold like frost forming on his bones. It had to be the single most uncomfortable sensation he'd ever felt.


"There." She said stepping back to her original position with satisfaction evident on her face. "The core has been tuned, joining thee to the Akashic record. It will now also be able to properly harmonize with and utilize the FIELD."


Vibration through his bones washed away the sensation of thermal cycling his nerves. He didn't feel any different. Shouldn't he feel different?


"Shouldn't I feel different?" he inquired.


The Impossible gave a slight head shake towards the negative.


"The core is tuned but has not harmonized for long enough to fill. It requires time, proper technique, or proper place for a core to fill rapidly. Fear not, it is tuned and soon enough thou will be able to guide the mana to form. Have a caution. I have forged thee full meet, and, in the fullness of thine strength, great harm can thee bring to thyself. Most enjoy a lifetime to learn their limits. Time is not a luxury, destiny awaits thee."


Ulric was feeling at his chest as the Watcher finished. He couldn't feel any difference, especially not when his entire body was a novel experience.


"A final gift.” The Impossible told him before its eyes flashed and a spike made of ice felt like it was jammed into his skull.


The flare of cold turned molten in his brain and he dropped to the grass and tried not to claw too much at his eyes, since he only had the pair of them and was going to need them later. The heat turned into a loud buzzing that faded away. Ulric almost sighed in relief. Almost. Just as well he’d been breathing in or he might have screamed.


Images blitzed through his wetware, each one a razor blade, pillars of fire reaching heavensward, Incendere, a running river pounding rapids, Aquae, stone unmoving grinding through eons, Terra, lightning flashing roar of thunder, Ceraun, winds driving whipping clouds, Caelum, frost creeping bringing silent stillness, Infrig. Alongside the images, a bell tone hummed a harmony for each, loudly, but in his chest, not his ears. Other images played briefly, too rapidly to catch, some horrific in nature, and his brain went white for a second, overwhelmed. He gagged once before he managed to recover. Looking up balefully at the incarnation of perfect form.


Ulric, climbed shakily to his feet and, once more, directed profanity towards what might be god, “The fuck did you just do to me you primordial cosmic deviant?”


His spiteful tone passed around and through the entity without any visible effect. It replied casually, and he tried to calm down. If it wanted him dead it wouldn’t have to work very hard at it.


“You have been imparted the smallest fragment of knowledge of the fundaments of the FIELD, what is called mana by those born of this world.” The Impossible told him, quieter now, as if from across a greater distance, “The peoples of this land would learn of such things from their parents, yet another luxury thou will make do without, but some things must not be done and this knowledge is necessary to preserve certain balances you might upset through ignorance. Lastly, there is a way to view your connection to this world. Visualize thyself, thine own image, concentrate on thy being and name. Feel the core and call to this image. Some prefer to call out with their voice while they do this, and it may help. Synchronize with thyself and say Status."


The Watcher's form began to shimmer, the already ethereal colors in her robes becoming something indescribable.


"This will allow thee to access thine own portion of the Akashic record to view it in its entirety. Beware. Others of sufficient wisdom and with a strong enough soul can call to the Akashic and view not only their own piece but that of others. It is a magic called [Scan] and it is a potent weapon."


Now fading beyond sight, Ulric heard her voice only faintly.


"Journey well and far, warrior for though we will not meet again in this life, I will always be Watching. May thine destiny be kinder in this thy home world."


And then Ulric was alone.


            

    
        Chapter 5: A Status and a Forest

    
    
    
    
                Ever since his waking a cool breeze had gusted high above the ground. The wooden pillars holding up the sky remained clean for over a hundred feet before branching out to form the canopy. These higher boughs shook slightly swaying with the wind.


Ulric's eyes couldn't help but be drawn up to the leaves above. The flickers of green, lightening blues, and new day light made for a suitably *ahem* magical backdrop against which to come to terms with his new reality.


"So. I guess it's farewell Earth. Farewell Home. Farewell Parents."


He brushed a nascent tear off the corner of his eye and firmed up his will. Breathing deeply of pristine air, Ulric focused his thoughts inward, on his body, the sensations rolling through it, his new self, and on that vague warmth growing in his chest.

"Status"

[image: image-placeholder]


"Huh. I'll be damned." Ulric started. Looking at this, if he was reading it in the context that he thought he was reading it, the old girl had done him a serious solid.


"If anybody scans me, they are going to see some serious Watcher fuckery." he rationalized. It was all right there in plain speech, no ambiguity whatsoever. He wasn't going to argue with the results though, he needed no other sign of the quality of the craftsmanship than to look down at a body that belonged to an Olympic gymnast, rather than a forty year old worked to death engineer.


That asterisk next to human and the corrupted text was a little concerning but, all told, there was nothing to complain about.


"Magic." he said. "Now ain't that some shit."


Ulric took a moment to bask in the status window, stray thoughts held just below conscious awareness drifting. A strange birdcall pulled him out of his reverie.


Right, he thought. I'm now ass out in the middle of a forest which is like nothing that ever existed on Earth outside of the Carboniferous era. If then. He resolved himself to get his head in the game, first by assessing his immediate surroundings for tooling, shelter, fire, water, and possibilities for clothing.


Despite being in a forest, the sheer ungodly size of the trees proved to be a challenge. They were so large, with limbs so high off the ground that getting to fresh timber would require a climb that would be easily lethal from which to fall. Not to mention that he'd be doing the climb completely naked and he had no idea what sorts of predators operated in a forest like this. Could be there was some kind of bird that liked to pick naked pink semi-monkeys off the trunks of trees.


Rainfall would likely not be a tremendous issue at least. Most trees tended to have branch and leaf angles which guided the water to run down the trunks and the thickness of the canopy would virtually guarantee that only drippage, rather than direct downpour would make it to the forest floor.


Feeling the ground thunder under his feet Ulric dug his feet into the forest floor, scraping back the leaf litter to allow him to get a look at the soil. As he was expecting, the leaf fall was only a couple of centimeters thick lying atop a deep black loam. It would appear that this climate experienced cold intense enough to trigger seasonal leaf falls. If the thinness and dryness of the leaves was any indication this was likely a season fairly distant from the last fall. Meaning the next one was much likely sooner rather than later, especially given the cool air.


Ulric had always run a little hot. He had a passionate hatred for muggy summer weather but routinely went out in winter in a light long sleeve shirt. The air at the moment was just beneath what he would consider a comfortable resting temperature, especially given the high humidity inside the forest's autoclime, the climate a large forest generates inside itself.


"Alright then." he decided. "First project, we need to find a place to shelter and generate fire." He reasoned that if he could get a fire he could handle finding materials for tools and hedge his bets against the weather turning. Exposure killed more people stranded in the wild than any number of predators after all.


Having confirmed his goals he took off walking towards what appeared to be a higher hill some half a kilometer way from the lesser rise on which he had started. The gentle decrease in elevation was accompanied by a slight decrease in temperature, which helped Ulric confirm that physics seemed to operate more or less normally, with damp cool air being of greater density than warmer air. No magical fuckery here, or at least not yet.


His legs carried him without effort, his breath came easily, and for the first time in a decade there was no pain in his left knee and ankle. A car accident had stolen much of that leg from him, with three surgeries failing to restore the basic strength necessary to stabilize the joint under heavy loads. It was transformational. This, he decided, was in fact worth dying for. He was marching through primeval wood, in a magical land, in peak form, at the absolute perfect time of day and temperature in which to hike. If only the breeze passing over his dangles didn't remind him frequently of the, ah, exposed nature of his journey.


The lack of direct sunlight proved to be a double edged sword. The lack of underbrush made travel and visibility far easier than in a patchy canopy with dense floor growth, but it also left him devoid of obvious options for tinder and tool making materials. Small branches, dead standing, vines, all the things that tended to grow in less well developed forests were missing here. He might need to make a break for a dead fall if he could find one from the top of the next rise. The only other real option would be to attempt a climb.


He'd heard of the green desert, a hazard of deep forests in which there was actually almost no resources for animal life. The trees had so successfully established a monoculture that they drove out most other plants, leaving only the few that could utilize the tree's resources. If he was in one, he'd be in deep trouble, as the only real way to survive a green desert is to find your way out of it and he was sorely lacking in the ability to navigate without risking gaining a vantage point.


These thoughts followed him as he walked. Occasional birdsong broke up the sighing of wind through leaves. He occasionally stilled and focused on his hearing as a faint sound beneath his conscious notice caused the hair on his neck to rise and a freeze reflex to take hold. Instincts evolved over millions of years of successfully keeping soft squishy mammals from feeding other much less squishy mammals. Not listening to them was a fool's game, especially in strange country.


Moving quietly but quickly he made the next rise in a matter of a quarter of an hour having circumnavigated three of the towering trees. Each trunk was at least 20 meters in diameter. Each one had a thick brownish grey ridged bark the valleys in which he could fit his arm. The leaf litter was very nearly unbroken in any direction he looked. No fallen branches he could see. No dead giants. Nothing that he could use, at least not without maybe digging into the loam. It was entirely possible that some of the small ridges he saw were actually dead trees that had been buried by their living cousins. Not that that would have provided much use. Anything buried in that was going to be damp and rotted to the point of being more soil than wood.


The ridge turned out to be a blessing. From there he stood on a sort of escarpment. A bare few kilometers stood between him and a precipitous drop in elevation from which rolled the canopy of the lower forest. Misty clouds hovered over those tree tops which formed a sea of green all the way to a set of mountains which ran perpendicular to his direction of travel. Jagged stone and white peaks denoted a young mountain chain that ran off to his right without end. Bad news for him, mountain chains like those were a bastard to navigate. Without a clearly established path that had been thoroughly trekked to ensure the passes wouldn't close due to avalanche or rock slide you could easily enter such a range fully supplied, never to be seen again.


Sliding his eyes to his left he saw that the mountain chain dropped to rolling hills through which a large river ran, probably fed by glaciers. It was easily over a hundred kilometers to those hills, if the size of those mountains was anything to go by. And between him and that seemingly gentle land was an unbroken wall of verdure.


"Holy fuck."


            

    
        Chapter 6: Bushwhacking in the Buff

    
    
    
    
                With the full scope of his situation laid out before him, Ulric took stock. He was still naked. He was healthy, as a quick check of his status informed him. His stamina was likewise still full, which indicated that he truly was at peak fitness as even a rather quick ascent of several hundred feet of elevation had failed to wind him. Or, now he thought on it, even significantly affect his breathing. No discomfort in the muscles of his legs and back. He was still operating purely aerobically.


"I'll kiss that Watcher if I ever see her again." he told the tree he was leaning against. If he'd been in his old body he'd still be half way up that ridge and he'd be in mortal agony at having to climb it so quickly.


But. He'd located neither anything he could use for tools nor fire. He'd found no options for shelter that didn't involve digging into the soil under the leaves or attempting to climb a tree and camp underneath branches. He wasn't yet hungry but that had to be coming. He was slightly thirsty. As he thought of it, he realized he'd been awake in this world less than two hours and hadn't yet voided his bladder. That problem he resolved presently.


He had a goal now. A bearing. And it was as much a pipe dream as had been the graphene deposition simulation he'd written a lifetime ago. There was simply no goddamn way he was climbing down that cliff face without equipment. Or magic.


"Huh." he exclaimed. "I guess that's now an actual option. So long as I can figure it out in the near future." he remembered the warning given before the Watcher had left. He could potentially do himself harm if he wasn't careful. Magic was a new variable, with unclear limits, and almost no parallels to which he could draw from his previous life. A black box into which he was somewhat reluctant to place his dick without more information. Important not to fall into the trap of having a hammer and starting to believe every problem looked like a nail.


Before he could use magic to solve problems though he needed to get a stable position from which to relax. Once he had that he could determine some safety protocols, and establish an experimental methodology that would allow him to make progress in understanding magic.


The immediate problem though was that he was still buck naked and without shelter. As if cued the wind blew and Ulric felt a sharp chill crawling over his skin that replaced the flushed warmth of the climb. Skin prickled and goose flesh rose as he rubbed his hands over his arms.


Damnit, he thought, that breeze was carrying quite the bite. Having decided where he wanted to go he began a quick descent from the ridge, using two of the giant trunks one to his left and the other to his right as directional beacons. Easy to get lost in strange terrain, especially when you had to detour half a football field to go around an obstructing arbor. Thankfully he had begun to warm up with the movement, to the point that he actually felt a mild perspiration at his scalp.


A half kilometer of gradual descent had him between two rises, following the bearing he'd taken between his guide trees. The terrain had somewhat changed, with more rock jutting from the forest floor, disrupting the leaf layer. A good sign, that indicated he would reach the escarpment in a few more kilometers. Maybe he could find a spring or some kind of rocky water catch, he was starting to feel the need to get something to drink.


At the top of the next rise he finally had his diligence rewarded, a fallen giant had broken the canopy. He hadn't been able to see it from the high ridge as it lay nearly halfway filling a gulley between wrinkles in the land. The void left by the ancient had created a skylight through which golden light poured down, bathing the entire area in soft morning light. Low shrubs grew around and on the corpse of the old tree and so too did a kaleidoscopic array of flowers he'd ever seen. Flowering bushes, vines, small trees, grasses, and weeds of myriad shape each fought for space, vying to fill the pocket of light.


Excitement strained against caution, so Ulric forced himself to a light stepping jog, taking care to mind his footing on the rock strewn, soft forest floor down the hill to the clearing. And there! Towering roots that had rent the ground had opened rocks in what had to have been apocalyptic violence. In a rock hollow where one root had drilled deeply into the stone, a pool of water lie pristinely clear. Smiling now he broke into a sprint. And what a surprise that was! It was the first time he'd actually pushed himself and the result was a bit of a shock, he'd covered fifty or sixty meters in only a dozen or so seconds. And he knew he had more in the tank.


Breathing more heavily now, he shivered against the cool air around the rock pool and knelt over the water. The reflection of a stranger stared back at him and checked his action. He distinctly remembered that last time he'd lay blurry eyes on himself in the mirror before his final day of work. Hair just as dark as it had been, a brown close to black, but longer. He'd kept his hair trimmed to near buzz cut, but it was now several inches long, not long enough to get in his eyes or be obtrusive but long enough to be noticed. Same slightly too sharp jawline, same aquiline nose, same grey eyes. He'd never been accused of being pretty but he had a sort of distinctive feature that appealed to some women, and even a few men, although he'd never had that kind of interest. But it wasn't his face that had him stunned to stillness, it was the body. That pudgy wreck was dead and gone, and in his place was an athlete. The impossible did good work.


Breaking from his indulgence in vanity Ulric drank deeply of the icy waters, caring nothing for the potential for microbial life. Not in water this cold, and filtered through who knows how much rock. Not to mention a distinct lack of animal sign. He wasn't an expert tracker or anything, but water holes like this generally attracted game enough that it didn't take a great deal of skill or experience to recognize the traces things left when they spent time at pools like this. No scat, no marks, no fur, no tracks, nothing to indicate that an animal had been here recently.


Fortune smiled as he investigated a section of broken canopy some three hundred fifty meters away from the torn up roots and rock pool. The smaller branches had sprouted in sections which were long and straight enough to be of use as a walking stick or polearm shaft, about as thick around as his wrist. The bark on these sections wasn't smooth but neither did it cause discomfort, just enough texture to make a sure grip. The limbs broke with some resistance, though he doubted he could have bent them enough to break in his prior condition. After having collected a significant armload he headed back to the torn roots, to prepare a recessed hollow in which to create a shelter and fire lay.


In that previously cool area, Ulric noted that he was probably going a little too fast, since he was feeling slightly overwarm. Another quick drink after dropping off his materials made sure he stayed on top of hydration and he returned his attention to the rocks to find some shards that might be useful to make a flint knife, or to use to create shelter flooring and firepit.


Forty minutes more steady work saw a sharpened rock shard cutting a notch into a lengthwise split branch which Ulric planned to use in a fire plough manner to create a usable coal. Dry forest grasses and leaves would serve as acceptable tinder, though he wasn't 100% comfortable with the amount or quality of tinder he'd managed to obtain. The forest kept things shaded and relatively damp, which made friction fires a test of endurance, and turned marginal tinders into fire starting material about as useful as a wet paper towel.


Fixing the plough board into a notch in the dirt with a leaf under the notch to catch any coal that formed, Ulric anchored the plough with his foot, took up his plough stick, and leaned forward to work the board until he'd burned in a furrow. Once burned in, he braced the foot board and applied a steady downward force driving the plough backwards and forwards rapidly. Minutes passed while he worked steadily. Small tendrils of smoke rose, wooden board blackened, and the smell of not quite burned wood drifted into his nostrils. Thus inspired Ulric increased the speed of his hands, driving the plough faster while trying not to disturb the plough board and loosen any coal that might form underneath the notch.


Significant smoke rose from the notch and Ulric quickly lay aside the plough stick and lifted the foot board, gently tapping the rest of the blackened ash into the lit coal. Raising up the leaves holding this coal and carefully adding grasses and crushed dried leaves to it, he gently cradled his hope and blew it to life inside the tinder bundle. Heat began to flare from the center of the leaf/grass bundle, and smoke poured out from the now forming ember. Ulric knew this next part would require some delicacy. He blew gently into the bundle held in his hands until a flame suddenly poured out from the top of the fledgling fire and he, as rapidly as possible without disrupting the fire, placed this into the firepit and stacked leaves and small twigs loosely on top of it. The flame took, leaves transferring embers to thin twigs, which blazed up to catch larger sticks.

"Hah! I did it, it worked!" his voice rose in near hysterical joy. "It. FUCKING! WOOOORKED!"

            

    
        Chapter 7: Trouble in Paradise

    
    
    
    
                Soon enough, Ulric sat next to a crackling fire, sparks sputtering upwards as dry limbs generated impressive heat. The air had turned comfortable as he'd worked on the fire and he was now bathed in thermal joy. Even the cool breeze didn't pucker his skin any longer.


Finally allowed some breathing room with his position, he was able to reflect on events. Drunk, dead, reforged, and strolling naked through a bush hippy's wet dream. He had magic, at least theoretically. He had a working body. He had a goddamn status window which he opened mostly just because he could. Not much to see there.


He noticed his mana had upticked to 12%, which meant that in about two hours his core had somehow increased its mana by 10%. So. 5% per hour without any particular effort on his part. The Watcher had claimed that there were factors which would increase this, including active focus on certain techniques about which he remained clueless. He'd need approximately twenty hours to max out his core, something which he felt was important, but also so foreign a concept as to be functionally useless.


"Just how the hell am I supposed to do this?" he muttered.


Turning aside from that before he got frustrated and killed his new fire buzz, he inspected the other stats, trying to draw conclusions about what the numbers translated to in terms of his physical and mental well-being. His health, stamina, and magic had percentages compared to a theoretical peak condition he guessed but there were no discrete values for these quantities. Probably because health and tiredness were more of a continuous spectrum. The same should be true for the six key stats though and they had quantized values. Perhaps whatever magic was associated with generating these values had predetermined benchmark values….a fascinating train of thought. And while those values could be benchmarked, internal workings like health, stamina, and magic had so much mental component and individual variance that an external benchmarking system proved unworkable, hence the normalized relative values. His concentration broke as he became aware of a soft snapping sound near his head. It would appear that he had retained his previous life's habit of snapping the fingers of his left hand rapidly when he was intensely focused.


Loading another few large sticks onto the fire, Ulric compared the stats to his perceived performance. His body felt strong and, as he'd found breaking the limbs and starting the fire, was indeed strong. He was also fairly resilient, having expended probably at least 2000 calories during his first few hours, all on no food. He'd never been particularly graceful and couldn't dance to save any number of lives, but had a good sense of balance and hiked frequently carrying loads through difficult terrain. Not having been raised playing sports he'd probably missed out on considerable training in footwork or running/jumping. That made the lower agility score jive with the rest of the better than average results.


Without an average value for other people to compare to, the numbers lacked a precise conception but his gut said 10 was a baseline for adult humans and his stats were indicative of a relatively high level of fitness. The mental stats were somewhat more explainable. He was a 43 year old former engineer with a modern post-industrial society's educational infrastructure and 30+ years of mental training, of course his intelligence would be above baseline. His willpower was likewise undeniable, anybody who made it through graduate school was someone who could take obscene punishment and push through. As for dexterity, he'd always enjoyed working with his hands and the protocols he'd made part of his career involved fine machinery and a deft touch. Again, it would seem that practice bred perfection and this world's magic attested to it.


In spite of the fire and the mid-morning light he chilled suddenly. And at that chill, next to a hot flame, he flashed back to the "tuning" of his core and the rush of volcanic heat alternating frigid cold in his body. He then reflected on the fact that despite a relatively constant motion through challenging terrain he'd consistently felt cold rushes despite a high tolerance for alpine and winter climates of his home.


A fever? He wondered. With a newly built body? Unlikely, no immune response was that fast and no microbial incubation would be short enough to trigger such response so soon. No this, Ulric decided, this was something more akin to that magic fuckery. It was possible that this was an effect of having a newly generated core which was naïve to the mana entering it. Maybe the magical equivalent of growing pains. In any case, so long as it remained merely a discomfort he'd shelve it and consider his next moves.


He had fire, he had a good spot for shelter, and he had water aplenty. He also had a fairly robust source of a variety of timber, including the shattered wood splinters big as a house that marked where the old Tree had broken its roots and limbs as it fell. So most of the pieces were in place, he just needed to figure out how to put them together. He thought he remembered seeing vines climbing the trunk of this monster, as well as all those flowering shrubs.


Poison. A mild spike of adrenaline shot through him like ice down his spine.


"Holy shit, how did I forget about poison?" He whispered. If he'd run through or touched some of those vibrantly, perhaps even aposematically, colored flowers, he might already be in toxic shock. How in the fuck had he forgotten poison?


What a twist to the story that would be, Ulric thought.


He'd have to spend some time and do a sensitivity test on those plants before he went and made a leaf and vine kilt. A virulent rash on the rod and tackle, followed by vomiting and paralysis, and capped off by multiple organ failure would be a rude beginning to what seemed to be a god's honest fucking adventure.


Ulric considered the presence of these plants and then the sporadic bird sounds he'd heard. But no animals. No insects, other than some kind of midges that didn't appear to serve any role except to scatter light and be slightly annoying. Truly, he had arrived in this world in the middle of a green desert. But maybe that would change, soon. This break in the forest canopy had vastly increased the diversity of life within a fairly large pocket of sunlight. It would follow that other organisms would be opportunistic enough to take advantage of such resources. However these kinds of resources would be relatively scarce and he'd traveled several kilometers with nothing but the barked pillars that held up the woven limb sky as far as the eye could see. It may well be that he'd not encounter any significant wildlife that couldn't fly until he left this most ancient and homogenous part of the forest.


Just as he started to relax thinking this solar island may be too isolated within the green desert to attract any attention he heard a guttural roar in the distance that sent instinctive terror lancing up his spine. It had to be at least 10 kilometers away, the way it echoed through the terrain. But that was too close by a continent to whatever the hell made a sound like that.


Spurred by the possibility of a roaming predator, Ulric climbed out of the pocket of ruined rock he'd planned as his shelter to explore around the grave of the arbor and find materials for shelter and clothing. The thought of facing some kind of massive tiger, wolf, or fantasy land horror wearing nothing but his skin and a sour attitude was not appealing.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Under the Weather

    
    
    
    
                Nothing like a predator's roar to light a fire under the ass of a lone, recently reborn, dimensional traveler. Ulric immediately went to the vivid flowers and took a broad leaf in his fingers feeling its waxy texture which was, thankfully, free of oil. He immediately rubbed this leaf vigorously on the inside of his left forearm and then repeated this with the leaves of each flowering shrub and herb he came across, mentally tabulating the time of contact and which plant had touched which spot in a centimeter by centimeter grid. He then repeated this task with the leaves of the flowers themselves on his left bicep. It'd be at least half an hour to be somewhat confident about the lack of sensitivity or potential contact toxins that could be detected before they caused a stroke or fatal arrythmia.


"Digitalis would be a nightmare." Ulric said to the clearing. He had started narrating his actions to nobody in particular as a way to relieve stress and to help his mind catalogue events. It was the first time he'd been anywhere so eerily quiet. Even walking a relatively under traveled track in a fairly remote region back on Earth there'd always been some sort of noise. A distant road, a running stream, crickets chirping, some fucking thing. Here, the forest stretched around him like a living tomb, celebrating the supremacy of the arboreal. It was the kind of silence which ate into the subconscious and chipped away at morale.


While he waited for the sensitivity test to yield results Ulric harvested a few meters of vine and found it wondrously pliable while also strong enough to withstand a good hard pull between his hands. He could break it with an effort but three or four loops and it would resist whatever he did using the strength of his upper body alone. Most of the next half hour consisted of Ulric pulling vines, skinning the leaves off of them, and then looping them around his arms to make a roughly meter diameter coil. All told he'd probably managed to gather a solid three hundred meters of viney cordage. Enough to get a solid shelter in place. Enough to secure a sharp rock to a pole/branch and improvise a spear. And enough to make a tripod over which he could hang items once he'd made a hook stick.


Inspecting the skin in the test regions found only one patch of irritation, a section where the forearm skin had formed a few distinct blisters and which matched the area on his biceps where he'd rubbed the flower of the same plant.


"Stay the hell away from the yellow ones with the red stripes. Got it." he said, as he brought his vine coils and a heaping armful of broad sturdy shrub leaves that had a shape and color similar to large magnolia leaves to the pocket of stone he was already starting to think of as camp.


Stirring the coals and putting another bundle of broken sticks onto the fire Ulric set about figuring out how he wanted to construct his shelter. Wishing he had a folding saw, he grabbed the longest, thickest branches he had and made a tripod out of sturdy poles about five meters long. Lashing them together he then spread the poles centered over his campfire and had a conical space about 2 meters high with a diameter of around 8 meters. There wouldn't be room to stand his 205cm height but it would far easier to heat a smaller space and take less materials which translated to less work and time.


Ulric hadn't eaten for somewhere close to five hours and the activity was starting to tell. He could feel the first twinges of hunger, but at least he didn't yet feel the more pronounced impacts of calorie debt such as heightened exhaustion or lightheadedness. Absent an immediate source of food, conserving calories would have to take precedence over an ideal shelter. The bed he'd make would be a simple affair of 4 crossed poles lashed and edge poles laid to make the side struts of the bed with shorter sticks stacked to make a stick bed with leaves stacked on top of it. Heated rocks could be placed underneath to add heat as he slept without risking a fire too big in the shelter.


An hour of lashing poles, weaving thin branches, and tossing piles of leaves had a somewhat closed in teepee with an open top where the base tripod had been vined together. The fire put out an even column of smoke which vented through the top as intended. He'd left an entry way facing the rock wall which would limit the access of any potential critters trying to get into the shelter to having to circle around and go up against the rock wall.


"Unless they're that monster I heard earlier which would probably tear through the walls like tinfoil and stuff me whole down its gullet. Not like that's worth worrying about anyway." a heavy dose of fatalism had entered his voice at that last. It was entirely possible that a behemoth could attack him, and tear him limb from limb with as little effort as peeling the legs off an ant.


Lurking giga predators aside, the shelter added an enormous degree of psychological comfort.


A quarter hour of striking stones found one with a favorable fracture which produced a hand long oblong shape with razored edges that would serve as a spear tip. Some fire hardening of the slightly too long walking stick he'd been using to slap brushes and check for animals and quick work with more vines saw Ulric armed with a fairly respectable spear.


As this work progressed the light had shifted from a warm golden towards an orange that suggested the fall of the sun towards the horizon. Not that he'd seen the sun since he'd arrived. The canopy was far too thick for that and its angle wrong to see from this gully between the ridges of land. The only glimpse he'd even had of blue sky had occurred from the top of that tallest ridge overlooking the escarpment some kilometers distant.


Major work completed, Ulric sat inside his teepee spear leaning next to his bed and set about attempting to make a kilt out of one of the particularly large sets of leaves off of a violet flowering sapling which reminded him of banana leaves. They were a touch fragile for what he wanted but if he ran a vine through a hole in their centers and layered them in rings he could make a skirt/kilt thing that would at least keep the wind off his bits and legs. Something similar could be done for his chest, a leaf poncho type of thing. It was patient work, which he was good at. It was also boring enough that he destroyed dozens of leaves and had to start over twice from breaking his vine with a too ambitious pull.


Sighing he set the nearly complete skirt aside and put another few sticks on top of the fire. Then he went to the rock pool and drank his fill, relieving himself onto the fallen trunk on his way back to the leafy teepee. Back inside the smell of wood smoke, mellow and reminiscent of hickory, coupled with dim lighting had Ulric relaxing onto his improvised bed. Thoughts of a distant life left behind, of friends parted, of loves lost, and faint sense of mourning washed through Ulric's mind and he let sleep take him, accompanied by the gentle snaps and pops of a campfire.


Sleep was fitful and fleeting. Not helping was that every time he woke, Ulric experienced a variation of sweating heat, or shivering cold. The pseudo-fever was getting worse. He'd been able to mistake it for variations in temperature and effects due to the slightly cool breeze earlier. This last time though, with the only light having come from the remaining embers of the fire Ulric woke to violent shivers. He drug the unfinished leaf kilt on top of himself and stoked the fire to ride out the chill.


Misery. That's what you get from spending a whole night alternating between sweating into your leaf bed and freezing. By the time a dim light began to permeate the smoke vent of his teepee Ulric had begun to fear greatly that he was experiencing backlash from his exposure to whatever the hell mana was. His body had supposedly been built from the ground up to be in tune with it, but it wasn't like he'd been taught what that meant.


Can you be allergic to mana?

            

    
        Chapter 9: Keep it Together

    
    
    
    
                The thought of a mana disorder was enough to send Ulric into def-con 4. He had to get this magic shit under control and he had to do it sooner rather than later. The feverish effects hadn't seemed to impact his health or stamina yet, at least not so he'd seen last he'd checked. Paranoia given free reign he immediately called up the magical window into his being.


[Status]

[image: image]

"FUCK!" he yelled. There it was, mana sickness. He had no idea when it had set in or what specifically it represented. Most importantly he had no idea how he could remedy it. He had a suspicion that his body was somehow completely naïve to mana, his having been literally born yesterday. Dismissing the window Ulric's brain started chewing apart the problem and arranging the pieces.


The Watcher had said he was effectively operating an adult body with all that came with it including the magical bullshit end of things. The Watcher had further suggested that there were consequences to this. Apparently one such was that as he approached some kind of saturation point his body became increasingly unstable. He wasn't currently experiencing anything too debilitating but the lack of anything approaching restful sleep had had dire consequence for his stamina. He'd pushed hard yesterday, knowing that absent food he'd only be able to operate at full strength for a limited amount of time. It had been a good play, but now he was concerned that he'd missed something crucial in dealing with the new physiology of this body and its innately magical core. If this mana sickness progressed he might be rendered immobile or unconscious and that would spell death if he had no way to obtain food or get to his water supply.


"Okay, okay, okay." he chanted "Get your shit together and get things done."


"First, drink as much water as you can hold and gather firewood from those splinters. A bunch of firewood, just in case. Second, investigate roots and soil for worms or edible bugs, this is not the time to be a bitch about food. Third, gather samples of the non-poisonous plants, from flower to root, and start testing whether they can be eaten. Might try cooking them first, didn't that denature most toxins? Shit I can't remember anymore, that documentary was eight years ago."


Knowing that you're at the edge of panic and doing something about it are two different things. Ulric was getting adrenaline spikes that gave him the jitters and aggravated the waves of hot/cold cycles. He left the shelter and set to getting water. Hunger was there for real now but lost some of its edge as he drank. Ironically he had so little fat that there was no way he could sustain himself without caloric intake. Guess having a trim physique had some unanticipated downsides.


"Focus." he warned himself, trying to avoid mental tangents. A bad habit that had followed him from his previous life. Same soul, different body. "Don't lose your priorities in the noise." he finished centering his mind and gathered a heaping stack of firewood.


He'd lost a fair amount of the piss and vinegar that he'd had the day before. Still strong, still in great shape but there was an edge to things that hadn't been there yesterday, just ever so much more cost to the motions. Ulric knew that this was probably less about the mana sickness and more about the lack of sleep. You can't hike like that without eating. He'd almost certainly burned the equivalent of two days resting caloric intake and he'd done it while also building a shelter and existing in a heightened level of nerves due to the strange environment.


Wood gathering done he grabbed his spear and returned to the base of the roots to start digging around for whatever might be alive in the dirt. Stone had been broken by the roots which penetrated an unknown distance into the ground below. He suspected that they weren't as deep as might be suspected by drawing parallels to Earth trees like oaks. The taproot, while undoubtedly gargantuan, was probably being bolstered by the degree of load sharing and windbreaking made possible by the interlocked upper branches. If he had to bet, he'd eat dirt if a lone tree from the middle of this old growth wouldn't have fallen over under gentle wind. It was simply too tall, half a kilometer with all those branches made a hell of a top heavy object and no matter how strong the trunk itself was the ground would never hold up to that kind of torque.


The roots had sheared and twisted during the fall creating spirals in the fibers that indicated extraordinary tensile strength.


"Damn near metallic stress strain" he mumbled, investigating the roots. A glinting light caught his attention and he navigated to a ground level break where there appeared to be a small pool of yellow-orange glass. Gentle prodding with his spear gave a dull clink like a hard polymer or soft glass. Attempts to scratch the surface yielded little other than light surface traces confirming the hardness was similar to a quartz or silicate glass.


"So…" he said. "Probably a resin of some kind, given its location in these roots. No sign of heat shocking or char or any kind of high heat source so not a melted stone. Clarity similar to amber, but harder." It sort of made sense, any tree this massive would need a source of interior support and a viscous incompressible sap could allow transport of nutrients which mineralized on contact with air. Like pine sap on steroids. Providing both transport and structural function, he nodded his head, it checked out with what some buildings did using hydraulics.


This was a gold mine. Worth deviating from his planned tasks. Ulric grabbed a large rock and struck the meter round bubble of maybe glass-resin near an edge, trying to start a fault. A few hard strikes and a stress fracture shot across the surface. Placing his spear tip along the crack Ulric used his hammer stone to drive the end of the spear down into the material causing the crack to deepen into a fault all the way through. From there it was a matter of using the spear to lever the piece away from the rest of the bubble.


Ulric carefully ran a finger nail across the edge and was rewarded with a shaving of finger nail that revealed what he'd been hoping for: exquisite sharpness. Now if only he could generate a thin, shapable piece to use as a blade or lens, he'd be in business.


A few experimental taps along the edge with wedge shaped rocks and his spear tip yielded mostly oddly shaped chunks that weren't useful. However, Ulric thought he was seeing a pattern in the fragments and changed the angle of his wedge, then struck once with force. A loud "Ping" resounded with surprising acoustic clarity and a 2 centimeter thick nearly flat piece fell on its side from his wedge.


"Wunderbar" Ulric whispered. It had been his mother's mothers' tongue and he'd learned from her until her passing, enjoying the joy it gave the old hell cat that one of her brood would carry on the language.


An edge check revealed that the twenty centimeter piece held singular sharpness. A few more careful sets and strikes had another two of the longer pieces and four or five smaller ones where they'd broken roughly in half. But each was flat and each was a razor.


Handling those pieces barehanded was a fools game and Ulric stacked the glass-resin shards and left to retrieve some leaves and vines so he could tie a package for transport. Wrapping the shards like presents he tied the leaves shut gently and carried them back to his shelter, refreshing the fire as he entered. This next part might take some high heat he decided, and pulled a lit stick out of the fire to start a new fire outside.


A few minutes saw a rather high flame from a rough pyramid of stacked sticks. As the fire got well and truly caught he retrieved the large piece of resin and carried it back to the fire place. A wave of fresh chills had him squatting close to the flame but only for a minute. Time was not a friend.


Small pieces of resin placed into the direct heat of the coals soon deformed and then combusted, releasing a bright yellow white flame that was, thankfully, smokeless.


Small pieces placed near the edge of the fire likewise deformed but did not combust, instead flattening along the ground and eventually liquifying, releasing an acrid black smoke that he decided smelled like pine tar and acetone. A stick rolled in this liquid and removed from the flame gently smoked under the heat and then the resin did what Ulric had been fervently praying to the Watcher's perfect tits it would do and re-hardened around the stick. This globule held the properties of the original chunk, similar color and hardness except for the cloudy smoke inclusions inside.


Ulric immediately disassembled his spear and replaced the stone head with one of the long glass-resin pieces. It fit better inside the partial split notch thanks to its smoothness and a light heat to soften it. Rapidly pressing the sides together before the resin cooled allowed it to deform slightly adhering the two sides. A coat of melted resin sealed it and he then wrapped the spearhead with vines to secure it.


Some light work with his old spear head and gentle heats had the new spear tip shaped and cutting a humming spin through the air. It would cut, as he proved by easily notching a piece of firewood. It probably wouldn't survive a strike against it's flat though, the resin was every bit as brittle as glass. But a stab would penetrate deeply and it made him feel slightly better about facing the source of yesterday's bestial roar.


Similar work at smaller scale produced a small variety of shaped knife blades, including a hook knife and long bladed dirk. About three hours after finding the miracle material saw Ulric holding a set of tools that would open up a host of applications in wood working, hunting, and general use.


Using his old spear tip as a hand shovel Ulric spent another hour and a half digging around in the soil looking for edible insects. He was "rewarded" with an earthworm the size of his wrist and around three quarters of a meter long. It released a sulfurous smell when attacked and he committed to cooking the ever loving shit out of it before choking it down. But it was food, the first he'd found in over a day.


The worm was exactly as disgusting as it smelled. Even after cooking in the coals of his fire, it was like chewing spoiled egg flavored rubber that extruded slime when bitten into. The taste/texture combination nearly made Ulric vomit three different times, resulting in the meal taking even longer than it needed to. About a month of subjective gastric suffering later, Ulric was finished and washing the loathsome taste out with more water.


Sunlight had grown substantially since he'd left his teepee and Ulric looked up to see, for the very first time of his life, the twin suns of this, his new and original world. Both were smaller in the sky than Sol, the star of the only world he'd known for forty years, the two orbs rose in tandem. One was clearly larger, nearly the size of Sol but reddish in color. The smaller of the pair had an intense blue white light and was currently in front of its larger partner.


"Binary star system?" Ulric was stunned. Binaries were notoriously difficult to form stable planetary orbits, they mostly tidally shredded their planets or blasted them with radiation. Unless these two were so damned far away that the planet was able to orbit their center of mass safely, well outside the reach of such tidal forces and destructive solar wind. The smaller one might be some sort of white dwarf, maybe being kept alive by the heat and gravitational pressure of its giant partner. A stable compression expansion cycle might lengthen the life of the dwarf and prevent cooling but Ulric wasn't well versed in stellar processes, especially not in the kind of subtle fringe case he was probably observing here.


In any case, the pair was glorious to his eyes, hanging in that cloudless blue sky. Their heat washed down over him, dispelling some of the fever chills. Which of course led to sweat starting to bead at his scalp. Whatever.


Ulric had been up and working for most of the morning and, unlike the day before, he could feel the exertion in his limbs. But. He'd gotten something to eat and he'd met two of his three goals for the day, with a bonus achievement which had substantially upgraded the range of his operations. Progress settled the panic he'd felt growing earlier and Ulric decided now was the time to retire to his shelter and start trying to figure out what the fuck this magic was all about. His manic avoidance of thinking about his body maybe eating itself due to strange magical shenanigans had to end, at some point.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Ties that Bind

    
    
    
    
                Inside the warmth of his shelter Ulric decided that there wasn't going to be any systematic way to figure out how a totally unknown entity like magic worked. He was a child handed a calculus book and told it could let him build a rocket ship, if he could only figure out how.


First, it was important to throw away preconceptions. Nothing was true. Everything was possible. Only that which produced no effect at all was invalid. A bell tone, a flash of light, a spiritual familiar, bodily transformation, a puff of smoke, anything could indicate progress towards mastery and he wouldn't know what form it would take until he tried.


Stacking wood on the fire to drive off another godsdamned wave of chills, Ulric then sat cross legged on his bed, closed his eyes, and tried to empty his mind of all thought. Minutes passed slowly, as he concentrated on nothing. The goal, for now, was simple. Feel the core. Try to examine this new part of himself. Attempt to detect any force or energy that moved or flowed from it. Clear the errata and hum of his brain so that he could perceive something he'd never felt before. Don't think about the Watcher's perfect tits. Do not think about the Watcher's perfect tits. Do…Not…Think…


"Fuck." he sighed aloud. He was the biological equivalent of peak adult again, in an extremely healthy body, and, fever be damned, it had been three years since he'd been laid. He was now at half-mast, and his concentration was ruined. Ok. So, Ulric was not exactly a monk. Why did books and movies make it all seem easy? You just sit down and do some magic, no big deal. At no point did getting a rubbery one fuck up Gandalf’s business. Maybe it was because he was so old.


"Fuck." Ulric repeated. He was going in circles. Maybe he needed to put his hands to work to find focus. He'd never really been the sit and do-nothing type. Ulric's mind relaxed when he had something to tinker with, some kind of task to occupy him. The only time he'd really done mostly nothing was in the hour or so before sleep when he drank whisky and sat in his chair before a fireplace, trying to drown existential dread of the sunrise.


So, he gathered up the near finished leaf kilt and began running vine through leaves. He'd completed one full turn around his waist but decided that wasn't enough protection. If he ever ran into thorns or briars, he'd need a lot more to comfortably pass through without shredding the skin of his legs. Then he set about making another pass, the repetitive motion and gentle dance of flame granting him what stillness hadn't, peace of mind. In that sort of tired fugue, no thoughts ran. There was no need, his task was before him, it required only motion. The flicker, rise, and fall of fire made its own music in accompaniment. Time fell away and it wasn't until halfway through a third loop of leaves, when a rather intense hot spell caused him to sweat so much it stung Ulric's eyes to blinking, that he at last glanced up from his work.


No magic. Progress with things. A better frame of mind. But no magic. And he was starting to really feel like shit.


Ulric, now so close to the end of his project deliberately set himself to finishing the kilt by stringing the last of the leaves and then loosely wrapping the remaining three meters of this vine around the vines holding the leaves, to make a loose vine belt from which the covering leaves hung. If he found any palm type fronds it would be possible to attempt a basket weave to make containers or reinforce this crude garment. As of now though, this was as good as it would get.


Taking the kilt/skirt to the rock pool Ulric put it over his head, threaded his shoulders through and then let the skirt settle on his hips, just as he'd measured. A tied in set of double loops and a quick release knot saw the skirt closed and secured to fit using an additional run of vine around his waist that didn't have leaves running on it as a belt. Thinking about his set of knives Ulric fashioned a coiled vine sheathe for one of his long bladed glassresin knives and tied it to the belt.


*PING*


"What?" Ulric looked around and saw nothing. He wasn't imagining it, there had been a clear bell-like chime. It'd had an echoey quality like it'd been ringing in or near his head. Hold the empty skull jokes, please. This new event bore investigation. He was in the middle of a forest of untold age, had been moving through tens of kilometers of it with no sign of large life, other than the unknown terror roar, and hadn't detected even the faintest sign of sapience. Looking around his shelter, he didn't see anything that might have fallen over or made contact that could have produced the noise.


Absent any source for the sound Ulric decided that it was some sort of auditory hallucination and he was perhaps sliding into a different phase of the mana sickness to which he'd yet to find a solution. Only one way to know for sure.


“Status”, he whispered, concentrating on his personal essence. He couldn’t help but feel a little moronic, saying it out loud.


[Status]
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Okay, Ulric thought as he examined the status, there's some new stuff. The mana sickness was now inflicting significant negative penalties. Probably the reason why he'd been feeling so run down. It looked like, at some point, his core had been full for long enough to take on the status of saturation. He didn't know what it meant, but it was evidently important enough to merit a line in the status, although it appeared positive as its boost was somewhat offsetting the penalty from mana sickness. As to the tone he'd heard, it probably had to do with this new title. He had gained enough proficiency in this clime to have gained a degree of familiarity. The status indicated that this had tangibly improved his dexterity in this environment.

That sort of made sense. His hands felt better able to follow his intent and he fanned his fingers in sequence, watching the deft play of tendon and muscle. Did he cause the change in status or did the change in status cause a change in him?


"Fascinating…" he whispered. The status truly was a link to the Akashic record. A real time universe memory, which snapshotted and could even communicate with the beings with which it interacted. This live update and notification were evidence that the connection was two-way. His actions weren't just being recorded; the record was also reflecting back on him through the status.


The Watcher had indicated that there was a linguistic aspect to this connection. Some kind of species language? Was he actually thinking in a language other than English? Had the tuning enacted some sort of subtle cognitive shift in which his language symbology had been translated into this world's native human tongue?


Questions. Questions that only led to more questions. This entire world was a massive puzzle and Ulric couldn't be more thrilled about it. If not for the spookiness associated with an unknown organ which might as well be a closet particle accelerator for all he could figure out how it worked.


Check that, he knew way more about how a particle accelerator worked than this black box of a core. It's ability to inflict some kind of status effect on him was concerning as was the seeming inability for him to tap into a natural ability to utilize the mana it housed. The Watcher had made it seem like using mana was a completely intuitive process. Perhaps this was a side-effect of his prior life's mental conditioning. Magic had always been an impossibility. Like flying. Why would his brain have a natural inclination to do something it had never been able to do before? It was entirely possible that he was subconsciously restricting himself from an expectation that nothing would happen.


Maybe it's kind of like that galaxy far, far away. You either did magic or you did not. There was no attempt to direct the mana, you shaped reality to your will through a conscious effort that was without doubt. Definitely an angle he hadn't considered before. His problem could boil down to a simple one of attitude.


That thought made him snort a brief chuckle, his sense of sardonic mirth uncontainable. The power of positive thinking would be the key. Wouldn't that just be rich?


Ulric decided he'd had enough sitting inside his teepee. He'd been there for several hours between the abortive meditation, the work on his bomber new leaf kilt, and his examination of the problem of magic. Setting a few larger sticks in the fire to build up coals, and grabbing his spear, Ulric decided to head down to the rock pool for some water and then try to find a plant leaf that could be used for basket weaving.


Spear in hand, Ulric exited the teepee and thought about his magic problem while he walked. His core was saturated. His system was full of excess magical energy and responding negatively to it. The pseudo-fever had intensified proportionally to the mana saturation and he was experiencing a substantial loss of bodily integrity, enough that the status reflected it. So, this wasn't just in his head, a stress induced malaise, he was actually experiencing feedback from the operation of his own body. Normal biological systems didn't operate this way. Nothing evolved to produce a secretion which killed itself for no reason. Unlikely that creatures born with a core would constantly be sickened by its function. He was probably doing something wrong. Maybe the people and creatures of this world naturally exuded mana, sort of valved it off passively. Maybe he didn't because his core was producing a higher-than-normal amount thanks to Watcher fuckery dialing it up to eleven. Maybe his cells had a mana acclimation period and this was a normal response to first exposure. Maybe he was just full of shit and trying to put a good face on it.


Having reached the rock pool Ulric drank deeply, the cold water a relief from the heat under his skin. Deciding he'd sweated enough to justify some hygiene, Ulric undid the knotted vine belt, glassresin knife securely thereon strapped, and stripped off his kilt.


Some handfuls of water wetted his body and he went over to the rocks to find a relatively smooth stone with which to scrub himself, in the way of the Romans. His skin was puckered with gooseflesh, that water friggin cold! He found a useable stone relatively quickly and went back to his pool, wetted his body again, and used his improvised strigil to scrape the filth from his skin.


When he was satisfied that he was clean enough and also tired of that steady wind freezing his nipples off, Ulric got his kit on and saw his way to the sunlit clearing. Here was what you thought of when you thought of a magical forest. Just a color orgasm. Blues, greens, eight shades of yellow, a shade of crimson redder than Wyoming's electoral ballots, this kilometer long break in the otherwise endless dim forest was like a gem encrusted pillar. The passing of the giant had made a way for the young children of the wood to express themselves in floral joy.


He'd tested some forty varieties of plants for skin toxicity and allergy. Unfortunately, Ulric had not gotten around to trying for ingestion, he'd been distracted by the glassresin. He needed food, hunger was setting in with insistent pangs.


It was relatively late in the day by this point, the twin suns having dipped below the dense canopy and cast a sort of vivid yellow-orange ambiance on the world. Ah. The golden hour. Aptly named, he thought.


Ulric needed a basket. It was too late in the day to risk a digestive fiasco inside his shelter before bed. The thought of shitting himself inside his shelter in the middle of the night, or scrambling around with shards of broken roots, rocks, and what have you in the dark was not a pleasant one. So best to occupy himself with a low-calorie project like trying to remember his blind date from a decade ago where they'd gone to a basket weaving seminar. It had been fun, from what he recalled. The whole day really. The weaving. Dinner. Sex. Cuddling. Sex again. And waking to find a beautifully handwritten note thanking him for a marvelous evening followed by a notification that she'd been married and his attention had inspired her to try and make it work. Fuck. He'd made himself sad.


Dying and being reforged had solved many of Ulric's problems. It had not, unfortunately, solved the one where he'd made himself miserable and had a tendency to let his mind eat itself over past events. Enough, he told himself firmly. New life, new possibility. This world had magic. He had magic. He would not allow himself to be consumed by a past that he could not change and did not, in any way beyond identifying mistakes not to be repeated, matter. He had been granted what so many people longed for at their death beds. A second chance. His would not be wasted.


He promised.



            

    
        Chapter 11: Mostly the Strong but Sometimes the Desperate

    
    
    
    
                Fate is a fickle thing. Ulric had always felt like there was an element of chaos which operated in the background. Sort of a universal baseline "Fuck You" which reality enforced on all the sapients that occupied it. Some people said he was negative. Others said he was a real glass has a hole in the bottom of it kind of guy. He told them to prove he was wrong or go join a hippy commune cult and, please, before you reproduce, drink the cool-aide.


Having committed himself fully to living this life to its utmost, Ulric refocused his efforts on identifying a proper foliage to apply his half-remembered basket weaving skills. Palm fronds would work best. This was not a tropical forest though and most of the plants seemed to be more of a deciduous nature. It wasn't semantics, it mattered structurally. Deciduous plants lost their leaves yearly. They did not invest unnecessary structural material into leaves which would be shed a mere seven months later and were therefore not of comparable rigidity or integrity as tropical plants, which would grow year-round.


He would need to find a small tree or shrub that grew with a sturdy midrib and waxy enough to have the strength for a weaving. Or, perhaps, a tree with an appropriately fibrous inner bark. He'd need to use many more ribs than he had in his seminar, to account for the shorter leaves. No, wait, he thought, he'd make a wood wire frame and weave into it. The leaves wouldn't have to make up the structural portion of the basket in that application, and could simply be woven tightly enough to make a water barrier. Maybe a thin layer of the glassresin to finish, like a glaze. Might be closer to a pot than a basket, but whatever. When you got lemons and all that.


Having some sort of mental image of what he wanted, Ulric hefted his spear and searched through the low thicket that was growing around the half buried trunk of the dead arbor, whose mass yawned across the majority of the glade, nearly bisecting it.


The break of a low limb was the only warning he got before the wolf-bear charged. A loud snap on his seven-o clock turned his head. A roar louder than anything he could have imagined coming from a living thing accompanied the rush of a shaggy furred monster about the size of a pick-up truck. He didn't get much more of an impression than that, it moved impossibly fast for something that big. Too fast. It closed a distance of thirty meters in about three and a half seconds.


Ulric was, yet again, in debt to the Watcher's blessings. He was tired. He was mana sick. He was vaguely hungry. He was also at the absolute human peak of his life. No scar tissue, no damaged joints. And, fast as the horror charging him was, it wasn't faster than the metabolic response to an absolute shitload of adrenaline.


To understand what Adrenaline is, you have to understand that the average person walking around is a shitload stronger than they look. That lady over there picking through oranges to find one she likes? She could pull your arms out of their sockets and crush your head in her hands. If she were sufficiently motivated. The body has natural limiters to prevent it from ripping its muscles apart in daily life. Professional athletes learn to turn those limiters off, which is how they tear their bodies apart jumping, sprinting, or performing motions that don't look like they should cause that kind of damage. Adrenaline also turns those limiters off. It's the body's all bets are off, there's no tomorrow, let's goddamn go juice.


Ulric's body was moving before he'd even had time to think about it. Brain off, he was diving shoulders turned towards the beast's front leftmost paw. The spear clipped the massive form as it rushed by nearly tearing it from his grip, the blade must have made good contact because it yowled as it went, sliding in a pivoting turn six meters past where he'd dove. The angle he'd taken had prevented it from being able to turn its massive head past even more massive shoulders and bite him in half.


The musky stink of it was loud in his nose as he rolled to his feet and braced himself, spear held two handed, blade freshly broken in half. He was also able to get his first solid look at the monster hunting him. It really was the size of a truck. Better than three meters from haunches to way too goddamn big toothed maw. Like a mix between wolverine’s snout and bear body, it wasn't graceful. It didn't look like it needed to be, anything that took that charge square was meat. Claws as long as his hand, four of them per basketball sized mitts, dull like bear claws and not recurved like a cat's. Good news, they weren't scalpel sharp, they were dulled by being used to gain traction. Bad news, anything that strong wouldn't need them to be sharp to rip him to wet pieces.


A thin line of reddish orange wetness on its left foreleg showed that it was, at least, capable of being harmed. His glassresin blade had penetrated deeply off the thing's shear momentum. He had a second to wonder if the wound would deter it before it growled deeply enough for his ribs to vibrate and set itself. Ulric thought it would charge at first until it reared up on hind legs and blasted him with a roar that contained all the power of a creature of untold fury and with a life steeped in blood drenched claws and dripping fangs.


The next part wasn't conscious. The lizard that lived somewhere near the base of his spine had run the numbers and concluded that if the monster charged again, he'd be killed instantly. The only reason it hadn't been able to get him the first time was because it was fully expecting the speed and violence of the first charge to be enough, it always had been, and the softness of the ground hadn't allowed it to change direction at that speed. Prehistoric calculus concluded that the only response possible in the face of overwhelming violence was more violence.


Which is why he was screaming towards the monster, having thrown his broken spear at it, belt knife somehow in his hand, with a hate he'd never known he had in his heart. The spear hit it in the head bouncing into the brush. He hit the monster in its chest, knife burying in its abdomen and breaking off immediately, wound inconsequential to the foe. His hands grabbed its head as it dropped to the ground burying him. The monster would never have imagined he'd attack it, it had been readying its charge, not readying itself to be charged. The stick had barely made it blink and the wound meant nothing. It would bite his head off as soon as it could set its claws on his body and pull him free. Screaming. Hate. Rage. It was his second chance. It was his last chance. No. Hurts, slights, agonies of body and mind, countless nights drinking hoping he'd never wake poured through his mind like a dam opening. He willed death on the creature, willed it with all his soul. His soul listened.


Magic, like a river of violent light poured through Ulric's hands, lightning running a Jacob's ladder from finger-tip to finger-tip through the creature's brain. Channels that had been prepared but never used filled to overflowing inside his body, fever burning out from the heat of the power unleashed as his core emptied. All the fire in the sun raced through his body washing away pain, emotion, and thought. Lightning raged for an endless moment, the monster spasming as its brain boiled inside its skull. Ulric blacked out.


Consciousness returned slowly. The first sensation was warmth. Not fever, but simple warmth, like a blanket. Next was pressure, he couldn't move his legs. His chest was heavy, it hurt to breathe. Actually, it kind of hurt all over. Just some general whole body hurting. In spite of the pressure though his body felt somehow lightened. Ulric opened his eyes to see the maw of the creature, clearly dead and small streams of vapor occasionally whisping into the air. It couldn’t have been long, the thing’s brains were still smoking. The immense corpse was only partly resting on him, it having thrashed sideways at some point while his death grip, literally it would seem, had kept him from being thrown free. His legs had caught under its chest which was why they wouldn't move. One of its forearms was draped over his chest. He lifted it away with an effort. It took several more minutes to slowly pry his legs free. Thing had to weigh at least a ton. His ribs and legs were bruised where it had fallen on him.


He felt an odd detachment from everything around him. Like he was piloting himself from somewhere above. Slowly, looking at the enemy dead before him, it came crashing back, and he realized he had tears on his cheeks. Not sadness. Joy. He was alive. He was more alive now than he'd ever been. He started laughing, deep and rolling, his hands reaching up as if to hold the suns in them. He came back to himself with a rush of exhileration.


He yelled into the twilight of the forest, a sound of pure victory. "THAT'S WHAT YOU GET! Fuck outta here with your shaggy fucking dead ass! I am motherfucking ALIIIVE!!"


*PING*


"What!?" he was still too keyed up and he turned a fast circle looking for threats before he remembered that he'd heard that sound before when he was sitting in his shelter.


Fuck. His status had gotten him again. He realized he was naked, his kilt not having survived the battle. As he looked down at himself, he looked at his hands, palms spread up. Hands that had drawn power through them and destroyed a monster with lightning. With magic. He clenched them into fists and let them fall before calling to the Akashic record


[Status]
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Good news, Ulric had come through the fire apparently. The changes to his status indicated that he might have been correct in that his mana sickness was a thing born of naivety towards mana, not an aversion to it. It wouldn't have made sense that an organism would actively destroy itself. Like evolving a stomach and stomach acids but not a stomach lining to protect it from its own digestion. His core, once untempered, now read as tempered. That was probably due to the use of it to channel mana, the system had been primed, so to speak. He was so relieved he could couldn’t believe it. A Damocles sword was gone and, in its place, was opportunity. Magic.


He'd gained a title. Damn straight. Killing the monster had increased his stats by a significant margin. Did his level have anything to do with it? Because he’d gone from zero to twenty in a single jump. And there were numbers with the experience values, like those old games he’d played as a boy. But what were the numbers based on? Interesting that, and it got his engineering mind turning, there was a scaling there. Was it exponential? Logarithmic? Was there an upper limit or merely an asymptotic growth that soft capped human potential? Why had it gone up? Was it because he'd learned to use his body a little better? Ulric was struggling under the load of too many unknowns, a near death experience, and a metric shitload of stress hormone side effects.


“Ok there Chief.” Ulric spoke aloud to curtail the budding mental spiral, “Let’s just calm down and get a handle on this. I have one data point and that is not fucking curve.”


A battle with a monster. Who’d have thought? And his new body had carried him through. He'd never actually pushed himself to that degree since waking in this place. Maybe an intense exercise regimen would further increase those stats, a thought he tabled for now, as he had bigger problems than a work out, like not starving to death. Or meeting another one. He shuddered and avoided thinking further about that.


He'd gained a trait, Core Capacitor, which seemed to be related to the way he'd released mana in the attack. He wished he could remember it better but the whole thing was a blur. He hadn't had a clear thought since the great fucking thing had reared up like a tsunami and roared at him. If he'd had anything more than that foul worm in his body he'd probably have shat himself. As it was he'd almost certainly voided his bladder. Memory was hazy. He'd figured he'd never make it if it charged him. He'd thrown his spear, badly. He'd knifed it and done, like, no damage to the fucking thing. It had collapsed on top of him and tried to tear him apart. He'd grabbed it and done…something. All he had of that moment was the feeling of drowning in anger and hate. And wanting that thing dead.


"No. Not wanting, WILLING. I didn't want it dead I willed it dead." Ulric said quietly. There was a difference and that difference is probably the only thing between him standing there over the Forest Lord's body and being messy shreds inside it. Magic was desire made reality. It was a call to the universe that the universe couldn't ignore. Awesome.


Speaking of awesome, the spell was listed now.

[image: image-placeholder]

He could tell clearly how the bear-thing had died. He'd run high current through its brain until it had melted. Probably the reason it hadn't been able to kill him in its dying moments. Electricity run through a brain like that would have destroyed nervous control. It didn't kill him because it couldn't, the muscles of its body weren't able to do anything but fire randomly without direction. There were multipliers there, based on his stats and the amount of mana consumed, which had been 100% of his core, apparently discharged instantly. It was a hell of spell. And it wouldn't have done anything except piss the monster off if he hadn't had a hold of its head. A critical hit, so to speak.


His level had increased. Had increased rather a lot. What the hell even was a level? It corresponded somehow to experience, that much was more than implied by the status. Some kind of determination about combat capability? A rough measurement of the danger of an individual? Like…cosmic threat detection, somehow. He was guessing and he only had half a mind on it anyway. Most of his attention was fixated on the dead thing at his feet and the remaining sense of wonder at being alive. What in the hell kind of level could that monstrosity have been?

            

    
        Chapter 12: Aftermath of the Gigabear

    
    
    
    
                Dark was closing in and Ulric wasn't in any kind of condition to deal with the corpse of the beast. He was exhausted, now that the battle-high had lifted. His body was bruised, he'd broken both his spear and knife, he was naked again, and it was time to go lay down next to a fire. Now that the mana sickness had lifted, he'd maybe get to sleep.


He hadn't been struck once by the monster but just the crush of its head as it threw him down and the weight of it falling on him had been sufficient to shave of a fifth of his total health. If he'd been conscious when it had fallen on his legs they might have broken, but, out cold, they'd merely been bruised. The rest of him was similarly mistreated. Bruised but nothing broken. A not so small miracle.


Ulric smiled as he thought he might have to reconsider his atheism. He'd met a god and been reincarnated. He'd seen evidence of the touch of immortal Watchers on the biology of the world. To say nothing of the majesty of this rolling plateau of Trees bigger than sky scrapers.


Shuffling out of the developing rainbow thicket, Ulric sought out his water hole for one last drink before bed. Stopping to piss confirmed that, at some point, he'd definitely voided his bladder. He rinsed his legs and returned to the shelter. The fire was down to a barely lit bed of coals. Using a stick to prod the fire to life he stacked sticks on it and retired to his leaf bed. He was awake long enough to see a small tongue of flame lick up the sticks before he slipped into a deep dreamless sleep.


Bird calls woke Ulric from slumber, their closeness and assertive noise being both familiar and foreign. The pitches sounded similar to birds he'd heard on his hikes and outside his apartment. The patterns were wholly new. What was even more incredible was how close they were. Ulric had heard the birds periodically on his trek to this place from where he'd talked to the Impossible. But they'd always been distant, far too distant to much more than know that birds existed in this world. Now though they were clearly singing from around his shelter.


Rising, Ulric noted, to his dismay, that the fire had gone all the way out over-night. He might be able to rouse it, with some fine tinder and a lot of effort. He also noted that the bruising had worsened and he was sporting a weird collage of purple discolorations across his left side and both legs. Pain was immediate but not intense. A nice background noise to accompany the birds.


Ulric took a small, six centimeter glassresin knife with him and exited the teepee. It was predawn. He'd slept probably ten hours, at least. He was assuming, baselessly, the days were about as long as on Earth. Without a clock, absent established circadian rhythms, or any substantial evidence to go on Ulric was mostly just bullshitting. That there was light enough to see was without doubt. Already his eyes had adjusted to bring the gloom to higher clarity. He lifted his gaze to the treetops high above and saw the flitting sources of singing. They were fast. It was too dark to be sure but he had the impression of a bevy of colors, matching the flowers of the clearing in diversity. The air definitely held a chill and his skin responded by dimpling against it.


Thankful for his cold weather predilection Ulric went out to the body of the beast, only taking a brief detour to gain and lose water. It was impressive as hell, even dead. The claws. The jaws. The dense fur. The sheer size and obvious strength. Truly it had been a lord of the forest, unchallenged in its violent glory. It was also probably related to the lack of animal sign. If he had to guess, the local wild life was probably pretty good at staying away from this monster. It still had that pungent musk to its odor. Death had done little to dull that stink. How the hell had it snuck up on him smelling like that? He briefly wondered. By staying down wind. Duh. Stupid Ulric, do better. An alpha predator would know how to do its business.


Now that he was back here, looking at the monster in the cool morning twilight he was stunned again at the improbability of his still being alive. A million to one odds. At least. That's how likely it would be to ever kill anything like this again. If it hadn't been for the fact that he'd had exactly zero say in the matter or any viable options to run he'd have never contested a beast like this. It was suicide with extra, mostly painful, steps.


Well. He was here. Nothing for it but to sack up and cut the bastard that had tried, and so, so, very nearly succeeded, to kill him into usable bits. There was not a little irony in this situation and it brought a smile to his face. Kneeling down by the back end of the creature, Ulric went through the procedures for cleaning game. Start at the anus, circle with sharp knife, run up the abdomen keeping the knife parallel to the belly skin so as to prevent the tip from opening the gut by accident. Pull the guts out into a pile, separating the organs somewhat so they could be reviewed for signs of illness or parasites. Getting to the heart and lungs necessitated essentially climbing into the fucking thing and dragging them out of its body cavity. For once, his nudity was a blessing, there was no way to do this and not get yourself covered in gore.


As much as the glassresin had proved to be a shitty weapon in battle, far too brittle, it proved an outstanding skinning knife. The incredible sharpness of the edge held up even against the hide of this creature which he doubted he could have cut with a steel knife. It took the better part of five hours, he estimated, gutting, skinning, and processing the animal. The bones he could do nothing with. They might as well be carved of titanite. Cutting through the tendons and ligaments had likewise proven a fool's game. It could be done, but the sheer effort was not worth the result. As a result he focused on removing the meat from the bones and not on harvesting quarters, the way you'd do with a deer or game on Earth. More like butchering a rhino.


At last, the morning light having brightened into full day, he stood over a colossal hide onto which had been lain some six hundred kilograms of meat. To the side, lie the remains. Bones hard as any metal he'd ever worked with in a previous life. But surprisingly light. When he'd gone to pick up a femur, sure it would be nearly twenty kilos, he'd been shocked at how little mass it had. Contrary to his initial guess the animal hadn't massed much more than a ton and quarter. The muscle mass had, by far, outstripped its skeleton. In humans, the skeleton was right around one sixth the mass of the body. About a fifth was fat. Another twenty five percent was muscle. The rest was blood, organs, and various fluids. This animal, if you could even call something like this an animal, was probably only a tenth bone mass.


But hell if that bone wasn't magical in nature. Nothing organic could hold up to the stresses that thing had put on its legs during that charge and pivot. He'd seen the drag marks from its claws and feet in the soil. It had arrested a motion easily surpassing ten meters a second with a mass of at least a ton in a space of about five to seven meters digging down nearly a half meter of soil. Bones should have broken under those conditions. Ligaments should have popped like twine. And yet, it had not only done it without damage, it had been ready to go again, immediately. The shiver that passed through him then had nothing to do with the air temperature.


Ulric now had the task of transporting this monstrosity back to his shelter. Or was it even worth it to do that? Ulric's fingers snapped as he mulled over simply carrying or rebuilding his shelter here. It wasn't that far a walk to reach water. He didn't feel the urgency to have a rock wall at his back he had before. Especially not now that he knew things like this monster existed. It would have gone through his shelter like it wasn't there. Some sticks and leaves wouldn't count as toothpicks. If nowhere was safe, anywhere was fine. Right?


There was the presence of birds to consider. That they had come so much closer indicated that the Forest Lord's passing had not gone unnoticed by the denizens of the wood. There would be other predators. There were always other predators. They would soon overcome their hesitation and enter the former lord's territory. Especially as prey began to traffic it with more regularity. Perhaps he'd been wrong about the forest being a green desert. Maybe the creature he'd killed had been so horrifying it had kept its territory effective cleared. Gods. What if there were more of them? What if a merely three meter long monstrosity was just waiting for the big one to slip up?


"Fucking hell, I did not need that." Ulric announced. All the more reason to get his act together and get the fuck out of this forest.

            

    
        Chapter 13: Relocations and Just Deserts

    
    
    
    
                In the end, it was simply a matter of mass. Dragging the Forest Lord's remains to his camp would be a foolish effort. Although annoying, it would be far less work to simply rebuild his shelter. His concerns were ill founded though. He'd done good work before, his shelter could be lifted and carried without coming apart. The loss of a few leaves mattered little and he proved strong enough to simply haul the teepee over to the kill. Generally, it was a bad idea to camp at a kill site. But if the thing you killed was the thing that killed everything else that was an exception to the rule. Creatures would avoid the smell of this place for a long while yet, he figured.


Having reestablished his shelter, Ulric spent an hour coaxing his old fire to life so that he could transport some lit sticks to a new fire lay in his new campsite. Another two hours saw a small boxy hut with many sticks run in rows up its sides built. Inside this he hung strips of meat and started a small low fire to which he kept fed in the leaves of one of the fragrant citrusy plants he'd tested earlier. He stood to the side of his improvised smoker and watched his handy work, white smoke rolling gently out of the top of it, sweet smell bathing the clearing. The leaves smelled like orange peels mixed with apple. It should impart some of its smell without drastically effecting the flavor, he hoped. The plant tasted exactly nothing like it smelled, having an astringency that he suspected would make it a potent wound cleaner. Well, bitter was something he could live with if it meant having some half ton of travel rations. He could potentially leap frog his way from one camp to another, carrying rations from one base to the next, resting, and repeating until he got out of the forest.


While about thirty kilos of meat smoked, he grabbed a marbled three kilogram section and carved it into three centimeter thick slabs which he ran across a pole over the open flame of a campfire positioned outside the opening of his shelter. Juices dripped. The aroma was divine. As awful as the thing had smelled, Mr. Lord of the Forest was cooking up nicely. Five minutes and Ulric turned it, exercising his everything not to pull it off and start eating. Now that food was imminent, the gnawing hunger that had persistently followed him the last two days had come to life. He had to swallow saliva every minute or so. Meat popped and bubbled. Another tortuous five minutes and Ulric slapped the slabs down onto a rock and stared at them. Let them rest. Let them rest. Let them rest….


His mantra held him, watching the smoke roll off into the air, carrying the savory smell of freshly charred meat and fat. At last, his control failed him. He grabbed a slab, still hot enough to be slightly painful, and bit into it. When he lay somewhere on his death bed he would never fail to remember this moment. This flavor. The juices poured into his mouth, grease carrying the taste dissolving into his saliva. Meat that should be tough as work boots chewed like veal. It was magic. It was wonderful. The first slab disappeared. The second lasted barely longer. It wasn't until this third that Ulric was willing to pause and take his time devouring it. He cut it with his knife, making thin strips that he then shish-kabab'd over the fire to add to the char flavor.


The meat sat heavy on his stomach. Three kilograms, at least. He shouldn't have been able to eat that much without vomiting. He was sprawled in the dirt, the area around his fire having been cleared to prevent sparks from catching leaves or causing subsurface fires. Unlikely but he wasn't willing to risk killing himself in an uncontrolled burn. The suns had risen brilliant, had traversed steadily as he worked, and sat well enough to the end of their journey through the sky. Warmth bathed Ulric's naked body. He slept.


The nap was brief, an hour at most. The chill of dark had set in, despite the low coals of his fire. Ulric was still full, still bruised, and now he was feeling the call of his leaf bed. Briefly stopping to stoke the fire, urinate and drink some water, carefully stepping in the dark, his eyes only barely able to make out the path to the rock pool, he turned in. It had been a good day.


Ulric slept like a corpse but rose before dawn.


And he felt incredible. He had energy again, his bruises didn't ache as much as they had earlier. The suns were at least an hour away from granting him light to see. He considered his progress so far. He had food. He had water. He had a decent, but not great shelter and materials for tools. What he didn't have was clothes, a weapon to hunt from a distance, a fast way to get fire, or any idea which plants could be eaten. He also had no idea how he was ever going to get down from this plateau. As soon as the sun rose it would be time to get back to work, but the next hour passed in contemplation of the problems and what his plan of attack would be to solve them.


Daylight! Some leaves and wood saw his smoker continue to carry out its name sake. A quick drink settled Ulric's belly and he thought to collect samples of nearby plant leaves, stalks, and roots to determine what might be edible.


After a few hours of trial and error, persistence paid its bills. A broad-leafed plant with fernlike fiddles and small, round violet like flowers, hid large tubers which, upon a smell and small taste test, resembled radish. Another plant growing in a cluster of small herby smelling shrubs held a nearly potato like root. A small bite discovered it to be nearly flavorless, but continued chewing had it sweetening in his mouth, the sign of starchy goodness. He gathered as many of these from the area as he could, intentionally skipping patches of them to prevent him from culling them. He had a few more likely candidates as food but didn't sample anymore, trying to keep his testing methodology somewhat rigorous. Ulric recognized euphoria in his emotional state. A possible side-effect of the meat? Maybe. Would that prevent him from eating more of it? Never. He'd eat that sonofabitch down to the bones.


The rest of the morning saw a fairly sizable amount of starchy tubers buried in a shallow pit and covered by leaves near his shelter. Now to get back to processing His Lordship.


Ulric used a small glassresin knife to separate the tendon from the muscles and reduce the slabs of flesh to cleaner cuts and then transferred the finished cuts of meat to a stack, finally he then wrapped the hide, unexpectedly heavy, in opposition to the lightness of the bones, around the meat. Processing that amount of meat had taken the majority of the afternoon.


He took a break for supper, roasted meat and "radish" shishkebab. His bowels finally moved and he spent a few minutes cleaning up, glad that his body was normalizing now that it had nutrition.


Back to the beast hide.


He cut away the excess, a heavy portion of hide which contained the head to mid back. This would become his new forest suit and bedroll. The fur was warm. That much he'd confirmed as he'd been plenty cozy lying beneath the beast's corpse. But. He'd need to tan it. Good thing he had a plentiful supply of brains. If only he could get to them.


That problem stumped him for awhile. He sat looking at the skull for a solid fifteen minutes, fingers snapping. Cleaned of meat it was scary as hell. Jaws that were clearly meant to crush bones and peel flesh. Teeth with cutting edges and canines half as long as his forearm. The skull would be nearly impossible to penetrate, if it were anything like the leg bones. The glassresin wouldn't be able to cut it or drill it. The solution came to him as he looked at the hateful eyes of the thing. Just bore out the eyes and scramble the brains inside. Pour the brains into a big trough or something and mix water from the pool to make a brain tanning solution. Voila!


The trough was actually a tougher problem. The soil didn't hold water so great. No doubt an excellent clay lie beneath all the rotting detritus. But digging down that far? No chance. Instead he went to the rock pool. The cracked and demolished rock had several pockets in and around the pool. He'd need to keep the brain tanning pool away from the water. Wouldn't do to contaminate the only drinking water he'd found. But a few minutes survey and a few rocks lifted had him a sufficient hole which appeared fit to hold water in the volume he'd need. Now how to transfer the water? Ah. That's right, he'd been working on a basket when the Giga-bear had attacked.


Ulric went back to the thicket and resumed his project. There were maybe two hours of daylight remaining. He was doing the same task he had been when he'd been attacked, in the same place. A paranoid man would have been pretty nervous. See our paranoid man looking around significantly more than strictly necessary for the job at which he worked.


Hauling his bundle of leaves and thin limbs, Ulric returned hastily to his relocated shelter. It was just before dark and he couldn't see much farther than he could throw a rock. Which in his current state was actually probably a pretty good distance. The cook fire had died down. A part of him wanted to experiment with the warmth potential of the Lord's hide, but the pragmatic part of his brain, as was usual, won out and he rekindled the fire after dropping off the leaves inside the shelter. It was better having the fire outside than in, he decided. Less heat, more wood burned to keep the space warm, but far less likely to set his shelter on fire. He'd sleep soundly not having to worry about waking up bathed in flame or dying unconscious to smoke inhalation.


The fur was hauled inside, its bulk and weight bending him over, even with his new strength. The thing had to mass close to eighty kilos and had a distribution that made carrying it without setting it on fire a cast iron bitch. Situated thusly, with bed inside shelter, basket materials stacked to the left side of the shelter and hide rolled up near filling the right side, he was ready to settle in for the night and relearn basket weaving. It took longer than he'd care to admit, with the wire frame coming easily but the weaving having to be aborted three times before he'd figured out how to get the layers to be even and even remotely possibly watertight.


He retired to bed after completing a prototype which had potential. Wrapped in the fur side of the pelt, warmth rapidly building in the insulating material, Ulric drifted off to sleep with what he would call satisfaction for the first time since dying.


Morning found Ulric sitting up rapidly in a mild panic. He'd just had the first dream he could remember since he'd been a child. He'd been fighting the Forest Lord. Events had played out exactly as they had the first time. Until it had slammed him to the ground. He'd called for magic. Nothing had come. The monster had slammed its claws into his chest and ripped him from its head. He'd awoken just as it started to eat him alive. Sweating and bathed in the smell of the beast it was no wonder the source of the nightmare. Still. He shook for a solid ten minutes until the adrenaline worked its way out of his system.


Ulric rolled up the fur and leaned it against the wall of his shelter. Hopefully he'd be able to fashion it into garments that smelled less awful. For now though, he went through the list of things he intended to accomplish and planned his priorities.


For starters, he'd kindle the fire and eat more of the bastard that had struck such fear into him. Next he needed to replace the spear head with a better option. The sharpness had been good but the breakage on first contact had convinced him of the glassresin's inadequacy as a weapon. After that he'd check the smoker and see how his preserved meat was working out. If it had operated as intended he'd be running it as close to all day as he could manage. And, finally, he'd test his basket to see if it could be used to fill a crater in the rocks near the torn roots so that he could brain tan the hide. He'd have to scrape the flesh side of it first, remove as much of the leftover fat and meat as possible.


The animal products reminded him that there was potential in the use of the ligaments and tendons as tool components. A sinew bow string could be fashioned which would completely revolutionize his hunting potential. The glassresin, awful as it was in striking applications, would make for a tremendously powerful broadhead point on arrows. That was assuming he would be able to find suitable material for a bow stave and then be able to carve it into the proper shape. He'd never made a bow. He'd never made arrows. He'd only watched it done a bare two or three times while investigating various curiosities off the clock.


Well, he thought, even if the bow string was a no, it would be very likely that he could use sinew to sew the hide into a sturdy and warm set of clothes. It wouldn't be pretty. It probably wouldn't fit right. But it'd be better than prancing around Fern Gully in his birthday suit.

            

    
        Chapter 14: Looking Up

    
    
    
    
                The morning greeted him with fluffy reddish clouds in his windowed sky. The breeze that had blown nearly constantly had slackened, leaving the temperature mild and the canopy, for once, still. Ulric was busying himself hauling water from his pool into the tanning pit. Things were going well, the basket was holding up, only a minor drip from the bottom. He'd need at least twenty trips to get enough water, estimating his basket at around five liters. The "pit" wasn't so deep, more a shallow crack about five meters long by a couple meters wide. But it would be just big enough to hold the hide submerged, once filled.


After completing the water transfer, which had not observably diminished his rock pool, a sign that it was, indeed, a spring, he lunched. Grilled Giga-bear was as good a second time as a first. Smoker was re-smoked. Now he spent a tedious few hours scraping the flesh from the hide. His progress was relatively swift, his athletic form moving easily despite the awkward positions hunched over, working arms and shoulders and core vigorously as he scraped.


Were it not for the lurking knowledge that he was potentially going to have to encounter more creatures like the one he was working on he'd be happy.


"No." Ulric paused as he said it. That was a shit attitude. He was doing well. Things that needed doing were getting done, to the best of his ability. He was full, he was dry, he was warm. He was bare-assed naked in the middle of the most wonderous grove of trees he'd ever laid eyes on and, he was, godsdamnit, happy about it.


Magic might still be a mystery, but it had taught him one thing: Your will was all. If you want happy, be happy. Things didn't have to be perfect to be good enough. He wasn't living his old life, beholden to the opinions or expectations of people he didn't give a damn about and worrying that he'd, somehow, failed at being a person. All that mattered was that he was living as he felt was right. That he was doing as he felt was best.


"Never again. Never will I ever trap myself beneath the weight of another's will again or drive myself into a corner from fear." Ulric swore, the ancient grove witnessed.


Thus fortified, the work continued. The scraped hide was immersed in a fresh brain puree soup. It should soak for another couple of days. Then it would need to be stretched. He wouldn't even need to build a frame, just make some stakes and nail it to the fallen tree trunk to dry.


Dark saw Ulric returned to his shelter. He'd remembered a documentary on Vietnamese rice farmers, particularly their large baskets hung from opposite ends of a pole. That would be the trick for hauling materials around. It meant a hell of a lot of weaving. Which was fine, he had the time. The low flame crackled while he made larger basket frames. Barrel shaped, half a meter in diameter by a meter deep, these would let him forage even bulky materials without overloading himself.


He worked long into the night, absorbed by the task and feeling none of the exhaustion that had plagued him during the mana sickness. It would seem his body had acclimated, the push of mana through it having stabilized it. The status had said his core was tempered. It sounded about right. He felt reinforced. A quick status check found his core saturated and the slight soul bonus was back. This weaving was a nice way to keep his hands busy, freeing his mind to engage in its favorite activity: wandering, at seeming random, through the various paths in and around the events that had recently occurred. He took up and then, without obvious connection, transitioned between at least five different trains of thought. Magic. Tools to improve his condition. Possible confrontations with the fauna of this land. Clothing design patterns and half-remembered sewing patterns. Climbing down the escarpment. Magic. And on, and on.


Sunrise caught him by absolute surprise. Ulric had woven through the night in near trance. He'd never felt even a hint of tiredness.


"Huh, guess peak human is pretty amazing." he said. He remembered being able to do this in his twenties, just grind through for thirty hours. It had been almost twenty years since he'd been able to do it though, and completely unimaginable in those last few.


The baskets were finished. A vine loop handle tied to the top of the frame would allow the baskets to be supported by a pole. He'd be able to forage hardcore now. Maybe some digging would allow him to find clay. Maybe firing some of the rocks would lead to the potential for a Roman concrete mix. It was probably time to start investigating magic with more emphasis.


Ulric was aware that he was experiencing a strangely accelerated but clear thought process but decided to let it run its course while he completed camp chores, harvesting more wood, removing smoked meat and reloading the smoker meat pile barely diminished-he dismissed immediately thoughts of it spoiling he was doing as much as he could, and the Forest Lord hide was stirred.


He finally stopped for a rest as the suns rose just into his canopy window. Blue skies. Thin whispy clouds. The first of their kind he'd seen since arriving at this place, it heralded weather. The wind had resumed, a stronger bite to it than on previous days. As he chewed on a meal of roasted meat and the various tubers he'd tested previously, wrapped in a leaf and buried in coals, Ulric was nearly certain that this season marked the heart of Autumn. Things were going to get cold. The leaves would drop and that would be a hell of a mess if this forest floor leaf litter was any indication.


Ulric smiled. He felt immense gratitude towards the Watcher that had pulled his dying soul from the embers of its previous life and breathed it to life in this wondrous forest. Finally. He was content with the turning of the world.


Those calm few minutes were not wasted, basking in his presence in this world. But. There were things that needed doing so he rose to resume getting them done.

            

    
        Chapter 15: Magic and the School of Hard Knocks

    
    
    
    
                Ulric had plenty of time left in the day so he decided that it was a good opportunity to make a committed investigation of magic. He called up his status briefly, just to confirm his current condition for reference.


Taking a deep breath, Ulric reached into himself for that core of power. He let his mind relive the fight with the Forest Lord, the emotions, the violent motion, the moment when his will had solidified into adamant desire for the death of the monster.


[Voltaic Grip]


Holding his hands out like he was holding a soccer ball between them he felt the rush of heat through his body from chest through shoulders and violet light poured out from his palms like dense glowing steam before it snapped into focused light and lightning began to surge between his finger-tips. It danced wildly, a loud buzzing filling the clearing. Blue white, flickers of flame rising from the surging arcs, it was impressive as hell. He could definitely feel his energy draining, the reserves in his body rapidly depleting as the magic flowed. Ulric felt a pulling now, a sense of strain, like gravity had increased, and the rising arcs began to flicker. A rush of dizzy-ness hit him and he staggered, hands dropping as the power ceased its flow, a tap abruptly closed.


Ulric caught himself, breathing hard. He'd nearly passed out. Gone was that oddly persistent mental high. He felt tired now, but not body tired, more like the tired you got when you'd tried to work math problems beyond your understanding.


"Status", he said aloud, briefly examining the sum total of his existence at a whim of thought. He chuckled briefly at the absurdity before considering what this experiment had revealed.


His status showed his mana at zero. Ok, that made sense, he'd deliberately pushed himself as far as he could. He'd felt the strain of it too, like dragging an enormous rock uphill. Easy at the very first but rapidly more difficult. It would seem that it was stressful to his core to run himself down that much, though he had to wonder if the practice might not result in a net gain of magical strength if he repeated the process, sort of like weight lifting required damage to muscle tissue to promote growth. He didn’t think he’d damaged his core by depleting it, but he knew it didn’t feel great to be running on empty. He was whipped.


“Worth it.” Ulric told the glade. He had found his limit, under controlled circumstances. He had also proven that he could do magic on demand, dispelling that nagging fear from his nightmare: that, when the moment came, his magic would fail him, leaving him at the mercy of his enemy.


The spell worked a little like a computer algorithm or well-practiced mathematical problem-solving. It required effort to concentrate his mana and gather it to the form of his intent but it wasn’t particularly hard to do, other than the drain of using up his mana. He felt like he could probably use this or any known spell pretty much on demand, without having to reinvent the magical wheel every time. Ulric had a feeling that the seven or eight seconds of casting that spell was a rather large expenditure of magical potential. The energy required to arc like that had to be huge.


Humming to himself Ulric thought of the applications of brief pulses of high-powered electrical currents. He was probably good for two, maybe three sustained pulses and then he’d be back to the old mundane form of dealing with threats. Maybe not just completely go to zero mana though, a little gas in the tank might come in handy in an emergency.


Not to mention that he wouldn’t care to face anything in the shape he was in right now. Ulric could feel a headache coming on and all the energy he'd had after eating was completely gone. Mana exhaustion was no joke. Nothing for it then, he decided, clearing the status from his mind, it was time for a mid-morning nap.


The suns had dipped below the sky window by the time Ulric rose from his leaf bed. He had to piss furiously and went out to do so with gusto, he also needed to donate solid mass to the forest floor which he also did, taking a quick bath with his strigil afterward. It was a cold bath, even for him, although the afternoon sun helped.


Now that the necessaries were done Ulric was hungry and thirsty. But the headache had cleared and he didn't have that feeling of brain fog. Neither did he feel the odd almost runner's high he'd been running on the previous night. A quick status revealed his mana exhaustion to be gone, he was sitting at twenty-three percent mana. Then he'd been asleep for a good couple of hours and, it would appear, his mana regeneration was higher asleep than awake. If his previous measurement had been correct, he gained around five percent an hour. That he was at over twenty now, about two hours after depleting himself and nearly all of it asleep indicated that the regen rate was doubled asleep. He was half tempted to immediately repeat the experiment to confirm his suppositions but there were other things to do, he'd killed half his day.


Ulric rekindled the smoldering smoke hut fire and his cookfire. He gathered more tubers, a process that went quickly now that he was getting better at identifying them from a distance, and cooked another slab of meat. While the meal was cooling he drank deeply from his water supply and briefly stirred the tanning pit. The wind reminded him that, a whole week into his journey, he'd been naked as a jaybird for all but a few hours of it. If there were any hidden watchers around they'd think he had some kind of fetish. But processing hides takes time damnit!


It was fine, he grinned, let them look. His ass was a thing of beauty. Sculpted and only slightly hairy beauty. Resisting a brief urge to strike a pose for the imagined voyeurs Ulric returned to the matters at hand.


The remains of the Forest lord held a bounty in sinew he'd cut from the meat during the butchering. If he soaked it, the material should return to its pliable state and he could then twist and braid it into cord. If he did it correctly, he should be able to make a bowstring that would withstand the force of a powerful draw. So long as it didn't degrade substantially, he was pretty sure he couldn't pull a bow enough to break that stuff. It had resisted incredible stresses in the muscles of that monster during its charge. Worst-case scenario he'd simply have a large supply of cordage, which was still a huge win. This half-aloud rambling accompanied one more rich meal of monster.


As the daylight bled out on the end of the first week since he'd been reforged, Ulric rendered what felt like kilometers of the long, golden strips of dry tendon into thin strips and set them in water. Tomorrow, he'd finally stretch the preserved hide for drying. He'd also be able to braid cordage. Smoke meat. Gather Vegetables. Secure wood. Something almost resembling a routine.


It was a thought that didn't displease him. For all he'd hated the routines of his old life, there was a comfort in knowing what you needed to do. And he had doings for days.


Sleep found Ulric buried in leaves on his bed, a contented smile on his face.


Ulric looked up from the last tuber he’d just finished settling into its place within his garden bed. He brushed the sweat from his brow, streaking loamy soil across his forehead. He didn’t worry about it; dirt was as much a part of life out here as air and water. More or less, as long as it wasn’t feces, he didn’t worry about having it on him anymore. It would appear that he’d made it just in time. The weather had been unbelievably mild. Cool, but mild. He’d seen so little rain that he’d wondered if his rock pool might deplete, its source in the water table running dry. His worries were unfounded, there, in the window of his green sky, the hole in the canopy which had allowed the twinned stars to bless his glade with lifegiving light were storm clouds. The wind, ever-present here on the plateau, had a damp cast to it. His senses, refined by orders of magnitude compared to the Before, could actually detect the change in pressure. He’d had that superpower before, courtesy of a ruined knee and broken bones that picked up low pressure as surely as a barometer. Just with pain, instead of a gauge. Ah well, he was pretty ready for a break, hand-tilling garden beds was some rough work. A little rain would do him some good. The first droplets scattered across him as he retreated to his shelter a few minutes later.


What do you do when you have no electricity, no books, no entertainment at all, and it has been raining a steady downpour for the last three days without pause? That is a trick question. You don’t do anything. At all. Nothing, all day, unless you want to burn excessive calories on staving off exposure. Ulric estimated that what he was being treated to now was a Twenty-degree Centigrade rain that, partnered with its companion wind, would kill a guy in a couple of hours by hypothermia. People died all the time in weather like this. The foolish, the overconfident, the ill-prepared. All synonyms, he mused. Ulric Einar was not going to play the fool, daring the weather to do what the animals had not. He went out for a few minutes, cut up firewood, harvested a few lovely bits of herbs or roots, and got his ass back under shelter. Problem was, what to do in the meantime? He had projects. Crafts. Ideas to explore. Even those had limits to keep him occupied. Ulric had woken this morning with a hankering to explore magic, given that he’d reached something of a stopping point in several projects and it was time to stop running from impossible nonsense, which was what he still subconsciously regarded magic to be.


Sitting cross-legged, Ulric stared into the fireplace, watching the wood char, flare, and generally transform before his eyes. Combustion, the chemical process of converting complex carbohydrates into water vapor and carbon dioxide, plus a few odds and ends gases, depending on the composition of the wood. It was a form of magic, was fire. Put him in the right mind state to investigate the phenomenal.


His attention fell inwards, towards that organ that drew mana into his form, holding a type of energy with which he was not versed, had not any form of education with which to understand its processes. The Watcher had plunged a metaphorical dagger into his brain to impart him some basic knowledge regarding types of mana and that was basically all he had to go on. Ulric knew what these basic types of mana “sounded” like, and how they were perceived to his core. He was, more or less, trying to figure out what magic was on the fly. He started with the thing that had come first, by instinct. Ceraun, lightning, electromagnetic discharge, whatever the hell you wanted to call it. He’d called it to slay his enemy, there at the cusp of being destroyed. It had come, drinking his core’s reserves to become an arc of surpassing violence. Lesser arcs could Ulric make, by throttling the flow of mana through the mental construct that had patterned itself on his brain, the spell. Built on core principles regarding charge separation, Ulric was pretty sure he'd done it on accident. Even so, he had control of it now. He could tell that the mana inside his core before he’d used it to do magic was different than the how it felt when it became lightning. They had different feels, a different harmony. The mana in his core felt like some kind of base note. The lightning magic was distinctly jumpier, wanted to move, to cycle, to separate and come back together. It danced. He could make a bigger arc, visible between his hands so long as he envisioned the poles of charge being concentrated on his hands and concentrated on keeping the energy contained between them. Lapses in concentration made weird shit happen like random arcs to nearby objects, and odd pops of sound that were accompanied by a metallic taste in his mouth.


Now though, he wanted to try something different. Ulric concentrated again on the flame and felt that base note of his core’s energy, holding both of them in his mind. As he stared into the flickering tongues of fire it slowly dawned on him that the burning wood held a sense of mana, new and wholly different from the lightning or his native mana. He got excited and lost the sensation.


“Focus, fucknuts. You aren’t playing around here, you need this.” Ulric scolded himself, before resuming his meditative concentration.


There. He found it again, that vibrant feeling that surrounded the fireplace. It sounded like it had before, when the Watcher had introduced him to it. Hungry, eager, transformative. Incindere, the essence of flame. Smiling to himself, Ulric, with the utmost caution, began to push at his core to gather mana into the space above the fireplace, imagining a sphere, like a balloon, that he slowly filled. Wonder of wonders, his core actually did it, moving according to his desire. Licking his lips he carefully tried to, shift, that mana, to tune it towards the harmonic of fire.


Using his natural flame as a guide, and the feeling granted by the Impossible, he succeeded, the magic suddenly took form and he observed with a distinct sensation of glee the floating ball of fire. He almost laughed, until the thing started wobbling in place. Firming his will, he kept his shit together and watched the ball begin to shrink, the mana consuming itself and burning out, slowly. When, after a few seconds, it vanished with a final flicker of cinders and smoke, he sat back on his hands and breathed out a disbelieving, “Holy magical horseshit, Batman. I’m a wizard.”


Three days of similar experimentation continued until he was comfortable creating, maintaining, and moving the fireball. He wasn’t tired, that little fireball hadn’t taken much out of him. Today, he was going to try for something a little more aggressive. Sitting beside his bed he tried again, still cautious, but ready for the hovering ball of flame to form to his command. Now that he knew what he was looking for, it came much easier. Ulric could visualize what he wanted to happen and that mental image accelerated things exponentially. Soon the fireball hovered. He pushed it around with his mind, sort of like pulling a balloon around by a string, it followed his will. Ulric Einar was a man of quiet dignity. He did not giggle like a schoolgirl looking at her birthday pony. At all. Holding onto the fire and feeding it a steady trickle from his core to maintain it he slowly walked to the door to his shelter, pulling it open while keeping the drifting little fireball in place over his fireplace. He didn’t want to consider the consequences of a fireball exploding within his shelter. Basically, everything in this joint was flammable. Maybe he should have considered that before playing with literal fire.


“No time to regret, Ulric,” he whispered, trying to remain calm in the face of the giddy joy that burbled beneath the surface.


Steady rain continued to fall, of course. He drew the little fireball out with him, guiding it with his imagination, saw it moving away from him into the rain in his mind and the little flame mirrored the mental image. Now it sat, sputtering and hissing as droplets hit it to turn into steam. Ulric knew what he had to do. Wizards cast fireball. It’s what they did. Now he just had to, figure out how to do that. Fire is the plasma of air, superheated by the excess energy of a runaway combustion reaction, a rapid oxidation of hydrocarbon bonds that exothermically release stored chemical energy, Ulric recited to himself. By itself it has little to no destructive potential outside of proximity to high-intensity heat. To be dangerous, fire requires explosive potential, the ability to create a pressure wave, a blast front. High explosives rapidly displace gaseous byproducts during the detonation and this combination of heat and pressure creates the destructive potential, he continued to chant rote knowledge, a hint of an idea coming to him.


Instead of just lobbing a ball of fire, he’d create a cavity inside it that would collapse, pulling the flame inwards, an implosion. That would superheat and compress the air in the cavity, which would generate an outwards pressure wave when energy met and reflected at the center of the fireball. That would create an explosion, carrying the fire along its wave front. Should be relatively unpleasant for anything nearby too, he mused.


Okay Ulric. Here goes nothing. Keeping the physical principles solidly in his mind, Ulric envisioned the ball shifting, emptying its core to create a hollowed sphere the size of a beach ball. The little ball swelled alongside his projected image. So far so good. Now for the touchy part. He had to concentrate to keep the ball from collapsing, or from expanding away from the air heating inside it. It was definitely becoming unstable.


With an effort, he drove hard against the fireball with his will, hurling it as hard as he could towards the stones near his rock pool, and the flame shot towards them, as if tossed by a major league pitcher from the olden days. Roiling flame hit stone and the thing flared brighter before a wave of fire, like a liquid tide crashed outwards, rolling over stones and rising into the air. A blast of heat washed over him from the explosion.


*PING*
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“You’re goddamn right, it’s a Flame Crash!” Ulric laughed aloud.


Wowee. Magic. He was using fucking magic! And, this time, he knew exactly what the bizarre pinging sound in his brain was. A notification of some kind, an update to his connection with the world. Or, you know, some shit like that, he was still figuring it out. Who cares? I’m a damned Wizard! Behold!


Ulric reached out his hand and cast another [Flame Crash] this time the spell came together in a matter of a few seconds and launched outwards slightly faster than before. Like a program, once written it executed far more efficiently. Not quite without effort though, he felt the pull from his mana distinctly this time. The result was similarly powerful, stones blackened and cracked from heat as his fireball washed over them and he was pretty sure some of his hairs singed, like a good old boy starting a bonfire with a rigorous application of gasoline, jug still in hand as he guaranteed his place as last of his line, Darwin Award pending.


Lowering the arms that had covered his face at the unexpected force of the spell, Ulric conducted a mad dance in the rain hands waving as he screamed all manner of nonsense at the sky. Dark soon fell, and the exultant mage headed to bed satisfied that magic was pretty nifty.


The next morning, riding momentum from the previous day’s discovery, Ulric had finally been able to ramp up his experiments with magic. He ran several more exhaustion tests, confirming his initial guess that running his core completely empty was highly stressful on his body, although it seemed to yield a rapid improvement in his overall capacity and skill at manipulating mana. Even so, he had to rest for hours between exhausts; going all the way to empty gave him a savage headache. He spent the rest of the day, between exhaustion protocols, working on his crafts, weaving baskets, working out a somewhat experimental method for creating bone and glue and wood laminate for a composite bowstave, and other inventions of more or less use in the life of a woodland subsistence native.


Monsoon season continued with its beating downpours, interspersed with a merely miserable drizzle or a cold mist driven along the winds. Now that he had a better feel for changing forms of mana between fire and lighning, Incendere and Ceraun, he decided to dive into all the basic forms shown him so long ago by the Impossible. It was as well this testing was conducted outside, where he had better exposure to the elements, literally, in the case of this strange, fae world. The rain made it almost trivial for him to feel his core and match its energies towards the flowing, resilience of Aquae, water. Ulric immediately set to work gathering precipitation into a dense orb of water, noting that it was almost trivially easy to manipulate this “free mana” compared to generating the energy himself as he’d done with the fire spell and his lightning magic. He also knew exactly how he wanted to use it. He lacked precision tooling but a high pressure stream of water could carve tool steel with ease. Compared to a big ass explosion, how hard could a little water jet be?


His lip was a chewed up mess by the time, twenty seven hours later, he finally breathed a sigh of relief, looking at the gouged line, as if someone had used a straightedge and a quickie saw, to cut cleanly through stone. He had not reckoned with exactly how much pressure was required to make water behave in this manner. He’d had to sit over a meat stew and pounded tuber flour cakes roasted as a kind of flatbread until it hit him that he needed to take advantage of water’s incompressibility.


Rather than mentally trying to “crush” the spellform down, it was more efficient to just “push” the water through a narrow aperture. Reforming the matrix of his spell, Ulric wove a kind of reservoir, filled with falling rain, and directing with all the oomph he could muster through a very small opening in the architecture of his Aquae spellform. The result was a beam of water that pulverized anything in its path, cutting stone like a hot knife through butter. Even better, if he dialed down the aperture, he could control the size and pressure of the water cutting spell. It was an entire day to master that kind of control, though he regretted it not with Ulric held a [Steelwood] gear, cut to machine tolerances, viewing the immaculately pristine edges with the joy only an engineer with a precision machining schematic could possess.


Ulric’s initial results had proven promising. Now he was well and truly begun with experimentation with different elemental forms of magic, leaning heavily on the gifted knowledge of the Watcher, alongside his growing store of personal applied knowledge. While it took nearly three days of continuous experimentation to get his fire spell to work, it only took two days to get his water spell functional, there were, perhaps unsurprisingly enough, parallels to between the method to control a flow of electrons and a flow of water, though generating high enough pressures was a bit of a trick. After that, it took a mere six hours to figure out the earth spell. Terra’s mana impression was so low key it was hard to recognize, even with the Watcher’s hint. Once he finally had it down though, actually manipulating it was little trouble.


Instilling the mana of Terra from Ulric’s core into the stones allowed him to shift them, pulling them around with his will into a simple shape. Visualization was the key here, rock didn’t like to do anything that wasn’t explicitly well-defined. It was a bit more akin to the function-based programming of manaforms: explicit input in, function does function things, explicit output and if you didn’t like the results, it was your own damned fault.


Air magic, Caelum was even easier, he was surrounded by the stuff and that was why he’d never noticed the almost ephemeral note of that particular manaform before now. You naturally tend to tune out constant background noises and air was sort of everywhere, all the time. He’d just been ignoring it this whole time. That isn’t to say that just because it was all around that he could use it to actually do stuff. Nobody was around to see him embarrassed at himself so it was fine. Ulric's air spell took a whole day but only because he wouldn't stop until he'd figured out how to make it fly as fast as it did. Turns out that a magical air flow around the blade that created a low-pressure zone in front and a high-pressure zone in the back helped to actually accelerate it while it flew. To the point it shattered itself under the strain about fifty meters away. If a moron falls to the ground in frustration in a forest primeval, does he make a sound? A mystery says I.


Magic was weird. It was definitely based on an understanding of the natural order of the world. Knowing how the flow of electrons manifested in currents and magnetic fields was almost definitely helping him amplify the strength of the Voltaic grip spell beyond what he should be able to do, given his lack of training. The knowledge translated into vastly improved control of mana, by knowing what he wanted, specifically, he could move the mana precisely to enact his will.


The ice spell he figured out after half day of trial and error. It was difficult to get the balance of cold and water. He needed it cold enough to do what it did, but without enormous mana control to reinforce its structure the crystal would shatter. He'd not forgotten the glassresin lesson on brittle blades. Soon though, he was able to create a sword of compressed ice along his arm. He’d decided that he needed a way to have an improvised melee weapon and what better option than a razor sharp blade of ice that not only cut, but froze whatever it came into contact with? Even short durations of interaction with that meter long sliver of living ice could put out a campfire, its heat pulled away to leave it a smoking patch of cooled char. Ulric could imagine that the wounds it created would be exacerbated by frostbitten regions around the places touched. It would also leave metal brittle, perhaps making this spell useful for contesting enemy weapons, which was a potent defensive capability lacking in his other spells.


Ulric swung a frigid blade into a sapling and was rewarded with a clean bisection, the crystalline [Iceblade] cleaving easily through soft wood, edges of the cut were encrusted with dense frost and the tree stood as if it remained in one piece, a state that persisted several minutes, until the wind pushed the top half over, frozen wound breaking open with a loud crackle. The cold of his spell was trapped in the matrix of his spell and affected his own flesh not at all, beside an uncomfortable chill against his skin, like holding a snowball too long. The inversion of the weave kept the freezing energies contained by the blade’s structure though, a nifty trick, if Ulric didn’t say so himself. He did though. He’d have told the chipmunks about his glory and genius if any had made themselves available. Unfortunately small mammals were still not to be found, though the wolves and deer were becoming more abundant.


There, under the fall of steady rain, with droplets feezing solid to his Infrig blade, forming icicles as he relished this last success, mastery of all the basic elemental mana forms, he jumped when a sudden sound pulsed in his head.


*PING*

 

****CLASS LINKING….AKASHIC CONNECTION COMPLETE****

 [image: image-placeholder]


Ulric’s brain shortcircuited for a few seconds while this information washed through him. It was…vague? Yeah, pretty vague. He’d been going through the process, trying to familiarize himself with the rules of this strange world’s magic. It made sense to explore the basics before he tried to do anything crazy with any particular manaform, to have a deeper understanding of the interplay between magic and reality. That inclination, followed by his determined investigation and disciplined study in application of magic to the elements had unlocked some kind of…repository of knowledge, was the only way Ulric had to describe it. Compared to the vagueness of the Akashic information, Ulric felt a rush of knowledge that he had no damned business having. All at once, he felt a kind of familiarity, a comfort, with mana’s forms that he hadn’t had just a few minutes ago. Granted, he’d probably have come to a similar level of command within a few months of practice, but he’d seemingly fast forwarded past some of that bumbling awkward phase. Intuitively, he knew more now about the strengths and limitations of each manaform than he had before and, in exceedingly spooky fashion, it seemed like he remembered more of his studies from the before with regards to these elements. Combustion rates, heat flow equations, detonation pressures, things even tangentially related to fire were clearer in his mind than before. Likewise for the other elements. Ulric was now a walking library for mineral classifications and geology. He could look at a rock and tell you what metamorphic properties it had, what its shear pattern would be, and whether it was reactive towards acids or inert. Subtle chemical composition knowledge that required, sans the gifted class knowledge, extensive testing. This Akashic magical link was interacting with his past life’s memories, building bridges in his brain, tying together neurons to create an elemental reference database. Watcher’s tits. This was more than magic, this was some reality altering divine level fuckery.


Equal parts enthralled by the burgeoning awareness of elemental magic’s interplay with the world and a budding horror that his brain was being played with by forces outside his understanding, Ulric responded the only way he knew how: he went to bed early and slept for twelve hours. When he woke, he put the concerns about gods level nonsense behind him. Firstly, there was nothing he could do about it. Secondly, he had an ace in the hole now regarding magic. Suddenly, the fumbling around he’d been doing to generate his elemental spells sharpened. Already, he was certain he could rework those spellforms, could tighten up the architecture to make them more efficient, more potent. Secondly, the class imparted a skill that allowed him to actively parse out the types of mana around him using his core. He didn’t know how that was going to be useful but the former scientist had faith that it would prove a boon. Think of it like having a mana based mass spectrometer, Ulric told himself. Knowing the composition of the world is all kinds of relevant. You just need to figure out how to take advantage of it.


Now that he had the fundamentals of sorcery sort of nailed down, Ulric spent the upcoming days working out his core’s meta magic abilities. Rapidly, it became clear that the Watcher’s reforging had been next level. [Core Capacitor] was undoubtedly the reason he'd killed the Forest Lord. It allowed him to turbocharge his Voltaic Grip. He'd held a branch in his hands and tested the combination. The branch immediately burned in a Lichtenberg, the electricity forcing its way through the material. It then burst into flame briefly before exploding into shards. A few splinters was a small price to pay to learn not to try it on glassresin or anything he didn't want dead. The caveat to [Core Capacitor] was that it was truly all or nothing. It wouldn't activate unless his core was saturated. He'd sat looking at his status for an hour waiting for the notification. He'd been at 100% mana the entire time and hadn't been able to initiate the discharge. Saturation status ticked and in the same moment vanished as all the mana in his core pulsed, that incredible flow of heat and power every bit as much of a rush as the first time. [Water Jet] bored a hole a meter deep through solid rock in half a second. A later test obliterated a chunk of Forest Lord bone glassresin'd to a boulder face. Ulric could have killed the [Forest Lord] with that spell, if he'd hit the skull directly. Magic was awesome.


Continuous mana-channeling experiments had led to Ulric's discovery that he could stream mana from his core while condensing it with his will, all the while channeling a spell. It felt like holding your breath and tightening all your muscles at the same time but inside your nerves. The supercharged flame crash had vaporized a sizable pool of rain water and nearly inflicted third degree steam burns on both his hands. Being slow on the uptake he'd immediately tried using the overcharge on his voltaic grip. Still recovering from the previous attempt, his concentration slipped and the charge rebounded. It felt like a sledgehammer to the heart.


Ulric immediately vomited and passed out and woke up a quarter hour later in a pool of his own fluids. His status had not indicated that the overcharge had a backlash. In yet another interesting fact, he hadn’t known it would and, therefore, the Akashic record hadn’t reflected it. After his accident, it had added the line about backlash. Another lesson learned. This world was full of lessons. Ulric was determined to be an excellent student.


See? He’d already learned not to try a Core Capacitor discharge alongside an Overcharge as the resulting backlash would scatter him across the clearing. Such a smart lad, he was.


While he nursed his bruised feeling core, he sat in the shelter. It was still raining, because why wouldn’t it be? Over a week without pause, and he had to at least consider the possibility of relocating to the tree tops to escape being drowned. Surely not, the Plateau would shed the water off its sides. Shaking off the oddly negative thought he resumed his magery. With a slight effort of will, Ulric experimented by concentrating on the fireplace, activating the [Core Pulse]. The pulse of mana from his own core, still indeed tender, into the fire, had produced an interaction not unlike striking a tuning fork. He’d detected a signal from that fire that he could interpret to be the mana signature of fire. Which didn’t seem important, at first, until Ulric had put that mana signature into his thoughts while channeling a [Flame Crash] and nearly doubled the efficiency of that spell, amplifying its power substantially.


Further experimentation confirmed his suspicions and revealed a heavy synergy between Ulric’s own knowledge of the physical nature of fire and the metaphysical truth of fire mana. It was as if there were two completely divergent aspects to magic, what was and what could be. Ulric didn’t have any better way to think about it but the results spoke for themselves. Most of his spells had benefited from a [Core Pulsed] image of the magical signature from each element. He’d also gotten substantially more efficient at casting thanks to the [Elemental Refinement] skill, which meant he could practice more than previously, wasting less of his own mana and mental effort.


These experiments, alongside his other projects, had consumed the waking hours of Ulric's life. Time fell away, losing most of its meaning. Daylight, Dark, and the needs of the moment or the moment's inbred cousin tomorrow, were all that existed. Ulric's old friend anxiety was gone. This world was one of action and reaction. You did or did not. Worrying was calories spent not figuring out how to mold mana into a hammer of light with which to crush a viper that could melt concrete with its breath. Or make hollow arrowheads out of a Giga-bear's tooth to deliver a neurotoxic plant juice so potent grinding it required a two-meter long stick to avoid getting a paralyzing dose while you did so. Ahh well. The devils in the details, he told himself. Days rattled onwards, the man lost track of them.


************_________Two Vardan Months Later ____________________*************


*PING*


Ulric's head rose at the unexpected sound. His grip on the bowstring relaxed and the powerful stave flexed back to its original two-meter length.


The deer-like animal he'd been about to impale with an arrow noticed the motion and leapt from its head-down posture, an incredible burst of strength carrying it eight meters in a single bound, which then lengthened into a flash of speed, carrying it away through the trees, bleeting its warning call to the rest of the herd. Eleven more of the creatures similarly bolted, flashing green and yellow pelts vanishing in mere moments.


He was annoyed but it mattered little. They would return soon enough and he had plenty of stores to last until his next kill. He'd slipped to within a scant five or six meters of this one, close enough to have impaled it with his spear had he wanted to try.


It was the first time he'd managed to close the distance without so much as a warning snort from the herd. Which was, he smirked, what feat that had triggered the Akashic notification that broke his concentration and cost him the hunt.


It now took a mere thought to summon his status and he did so presently


[Status]
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Ulric had grown in the time lost weeks since his arrival. He'd gained two ranks in the title associated with mastery of this forest ecosystem, the most recent one just now.


It was a noticeable difference from when he'd first arrived, with significant boosts to his stats and reflected his relative comfort with life in the wild clearing in which he’d cultivated a home.


In his prior life, Ulric had spent considerable time in the wilderness in his younger days, hiking, camping, fishing, hunting, etc. He had oft imagined lost himself in fantasy, as if he were in the place of the pioneers of the pre-collapse, before ruinous consumption had wrought its heinous work on the world, instead of roaming the crippled scrub that passed for his world’s wilds. But never had he had to live in it. There had proven to be an incredible gap between theory and experience, especially without technology to make up the difference. The basic skills he had were lacking, practiced but never mastered. The instinctive understanding for the flow of nature and the movements of its creatures had never been developed well enough to compete with those creatures for the bounty of the land. Things had changed.


Weeks of living and surviving in this forest had shown him which things he'd been doing that were wrong. The wildlife, which had flocked to the land with the absence of the monster that had depleted it of life, had been able instructors in his deficiencies. Failure after failure, like a whetstone across his mind, had brought those skills up to a fine polish.


He returned to his camp, now fortified with a circumference of low interwoven branch walls called hurdles. Sharpened stakes driven at forty-five degrees jutted from the hurdles to discourage passers-through.


Ulric’s eyes grew distant as he saw the barrier.


**evening, some time ago**


The beam of magically focused water he’d been using to carve a gear in the bizarrely hardwood he called [Steelwood] fell away to mist and disappeared, along with his concentration. Something had ticked in his brain, had disrupted his concentration. Irritated he stood up and stretched, body slightly stiff from an extended crouch. He’d had aspirations to a hand drill but that meant making gears. Carving the wood to produce them would take ages so he was trying to cheat and practice magic at the same time. After a few failed tries he had gotten the hang of limiting his magic output to a low, steady, supply that turned the surprisingly destructive [Water Jet] into a precise cutting tool.


It was slow, exacting work. A single maladjustment would turn the cutting stream to ruin the piece, as a half dozen failures could attest. Eventually, he’d settled on a round blank with a slightly smaller diameter inner blank to serve as a template, both of these scribed onto the [Steelwood] plank, then he’d use magic for cutting the teeth. The half-finished gear at his feet was coming along nicely, the product of a half hour’s care and a third of his mana.


A glance around camp revealed nothing untoward. He shrugged to himself. Sometimes he got a little jumpy for no reason, being alone in the wild did that to a man. Wolves were moving into the forest floor, along with many other creatures. Knee-high monitor lizards with a chameleon camouflage and razor-bladed tongue, a variety of deer-like monsters, rabbitish creatures, some type of weasel, and a host of others.


The glade was starting to come alive with life. It gladdened Ulric’s heart, the Gigabear had been what made the divine forest around him into a green desert. Its absence was starting to be noticed and, as a wise man had once said, life was finding a way.


He shuddered when he recalled the savage wilderness he had witnessed far above in the canopy. He had made that climb yesterday as a physical challenge and to scout but had been wildly unprepared for the panoply of wyrd monsters. He wasn’t ready to challenge that place, but he was growing almost comfortable in his glade and the surrounding wood.


He bent down, ready to resume his work. A series of howls, not so distant, sent ice up his spine and he jerked upright again. Eyes scanning towards the sound he became aware of another sound, like low thunder. The piece of wood at his feet was vibrating.


“Oh shit, Oh fuck, Oh Sweet Watcher’s Tits may they hang in glory, not this.” He prayed aloud.


It came. Faster than all reason. A rush of green and yellow bodies, antlered like pronghorns and similar in shape, if a bit larger, poured over the nearest hill and down into the glade. They were insanely fast. He had only a minute, no more. Ulric scrambled to get to his spear, no time for anything else, his half-completed bow, tied and clamped while glues dried, would have been useless against this horde anyway.


Cursing himself for a half-wit he started concentrating on his mana, pulling towards the strength of the stone beneath himself, mana wavered and then snapped to Terra and he dragged the rock upwards to form a barrier. He was struggling desperately not to lose the spell as the rush of green monster antelope bore down on him. Knee-high came the semicircular wall, thunderous sound roaring now in his ears from the approaching hoofbeats. Thigh high and he knew he wasn’t going to make it, he was too slow, the rock was rising too fucking slow. Waist high and they were upon him.


Thirty bodies moving fast as a car hurtled into his camp, heads lowered, driven by panic. Ulric got his spear up as they came on. Maybe the wall saved him. Maybe the threat of the spear did. Certainly, the [Forest Lord] hide he’d made into a jerkin played a critical part, even if only for its smell, the odor being that of death itself to the creatures who got whiff. The tide parted around him so fast he could barely follow, he heard destruction as they trampled his camp. Barely a second into the stampede and, as he was glancing to the side at the devastation, one of the fuckers jumped the wall.


Ulric had just enough time to curse before a glancing impact threw him viciously to the ground. Searing pain lanced along his side. He heard a loud series of cracks and was present enough to be afraid his ribs had been broken, a death sentence. He had no idea where his spear had gone. Thundering beats of hooves pounded down around him for a mere moment and then were passed, retreating to fade rapidly into the distance. Mixed into those bodies Ulric had seen some type of black wolf-like beasts, snapping at the heels of the antelope creatures, driving them.


It was over, as suddenly as it had begun.


Ulric lay curled up around his side, his hand over warm, wet heat. Moaning softly as he rolled over onto his back he brought his hand up to confirm the blood running down his arm from his painted hand. Terrified but determined to know he looked down at his body to see his jerkin was slashed from a place horrifyingly close to his liver to under his right nipple and on around to beneath his armpit. Shaking hands pulled up the hide clothing to reveal already bruising flesh and a weeping red hooking wound, a thin line scored through the [Forest Lord] leather to print itself in blood on his side. Glancing, a shallow flesh wound, not fatal.


Panting from fear, relief, adrenaline, and nearly in tears Ulric simply lay there breathing and grateful to be alive. Nothing stopped to eat him, the smell of ancient terror sufficient to deter anything from inspecting the wreckage of what had been his camp. It was shattered. One small mercy, over next to the scattered contents of his root bin lay the corpse of one of the green and yellow bastards, obviously dead, its leg kicking in twitches.


Turning his head to the side he saw his half-finished gear lying just outside the impromptu spellwoven wall of rock. It was bent, chipped, and broken by beating hooves.


“YOU HAVE GOT TO BE JOKING!!” Ulric screamed into the evening air of the glade. The forest answered him with silence.


**back in the present**


Ulric came back to himself from reliving the ruin of his old camp. Lessons learned, he thought, looking at the spiked wooden barrier.


It had been a bare two weeks after the death of the Forest Lord. His shelter had been smashed, his bed turned into splinters. He'd been nearly killed when one of the things had tried to gore him on its way through, ripping a wound across his ribs that had only fully healed a few weeks ago, a wound only kept from killing him by the durability of the hide he’d worn. Both the smokers were ruined and had to be rebuilt, likewise his root bin. The only saving grace there was that the animal that had stepped through his root bin had broken both its front legs and smashed its head into the ground hard enough to snap its own neck.


He'd moved his camp back to the torn roots then, to protect his water supply. The animals would have their own known water sources, springs abounded in the rocky highland terrain and a rainy season a month-long had shown him where the watersheds ran. Trailing animals and birds, predators and prey alike, he'd learned a great deal about how this forest hid its secrets.


The answer, as he had suspected early but dared not confirm, lay in the canopy. It was dense. An ecosystem all unto its own. The trees started to limb out about two-thirds of their height from the ground, the lower branches as massive as the largest redwoods of his world. From these arboreal highways sprang a verdant world completely unlike the shaded ground. Interconnected branches ran between trees, oak-sized paths from one level of the canopy to the next. He'd climbed up once his wounds had healed sufficiently to avoid opening them or greatly aggravating the sprained rib muscles. It hadn't been especially difficult, with the large crevices in the bark of those giants and the rough texture providing hand and foot holds aplenty. Once up in the canopy, he'd been able to observe the myriad species of plants and animals that made the true forest home.


There were giant birds, with beaks similar to toucans. They didn't eat fruit though they ate what looked like a badger sized squirrel with webbed arms that glided from tree to tree. The squirrel badgers ate a giant bean that grew from a massive wrapping vine. The bean proved to be excellent once boiled, fruity and packed with oils. There were several species of snake, ranging from the constrictor type to a venom spitter whose streams left smoking bark where they touched. He'd seen a hawk-like bird the size of a German shepherd get hit by that venom and break up in mid-flight like styrofoam in gasoline, just liquifying. It didn't take Ulric long to figure out that he was ill prepared to face the environment on high and he returned to the relatively barren, but vastly safer, forest floor, and his own rich glade.


His Giga-bear meat proved life-saving. It was rich with fats, marbled to perfection. Even smoked and dry it was packed with nutrition. He had enough to weather the first months of his stay, long enough to learn. The Autumn season progressed steadily, air turning cooler. Those cold rains had forced him to completely rethink his shelter. He'd dug into the roots, using fire to weaken and char and an axe with a head made of split bear pelvis bone to chop. Work proceeded quickly. Why it took three weeks for him to figure out that, if the hardest thing he had on hand was bear bones, then he should be shaping bear bone tools using bear bone hammers/chisels, Ulric had no idea, other than he was a moron. Teeth made awls, sail needles, and even some fish hooks, although he hadn't seen any bodies of water that would support fish. Claws he made into a set of spiked leather caestus. Coupled with the Forest Lord's hide clothes he probably appeared to be a junior Forest Lord to much of the animal life. The predators avoided him at all costs, so far. He'd seen a pack of wolf-like creatures chasing a gigantic stag with fractal leaf-shaped horns, like recurving ferns, skid to a halt at the sight of him and run howling away. Made hunting things harder, but he'd accept that over having to fight off more predators for territory. That all the predators would fear him was a failure of imagination on his part, as he learned soon after.


Days passed quickly. Ulric was kept busy with his assorted tasks. The first few of these were spent in preservation and camp tasks, with some foraging around the immediate vicinity of the glade. Various plants proved edible and Ulric had finally achieved some semblance of a normal diet. Other herbs and roots proved to be either noxious to the point of inedibility or highly toxic and only the rigor of his testing methodology saved him from a rather uncomfortable death in the wilds. It was with great relief that Ulric discovered analogs to Earthly spices, most especially the presence of a grassy plant that tasted of cilantro, a broad-leafed flowering plant whose fleshy seed pods carried a distinct flavor that was tangy like garlic, and long green stalked herb that he found to be nearly identical in form and flavor to an onion. There was another, a deathly spicy herbaceous plant that he still wasn’t convinced wasn’t toxic, so potent was its fiery burn.


Small animals were returning to the glade, their signs becoming evident on the local plant life. Once, as Ulric picked some of his favorite tubers, the pale starchy things being remarkably close to potatoes when boiled, he was attacked by a small horned rabbit with enlarged hind claws. It had shot from cover at incredible speed. Ulric had had his knife out already and the [Forest Lord] bone, sharpened to razor edge, parted the thing’s head and left shoulder cleanly down its body, so aggressively had it thrown itself at him, horn lowered to spike his chest. The hide, of course, was ruined. It’s horn was inferior to his current tool and, at least on this specimen, too small to spark a use to Ulric’s mind. It roasted up just fine though. Other things were showing themselves on his foraging trips, though he only ran into them once he began to practice proper stalking technique and learned attentiveness to the wind direction. His hide clothes smelled of the old super predator and everything ran immediately when they caught whiff of him.


So it was that Ulric found himself losing his caution. Varda, of course, obliged him with a lesson.


Ulric was stalking a [Bladefern Elk]. He’d sighted it in the predawn light, as it had crested a small rise on the southern end of the glade. Keeping the strong Westerly wind in his face, Ulric angled around where he’d seen the thing alternately grazing and browsing. He still had plenty of Gigabear meat but he didn’t want to pass up any opportunities to expand his larder. Never can tell when hard times might come a calling.


As he crested a small rise, in a crouch so low he’d have never managed it in the Before, he saw that the magnificent beast was turned away from him, its flexible lips pulling away at the lowest succulent leaves of a sapling of one of the trees he called [Steelwood] for its incredibly hard, dense, material. Slowly, to avoid alerting the dark brown and mottled silver-grey buck, at least thirteen hands high at the shoulder, Ulric took up a throwing spear in his right hand, its glassresin blade immaculately sharp. These half-length spears had proven ideal to take game at medium to short ranges, powered by his strong shoulders. He could hit his target seven in ten throws, good enough to be worth the effort. He couldn’t wait until his bow was finished, the work-in-progress laminated recurve stave sat only half finished in his camp.


Slowly, ever so slowly, his arm drew back.


A deep, throaty growl, distantly to his left, sent the [Bladefern Elk]’s head up and it swiftly darted ahead, a tremendous four-meter leap carrying it into its incredible flight. At the same time, Ulric’s turning head caught the source of the sound. Some kind of wolf, broad shoulders, shaggy fur, a head too large compared to most wolves he’d seen in documentaries, the things were nearly extinct in his old world. This one was alive and well. It was big, its shoulder blades cresting Ulric’s chest and it looked to have at least fifty kilos on top of his own solid eighty.


Baleful yellow-green eyes stared into his, feral. Its growl deepened, and it snarled, sharp pointed teeth flashing. It would attack, Ulric was sure. The beast wanted his territory, his life, he could feel it. Ulric’s hackles rose, and he felt a deep anger as his hand tightened on the throwing spear. Want wasn’t going to mean shit, Ulric decided. This critter had cost him a fresh meat dinner and nominated itself as nexties.


Ulric let fly, just as the large animal gathered itself and the spear buried halfway along its haft in the matted fur, just behind its front left shoulder. A roar of pain preceded its retaliatory charge, fangs bared. A scant fourteen meters separated the two and, claws digging deeply into the soft litter below, the animal was almost upon him.


Ulric had not been idle, had not wasted the dark evenings spent in his shelter. He drew on his core, forcing the latent energy to his command, his mind already forging it under his will to the shape he had practiced nightly for the last three days, a beam of concentrated water propelled at a pressure sufficient to carve even [Forest Lord] bone. As the beast’s body left the earth, propelled like a living missile toward him, Ulric’s hands pushed forwards, cupped together as if giving CPR, and a beam of water intercepted the [Fellwolf].


High-pressure water could cut metal. This spell, powered by Ulric’s core, pierced the beast’s head and exited the back side, blowing red and grey matter out behind it. Momentum carried the corpse past Ulric, to crash into the dirt and roll to a stop.


The breath he’d been holding he released in a slow hiss, his tightened body relaxing. His heart jackhammered inside his chest at the close call. He raised his estimation of the power of magic. His best throw had proven insufficient to land a killing blow, even with good placement. This working of Aquae though? Complete destruction of the creature’s head. Ulric’s mouth dropped open as his eyes took in the large trunk, well large unless you compared it to one of the Elder trees in the surrounding forest, of a tree behind where the wolf had been when he’d struck it. There was a large rough tear in the wood. Ulric walked slowly and put his finger into the bore, it went in, all the way to the second knuckle. All that from a mere half-second’s flow of power. His power. He had willed this destruction and, lo and behold, commanded the elements to smite his enemy.


He had to admit, magic was pretty fucking amazing.


Ulric’s budding smile died a swift death when he examined the [Fellwolf] corpse. A mouthful of jagged, ripping teeth, head as big as Ulric’s torso. Oversized claws that looked like a badger’s. The spear had torn a clean hole in the furry hid and penetrated deep into its innards. One lung had been torn and Ulric thought it probably had destroyed what looked like a liver. And that had slowed it barely at all. It sure as hell hadn’t stopped the thing from leaping at him hard enough to knock his ass to the ground where those teeth could get at his head. And it had gotten to within an easy stone’s throw to him without his having any clue. If it hadn’t growled he might never have known it was there. Fuck.


Arrogance. Pure and simple. He’d thought himself the only predator of note now that the old monster was gone. How wrong he was. That was the kind of mistake you make once, Ulric resolved to himself. A second time and it was likely Varda would see the end of Ulric Einar’s adventure. Ulric resolved himself with the mantra that had come to dominate his days: Get better, get stronger, learn more. A mantra of success that the man chanted to himself.


Ulric had discovered that his glade, this pocket of verdancy buried beneath that staggering canopy, runneth over with bounty. He'd found a cat-tail like tall water reed whose stalks were every bit good as celery, with crisp and nutritious. Others, a woody stem with thin needlelike leaves, had strong flavor reminiscent of thyme. Still another, with thin stalks and short fernlike leaves taste almost identical to parsley. Anything that could be harvested and planted near his shelter was, cultivated in small beds dug with a carved shovel. That backbreaking work took him three days, only viable because of his vigor.


For every botanical gift, however, was a reciprocal curse. Most were simply too bitter or acidic to eat. Some were marginal but too much of which would induce diarrhea, or, as one that had elicited little to no immediate response but taught him to wait far longer before ingesting larger quantities, induced a nausea and diarrhea, unlike anything he'd ever experienced. He avoided that one furthermore. Three he strongly suspected induced cardiac symptoms, although he'd not ever eaten enough to confirm it. Two he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, contained a potent paralytic. He'd been unable to walk following those tests and had struggled to breathe deeply the rest of the day. It was mildly terrifying, testing these things. But it was the only way he could secure enough food to last through what was sure to be a soon-to-arrive winter season.


What Ulric had not experienced, outside of a few initial bouts of neurosis and near meltdowns there at the beginning, was loneliness. Ulric had never been a great people person. Not that he was some kind of nonfunctionally introverted psycho who hated everyone. He was calm, easygoing, witty, and demonstrated a rare interest in listening to the people to which he talked, instead of just waiting for his turn to talk. To the point that he sometimes felt that they were unnerved by the fact that he was intently listening to them, and felt self-conscious about it.


It wasn't that he was bad at being around people. He just didn't enjoy being around people. Ulric had what might be the smallest social battery of any functional adult he'd ever met. It had always been like that, even with family. He'd be good for around half an hour and then he wanted to be alone for a few hours. Eight continuous hours of social exposure was like Kryptonite, he felt drained and exhausted. Out here, isolated for what had to be more than two months according to his old reckoning of things, he'd never felt the lack of human contact. If someone showed up he'd probably be excited at the change but, without a doubt, if they hung around for long he'd find a reason to slip off into the wood for a few hours. Not for the first time, Ulric considered the high likelihood that he was somewhere on the spectrum. Eh. The trees weren't complaining.


            

    
        Chapter 16: Hunting and Being Hunted

    
    
    
    
                The trees were complaining. They didn't care for the frost that had come last two nights and were making their displeasure known with a rapid shift from verdure to auric glory. Sunrise that day would go down as the most beautiful, poignant, moment of Ulric's life to that moment. Red gold light, filtering through emerald and gilt branches. A sharp morning air, still, that brought out awareness of one's entire body. Heavy silence, unbroken yet by the wildlings of the canopy. It was one of those moments that lived ever on in your mind, that had become the ultimate expression of fall in Ulric's mind forever more.


Soon enough the spell was broken by birds crying and various creatures stirring. Ulric had left camp an hour prior to dawn, to find a position in a low, Ha! branch in the nearest bower. Low was relative, of course, even the least of those massive branches was a near half kilometer up. The greatest heights might be anything up to a kilometer, maybe more. He had failed to bring home meat the day before. Today he hoped to down something prodigious.


His dried [Forest Lord] meat was down to around a scant quarter of its original 600 kilo bounty. He hunted fresh game whenever possible and, lately had improved enough to make a kill once every three or four days. Four of the [Bolt Deer], his name for the small green and yellow deer like creatures that had stampeded his camp, had been taken, each dressing for around fifty kilos had been taken over the last two weeks and their meat mostly preserved, what he hadn't eaten fresh. A single [Bladefern Elk], the moose sized elk that had the fractalized recurve horns, had yielded him nearly one hundred fifty kilos of meat, most of which had also gone to the smokers. It sounded like a great deal of food, and it was!


However, Ulric's current diet was extremely game dependent and he'd calculated a few weeks ago that his natural caloric needs were consuming about eight kilograms of meat daily. Given his lack of data, he couldn't make projections about the availability of prey during what was probably going to be a cold winter on the forest plateau. He didn't even have a way to determine, with any certainty, how long the days were or how long the seasons would last. The probability of this world having the exact same seasonal durations as Earth were infinitesimal. His instincts were telling him winter would be brutally frigid and longer than on Earth.


Towards that end, food preservation and wood processing were tasks on which he was spending substantial time. It had turned out that his original plan of traveling in a leap frog manner from one camp to the next had been made in gross ignorance of how difficult it was to survive in the ancient glade. The post stampede reconstruction of his camp, the rainy season making travel unwise, the creation of his Forest Lord bone tools, identification of edible plants, learning to control mana, exploring the canopy, everything took far, far longer than Ulric had anticipated. There had been so much to learn. Mistakes to make and then correct. Bad habits to unlearn and replace with good ones.


The Akashic record had acknowledged his improvement within his status, so it felt good to know that progress had been made. But he had dramatically failed to effect travel away from his starting camp.


Sitting in his hidden nook between two branches Ulric had an arrow affixed to the bow, a light tension on the string. The composite bowstave had proved its power many times, driving glassresin tipped arrows through all the living targets he'd hit. Fletchings had come from dog sized toothed birds killed by [Wind Blade]. The long wing feathers kept the arrows flying true for farther than Ulric had the skill to aim. He was currently using a hollowed tooth arrowhead, loaded with a few grams of liquid consisting of paralytic and cardiotoxic plant extract. He was hunting in the canopy today and he had immense respect for the monsters that roamed these twisting bark pathways, hence the poisoned arrow. Better to be safe and have his most dangerous tools at the ready


Since his aim today was something big, he would want to switch to a broad head arrow when his prey was close enough and have two or three arrows available for quick follow-up shots. He'd practiced these for several hours, daily, in the previous two weeks and felt good about getting three arrows onto a basket-ball sized target thirty meters away within around five seconds.


Ulric's back muscles had grown noticeably stronger pulling that heavy bow so many times, from both sides. He'd long since decided that if you were going to learn to do things from scratch, learn to do them ambidextrously. He was definitely favoring a left handed shooter's posture but was trying to break that predilection to build a balanced skill.


Various large birds flitted from highway wide branch to highway wide branch, some hunting sloth like critters that hid in the nooks of bark when they saw them coming. Others were cracking head sized nuts in their beaks, a display of radical crushing power.


Suddenly several birds went still before taking to the sky with a sound that was remarkably similar to a helicopter. Ulric froze, breath held. He felt a heavy cloak of threat pressing down on the layers of forest before him. He saw nothing.


Crashing foliage, cracking limbs, and an explosion of motion heralded a massive bovine form. Built like a crimson brahma bull but with horns made of polished onyx, the animal tossed its head as it broke free of the aerial thicket into the open. Even as its massive haunches cleared the last of the limbs, cloven hooves gouging the bark beneath, it was pursued by a living shadow. The creature manifested as it leapt to the [Crimson Bull]'s back, jaws locking onto its victim's spine.


A panther twice as large as a Bengal tiger, shoulders rippling beneath pitch black fur, had buried its foreclaws into the bull and was biting down viciously, canines piercing deeply into the backbone.


The [Shadow Panther] broke the bull's back with a sound like a sledgehammer on stone tile. The report could be felt through Ulric's feet. Hind legs went dead and the predator swiftly repositioned to take a new hold on the bull's throat, crushing it easily.


It had taken mere moments, from sighting of the massive horns to the killing bite. Ulric was stunned by the incredible ferocity of the attack. If this thing had ambushed him, rather than the [Forest Lord], there was little chance he'd have lived long enough to do much other than scream. The [Forest Lord] had been so large, so powerful, so without fear that it had hunted with no urgency. The [Shadow Panther] had none of this overconfidence. It killed with lightning aggression. An overwhelming yet graceful strike at full speed from its foe's blind spot. The way a veteran warrior killed.


Ulric never even considered taking a shot at the panther. The [Crimson Bull] was a mighty enough beast that he'd have probably avoided risking its attention. About five levels of "fuck that" above the bull stood the panther. No, Ulric was going to continue pretending he was the bark of the tree and hope the [Shadow Panther] ate well enough to sleep for a few years, never finding out that Ulric existed.


Fate was a fickle thing though. As the [Shadow Panther] opened the bull's belly, spilling entrails, ripping at soft flesh a twelve meter long [Venom Bolt Viper] rushed out from an overhead vaulting limb, fifteen meters above. The viper had an almost navy blue color with blood red diamonds running in alternating rows along its spine. It paused only long enough to direct a stream of smoking venom towards the panther. Even distracted by fresh prey and in the middle of a mouthful of meat, the panther was insanely quick, leaping into the air hind legs pivoting around to place it in line with the viper.


The viper followed the jet of venom downwards having expected to land a crippling blow against an unguarded competitor. The massive cat was already leaping, claws outstretched to meet it in mid-air. They collided and fell atop brush, crushing it with their weight and shattering it with the violence of their struggle. The [Venom bolt Viper] was wrapping its lower third around the panther, but couldn't bite down and deliver a mouthful of dripping fangs into it because the [Shadow Panther]'s claws had locked into the scales on the back of its neck and were dragging the head to point vertically into the air. The two rolled, revealing a bleeding ragged wound along the cat's rear left leg, where it had failed to clear the venom bolt completely. That leg was clearly without much strength, but the rest of the animal was making up for it. Roaring panther calls were mirrored by a Mac truck air brake hiss from the snake.


Locked as they were in their conflict, Ulric decided the better part of valor was to be honored and began to slip away, quietly as he could manage. Just as he was about to make his escape, nine large Vikings tore shouting into the rough-barked causeway, hefting weapons that ranged from a massive battle axe with a bit sized for the tree trunk below, half a meter wide, to a broad two meter curving great scimitar, to a three-meter long shaft terminating in a barb tipped trident clearly coated with some substance.


The warriors were definitely aiming to kill both panther and snake while they were locked together. The panther released its hold on the ribs of the snake's trunk to bite at a man, apparently human as far as Ulric was able to see. The man had tried to swing his two-handed scimitar into the panther's neck but the creature shifted, taking a glancing blow that removed an ear and the fur on the side of its head. The counter bite caught his arms at the forearms and tore messily through them, sword tumbling to the canopy floor.


Momentary distraction cost the panther though, its monster foe bit it in the abdomen, delivering sizzling toxin into its guts. The panther howled, and started biting the snake violently all about its mid-section, ignoring the remaining tormenters. Two of the hunters, also human, tried to circle around the viper's back, one drawing back a silvery black bow, the other readying a vicious looking spear to throw.


The Viper once again lived up to its name, turning its head, low and parallel to the ground, faster than Ulric would have thought possible wrapped around the cat as it was, and launched a stream into the would be ambushers. Venom took both in the upper chest and head. Both immediately started to scream but voices were quickly choked off as throats dissolved.


Nine hunters was down to five fighting members, in as many seconds. Still, numbers had achieved something. The barbed trident stabbed forwards, driven by a hulking man shaped creature who appeared to have a man's body and limbs but the shaggy head of a wolf. Over two and a half meters tall, this creature drove the trident deeply into the snake's neck just behind its head pinning it do the underlying bark. While the panther bit viciously into the snake's chest, breaking ribs like kindling, a blue-green skinned humanoid with obvious tusked lower incisors swung the massive axe into its head. The skull cracked loudly, crimson blood splashed as axe buried deeply in a killing blow.


While their algae-colored compatriot tried to extract his snagged axe from the slain panther, two more humans with round shields strapped to their backs and one handed, broad bladed swords went to work on the pinned viper, cutting behind the trident to behead it while the Wolven-headed beast-man held it down with all his strength. The last of the group, also apparently a male human, tall, bearded, with gray hair pulled back into a ponytail was standing with his boot on a pale-skinned shape.


Ulric's plans had shifted drastically as these events unfolded. Silent retreat turned into shocked stillness, seeing, for the first time in over two months other sentient creatures. Stillness turned to murderous intent as his eyes slid over a naked, bound shape strung between two poles. A long haired youth, blond haired, wide slanted eyes, and badly beaten. The face had a shape that was almost Mongolian but forehead was slightly too high and chin too sharp. The ears were a hand long and pointed. The hunters had been hauling what could only be a badly injured Elven child. They had almost certainly been the cause of the child's wounds, if the none too gentle boot on the child's back were any indication.


It had always seemed like an obvious truth to Ulric: those who hurt children earned misfortune. Misfortune being a euphemism for a prompt, painful, if possible, killing upon sight. Here, he had witnessed his first opportunity at civilized company. And it was fucking ruined by a bunch of child-hurting assholes. Well. At least he knew who got to test his envenomed arrow.

*PING*

 

Another blue text box appeared but was swiftly discarded, he didn’t have time for that shit. Cold certainty burned away the unnecessary. The bow bent swiftly, fletching reached Ulric's ear in a mere moment, breath steadied and exhaled quietly, Ulric's fingers relaxed and the arrow loosed. The string slapped with a dull thud, furred muffler doing its job and cutting the sound. Eyes on the battle now well in hand, the man standing on the Elven child never saw the arrow that landed between his shoulder blades. He fell without sound, a puppet with strings cut.


Ulric figured he had one, maybe two more shots before the Vikings figured out somebody was shooting at them and decided that the men with the shields were going to give him more trouble than anyone else still fighting. He drew two arrows from his quiver, stabbing one into the trunk and fixing the other to his bowstring.


Another smooth draw, arrow trained on the space where the head would be when the swordsman on the left raised his weapon for another two-handed swing, breathe in, hold, sigh, release. The man dropped as his head rocked forward, glassresin tip exploding halfway out of his forehead.


His partner jerked around, missing his swing on the nearly expired viper, and called out in a high-pitched screech "There's more of the fucking knife ears out there!"


The Wolven beastman keeping the snake pinned snarled at him "Then get this godsdamned snake dead and get yourself after him. Else I'll pin you next."


Ulric was drawing his third arrow when the swordsman's next stroke severed the snake's head. The Ogrish man had freed his axe in the meantime, searching around at the call of "knife ears" and managed to spot Ulric just as he released. This closest Viking locked eyes with Ulric, grimacing as he heard the loosed arrow bury itself in the swordsman's chest behind him. The man gave a strangled yell as it punched into the holstered shield, vibrating agonizingly in his body.


The swordsman, dropped to a knee when the arrow hit. Hurt but not dead, Ulric had missed the heart. Definitely lung shot though. The man cried out again as he broke off the arrow and grasped his fallen sword, staggering to his feet. The wolven beastman, pulled the trident free of the dead snake and pushed the swordsman forward yelling something in a language Ulric couldn't decipher.


"Die here, bloody, Bastard knife ears friend!" the large muscular humanoid clarified in broken speech as he sprinted toward Ulric axe held two-handed to cover his chest from any incoming arrows. He was fast, probably a five second forty meter sprint time.


Ulric had been around sixty meters from the scene of the beast struggle hiding in a branch three meters above the thicket he'd been watching. The axe wielder would reach him in about six or seven seconds and that massive axe head would make a shot on a moving target difficult. Ulric decided he had better options. He shouldered the bow, string tight on his chest, put his hands out and drew up his will, focusing on his enemy's torso.


"Burn, you child-abusing fuck."


[Flame Crash]


Fire slammed into the Ogre-man's axehead and exploded into a three meter conflagration around him, rolling outward. Black smoke rising and a mournful cry made Ulric smile grimly. He watched as the Ogre-man stumbled blindly forwards, axe having fallen from melted hands. Face had been incinerated, blackened flesh nearly falling from skull and he made it only a few steps before he fell, breath bubbling out of charred lungs. The body burned steadily less than ten meters away from Ulric's branch.


*PING*


Ulric disregarded the notification. Later status, fuck’s sake.


The charging Wolven beast-man pulled up at the sight of potent magic unleashed on his former ally. The swordsman stopped as well, yelling desperately.


"Knife ears hired a battle mage! We can't fight him, I can't fight him with this arrow in me. Abyss below, Sigfur's over there bleeding out o' his arms."


Seeing the usefulness of his remaining ally was coming to an end, the beastman stabbed his trident down, planting it in the wood below, took the terrified man's head in his massive hands and jerked it savagely to face backwards, cursing in some strange guttural language all the while.


Ulric had dropped down now from his branch. He had been afraid that the two remaining foes would somehow get to the child and use it, he couldn't tell a gender from all the bindings and the awkward position, as a hostage.


When he saw the beastman kill his last fighting man he took it as a sign that the battle was at its end. He was shown the error of his thoughts when the beastman ripped his former comrade's throat open and took a handful of blood, wiping it across his muzzle in dripping streaks before throwing the corpse aside like trash. Probably not what somebody who was about to surrender would do. Probably more like a declaration of intent to fight to bloody death.


Ulric's blood was pounding in his head. Adrenaline. Fear. Anger. Excitement. Excitement? He'd always been told that violence was never the answer by his society. Which was confusing because the forebears of that same society shot college students protesting war, fire-hosed, beat and sicked dogs on its own people just for demanding equal rights under law in their own country, kicked in the doors of citizens in their own houses while they slept and gunned them down without warning, assassinated entire villages with remote bombs in foreign lands, and killed tens of thousands to protect the interests of a wealthy few. They had engineered the crippling of his world for endless wealth and used violence to keep everyone in line while they did it, right up until the Collapse. It had been a funny old world like that. Ulric had always suspected, deep down, that violence was indeed the answer to many problems and that if those problems weren't resolved, then it was because not enough violence had been applied. It had always been just a feeling. He'd chalked it up to a healthy misanthropy.


But now, feeling again the sheer energy running through him, the life flowing through his veins as he followed his heart's desire, he knew that that, mostly, human governments had been, historically, full of shit. They'd lied to protect their control. They'd force-fed people nonsense to dull their minds while the ones in charge did whatever they wanted. Well, that was enough of that shit. Ulric was a free man in a strange, wild, land where there were no gods and no masters, and these child-abusing fuckers were dead men.

            

    
        Chapter 17: Lord of the Ancient Glade

    
    
    
    
                The combatants locked eyes, separated by a distance of fifty meters. Blood dripped from the Beast-man's muzzle. His towering two and a half meter frame was layered with muscle, hands that would shame an NBA center, and an ease of movement that spoke to incredible athleticism. The trident the creature held was three meters long, certainly a daunting weapon when wielded by a warrior of such power. A leather and metal scale cuirass covered the beastman's chest, leaving arms mostly bare. Legs were covered to the knee by thick leather fauld, a sort of armored skirt with metal plates riveted to leather strips. Knee high boots had a metal shin guard. All in all, the Wolven marauder made for an impressively dangerous foe.


Ulric stood in his normal hunting attire. [Forest Lord] leather vest and matched knee length overcoat, loose pants underneath. His feet were covered by soft [Bolt Deer] moccasins stuffed with leaves for insulation. His only weapons were a long bow and long bone belt knife. He was only about two meters tall, nearly thirty kilos lighter, and his shaggy dark hair an unkempt mess. Not exactly a heroic image. Not that [Hero]was a title he'd ever be vying for. He'd settle for [Alive], pretty much all the time.


The Beast man called across the clearing, voice booming with a hint of growl. "How are you called, Hunter? I am Graus, lieutenant of Pack Leader Vars. Elf Bane. What name you carry, knife ears sympathizer?"


A duel? Ulric was curious now. He'd lived every day in this place with his life at risk, danger was as much a part of this world as the earth beneath your feet. Fear never went away, it was healthy. It was also something he'd reconciled himself to. It no longer served as a barrier to his choices, just a barometer for how stupid the thing he was doing at the moment was.


He'd play along for now and sucker punch the Child Harmer when it was convenient.


"I am Ulric Einar, Twice Borne of Earth, Native of the Ancient Glade. [Forest Lord]'s bane." his voice carried clearly across the distance.


The Beastman seemed confused by the first part of the introduction, having no clue what in the hells an "Urth" might be, but that last part sunk home.


"You slew the old terror?" he asked. There was the skepticism there, and just a hint of respect. The many times blooded warrior had felt no lie in the statement.


"I did.” Ulric shouted, his voice rough from disuse. “It was the first foe I defeated on this world. And it won't be the last, until I've threshed this land of fools. Like the ones who hurt children."


His dig struck true, and the Wolf headed giant of a warrior snarled.


If the shoe, fits you bastard, Ulric thought. He was getting tired of this. Either they were going to try to kill each other fair and square or he was going to start slinging arrows.


Ulric knew he couldn’t afford to do this slowly. Between the clash of monsters and this little dance with child abusers, there was blood all over the place. Moans of pain had signaled injury, a siren song for scavengers, the opportunists would be along soon and they’d be primed to kill anything that stayed behind. Leading the bestial warrior into the thickets was a nonstarter, who knows what he’d do, probably go snatch the kid. Ulric had to make a move and make it soon; the elevated forest was far more treacherous than the one below.


The Beastman nodded its head in salute and took up the trident to begin battle. This foe was worthy, a hunter of the ancient terror. It had slain his fellows with little effort. There were worse songs to have sung to one's pups than that their sire fell to the [Forest Lord]'s bane in even combat.


Ulric was pretty sure the ball was about to drop. It had only been a moment but he could see the monstrous humanoid making for something suspiciously similar to a sling in its belt. Fuck. Can’t let that happen Einar, he told himself.


He slid his right hand over the left, channeling frigid cold to create his [Ice Blade], a meter long blade of crystalline air and water reinforced to steel strength through Infrig. Staying back was right out, he couldn’t take a chance getting hit by a rock or metal ball bearing thrown by such an incredibly powerful creature. Midrange no good either, he’d end up spitted on those barbed tines.


Thoughts racing Ulric’s mind churned out the realization that he had to take the initiative, apply pressure, and use what remained of his magic, a tactic forming in his mind to get past the armor in which the barbaric warrior was encased. First though, there was the incredible reach of the large creature and its trident. He had a rough plan for dealing with that trident, getting inside its reach, and hoped it would work.


Almost like a gong had sounded the start of the fight, both combatants abruptly closed the distance, each trying to prevent the other from using some unknown ranged skill. Ulric struck out with his right hand channeling the power of Caelum from twenty meters away.


Godsdamnit he was a friggin geek, not a soldier! Too late to regret that now Einar, you stepped in it, now you gotta finish.


The large creature was clearly stronger than him, if the size of that trident and the way he’d pinned the viper was any indication, so Ulric couldn’t let anything hit directly. Gotta fucking distract him. Pocket sand!


[Wind Blade]


The dense blue air sliced through the space between them and was intercepted by the head of the trident. His hardened air magic shattered on contact, the spell’s mana coming apart to Ulric’s senses. The Beastman didn't blink as air shards bounced off its armor, its experience in armed combat vastly superior.


Piss, Ulric cursed, continuing to close in. That ruled out his Iceblade in melee. As they closed Ulric felt a detached sense of cool reason, different from the hot rage of his initial confrontation. Now that he’d confirmed the metal weapon's ability to shatter his [Ice Blade] if they met directly, his intuition shifted to find another tactic as the enemy moved into striking distance. For him, not for Ulric.


Four meters apart and the Beastman pulled back his trident for a lunge to spit Ulric. Damn it, he'd never be able to close the distance between them. At least, not by playing fair. Which was a stupid fucking idea to begin with. It wasn't exactly fair that the Beastman got to be a great wolf bastard with a huge spear to begin with.


On impulse, Ulric threw the [Ice Blade], the meter or so of hardened frozen razor flying for its face and, before the beast Viking could swing its blade and disperse it, pulled at Incendere.


[Flamecrash]


A weak [Flamecrash] intercepted the [Ice Blade] just as the trident reached forward to pierce it, the two spells colliding which carried them forward with their original momentum. Rolling steam poured over the Beastman's form causing him to roar his pain, flesh burned by roiling steam.


Ulric had never stopped moving forward, nor had he stopped channeling mana into an [Overcharge]. When the trident struck empty air, instead of the frozen blade, he took advantage and jumped as high as he could, which, thanks to a certain large bosomed Impossible, was about two meters vertical.


To his credit, the warrior knew he'd been had and turned rapidly pulling trident back to ready to intercept a weapon, even though his vision was clouded by the heat of the now dispersed steam. Rotating his body like a high jumper Ulric cleared the Beast-man, landing roughly on all fours behind his foe but rolling forward under the warrior's guard, even as the Wolven form readied itself to counter attack.


Betting that biology knew best, Ulric reached forward, underneath the haft of that polearm, placed his left hand on the metal of the armored cuirass just under the beast-man's right collar bone and his right hand on the left side above where the floating ribs were as the warrior turned.


Mandatory safety meetings on using defibrillators to the rescue. The safety officers never stopped bitching about the things. They'd been very clear about it. Wouldn't stop talking about it. Only use the thing if you were certain the heart had already stopped. Because if it hadn't and you hit them with those paddles at those points, it damn sure would.


[Voltaic Grip]


[Overcharge]'d Ceraun ripped across the meridians of the beast-man's heart, stopping it instantly.


The Beast-man was a hardened bastard. He knew he was dead. He also knew he didn't have to go alone. Lashing out the warrior used the haft of the spear to batter Ulric in the chest, launching him backwards to land on his back, lip cut and bleeding and eye blacked. As he lay there, the Wolven drew back the spear to impale him.


Ulric rolled quickly to stand and stomped a foot, pulling the last of his mana, this time focused to terra.


[Stone wall]


Liquid stone rose up behind the beast-man solidifying around the butt of the trident and locking the weapon in place.


A few aborted attempts to stab him stole the remaining strength from the warrior and he released the shaft, dropping to his knees with a hand over his chest. He looked like he wanted to say something. He died before he could, falling over onto his side. Could have fallen asleep if you didn't know any better. Probably a more painless end than he deserved, but Ulric had to admit that he couldn't bring himself to hate the creature. Disgust. Anger. No hate.


Ulric felt a rush of…achievement. Fulfillment. Victory soared through his veins, like a rolling flame. Gods he was never so alive than that moment. Ulric's heart thrummed within his breast and his body vibrated with adrenaline, power, and some unknown sensation. His foes, enemies who dared to trespass on his domain, challengers to his will, were dead at his hands and he was exultant.


*PING*

Heat suffused Ulric's core before pouring through his bones and radiating into his flesh. He was almost dizzy for a moment before the wave of sensation faded, leaving behind a humming in his body and soul. Suddenly, Ulric felt like he had become, all at once, more. It was as if he cast a greater shadow into the world, a deepening imprint, like he exhibited greater gravity around himself. A sense of strength, greater than any he'd ever known suffused his body, weighing against the mana exhaustion that even now weighed on him. A tickle of predatory anger briefly spiked and vanished.


Ulric snorted. He should've seen that one coming. Seemed like the Akashic record sort of just let you figure shit out on your own until you did something great. Or terrible. Sighing Ulric willed the status to his sight.


[Status]

[image: image-placeholder]

"Oh my!" Ulric whispered.


This was unexpected. Very unexpected. And definitely a boon to his plans going forward. Ulric had been immersed in the wilderness of the glade for months. He'd hunted, fought, built, rebuilt, and learned at a pace unsustainable to his previous life. Mana pulsed in his bones, filling his body in a cycle of hot and cold that, once disturbing, now seemed a second heartbeat. He didn't even notice his core's rhythm unless he concentrated on it. But now, some threshold had been crossed, and he was no longer simply a resident of the glade but its master. The wash of strength he'd felt must have been all of those stats suddenly being added to his own, some influx from a source that he still did not understand. Later, he'd have to think about this later, for now, he couldn't afford to just sit around and wool gather.


Looking down at the body before him Ulric felt, not regret, more like completion. He had battled with a sentient creature who'd fought and died giving all they had in single combat. As much as he'd detested these raiders that contempt faded somewhat for the beastman at his feet. He could hate a man who lived and chose to hurt others while he did, but there was no sense hating a fallen soldier, even one against whom he'd been locked into a fight with their lives on the balance. Death evened most scores in his eyes. Whew lads, had he evened some scores today.


His blood had stopped its surging rush, and he no longer felt his heart beating like a war drum timing his movements to some kind of fierce song. Mana exhaustion was in full swing, his health had taken a hit and he felt like shit.


Ulric had to make some choices, and quickly. The screams of the guy with his arms bitten off had silenced at some point. Shouts of pain, battle, and dying would attract predators. There were nine dead men and two dead titans, along with a fallen bull scattered across the destroyed thicket.


Not to forget the catalyst for this little drama, the battered and bound elf child.


He was too tired to butcher the monsters, not even if it meant losing their cores. He'd have to carry the child down the tree to camp, there was no way he was staying in the endless cage match that was the canopy.


Ulric had decided he would haul the Wolven beastman back to camp for a proper burial. He'd fought bravely, both against the monsters and against Ulric. He'd also killed the coward, so it couldn't be said he'd done no good with himself. He was also wearing a rather interesting armor which Ulric could maybe use for ideas and, just maybe, reverse engineer to improve his own lot.


Decisions made and priorities sorted, Ulric stuffed the trident and that great scimitar into the fallen Viking's belt. The child turned out to be a boy and he was unconscious. His slight form was little in the way of burden, especially since, being secured to those poles would allow him to be packed like a hitchhiker's knapsack. After making sure the kid was breathing and confirming that he'd probably stay that way Ulric took the dead Viking's collar in right hand, hoisted the child in left and made steady way to the trunk that would take him back to his camp, grateful indeed for the extra oomph granted by his Lord bonus.


It took nearly two hours, travel slowed greatly by burdens, mana exhaustion, and extreme caution. Ulric refused to be ambushed like that [Shadow Panther], taken while bathing in victory. You weren't victorious until you lived to next sunrise.


Climbing down the tree had posed a problem until Ulric realized he could just push the corpse out of the tree and collect it and the weapons at the bottom. Not like it'd complain about the rough handling. The child he secured with some of those bindings, cutting them and making some loops to tie him to Ulric's bowstave. If anything happened, it would be far harder for the child to fall free.


Back at camp Ulric put the child inside his shelter, checking the boy's breathing again and satisfying himself that there was little he could actually do. Camp chores were attended to and Ulric bathed himself by the rock pool, strigil raking dirt, sweat, and dried blood from his skin. He'd gotten a significant amount on him from the child and from the spatters that had covered the Beast-man from the slaughter of the [Venom Bolt Viper].


At last, suns slipping down behind the enveloping canopy around his glade, Ulric was able to find a moment to sit down for a rest. Which is precisely when the child woke with a shrill scream.

            

    
        Chapter 18: Picking Up Strays

    
    
    
    
                For the love of the Watcher's Tits that child can yell, Ulric thought. His reprieve had lasted about long enough for his legs to collapse and now, this. Groaning, he forced himself to his feet and entered the shelter to find the child crouched in a corner gnawing at the bindings on his hands. Ulric had left the bindings in place and even secured them, by a long leader line, to the wall of the shelter because he was fairly certain that he'd pass out soon and he hadn't wanted the child to bolt. Or murder him in his sleep thinking he was a partner to the thugs.


"Easy there, lad." Ulric said, as gently as he could manage. He held his hands up and approached the child without haste, speaking softly and slowly, calming nothings to show he meant no harm.


The child pulled his mouth from the bonds long enough to spit at Ulric, successfully, and then returned to attempting to savage them with his teeth.


Ulric noticed that the boy's nose had been badly broken and was leaning sideways against his cheek. Mouth occupied as it was the boy was in clear agony breathing heavily through the broken nose and mouth between bites.


Trying to avoid moving suddenly or any faster Ulric crouched down just out of reach of the elf waif and tried speaking to him again.


"I won't hurt you child, and neither will the ones who captured you." Ulric didn't know how much he needed to spare the sensibilities of a child, but then, he'd never had a talent for coddling feelings and hadn't developed one while hunting beasts in a magical wood either, so he continued bluntly "I killed the men, what didn't get killed by the monsters they fought, and took you back to my camp. I have no fellowship with them, nor anyone of this world."


"You have been injured and I will try to help you, if I am able. I will also keep you safe and return you to your people, if I am able, but you will have to guide me. I have seen no other men nor any of your folk and I know only the glade in which you sit."


None of this had influenced the vicious worrying of the boy's teeth on the binding and he was looking at Ulric with a wide eyed panic which widened further to terror when Ulric drew his bone knife.


Taking the elf's wrist quickly, pulling arms out straight up to avoid being bitten, Ulric ignored the kicking feet and slid the knife between the wrists to slice the rope holding them. Having freed his rescued dependent, Ulric released him and stepped back, crouching again to try to show his goodwill.


Panting but now slightly calmer the elf's hands rubbed over his wrists, removing the remnants of the lashing and working the blood back into hands tied too long and too tightly. Ulric merely watched quietly, letting the boy adjust to the situation at his own pace.


After a few minutes, Ulric slowly reached his hand into his belt pouch, producing a piece of dried [Forest Lord]. He held the piece out to the boy, gently prodding it in his direction.


"Go on, boy, take a bite of food and rest. You've had a rough time but it's safe here." As safe as it could be anywhere in the towering Forest of Yore, Ulric thought.


It took a few minutes patient wait for the child to accept that Ulric wasn't trying to hurt him but he eventually capitulated. Darting forward he snatched the food when he thought Ulric wasn't paying attention and devoured it rapidly, barely chewing. He likewise took the next piece Ulric had offered, but only after a minute’s watch. This went on for a solid half hour, the elf "stealing" a piece of food and staying in his corner, and Ulric talking softly, explaining that this place was his home, the boy was inside a shelter, and that no beasts would come through without provocation.


A good few pieces of food later, the boy seemed satisfied that he'd eaten enough. When Ulric offered a water bag from his belt the elf's eyes went wild and he drained the entire thing, losing about half of it to scatter on and around his body. Gooseflesh dimpled the child's skin and Ulric realized with a start that he'd forgotten to cover the child. Not everybody was fine with romping around the woods in the buff for weeks.


Reaching over to his bed, Ulric pulled one of the [Bolt Deer] hides off and moved to the child.

Frozen in place, the elf didn't move while Ulric draped the blanket over his shoulders. Waif looked ready to try to make a break for it for a moment but decided against and merely settled back into his corner, blanket blocking most of the chill from that dousing. As the lad dried off and warmed Ulric went to the fire, stirred the coals and built up a great roaring fire. He knew well how the cold could seep into the bones out here under the canopy. He'd spent the better part of two weeks naked after arriving on this world, after all.


It seemed like the elf youth finally came to a decision that Ulric was not going to kill and eat him. He carefully stepped over to the fire, blanket worn like an overlarge cloak, and sat next to it, letting the heat soak into his body. Neither had much to say then and they sat watching flames dance until large sticks had burned down to coals. Ulric was fairly sure the kid had fallen asleep sitting up. He knew he had for several moments, mana exhaustion was hard on the system.


It wasn't his imagination Ulric mused, the continued use of mana to exhaustion was building up his core, analogous to muscles growing in response to heavy lifting, he could, without a doubt, use more mana than he could in those early weeks. He'd only been able to use three, maybe four spells without running dry, even when the spells were of moderate strength. Today he'd blasted that ogre warrior about as hard as anything he'd ever cast without using [Core Capacitor] and had then used about every spell he had to take down the Wolven, including an [Overcharge]'d [Voltaic Grip].


It had been worth it to fight the warrior that way. Dangerous, but he needed to learn to fight enemies that had the capacity for thought. It was a little disappointing that his first contact was with thugs worse than the monsters but, at least, he knew that people were people all over the whole sonofabitching universe.

Anyway, he refocused, trying to analyze the fight. Trying to dissect why he'd responded as he had and how his choices had played out. After seeing the child there'd been little in the way of a plan or grand strategy. He'd known he was well hidden, he'd escaped the notice of the monsters, far better hunters than those men, likely. He'd had the advantage of both height and range, especially after both ranged warriors got slagged early by the [Venom Bolt Viper]. And he'd felt, part of his brain calculating coldly while the rest of him got pissed, that he held the dominating position in the fight. Warrior's instincts, indeed.


The bow was a miracle, his hours of practice over the weeks since he'd completed it well worth the time. Three enemies out of the fight in a matter of fifteen seconds and two of them from complete stealth. Another forced into a reckless charge to close distance, setting himself up for getting incinerated in the open. It was only at the last that Ulric had been in any true danger. He'd have been concerned about a magic user had any of them demonstrated any such ability while fighting the monsters. But none had and it seemed a good chance they'd not have held back against such foes.


Fighting the Beastman hadn't been too much risk, he decided. Ulric had the distinct advantage of magic and that was a hell of an edge. It had turned out that the marauder had been able to crush his [Wind Blade] and that made his [Ice Blade] a liability, even with all the durability enhancement he'd spent time building into it. Maybe such spells just weren't worth the effort of casting. Good to learn that now, rather than against an enemy even more dangerous.


Combining spells had been something he'd tried by instinct. If the spells had fizzled out it would have indicated that magic could destructively interfere with itself after formation. Now he knew magic could be used to amplify itself post spell creation. The combination of Infrig and Incindere was a bit of an inspired risk. Taking advantage of the difficulty of defending yourself from steam, something which Ulric had experienced in his previous life. He'd witnessed an incautious colleague breach a steam channel, having failed to depressurize the line. A helicopter had transported the man to the nearest trauma unit and he'd lost most of the right side of his face, if none of his sense of humor, since he'd changed his name, legally, to Harvey Dent. Steam was nasty stuff. Thermodynamic energy dump, from a highly conductive material with incredible specific heat, from vapor to liquid, shedding tens of thousands of kilojoules of energy in a moment. That the Beastman hadn't been totally blinded indicated a highly robust physiology. Or that his spells weren't as strong as they looked. No way to know for sure without much more testing.


That didn't apply to lightning. Once again, [Voltaic Grip] had proved itself to be a terribly effective weapon. Ulric knew, first hand, the power of lightning. He'd been struck as a seventeen year old idiot. Hanging out with friend, daring a thunderstorm, they'd been running from a porch to a lone Oak in a field. Not three steps from the Oak on his return trip lightning had hit the Oak and had blasted Ulric into unconsciousness. He woke up a week later in the hospital. One of the group had been planning to be an EMT and had taken first responder classes. If she hadn't done CPR until professionals arrived he'd have died there in that field.


A body made mostly of water, operated mostly by ion flows, was particularly susceptible to a fuck load of current driven at high potential. It required him to get in close and maintain contact with both hands, but the destructive power had been enough to cook a monster he had no business even thinking about taking on. It had killed that Beastman pretty much instantly, although that also had to do with him knowing exactly where to position that current flow to disrupt the heart's auto-rhythm. Decades since his anatomy course work but something-something Purkinje fibers and AV nodes. Still. Hell of a tool for calming down hostile animals.


Speaking of which, the elf kid looked like he might be waking up.

            

    
        Chapter 19: Take Your Medicine

    
    
    
    
                The worst of the effects of mana exhaustion seemed to have lifted. Ulric was feeling a little less like he'd been run over and more like he'd been merely beaten. The kid, who'd actually been beaten, was stirring. A decent nap he'd gotten, an hour or so next to the fire after a decent meal and something to drink. Probably did him worlds of good.


Slowly the elf woke, wide eyes opening. Impressive eyes they were too, brilliant emerald irises flecked with a deep golden yellow. Too bad both were nearly swollen shut and darkly blacked. Those motherfuckers had savaged this kid. It made Ulric want to kill them all over again.


Trying to shelve the anger, before his expression scared the lad, Ulric spoke to him to try to avoid startling him when he realized he wasn't alone, waking in a strange place.


"Well met, boy, can you understand me? I don't even know what tongue you speak, not even sure what language I speak, come to think. Nod twice if you make sense of me, stare blankly if you've no clue." Ulric's attempt at greeting was met by the latter option, rather than the former. Damn. Plan B?


Ulric pointed to himself "Ulric Einar" enunciating clearly, he then pointed to the elf and spoke deliberately, "Boy". Pointing to the fire he named it thus and then continued, pointing at the various objects in or near the shelter before naming them. An hour later he was sure the kid had no fucking clue what he was saying and might be too concussed to even be coherent. Hell, he was barely aware of what he was saying. Sighing, Ulric subsided to silence for a few minutes.


Fuck he was tired.


"Fuck I am tired." Ulric informed the camp. Daylight had gone. Passive mana regeneration had blunted the more oppressive symptoms of mana exhaustion but the rigors of battle, transporting the spoils, and watching over the youth had tapped Ulric's energy reserves. He needed sleep badly. How to handle the kid? He really didn't want to end up shanked to death while he slept. He also couldn't think of rebinding the child, a measure of trust was necessary here, if he ever wanted to earn any trust of his own.


"I sleep now." Ulric said, pantomiming laying his head on his hands to, hopefully, demonstrate sleeping. If the kid had any sense he'd do the same. A highly suspicious and not so optimistic part of him thought that, if the elf child didn't try to murder him, it was even odds he'd run away over-night and get eaten. But. What happened, happened. Ulric was too tired to be able to cover all eventualities.


Besides, the body of the Beastman was laying over by the wood pile and if seeing one of your abusers treated like * ahem* dead wood, wasn't enough to convince you what else could a man do? So, Ulric went to his bed and lay down under layers of fur, asleep before his body even settled.


Bird calls greeted Ulric. Morning light filtering through the boughs. The air was sharp this morn, doubtless the frost was on again.


Ulric's body was still vaguely stiff from the previous day's exertions but the faint hot/cold pulse of his core alongside his heart told him that he'd recovered from mana exhaustion. He was ready to rise when he noticed the slight weight of the elf child curled up on his legs. Hm. So he'd been smart enough not to run off into the forest at night. Maybe there was hope for the kid after all. Something would have to be done about that nose though, the kid was breathing loudly through his mouth. Not going to be a good time fixing that, broken noses hurt like a bastard to set.


Gently, Ulric removed the child from his legs and rose. The stillness of the mornings were always his favorite time of day. This hour always felt like a fresh start, full of endless possibility. Basking in the moment just a little longer he let the chill air dance across his skin, savoring the taste of the forest in his nose and lungs. He definitely should have been a druid, this forest felt more like home now than any apartment in which he'd ever lived.


"Alright then, let's make some luck." It had been one of his favorite sayings from the old world. Chance favors the prepared mind, a quote from one Louis Pasteur, the man who, single-handedly, proved life beget life and saved billions of lives through the treatment of milk and other easily spoiled potables. He also contributed to the determination that molecules had distinct, mirrorable geometries which were chemically distinguishable. Ulric considered him to be a folk hero and a model for making hard work do most of your dice shaving.


First, the fire. Some light digging with a wood shovel revealed coals that soon glowed to life with vigorous fanning. A handful of wood shavings from the corner of his shelter he knew to be driest, a bundle of twigs, and more fanning produced open flame. In a few minutes the fire fanned tall, gifting the shelter heat and light with its flickering dance.


Next some wood cutting. Large branches yielded to Ulric's axe, driven by strong back and shoulders. In a quarter hour a stack of cut wood to sustain fire for the night. He'd bathe this morning, just in case he decided to hunt or need to go up the canopy, so he set a few cuts of the deer he'd butchered a few days ago, alongside some tubers, forest garlic, onions and greens, to slow roast inside a stone and clay oven he had built into the wall of his shelter.


Shedding the [Forest Lord] hide clothing, he went to his rock pool and, in the side depression he’d filled for this purpose, scraped the previous day’s accumulated filth from his skin. He'd need to rinse the clothing and soak it in the soapy pap he'd found you could generate by grinding the bark of one of the shrubs in the glade. Camp soap was a project on Ulric's radar. He had a goodly store of lard now, all the wood ash a man could want, and was confident he could render it in a double boiler using one of his baskets and a stone bowl. A mark of how accustomed he'd become to the morning chill that Ulric barely shivered in the cold water, although his good friend and partner had sought refuge inside his body at the combination of cold water and colder air.


There would be a freeze soon. The frosts seemed not to touch the canopy, yet, but that couldn't be far off. Vibrant gold foliage up there betrayed the movement of the seasons. Ulric lost himself in thought until he heard soft footfalls behind him and the sound of something dragging. Turning, Ulric found the boy had followed him to the pool, hide blanket still wrapped around his body. Ulric pointed to the spring and said "Water. Clean." before miming drinking from the clear waters.


Hesitating only slightly the elf youth went to the pool's edge and drank deeply. While he did, Ulric shrugged into his clothes, their familiar weight blocking the chill air completely. [Forest Lord] was some fine hide.


Nothing for it then, they had water to clean up the mess and Ulric had to do something about that nose. He strode to the child's side and took a corner of the hide blanket, dipping it into the water, and gently as he could, scrubbed the child's face holding the kid's shoulder to steady him. Dirt, snot, dried blood, and whatever other filth came away and the damage could be seen clearly.


Those assholes had sure enough pounded on the kid. Eyes had been blacked and, although the swelling had come down slightly since yesterday, were still very much swollen. Cuts on the high cheek bones and above the eyebrows indicated he'd probably been hit with either bare fists, boots, or some kind of weapon handle. No fine edges to suggest a bladed weapon had been used on him. So, they'd wanted him alive for something but hadn't been worried about roughing him up.


Best to get the worst over with soonest.


"Boy, you've broken your nose badly. It's got to be set, and you're not going to like it." Ulric told him softly but firmly. He knelt down next to the child and pointed at his nose, and then pointed to the child's own. The boy knew what he meant and he also knew it was going to hurt, shaking his head.


"Can't be helped. You can't breathe right. Longer it goes on, more it's going to hurt and the longer it's going to take to heal." Ulric was pretty sure the elf had no clue what he was saying but he needed to reassure the kid as much as he could.


He'd never been good with young people. They seemed to think older people told them to do things for fun, instead of trying to avoid cleaning up yet another mess made by an incompetent attempt at something. Tell them, "No, not like that, do it like this." show them step by step and everything and they'd still do what they thought the first time they lay eyes on it and fuck it up royal. Still. The kid was his responsibility, for now, and he'd do his best to prevent him coming to undo harm, if it could be avoided.


He reached to the child's nose and the boy squealed and tried to pull away. And that was precisely enough of that nonsense.


Scowling at the child he felt the spirit of his grandmother, her stony aura which brooked exactly zero fuckings with, rolling off him. One hand held the child's shoulder like a vise and the other gently but with iron in it as well took the kid's chin and he stared into the vivid eyes of the child his ancestral tongue coming easily as he repeated the words said to him when he'd skinned knees and had alcohol applied to the wounds.


"Schrei, wenn du musst, aber jammer nicht."


Wide eyed, the youth stilled and nodded his head. Even if he didn't understand the words he knew the situation well enough to stop squirming.


Ulric set the nose in a single twist which was accompanied by the loud wailing of the child. Gently he patted the boy's back while he cried into Ulric's shoulder. He deserved a cry, it had definitely hurt like a bitch. A few minutes passed though and the sobs had died to the odd sniffle. When the Elven youth stepped back Ulric released him. The child looked up at him and nodded his thanks. At Ulric's return nod, and gesture towards camp, the two returned to the fire. There they breakfasted on roasted meat and vegetables. Both ate greedily, and washed the meal down with fresh water.


As they sat, heat of a warm meal in their bellies and the cheerful glow of coals washing over them the boy looked up and spoke for the first time, "You asshole, even not bad man. Thank you."


Ulric was stunned. He had been able to speak the entire time? "You little bastard."

            

    
        Chapter 20: Small Comfort

    
    
    
    
                The elf boy spoke, what sounded to Ulric's ears, broken English. He was now almost certain that it wasn't English that his own voice spoke, nor any language spoken on Earth. But his brain had been rewired by the Watcher's tuning to utilize some kind of communal language. Magic. Go figure.


In any case, communication would be drastically sped up compared to pointing at random shit and sayings its name. However, this did indicate a future problem. Ulric was going to, potentially, need to learn several languages to speak and interact with the peoples of this strange world. There were elves. There were Beast-men and ogres. What the hell else was there? Dwarves? Gnomes? Shire-folk? No telling.


It wasn't that unusual for a person to speak three or four languages. Look at the old Europe. There were corners of nations where it wouldn't be uncommon to need French, English, Italian, and Swiss-German all within a hundred mile radius. Really, it was only the more arrogant empiric nations like the Russ, Chino, and Americs that had such dogmatic devotion to their own language. While these peoples engaged in cultural prick waving wars, the rest of the world got on with trying to be a little less awful. And a big part of that was learning each other's languages.


Ulric was fairly well committed to the idea of learning Elven. Where this boy had come from there would be others. He wasn't ever going to be a social butterfly but living on his own in the woods had taught him how important the power of a community could be. He had a great many plans for things that would improve his life here in the camp.


For the most part he had the necessary starting points for the skills he'd need, if not the practiced application of them. He had most of the knowledge to create the things he'd need to make drastically increase his standard of living, his safety, and his weaponry.


The limiting factor was time. Time was needed to make what needed making, to find the materials what needed finding, and, while that was happening, he still needed to improve his mastery of magic, hunt, gather produce, tend fire, and on, and on. It was a shitload of work being a forest hermit. And that was excluding the very high probability of being injured. Every trip to the canopy was a risk.


Those creatures that roamed on the forest floor, for the most part, were the least of the things you'd encounter out here. Some monsterized wolves, some car sized elk, no problem. But, for some reason, the more dangerous things all lived in the canopy. And while they had been absent from the area around where he'd begun his journey that was all, most likely, thanks to the presence of the [Forest Lord]. It had only been a couple of months and things were flooding into the area. This glade was a desert oasis in the endless green. The rock pool, the nutritious plants, they would attract beasts and the beasts that preyed on those beasts. If he wanted to live here for any extended length of time, he'd have to work hard to secure it as his own territory.


If he could find these Elves and establish lines of communication or trade, they might know how to help him get to civilization. They might even just be the civilization for which he was looking. He'd never know unless he investigated himself. And that all started with the boy, who, he decided he would call Brighteyes, until such time as he knew the kid's proper name.


Ulric pointed at himself, reiterating "Ulric Einar", he then pointed at the boy, "Brighteyes. Understand?" at the Elven child's nod he continued.


"You hurt bad? Inside?" Ulric asked, even though he was fairly sure that a severe internal injury would have killed a child so young already and those Vikings wouldn't have bothered hauling a dying hostage through the forest canopy like that. If they only needed a corpse they'd have made one.


"Not bad hurt." Brighteyes told him, meeting his eyes before looking down. His expression had soured. "Ashamed. Caught. Beaten." Ah. A proud lad then. Best to nip that in the bud.


"How did you get captured by those men? They kidnap you from your house? Chief's kid right?" Ulric had his guesses but it was best to better understand the whole picture before he committed to anything.


Brighteyes frowned, shaking his head in the negative. Probably the negative. Body language could be different between cultures. Then he got a suspicious look on his face before asking "How know? Talk bad guys?".


"No. Only reason they'd take you alive. You're a skinny brat too ugly to sell, of course you had to be the chief's get." Ulric saw no reason not to get a little back for the kid calling him an asshole. Forget that it was true. Besides, Brighteyes seemed like he had a good sense of humor, if nothing else, he smiled briefly at the teasing before answering.


"Very stupid. Was in deep woods for training, saw bastards poaching. Desecration. Taking cores no meat, is not way of elf land. Shouted. Friend and I too dumb, too proud. They see chief symbol, take." the pain was obvious on Brighteyes' face at the memory.


The kid had suffered something nobody that young should, being made powerless. It wasn't until you got older you should have to learn that goddawful shit just happened to you sometimes. Forced you into awareness that the world wasn't the safe haven a proper home made it out to be. Part of being an adult was knowing you were going to have to face the world on unfavorable terms. Mostly alone. Kids with parents doing their job were protected from that realization, for as long as possible. It was one of the reasons the death of your parents hit so hard, in Ulric's mind. The people who spent their lives making you ok were gone and it was now all on you to take on every damn thing the world had to throw at you.


It was probably important that Brighteyes get it out of his system now so Ulric just waited him out. Soon enough Brighteyes continued the tale of how he found out people could be a motherfucker sometimes.


"Friend and Me fight. Them too many, we too young. They beat us. Tie me. Big blue one grab friend. Crush head in hands. My friend dead, my fault." Tears threatened.


Ulric felt awful for the kid. He'd suspected a kidnapping, he hadn't expected Brighteyes had watched his friend tortured and murdered. It was a shit hand he'd been dealt. No wonder he'd been so skittish at first. He didn't know what comfort he could offer against that. Wait. There was something he'd been told by his dad, once, when he'd struggled with a friend of his dying in high school to a drunk driver.


"You fought hard as two youths could, against grown men and experienced hunters. They killed for a living, killed things stronger than normal men and they outnumbered you grossly. Don't try to take the blame for what evil men do, you'll never get a moments peace."

It was something a young man did, a mistake they all made. Thinking that they could do something about anything, not knowing that there were things that simply were and could only be endured. Ulric hoped he could take some of the burden off the kid, let him know that he didn't have to be responsible for it all. He'd been around that particular block. It wasn't fun.


"Would it make you feel better to know how I killed the blue Ogre-man?" He didn't know of any other solace he could offer except to give the youth vengeance by proxy.


Brighteyes looked down for a moment then back up into Ulric's eyes, nodding. Fair enough.


"I killed his friends with arrows and, when he tried to charge, I burned him alive. He experienced horrific pain and it took a pretty good while to die. Here's what I used."


Ulric held a hand out towards one of the torn up boulders lying near the rock pool.


[Flame Crash]


The bolt of flame hit the rock and flame rolled outwards, pool of flame burning for several seconds before dying out.


Brighteyes gazed open mouthed as he watched the stone scorch and crack under the heat of the flame. He understood from the damage done to the rock that whatever that magic engulfed wouldn't die easily. Grimly he looked back up to Ulric and nodded once more, saying "Thank you, friend deserve bastards die." It didn't make it better. Not really. But at least he'd be able to know that those monsters wouldn't get to hurt people anymore or continue to pillage the land. Not being perfect didn't make good enough any less.


Ulric decided he'd try to get things out in the open then. "If you know the way, I'll take you home." He pointed towards the ridge that led to the escarpment. "That way is a cliff that takes you down from the plateau to the lower forests. If that's where you're going, I'll need to get some equipment to make the climb." He had no idea how those fuckers had gotten up that cliff, especially not carrying a naked child tied between poles.


Pointing back the opposite way of the distant mountains he continued to try to give Brighteyes some sense of his current whereabouts. He'd been unconscious for a while, after all.


"That way is the deep forest. Beasts and great trees, far as the eye can see. I don't know the way deeper into that wood. Can you find your way home?" Ulric asked, trying to restrain his excitement. It would be a hell of a thing, visiting an Elven village in a faerie forest. Magic. He almost laughed at the absurd reality of it.


Brighteyes was pensive. Whatever it was must have been some heavy thinking because he made like he was going to speak several times before reconsidering and keeping his mouth shut. Finally, he made some decision. A serious expression was on his face as he questioned "You, Ulric, name?" to which Ulric gave him a quick "Yup."


He then asked "You human?" Ulric nodded. He was, or at least he was close enough for the Status. Never mind that asterisk, didn't mean a thing. Probably.


"Ask now, rude. Sorry, [Scan] you?"


Now that raised Ulric's eyebrows. [Scan]? The magic that let someone view your status? The Watcher had warned him about the power of scan, the advantage it gave someone to be able to view the information stored about you via the Akashic record. He thought it over. He didn't have anything to hide but the kid had indicated that it was something of a big deal to scan someone without permission. Probably indicated a violation of privacy or the prelude to hostility. Sort of like looking into the curtains of somebody's house you didn't know. You were probably up to no good, and it wasn't to be done regardless of the situation.


"Only if you show me how to use [Scan] myself." Ulric countered. He didn't mind if the kid looked him over, especially not if it made Brighteyes more comfortable about traveling with a stranger. Even one who had been kind. But he didn't want to put himself in the situation where everybody but him got to use this power. The world was a dangerous place and he planned on living a good long time in it. Caution was a minimum expectation, information was power, yadda, yadda.


The request seemed to surprise the youth, his head tilted to the side as he spoke "You no know? But you strong Magic. It first spell after status."


Ulric shrugged, replying "What can I say Chief? I'm self-taught and the first time I used magic was about seventy sunrises ago now." He really needed a better way of telling time.


Now it was definite, Brighteyes was stunned by this revelation. He initiated what must be [Scan] his already impressive eyes glowing white. Ulric didn't feel anything, maybe a little like somebody behind him staring. That feeling you got when you suspected somebody was talking about you somewhere. About that time, Brighteyes looked at him like you'd look at a tiger that was sitting on a couch with you. A gentle trembling was visible in the youthful limbs.


What the hell was the matter now? Ulric wondered. He'd just seen his stats when he'd finished checking up on that status update. Nothing stood out at the time. Also the kid hadn't said whether he'd teach him [Scan], which was annoying and he was sure he'd failed to keep that annoyance off his face. His poker face was terrible.


Voice definitely shaking Brighteyes asked "You kill [Forest Lord]? Own-self, not already dying?" Oh. Yeah. He'd sort of forgotten that would show up in his status.


"Hey I killed that monster fair and square. And it attacked me first! So, if it was your tribe's spirit animal or something take a walk, I nearly died killing that thing. As a matter of fact…" Ulric took a few minutes to explain his encounter with the old horror. While the story unfolded Brighteyes went from rapt to confused.


Ulric had known it was a sort of big deal. Like killing the dominant lion of a Pride there was going to be a huge shakeup down-stream as everything else adjusted. But that was all, just a big damned strong monster that scared off the local wildlife. He hadn't known that the [Forest Lord] was a near mythical figure in this part of the world. A monster that had ruled this part of the forest uncontested for a generation. Brighteyes informed him, broken speech making clear that the slaying of the [Forest Lord] was far more momentous than Ulric was aware.


"Ulric idiot. Kill [Forest Lord] by accident? Too dumb know territory? Fool man lucky more than all stars in sky." At least it seemed like incredulity had replaced fearful awe, Brighteyes wasn't shaking anymore. And he had the balls to show that cheek again.


"Whole forest move now. Territories shifted, Greater Beasts vying. Ulric idiot. Village need know, we go. You explain father." Brighteyes seemed to have, at least for now, forgotten his own troubles as the full situation in the forest became clear to him, far more clear than it was for Ulric, who had none of the common sense and contextual knowledge of this world. But the little brat had a mouth on him, listen to him throw out insults.


So. It would seem he would get a trip to the Elven village after all. He needed to know more though, this camp was his home. Everything he'd done thus far was to survive and getting this place set up had been most of that. He had food stores to protect. He had a shelter to winterize, it wasn't near good enough serve through a bitter cold. He had to get winter wood chopped. And he was going to have to do it all with stone age hand tools. What he'd give for his old work shop. For his drill press. His lathe. His bench grinder and planer. His routers. A table saw. Ye gods what he would do for a table saw.


Ulric shook his head, dispelling thoughts of the impossible, a modern tinkerer's workshop. He needed to return Brighteyes to his home with the Elves. He needed to figure out a way to establish some line of communication with these strange peoples and maybe even some way to trade for goods and services. He didn't have anything that anyone would want, but he did have some useful skills and these he might be able to put to work.


As he thought about it Ulric realized that, as usual, he was forgetting the magic aspect. He didn't need a saw, he could cut cleanly with air or water jets. A blade of pure heat? A…gasp…laser? Hell, maybe he could figure out how to extract ore or even raw metal from the ground. Have to find it first, but obviously electricity was still electricity in this land. A little magnetic resonance sensor spell keyed to metallics? Some kind of underground density radar magic? He didn't know how to do it, yet, but he remembered the basic principles and he might be able to rig something with a little…


Ulric didn't figure out that he had slid down a wormhole of thought for indeterminate time until he realized his fingertips were starting to get raw and Brighteyes was looking at him like he might be sick.


"Why Ulric talking self? Worms in the head?" The damned boy didn't even have the grace to sound like he was joking.

            

    
        Chapter 21: Magic is Cheating

    
    
    
    
                Ulric had to admit, the little guy had a point. Maybe months living in the wilderness alone were having some effects on his socialization. He'd always been fairly withdrawn, to the point that many of his coworkers, especially the ones that knew him well, called him a "Furnace you'd freeze to death next to". But now? And it had caused him no little concern that he'd killed five people in cold blood the day before and hadn't really felt a thing about it. He regretted that they had made it necessary. He felt bad for the waste of life, especially, from that warrior who seemed to have some sense of honor, if not decency. But there'd been no sadness, no hesitation, no grief over the first time he'd spilled the blood of conscious thinking men.


It helped that they'd been hauling a half beat to death child between them, but even then. Ulric felt like he should have responded more negatively to the violence. But why? Some vague notion that it Wasn't His Place to put them down? A remnant of the conditioning of his old society?


Well, he'd already decided those people had mostly been full of shit about everything else, so they were probably wrong about this as well. There were no police, this was the wilderness. There was no government in this place, no one to which he had to defer his moral judgement or onto which to pass responsibility.


As before, Ulric had to conclude that, in this second life, he would be the arbiter of his own judgements. He'd seen a situation which could not be ignored, not by anybody with an iota of civilization. He'd had the power, within his own estimation, to rectify it. It would have been an abdication of his responsibility to the peoples around him to let those men continue on as they were. It wasn't like he could just tell them to stop. No. This was natural justice and, if he was intending to live this life proper, if he wanted evil men to stop being evil, either he imposed his will on them to cause them to change their behavior for the better or he'd kill them and let the air they were breathing go to somebody who'd not waste it making other people's lives worse.


Perhaps this was what the Watcher had referred to when it said he didn't harmonize with that other world. Or maybe he'd had a psychotic break at some point? Potato. Potahto. Tomato. Avocado. Self-reflection was fine, but only if it led to growth. Here was the reality: he'd killed people. Bad people, in his eyes, but people. He didn't feel good about it, but he'd not done it in a fit of rage or unthinking. He'd been angry and entirely rational, even practical about their murder. After the fact, he decided that he'd have done it again. In the same circumstances he'd have chosen the same path to the outcome of saving a little boy's life.


There, he thought, there's the learning moment. Ulric was not the same person now who he'd been in that old life. The core, metaphorically, was the same, but there was a harder, more crystalline exterior that refused to defer his will to that of some unknown judge. And, maybe that was the difference. He'd simply stopped caring how what he did or thought appeared to anyone at all. He would do his best, make the best choices he could, help people if he could, make his own life better without regard for the feelings of others only when he absolutely had to. He would not enjoy the pain of another. He would not add to the suffering of the world out of pleasure or self-gratification. He would be only as cruel as strictly necessary to accomplish his designs.


What else could anybody ask of him?


"Yup. It worms in the head. Sorry, Ulric man, but is no medicine." the Brat announced confidently.


"You'll be finding worms presently, if you keep that up. I'll bury you under this tree." Ulric warned him. Jokingly warned him.


Brighteyes smiled then, a brief break in the morose expression he'd been carrying. Life had been hard on Brighteyes lately. He needed someone to talk to. Someone to be a dick to, who wouldn't be hurt by it. Someone who could listen without judging unfairly. Damn shame, Ulric thought, that he was all Brighteyes had here.


"Alright Brighteyes, we've got to get things moving." It was still early morning, sun well up and daylight established, but the suns hadn't yet moved into the canopy window so the glade held its usual light sprinkled gloom.


"First order of business, you can't keep using my blankets as a cloak and I can't return you to your kin naked as the day you started making noise. I'm making you some clothes." Ulric told the youth.


Brighteyes nodded his assent, bruised nudity having been an unfortunate imposition of the last few days on his person.


Gesturing himself, Ulric instructed "I need you to hold your arms out wide and stay still." When the kid had complied, Ulric grabbed a vine he'd used for similar purpose to measure the lengths of limbs, the distance from shoulder to shoulder, the circumference of waist, neck, wrists, and ankles, and the distance from base of spine to hollow where skull meets vertebrae. These values Ulric scrawled onto a piece of bark using one of his bone awls.


Releasing Brighteyes from his clutches he ordered the child to "Fuck off and do kid stuff but stay in the camp and eat whenever you want" and got to work on the deer/elk hides he'd been storing under his bed.


Morning passed rapidly then. Barely looking up, Ulric cut hides, soaked sinew, punched holes, and sewed leather pieces together according to the pattern he'd developed after wasting a great deal more of the [Forest Lord] hide than he wished. It wasn't until he'd roughed out the vest and over coat that he stopped and shared a meat stew with Brighteyes.


The suns had already left the window and light bespoke of the golden hour before night. They spoke little, eating their fill. Brighteyes went immediately to Ulric's bed and sprawled out snoring loudly through healing nose.


Ulric worked through the night, putting finishing touches on coat and vest before doing pants in one sitting. He felt pleased with himself when he looked at the set of children's clothes, the craftsmanship in them clearly better than that of his own clothes. Improvement of a skill always felt good.


While his hands worked, Ulric couldn't help but ruminate on how much he'd changed in the few short months since his strange rebirth. Hunting, gathering, fishing, sewing, weaving, firecraft, magical senses, physical prowess, and mastery of the strange flows of energy that he had to assume were mana. So very much had changed and, most of that change was reflected in his status.


As he'd grown here the Akashic record had indicated that he was gaining power. His body learned to use its strength, he learned to move better and more gracefully, he worked his senses and perceptions against the challenges of the land, and, gradually, he had become more here. This last series of events, capped off by giving a child clothes, of all things, seemed to have cemented his place as the master of the grove in which he'd vanquished the [Forest Lord]. And, where before he only had this power while in the familiar places he'd patrolled regularly, he now would retain this growth everywhere he went.


It was a great gift and Ulric had to again be thankful to these old trees, most especially, this fallen one. If not for its passing there would not have been provided the clearing and the pool where he could make sustainable life.


Ulric thought back to his sudden claim to ownership of the territory in which he'd come to call home. Well. He supposed he had earned it. He'd killed its original master in self-defense, putting the maddened creature down, he'd built a near civilized shelter and camp from nothing, and, now he'd experienced the duality of man with the first strangers to visit his lands. Harsh cruelty for the ones who had deserved it. Kindness and empathy for the one who had needed it.


If those qualities were what the Akashic deemed worthy of a Lord in this world then maybe the lands outside here that had people on them wouldn't be so bad. He'd been a little reluctant to go out into the world, fearing that it would be overrun with wizardly warlords, or necromantic empires, or any of a million atrocities that power overwhelming would inspire people to. Not that they probably didn't exist. But maybe they weren't as widespread as he'd supposed.


So far as civilization goes, clothes, a bed, and a good hot meal weren't much but they definitely weren't nothing. He indulged in a bit of hope that Brighteyes' village would prove to be everything a former Tolkien weeb could dream. He'd have to broach the idea of learning Elven to Brighteyes. It would be rude to show up in somebody else's land without even the most basic knowledge of their language.


Speaking of learning things, the sight of his status reminded Ulric that he needed to learn [Scan]. Brighteyes knew how. He'd try to get it out of him later this morning. Might allow him to determine just how bad the lad was hurt and how long it would be before he could travel. The savage assholes had been in a group and they'd still managed to get half themselves killed against beasts mostly already dead fighting each other. Ulric wasn't going to risk a trip through the canopy unless he had to, and he didn't want to try escorting Brighteyes home until he had a plan for how to keep him safe while they moved. Then there was the cliff. Had to be a couple kilometers climb, easy.


For now, Ulric decided to get the fire going and get some food ready. He'd do some leaf wrapped tubers rubbed in a garlic "butter" made from animal fats, with a big damned slice of deer shoulder, flame roasted. Ulric decided then that there was little he wouldn't do for a loaf of fresh baked bread slathered in cream cheese.


Brighteyes woke to the smell of food and tucked in while Ulric, who'd already finished, watched. When the youth finished, meat grease dripping from his bruised chin, Ulric pointed to the clothes hung on a pole in a corner of the shelter.


"For you, try them on. Might be a little stiff at first, but you'll work them out soon enough." Ulric turned and went out of the shelter to clean up the camp while Brighteyes changed. Soon enough, his elven guest exited the shelter and stood to the side of the fire.


He was still banged up but, Ulric had to admit, the kid managed to look like a proper junior elf hunter now. With Lean limbs, piercing eyes, platinum blond hair, and a serious demeanor, Brighteyes was going to be a heartbreaker one day. For now though, he was a scraggly youth trying not to be embarrassed at receiving the generosity of a stranger.


"Is good clothes. Am debted." Brighteyes seemed to be taking this harder than Ulric would have thought. Too proud by half was this elven lord's son. Definitely needed dropped down a peg.


"Oh for crying out loud, " Ulric said, cutting the tension, "You think I want to see your skinny elf ass hanging out all day? Keep the clothes, I'll never get your stink out of them anyway. Besides, you're going to guide me to your village remember? I can't get there on my own. And if that doesn't square you, you can teach me some of the wisdom of the Elves. Starting with that [Scan] magic."


By giving him an easy out, he took some of the pressure off the kid. Nothing worse for a young man than being forced into a situation to which you can't respond. They just didn't have the patience to ride the wave and wait for their moment. The way Brighteyes' expression lightened, he was clearly glad to have a way to settle some of his self-imposed obligation.


The elf lad's face scrunched up as he thought about how to explain, with his limited command of human speech, how to focus the Akashic record onto another person and extract their status from it, creating [Scan]. Ulric wasn't particularly hurried, they had plenty of daylight, although the previous few months had decreased that daylight by nearly two hours compared to his initial days. Eventually the Elf started speaking, broken language tentative but gaining confidence as he explained.


"Ulric man know about status?" When Ulric nodded affirmative he continued "World remembers us. Men. Elves. Dwarves. Dragons. All leave imprint, imprints touch." Brighteyes brought his hands together, fingers interlocking to show that the effects of one life intersected with the lives of another.


"Call self-imprint [Status]. Focus mana on self, on imprint, call it, see own status. [Scan] like this. Focus mana on other. Harder. Different. But focus on other. See details. Like Ulric man filthy stiff hair or round scary gray eyes." Before Ulric could launch his own assessment of Brighteyes he'd soldiered on, keeping the momentum.


"See detail and call mana. Core bridge world, self, other. Call status but of other. This [Scan]." Ulric listened intently to the explanation. It was obvious that Brighteyes was choosing his words carefully, trying to make a subtle point with what limited language he had.


Ulric thought about his own status. How the Watcher had said it was a manifestation of the Akashic record, the world memory. That must be the imprint. Mana was how you communicated with the Akashic. It was easy to bridge yourself to the Akashic, you were already connected through your own core. Summoning the imprint you made on it yourself was as easy as concentrating on it. But [Scan] required you to try to see another's imprint. Naturally you lacked most of the context for the other person's imprint. You only saw the barest slice of their impression on the world, and only really because they were imprinting it with you.


Wait. That's it, you imprinted the world together with all the other connections to the Akashic. No man is an island eh? Ulric nearly smiled. Seems the great philosophers of his own world had found common truths to those of this world. It would be worth searching his memory for the lessons of those greats to mine them for more universals.


Ulric shook his head to refocus. Later. He'd do that when he had a spare moment at night, right now he had to get to the bottom of [Scan]. Connection was the key Brighteyes had given him. He focused on Brighteyes, on the details of the strange but similar features. High hair line in a widow's peak. Brilliant green and gold flecked eyes. Bruises. Leather hides that fit loosely, hanging stiff with newness. Keeping these details in focus Ulric reached out and flexed his mana, like he would if he was getting ready to shape a spell. He reached out with his core and sought to create a link from himself to the world, like he would with [Scan] only he would first link to Brighteyes and reach that connection through the elf first.


It took a few minutes, as details soaked in, and then, like an anchor dropping through the water hits the sea floor, Ulric felt a grounding and suddenly a window snapped into place in front of him. Almost involuntarily he muttered the name of this new magic


[Scan]
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Cheating. This was absolutely cheating. Ulric had a moment of epiphany as he realized what absolutely insane bullshit magic could be. There had to be a catch, somewhere. A balance. If anybody could do anything there's no way society would function as he'd known it. Just a guy with some cash, some guns, and a hardened disregard for the well-being of others was enough to rule significant portions of the world from which he came. What could a man have brought under his umbrella if he could have access to this? Probably didn't bear thinking about, his old world had spawned tyrants and monsters aplenty sans magical fuckery.


Speaking of magical fuckery, Brighteyes had a few curiosities to chew on. He was way older than he looked. His traits did say elves aged more slowly but Ulric wouldn't have pegged him any older than twelve. Also, the name was listed as Brighteyes. Odd that it would have only the name Ulric had given him and not his real one, even though it showed all kinds of things Ulric would never have known without being expressly told or shown.


This [Scan] business just didn't jive with any analogue Ulric had. Some things the record showed you like you were the gods of the universe looking down. Some things it left for you to figure out on your own. Some things seemed to carry your own perspective, a mirror but passed through the polarization of your own experiences first. Maybe he couldn't see Brighteyes' name because it wasn't important and he'd just keep thinking of him as Brighteyes until a real name had relevance.


It was a distinct possibility.


One of Ulric's many, many, character flaws was that he had difficulty paying enough attention to people to remember their names. Really took the piss out of his coworkers, some of them who'd been around for years, when a situation finally placed he and they in close enough contact for them to figure out he had no clue what their name was.


Well enough. Brighteyes it was and will be until needs arose.


Dismissing these errant thoughts Ulric tried to wrangle his brain onto the other features of this new window. Elven, but then he'd figured that out already. Stat distribution pretty similar to a human with a little less in the physicality and higher in the mobility and mental departments. Color him surprised, Brighteyes wasn't a dummy. Low vitality though, maybe something to do with Elven biology, he was, to appearance anyway, a child just beginning adolescence.


Given the total lack of background knowledge, Ulric couldn't assume anything with any certainty. It was entirely possible that even the humans of this world didn't grow and age like they had on his prior one. Ulric himself was a good case for that.


The Watcher had said he'd been reforged and his trait to that effect was that his body was the peak of his soul's imprint. Whatever the fuck that meant. The result was not questionable, however. He was much more physically able than he ever had been on Earth, even at his absolute peak. Playing around in the woods he'd vaulted bushes and limbs he'd struggle to climb over previously. Easily a two and half meter vertical, hell he'd proven that when he'd jumped the [Forest Lord]. That beast had stood all of three meters high and he'd easily been able to grab its head from a running go.


He could dunk. Ulric almost giggled at the sheer asinine incredulity of that thought. But there it was. He could not only dunk, he could climb like a world class free solo rock climber. He could run as fast as any qualifier in the Olympics and for longer at that speed than any of them. Ulric wasn't sure how strong he was but he had a feeling that he'd have made a good showing in the power lifting department. He'd never lifted weights in his life.


If this was the result of being remade to fit this world it would stand to reason that the other beings were also stronger than their Earth counter parts, and that definitely checked out. The deer were faster and stronger than deer on Earth. The wolves he'd seen slaughter an elk had torn it apart far more forcefully than their old world counterparts. And the [Forest Lord] was to a bear like a candle to the sun. It had been less animal and more force of nature. All of this pointed to the stats being representative of some sort of quantization of an individual's qualities, and those qualities being generally higher than on his old world. Perhaps it had to do with mana infusing everything with additional possibility.


He'd thought it over during his time sitting next to a fire alone in the wilderness. He'd thought over a lot of things. You'd be surprised how much thinking you do when the sun goes down and the forest turns to pitch.


He'd gotten side tracked. Again. Brighteyes seemed to have gotten used to it already as he didn't say anything when he noticed his strange savior go blank eyed and start snapping his fingers. Damn it. Moving on.


The spells matched what he saw from the core. It would seem that Brighteyes had an elementally harmonized core. Ulric didn't know why. He knew that his own had no such indications, just reading "Tempered". It had been "Untempered" when he got mana sickness, which suggested that cores weren't static fixtures but could evolve over time, perhaps through experience or extended saturation with different types of mana.


Ulric hadn't had much contact with different types of mana that he hadn't made himself. There were faint fluctuations that could be felt if he concentrated really hard.


The fireplace was distinct, thrumming heat. The rock pool had subtle difference between the shimmering stillness of the pool itself and a more static feel to the surrounding stone. During the storms he'd felt something, like the impression of a bird flying just out of the edge of your sight when the wind blew strongly. He'd never forget the sense that came from the lightning that struck a bush in the glade. A lifting of hair, feel of a buzzing across his skin, threat of unimaginable energy barely contained. Then sizzling light, burning air destroying sight, followed by roar of thunder. Almost a religious experience being that close to lightning again.


He couldn't feel anything from Brighteyes' magic. No stirring, no pulses, nada. Which kind of made sense. A core that let its mana seep out wasn't very efficient, and inefficient organisms tended not to live long. Whatever process created cores and allowed creatures to use and be magical seemed to have produced a fairly well integrated union of meat and mana.


The moon magic was somewhat interesting but seemed not very strong to Ulric's perceptions. Not compared to what he used, at least. The multipliers weren't as good as his own and light could be made without needing the moon as a source. [Bladesharp] was useful. Very useful. It also opened Ulric's eyes to a whole new use for magic. Not just manipulating raw mana but infusing it into objects and modifying them.


He might not need to sew clothes together, maybe he could simply will them to merge. What once was one piece of leather could again be one piece. Would save a hell of a lot of time and make the result stronger. He could seal his shelter's cracks not by daubing it with mud and leaves but channeling mana to swell the wood together. Sharpening his bone tools with a thought.


Fucking cheating ass magic.


Ulric fell in love with this world all over again.

            

    
        Chapter 22: Arts and Crafts

    
    
    
    
                Now that Ulric had a good idea of Brighteyes' condition he knew there was no chance of making the trip through the wood to wherever that village might be in the nearest future. Health at under half, obviously wincing at certain motions, especially when he had to bend over to pick anything up, Brighteyes was in pain and hiding it. Hiding it well, to give a child his apparent age credit. But, tough as nails as he might be, taking Brighteyes out into that forest and attempting to traverse who knows what would be a death sentence if they needed to run. Ulric knew he could probably carry the kid and move pretty fast, he'd carried him down from the canopy, after all. Not to be forgotten though, it'd taken him about twice as long to make that return trip as to get up the tree to the canopy. He'd give himself good odds, he'd improved his climbing skills tremendously in the month he'd been regularly ascending the towering trees. However, one of those snakes catching them going up or down and there was no chance Brighteyes would manage an escape.


Nothing for it.


Ulric looked over to Brighteyes, who'd taken on a patient waiting posture, sitting at the camp fire. Might as well get the cards on the table.


"Brighteyes, you know you can't travel like that right?" Ulric was pointing to the status window only he could see as he said it.


At Brighteyes nod he continued.


"Good. You take the next few days and do not much. Eat. Sleep. Recover your strength. I'm going to work on a few projects and get us ready to travel. Meantime, think of anything you know we'll need to travel. You let me know now and I will prepare. Understand me Brighteyes?"


"Understand you, Ulric Glade Chief. Brighteyes hear and obey." the boy sounded almost deferential. He must have been in more pain than Ulric thought. Or maybe it had to do with his own recent change in status. The status had recognized him as [Lord of the Glade]. Probably meant he now possessed a higher standing than some random hermit in a distant wood. Enough to get a polite tone from Brighteyes, anyway. Good enough, it wasn't like he was a "Yes, sir. No sir" type of guy but he'd not be putting his ass in the wind with someone who didn't respect him enough to listen. Besides, with the trip upcoming he didn't want to take chances that a bold youth with too much pride would fuck something up and get both of them killed, simply because he wouldn't follow directions.


The rest of the day went by quickly. Another shared meal, a few camp chores. Ulric stripped the corpse of the Beastman warrior and made plans to retrofit himself some armor. He was relatively sure he could use bones from the [Forest Lord] in the place of those metal plates, they were stronger and lighter than any steel he'd known of in his past life. Fucking magic. He'd make a bone version of the scale armor to start.


Nothing had yet put noticeable damage on the leather made from [Forest Lord] hide, not broken branches, thorns, or anything else he'd run into so far. Even the [Bolt Deer]’s attempt at goring him had failed to produce a rip in the material. Thankfully he hadn't had it tested by that spear, which looked like it would get through cleanly. But just because he hadn't run into trouble didn't mean he wouldn't. Especially not when his first encounter with men had resulted in violent conflict. Future conflicts Ulric wanted to be better geared to face.


Ulric had never been much of a craftsman during his first life. He had an obsessive attention to detail, honed during his years of engineering but his mind frequently turned to the abstract rather than the concrete. He enjoyed the use of his tools to accomplish specific goals or to manufacture solutions but not as a hobby. Hiking, hunting, and relaxing in forests was how he spent most of his free time, back when his legs could take it. Things changed here, early on.


Long days spent sitting in his shelter during the rainy season had produced an unexpected enemy: boredom. With his essential needs met, Ulric had been faced with a surfeit of useless time. He'd been unable to gather food but had plenty. Water was everywhere. He no longer burned fires simply for the sake of burning them as he had a sufficient number of furred hides preserved to stay warm, thus wood was not an issue. The stove in his shelter was stocked for a week at a time and pulling stocked wood from under a small wood shed wasn't involved enough to occupy him. A profound boredom began to eat at him over those first few days and he nearly had a nervous breakdown from overthinking. Towards the end of preserving sanity, Ulric took on projects.


Magic occupied his thought initially. Figuring out how to control and manipulate mana, determining the exact nature of his stats, the elemental breakdowns of magic, so far as he could determine them, and crafting the full set of elemental spells was enough to satisfy him. But this led to the problem where, once he'd exhausted his mana, he returned to having nothing to do for long periods of time. Which led to his exploration of handicrafts.


Sewing, carving, fletching and bowyer work, to start. He'd harvested enough materials of exceedingly high quality from the [Forest Lord]'s corpse to be able to experiment. He'd figured out how to treat and process leather early, his several discussions with a taxidermist who handled his few elk trophies providing most of the details.


Sewing wasn't hard, the knots and stitches an exercise in remembering some knot theory, heh get it? with a healthy dose of trial and error. Carving was a complete unknown but a week of steady practice following spell-crafting got him the gist. Two weeks into the isolation chamber and Ulric had an epiphany: he could make a bow.


He'd bow hunted occasionally in his past life, once gun hunting had grown stale from lack of challenge, although he'd stopped hunting when his knees went out and the depression set in. Still he'd fantasized about making his own bow back in those days. Reality was that you would spend half a day carving, uncover a crack or flaw in the stave and have a very involved walking stick. His second [Steelwood] bowstave that shattered nearly drove him over the edge.


That ended when Ulric remembered how to make glue from antlers and hide. Hours watching a master bowyer make a laminated horn bow gave Ulric inspiration.


A day spent boiling [Bladefern Elk] horn, scraping and liming hides before boiling them as well resulted in a clay pot full of glue solution which he poured into a thin mold for cooling and drying. This took days due to the humidity, even when the hide mold was pulled over top of fire heated stones. As the glue dried, Ulric decided to use the incredibly hard wood he’d discovered to make a laminate stave with a thinned rib bone core.


Sweat dripped from his forehead, his forearms knotted, the muscles clamping down as he drew his knife through layers of [Steelwood], one hand on the hilt and the other on a leather wrapped point to protect his hand from slips. Eventually he graduated to tapping the spine of the knife with a heavy stone to drive the blade through the seam he’d created, following the natural grain to make thin strips. It was the diligence of days to work his knife through a [Steelwood] bough to produced quarter centimeter strips the wood proved incredibly straight grained, something for which Ulric thanked the Watcher and all the stars in the sky.


Ulric had boiled water in a covered pot and then poured it into a nested wood channel, which allowed the steam into a hide blanketed chamber holding the strips. This allowed him to expose the wood strips to large amounts of hot steam. It took some time but steaming the wood then gluing the layers around the bone core and with all the strength he could muster to wrap and tie it over a properly rounded stone got the shape he wanted. Layers of [Steelwood], glue, and a core of [Forest Lord] bone dried under a boiled leather wrap, the drying leather compressing the materials even as the glue set and the steamed wood settled. Ulric only had to repeat the process twice to get a useful bowstave. It was worth it. What resulted was a masterpiece, at least in his eyes. His braided gigabear tendon bowstring dried about the same time as the stave and, it was with a shocked grunt that he found it a serious effort to string the bow.


This was the source of his recurved long bow's power. Fletching was simple, the same glue held feathers and helped bind glassresin broad heads which were near a hand long and two fingers wide. Far bigger than anything he'd have hunted with on Earth. Then again, they were going to be used on things far more dangerous than deer. They'd done a number on the kidnappers.


Brighteyes had remarked that the bow would “Inspire a riot” which was all the praise Ulric could ask for.


Altogether, the month of being sequestered in his shelter had proved a boon. Ulric had left the rainy season both far more adept at magery and at the bushcraft necessary to thrive in the forest. He'd rediscovered a love for bow hunting, given new flavor for its necessity in these wild lands full of vigilant monsters.


Now Brighteyes had provided a new mission. Contact the natives of this land, learn what he could, and return a boy to his parents. Easy. Ulric just had to navigate several kilometers of wilderness with a child he could only communicate to in pidgin before free climbing down an escarpment that made El Capitan look like a playground see-saw.


These thoughts occupied him while Ulric used his bone chisel to split a giga bear tibia and several ribs into sections of straight and gently curved bone which he then had to grind smooth on a roughened flat sanding stone. Smooth strokes of bone on stone occupied his hours and night fell before he'd finished producing the segments he'd theorized would mimic the scaled patterns. He ate a quick meal of smoked meat and raw turnip things and turned in for the night. Brighteyes had beat him to bed hours ago but obsession was driving him.


Ulric woke before the sunrise, as had become his norm. For reasons probably involving his reforging and the lack of access to easy artificial lighting, he had slept about 3 hours after sundown and rose just before dawn. According to his best estimates he only needed about five hours sleep to feel fully rested. The longer, seven and eight hour sleeps of this waning solar season were downright slothful. Whatever the case, he had breakfast done and was already experimenting with some leather scraps by the time Brighteyes woke.


The thought of magical mending or joining of leather seams wouldn't leave him alone. Seams always caused problems. They were natural weak points, places for water to invade a previously watertight material, and vastly increased the time to produce a complex shape. His leather boots in particular had taken a great deal of time to make comfortable as well as protective. He'd never appreciated the wizardry of cobblers before he'd been pressed to make his own footwear.


Ulric was now trying to mold mana to the shape of the leather. He had a clear vision of what he wanted. He wanted two pieces of the same material to be one piece, smooth and continuous. He had a vague idea of how to do it. Make the leather as liquid and malleable as water so it flowed together, sort of like a metallic vacuum weld with magic. Keep the edges that should meld isolated and then make like join to like using magic to weld them. Last came the Will. This task was easier, in a way, than a fireball or a lightning spell. Ulric just had to infuse mana with matter and convince two pieces that they weren't separate at all.


It was more difficult in that matter seemed to have its own "mana shape" and you needed to match the mana to the substrate or it wouldn't bond and, therefore, wouldn't accept the change you were trying to enact on it. He was seeding graphite again. It was the same problem only with magic instead of metal atoms. The thought made him curse viciously in multiple languages.


Ulric had died before solving the problem, but, before he had, he had created a simulation that had demonstrated a working concept to resolve the issue. It had been impossible. Needed impossible conditions to operate. Like, removing all atmosphere in a perfect vacuum. Something he could do now with air magic, right?


Several minutes intense concentration and Ulric created the spell he needed. Intent focused on absence. Visualize the emptiness, the air molecules moving elsewhere and staying elsewhere or staying still. Understand the pressure lowering to zero, as the molar concentration of gas went to zero, temperature following it, the gas law dictating the relation between mass, pressure, volume, and temperature. Will the void to form around the leather. His Core flashed, power surged through channels, and exploded into reality.


Leather crackled like glass and shattered, then fell apart into a fine powder which then dissipated to smoke. Mana had rushed from his core at an incredible rate forming according to his desires and condensing in the space he'd emptied of everything surrounding the leather pieces. Slumping forward Ulric distantly heard the status as his breath harshly grated on lungs seared by cold beyond description, rapidly dissipating as his effort lost focus, which was followed by a loud rushing bang as air moved into the disturbed air around where the leather had been.


*PING*


When he inspected his status a minute later he saw what he suspected. It was a failure. It was a success he'd never imagined.
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He'd created a pristine, perfect vacuum. A zero pressure space. And, as predicted by the scientist Kelvin, that zero pressure had resulted from a zero kinetic energy condition. Other laws then applied. He created a zero pressure around a real object. Thermodynamics had their say and the energy of the leather was drawn out, the heat trying to fill the stilled space, burning his mana as that energy was dissipated, until the leather was also without energy. At which point it fell apart, since the very electrons holding it together stopped moving, bonds failing. Total destruction of the material.


And ye gods the cost. Ulric's core was exhausted, his mana tapped completely. He'd made a vacuum in a space a little less than a basketball, destroyed a couple of pieces of leather the size of his hands, for about two seconds, and it had run him dry. A spell-work beyond his strength.


This, Ulric realized, was the power of magic. A man could create the impossible. He had little doubt that, without the knowledge of exactly how the properties related the resulting cost of the spell would have been completely beyond him. Knowledge was Power, indeed.


The problem was, Ulric realized, he had known exactly what he wanted. He wanted zero pressure. Magic gave him zero pressure. Then it extracted the cost, the monkey's paw curling a finger as the rest of the world got a say. Causes had effects, even for magic. Maybe especially for magic. You don't go mucking about with existence at the extremes of what is possible and not stumble across some fairly terrifying realities. Such as that he'd nearly killed himself breathing super cooled air for a fraction of a second. Like dipping your hand in liquid nitrogen, you only got away with it because you had the thermal energy to spare and there were already gases in the vicinity to take the majority of the cooling. Spooky.


Ulric took a few minutes to think it over, hoping Brighteyes hadn't seen the supposedly responsible adult in the room nearly suicide through stupidity. He might have gone about that all wrong, a thought which nearly summoned all the gods of obvious that had ever existed to smite him. The problem in his old world had required vacuum, to prevent the metal from oxidizing or reacting while it was seeded into the graphite lattice. Maybe joining the leather didn't have such a harsh requirement. For one thing, it didn't seem to be reactive. Maybe the answer really was to envision two pieces becoming whole the edges melding to one, without extra steps. That meant shaping mana to match the material.


Ulric had skipped that first experiment since he didn't necessarily know what was involved with fusing mana to an object.


"Stupid." he muttered. "Blind stupid. Just because it seems hard doesn't mean it's incorrect. Went with something different than I intended just because I thought I already knew enough about something else to feel like it was progress." It was a common failing amongst junior engineers. Handed a new problem they tried to use tools and methods developed for other applications instead of thinking about what exactly they needed to do to work around the given situation. When you have a hammer…


This time he'd lucked out. The mistake had only cost him time and a little pride. Was the [Absolute Zero] a good spell? Yes. For the very specific situation of needing to render something down to its atoms that weighed maybe a kilogram, wasn't moving, and was close enough to touch, while costing his entire mana pool. For essentially anything else? No, the spell was garbage.


Ulric resigned himself to working on his armor pieces while he waited for his mana to regenerate. He'd go slower than planned, now that he was in mana exhaustion and suffering the headache it inflicted.


Taking up the bone plates he'd ground smooth yesterday, Ulric started laying them out in a pattern which allowed the curved plates, about a hand long and eight centimeters wide, to overlap. These curved plates would go on his sides, matching the curve of his body. The flats he'd use to cover his abdomen, the squared plates being suitable to cover his front. He'd already decided that he'd try to make shoulder, breast, and back plates out of the [Forest Lord]'s scapulae. They were more than broad enough. He could probably fuck it up twice and still have enough to do the job.


There would be gaps, but not many. He was going for a Lorica Segmentata kind of affair. The Romans had conquered the known world with it, and the professional soldiers had been able to march nearly 100 kilometers a day in it, carrying their gear. Furthermore, if he didn't dick it up, he'd still be able to climb and shoot his bow in the stuff. It wouldn't do what plate armor did, but he wasn't planning on fighting on horseback either. Problem was that a proper Lorica had something close to 40 pieces and they each needed to be secured to a leather under coat because he didn't have any intention of tying the thirty or so straps to assemble it. He'd need to punch at least four holes in each piece to secure them. With a monster bear tooth awl and a hammer. Sighing at the time and lamenting his lack of skill to simply bore the holes with magic, Ulric got to hammering.


Brighteyes wandered over while Ulric worked. He took an interest in the project and watched raptly as Lorica segments were placed over marked locations on his hide vest and punched to mark the bore holes. Ulric had decided he'd do the breast, back, and shoulder plates together and strap them to the semi jerkin he was making rather than fixing them directly. It would let him shed the bulkiest part of the armor when needed, while still keeping his abdomen protected. It was also easier. An important consideration given that he was finding his skills not quite up to the task of precisely shaping the hard bones with the tools on hand.


Once the segments were all marked, Ulric overlapped them to check that they would provide the cover he was imagining. No way to really know until they were secured and he was moving around in it.


"What you doing bones Ulric Glade Chief?" Brighteyes had watched quietly for nearly an hour and wanted to confirm his suspicions.


Ulric looked up from the one thousandth hole he'd just finished punching. At least, it felt like a thousand. He'd broken two awls. The third didn't look like it would hold much longer. He'd run out of bear teeth at this rate. Frowning at his pace, Ulric thought about how to answer Brighteyes question.


"I am making a set of armor, in case I need to fight more dangerous monsters than those I normally hunt. Including fighting against warriors like the ones who took you. The armor comes from, ironically enough, the design of those my ancestors fought eons ago. They ruled a vast empire and changed warfare. The first professional army commanded by career soldiers. I'd not begrudge them their genius, not when I can make their strength my own. Much like I am making the [Forest Lord]'s strength mine by using its bones and hide to fashion this equipment." A long discourse for Brighteyes to chew on. Should keep him busy enough to not bother Ulric too much.


"You warrior Ulric Glade Chief?" Brighteyes looked even more curious now.


Damn. So much for that.


Ulric looked back down to the holes he was drilling. A rotary hand drill would be just the thing. But how to make drill bits? Shaking his head he decided how he'd answer Brighteyes.


"Not a warrior Brighteyes. Not in my own mind at least. I am…was…an engineer. A man who provides solutions to improve the world of my people. That part of my life is over now, I think. Now I am simply doing as I must to survive in a new land amongst fantastic peoples and powerful creatures. I killed the [Forest Lord] because it attacked me. I killed the men who took you because it seemed right to destroy people who would hurt children. This armor, is a necessity that I had not made before because I didn't think I'd need it. I was wrong and so I am correcting that mistake in preparation. Fortune favors the prepared mind, after all."


Again he'd hoped to buy some peace. He wasn't trying to confuse the lad but he didn't mind giving him enough to think about to be able to work without distraction. Without telling the kid to stomp off somewhere, at least.


Brighteyes looked confused now. Good, probably-


"But you know armor make? Can hunt beast and kill men? Know ways for destruction magic?" Brighteyes was getting more energetic as he went.


"Is wrong word? Warrior is hunter, guard of people in Elven home." He pointed to Ulric's bow and spear and the armor to be at Ulric's feet.


"What else Ulric Glade Chief if not Warrior?"

            

    
        Chapter 23: Acceptance is the First Step

    
    
    
    
                Brighteyes was indeed not stupid. And he'd aptly called Ulric out on his bullshit.


What if not a warrior? Ulric had fought a monster to the death. He'd then taken its place as alpha predator of the forest floor, despite not having had to defend his position from anything. Yet. He'd then ambushed a group of bandits or poachers or whatever the hell they were and killed one in an honest to gods duel. Here he sat making the armor of a legionnair.


"Well, alright, I guess you got me there Brighteyes." Ulric admitted scratching his beard sheepishly.


"When you put it like that I can't really say you're wrong, at least not according to the reckoning of your folk. Amongst my own people soldiers were sort of a career, at least a temporary one. It was something you decided to do for a living and I just happened to do most of the things I've done here out of necessity. Still. I have to admit I'm pretty much doing warrior shit and planning to do more of it if I have to. So yeah Brighteyes. I might be considered a warrior in a way."


The realization was strange to him. Especially to say it out loud. It was as well as declared outright in his status. Warrior's instinct and all. Important to keep in mind he wasn't LARPing around out here. Shit was real. And it got realer in a goddamn hurry sometimes. Ulric had long since decided he'd live on his own terms and that meant being strong enough to face or escape his enemies and to prevent his own will being seconded by another's if he didn't want.


Fine, Ulric thought, I am a warrior.


*PING*


Ulric didn't even open his status. He knew what happened. He'd classed, somehow, the details would wait until later. Right now, he had an armor to finish.


Measure holes, mark jerkin and plate, hammer hole, align to jerkin, punch hole, tie down. This process was repeated over and over again. As his arms tired, Ulric's headache faded, his core siphoning the mana from the land and refining it. Looking up from his work, the trance broke.


Twin suns had long since left the skywindow of the Ancient Glade. Brighteyes had made food at some point and was already asleep. A quick scan revealed his health to be 73% demonstrating that the extended rest was doing profound good to the child's bruised body.


Wiping his brow and shivering against the cold wind that now steadily blew into camp Ulric reviewed the fruits of his labor. A leather and bone scale armor, overlapping segments vaguely Roman in styling. If the thing fit right, he'd be able to fight, hunt, and travel in it without being too limited in motion. Taking a few minutes to tie the rough leather cord center laces and awkwardly fit the shoulder pauldrons Ulric tried the armor on.


Once tied, it was clear some of the laces would need to be lengthened while others were shortened. The pauldrons leaned against the left side of his neck so he'd have to redo that as well. Range of motion was good. He could roll his arms swinging them at nearly right angle to his shoulders all the way around, the segments shifting with his motion. Turning at the waist was a little stiff, the laces tightening against his abdomen, but he could fairly well twist freely. Bending at the waist was the major limitation. Ulric hadn't been able to make it so that he could do a complete bend, only just managing to level his back to the ground. But overall? Not a bad first try. It would seem that similar projects involving cardboard as a youth had paid dividends long into the future.


Comparing this armor to the armor worn by the beastman he'd killed it would seem to be more robust at the joints with fewer large gaps. The lack of large singular breastplate meant it wouldn't take a direct stab as well dead center, the tip of a weapon being more likely to push into a seam on a dedicated thrust. But the overlapping layers of pauldron and chest scales would be much better at shedding an angled thrust. Not to mention it should hold up slightly better against arrows, which he'd proven were a serious threat against similar styles of armor.


Proof of concept established, Ulric decided he'd complete the set with armored skirt, shin guards, and bracers. He'd never get gauntlets shaped correctly with bone, he was nowhere near skilled enough at bone shaping and it would take more time than he could commit to figure out how the overlapping patterns worked, even using stiff leaves to make the pattern blanks.


A helmet would be nice too, but he wasn't sure about how to make one, it involved more complex leather work than a simple jerkin and more complex plate shapes. Maybe one of the elves in Brighteyes' village would either be willing to show him how to do it or even make one, provided he could make a satisfactory trade.


Ulric took the armor off and spent some time tending camp needs. Fire needed stoking. Food cooking. He was low on water so he brought up a couple of heavy woven baskets strung along his carry pole up from the rock pool. After a meal consisting of some of the remaining [Forest Lord] meat roasted in coals alongside glade garlic, onions, and some kind of celery like stalk, Ulric was ready to retire to the trunk cave shelter.


He was almost grateful for the destruction of his original shelter. It had motivated him to spend the effort to make a truly robust structure. He'd spent half a week under an impromptu lean-to while he burned out large sections of the truck of the fallen giant whose passing had created this glade. Burning, then chopping away the charred wood, rinse and repeat, he'd created an eight meter wide and five meter deep notch some two and a half meters tall. Some smoothing and flattening of the roof and walls had yielded a round ovoid space which he'd enclosed with driven stakes and rocks, packed with clay. A simple door of lashed branches fixed to a pole hinge completed the glade home.


The front of the shelter wall contained his large rock and clay oven/fireplace with its six foot chimney carrying smoke up and away from camp. The space heated easily, maybe an hour of wood fire needed to bring it to comfortable temperature from the cold of the oncoming winter. Ulric had not wanted to cook large meals inside, in case a predator should investigate food smells so he nearly always prepared food outside at his rock lined fire pit.


Inside now, Ulric finally sat down to go over his status and this new class. Which, it turns out, what actually a subclass.


[Status]
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When Ulric examined the tag next to class he saw an in depth description summarizing it.


Ulric's first impressions were that this whole class thing was slightly underwhelming. Maybe they didn't play as large a role as he'd initially suspected. Well, there were slight benefits. He'd gained a somewhat significant passive enhancement to learning the use of weapons, though the vagary left him somewhat baffled as to how exactly that would play out. There were no active skills associated with the subclass, though whether that was simply because it was new or because it was a subclass Ulric knew not. In fact, there was precious motherfucking little he actually knew about much of this status nonsense. The whole thing seemed borderline useless, if anybody asked him, he thought to himself with budding irritation.


"Don't make hasty judgements from too little data." He whispered, trying to regain his calm.


It was too soon to tell. He'd probably gotten a significant advantage with his armor crafting by having the armor adjustment skill. Misalignments in straps and an ill fit were not minor problems. They were things that could get you killed in the middle of a fight. If you brought a weapon back for a killing strike and had a shoulder piece hang up, the slight loss of speed or power could turn a fatal blow into a parried one and that could be all the difference. Essentially all of the near fatal experiences Ulric had had thus far had been decided on a knife edge. So, perhaps, at early stages the classes mostly provided basal improvements through passive traits.


Classes represented an advantage, even if, at this stage, minor ones. Which advantages did Ulric want? All of them. The shit that roamed these woods played for keeps. So did the men with balls enough to hunt in them. Ulric's victories so far had come by virtue of diligent preparation, near insurmountable advantage of position, magic, and more luck than any man had a right to.


Sooner or later things would go tits up and Ulric wasn't going to rely on getting lucky to pull his chestnuts off the fire. And the only way he could see around that was simple: get better. He needed to be better at everything. Move faster and quieter. Shoot more accurately from farther away. Figure out how to fight with spear, knife, and axe with more lethality. Lastly, but certainly not leastly, he needed to improve his magic. It was a trump card, as demonstrated in full against the not Vikings. He'd thrown everything he had at the last two and it hadn't been much to throw. It had just been enough.


Enough, Ulric thought, wasn't good enough by half. He decided then that every day until Brighteyes was ready to travel would be spent improving his combat readiness. He'd practice his magic in the early hours of morning. Once spent, he'd ride out the mana exhaustion doing camp chores and eating breakfast. Afternoon would be weapons training and maybe Brighteyes would have some ideas about that he'd be willing to share. Evening, when his mana had nearly recovered he'd work out new spells to test more fully the next morning. It was a solid plan and Ulric went to sleep satisfied that he was on the right track.

            

    
        Chapter 24: Mistakes Were Made

    
    
    
    
                Predawn twilight greeted Ulric's eyes as he woke. Throwing off the furs of his pallet he felt distinctly a crispness to the air that had only been hinted at yesterday evening. The air was cool enough that he was glad to squat next to the fireplace and stoke it to a blaze. Brighteyes never stirred during this process, other than to snore loudly. His recovering body made loud the declaration of its intent to rest.


Satisfied that things were well under control within the shelter, Ulric headed out into the clear glade morning. Leaves, once a riot of golds and reds, now trended towards browns. Heavy frost lie thickly on the leaves of canopy, the bark of towering trees, and the flora of the glade. Taking a deep breath Ulric relished the taste of this air. No car exhaust, no stink of asphalt, no fouling of garbage and people. Only the smell of leaves, litter, soil, and faint tannin greeted his nose. It was a beautiful gift, and a reminder that the peoples of his old world had brought ruin to paradise. He quickly averted his thoughts, before they could spiral into pointless remonstration against the desecrations brought on by shortsighted and profoundly greedy humans.


This morning he'd work on magic. His body thrummed with the energy of core saturation, his mind sharpened under its influence. Ulric had learned to recognize that core saturation was a passive benefit. While in effect, he was just a little more. Once he cast a spell and his core was forced to draw mana from the air and refine it to his own use, he'd lose the extra mental clarity so best to do his pre planning before anything else. In many ways, core saturation felt like a fresh cup of coffee. Damn if Ulric couldn't go for a hot cup of Joe.


Putting aside the memory of a Colombian roast, Ulric decided to expand on his lightning magic. [Absolute Zero] had reinforced his earlier suspicions that the laws of physics were still, mostly, in play. Mana seemed to be able to manipulate or interact with the world on some fundamental level, letting you change things that couldn't be changed on his old world. The set of spells he'd made during his rainy season meditations had relied heavily on his understanding of the mechanics of matter and energy on his old world but it was lightning that he'd created by instinct alone, back when his core awakened as he'd fought the [Forest Lord].


Reasons for that were clear enough, lightning scared the hell out of him. He'd damn near died from it and he'd been around enough high voltage sources to have heard the horror stories electricians told about people who'd made mistakes guiding the humble electron. Experienced electricians working near substations that weren't grounded well enough stepping on a shallow gravel and being evaporated by spontaneous grounding. Large capacitor banks being discharged accidently, blowing the careless offender out of their shoes. It had culminated in, not exactly a phobia, but a complete and total appreciation for the destruction electricity could enact on living things.


For one, above and beyond many other types of magic, it seemed like Ceraun was able to bypass defenses. Metal armor just made you into a conduit. It didn't need to surround or cut like Caelum or Aquae. Incendere was great for fucking an entire area but, for a single target in particular, was comparatively highly inefficient. Past those qualities, what drew Ulric to Ceraun for pure destructive purpose was speed. It was, for all intents and purposes, impossible to dodge. Lethal power delivered at the speed of light, power that would not only outright destroy the body through resistive heating, it would obliterate all controllable nervous and muscular function. And it had saved Ulric's life twice now.


[Voltaic grip] was a spell that had come by instinct, born from a desire to destroy completely the monster that lay in reach. The spell functioned by using mana to pull and separate charge, building an enormous potential between the hands and then consuming mana to push the current. But it almost required Ulric to touch with both hands whatever he wanted to attack, something that was not highly recommended in many cases. The [Shadow Panther] would have gutted him before he could touch it, to say nothing of the [Venom Bolt Viper], which would have almost certainly dissolved him long before he got within reach.


The trick then was to get his spell to operate at a distance, without including him in its scope. At no point did he want himself to be part of the flow of power. It seemed like you enjoyed a bit of protection from the effects of your own mana, but [Absolute Zero] showed him that when your mana influenced the outside world, you just had to deal with the consequences. You didn't set yourself on fire when you held a fireball, but if you went and stood in the burning ground where it landed you weren't getting out unscathed. Similarly, when he used [Voltaic grip] he didn't get included in the circuit, sort of like a capacitor plate didn't get damaged in the discharge. Anything in between, however, was in trouble.


Ulric decided to try the classical approach. In simplest terms, electricity was all about a path of least resistance and a separation of charges. You could create the separation with a power source, provided there wasn't a short, hence a nonconductive system was needed between charge pools. In his case, he'd use mana as his power source. Then you needed a path which was preferable to ground or to connect the positive to negative of your charge separation device aka battery. In many systems, air, or glass, or any stable molecularly uncharged material, really, was good enough to keep the potentials safely separated, with a conductor to give it a safe path.


The rub was, Ulric wasn't going for something safe. He wanted something that was godsdamn dangerous. With that in mind, magic would be his battery, his source of power. There was every chance that he'd create a potential in the process that would laugh at the resistance of air, in which case it would arc to the nearest most conductive thing around, probably him, and reduce it to cinders. All he had to do then, was use magic to ensure that the path the potential used would be his target and not himself or some innocent bystander. It wouldn't take much, not at the level of power he was planning. Just a nudge to either reduce the resistance between his potential and ground zero, or use mana to directly form a conduit, a thought he liked better.


Ulric's goal was to first figure out how much magic he'd need to cause an electrical breakdown, specifically, an avalanche breakdown. Basically, if you put a high enough electric field on a material, its electrons, no matter how happily bound, would be forced to move and thus discharge a current. An avalanche breakdown happens when the displaced electrons hit other electrons and free them as well, causing a cascade of free electrons. The effect not only will generate more current than he initially used, since the material itself turns into an electron source, but the destabilization means that if he reduces his own mana induced potential below the initial breakdown voltage it will still be conductive. Then he can spike his mana, and then drop it and still get a Ceraunic arc to strike his target, reducing the total expense of mana.


His initial target would be air breakdown. Ulric was confident he had the power necessary to do it given the light show his [Voltaic grip] could put on. The major challenge would be distance. A mental reference to his old safety schematics reminded him that the breakdown depended strongly on how far apart the potential difference was spread. In air, it meant you needed 30,000 volts to cross a gap of a single centimeter of air. Rough maths meant his thirtyish centimeter palm separation, the largest he'd managed to arc over using [Overcharge], had required around 900,000 Volts. Soooo…call it an even Megavolt. Sweet Watcher's tits, that was a lotta juice.


Mana was damned potent then, if he could sustain that kind of potential for even a few moments. Which made sense. He could make a wave of fire that was hot enough to melt a guy. That had to be a shit ton of energy. The mana to energy conversion was something like dollars to pesos.


Also helped explain, numerically, exactly how he'd been able to kill the [Forest Lord]. He'd been a bit weaker then but he'd also dumped his entire core into it. It'd been the equivalent of hooking its brain to a high voltage line.


And yet. It wasn't good enough. [Voltaic grip] was, for all intents and purposes, a touch spell. It worked because he wasn't having to push the energy through air, he was using the target to carry the energy. That and what he wanted now was apples and oranges.


Ulric dropped down into a cross legged position in front of his out-door fire place to think things over. Mana was energy efficient, the core let you alter reality, to a certain extent, and the better you understood what you wanted, the more efficient your spell was. Maybe, for all it had served him well, the problem was with how he'd made [Voltaic grip] originally. He certainly hadn't planned the spell. Nor had he been thinking of much at the moment. It had been an impulse, an instinctive need. Then maybe it was fundamentally inefficient, due to its ad hoc nature. Perhaps he'd been brute forcing it. Ulric stood to test out his hypothesis a plan forming.


Mana swirled and surged as Ulric took hold of it, concentrating on the pulse from his core, one hand held out to give him a focal point. His intent was clear: mana to act as a megavolt battery, held in isolation from the surroundings, energy gripped at ready, like a drawn bow. He felt the buildup, mana condensing charge. Crackling and buzzing started at his palm, random arcs, energy wasted as he felt out what he was doing. Ulric tightened his focus, maintaining the separation and strengthening the isolation as charge built. Envisioning swirling whirlpools of charge, yin chasing yang, never catching, he felt the mana respond pulling at his surroundings.


Suddenly the air ionized, flashed into fluorescence, a blue violet sphere materialized in the space through which his will was locked. Ulric had been straining before, like dragging a large rock uphill by a rope. Suddenly the rock was half as heavy and his core surged, launching the swirl of charge into a violent vortex, he couldn't respond fast enough, hadn't been expecting the breakdown, he could feel himself losing his grip on it. Ulric nearly lost the spell in moment of fatal shock at the primal force roiling. His mind locked down on it, focus redoubling. He'd planned this out, he needed an out, a path.


As fast as he could think, Ulric reached out with a string of focus, willing a thread of the coursing air to connect to a nearby rock and forced it to a hairlike spark. A moment before his concentration slipped and the globe of mana bound energy surged through him, the plasma path opened a channel and he clearly felt the discharge.


Light flashed, immediately followed by a crack of sound, and a jagged ribbon of arc light ripped into the doomed rock. Locked water inside the stone vaporized, trapped organics flashed volatilized and ignited and the small boulder ten meters away exploded, flinging shrapnel. Ulric was pelted before he could even form a thought, fragments tearing into leather and exposed flesh.


Ulric was sitting down, somehow. There had been that desperate moment when the spell roared to life. Then a blast of sound, light, and stone. Sweat dripped into his eyes and he ran his forearm across them, coming away red. Red sweat?


Shit. Ulric felt carefully at his face and head finding several lacerations. One of them a centimeter long just above the hairline was bleeding freely. He pulled a small splinter of rock from his skin buried just above his cheekbone not a fingernail away from his left eye. His mind returned to full function over the next few moments while he assessed better than twenty small wounds ranging from bruises to a four centimeter long, finger width spear that had pierced his palm.


At some point he’d gotten a status update, the loud bell tone drowned out by thunder.  He gave it a casual inspection while he put pressure on the wound in his hand.

[image: image-placeholder]

"Well." Ulric announced to the glade. "That could certainly have gone better."


            

    
        Chapter 25: What Doesn't Kill You

    
    
    
    
                Brighteyes tore out of the shelter forgetting to limp as he swept an anxious gaze around the camp. Adrenaline coursed through his veins as he took in the details and his breath was visible as it puffed rapidly. A smoking crater of broken stone. Ulric Glade Chief bleeding on the ground like he'd crawled through thorns.


"Hells happen you?! We danger? Say something worms in head!" Brighteyes yelled at the most likely source of the disturbance. He'd heard his strange benefactor mumbling incomprehensible nonsense the few times he'd risen from his extended doze yesterday. Now this.


Ulric waved at Brighteyes cheerfully, "Morning Brighteyes! No danger, just running some tests."


"If no danger, why are you bleeding?" Brighteyes was, naturally, skeptical of his host's claims. Good man or no, he had definite worms in head ideas. And looked at simple realities like viewing through a twisty smoked looking glass.


Wiping the blood from his face one more time, Ulric dusted himself off before he rose to his feet. He was a little unsteady but, other than a few aches seemed fine. Nothing worth worrying over. Probably looked a lot worse than it felt, judging by Brighteyes' scowl.


"New magic Brighteyes. Needed test, got a little away from me there and rocks no good targets." Ulric pointed to himself "No hurt bad, just some blood from rock pieces."


Calming slightly the elf's eyes narrowed as curiosity replaced panic.


"What magic make sound like sky falling and burn rock?" Brighteye asked while he cautiously approached the, now cool, shattered rock.


Ulric went over to his stack of hide strips and cut a fur strip to tie as a bandage on his head, likewise tending to a few other cuts while he thought about how to explain lightning.


"You see storms? Thunder and bright flash?" Ulric pointed up at the overcast sky.


"Skylance?" the elf boy's eyes widened at the word. Brighteyes was properly impressed.


"Ulric Glade Chief stupid enough to call Skylance this close?" Oh. Damn. Well, he couldn't exactly argue with that could he? The proof would be in the still bleeding pudding.


"Ah. Well, yes, I was trying to cast something similar to lightning from my hand to a target location. It did work, after a fashion. Just didn't account for how destructively my target would respond." Ulric felt the need to defend himself from the accusation of a foreign elf child. He also felt some concern that he felt the need to defend himself from said child.


"But the principles are sound!" Ulric exclaimed victoriously. And they were. He'd proven that the mana could far more efficiently condense charge than he'd accomplished with his instinctive casting. A well planned, clearly intentioned spell had somewhat easily magnified the destructive potential of the arc. That he'd very nearly destructed himself, both with a short circuit cast and with the erupting rock debris was, almost entirely, beside the point. And Brighteyes didn't need to know about that first part anyway.


For his own part, the Elven prince stood in awe at the suicidal enthusiasm of his rescuer. He briefly considered the difference in safety of roaming out into the forest half lame or remaining here where the madman could kill them both. His eyebrows furrowed as he mulled it over. Stay. Marginal. It was more likely the warrior and stupendously impractical mage would kill himself before he could do something powerful enough to get them both, so long as he kept his distance. Still. Brighteyes couldn't, in good conscience, leave this man without some iota of self-preservation. He owed a debt and debts couldn't be paid if you left the benefactor to erase himself in some act of stupendous nonchalance.


"Ulric Glade Chief, Brighteyes has lack of words for explain." Brighteyes began, boyish voice grown grave.


"Will do best. What master teach Ulric magic?" the boy asked.


Ulric tamped down his excitement at progress at the elf lad's serious tone.


"I don't have a master Brighteyes. I learn by myself." He decided that, in all things, honesty was going to be the best policy. He'd never been able to lie and detested the practice on ethical grounds. What was the point of communicating with people if all you were going to do was make shit up? It corrupted the entire process of linguistic cognition between peoples.


"Then how long Ulric Glade Chief learn self?" the child continued his line of questioning.


"Hmm…I suppose it's been maybe two, three months?" Ulric hadn't really kept track of time very well the last few weeks. Prior to Brighteyes he'd basically stopped worrying about days and only kept track of significant events or progress goals. He didn't even know if the word he used for "months" had meaning. Although, whatever language he was using probably had some sort of calendar equivalent, that seemed to be near universal amongst civilizations so it was probably fine.


At this, the elf spoke slowly, trying to be considerate of his host but also clear.


"Brighteyes learn two years from father, father's teachers, many elf mages many years practiced. They say 'Brighteyes, you no do magic without guide. You kill self with simplest things.' None try hold Skylance. None make spells crack house open. Ulric Glade Chief, you strong, stronger than reason. Please, consider living before do more of this." As he uttered "this" the child pointed to the remains of the stone.


Ulric took his deserved scolding with grace. It was true, he hadn't really considered any safety precautions before he'd attempted the spell. He'd spent maybe an hour reviewing the relevant theories in his mind and had launched immediately into a full tilt spell that could easily completely destroy a man. No ramp up. No proofs of concept. He'd just completely gone for it. It demonstrated a severe lack of respect for what magic truly was for him. It was a dangerous unknown. A tool, maybe. A weapon, certainly. But it was like working with a machining lathe. You might use them but anybody who planned to live long with all their bits treated the things like they were scared shitless of them. Mostly because they were. Ulric had seen the workplace videos demonstrating what loose sleeves and a moment's inattention could do. It was awful enough he had to swallow back a little bile at the memory. Magic fell into the same category.


Twice now he'd done something new, with little regard for the result and twice now he'd been punished. Almost like there were consequences for fucking with things he didn't completely understand. If he hadn't pushed the ionizing air into a spark gap channel he doubted he could have stopped a runaway avalanche and uncontrolled discharge. That arc would have hit him with utmost certainty.


That a child would need to offer tempering advice was a mark of the extent to which Ulric had allowed himself to become complacent. Thinking back on it, the Watcher had specifically mentioned that there would be pitfalls to his possession of the full strength of his core, minus the lifetime of training that normally came with it.


Shaking his head and holding his hands up in surrender Ulric sought to placate his temporary ward, and demonstrate that he was properly chastened.


"Sorry I scared you Brighteyes, I'll try to be more careful. I have learned mostly through trial and error and my early successes have made me incautious. I'll do better, promise." And he would.


Mollified, the Elven prince's frown leveled out. He'd been suddenly woken by thunder in his ear and he wasn't completely recovered from a fairly traumatic experience. Then he'd seen the man who had cared for him bleeding out next to a smoking hole. These were not things given to make a restful environment and, it could be safely said, that the day was not promising.


Sudden terrorizing events aside, Brighteyes was a young man. Elf. That meant he shared all young men's love of fire and explosions and this had been a good one. Naturally, he wanted to know more, especially since the cause of the trouble had, somehow, survived it.


"Ulric Glade Chief, how not dead?" An entirely reasonable question on the boy's part.


"Well, Brighteyes, in spite of my inexperience with magic, I trained extensively to regulate the flow of electrical power. It was used for nearly everything in my life and my job." Ulric replied honestly. He didn't know how much he should reveal about his old life, less was probably better, but he could talk around the technology about fundamental principles.


"The first thing you learn to avoid dangerous electrical scenarios is to always give the power an outlet, an emergency channel to ground. Then, if what you're trying to do fails, the energy has a place to go that isn't you. In this case, my major failure was not realizing how badly my ground was chosen. I didn't expect the rock to superheat. Which was dumb, in hindsight."


And it had been. Of course the stones near a pool of water would hold water. If he'd just used the pool itself the lightning would have spread through the water and into the rock below safely.


Brighteyes nodded like that made sense, although Ulric wasn't sure exactly how much of what he said had actually registered or if he'd just gotten the broad strokes. Even that much was fine, given their inability to really communicate well. The elf seemed to have the vocabulary of a mid-elementary grader.


"Then, if no master, how you learn spell? Magic dangerous, difficult. Core is difficult control. Is hard make mana move, is very much way for Ceraun. Ulric Glade Chief no lie? Only months learn?" That was a pretty long one for him. And, again, surprisingly Brighteyes had a relatively good grasp on things, probably a product of good parenting.


Ignoring the slight skepticism, it was far from uncalled for, Ulric tried to explain to the boy about his upbringing. He described the typical childhood of people of his country, entering publicly funded, universal schooling at young age, receiving training in various fields of language use, writing, mathematics, and scientific principles. Brighteyes was clearly flabbergasted at parents having so little interaction with their children, to the point he interjected "But where mother father all day?". It had taken another few minutes to relate the role of parents in working to provide subsistence which had led to the mention of money, a concept with which Brighteyes seemed familiar, so at least Ulric was spared trying to explain symbolic exchange of goods and services.


Continuing their discussion, the Elven prince summarized what he'd been told relatively succinctly: "Then Ulric Glade Chief's people train all children in mage craft but without touching mana at all?". It was, a stunningly accurate way to describe the relationship between theoretical science and the mages of this world, from their perspective.


"You know, I never thought about it that way, but yeah. That's sort of exactly how it works." Ulric admitted.


"My people never touched magic, but we learned about the forces and flows of energy that made the world operate. I use those things that I was taught to help me understand how to move and manipulate mana into what spells I cast. Clearly there are some gaps, mostly regarding how much mana is needed to do something or how to predict the interactions of my mana with the world and prevent unintended consequences. Which is why I only cast a couple of spells, they're the only ones I felt safe enough about casting, since I figured I had a pretty good handle on how to do them properly."


That might have been too much for the kid to follow, but Ulric was somewhat excited to bounce ideas off of someone grounded in this world's experience, even if that someone was a minimally fluent elf child. It gave him an even stronger motivation to be able to communicate with the peoples he met, especially if they were from the different races, with their different viewpoints, histories, specialties, and cultural inflections on what was known.


Thus spurred, Ulric decided to ask a favor of Brighteyes, "Will you teach me Elf language Brighteyes? I want to speak with your people, with their own tongue if possible. You try hard to speak with me and it feels imbalanced for only you to be going to such lengths."


Brighteyes answered immediately in the affirmative, "You save my life. You open home to stranger, not even same clan. Is honor to share Elf speech with Ulric Glade Chief." He seemed glad about it, which was nice. Guess the elves in this world weren't the insular, isolationists that his own world painted the stories about them.


Ulric felt again, the sense of adventure that this new life provided. Here he was talking to an honest to gods elf. A prince even! And he would learn Elvish. Tolkien eat your heart out.


Besides, Ulric's plans for learning more about magic were suddenly taking on a new perspective. That shit was dangerous, and his ignorance was proving more dangerous. It would be fair to describe his position as that of some random schmuck having been handed a fighter plane and told to fly it solo. Was a fighter plane a tremendously awesome and capable piece of equipment that could perform incredible feats? Sure it could. Could the ignorance of a novice pilot result in immediate death? Yup. And not just could either. I'd like to buy a "w" and solve the puzzle, please.


Today had shown him that he badly needed to talk to somebody who knew what the hell they were doing. Where better to start with magical shenanigans than with a magical people?


Ulric gestured to the shelter and said "I'll get camp chores done and breakfast sorted. And then I'd like to learn the language of the elves. I can help you improve your human speech at the same time."


Brighteyes nodded his understanding.


"Brighteyes help camp, will be useful. Then we learn, yes?"


Ulric smiled at that.


"Always learning Brighteyes."


They got to work.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Ready for a Road Trip?

    
    
    
    
                Autumn advanced as the twinned suns whirled over head. The days shortened, even shorter seeming for their fullness. The two strangers grew more comfortable as they alternated roles, sometimes teacher was taught, and student, whether old souled human or Elven youth, gained both knowledge and an appreciation for the instructor.


Ulric learned Elven at a fairly rapid pace, the language being similar to Finnish, and with similar grammar. Having been bilingual already paid dividends in this process, and greatly sped up acquisition. A little over a week of daily instruction, given in multi hour lessons interspersed with Ulric and Brighteyes doing forest parkour to help Brighteyes loosen joints and regain strength lost being essentially bedridden for over a week, had resulted in his being able to make very simple conversations in Elvish. If Ulric had to summarize it he'd guess he was somewhere on the level of a first or second grader.


As was usually the case, the consistent hurdle was vocabulary. Grammatically, Elvish wasn't particularly difficult, especially compared to English, but the language possessed a number of contextual vocabulary words. There were the usual mix of words for water in its various forms, sort of like how there were words like rain, river, pond, lake, ocean, etc. In addition to these though were odd words that would describe a very specific situation, like a phrase turned into a word. An example that had come up was frost, given that it had frosted more days than it hadn't in the last ten days. There was your usual word for frozen water deposited on surfaces. Then there was the term for frost shimmering in a morning sun. Then frost under moonlight. And, also, a word for frost on leaves so thick it nearly looks like snow.


Ulric was shocked at the sheer number of words for trees. Trees budding in spring, new word. Trees with new leaves, new word. Trees with full foilage, new word. Trees in flower, you guessed it, new word. He should have known Elves would have a word for a day out of the year which just preceded the major leaf fall, when an imminent storm was due to cause the dead leaves to blow through the air en masse. It was some kind of Elven feastday with the leaf fall day itself reserved as a day for celebrating the dead. Brighteyes was sad he'd miss it, they would surely not be able to get to his village in time as the frosts were causing leaves to trend to brown as the cold set the trees to dormancy.


The time had been necessary, as their jaunts through the glade and surrounding forest soon proved. It was highly likely Brighteyes had had badly cracked or partially broken ribs, a bit worse than Ulric had expected from reading the child’s status. Their early excursions had the youth in great pain soon after they'd started and he'd needed to rest frequently. Breathing heavily was agony. It had taken most of the week for him to do better than a jog. He'd mended rapidly though, with a steady supply of food and rest, interspersed with exercise. As his body recovered so did his mood, the tragic loss of his companion and trauma of the experience fading quickly, as it does for the young. Soon enough Brighteyes was keeping pace with Ulric's movements and, incredibly, he was rapidly leaving Ulric behind in their arboreal gymnastics. It was awe inspiring, to see how an elf could move through the bush. At a sprinting, vaulting, jumping cavort through the trees, the elf prince had shown Ulric that his agility and dexterity stats weren't just for show, the kid could fly.


They only made one climb to the canopy, and that just long enough for Ulric to take Brighteyes to the site where the raiders had perished. Of the battle, little evidence remained, other than the torn brush, which was already growing back in. The bodies had long ago been consumed. A few of the weapons remained, found where their unfortunate owners had dropped them, untouched by the scavengers that consumed their wielders. Ulric's hollow pointed poison carrying arrow was gone and that made him sad. He didn't have that many Giga bear teeth left.


On the morning Ulric's scan of Brighteyes showed a clean 100% health, 100% stamina, they sat down to make plans for the journey to take Brighteyes home.


Ulric was committed to trying to use Elvish as much as possible, there might be a lot riding on meeting with an Elven king.


"Brighteyes you health now?" Ulric's accent was painful in his own ears.


"Thank you, Ulric Glade Chief, I am well now. You have my gratitude for your patronage and I will not forget the debt of my life. My father will likewise not allow such debt to go unpaid."


Damn, Ulric thought, that was fast, pretty sure he mentioned his dad too, but what the hell does a salad have to do with anything?


"I live here, no journey. No map. Glade home, woods run, no wait, explore not much. You walk, shit, I mean, path can find home Brighteyes?" 


"I know the general lay of the land Ulric Glade Chief, and I can find our way once we reach the edge of the [Plateau of Ancients]. We are come far from my home, a journey of winding traversal, but the mountains and sun will give bearing."


Ulric had to clarify a couple of new words in there. Apparently, the name for where they were was the "Plateau of Ancients" and Brighteyes had used a particular term for a travel through winding terrain without known direction for unknown time. So, basically, he was totally lost but he thought he could use the landmarks to get a general direction of travel back to familiar territory. Fair enough.


"Is we time to leave tomorrow? Ready make for preparations, I need. I have food and water, tools and little rope, but difficult cliff climb." 


Ulric hadn't forgotten that breathtaking view from the escarpment. It was at least a couple of kilometers straight down. The sides had looked so sheer, from his vantage, that they'd need to do some serious rock climbing to reach the forest below. He knew he was up for it, he'd spent hours climbing the giant trees near his camp for practice and to find routes up into the canopy that weren't dens for violent monsters. What he wasn't prepared for was doing it in near freezing temperatures with possible wind blowing your hands numb and nowhere to get a fire for warmth. He also didn't know how well Brighteyes would do making that kind of climb so soon after convalescing, although he'd taken steps towards that end during the preceding week.


He had a couple of hundred feet of vine rope, eight [Forest Lord] metatarsal climbing pitons, and had worked out a strategy for how to do controlled descents using them; that included a heart racing drop of ten meters to be arrested by his harness/piton sets, testing their ability to abort a fall. He'd learned a painful lesson about where you tie knots in a harness when one of them dug out his grundle and pinched his tackle, making sitting an ordeal for a few days.


With the both of them tandem climbing and using pitons they should be relatively safe to make a slow but sure way down the cliff. If somebody messed up and took a dive, the roped harnesses should catch them before they built enough steam to pull the piton's loose. Of course, that meant Ulric would be having to ascend and descend twice as much to set them retrieve his pitons. Good thing the Watcher's body work was top notch; Ulric was confident, all things considered.


Then again, he'd felt confident about the lightning bolt too and that hadn't worked out as well as he'd hoped. As a matter of fact, he considered shrapnel a distinct indicator of failure. Most especially when that shrapnel ended up in his body.


Ulric was pulled away from his thoughts because Brighteyes was now starkly confused.


"What climb must we make Ulric Glade Chief? The course we travel will be lengthy but there are no great obstacles once we descend from the plateau. Unless you mean to climb the plateau but that will not be necessary, we will take the [Ancestor's Gate] down. Ah. You would not know of the Gate would you? My apologies, Ulric, I had not thought to mention it, as it is common knowledge for those who reside in the Great Forest. The [Plateau of Ancients] goes unexplored, not because it is difficult to reach, but because it is profoundly dangerous. Or was, thanks to the presence of the [Forest Lord] who hunted any manling, elf, or creature it detected. But now, and until a new [Lord] takes its place, this place is far safer, aside from the beasts of the canopy. In any event, to scale or descend the Plateau takes but a few minutes, for the Gate is a mass transport device of the eras bygone. Its magics allow an entire convoy of trade wagons to be raised or lowered all the way from the bottom or top. You simply call the lift by placing your hand on the summons pagoda."


It took several minutes for Ulric to parse through this tale, his Elvish not being up to the task. Brighteyes was patient though and helped him through, repeating when necessary, clarifying when Ulric couldn't follow the syntax or remember the proper words. As the story unfolded Ulric went from astonished at this alien magitech, to relieved at the relative ease of this towering challenge, to frustrated at his lack of knowledge taken for granted by the denizens of these lands.


So much wasted effort and concern, just to find out that there was a godsdamned elevator all along.


There had been a time, back in his old life that Ulric would have spent hours chewing on this, obsessing over it. These days, he had learned to stay in the moment. Imminent threat of being consumed by hostile creatures and the absence of any modern convenience had a way of doing that to you. Clarifying your priorities. What before would have been a source of anxiety for a few weeks until he got over it was now a footnote and a reminder that ignorance frequently wasted more time than incompetence.


"This good Brighteyes. I am happy path - damnit - journey not as difficult. You know how many days to find village?" Ulric questioned.


He'd be able to readjust his kit drastically, now that the climbing gear had proven unnecessary. It'd be a lot lighter minus the rope, certainly. It was liberating really, the way he made plans here, and then promptly had them shat upon by the realities of this both seemingly familiar and yet wildly divergent plane.


"We may go tomorrow, Glade Chief, and journey take, in my best estimate, around three days total, barring interference by the forest denizens." Brighteyes informed him.


Only three days, not so very long. Best to be overprepared though, Ulric would pack rations for over a week and a tanned hide tarp with three guide poles to make a fast teepee shelter while they traveled. Between the food, the hide backpack itself, the water bags, the bedroll, the shelter materials, his axe, metal trident, knives, bow, arrow quiver and all he'd be carrying forty kilos.


Easily manageable, with his current strength. The Watcher's gift of body and core were a strong blade of good metal. The forest had been a whetstone, bringing an edge of proper geometry from sharp to razor edge. All under the ever-present record of the Akashic where you could see your growth rewarded numerically in your status; it was motivating, being able to see your own improvement in such a way.


The time spent with Brighteyes had likewise paid dividends. What began as physical therapy had transformed into friendly competition with the two of them racing through the forest. Losers of the race owed the winner a camp chore. They'd both benefited from the experience, and not only physically. For maybe the first time in his life Ulric wasn't chafing at the company of another. Perhaps he'd grown in more ways than physical in this, the world Brighteyes called Varda.

            

    
        Chapter 27: To the Ancient's Gate

    
    
    
    
                Day broke silently. Heavy frost lay thickly on the forest and even the air seemed stilled by its weight. It was one of those mornings where you feel out of place for moving, like you've broken some transcendent pact with your disturbance.


Nevertheless, Ulric began his last preparations for the journey ahead. Brighteyes estimated three strenuous days to reach the Elven village, which meant at least six days total travel. Likely more, as he'd probably make slower time navigating back himself. Not to mention that he'd be in the Elven village at least a day, longer if he had his way since he had plans to try to establish some kind of trade with the villagers and take time to learn as much as he could from the elves. He needed to know more about the region, its seasons, its hazards, and the opportunities it hid. He needed to know the common sense of the natives, knowledge that had repeatedly proved invaluable and which was denied him by the fantastic nature of his arrival in this world. And finally, he needed to know more about magic.


A strange new tool it was, nigh unto an entirely unexplored realm of science in his perspective. One that had saved his life and nearly cost the same, under different circumstances. That kind of coin flip nonsense had to end. Ulric needed better control, needed a tutor to show him the basics and fundamentals. If things went well Ulric hoped he'd be able to spend around a week with the elves.


All in all, that meant that Ulric would be away from his glade for the first time since he'd established camp here and would be gone for around two weeks. It reminded him of the blurring of time that had gradually occurred. He'd actually lost track of time for a while, with days of rain blending together with days spent hunting, crafting, and being wholly consumed with the act of living. Despite his best efforts, Ulric had only an estimate that he'd been reforged some hundred days ago. At the same time, it felt like both years and moments. So odd.


Speaking of odd, as Ulric knelt over the rock pool filling his water bags he noticed a stranger looking back at him. Hair already long had grown longer, and was now tied back in a tight bun by a leather cord, to keep it secure from his eyes. A full beard, darker than his hair grew thickly, the first he'd ever worn one. The same harsh planes were present but the ever present scowl was gone, replaced by cool consideration.


Between his hale, if rough, appearance and his accoutrements, Ulric thought he was somewhere between mountain man and an Aragorn cosplay. Maybe he'd be able to find a better alternative for hygiene than his tallow and wood ash soap at the elves' place. Hell, maybe he could borrow a sharp knife and get a shave. There was only so much you could do with bone, glassresin, wood, and stone.


Brighteyes appeared outside the shelter and seemed to have made himself ready. He was shouldering a smaller version of the hide pack Ulric carried. He had a likewise fitting bow and set of arrows, only handful, as there was only so much you could do absent full light in the evenings and fletching was a time consuming business.


Ulric tied the water bags to hoops on either side of the hide bucket pack and hoisted it. His bow he had slung over his shoulders, braided sinew string holding it tightly to his back. He'd have to ditch the pack quickly to access it but better that than to have to try to string it in a hurry. [Forest Lord] bone knife was secure in its belt sheath with arrow quiver joining it at his hip. Ulric had traded his steelwood spear for the strange metallic trident carried by the Beastman warrior.


It was time to go.


"Time to go, Brighteyes."


The elf prince nodded his agreement and the two walked out of the glade.


Both moved through the clear undergrowth with quiet steps, one set so light as to barely disturb the leaves, the other, far heavier, only avoiding noise through carefully practiced placement.


Great tree trunks towered into the canopied sky, their highway sized limbs diverging into the thick arboreal ceiling that shrouded the pair's journey in gloom. Ferns and moss were the only undergrowth, this deep into the wood. Bird calls echoed through this cathedral like grove of ancient boles. It was the only break in an otherwise tomblike silence. No [Bolt deer] passing through, nor [Bladefern Elk] breaking the still of the forest floor. No skitters from hiding predators or smells that suggested their presence.


Hours slipped by while the travelers searched for the escarpment's edge. Rolling hills, almost certainly buried remains of the wooden colossi, and majestic pillars were used to orient. Ulric used his three point navigation technique to guarantee they kept a somewhat straight bearing. Brighteyes soundlessly kept watch on their surroundings, his keen senses tuned to be sure that nothing would approach unawares.


Ulric had come to the Ancient Glade by random wander, with no fixed path, and had done so at an extended jog with sprints interspersed, working out the euphoria he'd had at being free of bodily pain on that first day. That had been brain dead stupid, now he looked back on it, for a variety of reasons. As such, he had only vague sense of which direction they needed to take; too much time had passed since then for him to do better than angle them in the roughly correct line and go until they hit the cliff. Once they were there, Ulric was counting on Brighteyes to be able to get them the rest of the way to the lift and back to the Elven village.


The ever-present gloom of the forest was beginning to lighten, a sign that the suns, not directly visible at all from their current location, were rising to their apex. The trip had been, all things considered, a relatively uneventful and straightforward affair. That could be mostly attributed to the relative quiet of the travelers, who were taking pains to not attract the interest of any roaming monsters or predators. They had sacrificed speed for safety, a trade Ulric was glad to make. It might also have been due to the relative chill of the morning.


Autumn was finding its way to an end and Winter would soon be upon them. The creatures of the forest, if they operated according to the patterns of Earth, would be settling down. Either they'd be picking up the last of the available food near their dens or they'd be proceeding along migratory paths to reach their Wintering territories. Either way, the likelihood of encountering something dangerous would be lessened at this time of year and their caution would further reduce the odds of meeting something hostile.


The gold and browns of the forest canopy were now mirrored on its floor, the leave fall having begun in earnest in the last few days. According to Brighteyes there would be a brief warm spell, maybe a day or two in duration, followed by an intense windstorm and this would herald true Winter for the region. Snow was common, and feet of it would drop in a single blizzard. Ulric was well prepared to wait out the winter in his home, but traveling would be a serious ordeal, especially through terrain with which he wasn't familiar.


Nothing for it, Ulric thought. Taking the kid home was the current priority, as was securing the good will of his nearest neighbors. He was going to visit an Elven village. Ulric had to reign himself in before he started moving too quickly and made more noise than necessary in the new fallen leaf cover.


As they traveled, the Elven youth had asked in a whisper why Ulric was occasionally pointing at two large trees to either side of their intended path. That led to Ulric explaining some orienteering techniques. It was worth the effort to show his travel partner how to first point a bearing, then how to keep the two guide marks on either side of it so they wouldn't deviate, either due to terrain or that weird neuromuscular bias towards one side or the other. Brighteyes picked up quickly on the triangulation technique for holding a straight course and said it was similar to what his Hunter attendants had described to him. The kid hadn't had much experience in solo expedition and instructing him during their trip to the escarpment relieved some of the travel jitters for both of them.


Just as he was thinking he might have Brighteyes take point they gained a rise and the forest fell away to open sky. Before them the majestic vista of snowcapped mountains in whose shadow rolling hills trailed a river stretched out far as the eye could see. It was breathtaking. Sheer granite cliff face fell endlessly with few rocky outcrops. Occasional spurts of greenery dotted this unscalable stone precipice, as vegetation found a way to exist in improbable places. Jagged peaks clawed the sky at least a hundred kilometers away. Virtually unbroken forest covered the space between, the terrain even and high at the base of the plateau gently descending towards the river until a distinct rolling of hills began, marking the approach to the bottom of the climb. The river meandered around and between hills with no discernable bank indicating that it had not cut its path so much as filled it, evidence of the relative geologic youth of this area from a lack of erosion. Those same hills rolled upwards away from the river towards a series of rocky highlands that formed the base of the mountain range.


Ulric's brain took time to digest the scene, the sheer scale of which made it difficult to interpret. While it was impossible to clearly distinguish the details of what lie before them, bluing of the hills lining the northern horizon and the way the mountains loomed to the east, Ulric determined that he was looking at what had to be a truly spectacular river to be seen from this far away.


It did something to Ulric's heart seeing such pristine beauty. His own world had possessed such sights once. But his people had ruined much of it. The western droughts had claimed much of the forest land in the rain shadow of the mountains near his home. Wildfires had taken what was left. Of the old conifer forests not much remained by the time he'd been able to travel to see what adventure nature could offer. Unrestrained greed, against the consultation of those who saw the signs and what they would portend, had taken a dire toll on Gaia's bounty. He had hiked a pale remnant of what had existed only a few hundred years prior. But this. This was what it should have been. This was a true wilderness. And looking down on it from the great plateau Ulric was glad he'd died and been reforged here. Looking out across the forest below, he knew it was all worth it.


Making the escarpment seemed a natural time to settle down for a rest and some dinner. The mid afternoon sun indicated that they had several hours yet of good light for travel, and Brighteyes needed to get his bearings so he could navigate to the [Ancient’s Gate], the great lift that gave passage from what the Elven locals referred to as the [Plateau of Ancients], on whose edge they were currently located, to the Elven confederated realm called Orlethrem.


Much of the land between the plateau and the mountains was Elvish land, a confederacy of clans who ruled independently but who coordinated through regular moots. Each clan or tribe contributed trade goods to a central organizing infrastructure about which Brighteyes was slightly cagey. The moots also provided opportunities for the young men and women to intermix and find marriage partners from outside their respective clans. It was a time of sporting events, celebration, and business. It was also held in the spring so it would be well outside of Ulric's journey to Brighteyes' village.


The massive river, called Zelas, was fed plentifully by the mountain glaciers and run off from several spectacular waterfalls from plateau rivers, and ran through the entirety of the forest, a watershed between the plateau and the mountains. The river ran some thousand kilometers roughly north and south, and terminated in an inland sea. The territory near the terminus was human land and Brighteyes knew little of what took place there, his tribe in the deep wood having had no contact with humans in many years. In the highlands approaching the mountains, and in the mountains themselves lived the dwarves. In contrast to his expectations, the Elves of this region and the Dwarves enjoyed rigorous trade and amicable relations. It was true, however, that the dwarves were reknowned miners, stoneworkers, and metal smiths. Brighteyes had explained the local geography and trivia the night before such that Ulric would have some better idea how to orient himself on his return trip and in response to numerous questions Ulric had asked.


A long luncheon of roasted [Bolt Deer], their only non-smoked meat, and glade potatoes gave the two a needed rest. Traveling in a hunting stalk, for hours, was tiring even for those in good condition. Rested and ready to move they took a few minutes to orient. Now, with the suns as a helpful aid and the mountains as a definitive easterly direction, the young elf spent a few minutes before deciding he knew approximately where they were and where they would need to go.


"Ulric Glade Chief, am sure now. South we go, to find gate. Can make by nightfall if we hurry. Homeland, Iriel, we can be in two more days." Brighteyes said this with confidence and was stumbling a bit over his speech in his excitement. Must be looking forward to home.


"Good enough, Brighteyes. Lead the way."

            

    
        Chapter 28: Camping on the Edge of the World

    
    
    
    
                The unlikely duo made for the [Ancient’s Gate] at a good pace. Having found the edge of the world, they were far less likely to be ambushed. Canopy overhung by a good few hundred meters, testament to the magnitude of the elder trees, but even these branches lacked the overlapping support of the interior and made it far less dense. The labyrinthine highways that made up the more dangerous parts of the forest were gone here and that gave the pair confidence to move more quickly, absent risk of being assaulted from above.


Brighteyes was on point now which left Ulric to alternately gawp at the vista and direct his attention to the inner forest, keeping an eye out for suspicious movement. Absent the heavy leaf litter it had become easier to keep a silent footfall which reduced the need for the two to assume a hunter's stalk. Thus, this part of the journey had taken on a feeling of an extended hike. A hike through a fantasy land unlike anything found on his homeworld and which would give a tree hugger soggy bottoms. For Ulric, he was finding that he was able to nearly relax, able to share the burden of hyperawareness with Brighteyes, who took his duties as guide seriously.


"What's your home like kid?" Ulric asked, feeling comfortable enough to engage in small talk.


The Elven prince gained a thoughtful expression, whether from reluctance or inability to compose himself in pidgin human language Ulric didn't know. At last, the elf seemed to find a resolution and he went on at length.


"Iriel is large hold amongst Orlethrem. Considered a hub for trade and a power for defense of Elven lands by our neighbors. Is no small part from strength and wisdom of the previous chief, my grandfather. He lead for over two hundred years and pass on his strength of rule to current chief, my father. In few hundred years, my father passes this to me and I will lead as they have. Is expected of chief son to apprentice for span of fifty years for different masters of trade, hunting, battle, craft, and as page for neighbor chief. This to teach the nature of each part of our tribe and our sister holds, that we may lead them toward better future."


At this, Brighteyes took on a faraway look.


"It was with hunting master's son I was ambushed and taken. His only child he lose that day, he will be heart broken. It was known he was deeply proud of Urias, his son and my dear friend. I will beg forgiveness for allowing him to die. You must go to Huntmaster Tellah and tell of death of kinslayers, it will ease his pain."


Brighteyes took a steadying breath and continued.


"As way of most deep wood elf homeland our village built into large grove of elder trees we call [Heartwood] trees. Only way to get to Elven village is climb ladders of great trees or use lift. Each part of village connect by skybridge to others. Is beautiful, you will see. You are first human visit in my lifetime, we are far from human lands and they travel rarely this far in deep woods. Especially since the troubles from before my birth."


Ulric was curious now. He could easily imagine buildings carved into the enormous trees of the plateau with branches making bridges redundant. Surely the forest couldn't have trees this large everywhere. If there were, it would mean his estimates about distances were completely skewed.


"The trees of your homeland, they are large, like these?" Ulric asked, gesturing at the proximal giants.


"No, Sacred Forest is different place. These trees feed on mana of earth, roots bore down deep and draw strength of stone into themselves. Not like anywhere else on Varda. Even oldest, largest trees of deep woods only less than one in three of. You would not know, Ulric Glade Chief, you are special case. None have been to this land in a thousand turnings of world. Always was [Forest Lord] waiting to feed on trespassers. Was only desperation that led captors to attempt escape through [Ancient's Gate]." Brighteyes shook his head at the thought.


"Was suicide to try the plateau. If [Forest Lord] alive, we are all ripped apart within an hour. But they panic, know Elven Hunters on trail soon after we go missing. Only alive because evil luck, and you kill [Forest Lord]. Is some great joke of Ancestor spirits that man who kill [Forest Lord] kill them in its stead."


Brighteyes must have truly enjoyed that irony, the normally dour kid smiled for a moment. He seemed to be lightening up a little talking about home. Ulric had to admit, it was a tough hand the young elf had been dealt. He was only now starting to come out of it, to be able to leave the greatest of the hurt behind.


The two of them lapsed into silence then and concentrated on making swift progress towards the gate, with hopes to be able to settle in before nightfall. Shortened days were making a race of it.


Their arrival at the [Ancient's Gate] was immediately obvious. Great stone pillars carved with vines and leaves were connected to each other by almost lacelike stonework. It was far too fine to be the product of anything but magic. The weight of the stone should have caused these thin filaments of stone to crack and collapse within years, yet, according to Brighteyes, this promethean magiteck lift had existed since before the elves had come to the forests of this land. Immune to wind, rain, ice, and the ravages of seasonal temperature changes, the [Ancient’s Gate] stood eternal. Somehow even the leaves of the nearby trees avoided falling within its confines, which left the patterned stone slabs resting uncovered.


The [Ancient's Gate] formed a rectangular platform roughly thirty meters long by fifty meters wide, an enormous carved pillar at each corner. There were geometric shapes hidden in the carved leaves and vines of the pillars, which, when Ulric stared closely at them, seemed to pull his senses giving him an intense sensation of vertigo. He shuddered and stepped away from the pillar he'd been examining, it had felt like he'd fall into the pillar's interior, somehow, if he drew closer.


At the end of the platform, which was currently hanging in open space, unsupported by stone so far as Ulric could determine, was an obelisk of light blue crystal, its pure facets broken by whisps of white, like cirrus clouds on clear sky. The obelisk had two symbols inside of rings of copper, each a stylized script shape which was still clearly recognizable as an upwards arrow and a downwards arrow. They were on an elevator. A gigantic as hell, magical fucking elevator. If it played 1920's swing music at them Ulric was likely going to shit his pants from cosmic shock.


Glancing over the edge, it appeared that the pillars extended all the way to the ground below, though he couldn't verify it due to the angle and height. Even to his excellent eyesight the pillar thinned to hair and vanished into the woodland below.


A rattle of gear hitting stone pulled Ulric's attention to find his travel partner unburdening himself.


"We rest here tonight, Ulric Glade Chief. Will be warmer down in deep wood and the creatures of night more active. Safer to stay up on plateau and begin trek in morning. We have time for camp, make fire, eat, and sleep well. Is no hurry now, I can guide to elf home."


It had been a long day. Fortunately, uneventful. Painstakingly forced to be uneventful as a matter of fact, thanks to the efforts of the both of them. Just as well they take the opportunity to relax in camp; the sun had dipped behind the distant mountains and dark was well on its way.


Ulric let Brighteyes fiddle with the hide teepee and harvested wood from a nearby "sapling" which was an eight-meter diameter monster of a tree forty meters high, who was yet dwarfed by its progenitors. It did, however, still have branches low enough to be cut for firewood with his bone and ironwood axe. A single limb, the least on the nascent arbor, would make for a blazing fire all the night long.


Ulric took an experimental chop and felt the unpleasant sensation of handle sting as his axe hit the bark of the limb and bounced off. Might as well have swung a metal bar at it for all the cut he'd made. Drawing the strength of the stone indeed. This green wood was every bit as hard as the stone under their feet. It would seem he had been fortunate indeed with the fallen one in his glade. It had been dead long enough to have lost a substantial amount of its integrity, allowing him to actually burn and cut into it for his tree-cave shelter. This stuff, it required Ulric to take a wide stance and to swing his axe with as heavy a blow as he could muster and still, it was only barely enough to split along the grain. That axe blade was made of [Forest Lord] bone. It would carve sheet metal, no problem. If he'd encountered a knot in the grain that limb would have laughed at his attempts to chop it.


"Alright then, if that's the way you want it." He growled. Ulric reached out and placed a hand at the spot he wanted to part the limb from the tree. His mind sharpened, focusing on the image of his desire, molding will to fit intent and drawing on the energy of his core.


Power pulsed, and Ulric gave life to his spell concentrating it into a space no wider than his finger.


[Absolute Zero]


A rush of energy, far more manageable for this small region than on his first try, gave rise to a brittle creaking and immediately mist began to form as the cold of the wood caused water to condense around it.


Ulric quickly took hold of the axe and brought it down on the frozen section as hard as he could. He was rewarded with a sharp crack and the limb broke off cleanly, shattered more than cut, along his spell work's area.


This process he repeated, cutting half meter sections of limb into rounds that started off a big as his waist and trailed down to the thickness of his wrists at its end. He'd had to cast [Absolute Zero] seven times and, even for as small a volume as he was using here, positively surgical compared to his previous attempts at such magic, he had completely exhausted his mana.


From there it was another half hour of vicious chopping to reduce the wood to burnable sizes. At length, sparks leaping to flame accompanied by a cry of victory, Ulric got the camp fire going. He was drenched in sweat and suffering mana exhaustion's toll. But that limb had learned its bitter lesson about whom would be fucking with whom.


Brighteyes took the maniacal events unfolding before him in stride. He had the teepee assembled, the food laid out for cooking, the bedrolls positioned, and had managed a casual damp rag bath with a few handfuls of water by the time his savior had finished vanquishing their firewood.


"Is job well done Ulric Glade Chief. Use of might and magic to conquer foe and powerful spell. I feel its…residue…even now. Court mage will want to see such things. Is only curiosity, but can fallen branches on other side of gate also burn?"


Ulric looked towards a pile of dried, obviously aged limbs that had long since fallen, at which Brighteyes was pointing.


Ulric's achievement turned to ash and he decided then and there that he would not be speaking to the smartass elf for the rest of the night.

            

    
        Chapter 29: Descending from the Plateu of Ancients

    
    
    
    
                Ulric took the late watch, wanting to sleep off his mana exhaustion and preferring the morning hours anyway. Other than the odd foray to the wood pile to keep the fire lit, the witching hours passed peacefully. Their teepee blocked the chill wind and held heat well while the fur bedrolls were sufficient to the task of keeping warm. That wouldn't be the case if the temperatures continued to drop however; it would soon be time to have some sort of internal stove for driving off the cold.


It never ceased to amaze how brilliantly clear the stars shined. Ulric had very intentionally positioned the shelter to have its opening facing the cliff. He was rewarded with the most phenomenal view of the night sky for which he could have ever asked. The moon, much larger in the night sky than its Earthen counterpart, was only a quarter full and had risen early, thus it was nearly down by the time of Ulric's watch. Stars glimmered iridescent in the black of night. Clear blues, whites, and reds could be distinguished. There were some particularly large bodies that might have been planets. He mentally added checking with someone about star charts or astronomy when the opportunity arose.


Time fell away as the sky rotated and Ulric was swept into a trance of being. At last, dawn's approach dimmed the night's phantasmagoria. He stirred then, tended the fire, which had been allowed to burn low, and started a breakfast stew of meats, tubers, and dried herbs in their wooden pot.


The glade had provided. By chance, it turned out that, while trying to fire harden some wood handles, Ulric had discovered one of the unique properties of a variety of small trees which grew at the edges of his glade: the [Steelwood] tree. They were just nearly fireproof and hard as their namesake. He'd refashioned his old spear back when he was mastering the terrain of the glade and had been able to figure out how to use glassresin to join segments shaped of this wood together. Once joined the highly thermally conductive wood tended to pull heat away from the glassresin thus keeping the sealed joints water tight. The result was an almost barrel like pot, heavier than one from his old world but more than serviceable. That same tree had made his bow, along with some glue and bone. It’s inner bark also made a set of water tight baskets that Ulric valued as greatly as his own armor. Containers were king in survival, right up there with cordage.


It had bothered Ulric at first, these clearly magically natured organisms and materials, but he'd long since stopped caring that this world defied science at random turns. All it meant now was that he had a wonderful wooden cookpot and a healthy suspicion that all was not as it seemed in literally everything around him. At some point he would find an encyclopedia of strange shit, that would catalogue the materials and properties of the organisms and ores of this wild assed world. If he didn't find one it would be a fine task to set himself to, to be the author of such text. Provided he did get himself eaten first. Or killed by the dwarves who very possibly jealously guard their metallurgical secrets which tempted Ulric, a former metallurgist, mightily.


Soon the smell of stewing meat and veggies pervaded the camp. Brighteyes was thusly summoned and joined Ulric in a sunrise meal, taken in quiet. When both parties had eaten their fill, cleaning the last of the liquid in the pot up through a gulping slurp of rich juices from their bowls, they disassembled the shelter and made camp disappear back into their packs.


The ashes of the campfire and any other traces would be removed by the gate's own magics, according the Brighteyes.


"Like a great sun, it burns." the elf explained.


"All that is not the stone of the gate is gone. It does not do this while in presence of living beings, it is keyed to the emanation of the core. Old magic and powerful, it does not fade nor need a caster to ready." His awe was evident for the workings of these powers long gone.


That got Ulric to thinking, he was always uncomfortable with references to ancient super power civilizations that fell. There were good reasons when such sophisticated peoples fell to ruin and, normally, a lesson to be learned from their passing.


"What happened to the people who made this magic Brighteyes? Why did they vanish, when they had such power?" He asked.


Brighteyes shook his head immediately and shrugged, replying "None of elf kind know, that is known to my tribe. There was…event…destruction of large scale. Cataclysm. But long, long ago. Ruins all buried deep, none remain on surface. Most that go looking for the graves of Ancients never heard from again. A few bring ruin, uncover the [Dungeons]."


Mention of [Dungeons] got Ulric's attention immediately.


"What are these [Dungeons]?" he asked, wondering at how much overlap existed between the myths of his homeland and the realities of this place.


"[Dungeon] origin not known, only know result. Corrupted core of great mana, creates dense mist of mana that warps beasts exposed too long. Over time, they grow in strength, viciousness, and cunning. Monsters of [Dungeon] tied to it, cannot leave for long but can come to surface through veins of [Dungeon] expansion. [Dungeon] grows always, make corridors, mazes, in the confines of its power, reality is not what it seems, is twisted. If left unchecked, can reach surface eventually. Happens sometimes that growth nodes not detected, opens to land and monsters rush out, destroy village or try, and return days later. Father thinks [Dungeons] were how Ancients guard their cities, living defense system to raise army and attack on own. Maybe cause Cataclysm, if all [Dungeon] break open at same time. But is not certain, Ulric Glade Chief. Only known that sometimes artifacts of great power found in [Dungeon]. Relics. And, if reach core, almost never happens, can absorb part of power into self. Magnify own strength, become something greater. Sometimes something terrible, if go worms in head when it happens. Bad places, mostly, best avoid." Brighteyes was somber during this recitation of knowledge. He made it clear he didn't even like discussing the [Dungeons] so Ulric let it lie.


"No worries there Brighteyes. I've lived here a single season and this old forest has basically kicked my ass. No need to go hunting trouble." Ulric was quick to reassure his companion that he had no intention of stirring hornet's nests.


"Let's get this lift going, shall we?"


At Ulric's insistence Brighteyes approached the crystal pagoda and laid a hand on the stylized downward arrow, which nearly made Ulric giggle at its sheer bizarre familiarity. Here they were leaving Fern Gulley to visit the Elven homelands and they were going to take the elevator. Life has a funny way of taking the familiar and turning it on its head.


Brighteyes' touch did nothing, or at least it seemed that way at first. A few seconds later though the symbol lit from within, glowing a blue white light and the crystal obelisk began to softly emit the same light while the white swathes of whispy color within the blue started to swirl.


It was an eerie second before Ulric realized that they were, in fact, descending rapidly. He'd felt nothing and, if he hadn't turned from his study of the light show on that crystal, he'd have never known they were moving. They should definitely be feeling some weightlessness, at least when the damn thing had started falling. The landscape was changing rapidly, their approach to the forest below marked by sight only, designs on pillars shooting by to let him see how rapidly they made their descent but with no movement of air within the [Ancient’s Gate] or sensation to denote any motion whatsoever. Fucking creepy.


In a scant few minutes, the trees, so distant their canopies were an impressionist blur of greens and browns, rose up to meet the travelers as if they'd jumped from the top and they penetrated the tree tops at frightful speed. The gate came to a rest, again, without sensation. If not for the fact that he'd been watching the pillars and the surroundings Ulric would have never known they had just lost a couple of kilometers altitude in barely half a minute. Impressive work, that was.


The obelisk light dimmed and that was evidently the only indication you were going to get that the lift had stopped.


Ulric turned to Brighteyes, still slightly flabbergasted at the experience. His eyes took in an elf that appeared to be turning several shades of green. Several burps escaped the mortified boy. It was pretty clear which direction this was going to go.


"Brighteyes did you know it was going to be like that?"


"No, Ulric, was odd. Moving but no feeling moving, it makes mind spin. Can I be sick?" He answered his own question by spewing a fine spread of breakfast over the platform stones.


Hands on knees and he did not look to be having fun. After having wiped his mouth, the elf turned sheepishly to Ulric and raised his eyebrows, his expressive almond eyes heavy with motion sickness.


"Ulric Glade Chief, next time you turn on magic while I sleep."


The lad was clearly not having a great time.


Ulric chuckled and steered the conversation elsewhere hoping to cheer his traveling partner up and gloss over the sickness, which embarrassed some folk. He'd spent his whole life driving cars so motion sickness like this was long forgotten. But moving without sensation could really jerk with the visual vestibular integration. The eyes tell you you're whipping around, the vestibular organs of the inner ear detect nothing, and the conflicting neural input had the result of intense nausea.


The experience was highly unpleasant. It was especially hard on a high strung elf kid trying to project confidence on what amounted to, their first big field trip. Ulric had taken a fishing tour once, on rough seas. He'd never been in a boat before that and the rolling swells had induced projectile vomiting nearly immediately. The trip was one of the worst experiences of his life. He had spent nearly four hours barely able to stand before it had eased, and hadn't been able to eat or drink until back on land.


Sickness was generally damaging to the pride of someone who was normally completely in control of their faculties and they disliked the perception of weakness or vulnerability to something that apparently affected only them. Needless to say, he was sympathetic to Brighteyes' plight. Coming up with a diversion would be good for the both of them. It was also an opportunity to address something that had long needed attention.


"You got it kid. It helps with such things, just so you know, if you focus your attention on the floor or other fixed points that won't move. By the way, you don't need to keep calling me Glade Chief. Ulric is good enough, it's not like I was elected by the bushes or something. Which reminds me, I gave you a nickname way back when we first met, it didn't particularly mean anything. I didn't know what else to call you. You got a real name I should know?"


Now Brighteyes did look to improve a bit. He straightened up and even smiled.


"Thank you for honor Ulric Glade- Ulric. Some consider it rude to address recognized ruler without title. But I am glad you have no barbs on the pants about it. One neighboring ambassador act like being called by name is insult against mother tree, we know each other for ten world turnings, he still this way."


Wow that was fast, Ulric thought. Now Brighteyes sounded more like he did before, when he didn't know Ulric had been, apparently, Landed by the Akashic record. Man that status thing was all kinds of fucky, how did it know- no, save it for later, he'd wasted enough time thinking about that impossible shit, and Brighteyes was still talking.


"For my name, Brighteyes is fine, is name you give me and is acceptable. You would not know elf custom, and you need learn more Elf language, but most elf names are stylized description given by parents. Elves named twice, once when born, placeholder name as they are baby and all babies the same. Get second name at coming of age. My Naming given last world turn, last year. I am known to my people as Heir Lumyt'seit. It translate to Human language as Flashing Gaze. Was given by my mother."


Ulric closed his mouth, which had dropped, and scratched his beard sheepishly before laughing at the sheer coincidence.


"Pretty nail on the head then eh?" Ulric chuckled again.


"So, Brighteyes it is then?" He checked.


The young elf, smiled and dipped his chin once.


"Brighteyes it is Ulric, is fine name."


And, there you had it, he'd got it in one and Brighteyes would remain Brighteyes.


            

    
        Chapter 30: Welcome to the Jungle

    
    
    
    
                It seemed a small thing, the naming of names and titles, and, against the backdrop of the dangers of Varda, it is, but it brought down barriers between the two travelers and they continued their journey into the wilds with more ease than before. Kilometers stretched on and were then swiftly discarded as the pair made way through the forest that had previously been viewed from on high.


Leaving behind the [Ancient's Gate], Ulric couldn't help but notice the astounding difference in this biome compared to the one in which he'd been dropped. If he ever got to have words with that Watcher again he'd ask Queen Blessed Tits why he'd been brought into this world in maybe the most dangerous, most isolated place on the continent, far from civilization, and almost certain to run afoul of a super predator feared for its savagery for a millennium. Perhaps it had been a form of right of passage; the plateau had been a test to determine if he'd had the strength, cunning, and will to earn a place in this world. Whatever the reason, this place Brighteyes called the Deep Wood consisted of forest land more comparable to the forests of Earth. If those forests hadn't been destroyed hundreds of years prior by human agriculture and industry that is.


Here, a hundred species of tree rose up to form a far less oppressive, though still complete, canopy, now fractured by the gaps of fallen leaves. Some trees had gnarled bark some smooth as Aspen. Predominant were the ones that were rough like an oak, although the leaves held a shape more akin to a trefoil than the typical long series of lobes and sinuses, and rose a few hundred feet from the forest floor, with trunks at least fifteen meters in diameter at the largest. These were the tallest of the wood but far from the only large species. A completely different variety was far stranger, growing with a trunk some twenty meters around that rose thirty meters before branching wildly outward with coniferous, spruce like bows that reached another eighty or so meters up. Such occupied an incredible forest footprint but were scarce in relation to their more Earthly brethren.


Still others were akin to the maple, the sycamore, ash, the hemlock, growing between thirty and a hundred meters tall. The rich diversity of this wood was observed both in homogenous groves in their own particular places between hill and dale and in interspersed copses along the boundary zones in elevations or watershed. These lesser trees grew plentifully, able to flourish despite not reaching as tall as their giant cousins, a fact Ulric attributed to the sheer height of those, they grew so tall that they left a gap between themselves and the rest of the forest, through which sunlight could filter down.


Undergrowth was plentiful but not thick, the shade keeping it from creating the tangles Ulric had fought through on his normal hikes through underdeveloped forests. Instead, the bushes, shrubs, herbs, and fern like plants of the forest floor were like an accent and accompaniment to the greater orchestral arrangement of the trees. Through it all, there ran what had to be definite game trails running wide and clear to evidence their traffic.


In contrast to the enormous rolling hills of the plateau, which had almost certainly been created by the fall of ancient trees eons ago that had been buried under leaf falls for gods only knew how many centuries, this forest had a far more gentle terrain, sloping gradually downwards towards that distant river. There were regular streams running here and there, sometimes pooling to create soggy wetland forests, but no bogs, at least not that Ulric saw as they trekked; just easy water and smooth trails.


Autumn still held strong here, the air lacked the sharpness of the high altitude they'd left behind and many trees were still leafed, though it was clear that wouldn't remain true for long. Even so, the middling temperatures made for a reasonably comfortable hiking condition and Ulric marveled at the ease of their travel.


It would not be beyond reason that Brighteyes was taking them through the safest, most conservative way through the wood. He followed mostly the established game trails. Occasionally they would pause while he oriented himself or climbed a nearby tree, which feat was done with all the alacrity and grace you might anticipate from a wood elf according to the Earthly lore.


Ulric pondered these odd overlaps in what the humans of his old life had created myths around and how much these myths were influenced by possible connections between worlds. The Watcher had spoken of resonance, as if the two worlds existed somehow simultaneously like waves running through and past each other but, with the possibility of interaction. Ulric had suspicions that he hadn't been moved a distance during the Watcher's miracle, but rather through dimension. Not like he could ask though.


Attention to the signs of the forest, contemplation of his old world's "might haves", and ruminating on the nature of the connection between old world mythos and this world's reality kept Ulric's mind full while the only sounds that were made between the two travelers consisted of briefly whispered directions or their soft footfalls on beaten track. Travel was swift along these well-worn trails and Ulric was glad of the relative lightness of his pack, as well as for the hardening of his body that he'd undergone those previous months on the plateau.


The pair had accelerated gradually and were now rucking a pace that would have put a bunch of hardened Rangers to shame. That the recently convalescent elf could keep it for so long was highly questionable to Ulric, the kid's endurance stat didn't indicate this kind of stamina. At last, Brighteyes came to a halt and announced that their days journey was at its end. The kid was showing the signs of over exertion.


"We need stop now Ulric, ready camp for night. It is a few hours before dark and we need clear the game paths to avoid hunting animals and monsters. They follow the trails like we do but will not stray from easy path unless provoked or find sign of food in bush. We leave little track and will get far enough off way to slip their attention. Probably." This announcement was punctuated with deep breaths and sweat clearly soaked the youth's clothes.


Definitely pushing too hard, Ulric thought.


While Brighteyes described their course of action Ulric noticed that the stumbling and frequently broken speech of their early days had, over the last few weeks, become far smoother, which slightly shamed his own efforts in Elvish. In addition, now in this place, the youth spoke with greater confidence now that he was in his element. The kid seemed glad to be home and was naturally assuming a leadership role, product of habit in his homeland no doubt. In a way, Ulric was glad the baton had been passed and that he could become a more passive observer, even if that meant following the lead of what amounted to a child’s first road trip. Fuck it, we are all of us children in the eyes of the world.


This day's pace though indicated that Ulric would need to keep a hand on the reins, to some extent. It was a common problem for young hikers on their first big excursions. They used themselves up on the first couple of days, pushing their bodies far beyond what could be sustained for a week or more. Even though physicality was different in this place, with the beings here seemingly more robust, the same principle was being applied.


"You're the boss Brighteyes, lead on. Whenever we get to a suitable place, I'll set up camp and you can work on supper."


Ulric had noted his Elven companion's subtle amusement at his attempts for burnables the previous night. Not this time though. This time, the trees were normal trees. This time, his axe would taste victory unassisted by magical shenanigans and Ulric wouldn't go to bed with a mana hangover. And since he'd be taking care of the more rigorous chores like hauling water, gathering and splitting firewood, Brighteyes would get a chance to cooldown and rest.


For himself, this trip was similar to an overnight hunting expedition, of which he'd had several while stalking [Bladefern Elk] and the other elusive game back on the plateau. They moved rapidly, and with great awareness. Frequently, Ulric would have to double time carrying his overnight traveling gear to get ahead of the herd into an ambushing position for a clean bow shot. The natural toughness of the animals meant that only a good shot would do, less than a double lung or heart and lung shot would mean you just wasted hours and a perfectly good arrow, which the wounded deer or elk would carry off with it, sprinting for kilometers before succumbing to its wound or being taken by some other predator. Maybe the Watcher really had put him on that plateau to give him a "safe" place to grow harder. He nearly laughed aloud at that, considering the assault of the [Forest Lord], the near goring by [Bolt Deer], and the hilariously dangerous monsters that had rapidly infested the forest once said [Forest Lord] was gone.


Pushing that thought aside, he turned to the task of setting up camp, in a small clearing Brighteyes chose between a stand of the great trefoil oaks and one of the odd branching cedars, just a hundred meters or so off the trail. [Forest Lord] bone knife carved dead wood stakes like wire through clay. In a few short minutes the teepee tripod was set up, the hide cover draped, tied, and staked. Brighteyes was clearing a spot for fire lay and soon had a small crackling fire, to the side of which Ulric laid some small stacks of gathered limbs. A downed tree just off the side of the trail split easily under his axe and an hour after stopping for the day they had a reasonable traveler's camp assembled. Now they just needed some water.


Ulric found a straight enough dead standing as big as his wrist to cut down for a shoulder pole, his nose tickling at the strong cedar smell as his axe bit. On one side of the pole hung the [Steelwood] cookpot, on the other side was slung their, now empty, water bags. The odd unidentified metal trident he carried in his off-hand while the other held the carry pole. Brighteyes had pointed out a clear running spring, just a half kilometer before they'd stopped that would do nicely for fresh water and Ulric made his way leisurely towards it. The smell of the last of their fresh meat roasting filled the camp as he left, with the tantalizing spicy odor of some peppers his Elven guide had assured him would be delicious and picked gleefully on their way.


A few minutes walking and he made the spring. Cool water babbled in a narrow run, the spring having cut itself a channel through the loam of the woods to a rocky floor. Unlike the granite of Ulric's glade this substrate was something more akin to slate or limestone, loose stones rounded by water's wear. The first taste of spring water, cold from the ground but not frigid, was delicious.


Soon enough the containers were full and Ulric was putting a plug in their water bags.


He perked up at a strange sound back towards camp. A moment later he was running flat out, trident gripped with both hands, water forgotten, as his conscious brain synthesized the sounds the old lizard in the back of his head had already recognized as panicked screams. Brighteyes was yelling, in Elvish, and Ulric could now hear the grunts and cries of some animal along with it.


He burst into the small clearing and was immediately attacked by a chimp sized monkey holding a rock. It leapt and Ulric's trident intercepted it, overhanded thrust driving it down into the dirt before tines impaled its chest. A hard stomp on the head and pull freed the weapon and returned it to ready, while Ulric's eyes swept the camp, which was now in shambles.


Brighteyes had been backed against a tree, keeping the tree and camp fire between him and a dozen more of the small monkey like attackers, who were throwing stones at him, forcing him to dodge to one side or the other, with blood streaming down from above his eyebrow to show the threat they presented. Standing head and shoulders above these small brown monkeys was a far more muscular golden furred one, with deep red eyes and proud lower canines. The golden monkey was leading the attack and held a massive branch, thick as Ulric's thigh, as a club. Brighteyes had only his belt knife as a weapon, although a silver flame burning from a corpse near his feet indicated that he'd weapons enough to deal with the little monsters so long as they didn't overwhelm him.


For a second Ulric froze, uncertain what to do. He nearly felt a click in his mind as [Warrior's Instinct] took over. Calm now, except for mild anger at his own hesitation.


What would he do? Scatter them.


He charged the gold furred leader and swung the long trident at its head. It dodged back, colliding with a couple of its underlings, which were uncertain now that they were no longer just hunting a small prey but were pincered between a cornered smaller predator, and an aggressive larger one wielding a weapon.


Ulric used their hesitation. The monkeys were agile, and plentiful, but, other than their leader they were weak. He threw a hand forward.


[Stone wall]


A curving stone arch rose serpentine amongst the beasts, splitting them into three groups, three with the leader in the middle, five on the other side of the wall with Brighteyes and the campfire, and the other three isolated to the right. Best he could do on short notice, good luck Brighteyes.


The monkeys near the leader rushed him at a growling call from Goldie. Thrown rocks whistled in at impressive velocity and Ulric grunted when they bounced off his chest and shoulder but the armor did its part, mitigated the impacts. The distraction let them close though without being able to ready a solid thrust to pick one off. It was close quarters from there.


A leaping monkey took a stab through the guts when it jumped ahead of its pack. Ulric stepped back, turning, and whipped the reverse side of the trident into another's knee, felt it collapse, heard the joint tear apart, and switched his grip to accept the next one, coming low at his flank. The screaming monkey still impaled on his tines threw off his next thrust, scrabbling hands scratching at Ulric's eyes, too far by a few centimeters but making him flinch when he drew back to give its companion similar placement. He extended, missed, and the little monster jumped onto his head, biting and scratching.


Goldie was coming, the cripple too, dragging itself. Ulric released his double handed grip, one hand grabbed the screaming bag of fur and slung it away where it hit the ground and rolled to its feet. He was nearly brained by the two-handed chop of the leader but pushed the club off to the side with the trident tines, where it glanced off his forearm, still away from his body from dislodging the climber, and he winced inside at the instant loss of feeling in his fingers.


Good news was, the monkey he'd stabbed was now thoroughly dead, head mashed to pulp when he'd used it to deflect the attack. Bad news was, he wouldn't be holding the trident with two hands and it was too long to use one handed well enough to work against these fast little bastards.


He knew his arm was hurt, maybe broken. Pain would come later, numbness now. He needed to finish this, he heard fighting, yowling, and Elvish cursing from behind the stone, he had no idea where the three on the right were, they might be circling around behind him getting around the wall.


Time to fight dirty. Ulric stabbed at Goldie's face, dead monkey flopping, trying to score quickly while it pulled its buried club out of the damp litter. It pulled its head back out of reach, its posture shot from the overswing, which was the point of the feint, and Ulric stomped its leg breaking the shin cleanly.


He saw Climber coming from the corner of his eye and jumped back from a now howling Goldie who had fallen to the forest floor. The little bastard had a stone in its paws and Ulric was tired of swinging this dead monkey around so he threw the trident at it, rushing behind in its wake. Climber dodged the silver spear tips with a nimble side step and was buried under Ulric's tackle. The injured arm sent waves of pain from wrist to shoulder while he forearmed the little beast's chin back, holding its head against the dirt and pinning it with his body. His good right hand jerked his belt knife free and drove rapidly, pistoning the blade into its guts at an upwards angle.


The mewling of the creature told him his work was done after four or five stabs and he stood, only having taken a few seconds to slay his flanker and reassessed, gore running down his knife blade.


Goldie was now standing but refused to let go its club even with its leg bent horribly. Cripple was trying to rejoin Goldie crawling in a fast three-legged lope but in a straight line. That wouldn't be a problem on its own. The three unknowns were still unknown. Goldie still held that club and Ulric's left arm could attest to its dangerous strength. No chances, he needed this to be over and to get to Brighteyes. His foes were slow now, easy targets.


Ulric again raised his injured arm, this time reaching into his core, the thrumming hot/cold pulse building.


[Wind Blade]

 

[Wind Blade]


Goldie went down, head and left shoulder falling free from its trunk. Cripple caught the blade in the face and slid to a halt while its upper jaw and skull flew off into the bushes. Ulric had put most of what he had left into those shots, to guarantee the quick kill.


Ulric dashed around the [Stone wall] and saw carnage.


Brighteyes stood panting, looking down at a pile of corpses, knife arm soaked to the elbow in blood. He looked like he'd been chewed on, bites taken from pant legs, shirt sleeves, and a nasty one on the side of his face. Looking at the elf's fallen enemies, crowded between fire and stone where they had clearly been caught by Brighteyes' attack, Ulric made note that Brighteyes was not to be fucked with when he had a knife on him. The monkeys had been gutted, throats cut, stabbed through the eyes, knifed in the liver, lungs, heart, and one had been very clearly castrated. That silver fire burned ghostly on all the bodies.


Sounds in the bush indicated that the last three, isolated from their leader and hearing agony from where their erstwhile prey had been, had executed the better part of valor.


It couldn't have been but a few minutes from hearing Brighteyes yell to standing here now. It could have been an hour, by the way he felt. His whole body hummed with energy. His arm was numb but promised to make him miserable in the near future. Ulric took a deep, steadying breath to release his battle tension. [Warrior's Instinct] faded.


"Brighteyes, you, uh, you okay?" Ulric offered tentatively. Kid looked a little rocky.


The Elven lord to be raised his head and his eyes seemed to go out of focus a little before he shook it off.


"I am fine now Ulric, thank you. Our foes, they are routed?" He returned, shakily at first but evening out.


"Our foes are compost little buddy. Nothing to worry about now."


Their fireplace was in shambles, one of the monkeys had been tossed into it and had scattered the small collection of stones and wood into charred sticks and coals. The roasting meat had been tossed aside into the dirt. Their shelter was down, it support poles shattered, apparently by Goldie's club in the early part of the attack, while Ulric was gone. The water was still half a kilometer away back at the spring.


Ulric was scanning the clearing, looking for anything that might contradict his previous statement. A distant whisper, grown louder with the violence, a part of him that he felt was new was hoping something would contradict it.


*PING*

 

Head jerking Ulric was already turning before he realized that the source of the sound was inside his own head. He relaxed.


*PING*

 

Warriors Instinct**Override**Battle Rhythm 


Another spastic twitch, before he could catch himself. Ulric sighed.


            

    
        Chapter 31: Fire Hardens the Metal

    
    
    
    
                It had taken the two of them a solid half hour, dark was closing in rapidly, but they'd reassembled the camp and the fire was going again. The meat they'd rinsed off and would finish cooking in the fire, hell with a little dirt ruining their last fresh tenderloin. Of the monkey beasts that had attacked them Brighteyes had been greatly forthcoming.


They were called [Heckler monkeys] and they were normally considered a trivial threat, mostly just a nuisance, as their name implied, because they sat up in the trees and called obnoxiously while flinging branches. [Heckler monkeys] were easily run off and cowardly, never braving an attack on anything as large as humans, elves, and other civilized folk. It was the other one that had been a problem, a monster known as [Golden Heckler monkey]. Brighteyes had described them as an evolved form of the [Heckler monkey] that arose when a particularly strong, mature male's core underwent an Earth attunement. The resulting monster was far larger, far stronger, more aggressive, and able to gather more of its lesser kin under its sway; the result was a tribe of monsters able to surround and stone larger prey to death. [Golden Hecklers] were considered a kill on sight target by the hunters of Elven villages due to their tendency to attack lone travelers and children.


It took a few minutes but the two of them removed the cores from the corpses and piled them outside camp. Apparently the meat of the things was godsawful tasting and the hides rarely preserved well, being too thin for use. Goldie was a different case and was well worth the time, Brighteyes assured Ulric. They would skin out that monster, for the golden fur was sought after as a decorative item. It had been so long since Ulric had considered value beyond living that he'd been greatly confused for a moment until he'd realized that Brighteyes was talking about money. Well, not as much as from a pelt brought in by an Elven hunter since he'd cut the body in half, but it would be something.


He had the time, now that he was walking back to pick up the water, so he checked up on his status for the first time in a long while.


Ulric concentrated briefly.

[Status]

 

[image: image-placeholder]


Damn, this thing was starting to get long.


He'd greatly expanded his status on obtaining classes. His spells were somewhat languishing as he'd been more focused on mastery of what he already had and theory crafting how to apply magic in real scenarios. Not to mention he was learning a healthy caution about playing with fire, in a far more literal sense than was the case for most, with regards to creating new spellworks. There would be a time to push his magical abilities but not until he'd learned more about the fundamentals, which was an attitude well justified by his recent over enthusiastic attempts at magery. Twice bitten, four times shy, after all.


The new class trait, [Battle Mage], reflected that Ulric was actually getting pretty good at using what limited spells he had in active combat. It was partly instinctive. With the [Heckler monkeys] he'd felt intuitively that the best approach beating many smaller foes was to separate them into clusters, hence he'd used the initiative gained by attacking the rear of their formation by using [Stone wall] to isolate them. Mostly though the improvements were the result of dedicated practice and planning. Long nights with little to do after dark but weave, carve, or other monotonous tasks, but not yet ready to succumb to sleep had given Ulric time to reflect. He'd run through many, many simulated combats in his mind and outlined how to deal with a large variety of scenarios. What to do if ambushed by a single strong enemy? What to do if it was many weak ones? How to ambush a single strong enemy? How to decimate many weak ones? When is [Flame crash] better than [Wind blade]? How do you maximize the impact of [Water jet]? Does [Ice blade] need to be used before the fight starts, to reduce delay in its use or is it better to wait until melee is already started to reduce the enemy's ability to respond? What are the optimal mana expenditures for each spell to achieve effect, without wasting his limited mana on overkill?


Over and over again he'd turned these things around in his head. Over and over again, he'd practiced using all the magic his core could provide while he learned the limits of each spell. Nights had not been wasted in the glade. It was obsessive behavior, and Ulric new he was prone to obsessive behavior. That didn't stop him from doing it though. Within a few days of arriving in his new reality he'd been ambushed by a mega grizzly and, soon after, stampeded. It wasn't until he'd climbed the canopy to see the smorgasbord of fantastically dangerous shit roaming up there, though, that he'd began to seriously dedicate time to finding a way to fight back against the crazy hazards this world could throw at him. Chance favors the prepared mind was his creed, and that spurred on Ulric's efforts at learning to protect himself from all the who knows whats at all the who knows whens and wheres he could imagine.


Really, it had been Brighteyes' arrival that had disrupted the rhythm of Ulric's nights. He'd suddenly had to take care of the young elf and he'd had to make clothes and gear to outfit him, not to mention a new language to learn and an entirely new people with which to contend. He hadn't had time to go through his usual casting routines what with making preparations to make what he'd thought to be a killing climb down from the plateau. Stupid, wonderful, magical fuckery lift; it had saved him an incredibly difficult journey, but he couldn't help but resent it a little for existing without him knowing about it.


Ulric's takeaway from the evening attack was the same one for most surviving novice soldiers thrown into battle. It was fast. It was sudden. And your mind did not function the same way once the adrenaline was running amok. That initial pause while his mental state transitioned from fear for Brighteyes to calculations for efficient murder was a problem. His traits had saved him there; between [Warrior's Instinct] and [Battle Rhythm] the delay was shortened considerably. Still unacceptable if he planned to live long and the only remedy that came to mind was more training. It was why modern militaries drilled even the most simple of actions to the point of muscle memory. Reloading weapons. Firing positions. Field stripping and cleaning. Checking of attack vectors. Access to specific kit. All of it done thousands of times, sometimes in a barracks bunk, sometimes in the mud and rain, sometimes operating without sleep for two days and a guy firing a gun over your head. The point was to remove the environment as a factor. Nothing mattered other than the action, the movements, the task, and it would be done perfectly at all times.


Ulric wasn't even close to that level of readiness. It took years, not the few months he'd been able to fit in before bed. As it was, he considered himself to be adjusting well, for a reformed hermetic workaholic with substance abuse problems and formerly ruined joints. It bore some degree of awe that it had taken being murdered by god and placed naked at the whims of a hostile wilderness to make positive changes. Humans were fucking odd sometimes. He'd have to resume his nightly practice, clean up his responses using the data from this last encounter. Adding somebody to teach him how to fight with a spear for real was now on his list of major objectives, he'd only gotten hit because his technique was sloppy.


Snapping back to his present circumstance Ulric retrieved the water and returned to camp so that the two could finish tending wounds. Brighteyes had suffered some serious bruising from the stones, the scalp cut, and a few lacerations from teeth, claws, and what have you. Other than that he'd come out fairly well. Ulric was mostly unscathed, other than a few minor scratches but his arm was not ok. The feeling had come back soon after the killing had ended and it was hurting something fierce. He could close his fist and hold things but anything heavy made the whole arm throb. Goldie had been no joke, that blow had been glancing. A direct hit would have shattered his bones.


Night had fully closed in around the two of them by the time they had finished setting camp, harvesting their kills, and taking care of themselves. Here in the forests below, unlike in the deep wood of the plateau, there was life everywhere. Nocturnal birds called while an insect chorus held a constant background with what sounded like peep frog accompaniment. The glade had been silent. Disturbingly so at time. And yet this cacophony was so dynamic it proved to be more difficult for Ulric to relax. He couldn't help but try to catalogue each call and sound. It was late into Brighteyes' watch before he found sleep.


A gentle nudge from his Elven companion broke the void and Ulric rose with bleary eyes. His arm still ached but not with as much insistence as before and a few experimental flexes of his hand ensured he'd keep the use of it through the swelling that had painfully set in. Flashbacks of Popeye danced behind his eyes as he took watch. Brighteyes was clearly more at home than he and was asleep before his head was fully pillowed on his pack.


Ulric sat in the opening of the travel shelter and kept the fire down low, coals burning hot but without excessive flame. It allowed his eyes to better adjust to the night gloom. Without the break in the canopy of the glade, this night was far deeper, more impenetrable. Even though the great moon was full in the sky its light only filtered through to impose a silver sheen on the trees and foliage below. The evensong of the wildlife had calmed and now only served as a gentle cadence to the passage of time.


A few times the sounds of footfalls outside camp had Ulric's hands tight around the shaft of the trident but these interruptions were brief and whatever investigated the camp was satisfied that it had no desire to try its luck. It reminded Ulric of his backpack trips to cougar country. He'd been alone then and had slept fitfully, even knowing that attacks were only the remotest of possibility. He had a feeling that the "cougar" in this country would be far less skittish and far more likely to have some form of magical bastardization into a lethal super predator.


When asked later that morning, Brighteyes confirmed that there were at least three varieties of hunting cat that would relatively easily eat a traveler taken unawares. One of them had blending camouflage, another could jump high enough to move through tree tops and a Caulum affinity that reduced its weight to the point that it didn't make sound when it wanted, and the last was the [Shadow Panther] he'd seen before. Those could actually teleport short distances through large enough shadows. The [Shadow Panther] was considered by Elven hunters to be the greatest killer the forest had to offer and were the main reason hunters traveled in threes. One to see the cat and call its presence (and probably die), one to pin it down by goading its attack (and probably die), and one to stab it through the heart from a flank (and only maybe die). That discussion fairly well mortared into place Ulric's conviction to never intentionally encounter one. Just when he'd decided to never sleep again, Brighteyes saved him by informing him that the panther couldn't teleport at night and so was strictly diurnal, preferring to hunt along woodlines with strong shadows, as those worked best. Generally, the deeper in the wood you stayed the less likely you were to have to deal with them; they were a menace to anyone harvesting trees however. Anything that broke the canopy made a happy hunting ground for them, which is a part of why the Elves forbade cutting of trees. A small part, they had other more metaphysical considerations in mind that Ulric would learn of later.


Ulric told Brighteyes of the battle he saw between the [Shadow Panther], [Crimson Bull], and [Venom Bolt Viper]. Brighteyes exclaimed that the cat had probably been a newly separated cub and was only learning to hunt as the adults were almost never seen unless they were pouncing, evading and flanking when caught in the open, rather than fighting head on. It spoke to either the level of greed possessed by those poachers or their complete ignorance that they had thought to challenge not just one but two of the most feared monsters of the forest.


The witching hour passed without event, spooky sounds aside. Cold of late fall infiltrated the shelter, inadequate for extended time spent in this season, bringing with it that particular chill that seemed to settle into Ulric's bones. He had considered bundling up in furs but decided against, if he needed to move he didn't want to have to fight out of a fur blanket first so the chill was just something to be endured. The hot coals kept him marginally comfortable and, eventually, almost imperceptibly, true dark gave way to soft morning light. Silver moonlight, which had leant an ethereal air to the wood was replaced by gentle golden hue, the twin suns heralding their arrival somewhere beyond the canopy.


Brighteyes woke easily, wincing slightly as he rubbed his eyes and grazed the cut on his eyebrow. They spoke little, instead each readied themselves for travel. Ulric went out again for water and noticed that Brighteyes now went armed with his bow and arrow quiver slung at the hip. That great smith Failure did her job well, wielded suffering and hammered the soft and inexperienced into hardened veteran. Those she did not break first, that is.


Camp was dismantled shortly after a light meal of stewed dried meat and tubers. The two were on the move not long after daybreak. While they walked Ulric picked his guide's brain and kilometers fell behind. Ulric was working on his Elven again, trying to learn the proper names for the flora and fauna and fixing errors in his grammar or polishing pronunciation. Their pace was substantially slower than the day before, minor injuries and the previous day's pace having taken its toll. Eventually the pair settled into silence as the effort of travel wore into them and they made silent progress through the endless procession of trees.


In the middle of a step Brighteyes suddenly halted, his ears twitched and Ulric nearly smiled only to have that amusement cut out by the intensity of the elf's gaze into the forest. For his part, Ulric had been paying attention and had neither heard, nor seen anything. With the casual speed only possible for someone who had done it thousands of times Brighteyes nocked an arrow, drew to cheek, and released all inside of a breath. The arrow flew into the trees and a sharp cry was abruptly cut short.


Brighteyes looked back to Ulric and smiled


"It is a clean shot, we are eating well this day." He said, with the pride of a craftsman doing his job to satisfaction.


They stalked forward, ready for some opportunist to try to snatch the fresh kill. Blood smell permeated the area and Ulric saw why as they stepped through the copses of trees. The kid had put an arrow between a group of trees through a gap in trunks less than a quarter meter wide from forty meters away and hit the target in the throat, pouring its lifeblood out in a few moments. It looked like a wild pig, if wild pigs were the size of a yearling cow and had hide that looked somewhat like his own lamellar armor. The only place in that armor that appeared thin enough to penetrate with an arrow was the seam beneath and behind armpits, crotch, and throat. Clean shot indeed.


Ulric's estimation of Elven hunters was rising drastically if this is what one of their adolescents could do. Admittedly, Brighteyes was probably on the high end of what could be expected since he'd likely had the benefit of training by the best his people could offer. Even so, it was still an impressive feat and Ulric was glad to have the opportunity to witness this Elven fieldcraft. Ulric kept watch, attention divided between trying to examine how Brighteyes went about dressing and skinning the beast and looking out for monstrous interlopers. The monster's core was a dark brown streaked with grey, half the size of a fist. It reminded Ulric of a clay bed sample.


Ulric's ears perked up as Brighteyes started explaining the process of cleaning the animal and describing his prey using his own language. It was a struggle to keep up.


"This, Ulric, is a [Plated Boar]. It is widely regarded for its succulent meats as well as for its difficulty of obtaining. See here? These plates are hard and thickened, reinforced by Terra, and they have impeccable hearing and smell. Bad eyesight though and this one didn't see us through the trees. They are dangerous when they decide to charge, the tusks are incredibly hard and we keep to make awls or arrow heads. The liver is mildly poisonous, something about how they digest and incorporate earth and stone from their meals. We can render it down into a gem polisher though so it fetches a good price. The hide should always be discarded though, it becomes brittle and crumbles as it dries and, even if you keep it from drying too quickly it degrades when exposed to water. You following Ulric Glade Chief?"


It took nearly as long for Ulric to understand the speech lesson as it took for Brighteyes to dismantle the boar. The lesson was well taken and both of them left with packs heavier but spirits lifted. Lilting Elvish voice trickled through the fall air interspersed by a deeper halting voice, pausing with frequent breaks to ask questions in Human as they roamed the forest paths towards Elvenland. Animals noted the pair's passage. The smell of fresh meat was offset by caution and woodland predators left the pair alone an instinctive danger sense warning them that no good would come of trying this prey.


They made camp at a similar time as the previous day, just a few hours before sunsdown, after having traveled an estimated forty kilometers as best Ulric could tell. They had to be around a hundred kilometers away from the Ancient's Gate at this point. It was a good pace and Brighteyes was very nearly giddy at the prospect of coming home. Even better, winter was late coming this year and the leaves had not yet fallen to the Winter's Herald Storm, meaning he would be in time for the festival after all. His father was likely beside himself. All this he delivered to Ulric who nodded sagely at semi regular intervals, catching little of it as the stream of Elvish was far too fast for his limited comprehension. He was tending a set of spits over the coals of a cook fire and trying to convince himself not to cheat and eat the food before it was ready.


The dripping fat of this fresh kill smoked into the fire, sending up hissing flares of flame which added to the fragrance of cooking meat. Ulric was unashamedly drooling. It smelled like pork. It looked like pork. Ulric hadn't eaten pork in what seemed like years. It had never been his favorite meat back home, always being a little too fatty for his tastes back then. Here and now he would have chewed through the [Plated Boar]'s hide to have a bite of this flame seared haunch. Brighteyes was turning a skewer that held the boar's heart on it. He claimed it was traditional for the one who took the killing shot to eat the heart alone but he wouldn't be able to finish it by himself and Ulric would have to help. Old Ulric would have squeamishly thanked him for the opportunity before declining. Reforged Ulric was looking forward to it.


Packed forest edibles accompanied the meats in bowls, like a pork roast salad. Cold stream water washed it down. It wasn't long before the weary but satisfied trekkers settled in for another evening. Ulric chose the second watch again. This time the chatter of the woods didn't deter him from peaceful oblivion and his waking felt like only moments from when he lay down. Brighteyes slept with his usual gusto, soft snores through mostly healed nose competing with the late night insects.


While firelight splashed against the forest Ulric ran through his old routine of spell practice. This time though he focused on [Lightning Strike]'s applications. He hadn't tried to use it during their previous battle, it never even occurred to him, being too much of an unknown. Now though he wiled away the dark hours working out how to optimize the spellwork, when and where to employ it, and how to limit the collateral damage such a powerful destructive force could unleash. When day rose again, it found him grinning. He'd had several ideas about how he was going to refine and control this newest bit of magic. He was slightly proud of it, it was slick if he had to say so himself. Using both fundamental principles of electricity and the spell based creation of discharge paths he'd worked out a way to keep the magic on target and to reduce the chances of a premature discharge or arc that reached back into himself. He'd had the idea while watching the arcs of [Voltaic grip] snap and pop between his hands. Every positive needed a negative. Every source a sink.

Testing this out was going to be a hoot.


            

    
        Chapter 32: Along Hidden Roads

    
    
    
    
                The wood brightened with the same gradual rise of light that had characterized the previous morning. Such a subtle transition from soft ghostly silver to warm golden aura. Subtle but impactful, Ulric was heartened when he noticed that the sheen of night was gone. That moment had come when Ulric was finishing his meditations on how to bottle lightning. Well, he thought, not as much bottle it as throw it.


Ceraun was dangerous because of how difficult it was to control and how fast things could go from ok to very goddamn not ok. In the case of his previous attempt, he'd known he was using magical force to create a potential difference between two locations, only he'd forgotten a very basic principle in that the destination changed the potential needed to ionize a path. He'd needed all his concentration to wrangle his own mana and hadn't properly set his target destination until he'd already reached the point of no return. That could not happen again.


A safe [Lightning Strike] needed a destination before the casting started, he couldn't just build the charge and then choose a place to let it go as he had before, it was too demanding on his will and focus to isolate that potential. Once it reached the strength to start ionizing air it was too late, was too squirrelly. He could always do what he had that first time and use the budding strike to form its own channel; like using a dammed lake's pressure to carve a spillway that had been. It was overkill, it was chaotic, and it was too dangerous to be practical at this point. He hadn't chosen a specific target, Ulric had basically thrown it "not here" and hoped for the best. Which was why his hand was still healing from a shrapnel wound. On the other hand, no pun intended, choosing the target, building the spark gap channel, and then creating the potential was ass backwards. He'd be locking himself into a specific location vastly increasing the opportunity for his target to move out of the spell's reach. There had to be a balance.


It was the work of the entire night to think of a work around. A way to balance the necessity of having a target destination to which the spell would arc before casting and having the ability to choose his target on the fly to avoid being committed until the latest possible moment. The solution he'd come up with to balance the inflexibility of creating the path before building the charge was to create a focal point that would carry the ion bridge and to move that to the target mechanically, totally separate from the magical effort of casting. In other words, he would build the potential between the focus, a held object, and throw it at his intended target releasing the spell when his focus reached the target.


A major compromise, in Ulric's opinion, as it vastly reduced one of the spell's advantages: instantaneous speed of attack. Now the spell would be limited to the speed at which he could throw the focus, which could be dodged far more easily. He might be able to deviate the path of the channel slightly away from the focus at the last second. Maybe. But it would allow him to safely charge the spell and direct it, as the focus would build its own channel while it traveled through the air and guide the following bolt to its location. Having control was worth the loss of speed. He could charge the spell, link it to his focus, throw the focus at a moving target, and release the spell. Ulric would be able to leverage that into more power which meant that he would have the first spell he considered to be lethal enough to consider a counter to the monsters roaming Varda's landscape.


Theory was sound but he'd not test it until he had a chance to talk to someone who had experience. They were too close to the Elven homeland to be mucking about with it. Ulric chafed wanting to implement his methods and refine them, but knowing your limits was important. And he didn't want another scolding from Brighteyes.


That thought prompted Ulric to shake off the thought fugue and get back into the here and now. Shit to be done. And today was the day that Brighteyes said they should reach the Elven lands proper. He'd get to see an entire Elven kingdom. That thought made him smile as he got up and set about the camp tasks, now utterly habitual, with the exception of the gingerness at which he used his injured left arm. Still swollen that was, and still significantly painful. Come to think of it, Ulric hadn't been injured to any significant degree in months before he'd rescued Brighteyes.


"Cursed child begone." Ulric chuckled. It made him a little sad that he'd soon be leaving the little guy behind. The glade's silence would be deeper for a while after his return.


He woke his black cat's totem and turned him loose on breakfast. They had long since established an easy quiet during the morning hours. Each had a designated set of responsibilities and they carried them out to the choir of birdcalls that dripped from the forest canopy. Cold wind blew sharply this morn and shook loose leaves down into camp, to swirl between tree trunks and amongst the thin underbrush.


With a kick of dirt over the last of the campfire's coals they departed.


"Brighteyes, you think we'll get to your home today?" Ulric asked an good few hours after they'd started, while they stalked through winding forest paths.


The elf hummed for a second before responding.


"Is not too likely we get all the way to Iriel." He admitted. "We travel slowly, not as a fault, we are only two in number and it is best to use caution."


A moment's delay and Brighteyes continued. "We are well inside elfland now though, and the paths show marks of hunters, not just the beasts."


Pointing downwards Brighteyes indicated the beaten track they now traversed. Ulric couldn't see any evidence that would indicate its origin as anything other than the tread of hoof, paws, or other beast-sign.


"How do you know Elves helped make this path?" Ulric inquired, pushing one of only a few overhanging branches from his way.


"They place guidestones. Every ten-span steps there is stone to side of trail to signal it is an Elf road on the forest floor. Hunters do this on any track they use from year to year, but only on the surest and least dangerous. Any path known to use by monsters or greater hunting animals is marked with sign on tree trunks, obvious to all." His guide responded.


And, now that he mentioned it, Ulric noticed the small stones that had appeared to be completely natural protuberances occurred far too regularly to be so. He'd not have noticed their interval as his eyes were mostly busy scanning the surrounding wood for danger, not examining the trail beneath his feet.


"Aah, clever, a road with markings that won't scare the game from their tracks." Ulric congratulated.


Ulric was impressed. It was a tedious and exceedingly painstaking way to differentiate this trail from the myriad others that crisscrossed these wilds. It was also the act of a people who were willing to invest substantial time into ensuring that the safest ways through the forest were known to those who knew to look. These hunters Brighteyes spoke of were appearing more and more likely to also make up the scouting and policing roles of their society, in addition to just taking game.


At that thought Ulric suddenly came to a realization. The last time Brighteyes had been in the company of humans he'd been assaulted and kidnapped. A scion of one of the ruling clans of the Elves had been taken by men. What are the odds that they'd called off the hunt after only a few weeks? If it were him, hunters would be roaming the wood for sign if it took a decade. And those hunters would have very specific orders about what to do with the captors.


"Brighteyes, when we encounter your people, what the hell are we going to tell them? Also, it occurs to me that I'm a pretty decent target to shoot at from out of the trees and none of your people know that I'm not part of the lot that attacked you."


Ulric wasn't planning to deceive anyone or anything, he just wanted to know how they were going to take the return of their young lord with an admittedly less than reputable looking human. It was not helping Ulric's frame of mind that Brighteyes had, his expression changing swiftly from furrowed brow to wide eyed startle, apparently, not thought about the possibility of a zealous Elven hunter schwacking him from the bush to "rescue" their prince. It was, after all, how he'd rescued Brighteyes in the first place, with a little magically inclined aggression helping the cause towards the end.


"Ah. Ulric, we may have problem." Brighteyes tone grew grave.


Shit.


"Shit." Ulric gave voice to his assessment of the situation.


Brighteyes nodded his agreement.


"Is bad shit Ulric Glade Chief; for once worms in head are not wrong. Elven hunters spend more time in treetops traveling the arbor roads than on marked paths. They might see us and think you escorting me to raiders camp. If they attack you are probably full of arrows before we know they see us."


"Would it help if we travel while singing or something? Sort of let them know we're not on bad terms?" He was fishing desperately now.


"They would assume it to be part of some trap. And the sound would make you an easier target. They probably just shoot you from cover and wait a while for the rest of poachers to come, to easier kill them as they investigate. Then they come and take me back to Iriel." Brighteyes said, putting nails in Ulric's coffin with casual ease.


"Tell me you have a plan to keep me from being murdered by your kin Brighteyes. I am far too pretty to die in an ambush." Ulric was coping, as was his norm, with dry humor. It tended to get even drier as things got worse. Right now it was positively Saharan.


Brighteyes glanced at him with confusion for a moment.


"Ulric Glade Chief, I am sorry, but Elves see things differently. Elf hunters would admire even as they draw back bows. Is not our way to let…you are making fun again are you not?"


The reborn man found joy in his heart as the elf's confusion turned to a scowl.


"Is not time for japes. You are chasing the [Forest Lord]." Brighteyes scolded.


"Chasing the [Forest Lord]?" Ulric asked.


"It means finding certain violent death to the Elf people. And most other peoples, now my thoughts bend to it." the elf clarified.


Ah. Wasn't that good news though? Ulric had, in fact, killed the [Forest Lord]. It was an act that was so unlikely as to never be repeated, born of desperate panic, and abetted by the full gifts of a godly being. But still. Done was done. That probably wouldn't carry water with the Elves here. Maybe make them shoot from slightly farther away, really, just to take no chances.


"Sorry Brighteyes, it's a habit of mine to make light of bad news." Ulric offered an olive branch to his stressed companion.


"…Accepted Ulric and I am also sorry, is not my place to judge. Is also an Elf thing to laugh at danger. But I owe you debt and it will go ill with me to let you be killed by my own folk as you return me to my home. I can find no humor in this."


That made Brighteyes' discomfiture a bit clearer to Ulric. It was a matter of his obligation or honor or however Elves conceptualized such things.


"Let's maybe take a little rest and work this out ahead of time then." the man suggested. The Elf gladly acceded and they found a shaded place just to the side of the marked path to take a lunch and decide how to proceed.


As they chewed their dried rations so did their minds work on the awkward scenario of being ambushed by Brighteyes' kin and Ulric, the person who saved him, being murdered as a compatriot of those men that Ulric had, himself, killed.


"So." Ulric started. "The main problem is that your hunters don't know what the poachers looked like or that they are all dead, as they went into the canopy of the Ancient Plateau in their flight and were killed by me and later eaten by its beasts, leaving basically no evidence of who they were or how many. So if they see us, they can easily assume I was one of your captors, fled the beasts back down, and shoot me on sight."


At Brighteyes confirmation Ulric went on.


"Then what we need is a way to very clearly broadcast that you are not under duress, that I am not a child harming scum bag, and that we are what we appear to be: a bewildered hermit bringing a rescued Elven youth home. Before I die of a powerful allergy to arrows." Ulric summarized.


"Is so Ulric. But is also more complicated. You are slayer of [Forest Lord] and have been recognized through the All-Knowledge as [Lord of Ancient Glade]. This is no small thing, no man, no creature but the old ravager has walked the Plateau in ages. This makes you of status with clan chiefs and makes attack on you a declaration of war between our peoples. And it is between us a debt of blood, from one ruler to another, this is a not small thing and will go badly if I allow you to be killed while you do a service to Iriel." Brighteyes explained.


That did sort of put a weird spin on things.


"We've never really discussed it Brighteyes, but I don't actually have any peoples. You've never mentioned it, even after you saw my status, and I thank you for your respect of my privacy, but we may need to get things out in the open. I was not born on this world. I was born, and lived the great majority of, an entire human lifespan in another place. Similar in some ways, wildly different in others. There was no magic there, no cores, no mana at all, so far as we ever determined, although I'm starting to have some thoughts about that as I learn more about how mana works here. I was, at the end of my life in that world, destroyed, then reforged here in this one in a young man's body, up on the Plateau not far from the glade by a creature called a Watcher. It wasn't even half a year ago. I'm not a lord of anything. I'm a semi competent hunter, a fledgling warrior by necessity, and a terribly ignorant magic user. Nobody is going to miss me, certainly there won't be a war over it."


Ulric felt better about laying everything out in the open. He'd never been actively trying to hide anything but neither had he volunteered a great deal about how he had ended up in the Glade, in a place where no one had any right to be.


Brighteyes disagreed.


"All these true only makes it worse." the Elf lord pronounced flatly.


"People have been brought between the stars and up from the great dreamings of other gods before. Happens every few Elf generations. Not always Humans. Sometimes Elf. Sometimes Beastkin. A few times Dwarves. Worst was Demonkin. Always though, the Reforged carry great destiny. Always they end up changing face of Varda. Not always good. Sometimes terrible. You are already proof. [Forest Lord] is dead now and in heart of Orlethrem we will feel its absence most keenly, but ripples reach out. My debt is to see you live, my duty to see you not shake Iriel to pieces with weight of your passing. There is chance that if my people tracked me to [Ancient Gate] they despair of finding me alive. May not know about death of [Forest Lord] directly. Older hunters may consider it, the forests will move without him and they have feel for breath of the wood. Dangerous things come now, try to claim the vast territory. Has already started. [Golden Heckler Monkey] is not supposed to be found so close to normal hunting grounds."


Well damn. That was a little on the sobering side. Ulric had not considered that his new life had any implicit meaning with respect to anyone else or with their histories. He especially had not thought that his existence would be something of great import to another civilization, or had shaken up the normal workings of this land. If Brighteyes' message was implying though that people like him had a tendency to rock the boat and make a tsunami, then things were already grossly out of Ulric's wheelhouse.


Ulric scratched his head, fingers running through hair matted in Journey's dust as they'd been unable to bathe since leaving the glade, running things over in his mind. It didn't add up. He was just a dude. All he'd done since getting this second chance was scrape, claw, and scratch his way to survival, admittedly while loving every damned bit of it. Nothing he'd accomplished so far had been anything but desperate struggle against the odds and sheer mule headed stubbornness. Still, ignorance had so far already cost Ulric skin and he wasn't looking to destabilize the homeland of the first intelligent folk he'd met so best to let Brighteyes set course for now.


He nearly sighed at the thought of being led around by a kid before he remembered that people in his own world's history had been considered adults for centuries at that age. Different game, different rules. Besides, the boy so far carried himself with poise far above his years.


"Ok then Brighteyes, I see what you're saying. You'll not get any argument from me that the last thing we both want is your kin taking shots at me, nor do I want any part of conflict with your people. So what we need is a plan, to make sure that everybody knows I mean no harm and that you aren't being held against your will through some sneaky plot. I'm coming up blank though."


And he was. Maybe it was an overactive imagination but Ulric couldn't think of anything they could do that wouldn't appear to be a ruse to any watching elves or get them both eaten if something attacked. If the hunters of this land traveled in triplets, they were already down a man for what was considered safe travels, so tying Ulric's hands or not carrying weapons was a hard no. It was a near certainty that the Elven hunters or warriors looking for their kin would most likely have the advantage of position from the branches above. Ulric knew personally how powerful that was, especially when you also had surprise on your side. He had no illusion about his archery skills compared to that of these folk. They needed to reduce the odds of some random attack or sudden ambush, give the Elves they came across reason to not be hasty. The hunters wouldn't take a shot that risked their lordling so staying close to Brighteyes was a definite yes. In the same way, any sort of threatening or perceived power over him would be a definite no and objections would be fletched. Tricky. If only he looked like an Elf. Wait.


"Brighteyes, I know I'm worms in head, but how would the Elven hunters even know it was you or that I wasn't an elf if they couldn't see our faces?" Ulric asked.


That gave the kid pause. He considered it before sharing his thoughts.


"This just barely possible. Humans almost never this far in deep wood, is one reason I investigate sign of the raiders in our lands. We see a Beastkin and Human from monster trail and go to find them butchering monster for core. We were so surprised to see otherkin that we allow them to take flank. Idiocy. But if Hunters cannot see faces and you are not speaking we may pass for elf travelers. We are outfitted like nomadic warriors from other clans. Might work. Until they use [Scan]."


Ulric's budding enthusiasm died on the vine. He'd forgot about [Scan]. Cheating ass magical bullshit. Maybe there were ways around it.


"Is there, I dunno, any way to spoof [Scan]? Stop it from revealing us or make it say I'm an elf or something?"


One definitive shake killed that before the lad even said anything.


"No. [Scan] is reading All-Knowledge and All-Knowledge never lies. There is case where some cannot have status read, but only if they are far, far, above in power. You are much stronger than me, Ulric, but I still [Scan] easily. Hunters have no problem, even have skills to make their [Scan] more potent. But is not bad idea to go with faces covered. At least Hunters probably do not shoot immediately, gives time put you under protection."


Even if they couldn't deny [Scan], at least they probably prevented being shot from cover. That was definitely not nothing.


"Good enough reason for me Brighteyes. We might want us a little camp kiddo, it's going to take bit but I'll make a mask."


"You can make masks, Ulric?" Brighteyes was strangely intrigued. Odd. He was normally a little more skeptical of Ulric's ideas.


"No way to know but to try right?" Ulric replied.


Ulric pulled his axe free of its pack loop and the two of them took a few minutes to find a suitable dead standing. Ulric got one first. Thick as his thigh, it had long ago shed its limbs. A few taps on the trunk confirmed its soundness though, it hadn't yet succumbed to rot. Just gotten stiff with death and lost its limbs to the wind. Which, Ulric realized, had picked up significantly over the course of the day. It had also, strangely, warmed strongly to a resting comfort level, even without their heavier clothing.


"Brighteyes, is it just me or is it a little warm today?" Ulric voiced his curiosity.


"Not just you. This warmth is the dying Autumn. Very, very soon is [Winter's Herald Storm] and the festival. We need get to Iriel Ulric, the storm will bring strong wind, heavy rain. It is not good to be caught unsheltered." the elf assured him.


Not that Ulric was half-assing or anything but the warning did spur him to proper action and he had soon dropped the dead tree and peeled its bark. A steadily maintained [Wind Blade] had done proper work shedding the old bark like paper and had planed the six meter log to a flat surface, if not a level one. Seven more casts completed the debarking as he and Brighteyes rolled the log. He tried a [Wind Blade] to cut the log into segments but a single cast only did half the job and Ulric wasn't going to deplete himself just to save some axe strokes. He was already down to half his pool.


A few chops finished the cut, followed a vertical chop to render the octagonal "round" into two halves roughly the width of his face. His bone knife, awls, and some convincing with heavy strikes from the side of his axe would make the two wide eye slits large enough to view out of but he'd have to cut the curve of the mask to really know how good visibility would be. For now he marked the eye locations with a quick scribing of the awl, as well as a rough outline of his face, a sharply rounded U with a flat line across the top.


Brighteyes set up camp, borrowing Ulric's axe to work the remaining timber into firewood, their journey abruptly halted while they made accommodations to prevent Ulric from dying to the welcome wagon. Ulric went to work with his knife.

            

    
        Chapter 33: Of Masks and Men

    
    
    
    
                Woodwork had never been a strong suit for Ulric, especially not without his tools. The intervening months had some good to change that. He'd picked up a few skills, like notching, chiseling, and simple peg/mortis joinery. Mask making was a far more delicate and painstaking project than he'd given it credit. He'd removed a lot more material from the back side than he'd though he'd need to, the curvature from a flat piece was hard to achieve with his limited skills. If he had to do it again he'd have left the damned log round and cut out the segments to leave them rounded on one side, way easier than getting a flat to round again.


He was also missing his collection of woodcarving utensils, which would have greatly sped this up. A glassresin hook knife would have done wonders. So would a chainsaw. But this is where he was and he used what he had. The only advantage he really had to go on was that his knife was way the hell harder than this wood and sharp, having been flintknapped and then ground to polish. Now that had been tedious. This was a walk in the park in comparison. Mainly he had to be careful not to hork off too much wood or create a crack. It took an hour but he finally achieved a rounded back that fit his face.


It was noon before he accomplished a facsimile of a plain wooden mask with two eye holes. It covered his whole face and, the vision wasn't terrible, though it smooshed his nose to achieve that. Two sets of holes punched in the mask and in the hood of his travel cloak let him tie the mask to the hood so that when he pulled the hood up the mask could cover his face and with the hood down the mask would rest inside the hood.


It looked like something an eighth grader with a band saw might produce but he'd take it.


When he finished checking its fit he turned to Brighteyes with his hood up and the mask in place.


"Well? What do you think Chiefling Brighteyes?"


The young elf was giddy. Huh.


"I want one Ulric. This is important, I need a mask too. You should have said you could do this from the beginning. Please, I will give you the [Plated Boar] core in repayment."


It would seem that boys would be boys everywhere. This was the kind of thing that sixteen year old himself would have loved too. For that matter, he didn't hate it now.


Ulric patted the elf on the shoulder. It was rare for him to show such obvious happiness about something, the kid was way too serious for his age.


"One elf mask, coming up. I'll do this one even better, promise."


Midafternoon came and went, the light of the wood starting to golden with the passage of the twinned suns dancing around each other through the cosmos, before Ulric straightened from his task of adjusting the mask to his ward's hood.


Brighteyes immediately put it on and laughed. Laughed!


"Ulric Glade Chief this is like story. We are like heroes from tales now. We will go to Iriel under cover and surprise my father with our adventure. It will be glory." the boy ranted.


This was a watershed moment. Ulric had taken responsibility for the elf since he'd decided to put an end to the men who had oppressed him. In all that time, Brighteyes had been serious to the point of dour, only rarely letting his emotions touch the surface, holding them close while he grieved for both his friend and his childhood. That this simple thing could allow the downcast elf to be a boy again was…impactful…for the man. It was something he'd missed out on in his prior life, being able to create joy. He'd been consumed with his own goals, his own passions, and, eventually, his own failures as a person. Varda had given him the time and distance from himself, forced him outside and to deal with the world with no option to retreat inwards, that gave him perspective on why his previous life had ended as it had.


Growth comes in many forms but making a kid happy seemed an odd way to come to terms with your fuckups. Ulric felt like it was a good place to start. Though he couldn't help but find it strange that a laughing kid could touch him but the slaying of multiple men, scumbags that they were, had left no impression. To this day that memory only felt slightly more significant than hunting game for food, like simple necessity.


The duality of man, Ulric thought to himself. Nice. Best to reign in his companion though before his enthusiasm got Ulric dead. Not too hard though, soft touch.


"I'm glad you like it Brighteyes. We'll definitely show your dad and everything, they'll be real proud of how you led us here like one of your people's hunters. But let's not forget that they're probably beside themselves not knowing you made it and the idea here is to avoid getting killed, not guaranteeing it." Ulric promised, trying to temper his Elven comrade's enthusiasm with reason.


It worked. Mostly. Brighteyes settled himself down and cleared his throat. He only giggled a little.


"Thank you Ulric. This is a fine gift. Masked warriors battling monsters and enemies of Iriel was my favorite stories. This journey is like a tale of my people. We fight monsters, return from place of ultimate danger, and journey escaping from evil men. I will not forget for all of my life."


Ulric smiled. "We told similar stories in my old world Brighteyes. And, yeah, it's been fun. Weird and a little tragic. But fun."


With this declaration, they broke camp and made a long march into late evening. Masked adventurers, returning home from their exploits for one, and stepping forward on a new journey for another. Kilometers passed as golden light filtered through the failing canopy. The calls and smells of the last of autumn were made stark by the quiet passage of their travel. The drastic change in temperature, compared to recent weeks, was accompanied by a wind that was remarkable for its gusty bursts. The Plateau had been characterized by a steady, pushing breeze that only stilled at night. This one though carried the energy of the coming squall that the Elves used to mark Winter's hold on the land. Intermittent chilly swirls served as reminder of the incumbent season.


True dark had fallen hours ago, Ulric was virtually blind, and even Brighteyes had to summon a pale silver globe of moonlight to continue with sure footing. At the sound of a small stream gurgling amongst rocks they turned from the trail and made a camp by its banks. Shelter was set up in the dark, the moonlight spell shedding ghostly twilight for tasks and only dismissed once crackling flame had grown bright enough to banish its necessity. It would be a short sleep but the distance they'd made would offset the time they'd used to obtain their incognito status. Watch was sorted by the duration for the fire to burn down, with the Elven youth, as usual, taking first watch.


Ulric took his watch, brief as it was. Already the dark outside their camp was ever so much less than its depth as they'd traveled. He decided to take care of all the camp chores, given the elf lad had carried their last night's journey, and let Brighteyes sleep in. There was a moment, while he bent down to fill water bags, when he had a brief spike of worry. A [Heckler monkey] was in a nearby tree and had started cawing obnoxiously. It threw small sticks and spiced things up with a handful of shit, artfully dodged, but made no other aggression. Ulric was halfway tempted to try to harpoon it with his trident but decided against, best not to tempt fate, and the aggravating little beast left him alone when he retreated back to the fire's glow.


A glade garlic and onion stew with "potatoes" and dried meat Ulric had started before sunrise. Brighteyes woke to both daylight and the smell of breakfast, the powerful aroma having summoned him from his blankets. Slurping of bowls announced the end of the meal and they made ready to find Elven civilization.


It had been impossible to tell as they'd traveled at night, but in the dim glow of morning the signs of the Elves' forest domestication became clear. The already sparse undergrowth was cleared, leaving only well-tended clusters of plants, like dispersed herb gardens. The trail they had followed, first a narrow game trail, then widening to a traveler's road, had now become a concourse wide enough to fit a truck, or well, the old rutted tracks indicated probably wagons. Brighteyes had kept them faithfully headed towards the heart of his homeland, using the signs on the guidestones to navigate ever since they'd reached the marked ways.


Ulric felt a distinct oddness, viewing signs of people again. There was a far different aesthetic, a different feel to the actions of the Elven people on the land. Nowhere was the wood damaged or its inherent "wildness" compromised, it had merely been reigned in. Cultivated. Some of the trees had taps in them and barrels, carved like those of his world from staves but secured by vines instead of metal hoops. The steel wood of his axe handle left him no doubt that there might be some greater mystery to the materials used in these constructions that made their integrity greater than one might suppose from their rustic appearance. They saw none of the natives though. When Ulric asked, he was informed that they were in the far outer edges of the province and that it was distinctly out of season for the collection of saps. These taps were closed and the barrels would fill with rain or snow, to be collected sometimes for water but not for a long while. It was also apparent that, while the roads were well maintained, few traveled them in any density. There were no foot tracks, fresh or otherwise.


The gently sloping downhill terrain had transitioned from the base of the Plateau to a sort of vast terrace, where a gentle kilometer long grade would be followed by a kilometer of roughly level ground, followed by another grade, and so on. Small streams had aggregated, merging in the various slopes to form wider runs, eventually forming rushing creeks, and now, they were passing the first signs of true tributary rivers to what would be the final joining of the massive Zalus, damn near a flowing lake rather than a river, thanks to the volume of water that was shed by the incredibly large Plateau and tremendous mountain glaciers. The Elven people had incorporated this terrain and the wood itself into their architecture seemlessly. Brighteyes took them across bridges woven of trees, a process that must have taken decades to complete. Other bridges were more familiar rope style designs, though they sagged not at all under the weight of only the two travelers, despite a size that did not suggest such sturdiness.


Ulric's intuition told him that the Elves would almost certainly not live in densities anywhere close to those of his previous peoples, they would find it too objectionable to their integration with the natural world. Everything he'd seen so far spoke of a culture wherein the people were children of the forest, caring for their elders. They also had a long view. Nobody in a hurry marked roads with carved stones, depicting which path you tread, every ten paces. They certainly didn't weave a bridge across a middling river five meters across of living trees. It would have been infinitely faster to cut a tree, mill it to lumber, and build a bridge.


That observation prompted Ulric to ask Brighteyes about one of the common themes to the myths about these folk from his old world. He couldn't help it, they were crossing a fifty meter span that must have taken a century to create.


"Brighteyes, I hope this isn't a rude thing to ask one of your people, but how long does an elf normally live? For that matter, how long do any of the races you know about normally live?"


His Elven buddy chewed a lower lip briefly before he answered in his own tongue


"This is not a rude question Ulric, though it does remind me how little you know of the way of things. The woodland elves of Orlethrem are considered long lived. My father is three hundred and seventy this year, and is in the prime of his life. Old age takes us rarely, the deepwood is dangerous, after all, and Varda can be a harsh mother to her children, but there are not uncommon ancients of seven or eight hundred years. Of the other races I may only tell you what my tutors tell me. The Svartalfin, the deep dwarves, are rugged peoples and age like stones. They can easily live four or five hundred years and it is hard to tell a fifty year old dwarf from even an old one. Grey beards are truly exceptional, they live harsher lives than we Elves in their tunnels and in the hazards of the mountains. The Beastkin are more varied, as relates to their natures. The Wolven mature rapidly and age quickly, similar to humans, they live maybe one hundred years, maybe one hundred and fifty. The Saurus though, they are slower to age, and slower still to reach old age. It has not been unheard of that you can find a Saurus elder that has seen well over fifteen hundred years. This is rare, of course, most will be taken by some accident or calamity before then, but it is known that their elders are ancient compared to the others. Humans are among the shortest lived of the races, a mere hundred and twenty or so years. The exception to all of this is in the strongest members of each race. When the core of a creature advances it strengthens the rest of the body. Truly powerful humans can easily live as long as Elves. This is as much as I know Ulric, to say more is hearsay and you would be better off to learn directly such things from Loremasters." 


Wow. It was a lot to digest, linguistic struggles aside. Ulric was a little proud of how little repetition and questioning it took to decipher that speech. His Elven was improving.


So the wide range of ages betwixt races that was on track with some traditions. The Elven longevity was a reality here, if not their immortality. Incredible. So it was for the other races, the nearest in lifespan being those of the animalistic Beastkin. Perhaps that inferred a more recent divergence between the ancestors of these and humans. Brighteyes had used the term Svartalfin to describe the dwarves, that was perilously close to the old Norse description Svartalfan. But the term elf was used to describe his own peoples. Interesting. Perhaps it was that whatever connection existed between this and his old world allowed a transfer of peoples in bidirectional manner and transfers between cultures had created the mishmash of terminologies. He hadn't thought to ask the Watcher about it. Busy with other things, like dying and living again.


Why would humans have such limited span compared to these other creatures though? They were physically of very similar make up. Brighteyes would have passed as a sort of overly feminine dude with a cosplay fetish back in Ulric's world. Kind of like a prettier blond Leonardo DeCaprio in his youth. It was something he'd have to investigate, Ulric found in himself a powerful curiosity about the peoples that existed in this world. The Watcher had suggested that a sort of guided evolution had been applied to the organisms of this place and that had produced a more efficient, optimized sort of unfolding of speciation. He was no biologist but some of this shit just did not make sense. Until he learned otherwise he was going to blame it all on magical shenanigans. The revelation about core evolution supported that hypothesis.


The irony that a former scientist would now examine a scenario and shrug "Eh. Magic." to explain it was not lost on him.

            

    
        Chapter 34: Arrows in Flight

    
    
    
    
                Thoughts of folklore and mythos quieted Ulric and filled his thoughts as they passed through an increasingly lived in landscape. The touch of the Elves was light on the wood though, you could be forgiven for thinking you were walking through a painstakingly preserved nature reserve. The kind of which that could be counted on Ulric's hands, globally, in his old life.


His companion had similarly fallen silent, basking in the return of the familiar. The youth was coming home and thinking whatever things Elves thought about when returning home from a long trip away. Probably about his family. He'd spoken little of his kin or of his life, not that Ulric would complain. They had largely been dealing with things and neither had the personal failing of needing to spoil a perfectly good silence with unnecessary noise. It was one of the reasons Ulric suspected he'd felt none of that old familiar disgruntlement at company.


Too many people felt like they had to be saying something, anything, all the time, for Ulric's liking. It always ended up watering down the experience of them to his mind and prodded him to keep his exposures within short durations, lest it become obvious he was frustrated at being around them. His few friends were of a minimalistic persuasion and he'd more than once been accused by a girlfriend, short in duration as that tended to be, of being a sullen asshole. Maybe he had been, to give them a little credit.


What had become increasingly obvious was that they had entered a realm of relative safety. Distant growls, cries, crashes in the brush, and such had long since faded as the presence of civilization, intertwined with the forest as it was, drove the beasts to skirt away into the true wilds. They passed a large water wheel, turning easily in the current of a small stream, the mechanism inside a mystery to both travelers. Ulric could see several more mills? Whatever they were at large increments down the path of the water. No people though. Odd that.


Unconsciously, both of them had relaxed that tight vigilance which was the first line of defense against the hazards of the Vardan wilderness. Maybe that was why they didn't notice the archer drawing an arrow to cheek from a branch a mere twenty meters away. Or maybe the archer was that good. It would be a cause for discussion later.


Brighteyes yelled around the same time Ulric stopped, some buzzing in his peripheral mind screaming at him to freeze. The arrow, probably meant to take him in the neck, perhaps a crippling shot to the knee, blurred into the dirt with a soft pat. The feathers hadn't stopped vibrating before another was on the way, the attacker reacting to the miss before the targets.


This time Ulric had seen the archer pull the second draw and threw himself to the side cursing. This fucking guy. They'd adjusted for the dodge at the last second and the arrow had carved a thin line of blood across Ulric's calf muscle before joining its companion in the ground. A third arrow would be coming, no time for anything fancy. Ulric ripped his pack off and dipped his shoulders left before he launched himself to the right, a juke straight out of Sweetness' repetoir, and this next arrow, slightly rushed, missed wide, buying Ulric a breath to respond. He'd continued his dodge running to the right of the Archer's tree, forcing them to turn their body, slowing the next arrow and made their life harder by throwing fire as he went.


[Flame Crash]


A gout of billowing flame poured from Ulric's hand towards the tree. It would dissipate at that range, would lack the power that had allowed him to melt the attacker as he had done to the raider before. Even so, most peoples enjoyed a fireball in their face like a visit from Jehovas Witnesses and he was counting on their assailant to be no True Believer.


Meanwhile, Brighteyes, realizing he wasn't the target of the shots, unholstered his bow and drew back for a shot. Then hesitated, apparently unwilling to kill or harm his own people.


Damn. That wasn't exactly a surprise to Ulric but it was making his life, all two minutes of it if this went on, much harder.


"Just shoot at them, for fuck's sake, you don't have to hit'em." Ulric yelled, a little more breathlessly than he would've liked.


He almost thought he'd gotten himself an advantage with the fire until the attacker calmly, with no apparent concern for the billowing heat rushing in, drew back a fourth shot, vaulted the fireball by jumping two meters straight up, and fired at Ulric in midair before coming down to land perfectly on their limb.


That bow had some serious draw strength; the arrow was way too fast, Ulric was forced again to dive aside, the arrow moving through where his legs had been, scrambling briefly before regaining his feet to run. They were targeting his legs, preventing him from getting to a proper sprint, keeping him off balance. Still he had managed to circle the trunk enough to prevent a follow-up with this latest evasion.


Realizing that Ulric's path was taking him around the trunk where another shot wouldn't be possible, the archer moved. They secured the bow over their chest and jumped in a single, smooth motion, grabbed the limb of the tree in line with Ulric's attempted evasion and hauled themselves up one handed to a crouch while readying the bow, nocking, drawing, and releasing, within a few breaths. That was just unfucking fair, was what that was.


Ulric was forced to stop cold, his legs screamed as his feet dug deeply into the forest floor, the arrow cutting off his retreat. Had he not been as nearly inhumanly fast as he was, had he not trained so hard racing with Brighteyes, learning to use his body's agility to its utmost, he'd be dead.


Ok. Enough. There was a time for being diplomatic, and they were well past that.


As the Archer drew their next shot Ulric threw up both hands, heaving at his core as he did. He didn't want to do it, kill one of Brighteyes kin folk, but the Plateau had taught him well; Varda plays for keeps and so would he.


[Water Jet]


A narrow beam of conjured water, eating up his mana at the cost of not using available water from the air, lanced towards the crouched Archer.


They evidently knew this spell was more serious than the last one, they respected it enough to roll backwards off the branch, dropping to the forest floor, landing like they'd been standing there all along as the beam of pressurized water pulverized a deep gouge in the bark of the tree above. And Ulric got his first chance to narrow the gap between them as he didn't need to cast again; he simply drug the water stream down like a liquid carving knife, diagonally, following the fall of the Archer.


High pressure water could cut steel and Ulric's spell ripped a thin line out of the tree as he guided it towards their attacker, who was readying to fire again before they realized that he hadn't stopped the spell. Now they were the one forced to dodge, rolling sideways. But the jet clipped the top handspan off their bow as they did.


Ulric nearly smiled when he saw the tension in the string of their assailant's bow go slack, the weapon rendered useless. His opponent threw the ruined weapon aside and rose to a fighting posture. He'd used more than half his mana pool on that much water but his body felt light from the combat rush and he moved to keep the attacker's back pinned to the tree to limit their mobility. Slowly he moved in closer, keeping his eyes unfocused just in case another attacker was somewhere in his peripherals.


It would appear the game was still on, as they drew a fighting knife as long as Ulric's forearm. That was a knife meant for killing things, curved, broad at the hilt while tapering to its tip, and sharpened down both sides. The Hunter began a measured approach, graceful steps well balanced. Ulric could feel the beating pulse of things now, his attacker was ready to dodge, was expecting some kind of spell to open his own offense.


A belief Ulric intended to make true, he was overcharging a [Flame crash] that would reduce them to cinders with what was left of his mana as soon as they were close enough.


"Stop! Stop! No more, this is done!" Brighteyes yelled.


Brighteyes finally got his shit together long enough to put and arrow between the feet of the bushwacking asshole. Then another at his own. Hey now.


The kid's arrows pulled the both of them up short with only a half dozen meters between them. Ulric had honestly forgotten the lad was there in his focus on the fight. Breathing out, he released his hold on his mana, feeling it settle back down into his core. The beating pulse in his mind vanished, leaving him strangely empty.


For his part, he'd lost his trident at some point. He wasn't too clear about it but the damned thing was all the way over next to the first two arrows so he'd probably dropped it. Memories under stress were a funny thing. What wasn't funny was what Ulric was thinking about doing to this…this…Huh.


Ulric stopped where he was, knife (now where had he gotten that?) forgotten in hand.


Wow, this Elf was smoking hot. He'd been so utterly focused on avoiding the arrows and had barely registered the form of the attacker at all. Now that they were standing still and he wasn't practicing the five d's of dodgeball against arrows that were moving like crossbow bolts he could see her. And, whoo boy, was it a her. Watcher forgive me for I worship at altars other than yours.


Black hair in a waist-length braid, complex weave terminating in a wooden ring, it nearly shimmered blue in the light. She wore dark brown thigh high leather boots that accentuated strong legs that went on forever. Wide hips flared under a far too sensible set of some grey green fabric slacks that looked like it might be canvas, or maybe just a thick wool. Her body, attired in thick doublet of the same material as the slacks over some skintight base layer, maybe silk?, would have made an Olympic volleyball coach sweat. Tall, lean, with two notable exceptions, and powerful. Her face was locked in a hateful grimace, and that was a shame, she was going to get wrinkles in a few centuries like that. Her small cute nose tied together the long curved ears, full lips, and almond shaped eyes. Speaking of eyes, they were brilliant veridian jewels cut with burnished bronze flecks and the anger in them did nothing to detract from their beauty. Her skin, what little he could see, was a deeply tanned almost Persian brown that stood in contrast to Brighteyes own pale coloration.


Pretty. And dangerous. Bestill this heart Ulric thought. And here he'd been just about to murder this bewitching creature. Were they all like this? Ulric was already pleasantly surprised at this first contact with the Elven peoples. Brighteyes should have been a good indication. Ulric didn't dig guys but that kid was going to be easy on the eyes when he grew up. It was enough to make Ulric feel bad about the scars that were probably going to be left by those godsdamned monkeys that had bitten the lad, and the broken nose of his capture. The smooth features of these two members of their race were in total contrast to the harshly angled planes and alien features of some traditions. So, probably the interconnections between worlds had been some kind of Northern Germanic, those tales spoke of otherworldly beauties.


Oh, shit. They were talking. At some point Brighteyes had come to stand next to him and the two were exchanging words in their native language. He'd been standing where he'd stopped with the blood roaring in his ears, fight juice sluicing through his body, marveling at Artemis over there and wool gathering. Such a terrible habit.


Ulric gathered himself to try to follow the heated Elven discussion. He didn't sheath the knife though, she still had hers out. She didn't look like she would mind using it either. Maybe because he was staring rather intently with a knife of his own. Or maybe she just didn't like him.


Ulric tried to listen in but this was hopeless. Brighteyes had clearly been going easy on him in their lessons. He was like a kindergartner listening to his parents argue about physics. Some of the words were familiar and Ulric thought he was getting the overall gist of things but most of it was too fast or too subtle to be able to participate. Besides, he wasn't a hundred percent but he was pretty sure he'd heard Brighteyes use the Elven word for "eldest sister" and Ulric hadn't survived as long as he had, in either world, by jumping into sibling disputes. Sister eh? Funny they didn't look much alike, although if the boy had been given to a murderous stare, the eyebrows, chin and the bones of the cheeks might just line up.


What in the hell kind of odds was it that they'd meet kin of the boy just as soon as they got into Iriel proper? That kind of improbability was too spooky to sit well with him. Got a man to thinking that maybe those Watchers did more than just Watch from time to time. It seemed really unfair to Ulric that they'd gone to all the trouble to put on masks just to run into someone who knew Brighteyes first thing. Ah well, it made the kid happy so whatever.


The debate raged on. Brighteyes was championing him, having positioned himself between them, Ulric was sure. Hopefully he'd put in a good word. For his part Ulric tried to project calm confidence while wondering if he'd be able to stop her from putting that knife to work. Godsdamn she was quick. And graceful. Lithe.


Fuck. Ulric shook his head to clear the cobwebs, trying to pick up whatever he could from their heated discussion. He was reminded, not for the first time, that a totally healthy body had totally healthy drives. And a cardiovascular system that was going to embarrass him if this went on much longer. Maybe she had a friend or something.


MMmm…Ulric was pretty sure she'd just mentioned killing, something about discretion, and…corpses? Corpses. No two ways about it, she was lobbying for murdering him and hiding the body. Must be sore about the bow. Or maybe it was the fireball. As if she hadn't started it by trying to see if he could breathe arrows. Women.


It seemed that Ulric's entirely speculative contemplations regarding her appearance without the wool, maybe keep the boots though, yeah….Ah. Yup. She's pissed.


Turning to him she jabbed the point of her knife in his direction to underscore her discontent.


"And what do you think you're looking at you s#&*fs? Well? Is there something you have to say? Because I still say your bones belong to the roots and your flesh the worms you three times f*%#%% v!@*. Speak me reason why I don't end the drought under your feet."


Ulric looked over to Brighteyes, eyebrows lifted, who had raised his mask and wore an apologetic expression, lips pinched. His shrug doubled down on their mutual agreement that this was not at all going as they'd hoped. For his own part, Ulric was furious in a cold way that he had never experienced. He knew himself to be as close to murder as he'd ever been in his life but he felt it distantly, like it belonged to someone else. This was not the same as with those poachers; he'd felt that as a burning anger, consuming restraint, pulling him along with its beating temperature. Cold rage made him feel like a steel trap, waiting for someone to put their hand too close. She'd tried to kill him and she'd regret it as soon as he could arrange.


"Brighteyes. I am aware that we stand in a hole that I will soon dig deeper. I'd like to get some clarification on a couple of those words that sounded a lot like interesting curses you haven't taught me yet before I give my reply."


Nodding, his Elven ward, turned companion, replied.


"It is ok Ulric, she like this always. And you killed her bow. She called you barbarian yak stool and claimed that you are kin to thrice inbred trolls. These words we have no use for yet in our lessons. And I apologize, you are none of these."


It was Ulric's turn to nod his thanks before he went and made things worse. Forty plus years of engaging in modern discourse had prepared him well for this day. He would have to do proud the internet forums that had honed his wordcraft as a young man, where things were said that would provoke a Jesuit priest to murder.


"Brighteyes, I am sorry that I learn your language so slowly and with incompleteness. Will you translate for me to your sister?"


The kid gestured his acceptance as the sister in question began to vibrate in anger at having been ignored. With the composure of the lord he was trained to be, Brighteyes translated faithfully and didn't even crack a smile. They'd been together long enough he probably had some idea what was coming.


"Lady Sister of my friend Brighteyes," Ulric began with as much condescension as he could manage through a translator, "I am looking at the pinnacle of woman, a goddess descended, who is as ugly in spirit as she is wonderful in form, and with a tongue that promises a deeply unhappy husband. I had expected so much more from the loving stories of your brother, and find the disappointing reality of you like salt in my water."


Sarcasm thick enough to insulate high voltage wire layered his goading diatribe, "Beauty is wasted on fools, sadly, and it is thusly a shame that you are so fumbling in your attempts to greet me, that it almost seemed like you had attempted an ambush, while displaying your lack of courtesy. In comparison to your noble brother, who carries himself as a Lord's son ought, with grand spirit, and has proven himself a comrade of honor, in spite of his youth, you prove that age gives no gifts of grace. Indeed, it grieves me that the Lordling's sister is so ill-bred that she should, to the casual inspection, have failed in the betrayal of the Guestright we share, sneaking and skulking, and was so awkward in her rush to welcome her brother home that it appears that she has clumsily attempted to assail her betters, only to be driven to the ground and disarmed. Easily, I might add."


As young Brighteyes translated, anger turned to stunned shock, back into anger, and then into a promise of terrible, terrible, vengeance. Judging by her expression, ill set to begin with, he was finding success in his slander. It wasn't enough, he found. His leg burned where the arrow had traced it in a thin scarlet line and he was still more than angry, was coldly furious that she'd ruined his morning by attempting to murder him from hiding. And that ranting voice in the back of his head still called for blood and he found himself agreeing with it just a little. Time to shove her over the edge.


"But. As I am a man of just heart, I will forgive your transgressions against my own noble person if you will just turn about slowly so that I can get a better look at those wondrous hams."


It was demeaning. Insulting. Misogynistic. Belittling and objectifying. And, from his perspective at least, it was even mostly true.


Her immediate reply was to hiss at him, being driven to rage that defied language. Then she tried to stab him.


All according to keikaku.

            

    
        Chapter 35: Once Bitten Twice Shy

    
    
    
    
                
Ulric was never sure how these skills and traits interacted with him as a person. Were they sort of overlayed on top of him, his base personality being added onto as his soul grew? Were they simply manifested as reflections of changes that had occurred in him already? It was a mystery.


What wasn't at all mysterious was that he'd gone out of his way to bait this sister of Brighteyes into an attempt to kill him. He wasn't sure why, except that he was hurt and furious and every instinct in him screamed that she would be coming for him from behind if he didn't settle her now.


It didn't matter now though, events were in motion.


She was every bit as fast as he suspected and it was only Brighteyes acting as a barrier she had to bypass that gave him the time to react, even though he'd been as ready as he could be for her to attack ever since he'd began instigating this situation by saying the worst things he could think of.


A rapid sidestep took her around her brother, followed by a near seamless lunge, knife rushing towards his chest. As soon as she moved the world crawled to a halt. The silver sheen of sharpened metal seemed to move so slowly, he could count nicks in its edge. His body felt like molten lead, heavy but liquid. Her attack was what he'd hoped it would be, direct, straightforward, and without subtlety. He'd known ever since seeing her move between trees he'd never keep up with her if she fought a tactical, technique oriented fight. She was far, far more skilled than he was. He had hoped to use anger to steal that advantage from her, and she, already half-way there through sheer contempt, stopped regarding him as a threat and treated him as a bug to be squashed. Varda always punished mistakes.


At her lunge he threw his knife hand forward, opening his hand so the weapon came free, moving ahead of his arm, while he turned his body by pivoting on his toes. His chest moved from the angle of her knife, and it scraped harmlessly by the hardened bone plate in its murderous passage. His knife skipped hilt first off of her shoulder but it hadn't been intended to wound, only to distract her from his lead hand gripping her triceps underhanded while his other latched onto an overhanded grab of her wrist, screaming when he felt his arm send white hot pain up through his spine.


Her weight, not insignificant, moved into him with force, driven by her speed as they collided, she grunted when her face smacked into the suddenly unyielding bone plates, stunning her slightly.


He stepped back, pivoting and pulling her arm, not letting her motion stop completely, as he used that momentum to throw her over his hip, slamming her legs, hip, and side into the earth viciously. He heard her muffled yelp but disregarded it, tightening his hold while he reached again for his core with most of the last he had.


Triumph roared in his heart as he unleashed his magic to even the scales her for her attempt at taking his life. Distantly, a nagging voice in the back of his thoughts was concerned. He hadn't been this way back on Earth. Had he? Reason was drowned out by visceral need to destroy threats.


[Voltaic Grip]


Surging arcs rolled through the limb he held and into its bearer. Muscles spasmed and the knife fell loose to the ground while her spine arched. She made one sound, a strangled growl that cut off as the magic raced through her body. She kicked violently for a moment but without control and Ulric pulled back on the mana flowing into his spell without ending it.


He didn't want to kill her, well maybe a little but he wouldn't do that to Brighteyes. Pain though, pain was a wonderful teacher and he'd only want to give this lesson once. Could only give this lesson once, after this it would be to the very end. A few moments passed, Ulric's mana was running low now, but he wanted to be sure his point was made.


Brighteyes had made no move towards the two of them, so quickly had the assault happened. He flinched as if to move towards them when Ulric's spell took hold, but visibly restrained himself. So…not willing to intervene but he didn't look very happy with events.


As much as Ulric wanted to continue scolding this beautiful, violent, creature he didn't want to alienate his first friend by too gratuitously hurting his family so he released the spell and let her arm drop, kicking the knife away as he stepped away from her. Like dealing with a viper, it was.


"Apology accepted, Taipan." He told her in her own language.


Best to rub the salt in the wounds while she couldn't move. If she'd been inclined to kill him before she'd probably be ready to discover time travel to kill his ancestors now, just back to the future him from existence. Serves her right though he thought, nobody makes me bleed my own blood, you bushwhacking murderess, he thought. And his arm was pure throbbing fire by this point.


Ulric stood straight, raised his face to the sky, and let out a deep breath, willing away the urge to finish a fallen opponent. It was surprisingly difficult. It took a few more breaths to return to calm. He was starting to suspect something might be wrong with him, violence wasn't supposed to be satisfying. Finally he looked over at the young elf lord and nodded to the panting assassin in the dirt who had rolled to her stomach groaning.


"Am I going to have any more trouble out of her?" He asked, raising his mask and letting the hood drop. Little damned good that had done.


"No, Ulric Glade Chief. This is out of bounds of honor. I told her you were under my protection, that you were my ally. She was not within right to attack without notice, not when we make no aggressive moves, but is excusable for concern about me. After though, to attack after I make claim to your safety, even if you say terrible, terrible things, is insult to me, to our family, and to her. We will have recourse, later."


By his tone Brighteyes was truly pissed, something Ulric had not seen in their time together. He delivered his response in the tone of a judge proclaiming a guilty verdict. He hadn't been this mad when he'd been carving monkeys like pumpkins. Seems Elves took their vouching for someone seriously.


The two of them shared some words too fast for him to follow, and Sister Taipan didn't seem to like any of them, though she hadn't rebutted her brother, instead glaring at him coldly and remaining seated. Eventually, Brighteyes offered his hand to help her up and she took it, coming easily to her feet. Extremely easily, she was totally fine, even after the electricity. That was sort of concerning to him, she must have been way tougher than she looked.


The kid came to where he was standing, recovering from the ambush and the aftermath.


Now that things had settled down Ulric was feeling the gash in his leg as a distinct burning, beyond what such a wound warranted. Gods knew he'd had enough recently to know. He was also noticing some nausea and he knew that he wasn't squeamish about blood, he'd gutted too many game animals for that. Even as that took hold, he was also feeling a cold chill that didn't have anything to do with the weather creeping through his body; he'd been toasty from his unprompted tumble routine only a few seconds ago. Ulric was suddenly conscious of the brews he'd put on his arrows back in the woods. The arrows he'd only use to kill monsters he didn't plan on eating.


"Hey kiddo, what are the odds those arrows were poisoned?" He asked.


That got Brighteyes' attention. They both looked down at his leg. Around the clean line of blood that marked the wound, which should have been little more than a scratch, veins under the skin were abnormally prominent and dark blue…and spreading. Shit.


"Ulric this is bad. Arrows not poisoned for hunting, only war. She use [Striped Bark Snake] venom. It is powerful, cause death in an hour or days, depending on dose. First is burning in flesh, then sickness, then fever, then death. At high dose it kills when blood starts to thicken until heart stops. Venom paste is only potent for a few hours, you may be fine if it is old. Not worth risk, we get antidote."


Brighteyes furiously turned and approached his kin in a stalk to loomed over her, which shouldn't have worked since he was the shorter by over a head. She had not stopped her baleful glare towards him but gave Brighteyes her attention when he stomped to stand before her.


Ulric knew the kid said it was over, but that was not really the look of someone who was ready to let bygones be bygones.


"Geyrt, where is the antidote? I know you would not travel without it, even you are not so bold. And why are you traveling with poisoned arrows? You cannot have been expecting us, we didn't even know when we would arrive. For that matter, you were waiting in the trees, I would not have missed you if you were not using [Conceal], why are you here when there are no other Hunters or Iriel'en attending the wood?" Brighteyes demanded to know.


She looked in Ulric's direction and spit on the ground before answering.


"I will not give that bastard antidote for all the fruit on the [Tree of Life]. And you, you know nothing, Lumyt'seit, about what has transpired. We thought you dead; father went insane with anger. He called on all of the Hunters in Irielhos to find you. They found your blood and the body of your trainer and friend. We tracked you all the way to the [Ancient's Gate] and Hunters even dared the Plateau to face the [Forest Lord]'s wrath, until we found the fate of the vermin who took you, your blood again, and no sign that you had escaped their fate in the boughs of the [Forest of the Forgotten]."


Whatever she was saying, she was seriously not happy. Brighteyes grew less happy as well, so it couldn't have been good. He was only picking out words though, her molten flow of words was far too fast to follow as she continued whatever diatribe she was spouting.


 "We returned empty handed but with enough blood to Call the souls of the fallen, of which you were not found, and father gathered his war counsel to deal vengeance to the men and beastkin who took you when he learned their identity. The lord of human lands denied us justice. They protected the company of supposed poachers who took you, denied they sent their people into our lands, insulted father, murdered the emissary we sent, and started burning the forests of northern tribes. The Otherkin mercenary company from Prespang that were hired to protect the poachers claimed that we murdered the brother of their leader and they will have vengeance. They assassinated the lord of Lagranel, of the Plainsfolk, in his home, with his family. That they have planned this attack for years is clear. Father gave me a Blood Cutting from our family tree to feel if any part of you should return to the wood, to find your killer. When it showed me you had returned I left my post and came, all the way from Zelas, to avenge you. And now I find you, alive, and in the company of one of those animals. We are at war, Lumyt'seit. And we are at war for you."


All of this was delivered with spiteful tone and various gestures that suggested no good was coming to anybody.


Ulric, of course, had no idea what they were talking about, he made out maybe one word in three and couldn't piece enough of it together to make heads nor tales of their discussion. It would only be much later that he would be filled in. At the moment, he was retrieving his knife, spear, and pack and giving Brighteyes some room to deal with his kin. That and try to feel if his heart was stopping. Can you even feel that? It seemed like it would hurt.


Whatever she'd said, Brighteyes had evidently decided he was having none of that shit. He took hold of her collar and started shaking her while screaming into her face. This was why Ulric stayed out of family stuff.


"I care not for your excuses Eldest Sister, you violated my guest right! If you knew not who we were then I only say you are reckless, but you knew exactly who I was and you attacked anyway. Did I look like I was in danger? Walking as if with a friend of years in a stroll through tamed gardens? Then you try to kill my guardian after I offer my name for protection. That you would deliberately try to kill the Elf friend who took vengeance on my behalf, rescued me from the interlopers, and then gave me protection from the time I healed until we journeyed all this long way, despite my oath of safety, is beyond bounds of honor." Brighteyes yelled.


"You have made my word as mud and, if he had not beaten you like a mongrel wolf, I would demand satisfaction. What made you think it was a good idea in the first place? I know you used [Scan], you were always sure to identify targets, Father praised you always for it. You saw that he slew the [Forest Lord], what made you think you were going to defeat him in battle? If not for my interference he would have stopped playing with you and called skylances down to turn you to ash. Then what do I tell father? Hmm!? Tell me that idiot sister!"


Brighteyes punctuated his diatribe with a single finger held vibrating under the Taipan's cute nose. Wonder of wonders she actually looked ashamed. The kid must have unloaded on her, whatever he was yelling.


"I know now that you are stalling, hoping my guest would die before I asked. You will give the antidote. You will apologize for throwing my honor into the mud. Then you will take us to father and we will make our enemies regret touching flame to Elven lands. On my name I swear this, Geyrt." the young Elven lord hissed at her.


That pretty much put an end to things, as near as Ulric could tell. Taipan, chastened, maybe, handed Brighteyes a vial from a small pouch in her belt and stood away from him, slightly shaky of step, so maybe the [Voltaic Grip] had been set to stun after all. The Lord to Be came to where he was leaning against a tree, trying to stay as calm as he could knowing that venom was moving through his body and resisting an incredibly powerful urge to vomit his guts. The entire situation was awkward as hell. He was starting to miss his quiet home in the wild.


"Ulric Glade Chief, I, Lumyt'seit, son of Bald'rt Iriel Chief, apologize for the attack on you and the break of guest right. Please forgive my eldest sister this attack, she was unreasonable from grief and worry. I bear responsibility and will make good on this, I promise." Brighteyes spoke solemnly.


Such an earnest kid, Ulric thought. He patted the elf boy's head a couple of times, which made the elf woman's eyes narrow before he replied.


"It's all good Brighteyes. I, Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade], accept your apology on behalf of your doting sister. Ah, and, I guess I'm sorry too. For trying to blow her to smithereens. And the insults. And the lightning. She kind of had my blood up, and I'm not good with people to begin with." He admitted sheepishly.


"It is fine Ulric you did as you must, though, you should consider being less...you. And she gets my blood up too, it is a thing she is good at. Here is antidote, you need drink all of it. It is beyond foul, you need to resist turning it back on the ground." the Elven kid said, putting the vial in Ulric's hand.


Ulric opened the ceramic vial and downed the contents, trying to get them into his throat without letting them contact his tongue. A wave of the most intense bitterness imaginable washed through his mouth at even the barest taste and he had to contract his entire body to keep from immediately puking.


After a couple of aftershocks, some little gagging, and a grimace that wouldn't leave his face it was done with.


"Holy shit, kid, you weren't kidding. The hell is that made of?" He asked, wiping his mouth.


"Grind [Striped Bark Snake] venom glands, dry them, mix with concentrated urine, dry again, then add to boiling [Midnight Star] herb extract, infuse with Sano, and let cool. It is the best antidote for many poisons if you have venom gland of animal to tune the antidote. If not, a broad antidote used, but these worse and slower." Brighteyes told him, like reciting a lesson from a textbook.


"Ah. Gross. I did ask though." Ulric said, trying to shove that piece of information into a box in his mind never to be opened again.


It was, beyond a shadow of a doubt, magical, the nature of this antidote. There was no way it had been able to infiltrate his blood through his stomach lining to disperse. And yet, he felt a wash of gentle fuzziness throughout his body as the toxin was neutralized. Just like that, and the effects vanished, leaving Ulric feeling hale, mostly. The chills and sickness had subsided at least. Aside from the fierce ache in his abused arm, which had not enjoyed the beating it took during his panicked scramble or the following scrap and the slight sting of the new cut.


At last, his life was returning to its default state of murmuring hazard, rather than blatant pants shitting danger.


Ulric gathered Brighteyes over to his tree and huddled conspiratorially, eyeing briefly the cause of his most recent discontent, which subject returned his gaze with a flat hostility though she'd lost most of the outright intent to kill. He was pretty shaky but he thought he might be alright.


"Brighteyes, I know we got off to a bad start, what with the ambush and all, and I know I said some pretty awful stuff to get her too off balance to murder me with any kind of plan, which she was totally going to do you know, but, I wasn't really joking. Your sister is, in the language of my peoples, a complete Amazon babe. Is she single? You think I have a shot?" He whispered.


Brighteyes mouth fell open and he looked with absolute incredulity, which was fine, Ulric knew this was coming out of left field. He'd been alone for a long godsdamned time, and adrenaline, pain, and near dying did fucky things to your head, and you never knew you had a strike unless you threw the pitch right? That little bit of sadness hurt a touch though.


But Brighteyes was a good kid, with a good head on his shoulders and did, at least, consider the idea before issuing his verdict in a similarly hushed tone.


"Ulric, there is no cure for the worms in your head. I am truly sorry." the Prince told him sincerely before continuing, "Eldest Sister Geyrt is, how would you say…difficult. She wants no suitors. She fights constantly, scorns offers from Lordlings, beats them bloody, and returns them to their household in shame. I have more fingers than Sister has friends and one of those is her bow, which you kill. She spends all her life Hunting our enemies in the wild. My other sisters do not even speak to her, she would not mind me tell you this, she thinks they are weaklings. Also, I feel it is unfair to not tell you she speaks Human much better than me."


Oh fuck. He bent even closer and spoke quickly, "Do you think she heard us?"


Lilting scorn drifted over the woods as the topic of discussion interjected with a voice like a goddess to Ulric's ears.


"Eat your own guts and die you Human bastard."

            

    
        Chapter 36: Like Cats and Dogs

    
    
    
    
                It was, with great sadness, that Ulric marched alongside the Elven siblings, so dissimilar in nature. To one side the light. Calm, decisive, steady, even handed, and just. To the other side the darkness. Cold, fickle, volatile, calculating, and cruel. The only balm on Ulric's wounded soul was that the two of them paced just ahead of him and he could marvel at the physics of flesh, cloth, shadow, and gravity under motion. The undulation was hypnotic.


"If he keeps looking at me I will be forced to kill him Lumyt'seit." Said his oppressor.


"He does this because he knows it bothers you and he takes joy in your discomfort. It is not his fault you are so easy to disturb. It is his nature to probe for weakness, as to be arrogantly thorn bearing beyond reason is yours Geyrt." Replied his compassionate companion, now steward.


He had to admit he was a little surprised that Brighteyes was so familiar with Ulric's secret joy of prodding people who took themselves too seriously. He'd intentionally smoothed his normally abrasive sense of humor during their weeks of close proximity. A scorpion remains a scorpion he supposed. He pulled his attention from the glorious motion before him and directed it to the surrounding forest which was now clearly inhabited. The game wasn't as fun if they knew about it; the real satisfaction came from finding out how long it took to crack their composure. In the case of this absurdly beautiful, if ultimately toxic, serpent in front of him he was placing bets on another death match before sundown. Until Brighteyes went and ruined it for the sake of keeping their journey free of further bloodshed. Spoil sport.


Now that he wasn't baiting his former enemy Ulric had time to appreciate the wondrous way that the Elves integrated themselves into their forest domain. So naturally did the Elves occupy their lands that Ulric had not, at first, even noticed that they had entered the abode of the Deep Woods Folk. He was amazed to see that no dwelling was built upon the ground, as if they had divorced themselves from the beasts and bugs that crawled.


So unlike his people, who were inclined to fold the land around themselves, carving, layering, blasting, and shaping it to their whims; these folk bent their civilization to the contour of the wood. Homes, shops, smithies, all built around or even of, the large trees of the forest. Every structure was made up of wood. Some rough-hewn lumber, some timbers finished, some hand carved, and still other apparently grown of the living flesh of the trees upon which they were anchored. Bridges spanned the trees, connecting one cluster of platforms to another, like little islands. Amongst these, stairs and ramps brought one collection of buildings to another with frequent changes of levels even within the same set of structures. It was a sight beyond beauty to Ulric's mind. This was a people who were as much a part of the forest as clouds were part of the sky.


If only his kind had learned such unity with the world. Well, to be more precise, the ones who had hadn't been exterminated by the rest in their devouring expansions to rule as much of the world as they could see.


It did bring a measure of peace to his heart to see. These were a people worth protecting, if only to preserve the aesthetic of this fae place. To speak of the people, Ulric was surprised at how few they encountered. Or rather, none. Ever since they'd left the place of their "meeting", returning to the road and traveling at a rather rapid jog, a pace set by the Taipan, to spite Ulric's leg no doubt, they'd entered increasingly "developed" territory. A few crossed rivers, water wheels turning to operate great lifts into the settlements above, had put them squarely in what appeared to be a highly dispersed city.


Ulric had never been an architecture nerd but the elves were astonishing. In some ways it reminded him of what the Swiss carpenters had done with reliefs and inlays but where those had tended to lean heavily on geometric straight edges, with spiraling flourishes, the elves clearly waxed natural. Where a building was jutting out from the trunk of a tree, instead of squared platform and straight walls it was, instead, an arching hemisphere bracings made to look like layers of branches supporting the structure. The same structure would also have a porch around its exterior that was roofed by the woven limbs of the same tree, branches guided underneath the porch to act as its supports, creating a sort of floating effect. And all the while the exposed surfaces were covered by carvings of leaves, vines, and even small birds or animals so realistic as to look like a picture of the raw forest. Round windows, some paned by smoked glass, others shuttered, seemed to be the preferred style, though Ulric saw many arching full exterior walls made up of criss crossed branches. These had to be sitting rooms or something, how would they heat such a place in the coming cold? How long would it take to create such structures, with such immaculate carving? Ulric's mind was awash with wonder as they crossed underneath this tribute to natural beauty. He lost track of time and direction, barely conscious of where his guides led.


Still no people though. What in the hell was going on? Where was everybody?


"Where are all the people? Surely these structures do not sit empty." He voiced his need to know.


It wasn't Brighteyes that answered though, instead, Taipan broke the silence she had almost completely maintained throughout their trek into Iriel proper.


"They have been moved into the deep places of Elven lands, to wait out the war in safety, thanks to your people. Instead of preparing for our festivals and living our lives in peace, we hide and make ready for war, human. This is your fault. You greedy creatures cannot help but covet our lands and our peoples as if you could live long enough to appreciate them. But more slaves to be carted into your mines, ground into the stones to mortar your hovels, you will not have of the Orlethrem. We will water the forest with your tears before we flog you from our lands." She announced, voice dripping contempt.


If he didn't know any better, Ulric thought, she might have a grudge against him because he was a human. Or something. That really did rub him raw, he could give her plenty of reason to not like him just for being himself, she didn't have to be a racist to hate him. Well, so long as she was going to hate him on a categorical basis he didn't mind twisting the knife a little deeper.


"If the rest of them fight like you, it's a good thing I'm here to help." He declared casually.


She was reaching for her knife when Brighteyes stepped between them, scowling.


"This is enough. You two fight like weasels in a sack. I would breath air free from the stink of your antagonisms." the boy prince declared.


Turning towards Ulric, he declared flatly "Ulric, you are ignorant. This is not insult, you know nothing of the history of our people or of the goings on between nations. We have held fragile peace for over three hundred years but always the human settlements of Prespang push, always they test, and it is now that they have brought war to our lives again. They do not even remember the last time we fought wars, it was before their time. For us, it was less than a generation. We tire of their constant trying of our patience, the deaths of kin of hundreds of years. I know that you have a grudge against Geyrt but I will have an end to it, I have taken up responsibility for her in this and that makes your grudge with me." He scolded, clearly fed up.


Ulric took his medicine quietly, knowing he'd earned it through his deliberate taunting.


Just as Taipan assumed a posture of superiority at seeing him dressed down though, Brighteyes turned to her and, in nearly the same breath, admonished her as well. That he did it in human language was intentional.


"And you, Eldest Sister, have lived longer than any human, but you behave like their children. You abandon your post, you ambush us and lose, and I did not even interfere until you are about to die, you break guest right, and you push our pace to cause an unjust wound given pain on purpose, do not think I do not notice. This is spiteful even for you. In all our time together this human has never once spoken lies. He has offered me his home to be as my own, has cared for me as kin, and risks his life to bring me all this long way from the [Plateau of Ancients] to my own home, for no gain. You will not slander him in my hearing again. If you wish to make settlement with him make the challenge. I will judge it, and account before the Iriel'en, that my dearest kin has been killed honorably because, if you try to fight this man on even ground, he will slaughter you. If that stings your pride then I am gladdened because it was long since due and might allow you to live a while longer."


Ouch. The gloves were off. There was something unusually potent in being treated like a teenager caught sneaking out by someone who looks like they might need help up to the monkey bars. Ulric was determined not to laugh at Taipan's obvious discomfort. Not even a grin. It was hard, but he stuffed it down and instead determined to abide by his host's will. He owed the little Elf that much.


"So be it, Brighteyes. I'll let it go. For you." Ulric intoned deferentially. He would not raise the matter again.


Taipan was showing her teeth and he was pretty sure she wasn't trying to smile. Lady did more with an expression than some butchers did with a cleaver.


"You side with human filth over your own family? What of our dead kin? What of your own friend, murdered by the animals? Father will hear of this Lumyt'seit."


Ulric was able to follow this a bit better than their previous conversations, the flow of syllables congealing in his mind, a now familiar rhythm to them. She was fighting dirty. Brighteyes actually looked like he might throw down for a second before he took hold of himself visibly.


The young lord to be laid out his ultimatum with cold clarity.


"I was captured and my friend killed because of my own weakness, my own overconfidence. I thought I was above some nothing poachers, because of my name. I learned, first hand, what comes of valuing what you think of things over what they are and dear was the cost of that lesson. My name didn't stop them any more than it made the [Golden Heckler Monkey] and his pack not attack. What gave me vengeance and what protects from enemies? Power, Geyrt. Only my own power. I have seen what not having power amounts to now and will not be seduced by arrogance again. I have given you the choice, direct your hate towards the ones who have merited it, leave my protector out of it. Or, if you cannot, then lay the challenge to him and I will see it done. Better still, wait to challenge until we have reached Father so he can see his favored daughter one last time. It is the least you could do for him." 


There was something going on here, culturally. Well, a lot going on, most of it over his head. Brighteyes was implying that Elves settled personal disputes through duels, evidently to the death. If he was understanding things correctly, if both parties would not, or could, not resolve things peacefully they went to the knives. That was a useful bit of information. It also placed his habit of ribbing people who annoyed him into proper social context here. What he would normally do to provoke a reaction from some dickhead he thought needed an attitude adjustment was likely literally fighting words. He liked the Elves more and more all the time. They knew how to live with the forest, they knew how to build, and they knew how to settle a fucking problem, once and for all. Now he just needed to not get killed to death by them for an offhanded smartass remark.


Seems like once it got that far, an outside party could demand that you make an end of it, one way or another. Either put up or shut up, sort of scenario. Ulric was feeling the toll of hard travel, wounds fighting the damned monkeys, and the after effects of being envenomed, but his mana was getting towards restored and, if it went that way, he was going to scatter this elf all over the place, Eldest Sister or no. And when the hell had he gotten this aggressive? It was like having an itch down his spine.


There was a distinct part of him that now definitively looked forward to a fight, even if that included killing the fuck out of something. He'd never hunted for the thrill of the kill, it had never even occurred to him to be glad of ending a life. His times harvesting animals was always about trying to connect with his environment, to get closer to it, be more a part of the natural way of things. Just like things used to be.


The impulses he was experiencing were not about closeness. More like territoriality, he felt a budding desire to crush any and all challengers. Maybe that's why he'd been so persistent in goading Taipan, she was making herself openly a threat. Ulric did not like spooky instincts cropping up out from nowhere. Not when they were so clearly divergent from his normal thought processes. He was an asshole, not a blood crazed killer. Was this part of the whole [Lord of the Ancient Glade] thing? He distinctly recalled a sort of oddness when that title had gone into his status. That bore further investigation. Later. For now he was going to get his head out of his ass and pay attention to whether or not he was going to have to kill the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen before she opened his stomach.


What a sonofabitching mess.


Apparently something of the eagerness to do some ripping and tearing was evident in his expression. Taipan, for once, was not looking very keen on the idea of getting that knife out. Or maybe it was the disapproval that radiated from her little brother, covering her like a lead blanket. Whichever the case, crisis was averted when she decided to acquiesce to her brother's bid for peace.


"It is on your head then Lumyn'seit. We will see if Father judges the same. For now I will bide my time but it will come to pass that this creature you harbor will be a cause for grief. And keep your pet away from me, his gaze feels like acid on my skin." 


Oof. Brutal. Rejection with racist overtones was pretty definitive. Unfortunately Ulric couldn't respond with his typical needling, he'd given his word. Just going to have to suck it up buttercup, Taipan gets to win this one. Ahh well, the only thing better than getting even was getting ahead and Ulric wouldn't let this hiccup get him down. After all, hadn't she basically chickened out of fighting him? Which meant, at the very least, that he rated as something to worry about, even for the much vaunted Elven Hunters and that wasn't a bad feeling. Sure thing dude, whatever helps you sleep at night, he mocked himself lightly.


The travelers began moving again, this time at a pace that didn't cause Ulric's leg to bleed freely. While they did he tossed around everything he'd heard and observed about the only two members of the peoples who had built this incredible place. One thing that stuck out in his mind. Taipan was, apparently, one of the Elven Hunters.


Curious that. Everything he'd heard about them made out these Hunters as exceedingly competent and she fit the bill. Taipan, for all her hateful attitude, was no slouch in the fighting department. She could stealth well enough to surprise two paranoid travelers, was a lethal shot with a bow, and was, if anything like her younger sibling, absolute hell with a knife. Why then, had she backed down from her challenge, her chance to get him? And why had Brighteyes made it out like she had no chance. From his perspective it seemed an awful lot like the other way round.


Subtlety never being his strong suit, Ulric waved over their resident diplomat for another conference.


"Brighteyes, I couldn't help but notice you were placing some pretty firm bets on me back there. As much as I appreciate the vote of confidence, I'm not sure I agree with you. It was pretty much all I had to keep her from putting arrows through my liver and, if she hadn't been too pissed to see straight, I'm not really sure I could have kept her from knifing me up real good like. So why the hell did you seem so sure?"


The elf actually looked a little surprised at Ulric's assessment. After a short contemplation he set about correcting this strange man's assumptions.


"Ulric, you have weird way of looking at world. You are a single season into your journey. My sister is a master Hunter. Despite, you pull her out of trees, were ready to annihilate her. She has not been close to you, but I have, I can feel when you do this thing with mana. It feels like a readied spear, it is dangerous, even for an experienced warrior." Brighteyes summarized.


Before he could object, the blondhaired Elf child continued, "You are also monstrously fast and strong for a human, and not as clumsy as they normally are. You are obviously not trained, and are sloppy in your movement, but fighting is almost like something you remember, and you press advantages by instinct. Worse, it almost feels like you are not trying, like you are playing. I have not seen you ever tap your deep reserves."


Now, Ulric did object. Not trying? He'd done everything in his power to avoid being very dead. Well, at least up until Brighteyes had declared her kin, but, even then, he hadn't been sandbagging much.


"Lookie here, kiddo, that little dustup back there came real, close, we're talking shaving a frog close, to going just how tall, dark, and blood thirsty over there wanted it to." He told the boy.


"You are like a young eagle learning to fly. You don't know that you have the power to soar so you flutter, think your talons will not pierce. One day you will learn your strength and the world will cower under your shadow. I was not making jest earlier, it is my duty to preserve Orlethrem from your passage." Brighteyes claimed.


That was a hell of a thing to say. He didn't remember the battle that way at all; way more desperation from his end at the least. But Ulric had to admit, even though he was pretty sure he couldn't take Taipan in an even fight, he thought he might be able to rig things in his favor with magic, especially if he saw her coming. Those arrows had been fast but he'd been able to dodge them and now he knew he could dodge her too, just a little. She was quick with a knife but he could see the blade moving, could feel the pulse of things.


He shot a glance towards the hateful huntress and remembered her movements in the trees, the flowing boneless grace that would have put metal through him, if not for the [Forest Lord] bone plates on his chest, in spite of being as ready for her as he possibly could be. No way, he thought, re-evaluating. Not a chance. Brighteyes was a sharp kid but Ulric knew down to his fingernails he'd just about gotten away with murder earlier. There were too many unknowns. He was too slow. There were weaknesses he didn't know he had, gaps in his defenses he couldn't see that an experienced fighter would exploit. So much he needed to learn. Brighteyes was definitely right about one thing: he didn't know how to fly. Yet. But he would. If this kid's family didn't kill him first.


No good deed goes unpunished Ulric, he reminded himself.

            

    
        Chapter 37: Dances with Elves

    
    
    
    
                
The pair of, he had a hard time getting his head around it, siblings, had given Ulric much to think on and he withdrew mentally trusting his guides to keep things on track.


Well, alright, more like, trusting Brighteyes to keep things on track, the other one he was pretty sure would sprinkle poison into her footprints if she thought it would soak through his boots.


Damn it. Why had life gotten so damned complicated so damned quickly? Elf cultural nonsense, a war, the possibility of his having triggered the entire thing by killing the [Forest Lord], and lastly, but certainly not leastly, the distinct possibility that he was going batshit. The disturbing internal changes that he was experiencing were occupying Ulric's thoughts completely. He couldn't even enjoy properly the incredible diffuse capital city unfolding above him, which was a damned shame because it was, objectively, an absolute treasure.


Eventually though, they came to a rather large river. Brighteyes told him its name but he wasn't paying enough attention to remember. It took the arrival of a huge lift platform to snap him out of his funk. Huge ropes anchored to the opposite sides of the eight meter square (for once) platform, all along the sides in a network, like a fishing net. It looked like one anchor every meter or so and they were meshed with the others, forming a woven array that, eventually, joined into a single mammoth cable. It must be on an incredibly large spool.


Ulric may have underestimated the potential for the elves to move large masses from the forest floor into the arboreal metropolis. That lift was super overkill for just people. Experimentally, he tapped the wood below his feet with the points of his metal trident. A low pitched clang rang out, plank left completely unmarked. This material was harder than his [Steelwood] trees, maybe harder than whatever the hell metal the trident was made of. Impervious, it seemed. Which begged the question, how the hell had they cut and milled it? Even more questions. Gods he'd love to put this stuff under a hydraulic press and get its stress strain curve. He bet the modulus would be way closer to the gigapascals of steel than it would be to the kilopascals of regular timber. Magical wood. Go ahead, think it. It's fine, we all did. Now that's out of our systems. Even the sound it made when struck was sharper than it should be. Lower pitched, granted, than most metals but who the hell knew how the fibers were arranged in there? They wove and knotted in the visible surface grains, almost like Celtic patterns with the saplines contrasting strongly.


Kneeling down, Ulric drew his fingers across the surface, feeling the distinct grain, though at a very high degree of polish. This platform had been sanded. Sanded fine, that had to be at least a thousand grit finish, maybe more like three thousand. Microgrit grade sanding on a material harder than metal? Gods’ blood, who did they hate enough to give that job to? Though, maybe they didn't even have to sand it, maybe it grew like that...he wasn't in Kansas anymore, that was sure.


Brighteyes noticed his examination but said nothing. The same was true of Taipan, just with more scowling.


"Hmmm…." he murmured still crouched, trident held as a resting pole. He drew his bone knife and dropped the point against the surface. It bit. Barely. That confirmed some of his suspicions about the mysterious strength of the [Forest Lord] bones. He could have been more aggressive about dealing with those arrows. They'd never have penetrated the plates of his armor, same with her knife.


What a monster, to have bones made of something like this.


Satisfied with that test, he re-sheathed the knife and placed his hand against the grain. This time he drew gently on his core, just touching the mana circulating through his body. He'd practiced this many times back on the plateau, while he'd learned to create his basic elemental spells. The ability had come with his Elementalist class, after an incredible amount of time sitting like a Jedi out in the woods just...feeling...the world with his core.


Eyes closed, he concentrated, felt the cycle of hot turning cold, the pulse all his of own against the world. Slowly, faintly, there was a…resistance, a counter beat. It was difficult to describe but he found that, with practice, he could use his own core to "sound" mana sort of like a set of tuning forks. The component elements, primordials rang a single note, pure, distinct, and unmistakable. Also scary as fuck for their purity, like they'd destroy you for the arrogance of playing god to touch them. The derived or natural elements were more nuanced, like a chord, safe, stable, workable. Living things were a song, harmonies and melodies interplaying.


What passed for his spellwork was like a new guitarist trying to figure out how to play by reading taps. Just having the notes wasn't good enough to make music. He understood what the major principles were, but he didn't know the technicality to construct anything truly incredible on his own. Just because you recognize "fire" doesn't mean you can wield it as your own. He'd barely scraped the surface of what his core could do or what possibility might be waiting if only he weren’t so damned ignorant.


This platform, the substance of it, was a grand orchestra. Whatever tree had produced this timber was a marvel of the elements. It harmonized heavily with the strength of Terra, the solid stone roots of the world, but with Aquae’s fluidity tempering this rigidity with flexibility. Germen, the mana of plant growth, wove into these, pulling them together, like the base beat keeping the cohesive whole, Sano, the essence of health, kept it healthy and strong, and through it all rang out Vita, the purity of life. This wood wasn't dead. It lived still, somehow, without leaves or roots, but, slowly, like it was hibernating.


Ulric looked up to Brighteyes unable to put his thoughts and sensations into words. "What the hell kind of tree made this platform Brighteyes? I've never felt anything like it."


The both of them had been watching him intently. The young prince with interest at what surprises his benefactor might offer now with this odd pulsing mana, the viperish Hunter with suspicion at what evils he was enacting. At Ulric's question, Taipan frowned and made a gesture as if to cut Brighteyes off. Now he was really damned curious.


"What do you feel Ulric? What does the wood say to your senses?" Brighteyes asked, answering question with question.


Damn, he hated when they went all Socrates on him.


"It feels like this entire platform is made of a single tree that might as well be living stone. It bends, if you have enough force, but it won't break. Ever. It heals itself. It's alive, which doesn't make any sense, because it's clearly been worked. Sawn, planed, sanded, it's one of the most processed materials I've seen in your structures, but it's still goddamned alive. Just. I dunno…asleep or something. It's like, if you just sit in on the ground for a while it'll put down roots and start growing again."


He did his best to describe it but he was well beyond his experience. This shit just didn't exist on Earth. It didn't have any analogues either. As a matter of fact, there was a lot of that going around. There was no good reason why the [Forest Lord]'s bone should be as hard as it was without being massively heavy. A wooden deck platform should not be able to hold anything remotely close to the weight suggested that it did by those cables. It had been a little while since Ulric had gotten the pure strangeness of Varda thrown into his face. Impossible materials made his teeth itch.


However, Brighteyes only expressed agreement with his rambling summary.


"This is more so than not, Ulric. These lifts, and many of our strongest buildings, they are all made from the same tree. The [Heartwood]. It only grows here in Iriel. We believe that it is related to the Great Ones of the [Plateau of Ancients], perhaps an offshoot. To our tales it was a gift from those who have gone before to the elves. Only Elven craftsmen can work it, Svartalfin try but they say it dulls their tools too quickly to be worth the effort. The wood is still alive, can still grow, when treated properly. This platform, one day, will return to the soil and become a new tree. Long, long after the end of our time. Dead, the wood is worth nothing, it becomes brittle, falls apart. There are several such trees in the deep wood but we learn that making something out of lumber from the same tree causes the pieces to grow together, to join, become a single piece. These are some of the secrets that the Humans who would become our enemies, want to take for themselves."


Taipan, as usual, objected to Ulric's anything.


"Yes, and this creature is one of them! These are not secrets to be giving away to an enemy, Lumyt'seit. You have no idea where this animal will run off to, no doubt to sell such knowledge."


Ulric had been willing to keep the peace. He was purely fine putting the past behind them, and taking the odd jab here or there from this lady to not make trouble beyond what he'd already apologized for. But this Elf was on his last nerve with the animal stuff. Enough was enough.


Standing upright Ulric threw aside all pretense of amiability. Veins stood out on forearms, his grip on the trident made the weapon vibrate and he radiated threat. He was all but channeling mana, core thrumming with intent. Whatever that thing was that was growing in his skull was making noise like a diesel engine, each rumble a different promise of violence.


"Hear me well, you vicious kvetch: I gave you a pass, because your brother asked. Because he asked, and for no other reason, Taipan, you are alive when I very much wanted otherwise and when I definitely could have made it otherwise. You would call me an enemy to this young man for whom I have deepest respect and towards a people with whom I hold no grudge, on the side of the evil ones I killed to keep him from their grasp. I agreed to let offenses of the past slide. But past is past and now I have heard you call me animal for the last time in this life. If you offer me one more insult, I'll come over there and break you like kindling over my knee, you mark my words."


He meant it. All of it. As quickly as that, she had gone from a person to a thing, a snake in truth. And not one he was going to leave alive to bite him later. He might not be able to win a fair fight but he wasn't going to give her a fair fight. If one more ugly word crossed those wonderful lips he was going to go after her with every last thing he had. This was why he hated dealing with people, it seemed as if, for every Brighteyes, there were fifty Taipans.


She was considering it, he saw it in her eyes. Weighing the odds. Pride, contempt, and some flicker of something, worry? Washed through her features almost too fast to discern. He knew because he was already awash with adrenaline, his entire being on the edge of violent motion, and focused on her every move. Ultimately, something settled it in her mind. Whether it was the open hostility in his voice or his posture he did not know. Maybe it was the last dying gasp of her sense of self preservation. Probably it was the disappointment in her kin's eyes, the frown on his face that she would throw aside his feelings. Whatever the case, she turned her back on him, unwilling even to look at him.


"Fine. I still think you do not belong here. I believe you should go back to wherever you come from and leave Elven land to Elves. But I cannot stop my brother from patronage and he is free to choose his pet…partners even an… a human. This is on your head now Lumyt'seit, I wash my hands of it."


Not even waiting for a response from either of them, she activated the lift. It rose rather more quickly than Ulric was expecting. Just a minute later they reached the landing area and the first of the civilization of Iriel Ulric could see from the perspective of their natives. Before the lift even came to rest, Taipan was gone, simply jumping from the lift to bound off across walkways, turning and twisting away between the arboreal alleys.


Never in two lives had he never been so glad to see someone gone.


Sonofabitch, what a vile personality he thought. And he would know, he'd never been that companionable a human, but, yikes.


"Brighteyes, how is it possible that you and that creature, are related?" He asked.


Brighteyes sighed deeply.


"I am sorry Ulric. This is how she is. Not all elves hateful like that towards the Otherkin. Not even most. We just want to live our lives in peace. It is difficult for, what are you calling my sister, a Taipon?"


"Taipan, Brighteyes. They're a venomous snake in my old world. Notorious for lethally toxic venom and high aggression." He corrected.


"Mmm. This is apt. Geyrt, Taipan, has a deep resentment against Humans and Beastkin. Long before I was born, my father had another son, his first born. He was elder to Geyrt and she worshipped him, followed him everywhere is what I have been told. He was visiting the Zellussin, the Riverfolk, carrying messages from father to their chief. A band of Humans and Beastkin pirates raided the boat he was on, mercenaries, hired by Prosper, the power that controls the city states of Prespang's Human territories. They butchered all the passengers, burned the boat, trying to cover their tracks. Father finds out anyway and goes himself to kill them all, they remember still the Blood Moon, even a hundred years later. He declared Iriel a grave yard to unpermitted travel by Humans or Beastkin. Sister never forgave the Otherkin who took her brother. She became a Hunter, to kill any who enter Elven land without permit, to be a weapon for her kin. My father does not look kindly upon the people of Prosper, the human city where those pirates were from, and who were paying them to steal cargo from Elven barges, even now, when those who did this thing are gone." Brighteyes explained, an old sadness in his voice.


"It is a thing of Elves to only care deeply for few people. It is hurtful to lose loved ones and long is the grief of one who lives as long as we do. This is why we marry only once or twice even in such a long span of time. Even most Aes'r interact with each other as only acquaintances, it is difficult to be accepted into an inner ring or tight social circle. You must normally be introduced by one of the members first, and they will only do this if they trust you completely. I explain this to you so you can understand. My sister is far more isolated than most, and her brother was one of the only true rings she have, and the one she was closest to most of her life. Then he was taken and she closed herself off for a very long time. When I was born, she attached to me and we are as the vine to the tree. I love my sister and she is devoted to me. It would have hurt her savagely to imagine losing me the way she lost her elder brother. I do not excuse her treatment of you, you are right to stand up for yourself, no elf would swallow such insults and she knows this. I only tell you this so you understand it is not you she hates, not really. She hates the ones who took her family, her only friends."


Now that was a bitter tale indeed. For all the wonder and fantastic of this world, Varda was no perfect paradise. That did little to ease the sting of being treated like garbage. But, at least, it was almost understandable. Even so. Ulric had given her his word and he intended to keep it. Brighteyes was a good person but his sister was an asshole. It took one to know one.


"So, explain for me why you two look so different. I haven't seen anyone since we got here so I can't compare. Are there major differences in appearance in Elven folk? Even inside the same families?" Ulric was hoping these questions weren't rude but he was heading deep into foreign lands and he wanted to know enough not to say anything that would get him challenged to a duel every few steps. And besides, this was awkward as hell and he needed a distraction badly.


Brighteyes did look a little more relieved to find a safer topic while they walked through the emptied city. It was sort of creepy, like being watched by the ghosts of the vanished people. Ulric wasn't even sure if that wasn't a real thing. If there was magic, too beautiful fae-folk, and whatnot, who knows what other jeepers creepers were running around from his previous life's folklore.


"That much is clear if you see our parents. My father has three wives, he is, ummm…unusual in this respect. But it is less uncommon for rulers to marry multiple times, the confederate clans like to solidify ties through kinship. In any case, my mother is from the Highlands, Melond, and they have pale skin and hair, it is she I take after, mostly. Geyrt's mother is from Iriel, the deep wood Elves tend to be darker in coloration. Father himself is very similar in appearance to Geyrt. The various tribes do intermarry, this is part of the purpose of Winter festival, but there are distinct differences in their appearances, for the most part. Only the nomadic clan, Narii', who have no home and travel throughout Orlethrem have no definitive appearance, they intermarry too frequently." Brighteyes lectured.


Ulric was glad of the instruction, it lessened the heavy atmosphere of the empty streets, which should have been teeming with peoples living their lives, and the discord between himself and the lad's terror of a sister. So, there were different clans. And the clans were united under a sort of common banner, which is what Orlethrem was, a confederated nation. Kind of like the Iroquois. That was sort of nifty. He was going to ask about linguistic differences before he realized how dumb that was here. Varda had some kind of species language connection through the Akashic record. They just spoke Elf.


This Father person sounded like a tough pill. If he was anything like his daughter Ulric was headed for the hills, magic teachers and trade be damned.


"You've mentioned your dad a lot. What's he like? His name was Bald'rt right?" Ulric asked, as casually as he could manage.


Brighteyes actually smiled. Ok that was a good sign.


"Father is chief of Iriel. To be precise, he is [Lord of the Deep Wood], and is much respected in Orlethrem. So much so that in the last moot, some fifty years ago, he was named Crown, the tie breaker for votes and war leader should Orlethrem go to war, which they have, so he is acting lord of Orlethrem at this moment. Father is…the strongest person I know. He is doting on his children but relentless against enemies. Some of his court are terrified of him, and I have heard rumors of his younger days, when he was of wilder temper, but I never see that side of him." Brighteyes instructed, thoroughly scaring the shit out of him.


"Ah," the golden haired youth exclaimed, as if remembering something important, "Ulric, you must never instigate or challenge Father. You would beat my sister but my father would destroy you and not notice. His is not called Iriel's Blood Moon for nothing. You have a habit of searching for places to put needles, even if you don't drive them as deeply as you might. This is possibly unwise with Father. He might laugh if the jape is well pointed, you two have the same sort of humor, but if you say something insulting out of bounds, from ignorance, he will put you on the challenge floor before the hour and kill you dead. I have seen this myself. A new ambassador, ignorant, puffed up and full of himself, questioned my heritage because of my skin and hair, the fool did not bother seeing my eyes and bones are clearly from the paternal line, and Father ended the drought beneath the man's feet before he was finished speaking." Brighteyes finished narrating, still smiling.


Alrighty then, Ulric thought. Don't dick around with the Elf king. Actually, the way the kid was still smiling, as if at a funny story about somebody getting a dirt nap, and the way he'd used his knife and bow, maybe don't dick around with the Elf prince either. The sister was no slouch, come to think of it. You know what? Just maybe think twice about fucking around with any of them.


Wait that drought thing, that was familiar.


"You know, Brighteyes, your sister threatened me with that. Ending the drought, and all. What does that mean exactly? I have a guess but I'd like to confirm it with you." Ulric prompted.


"Oh, that means to open the belly so that the organs fall to the ground and perforate the heart, letting the lifeblood empty where they stand. It is considered shameful, because of how badly you fight that an opponent can create such wounds. Most combats are expected to end when one fighter cannot hold a weapon from wounds to the arms and hands, stand from wounds to the legs, or through a fatal stab if defenses are open. But to take a broad cut across the body is to fight like a pig."


Sonofabitching elves just did not play around at all. Might be hope for getting along with these people after all, if they didn't fucking kill him.


Ulric found himself laughing. Brighteyes asked his question with a raising of his namesake.


"Nothing little man. Just thinking that you Aes'r are my kind of people after all."


Brighteyes nodded back at him, his smile turning into a rare grin.


"I am not a man but you are not wrong. You are worms in head Ulric but are of a kind with the Elves. It will be a shame if you die young." the young elf told him confidently


"Word." Ulric replied.


            

    
        Chapter 38: Into the Heartwood

    
    
    
    
                The two of them proceeded through the evacuated city. Ulric was incredibly disappointed that this had to be the first way He would experience this bastion of Aes'r-Iriel.


Had it been its usual bustling self he could imagine what kind of geek bonanza it would have been. As it was, it was a testament to the commitment of the people here to preserve life above infrastructure.


He recalled the stories of people refusing to evacuate incoming hurricanes. The news then went on to pretend shock that recovery crews were picking bodies from the wreckage. All the while, he had wondered if it was him, traipsing around in the twilight zone or if they were sane and it was him that was nuts. Turns out, it was a little of column A and a little of column B.


"Brighteyes, where exactly did everybody go?" Ulric prompted, glancing around at the wide, empty bridges and soaring, but vacant pavilions, "Taipan said they were hidden in the deep wood, but I sort of thought Iriel was the deep wood."


The youth turned those flashing eyes to him, so foreign for their shape and the metallic glitter within their irises, "When war threatens we abandon the settlements proper, to hide in prepared fortified positions. These are secret and I cannot tell you their locations or any more about them. It is not that I do not trust you, this is not a Valin thing, the locations are something only the [Lord of the Deep Wood] may reveal, it is simply not my secret to tell." Brighteyes returned.


Ulric wasn't offended in the slightest at this. It was a completely rational thing to preserve the hiding places of your kin. And he told Brighteyes so.


The kid's expression did indicate he was glad that Ulric wouldn't be insulted by the exclusion from this knowledge. They were, at the end of the day, different peoples and had only known one another for a bare month. Comparatively that was an eye blink for these races of pointy eared, not Humans.


Brighteyes did feel comfortable enough to describe the evacuation process though. Ulric listened raptly while they approached a particularly massive tree that stood far above the rest in this area. A spiraling structure wrapped its truck. The tops of the trees in their neck of the woods blocked the sight of the upper stories. Seems like that was their destination. Brighteyes was concluding his story about Iriel'en war stance.


"About the strongholds I can say that they are eons old and all are made of [Heartwood]. Never has an enemy survived long enough to breach the few strongholds, that I know of. Any enemies that find one are not allowed to leave the woods. These are killed to a man to preserve the secret safety of the Iriel'en." the Princeling described.

Grim faced, the boy continued in a tone brooking no sympathy for those who would bring conflict to the lands of his kin, "There are no prisoners in war for Iriel, Ulric. If an enemy lies wounded in the deep wood they are finished and we do not capture foes. We allow enemies to flee the field of battle, to withdraw, if they can survive pursuit by Hunters. Some of the other clans are willing to trade prisoners, to ransom survivers. If this is their choice, so be it, every clan has its own ways. A deep wood elf who decides to become a warrior declares themselves dead when war begins. Their family holds a funeral. Other clans know this, we have no armed conflicts with other tribes of Aes'r, nor the neighboring Svartalfin, the dwarves. Prespang's people forget this, so we must remind them that an enemy's bones belong to the roots in the deep wood."


Intense. Things had spiraled pretty wildly out of control then if these guys were on the war path. All because some greedy, ignorant pricks decided to stir shit and kidnap the prince of the hardest asses in all Elvendom.


They rounded a bend, and Ulric stared covetously at what had to be a cold forge and emptied smithy, how he burned to see metal working from a smith. His attention was diverted, as the pair were confronted with a great lift up to the bottom of that enormous spiraling fortress, church, palace, or whatever the hell it was. And here, Ulric saw the first Elves of the deep wood. To a man they were beautiful. And scary.


Various shades between a dark tan and a near aboriginal ebony were represented. Occasionally, a pale figure stood out, colored like Brighteyes. Hair ranged from the deep black, near blue, of Taipan to an almost reddish brown. Skin color and hair were not connected genetically, some of the darkest faces were bordered by the lightest hair. Eyes were all that slightly slanted almond shape and colors abounded, mostly shades of green, more shades of green than Ulric had ever seen in one place. Intensely staring emerald, lime, olive, celedon, kaitoke, these peered from fine though furrowed brows. Dotted within the group was a few crimsons, golden browns, and light silvers, all flecked with various almost metallic sheens between red and yellow.


They were attired as warriors, bows, spears, fighting knives being the most common. Here and there he saw hand axes and even a couple with a long curved sword nearly as long as its wielder. To a man (or woman, the warriors came as frequently female as male) they wore light armor reminiscent of samurai but without the flashy colors. Underneath the efficient but functional armor was some kind of undercoat made up of what appeared to be metallic fishcales, though he couldn't see it well under the more obvious armor. There was no ceremony in their gear all was grey, brown, and green. Ulric could well imagine that this lot could stand invisible in the wood below or from the branches above.


All in all they made for an intimidating welcome wagon. And Ulric was getting some very "The dwarf breathes so loudly" vibes from them. These dudes were clearly not a happy bunch. Not that Ulric blamed them or anything they had every right to be on edge. Still. Having some two score or so hostile glares directed your way, with plenty of sharp metal behind it, was nerve wracking.


Very carefully not making movements that could be construed as an invitation to be riddled with arrows, Ulric turned to Brighteyes.


"Hey, look, Home Sweet Home, eh? They even rolled out the welcome mat. You ah, you wanna say something to let these fine gentlemen, er, gentle-elfs, know it's all good?" He asked the boy who was now probably his only promise of safe travels.


The Elven lordling was now as relaxed as he'd ever been. He looked up at Ulric and made a soothing gesture.


"It is ok now Ulric, no reason for fear. We are safe here. My father sends his personal guard to escort us, no enemy will come close." Brighteyes assured him.


Stepping forward towards the extremely serious business looking warriors Brighteyes waved almost casually and shouted.


"Idra, I am now returned! I and my companion, who is under my guestright, have already encountered Sister Geyrt. She should have gone ahead to announced us. Please, lead the way to father, there is much to tell. I have been told of war and other doings but we have a another situation that is dire for our people, and closer to home than Prespang." 


One of the soldiers near the front of the pack returned Brighteyes greeting, though far more muted. He had the darkest skin tone coupled with reddish brown hair and red orange eyes, flecked gold. Scars criss crossed his otherwise smooth features, one of them dragging up his mouth in a grin that wasn't. They were faded, old, indicating that this warrior had long outlived whoever had managed to touch him. His presence was imposing, he gave off a kind of pressure that Ulric hadn't ever felt from any one thing, except maybe the [Forest Lord], though there was nothing savage in this sensation. More like a tornado that was choosing not to spin.


"Lumyt'seit, the Iriel'en are gladdened beyond words for your safety. But all is not well in Orlethrem. You will go to your father now to learn what has transpired and to receive his judgment. As will your…companion. Forgiveness, I see the wear of the road on you but you must follow me young lord, we go there now to your father's hall."  Announced the scarred warrior who must have been Idra.


Most of Brighteyes' enthusiasm left at that pronouncement. The more normal serious expression he wore returned, redoubled, and he gestured for Ulric to follow and Ulric couldn't see anything to do but walk in the shadow of the Elven prince. Coming to visit the Elves was looking like a bad idea, more and more. He could see himself liking them, certainly respecting them, but if they took it into their heads that he was an enemy he knew, without a single, solitary doubt that they'd kill him like a rabid dog.


Soon enough, they stood on the platform, built alike the others with the seamless miracle wood underfoot supported by enormous rope latticework. A soldier activated the lift, a simple hook that was removed from the railing, and the lift rose.


Ulric tried to focus on the mechanism that operated it, rather than the encircling warriors. Probably some sort of passively turning engine powered by water wheel, although the water was far, far below, which meant a complex transmission system, that was likely inactivated by a tensioner clutch or flywheel. Whatever the case the lift rose smoothly other than the initial press of the acceleration. They rose about fifty meters straight up to the lowest level of the structure. Instead of stopping there though they moved on up, bypassing five more landing areas as the structure spiraled around its great living pillar. They broke through the canopy, and Ulric was treated to another sight unmatched.


Below them spread out the forest metropolis of Iriel. From above, the true scope of the deep wood home of the Aes'r could be seen and appreciated. It was as if Peter Jackson and a team of druids got their heads together to magic out the most impressive arboreal city imaginable. If only Ulric wasn't so busy ignoring the gaggle of hostile bodies that could probably murder him in their sleep if they so decided. This close, he noticed that all of them carried scars, some faint, some recent on hands, arms, and more rarely faces. One wore a facemask that held a prosthetic nose where his own had been removed, somehow. Ulric did his best not to insult anybody by staring.


It was slightly difficult. They were prettier than any set of a blockbuster film, scars and all. Bodies ranged from slim to curvaceous but all were clearly athletes. Men and women, it didn't matter, they put to shame any section of humanity he'd ever encountered in his old life. Most were not as tall as Ulric, which made him feel even more out of place. It also made clearer what an absolute specimen Taipan was. She was easily the most well put together member of her kind he'd seen. A jewel carved perfectly from uranium that one was.


He wasn't absolutely sure but something was off about these folk. Unless they purposefully chose only the rarest, most aesthetic for their soldiers, unlikely, there was some serious genetic fuckery going on here. They can't all be this flawless. Maybe this had something to do with the cultivation of the world the Watcher had spoken of. She'd described his own world as being a sort of victim of some kind of cosmic shenanigans by space demons. The Watcher there was gone and his territory left untended. What had the Impossible called it? Evolution through chaos. As apt a way to describe it as any. This world though was under the protection and guidance of its own deity, planetary gardener, thing. The existence of cores and physical optimization he was noting in its organisms was a clear sign that there was a methodological structure pushing things along in a certain direction. Variance was still in full effect, but the more destructive edge of it seemed to have been ground off. He had no idea how such a thing was possible. Yet again he had to chalk this one up in the "Fucking Magic, I guess" column.


His meditation on natural selection and pseudomystical eugenics was cut off when their lift reached the highest level of the fortified structure. Smallest in diameter here, matching the tapering of the tallest tree he'd ever seen outside of the Arboreal skyscrapers of the Plateau, easily dwarfing the surrounding forest, was the palace formed from the flesh of the massive trunk, the great crown spreading widely above and around them.


To his eye, it was both built into and grown out of the central tree. The fortress city in general had that same sort of maybe built maybe not aesthetic. He'd noticed that each spiral was supported by a separate limb, which flew like a curving buttress beneath its respective level and terminated branching outwards away from the structure and trunk alike. Those branches and leaves shielded the structure from view from afar. It was unlikely anyone knew there was a castle in this particular tree unless they also knew exactly where to look. Each level nested a good few meters into the massive trunk, which Ulric would have thought would be detrimental to the tree but he figured they knew what they were doing. Everything about this structure screamed We Are One With the Wood to his senses.


This top most level was near the spreading crown of the giant. Great looped vines, larger than many of the trees of his home world, encircled and draped the branches reaching down into the tree tops below. Ferns, grasses, moss, smaller trees themselves, grew freely on the surface of this monarch. It wasn't as large as the colossi of the plateau, but it was damned close, and if his budding mana sensitivity wasn't off the mark, the entire place damned near vibrated with arcane potency. The wood beneath his boots hummed with its vital strength.


So far as the palatial castle building itself, they were faced with great arching doors, the portal of a massive organic fence that guarded this place, carved to look like intertwined limbs or roots. Some kind of silvery metal had been inlaid along the travel of the meshing wood and the result was, astoundingly, intricately, beautiful. The rest of the design showed a similar level of avante gard bioart and metallic posh. Whoever was the architect, chef's kiss, they had nailed it. This place was sylvan royalty to a T.


The not so unsubtle herding of the warriors brought them through tall halls, many rooms, some with doors and some without, inviting free exploration. Through it all was a sort of airy freshness. Light infiltrated through numerous windows. Ulric was again unsure of how the hell they kept this place heated in the winter. The wind had not relented, had even picked up since the warming spell Brighteyes said heralded a seasonal storm, and there was a distinct draft within the walls of this fortress/palace.


Naked, polished wooden floors abounded, absent any stonework. The elves were, apparently, not great fans of tile, nor did they believe in rugs. You got bare wood floors and you were going to like it. That there was a gentle warmth emanating from that surface that made him think of a spring morning's sun on a back deck made it entirely comfortable to his booted feet. The soft drum of booted feet, his loudest by far, upon the entryway to the hall of the Elven Lord, carried them towards a door most definitely out of fantasy.


Finally, Ulric's gawking came to an end when they were presented with the first large scale metal work he'd seen. A huge, four meter tall set of arched doors, made entirely of what appeared to be brass. Of course, they were inscribed with a relief that suggested vines, flowers, flowing in intricate knots. Plain to see, but with a suggestion of being hidden were nasty looking thorns in the reliefs of verdure. If that wasn't a message he didn't know what was.


The doors were swung open weightlessly towards the outside and Ulric barely had time to appreciate them before they were presented before an audience room complete with a throne carved into the trunk of the living tree upon which sat Taipan, if she'd been born a male. The similarity was highly disturbing. Piercing emerald eyes were almost striated in deep orange. The man, elf, who was clearly Brighteyes' father and ruler here, beheld the room with a countenance that brooked no nonsense. They'd have gotten on well, this man and Ulric's departed grandmother. The major difference was that, if the scarred elf warrior earlier had been a tornado, then the King upon his throne was the eye of a hurricane. Both were disasters, the difference was scale. Ulric's hairs stood on end and the pit of his stomache knotted when that gaze took him in.


He was an ant. A bitey, fierce, and entirely determined ant. But all it took was a thumb to smash him. He tried hard not to unman himself by shaking.


The warriors marched the pair up to a circular relief, some kind of representation of the twin suns of Varda, moons, and various astrological symbols before leaving to stand at attention to either side of the throne.


So then, they were to be judged by the heavens were they? Ulric found himself being mildly angry at the arrogance in that statement, symbolic as it was. The anger was good. It helped to offset the fear. Not to replace it mind, there was no denying the danger before and around him, but it removed the sharper edge from the terror, enough to think.


So caught up had he been, he'd missed that Taipan was up on the dais slightly behind her father. Again, that incredible similarity jarred. Other than a squarer jaw, thinner lips, and a different eye dazzle, to say nothing of the Taipan's incredible bedonk and gabonzas, they were fucking twins, what in the hell? Same height, same hue, same hair, even the braids were similar, if slightly differently patterned.


Taipan must have noticed Ulric's comparison because she turned sideways to make a different profile. Ulric filed that little tell away, it might point to an insecurity he could abuse later in conversation. You know, if he was alive more than the fifteen or so minutes he currently estimated his life expectancy to be. There is, in fact, a point, where fatalism does surpass terror. A sort of comfort blanket for the doomed.


The [Lord of the Deep Wood] let the two of them stew under his gaze for a minute before he started talking. By the time he did, Ulric had managed to transition from certain death to aggravated confusion. Why was he still alive? What was the point of all this song and dance, if they were going to kill him? And, if they were going to kill him anyway, what was the difference? Unless they weren't going to kill him and this was some kind of game. A game Ulric could play, even if he didn't know all the rules, Brighteyes had prepared him some for what to expect.


Ulric was surprised at how grateful he was for Bald'rt, Chief of Iriel, father of Brighteyes, to have a deep voice and not sound like his daughter, which probably meant he was dissociating slightly because he really ought to be more afraid. The mind is strange under intense stress, his was becoming more so as [Warrior's Instinct] kicked on to further dampen him to an almost even keel. He was also incredibly glad of his lessons in the elf tongue. He didn't get it all one for one but he had a pretty good idea of what was going on.


"Lumyt'seit, my son, you are alive and well. This relieves me of a grief beyond words. It is unfortunate that I could not have learned of your safety before now; events have traveled far in advance of your return. I fear things are now in motion that cannot be returned to rest until many lives are lost. I do not say this to lay blame at your feet, my child, the fault lies in those who invaded the sanctity of my domain and laid harm before my people. I only say this so you know that, in some ways, my hands are tied and my disposition is set as the roots of Heartwood. We are at war. The Iriel'en are hidden and the Hunters sharpen their knives. It would seem that a Blood Moon must rise again on Prespang." The lord of the wood intoned gravely.


That's where the kid learned to talk like a judge then, Ulric thought. Every word carried the weight of a ruler who was committed to doing great and terrible things in the name of preserving his people's home. Brighteyes, cheeky as he was, did not offer a response and Ulric was pretty sure that he would not until one was asked.


That heavy gaze turned to Ulric and he was proud of himself for not flinching. This being on his wooden throne was easily the scariest thing he'd seen since the [Forest Lord]. The mind behind those eyes was dissecting the world, sharp as glassresin.


"And then there is the matter of you, Human. You have come here to Elven land under the guest right of my son, but I have not given you leave to enter the Deep Wood, and your presence here is, by my word of old, a death sentence. I will hear from Lumyt'seit the reason for your why he has brought you to my lands. But first: Is it true you struck my daughter, Human?"


That got up Ulric's back alright. So he'd ask Brighteyes with Ulric standing right here would he? As if his own thoughts on the matter were of no consequence. Not to mention, he hadn't bothered to so much as introduce himself, nor make a welcome, nor offer a courtesy of any kind. Hauled straight into an inquisition, and on account of a person who had not once, but twice, tried to kill him, maybe three times if you included not mentioning the godsdamned poison on her arrows and waiting for him to expire. And again with all this Human stuff, like not having pointy ears was the only thing that mattered.


Fine. If it's got to be this way, then fine. Sometimes a man has to face the lightning, prepared to go out with his boots on. You only live once. Well, maybe, in his case, twice.


"Greetings to you as well, anonymous Elf Lord. The courtesy of your hall warms the heart of all who visit, I am sure." He began.


Brighteyes turned violently and began making shushing gestures. Ulric could feel the sharpening of intents from the assembled warriors.


An almost smile appeared on the face of Taipan, mirrored creepily by her father on his throne. Fuck he wished they'd stop doing that.


"Oh? And who is it that finds the accommodations of Bald'rt Iriel [Lord of the Deep Woods] lacking? And you still have not answered my question, thou of the short lived races." Lord Father Bald'rt said, a dangerous tone slipping into his voice.


"Some lives are shorter than others, Lordship, birth race be damned. The name of the one responsible for taking custody of your heir, slaying his enemies, nursing him back to health, and preserving his safety all the long way from the [Plateau of Ancient's] is Ulric Einar [Lord of the Ancient Glade]. And as to your daughter, I did not so much strike her as I did throw her to the ground and run Ceraun down her until she behaved, a condition that was tragically brief in its duration." Ulric said evenly.


When the smile disappeared from Taipan's face Ulric decided that this was all the reward life could have offered in that moment. Her Sire, of course, did not find this information to be so welcome. Brighteyes was on the verge of an outburst and was only restraining himself by the skin of his teeth.


"[Lord of the Ancient Glade]? You would have the cheek to lay claim to that sacred wild from its owner and parade such falsehood in front of me? And to have brought pain to my innocent offspring to boot? There will be an accounting for this--"


This fucking guy Ulric thought.


"Ask her yourself, this blameless child of yours." He said, cutting off the owner of the hall, ignoring the sudden quiet in the room.


"If my word means so little to you, ask her who has already [Scan]'ed me for the truth of things. Ask her also how it came to be that I inflicted such punishment on her person. And if you say a single false word, Taipan, I will trust Lumyt'seit to judge my challenge, as he has offered." Ulric growled, his poor but sufficient Elvish reminding the woman of her brother's warning.


He had long ago decided that he would not be held under another's power. Live or die. If someone wanted to think they held him in their grip then he'd leave this world with his teeth in their hand, if needs be. That he would be subjected to this kind of treatment was beyond galling. It was infuriating. That whispering voice of violent intent was singing sweet songs in his mind now. Somebody was going to pay for this. He didn't really mind who anymore.


Brighteyes finally broke his silence.


"This is unjust father. You dishonor me with such treatment. If this man were of a kind with the ones who took me he would lie dead in the woods already, at my own hands. He has come with me in good faith, to bring weight to my news that the [Forest Lord] has fallen and that the Plateau now seethes. The forests will move, the Greater Beasts are disturbed and will soon vie for the space the [Forest Lord] occupied. We face danger from inside the wood, and from the plateau. In no way does my guest merit such questioning. If anything, I am to blame for these events, I was foolish enough to be taken. Then I was too weak to return by myself, forcing this man to accompany me, on the brink of Winter, from his home. I will not have my guest subjected to this charade father. We will hear Geyrt tell her story openly, and then I will tell mine, and then you may judge before all." 


The boy was clearly livid. It made Ulric a little happy that he'd put himself out there like that, even in front of this father about whom he was clearly in awe. For that matter, Ulric was a little in awe of him too. But he'd go to his grave before he let them know he could sweat.


Bald'rt Iriel was not a person accustomed to being interrupted in his own throne room. He let the feeling of that swirl around in his mind and was readying a death sentence when his only son also spoke out of turn. Now here was something.


The Elven lord's fingers tapped absently on his chin as he considered murder, mercy, and the possibilities before him. Eventually he spoke, a winter lake's calm in his tone.


"Very well then, Lumyt'seit. You have grown in attitude, if not stature, on your journey. Before I ask for your sister's tale, in full, I would have yours. I have already heard some of what Geyrt has to say, and I have already learned some of what she has not said from other eyes and ears. Tell me what has transpired to throw all of Iriel into upheaval. It may be that I was too hasty, that I owe both of you an apology. It may also be that I will declare you exiled for ten years to your mother's homeland and your human guest thrown from my borders like a thief, if I do not take the pleasure of killing him myself out-right." 


Brighteyes looked relieved. Apparently the worst moment was past. Ulric himself was not convinced. He felt like something non obvious was going on here, like there were layers to this meeting beyond what was being said. Brighteyes had spoken of his father like a hero. The kid wasn't an idiot and, if Ulric was any judge of character at all, the Chief of Iriel was a lot more than a pretentious thug. So why this song and dance? Things had gone too fast, too much happening, too much information coming in and him being alternately too scared and pissed to catch on before, but now he was getting some weird vibes as the lizard in his skull started crunching numbers.


There was some definite elf cultural fuckery about. He been feeling the edges of it ever since Brighteyes had sort of taken custody of him and he could feel layers of it, like a movement in the corner of his eyes, just out of sight. He didn't understand what was going on around him, but he knew he'd been dragged to the center of something important.


Looking around the room full of armed to the teeth elder warriors who could carve him to pieces, and the creature upon the throne that could pronounce his death with a word or cause it with his will alone, and Ulric missed his home something fierce.

            

    
        Chapter 39: Life Sentence

    
    
    
    
                
Brighteyes started from the beginning, in human language. Ulric didn’t know the significance of that, but surely it did have some, the kid could have far more fluently told his tale in his own people’s tongue, especially there in that hall that marked the seat of their power. Perhaps it was a tacit admission that he was in support of Ulric, an attempt to keep him in the loop. Unknown. All Ulric knew for sure was that the kid was standing up in front of his people, his inscrutable father, and telling them all that had happened to him since he had been taken.  He was hanging in there like a champion.


Bravely, the boy spared himself nothing in describing his shame, the fate of his friend, and his capture. He detailed the beatings and delirious flight of the maybe poachers up to the Plateau, their whispered plans, thinking him unconscious or unable to hear them describing an intended course to circle away from Hunters that would soon converge. He told, as Ulric had told before, of the greedy and ill-fated attack on the wounded Greater beasts in the canopy and then Ulric's own ambush. Ulric noted that some of the warriors ever so slightly expressed approval at the description of that battle.


They should, it was apparently straight out of the Elven play book, having experienced Taipan's near identical tactics deployed against himself. Ulric stayed silent throughout except to offer the name of the beastkin warrior he'd dueled, Graus, who it would seem was the mercenary leader's, Vars' if he recalled correctly, brother. The owner of the very trident Ulric carried now.  Many hushed whispers of approval met with that one's end.  More and more, he was glad that he'd ended the lives of those men, despite the lifelong instillment of pacifistic tendencies of his old life.  They were Mercenaries, killers of these woodland folk by their own claims.  And they were willing to hurt kids.  He hadn't got the root of the problem either, there was still this Vars character out there.  Something to keep in mind that, there was at least one dangerous individual out there that would bear him a grudge personally when the events came out.


Brighteyes continued the story, describing his injuries, more serious than Ulric had known at the time, and his time in the glade recuperating. When he spoke to the room of the final end for the [Forest Lord] there was a general murmer of shock and more hushed discussion that Ulric couldn’t make out. The Lord of Iriel up on the dais took that bit of information and Ulric could damned near hear the gears turning between those long, pointed ears.


The golden haired youth came to their decision to return Brighteyes to Iriel and the journey. The journey back he mostly glossed over, in truth there hadn't been much to tell, it was only Ulric's naivete that had made it at all remarkable. Aside from the [Golden Heckler Monkey] that is. Brighteyes pulled its bisected pelt from his pack handing it to the warrior he'd called Idra, the scarred Guard captain who looked at it with satisfaction.


Then came the encounter with Taipan. This Brighteyes didn't gloss over at all. In a voice heavy with regret, he described events in perfect detail, more than Ulric could have managed, remarkable how you can take in details when you aren't running for your life. He told of their conversation, the specifics of which Ulric had not known at the time. He even narrated the heated conversation between the two, including Ulric's deliberately profane bamboozle.


That was more than a little awkward, for everybody, really, seeing how he was standing in front of her dad at the moment, who looked less than pleased about the entire situation. Taipan looked ready to jump out of the nearest window. Huh, her ears had turned dark red. So that's how Elves show embarrassment. One of the warriors coughed into her fist, stony gaze holding the rigid struggle of someone trying not to laugh. Several others were trading glances.


Then there was the attempted stabbing. At that the reserved humor in the warriors vanished. They glanced heavily towards her.  Taipan sagged under the weight of her people's stares.


Ah, that's right, she had broken something called Guestright, and they said it with a capital ‘g’ too. Brighteyes had said that like it was law. The others in the room seemed to think it was too. Even Bald'rt turned his head slightly to level a disapproving gaze her way. He might as well have yelled. Things were going worse for Taipan.


Unrelenting, Brighteyes spoke his tale to completion sadness in his clear voice.


No one said a word. The Fae king of this land sat back in his throne to digest what he had heard.


Ulric felt the tension like a physical thing. The death of the [Forest Lord] was as big a piece of news as anything else. He had a feeling like the Warriors wished they were doing something other than standing there. The ire directed his way was gone now. None doubted Brighteyes' recollection of events nor questioned his judgment. It would seem that Ulric wasn't the only one that thought he had a good head on his shoulders. The Taipan standing behind her father’s throne, notably, refused to look at anyone or to speak.


Finally, the Elven lord seemed to reach a decision.


"I have heard enough. Geyrt. You are stripped of your position of Hunter until I decide that you will not shame me further in the eyes of the world." He pronounced, his word the immutable law.


Taipan looked like she'd been ordered to the block. But Bald'rt was not done. Seems this had been a festering wound that the father of this beautiful and hateful creature was determined to see lanced. She had it coming, in his book.

Hang the fuck on, Ulric thought as the Iriel Chief continued, his deep voice filling the hall as he made his judgment.  Despite his improved grasp on the language, he couldn’t follow this complexity.  The expression on Taipan's face was good enough to know that, whatever was happening, it wasn't good for her.  


"Pain has guided, and shielded, your actions for long enough. I did not interfere, I hoped you would not share my failings, my weaknesses, but, alas, this is not so. Too long have you allowed grief to rule and now it has ruled you to ruin.  Your position is not enough, by all rights have your made your own life forfeit, yet, I, with weakness of mine own, cannot find it in me to take it." The Elf king declared.

"You have abandoned your post during war time. You have done a friend of our people harm. You have violated Guestright. You were defeated in even combat, spared, and still you continued to bring insult, against all propriety. You have only by the barest margin not told me a lie but, clearly, it was your intent to tell me no more than needed to bias my judgement against this benefactor of my son, your brother. In doing so I have treated them unfairly, on your words, in which I placed complete trust. I came within breaths of killing this man out of hand, which I find now would have been an injustice I would have carried to my own end. I will balance this appropriately and with greater mercy than you deserve, my daughter fairest. Ulric Einar [Lord of the Ancient Glade], I place my daughter Geyrt in your service as your Shadow. She will guard your person for the duration of your mortal life. I expect you will treat her with the dignity my son sees in you. Or else." the Judgement of the Lord of Iriel rang out across the petrified forms of those who heard it.


The dark skinned woman went utterly pale, the first sign of actual fear he’d seen in her. The rest of the room turned to stone. Ulric didn’t understand why until a few moments later.


Wide eyed, shocked, Brighteyes had to translate for him. As he did, Ulric couldn’t keep his own face from falling.


Oh gods, no, Ulric begged silently as the Elf king’s translated words pronounced two dooms. Nononononono you cannot do this to me, you cannot be serious, please, anything but this.  


The longer it went on, the worse it got. It could never be said that the [Lord of the Deep Wood] was not a just man, or one with a strong sense for the ironic. The price for her attempts on his life was to be stripped of her former role in life, assigned to ensure its continuance. That also meant that Ulric would be forced to tolerate her presence, possibly forever. No wonder the both of them wore an expression like they'd been told they'd only be allowed to take scorpion baths forever.


Ulric tried desperately to save himself.


"Th..that is not necessary Lord Bald'rt! Your daughter erred, but your son has already taken responsibility for these events and I have left it behind out of respect for him. We are, ah, square. Um. As it were.”


They weren’t, but he’d tell any lie under the twinned suns if it got him rid of this awfulness. And that creature had the nerve to look unhappy, Ulric had his entire life in front of him! The very, utterly last thing he needed was to be saddled with such a menace to his peace.


Seeing no sign that the Elf Lord had seen reason, he continued, “There is no need for such extremes, an apology is good enough. I am well pleased enough to know that the truth of things is known to all and we have no grudge between us."


Brighteyes winced. Ulric hoped he wasn't doing something incredibly rude, however, there was no helping it. Please. Watcher. If you have any love, please don't let this happen he begged in his mind. Taipan, glared balefully at him.


Angrily the Elven ruler retorted in a tone that brooked no discussion.


"Ware your words. I know you do not mean insult, but this treads close to a line I will not have crossed. My son is not responsible for the actions of his Elder kin. It is she who has treated her name as dirt to be trodden on. Since it holds so little value, she will learn its worth when it carries no weight.” He announced to the hall with finality.


“Geyrt, formerly Iriel, will serve as your personal protection, your left hand, and she will do so until the life she unjustly tried to end has, in spite of her very best efforts from this day forward, ended. This is my judgement. As her liege lord you are expected to provide for her life and a modicum of comforts as fits the Shadow of a Lord acknowledged by the All-Knowledge. This I have spoken and this will be done. To speak otherwise is to challenge my rule under my own roof and, even for one to whom I owe a debt, this I will not tolerate." Bald’rt Iriel spoke, and the law was written in this sylvan kingdom.


So, that was it then. FFFUUCK! Ulric yelled in his mind.


He'd already gotten away with impertinence bordering outright disrespect. Anything more and the Elf king would be forced to murder him for impinging on his authority.  Godsdamnit there had to be a way out of this.


Brighteyes had done his duty to his friend too well; none in that room even remotely questioned the justice of the decision.


Ulric swallowed. He tried to keep his face neutral. Not a frown. Not a grimace. He very particularly did not look at the source of his anguish, else he'd be completely unable to carry the deceit. The only path forward was to go along, he plotted. He could evade later. It might mean never returning to Elven land though. There was a difference in refusing to be bullied and just throwing yourself into a woodchipper. One last chance. He'd see if he could walk back the punishment for not just killing Taipan into a reduced sentence, instead of a life of hateful glowering at his back.


"My apologies Lord Bald'rt, I did not mean to imply this. I will, of course, take my responsibilities towards your daughter seriously, and I thank you for offering her service. Such a skilled fighter would always be welcome at my side. I do wonder, is a lifetime bond truly warranted? Please excuse my ignorance, your son has done his best but I have lived in this world a bare half year and know next to nothing of the Elven kind, let alone intricacies of Iriel'en culture." He said with utmost deference, internally yammering incoherent curses on all Elf kind.


The serious expression turned light, the Elf lord was even faintly amused. Did he read minds? Ulric questioned, did he know how badly the Human before him wished only to be left in peace? Was this punishment for his snark earlier? Shit, he’d gone on talking, Ulric pulled himself together.


"Just so. And, please, you may use only my name, you have earned recognition as a friend of the Aes’r-Iriel’en for returning my son to me and taking up his care with such diligence. Call me Bald'rt. Lords of the land should discard formalities outside of high occasions.” And, just like that, the Elf king was speaking to him as if to an old friend, cheerfully ignorant of the destruction he’d just wrought.


“Human lives, are, and I do not mean this in any derogatory way, brief in comparison to the woodland peoples. My daughter has brought this upon herself and, should she survive her service, will be better for the experience. I am gladdened that our disagreements can be left behind without bloodshed. Now. You questioned, rightfully, the courtesy of my hall. I admit I was less than hospitable, forgive me. Especially you, Lumyt'seit, you have clearly been injured. As have you Ulric Glade Chief, I see you favor your left arm. Hopefully my daughter is not also responsible for this injury. Come, let us have nourishment. I will summon a healer to tend wounds while you tell me how it comes to pass that a Human should live in the Forest of the Forgotten."


Just like that, Brighteyes' dad bulldozed everybody in the room into lunch. Dinner. Whatever. Ulric was too busy trying to avoid an anxiety attack to care.


Elves dressed in functional shirts and pants of common coloration must have been the employees of the household. Food was brought out to the great tables. Bald'rt insisted Ulric sit to his right while Brighteyes sat to his left. Warriors rotated, alternating eating voraciously at the table and taking up guard duty. Taipan was clearly on the shitlist, she sat at the very end of the table, moving food around a plate and eating little.


Ulric felt like he was a stake, pounded into the ground to remain there forever. There was booze! Oh, thank all the gods in the heavens and all the demons in every hell that he didn’t have to take this sober.


Accepting a tankard with a mumbled “Many thanks.” In his poor Elvish, he downed it quickly, ignoring the burn that promised potency.


He’d been trapped by this grinning Elf using a chain made of clever obligation. Now he had to find a loophole. Quickly.


Now that the tension was gone, the Elf Lord played the part of a loquacious and gracious host. Ulric found him to be, not just pleasant, but even engaging. Like an older Brighteyes. And that one had been correct, they even had a similar sense of humor. As the booze settled into him, he may have indulged in one or three more of those, Ulric lost some of his normal inhibition when being in a crowded room of strangers. Actually, he lost most of his normal inhibitions, as Brighteyes and his father told stories, wove tales of wonder and, occasionally, Ulric could feel when he was being prodded and played the game of finding places to throw needles with this Elven Lord. Both scored points but Ulric would admit defeat. His adversary was too strong, too experienced. In a twist that beggared his imagination he found himself liking this father of Brighteyes and Taipan.


Now the trap closed completely. He was done. The meal came to a close but nobody left.


What started as a rather sedate dinner got out of hand. Quickly. Word had gotten around that Brighteyes had returned safely. While most of the citizens of this land were gone, the fortress, palace, thing that was this place was jam packed. Warriors mostly. But a healthy smattering of important folk who had wanted to remain active in the defense of their homeland and all the people that made up the infrastructure of the place were still there.


More elves showed up. The original set of warriors, Bald'rt's bodyguards, apparently, took up their positions and others joined the festivities. Cheers at their young lord's survival were taken up. Kegs were tapped. Elven liquor was as vicious as their disposition towards prisoners. None would be taken, all must perish.


Somehow the room filled without Ulric noticing. Extra tables were hauled in and the cooks took this chance to perform miracles. In the course of trading barbs with the Elven Lord of Iriel, Ulric had been prompted to retell the story of his killing of the [Forest Lord]. Bald'rt, disbelieving, had demanded a showing of the magic that could slay the ancient terror. Ulric, much drunker than he thought he was, obliged. They got a large melon, the name of which was lost to time , and Ulric overcharged a [Voltaic Grip] that covered half the room in exploded fruit. Lightning dancing between his hands the room roared out cheering at the fall of the old beast that had taken many an Elven Hunter on the borders of the Plateau.


Not to be outdone in his own realm, and, most definitely also inebriated, Bald'rt demonstrated some kind of brilliant red moon fire that completely atomized a brother melon, painting all within arms-reach in fruit, to which the room roared again.


More Drinks were passed around and foods unlike anything Ulric had eaten before were consumed. Elves cheered and danced. And they were all beautiful. Every godsdamned one of them.


Someone tended Ulric's arm. A glowing hand, probably less blurry than it had appeared, washed heat through his forearm and, just a few minutes later, the limb was completely free of pain. For that matter the small cuts, the hole in his hand that had already almost healed, shrapnel wounds, all of it was gone. Ulric was pretty sure he kissed the elf who did it. He actually didn't even remember if it was a man or woman. Didn't matter, he didn't hurt, at all, for the first time in weeks.


Brighteyes told the tale of their fight with the [Heckler monkey] pack to a rapt crowd, acting out his part of the battle with a roaring hearth behind him casting dancing shadows as he gestured, cut, dodged, and slashed. Lord Bald'rt was so proud he swept his son in an embrace, exclaiming at his "Magnificent golden son" and the two wept tears.


Ulric blacked out after that. He woke in a bed that was soft enough to convince himself of the existence of gods, outside his meeting of one. His tongue was coated with velvet and there was a throbbing tiredness that bespoke a mighty hangover. The room around him was unfamiliar. So was the naked elf beside him. She snored lightly and Ulric took the opportunity to reflect that, other than almost dying a bunch of times, his life in Varda was the most amazing thing that could have ever happened to him.


Now, if only he could escape this sylvan insane asylum minus one malignantly hostile serpent.


            

    
        Chapter 40: Peace Offering

    
    
    
    
                
There was something to be said for ending a half year life of bare subsistence with a wild assed party. In spite of the secondary effects of too much drink, Ulric was feeling as good as he had since the first day he'd arrived. He probably had the woman at his side, draped like silk over his stomach and legs to thank for that. She certainly looked like a good time, dark skinned, jet hair, and tending towards the more bouncy side of her people. He couldn't remember anything and, wow, wasn't that just unfair? After a brief try…nope. Nothing. He'd been well and truly black out drunk.


Appreciation for the fine curves and delicate features of his bedmate occupied him for a few minutes. Then he turned his attention to the room around the bed. It had the standard Elven love of natural flowing design. Wardrobes looked like they'd grown out of the wall. Night stands of woven branches with a circular table top carved, all in vines that yet had a mysteriously smooth surface. No windows, so they were in an interior room. Somehow, natural daylight still managed to illuminate the room with dawn's soft rays. Probably magic.


The bed, which occupied the majority of the room, was big enough to accommodate at least two more people. He didn't know what the sheets were made of but they reminded him of a very fine Merino wool. Stretchy but soft. The comforters though were some sort of down, he could feel the odd poke of feather through the top sheet.


Everywhere was the Elven embrace of natural themes. Even the ceiling was relief carved. Was this attention the result of the sheer longevity of Elven craftsmen? He could imagine that, if you lived for hundreds and hundreds of years, what was a decade carving perfection into a room? He shook his head at the difference in perspective that must naturally arise between their peoples. It was easy to understand how a being that lived for so long could come to view the shorter-lived races as inferior or animalistic. Didn't excuse treating another sapient being as less, simply because their experience differed, but it was a thing he could understand happening. Only if you were kind of a dick though.


Speaking of which, his body, his hale, healthy, uncrippled body, was wide awake now. Amazing. Drinking like that would normally leave him half dead for at least three days. He definitely healed faster than in the old world. Other things happened faster too, but, fortunately, not the wrong things. As he got to know when the woman sharing his bed woke up and smiled at him before wordlessly reaching for his manhood. An incredible hour of being wrung out like a dish rag followed. His partner left first, humming a nameless tune as she dressed in warrior's garb, leaving him in a bed that looked like animals had been fighting in it. Boneless post coital bliss made him wax philosophic.


Yep. Sometimes you had to die to learn to live. And, sometimes, living meant caring only about the now. A time and a place for giving the future its due, same as for letting the past teach its lessons. But the now, that was, above all else, the only time you were real. He hadn’t been laid in a long time and it showed.


It was a half hour before he felt like he could walk without wobbling. Ye gods, he hadn't even gotten her name.  He wondered how rude it would be to find someone by asking around for the birth mark on their left cheek.  Ok, down Simba, shit to do, Ulric told himself.


Ulric dressed. He gave his armor a good once over, checking straps and ties like he'd done it all his life.  More magical bullshit, that was his [Warrior] class perks in action.  Everything was tight and fit correctly when he finished securing it. He hefted his pack and that long fucking trident and made his way out of the room to see what goings on were happening in Elfland. He left the bed as it was. That was going to be a project, holy shit. He'd come back in a while and deal with it.


Looking around the hall Ulric quickly realized he had a navigational problem. The problem was that he had no navigation. He'd been entirely out of his mind when he arrived, there were no memories of where he’d been or gone to have any idea where he was. The Elven citadel had twelve stories to it, each its own small town. He currently was absent even the most rudimentary information regarding where he'd ended up. Nothing for it. Ulric took off walking, a bounce in his step.


He let the light be his guide. Heading towards the brighter light he eventually made it to an open terrace, a railed plaza, that let him get his bearings. He was on the ninth layer of the fortress. Three levels down from the royal hall in which the festivities had started. The sylvan folk were up and about, servants going here and there with duties, warriors moving in small groups and discussing whatever it was warriors talked about. Not everyone in the fortress had been at the party, of course, but enough had that he regularly saw faces that signaled greetings. A couple put their hands together and then mocked an explosion. So, they had been there for the story of the [Forest Lord]'s fall. And the melon. All told, it felt nice to not be a pariah. These dudes were actually kind of alright.  A little intense.  But alright.


Ulric was starting to wonder if the levels of the fortress had any political or social meaning. Did the lower floors belong to specific groups compared to the higher floors? Was he, somehow, making some kind of statement by even being on this level? Was he just overthinking non relevant shit because he didn't want to think about having Taipan as a bondsman for the rest of his days?


And, like the cruel, relentless voodoo curse that she was, she appeared.


He remembered that she had left the festivities almost immediately, to the collective relief of the entire room. Now she was stalking towards him, face a gorgeous thundercloud. Ulric briefly considered jumping to the platform below. Too far, he'd probably break his legs, and then she'd be able to stand over top of him, gloating, the entire time he healed. Instead, he swallowed his immediate distaste and attempted civility. It was hard not to scowl, but he managed.


"Good morning, Taipan, how do the twinned suns find you?" He offered, as politely as he could manage, if not cheerfully.


"My life is ashes because of you, how do you think they find me, you jumped up vagrant Valin?" She returned, full of venom.


Civility attempted. Civility discarded.


"Forgive me, I do not speak 'conniving ne'er-do-well'. Please, try a language with which I am familiar, such as, 'not an asshole', or maybe one with which you are better familiar like, 'I do this to myself'." Ulric jabbed, with an overly helpful tone.


She was beaten easily, this time. The reality of what had transpired yesterday was too fresh, sapping her will to continue. Maybe there’d be no fun baiting a beaten foe.


"Forget it.” She spat, disgusted, “Father has decided my fate, and, I have deserved it. I should never have wasted my breath on you and simply allowed you to set your own head in a trap. Then father would have killed you and I would be free to hunt down your vile kin. Now I am cursed to be your Shadow, to prove my honor by doing worthless things while my brothers and sisters claim glory killing invaders." She lamented.


Squaring her stance, she demanded


"What will you have of me, Lord Ulric Einar Glade Chief?"


He wasn't an expert on Elvish digs, though he would learn quickly if he hung around Bald'rt for very long, but he had a feeling that that many titles and way of naming were probably more sarcasm than respect. Easy enough to take that barb from her bow.


"Please, Taipan, just Ulric is fine. You will remain in my service for many, many, years let us forego the formal titles." He told her in an obviously falsely kind voice.


Okay, no, it turned out there was still a little bit fun whipping this particular horse. He owed her for sitting there knowing she’d poisoned him and saying nothing of it until well after he’d started showing symptoms of maybe dying from it.


She didn't attempt a riposte though, merely narrowed her eyes and avoided further engagement. He won the point. But he didn't feel quite good about it, the dynamic was too far shifted in his favor by their adjustment of status. More like, it sucks to suck? Just what the fuck was a Shadow anyway? He still didn’t know, and he needed to know, else he couldn’t undo it.


Instead of responding, Taipan fell into step at Ulric's left-hand side a few paces back. That left Ulric to either ask her for help in finding out where the hell to go or to simply roam. They would both starve to death before he would ask her for help so that pretty much meant that Ulric was going to stretch his legs.


He took off at an easy pace. The sluggishness of too much booze was working out of his system. Morning sex had a way of lubricating the gears too. The citadel was enormous. He wandered through pavilions, each seemingly dedicated to a different purpose. Elven tradesmen were weaving in and out of structures, aprons hung with the myriad tools of their craft, and all of them were busy. Ulric almost followed a smith, hammer and tongs marking him out, but restrained himself. Soon. But, first, Ulric was looking for a way to get back in touch with Bald'rt, or with someone who could speak for him. He would have settled for finding Brighteyes too. Unfortunately, both had vanished into the alcohol fueled oblivion of the last night. So far as he knew the boy hadn't partaken of that, although, he was more than legal in human years. No probably not, age notwithstanding, Brighteyes was still a child. A precocious and worldly one, but a child, nevertheless.


A cart rolled by filled with monster parts that caught Ulric's eye. Bones, scales, hides, claws, the odd jar of stingers, it was a bonanza of materials. A fine pair of hips were propelling it but that was more distant observation than it would have been previously. Ulric's thoughts turned to the bone shards, glassresin, [Steelwood], and cores in his pack. The cores especially. Brighteyes had said they were valuable but various distractions had prevented Ulric from really following up on that.  When was the last time he'd actually considered the concept of money?


He'd been mostly worried about getting here alive. That objective accomplished, the boy returned to his home, the Elven city arrayed, empty, below him, left him feeling adrift. The Elf following soundlessly behind him drug at him like a lead weight.


Iriel was both everything, and nothing, like he'd imagined. The natives were a mix of Tolkien's quietly dignified folk and Comanches. Both reserved and blatant, calm but intense.


Ulric had a feeling that was related to the inherent dangers posed by the environment. Violence was everywhere. Death walked the forest below, held in abeyance by the courage and might of Hunters, Warriors, and the strengths of the individual. He was seeing a far skewed picture of that spectrum, granted; in all likelihood, only the ones who could properly fight that had remained behind. Yet, nothing he'd seen of the interactions and culture of the Iriel'en suggested anything but a people who lived on a knife's edge. And enjoyed it. The only softness or gentleness was in the way they revered their forest home; that they tended like a loving gardener her strawberries. Everything else was a battle to be won, a challenge to be taken, or a duty to be fulfilled. Admirable. Understandable. A little sad.


Fingers snapping, mind processing, Ulric just sort of zoned out, traveling aimlessly. When he came to a stair that led upwards he took it, absent intent to find anything particular. It was almost an hour before he was broken from his reverie. It was, of course, Taipan who disturbed his peace.


"Where are you going? We have been passing through Irielhos like termites winding a rotted log." She asked acidly.


Sighing, Ulric walked to the rail of the pavilion, one which stood out proudest from the trunk of the giant from which the fortress was supported. The air whipped violently as Ulric stared into the golden browns and faded reds of the majestic wood around him noticing how the colors scattered into the sky as leaves were loosed like dandelion seeds.


Was this it then? He wondered. He was never to have a moment's peace from now on? Lord Bald'rt Iriel had judged, in his skew, twisty, Elven mind, that Taipan's punishment was to last for his entire life.


It did have a sort of deeply ironic fairness. But he knew, to his bones, that Taipan's punishment would be his own. Two souls twined in a hell of backbiting, bickering, snark, and vitreol. Ulric was all for a game of wits and needles. But this would not be that. No, this would be torture unending.


Worse, he couldn't escape it. He very much doubted that there would be any way short of killing Taipan to keep her from stepping in his shadow, enacting this justice on him. And if he did that, then there was no question; her disturbingly attractive father would leave his throne, find him, and grind him fine.


He needed a way out. He considered, again, supplication to a diety. He might get lucky, apparently people weren't being entirely figurative about gods around here. When none made themselves readily available, probably from fear he might order Taipan to follow them around, he decided he had to try something. Anything.


Leaning his hard-won weapon on the rail he dug through the pack until he found that object he sought. Out came the faceted crystal that had once been the core of the [Forest Lord], its shimmering chromatic hues radiant in the morning suns light. Ulric rose and pushed it into Taipan's hands, who took it only to keep from dropping it off the pavilion.


She looked like he'd handed her a spider. A deadly one.


"What is this? What are you doing?" She demanded.


"A peace offering. That's the [Forest Lord]'s core. It's yours. I do not have a use for such a thing but I have been told it is valuable." Ulric said.


"I do not want it. You don't know what you're doing at all, do you?” the former Huntress snapped, before mellowing slightly, “This is priceless. It is a thing beyond treasure. For what reason would you give it to me?”


She ran over the attempt he made to explain that peace meant silence, most of the time, proving the point of why he’d want to give it to her in the first place.


“There is no battle between us any longer Glade Chief, I am to serve as your Shadow now, you do not need to give me this." Taipan rebutted, for once too surprised to instill her normal scorn.


Even as she said that her hands held it as if it would shatter to pieces in the breeze.


Ulric spoke softly, trying as hard as he could to make clear his sincerity.


"Look, Taipan, I cannot change the past. I know you suffered harm by the actions of humans, and I know I have not been kind to you, though you should also know that you invited most of that unkindness. Even so, I do not desire to live with your enmity on my shoulder. I am sorry for the losses inflicted on you, I truly am. No one should be forced to live with such a thing. But I did not hurt you and I do not accept responsibility for the actions of the ones who did. So. Take this priceless thing, which I obtained by sheer chance and have no love for, and let the past lie. At least where we two are concerned."


Her hands turned the core over and over. She looked back between the two of them, from core to man, sometimes, for whatever reason sparing a glance for the trident, saying nothing the entire time. Finally, she came to some decision and, for the first time since he'd laid eyes on her, she stopped looking angry.


She gently handed him back the core, shaking her head, hair sending twilight cascades with the motion.


"Lumyt'seit was right, you are worms in head. I cannot take that, it would burn me with shame to know I had gained it because you found my presence so intolerable you would rather part with a treasure you cannot fathom than face me." Taipan announced.


"I loathe the Valin and Jormun who took from me. I will always hate them. But, fool that you are, in this you are right. I did you an injustice, from hate, and was shamed by you. I did the Iriel’en, most particularly, my dearest Lumyt'seit, a mortal wrong by breaking his Guestright and trying to maneuver you into death at my father's hand. All my people know this and I am shamed again. This punishment is the least thing Father could do to me, and that is also shaming. I will not continue to deepen my crimes through spite, and you do not need to give me anything to see it ended. It is ended."


There was the echo of her sire's strength of will in that declaration. She had decided the way the world would turn and that was that. Ulric was so relieved he was very nearly giddy.


He didn't know what he was going to do with that core though. Treasure beyond treasure Taipan had called it and Brighteyes had said something similar, hadn't he? If the gawking of passersby were any indication it was very much that. For now, he put it back in his pack and shouldered it, tension bleeding from his thoughts.


"I would have an answer to this question though, Ulric Glade Chief."


Taipan stated, with some of that latent hostility in her tone, if not to the extremes of earlier.


Burrowing ahead before he could say anything she demanded "What is it, this thing you are calling me, this Taipan. And why do you not use people's names? You do not give Lumyt'seit his proper name either."


Ulric's stress immediately returned before he heard the question and calmed. That wasn't as bad as he'd thought.


"I call Brighteyes Brighteyes because it was the first thing I noticed about him when we met.” Ulric answered, honestly.


“I didn't know he could speak human, which at that time his human was terrible so it was mostly the same thing. He seemed fine with the nickname and it stuck. Hell, it was even the name I saw when I [Scan]'d him during his lesson on how to use [Scan]. Later on, I asked him for his real name and he told me Lumyt'seit could translate to Flashing Gaze in human. By that time, I'd been calling him Brighteyes for weeks and he said it was a good name so that was that.” He finished.


With more than a little ruefulness he got to the first part of her question, “As for you, a Taipan, from my old life, was a type of snake reknowned for its foul temper and highly toxic venom. For obvious reasons I called you that because you reminded me of nothing so much as the viper in nearly all of our interactions."


Her eyes, slightly narrowed at first, widened to almost acceptance, before drawing back down in to a scowl. She really needed to stop doing that, she was going to give herself wrinkles. She opened her mouth to speak, almost certainly to say something nasty, judging by her expression but she closed it immediately. Turning over a new leaf was hard. Especially when irritable was your natural state. Ulric would know, he'd lived an entire life that way and it had taken the shock of being thrown naked into a wild primeval to give him perspective enough to shake some of that mindset.


Eventually, she seemed to come to terms with what Ulric told her.


"I do not like being called Taipan, even if it was deserved. I am called Geyrt Iriel, Eldest Daughter of Bald'rt, [Lord of the Deep Wood]. I will be your Shadow now to serve as your left hand. Your enemies are mine and your interests I will advance as far as I am able, for as long as you live." Geyrt declared loudly.


Folk had never stopped their comings or goings throughout all of this, and, given that Elf hearing was pretty good, knew what was up. They didn't pause or show any sign though and it was as if a curtain had been drawn on that part of the pavilion, none crossing an invisible threshold. They had an odd sense for how to generate privacy where there was none, did the Iriel'en.


No way out but forward, Ulric thought. He stepped forward and offered up his hand. Then he had to explain hand-shakes before she got the wrong idea. A firm shake later and Ulric sealed his fate.


"Well met Geyrt Iriel. I accept your service, as bidden by Bald'rt Iriel Chief, and will take seriously all the obligations laid on me. With any luck this is gonna be a long job, I hope we can get along."


*PING*


It was very nearly all he could do not to scream.


            

    
        Chapter 41:  Meeting Kings and Dragons

    
    
    
    
                Let's get this over with, Ulric thought. It had been a good while since he'd paid his status any attention, other than a few checks on his health to see the plateau of his regeneration, due to the serious sustained injury from the broken arm. Till now, he'd had little reason.


He quickly summoned his status noting a difference in stat modifiers, those bonuses to his base person that he still viewed with deep suspicion.


It actually took a second to figure out what had changed. He didn't feel anything in his core so his magic was the same. And there it was in the titles.

[image: image-placeholder]

Snake Charmer. And that description…he earnestly hoped Brighteyes' assessment about the rudeness of randomly [Scan]'ing people was on point. If Geyrt saw this she was going to blow her stack. Ulric resolved never to speak of it. It had bonuses though and those were always nice. Ulric wasn't sure if, how, or why, those bonuses were reflected in his own consciousness. To be honest, he would probably never be entirely comfortable with the entire status thing. He did put a mental bookmark in spending some time one night to try to figure out the disturbingly aggressive impulses that were cropping up.


He'd been so well adjusted in his own world, or, you know, probably not. It's just that a lifetime of socialization and behavioral training from his parents had likely reigned in his more destructive tendencies. Varda didn't just restrain those, it developed them. People who couldn't get down with a little ultraviolence better stay behind very high, very thick walls, and hope to avoid the notice of their less reserved counterparts.


None of this was getting him any closer to figuring out what the hell he was going to do about finding a tutor for magic or establishing connections. Might as well make Taipan, Geyrt, he reminded himself, useful.


"Geyrt, I came to Iriel not only to fulfill obligations towards your brother but also to find a tutor to teach me how to wield magic and to find willing trade partners for the materials I have obtained through harvests on the Plateau. Where is a good place to start with such a thing?" He asked.


"This requires you to speak again with my father." Geyrt said without hesitation.


"We are in war stance. All the people in Irielhos will be carrying out their assigned duties and to take time away from them will need his approval. As far as materials, if you truly have bones of the [Forest Lord] they will be highly sought after. Cores will be desired as well. These can all be used to manufacture tools for war. But do not part with the [Forest Lord] core, this is something that should be a relic of your House, a proof of your authority and symbol of power. Most Greater Houses have some similar object. And do not tell anyone you tried to give it to me." His Shadow continued.


She sounded a little nervous at that last part. Had it really been so bad an idea? Well, maybe, but he was desperate and desperate men did desperate things. If she had been forced to live with her she would understand. Taipan mentioned Houses and Greater Houses too, he hadn't heard anything about any of those from Brighteyes. Probably related to Elven politics and society that hadn't been relevant to anything related to not getting monster'd in the bush so it hadn't been worth mention.


Sounded like they needed to find Bald'rt before anything else. Back to the top? But how? Ulric caved. Despite his earlier determination to never rely on the waspish woman they’d, maybe, made up just a little, or at least agreed to start from a neutral footing.


"Geyrt, I'm not going to lie to you, I was absolutely smashed last night. I have no idea how I got down here. You will need to lead the way if we want to get there in a reasonable time frame." Ulric admitted.


"That much was obvious Ulric Glade Chief. Unless you simply wanted to leave your footprints on every path in the citadel. This is my duty, follow me." She said archly.


The worst of their animosity was behind them but that didn't make Geyrt any less…difficult…was how Brighteyes had described her. Good enough. Ulric wasn't going to look a gift horse in the mouth. He let his Shadow lead, sure steps moving them efficiently through the press of busy Elves on their way here and there.


Many of the pavilions they passed had rows of Warriors drilling. Some in formations, some singly. Sometimes in spars. They were all business. There was blood on the Heartwood floor. Healers were tending broken bones, lacerations, and all manner of hurts as the Elves sloughed off weakness like Ulric was shaking his hangover. It made sense. They lived a long, long time. Can't keep a razor edge up all the time, that was how soldiers broke down. Instead, they crafted fundamentals and, in times like these, polished their skills back to readiness.


Geyrt explained what Ulric was seeing at Ulric's unspoken question. Warriors spent their duties in shifts. A Warrior would only be in active duty for a year and then they would rotate off for three. Many of them did double duties as Hunters, a separate role with separate responsibilities. So, at any given time, up to, call it two thirds, of the Iriel'en fighting force was off duty. War had brought every last one of them back to full service and they were arming, training, strategizing, and generally getting ready to make whoever had attacked very sorry. That was the reason why they evacuated their city of civilians. None of the warriors were going to stay behind to protect the structures. Every last one was moving with purpose to take the battles to the enemy. First, they would stall the advance. Then they would cut off the reinforcements and supplies. Then they would strangle the invaders. Finally, they would leave the shelter of the trees to carve a symbol of pain into their attackers so deep they would not return for many lives of men.


It was with no small amount of pride that she told him this. It underlined everything said, her voice carrying the love of her people. Interestingly, she held absolutely no resentment at her current situation, no denial whatsoever in her responsibility for what had happened to her. It was a mark in her favor to Ulric's sensibilities. It was one thing to admit you had erred. It was much harder thing to accept your part in resolving those errors, especially in a case as severe as Geyrt's. Being a Hunter had meant a great deal to her, that much was clear when she spoke of them. Not only because it was a vehicle for her revenge, but also because that was where her heart truly lied. Roaming the deep wood as a sentinel ensuring her people's safety.


That was gone from her and it was a pain she wore bravely. But it would be temporary. Not so damned temporary if Ulric had anything to say about it. He was going to do every last thing in his power to see to it Bald'rt's justice lasted long.


Speaking of the Lord of the land, they had ascended another spiraling set of stairs to reach the uppermost level of this fortress city; Irielhos, Geyrt had called it. There was the familiar hall, and inside the hall were those imposing bronze doors. A pair of serious looking, if handsome, guards were holding the door. As they approached Ulric felt himself dissected, analyzed, reassembled, and declared no threat. That did not wound his pride, not any longer. He had experienced the tyrannical existence that was the Blood Moon of Iriel. There was little he could do to stop that Elf from killing him about twenty times before he realized it.


The doors swung open again in their gravity defying turn. Ulric would love to get his hands on their mechanisms and materials. This entire place was a marvel of magical material science fuckery. Before he could lust too heavily they were ushered into the throne room.


On the dais, in his regular place, sat Bald'rt. On smaller recessed seats that Ulric had not noticed the previous evening sat a trio of Elven women that stood head and shoulders above the rest. Only Geyrt, and the Lord himself, rivaled them for status as perfection incarnate. Sweet Watcher's tits, they were gorgeous. He had very few illusions about being a good looking man. Compared to them, it didn't matter, he was a troll.


One of them was colored as the deep wood folk. Golden brown skin, reddish brown hair, and piercing red eyes, gold flecked. So that would have to be Geyrt's mother. He could tell by the pinched lips and they scowled the same. She also had her daughter's athletic frame, if not her height. The next to the left could only be Brighteyes' dam. She had his pale complexion and golden hair. She also had the same gentle calm and a brown eyed gaze that suggested total control of the situation. Any situation. She tended towards the slim, just shy of delicate. The last was a bit of a mystery. She had skin more akin to Ulric's own tan than any of the Elves he'd seen thus far. Her hair was actually crimson red, brilliant fire pouring down all the way to the floor. Her expression was that of a sphinx, he could gain nothing of her disposition. What he could see was that she had the largest knockers of any elf he'd ever seen. They were on prominent display too with a deeply cleaved dress.


Ulric pulled his gaze away before it could be interpreted as insulting. These people had no right being this pretty. It was worse than with the Watcher. That was a being too perfect to be real. There was no doubt that you were looking at something beyond mortal ken. These haunting creatures though had imperfections that only offset, only embellished the rest of them. Without a doubt he was looking at the three wives of Bald'rt that Brighteyes had mentioned. Damn. Must be nice to be king. The man himself was reclined comfortably in his throne picking what looked like grape sized strawberries off of a small segment of vine. It was still incredibly off putting how similar he was in appearance to his knockout daughter.


Bald'rt spoke first, as was his right.


"Ahh Ulric Glade Chief, you have returned from the festivities looking well. I am sorry that I could not accompany you through the rest of the evening but my family needed tending. In any case, I do believe you were well taken care of, if the gaggle of fine lasses throwing hands for rights was any indication. You are well, yes? Elven spirits can have a mighty kick, and they frequently don't stop just because the fun has." The Elven lord spoke, good humored prodding in his voice.


Sparring with this Elf was proving to be a joy to Ulric. He had such a finesse with making a harmless sounding statement into a pointed joke. Such as the implication that Ulric might be suffering from a hangover. He was, but was not near as inflicted as was the suggestion. What he could remember of the previous night was that the two had spent enough time crossing words that Ulric knew he could not win the battle. He just had to let the other guy know there was one.


"Bald'rt Iriel Chief, your hospitality was never in question. The return of your kin and needs of family are always paramount. Your dais is far more intimidating this day than the previous, I would never blame you for having your attention turned by requirements of state. I fear I partook too much of the powerful spirits, I confess I cannot remember how events unfolded past a certain point. I have no complaints about how the dawn found me though and you have my thanks for providing such bounty." Ulric returned.


He could tell that the Lord caught the implication that he was either too intimidated or too henpecked to be able escape his wives' notice. The exchange was fairly even. Ulric had gotten blistered by the Elven wine and the Lord of the Castle ruled in the shadow of Dragons. Both barbs were subtly levied and both carried truth enough that neither could deny them outright without lending extra depth to the thrust.


Ulric was not, however, prepared for the counter attack.


"I am gladdened that my son's benefactor was able to enjoy the revelry to completion, not all can handle the pace of Elven festivities. That aside, I have heard tale from the birds that you offered a dowry unheard of for my daughter. I will not say that you work too fast, many have vied for her. I will tell you now that you are over humble, she does not merit such a bridal price as the gem you presented. My wonderful flower is, alas, a thorny one and the blood she draws does detract from her value. Glad I am that she had the sense to reject such an over generous offer, sense I was beginning to despair she had thrown to the way side." Spoke the Lord, a slight grin finding its way into his features.


The implication that Ulric had not been able to pleasure his partner slid off him, unable to find purchase. His ravaged bed was evidence enough of the falsehood of that. No, what had him in a near panic was this bride talk. Exactly when the hell had he ever so much as spoken a suggestion of such a thing? Surely not when he'd been insulting her. Even hard-asses like this could not interpret such profane abuse as a proposition of marriage. It had to be his peace offering, the core. But he'd clearly stated his intent was merely to let bygones be bygones. At no point had he even remotely implied his purpose was marriage, what the fuck was going on here?


Geyrt was apoplectic. Her mouth opened and closed half a dozen times between turning from Ulric to her father. Geyrt's mother was glaring openly at her husband, who let the gaze pass through his body to score the wood on the other side.


The other two wives shared a rolling of eyes that indicated they were well marinated in their spouse's japes and teasing.


Oh hey, there was Brighteyes! Ulric hadn't even noticed him between the presence of the sylvan beauties on the dais and the [Lord of the Deep Wood]'s immediate verbal onslaught. He'd been looking around though as he processed the fresh Elven nonsense thrown his way, finding some way to disarm Elf lord. Brighteyes bore a resigned expression, as if he had anticipated this encounter and was waiting for things to proceed as they must. So, no help from that quarter.


It would seem that Bald'rt was in full form. Having thoroughly caught Ulric flat footed, and perturbed his first wife as a bonus, he turned what should have been orderly retreat into a rout.


"It is good that you would do things in the old traditions, I will thank personally whoever it was that told you how to do it correctly. Hunters offering other Hunters trophies from their most prized kills to woo is not frequently done anymore but it is the most appropriate way to capture the affection of my little [Shadow Panther]. And such a trophy! Too humble by half I say. It is no wonder she beat her other suitors bloody, they had not even the nerve to approach her as befit a Hunter. It is just as well, a great thing it is to seal alliances with a recently crowned Lord of the lands, rather than some lesser House's third son. Worry not that she will outlive you, she will carry your House to greater heights after your passing, I have faith. We will need to find a compromise though, I cannot have such an unbalanced offering and you will not have more of my daughters from me. Perhaps you can bring her something a little more reasonable, like a [Crimson Drake], no, even better a [Gilded Queen's Rose]. Yes that will do perfectly." Bald'rt drove forward ruthlessly.


Ulric couldn't speak. How this malicious creature had lived over three hundred years was unbelievable. Geyrt's mother was gripping the dagger hilt in her belt so hard her dark hands were pale. The woman herself looked ready to abandon all dignity and flee the room.


Rescue came from unexpected allies.


The golden woman on the dais, Brighteyes' mother, reached across her shaking companion, patting her shoulder with one hand, in commiseration at their shared suffering, and casually punched her husband hard enough to send him hurtling across the room into the wall from which he rebounded into a table, throwing its contents around the hall. The royal person lay underneath the destroyed kindling of the table laughing breathlessly. A wheezing Elvish question of "Too much?" escaped the debris.


"You are incorrigible, husband." She told the rubble before turning to the center of the room.


"Please, Ulric Glade Chief, excuse my wayward husband. He cannot resist his teasing, even when proper reason should have told him to stop long ago. I will remind him of royal decorum later. Privately."


The tone of that last word was either a very, very good thing, or a very, very bad thing. Ulric wasn't sure anymore. What he was sure of was that he had vastly underestimated the strength of these people. He was comparing them to Brighteyes and Geyrt. That was very much comparing puppies to full grown wolves. It also put into perspective his own status. Every person on that dais could almost certainly render him into paste.


Straightening her gown from her marital correction, she defused the situation gracefully.


"We did, indeed hear of your offer to Geyrt, as we did also hear of the intent behind it. Know that you are under no obligations and that she was fully correct to reject such an offer, both for the spirit of its intent and for the custom of which you could not know. I would not accept such a thing anyway, you have proven yourself a friend of the Elves but are too much an unknown to give away a daughter to marriage. Perhaps in a few decades. Even this Shadow business walks a thin line that I have objected to. Strenuously."


"As have I." interjected Geyrt's mother, who finally turned her baleful gaze from her spouse to level a merely dissatisfied one on Ulric.


"For her transgressions she should have been challenged and slain. Since you, Glade Chief, chose to forego that, clearly in deference to our Lumyt'seit's affection for his sister, it should have fallen to my husband to level the punishment." She said without mercy.


Hard as the Heartwood below his feet was that one. Geyrt, for her part, did not look like she disagreed, nor expect anything less. That put some things into context. His new Shadow bore her father's appearance but the temperament of her mother, which was useful information. It also put into perspective Brighteyes' commitment in telling fully, the unfolding of events. He'd basically condemned his own sister, or, at least, had known it would be a possibility. No wonder he'd been sad. What a guy, Ulric owed him a solid.


"You know I could not do that, Vedyr." Said a booming voice from the remains of the destroyed table.


Bald'rt rose from the ashes of his demise resplendent. Brushing the remaining splinters off his clothes he returned to his seat on the throne as if nothing had happened.


His first wife sniffed loudly and he patted her hand gently mouthing the word "later" in Elvish, which seemed to mollify her somewhat.


"I have never made secret that my little Geyrt is the apple of my eye and my favorite daughter. It is true that her crimes are great, and that they did merit punishment of equal magnitude. I will not have it said that Guestright is a thing of air, nor is the lesser crime of leaving ones post something to be ignored. But she did these things while her mind was greatly unsettled by the grief we all shared for Lumyt'seit's supposed death, and deserves a chance to redress them. A human lifespan in service is long enough to contemplate the wrongs she has done and to make amends. Ulric Glade Chief, when your time on Varda is done, having made good her oaths, I will welcome my Geyrt back to Iriel without reservation and restore her position of Hunter, if she should still want it. I made my will known last evening, as I made it known this morn, and now have I also made it known here before all parties. Thrice have I said and done: I have made my decision and will hear no more on it." Declared the [Lord of the Deep Wood] in a tone that said the matter was over.


This was the most awkward five minutes of Ulric's entire existence. This was, somehow, more awkward than waking up naked in a strange forest. He now felt an entirely new level of sympathy for both Brighteyes and Geyrt. There was no way they escaped from such an upbringing unscathed. If a person could melt through the floor from pure embarrassment his Shadow would have long since parted from this room. Brighteyes shared the same look of practiced tolerance with his mother. The sphinx on her seat remained impassive.


Tentatively, Ulric tried to salvage things as best as he could.


"I am glad there are no misperceptions about the nature of my gift towards your daughter, Lord Bald'rt. I meant no harm, just the opposite, I had hoped to grant her a gift to promote our…cooperation. But things are now to rights and I am satisfied that all parties are at ease, yes? That brings me to the purpose of my visit today. I have gathered many bounties from the place you know as the [Forest of the Forgotten], among other names, and from my own glade. I would make available these things for trade but know not who to seek. I have also experienced, er, less than optimal outcomes from my own attempts to learn control of mana and wanted to contract one who could instruct me in this, if it is possible."


Ulric spoke as carefully as he could. Choosing his words such that there could be no misinterpretation for that jackal on the throne to misconstrue to his purpose. This is probably where people got the whole Fae don't lie but lure you into making deals stuff. He felt like he was dealing with a malicious lawyer.


The Dragons were not entirely thrilled with how things had turned out but did not swoop down to devour him. The lord of the castle simply leaned back to mull things over for a bit. Ulric had really been hoping Brighteyes would be of some help here but he had not reckoned properly with the reality of things: Brighteyes was a child. A solid kid, but still a kid. And he was the youngest person in the room by twenty years. Go ahead and add a century to that if you ignored Ulric's own merely human person. His status at the moment was to be seen and not heard until one of his parents required it. In a way that was fine with Ulric, the kid had had enough trouble recently, let him go back to being a boy again. Ulric's Shadow looked less like she might sick up but was, apparently, trying to stand so still that everyone would forget she was there. No assistance forthcoming. It was entirely possible that the only even break he was going to get was that Brighteyes' mother would pop her husband if he got out of line again. He would settle for that.


A minute passed glacially. The ice age ended with a return to normalcy. It seems that business matters would get business treatment.


"This is a matter in which we have needed discussion, Ulric Glade Chief, I am glad you have brought it up first. The [Plateau of Ancients] has been, for the last six generations of Elves, a no man's land. It was the territory of the monster known as the [Forest Lord] and the beast was as fiercely territorial a creature as has ever been seen. It killed everything that tried to dwell within its domain. Several times Hunters, monster slaying expeditions, and warriors, those of Orlethrem and also of the surrounding Otherkin had attempted to conquer it only to be killed to a man, those that did not flee quickly enough. Before the beast took up residence the place had been a sacred land, none lived there out of respect for the passing of Those Who Came Before, the [Ancients], who are storied to have planted the great trees. Some claim they raised the plateau as well, but that has no bearing on our current talks. The reason I tell you these things, which are common knowledge to most of Orlethrem, if not the Otherkin, is to put in perspective what the fall of the [Forest Lord] means. Where once there was an incredibly large domain that was emptied by the presence of that old terror, now there is a rich land that lies open. Those of Orlethrem would not desire to live there, of course, it remains a sanctuary, the grove a memorial to the legacies of the [Ancients]. But now all the beasts driven from the place by its defender will return. Beasts, monsters, Greater Beasts, all of these will now flock to fill the void." Bald'rt explained in a steady bass, utterly serious.


He did not end there, but continued his speech, which had the feeling of a thing already hashed out, ground well trodden; it lacked the spontaneity of the elf lord's former conversation.


"Where this touches Orlethrem, and Iriel most of all, is that the forest is shifting. Territories of dangerous things, well mapped, are moving. No longer can the marked paths be trusted, as your encounter with the [Golden Heckler Monkey] has proven. Never should that creature have been found on a marked trail so close to our occupied lands. Worse is the fact that we cannot spare Hunters and Warriors to reign in the movements of these creatures, all our attention must be turned to the task of repelling Prespang, or as I suspect, the hand in the glove that is the merchant thugs who rule in Prosper. It is a good thing that we have withdrawn to the Heartwood strongholds else the beasts might be tempted to turn their attention to the farmers, gatherers, and Iriel'en who make their living in the deep wood. That brings us to you yourself, Ulric Glade Chief. Forgive me this small rudeness, I will [Scan] you now to see with my own mind what tale the All-Knowledge has to tell of you. I offer you the same courtesy, you may look on me to see all that there may be to know."


Green eyes flashed silver briefly and Ulric could feel the magic sweep through him. This was a far more intense experience than he had felt from Brighteyes. From Geyrt, who had evidently used [Scan] from hiding he had felt absolutely nothing, but that might be something Hunters can do to preserve their ambush.


If there was a qualitative difference in what Bald'rt saw compared to his children Ulric would not know. He only barely understood how [Scan] or [Status] operated, or anything as related to the touching of the Akashic Record. He'd long since put that on the stack of things labeled "Spooky Magic Shit" in his brain.


Ulric knew the moment the lord of Iriel saw [Snake Charmer]. His serious expression nearly cracked before he resumed his stoic gaze. A flick of the eyes to his daughter, a twitch of his mouth was all he betrayed. But Ulric could feel the contained mirth. The sphinx somehow caught wind of something. She turned to level an ever so slightly inquiring gaze on her spouse before resuming her passive gaze which took in the entire room. Fortunately, the moment passed without disaster. That would not last forever, but, for now, crisis was averted.


Apparently Bald'rt was satisfied by what he saw. A wave of his hand to dismiss the unseen scroll of All-Knowledge and he continued their discussion.


"You are [Lord of the Ancient Glade] in truth, Ulric Glade Chief. The All-Knowledge has recognized your stewardship and your right to that place. This is a matter of grave import then. We are, for all intents and purposes, two neighboring realms. That makes these discussions a matter for diplomacy, and not merely the trading of boons between our persons. In all likelihood, should you survive, you will grow well into your role. And that brings us to your second ask of me. You are as an orphaned child in our world, are you not?"


Ulric only had to think a moment before answering to the truth of that.


"This is probably a fair way to describe it. I have trouble with time, things blur together in the Glade, but by my best reckoning I was reforged on Varda no more than five months ago. All I know of the land, its creatures, its histories, and my own existence I have learned by observation, experimentation, or under the instruction of your son. That isn't to say I am completely ignorant, I hold a wealth of knowledge from my previous life but much of that has proven to be either irrelevant or misleading. In particular, mana, cores, and the influence of magic confound most of my prior knowledge and lead to dangerous assumptions, none of these existed in my old life"


Ulric delivered his reply with absolute honesty. Bald'rt had [Scan]'d him and would know much of these things or would be able to assume many of them. In order to get useful advice or be able to place things in proper context it would be best if he filled in the gaps in what his status told and what his actual expected competency would be.


Something in that must have caught them by surprise though, there was a trading of glances on the dais. For some reason the crimson sphinx collected a coin from Geyrt's dam, silver passing smoothly from one hand to another. Satisfaction purely radiated from the impassive woman. They leaned in together and traded a hushed Elven conversation Ulric didn't even attempt to listen in on.


Bald'rt refocused smoothly and explained.


"Please excuse our rudeness Glade Chief. This does come as a surprise. Reforged are not unknown. We have heard of the possibility in many tales, both of our peoples and those of the Otherkin. We had not heard though that they carried the memory of their past lives. That would explain the oddness of your age in the status, for the ages of both of your lives are shown. It does also explain some of the other abnormalities. To be blunt, you are human only in name and appearance. The circumstances of your reforging have gifted you with a body greater than the others of your kind and a core that is the pinnacle of what we had thought possible. Yours hasn't even awakened and it carries traits of a tier three core."


That revelation did not shock as much as it would have a month ago. Ulric had seen too much of the nature of beasts here, especially the ones that roamed the canopy, vying for control of that territory in the absence of its former lord. They were all too fast, too strong. He'd fought experienced hunters, fighters who considered their strength great enough to challenge those dangerous beasts. They'd been wrong but they'd also had some reason to believe as they had. He'd raced an Elven child though the forest. He'd battled monsters. He healed too fast. He'd survived Geyrt. None of those things would have been possible for him if he'd been an average man. Or even an above average one. And that was disregarding his core and its benefits to his abilities. He had a feeling he was punching above his weight in the magic department. His spells, rudimentary as they were, were potent. Potent enough to destroy a monster that they shouldn't have harmed.


None of it made sense outside of the context that the Watcher had done some serious shenanigans when she reforged him. Stacked the deck in his favor, as it were. Of course, the creature had then placed him into the most dangerous location in the entire continent so far as he knew, so there was also that.


            

    
        Chapter 42: Making Deals with the Fae

    
    
    
    
                Official superhuman status confirmed. Ulric had held suspicions on the matter but events had tended to keep him too busy to stew on it. There was no way he'd still be alive if he was remotely normal. That very first charge of the [Forest Lord] would have been the end of things, to say nothing of what followed. Any of a dozen encounters in the glade could have done him in. The damned [Bolt Deer] would probably have gotten him in their stampede.


Meeting the Elves had changed his perspective greatly. Had shown him the limits of sheer physical ability. Brighteyes had slaughtered monsters nearly his own size, outnumbered five to one, with a dagger. Geyrt had performed acrobatics and marksmanship that defied reason. Had flowed like liquid. He didn't have a tower tall enough to see the horizon that was their sire. And if Brighteyes' mother's wife punch was any indication, there was far more to them as well.


"You are not surprised." A crystalline voice range out.


Ulric nearly jumped. It was the first time the Sphinx had spoken. Her voice was angelic. A belltone pure, high, and rich. He was so startled he couldn't say anything for a moment. She had leaned forward as she spoke and the gap in her dress very nearly swallowed him. Very carefully he drew his gaze up to her face and locked it there. Great googly moogly, quantity is a quality all of its own. He couldn't tell by her expression if she'd noticed the impact her change in position had on him. A gloating smirk on Bald'rt's face told him he had. Ulric very nearly expected the [Lord of the Deep Wood] to waggle his eyebrows at him. Bastard.


Ulric took a moment to compose himself. He was so goddamn out of depth here. He had no business being in this room talking to these people. But this was where the path led and he had to do his best.


"I have suspected, for some time, that there was an anomaly with myself. Aside from the entire concept of being ripped from one life and placed into another. The [Forest Lord] was not a creature within reach of a normal human. No matter that its arrogance left it completely open to attack, it should have been beyond me. Every experience since has only reinforced this hypothesis. But there's nothing I particularly can or want to do about that situation so I haven't bothered to worry about it. Varda has proven itself to be almost hilariously dangerous. I want every advantage to resist its challenges." He explained.


Which statement turned his thoughts back to the utter necessity of establishing some kind of trade for resources and a tutor. He wasn't ready to face this world. Not really. He'd lived as a virtual hermit too afraid of the exploding population of monsters and dangerous animals to explore the canopy truly and the forest floor had become increasingly hazardous. He'd relied tremendously on his guiding Elven friend to prevent being eaten on the way to civilization. He stumbled around combining scientific conceptual knowledge and barely understood magical power to hammer out spells that could kill him. In two cases at least he'd produced spells that probably should have been given the care of a watchmaker, rather than his cludging around.


"This returns us to our current topic of discussion regarding trading materials and some sort of mentorship." Ulric prompted.


Nodding the Crimson Sphinx finally reclined to ease her…presence… in the room, before announcing with perfect clarity


"Then let us start with our debts. You have returned our child to us. In exchange, though this is no fault of yours, you have taken another child. I call this debt canceled. Our daughter will provide adequate protection to you, beyond anything you could have bargained, and thus we owe no obligation of any more of our people to train yourself to greater power."


Now this was fae all over. Titania over there was outlining the terms and conditions. Ulric considered her argument briefly. Ulric hadn't helped Brighteyes because he'd wanted anything so that "debt" hadn't really even existed so far as he was concerned. That they would view it so wasn't in his control. If that was reason enough to negate the clear dissatisfaction the Elf queens had with Bald'rt's decisions, and perhaps avoid any indirect fire from their displeasure as a result, it was a pure win. Best not to say too much regarding that though, let them think he'd done them a favor, the best negotiations were where both parties thought they were winning.


"That is fair. It does not change my intention, however. I still desire to open trade relations with the Iriel'en and to find someone who can teach me to use my power without destroying myself with it." Ulric's declaration was taken with neutrality, a slight dip of her chin indicating that the Sphinx was satisfied that this aspect of the bargain was closed.


The rest seemed to be similarly at peace. Bald'rt had even relaxed slightly in his seat, apparently glad that his decision would not cause him undo friction with his wives in the future.


Ulric raised the next point.


"Your people are at war. I hold no love for the ones who have provoked you but I do have some fondness for your people, both from the companionship of Brighteyes and for the hospitality of Bald'rt Iriel Chief. I have learned that some of the materials I have harvested from the [Ancient Glade] are of use to your people in this respect. Of particular mention the cores of the beasts I hunt, their bones, hides, and what useful organs I know. I have plants from the glade that make potent poisons, even beyond that of the [Striped Bark Snake] which I had the misfortune to taste."


Pausing a moment, he then deliberately placed his trident on the floor and reached into his pack to remove the items therein that he'd brought for, if not this very purpose, a similar one. In a minute there lie neatly sorted stacks of items which drew the attention of all in the room, royals, warriors, and attending staff alike. He felt like a street hawker, displaying his wares.


Ulric gestured to a pile of bone objects: polished hunting knives, like the one he carried himself, hollow tipped arrow heads, awls, chisels, axe heads, and a few raw claws or teeth, the last he possessed.


"These are made of the bones of the [Forest Lord]. I'm given to understand that they are of great value for their hardness and strength. I have a limited supply of the raw bones still, though many are of odd shape, such as vertebrae, bones of the digits, and such. Even so I trust that the Elven bone workers can find use for them, even if only decorative use."


Next, he gestured to the glassresin broadhead arrowpoints, folding razors, and some wrist sized cylinders which he unscrewed, a feature that made eyes light up. It had been a revelation that the heat softened glassresin could be molded. Rotating the cylinders against a bone chisel had cut matching threads which let two hollow cylinders screw together to make hollow tubes. A hollowed thigh bone and some other similarly straight bones had served as his molds for these cylinders, just heat the glassresin and pour. Brilliant simplicity. It came to him while he dripped melted glassresin in a hollowed arrowhead to seal the bottom.


"Glassresin is a material I haven't seen anywhere in your structures. This comes from the rootsap of one of the giant trees on the plateau, specifically the fallen one which created my glade. Cold it is extremely hard, but brittle, good for cutting tools, rigid seals, and containers. Hot it can be shaped, melted, and molded like wax. These containers are water and airtight, they are especially good for storing things you don't want getting moist like herbs. Speaking of which, I brought several that might be of interest. This one I call Nerveroot. It paralyzes within a few seconds starting at the extremities and working its way up to the chest. A dose kills a [Bolt Deer] within a minute. The root is far more potent than the leaves, I have both here. The next I call Heartbane because the very, very small dose I took made my heart rhythm unsteady and the [Glade Wolf] I shot with it dropped instantly, its heart torn apart. This last one is nonlethal, I called it Burning Gut because it forces your stomach to empty and your bowels to water with incredible pain for about half a day, don't ask how I found out. There are a variety of others, especially mushrooms, but I don't know what they all do and I couldn't test them fully without risking killing myself, I know that they are likely highly toxic based on my limited testing and the strict refusal of any creature to consume them."


There was little chance that the herbs would prove useful themselves, but it might stimulate the interest of some of their alchemists or whatever the fuck passed for pharmacy in this place. Everyone knew potent medicines were frequently found in isolated environments.


Next, he pointed to the small stack of fist sized cores, the great crystal of the [Forest Lord] sitting prominent, the size of a soccer ball.


"I frankly have no idea what to do with these monster and beast cores. I harvested them because I felt like all the parts of the kills I made should be used but I don't know what they're good for. Still, you all probably have uses for them."


Lastly he indicated his bowstave and the opus of his crafting potential, a brace or hand drill. Which was probably laughable to the level of wood craft these folk possessed, but he demonstrated its use against a steelwood board. The Glassresin bit cut into that nicely, producing a perfect hole in a minute.


"Last is my technique for making a bowstave from layers of steelwood, bone, and glue. It's probably got far more power than the normal wood staves I've seen around here, unless you lot are using something really special. Similarly, I can show you how to make this type of hand drill, although I don't think that one will be interesting to you unless you are boring holes with chisels and files."


He strung the bow with his braided tendon string, grunting lightly at the effort to do so. It had sat unstrung for too long and he'd need to limber it. A couple of fierce exertions later doing so and he held it out for someone to test. He'd have to tell them they should warm the things next to the fire for a bit before stringing them.


Bald'rt gestured for one of his guards to give it a go and the female warrior who'd laughed when Brighteyes retold of his slander against Geyrt stepped forward to take it. She brought it up and gave a pull which attempt failed. She looked at him disbelievingly and then refirmed her grip, widened her stance, and drew with intent. The recurve creaked slightly and all could see the effort it cost to make the pull. She held it for a couple of seconds and slowly returned it to ready before speaking.


"It pulls nearly like a Heartwood core, but stiffer with better flex. It will have power. But Hunters and Warriors will have to train its use, it's a heavy thing to draw. We will want these, my lord." She rendered her verdict.


Bald'rt and his first wife were now interested. A more powerful bow than they currently had? And not selling the stave but its method of creation? Now this was a thing of value.


First Wife-san pulled her ruby eyes away from the bow. And addressed Ulric with barely concealed desire.


"Some of these things we can use. Others, while precious, will not be available in sufficient quantity or time to change the outcome of the coming conflict. Therefore, let us consider only those items that can provide an immediate benefit to our cause. The rest we will negotiate for when we are able to transport peoples and goods between Iriel and your own glade. The cores, the bowyer methods, and the construction of this hand drill. These we will trade for until peace allows the Iriel'en to move freely again. What price would you ask for them?"


Ulric mulled that over. Again, it was a reasonable position. Trade would not really be possible until peace had returned. Winter was on their doorstep. Ulric didn't know much about how warfare was conducted on Varda but his historical knowledge, limited though it was, had winter as a time when wars generally ground to a halt due to the sheer difficulty of fielding and supplying troops through the cold. Magical shenanigans might be possible to reverse that truth, although Ulric couldn't immediately think of how, unless there were weather wards, spells to prevent the roads from becoming impassable, and ways to prevent illness from spreading in close packed camps, when the damp and cold favored it. That meant they were months out from even starting the armed conflict. No telling how long it would take for that to shake out, though, if the mercenary poachers who had taken Brighteyes were an indication of their average strength, the men who had instigated this war were about to learn a hard lesson. A couple of dozen Geyrt's would shred a battalion. Turn their advance into the forest into a death march. If Bald'rt did what Ulric had a feeling he could do, they'd need a thousand soldiers to stop him.


He realized he was overthinking it, no decisions needed to be made on that front just now. Ulric stilled his hands and refocused on the matter at hand.


What did he really need right now? What did he need that he could not obtain for himself from his glade? He could make most of the things that would improve his comfort with but a little time and some not so specialized materials. The water wheels especially tripped his mind down cobwebbed corridors of his mechanical engineering degree. Transmissions, gears, belts, the methods of transforming one form of energy into another. Steam. He was almost certain that he could generate a Sterling engine that would far outstrip whatever mechanisms were at work in the mills here. Unless they somehow used magic, in which case he was probably never going to make something that some impossible Elven mage hadn't already whomped up. They couldn't just use magic for everything. Could they? Damnit he'd gone off rail again. Didn't matter what things he didn't know magic could do, he knew what he needed and that was part of the puzzle. He didn't have any use for hoarding things, if it would secure an advantage. He replied evenly.


"Winter comes to the lands. I have prepared the necessary supplies to wait out its bitterest duration, so long as the winter here does not endure beyond the three months with which I am familiar. I must return to my home soon, or see it ransacked by the beasts when they find it undefended. Allow me to grant your people the cores and objects I have brought as a gift towards your war efforts, perhaps they will be found useful enough that you decide you would like more of them sooner than later. This should secure future discussions of trade rights between us."


Brighteyes' mother raised her eyebrows at this. And Ulric was briefly worried he was being presumptuous about the value of the things he'd brought.


"My husband spoke true; you are over humble. These goods can be put to use now, none of the products of the glade you have assembled have been ill chosen and, indeed, some of them are irreplaceable. Are you sure that you would not bargain harder for them?" She asked with a slight disbelief in her voice.


Ulric immediately shook his head, he had been prepared to lose everything he'd brought here, if only to secure the good will of these people.


"Things are things. I am only a single man, I do not need three knives when I can only wield one. No. More than things what I need most in this world is knowledge. What has been my greatest enemy thus far is ignorance. I lack the common sense knowledge of even a child of this world. Let us trade knowledge for knowledge. I want to know about cores, about magic, how to move, mold, and use mana. I want to know about the seasons, their duration, about the plants, beasts, and monsters that roam the land. I want to know about the races and their histories, the folk who occupy Varda that I might encounter should I decide to travel this wide world. What I hope to purchase with these goods is good will. What I hope to purchase with my knowledge is the power to grow strong enough to stay alive and protect whatever I deem worthy of protecting." Ulric spoke honestly, from his heart.


There's power in truth. In saying something real, when all around you know it is real. Ulric had lived through over forty years of people saying things they didn't mean, telling small lies, obfuscating, ass covering, out-right deceiving. It made him sick. It was one of the reasons he started to hate interacting with people. You just had to watch them lie to your face and you were expected to take it, just let them speak nonsense as if it were hardened fact. He was convinced, to his bones, that humanity in his old world was doomed, if for no other reason than that they would eventually lock themselves into a situation where the only way out would be for everyone to accept a fact that was unpleasant or be destroyed. And they would choose to believe a beautiful lie, rather than that fact. They were insane.


So it was that when he discovered that the Elves tolerated absolutely no lies within their society he had found a people with whom dialogue was meaningful. Every perspective was valid, held value for being real. Even when those perspectives clashed, were divergent, were not aligned to one another's interests. It created actual argument, true communication. Because at least you were guaranteed to be speaking towards what the other person actually thought was real, rather than the projected insanity in which they tried to cloak the world.


When Ulric had finished speaking his desires he harbored no doubts that his intent would be heard and understood. That didn't guarantee a favorable outcome. It did guarantee that no one would believe he had an objective other than the one he had stated. Which was good enough for him.


Brighteyes had nodded along to his declared intent. They had spoken of such things around the hearth of his home in the glade, those nights that they spent discussing the future. He had said that these ambitions were "properly Elven" and would not be ill received. And indeed it was so.


Bald'rt clapped his hands once loudly, the echo ringing through the halls.


"Well said [Lord of the Ancient Glade]. Things are things. What use have they but to advance our interests? I will agree to this. It is worth the loss of a few experienced soldiers and mages training time to secure a perpetual improvement in our armory. Better still, this, Brace? Yes this brace is a fine craftmanship. Holes are, in fact, carved using chisels, files, and saws but this? This device produces a bore of precise dimension in a fraction of the time. Only the more experienced craftsmen who can directly manipulate their materials through spellwork could do it faster." the Elf lord announced cheerfully.


He then threw a curveball.


"You say you need to return to your glade? I will offer an alternative. Stay in Irielhos for the Winter, your aid to my son and gifts offered warrant no less than that hospitality. Lumyt'seit's description of your abode is…rustic. I do not mean to insult, but you have barely achieved even the vaguest modicum of comfort have you not?"


Ulric couldn't deny that. He was living like a mountain man.


"I cannot refute that. It's been a rough few months trying to restore something like civilization to my home. I was on the cusp of some drastic upgrades before I came across your son but I will freely admit events have thrown my plans to the wind. I do not go into this season as well secured as I intended." Ulric confirmed.


Still Ulric didn't want to just abandon the camp or its stocks, the beasts would decimate the place if he wasn't around with all that food stored.


"May I make an amendment? Your offer of wintering is…I'll admit it, it's a kindness I wouldn't have asked. I can survive the winter as I am, but I do not claim it will be pleasant. Could we arrange a detachment of warriors to return to the glade, extract the stores and perhaps even more of the supplies I'd intended to trade, and return to wait out the winter? I did not bring anything more with me than I deemed necessary to travel and make good on a bargain, not that I really have so very much to begin with. Still, my camp requires some amount of attention to avoid being ruined before my return." He reasoned.


Brighteyes' mother answered in place of her husband.


"That is fair. You interrupted your own preparations to meet the needs of our son. It is not out of the question to devote a small contingent to settle your home and provide for your comfort during this winter. We will see it done. The Winter's Herald is at our door, however. The return will have to wait for the storm to pass, then we can make the arrangements. You will join us for the festival yes? I promise it will be an experience. I cannot even remember the last time one of your kin partook of the event." The golden consort said warmly.


Bald'rt confirmed his wife's words.


"This is so, travel during the storm is unwise. Fortunate you were that you managed to reach this place before its onslaught. I will have a group of Warriors ready at festival's end. It will be no difficulty to trek to the [Forest of Forgotten]. Indeed, I think most would revel at the opportunity. It has been a long time since we were able to pilgrimage through the Elder trees. The winds of change are in the branches of Iriel now. But change has come before, and change will come again, and through it all our roots will hold deep. The Iriel'en will stand to watch the seasons of this world come and pass. But enough, the Twins are over-head, join us for lunch, Glade Chief." The Elf lord proclaimed.


And, just like that, Ulric had become a guest of the Elves. See? Good things happen to people who do good things.

            

    
        Chapter 43: Accomodations

    
    
    
    
                
Dinner with the Iriel's was…nice.  Ulric was seated at the single long table in the hall midway down the tremendous thing.  The room had been restored to order since the chaos of last night.  To his side Geyrt stood silently, not joining them.  Ulric nearly asked her to sit but thought better of it.  She had been quiet throughout the entire ordeal that was her father's idea of a joke.  There were cultural practices in play that Ulric was not versed in, and it probably had to do with this Shadow business.  It had come to his attention that he had not seen a single person address Geyrt directly, at any point, the entire day.  Not even to ream her out.  Nope.  Just total silence on the Western front.  He was not going to commit another social gaff by inviting her to sit at a table in which she was not welcome, even though he was fairly sure it would be excused by his ignorance.  He would ask her later, in private.  Watcher's tits did it feel awkward though.


While some of the staff swept up the debris left by his royal person's abrupt, and abortive, flight across the hall others brought out an assortment of greens, meats, fruits, and ye gods, bread.  Ulric had not had bread in months.  He had dreamed about bread.  Muffins.  Pizza.  Rolls.  Pizza rolls.  He thought he might tear up.


The royal persons took their seats at the head of the table in, what Ulric had to assume was the order of their position in court.  The [Lord of the Deep Wood] sat in the middle position of honor at the end.  To his immediate right sat Vedyr, who must be his first wife since she had birthed his eldest son and daughter.  Next to her sat the Crimson Sphinx, who was the second wife.  Ulric still knew next to nothing of her except for her inscrutability.  And, you know, the two obvious things.  Last in line sat Lady Gold, Brighteyes' mother, the third wife. 


What a line up.  If it would not have been such an incredibly rude thing to do Ulric would have whistled and applauded Bald'rt.  And maybe given a eulogy for him, he doubted very much that a single man would remain in possession of his pants with three powerful, incisive women at hand.  Brighteyes sat to Bald'rt's left but one seat down the table the first remaining empty, the next eight seats following him were set but empty.  Ah.  Ulric would have bet his hand that those seats left empty were for the children not present, seats of honor.  Then that missing seat must be for his fallen son.  That was a surprisingly poignant gesture of these practical people.  They did not forget their fallen kin.  Ever. 


Ulric took a moment to digest that.  These Elves lived for hundreds and hundreds of years.  And they would spend every meal of every day of those lives with a seat set for their fallen or absent children.  No wonder they were tough nuts to crack.  Brighteyes had said that the social circles amongst them, rings, were very tight.  Probably friends who had known each other for decades at least.  Maybe centuries.  What the hell kind of grudge would they hold against the ones responsible for those empty seats and broken rings?  And there was a group of people dumb enough to start a war with these folk?  Madness.  Whoever these Prespang people were, they had no idea what kind of hornet's nest they had stirred.  Ulric deeply hoped he would never do something to turn that kind of ire against himself.  He nearly shivered at the thought of one of the monsters at the end of the table having a vendetta against him.


Enough of that though, Ulric shelved this line of thinking.  It'd spoil the food.  So he ate with the family.  There was a cool fruity beverage that was, thankfully, not related to the spirits of the previous night.  The meal was taken in silence.  That was familiar, Brighteyes had rarely ever spoken over his food.  Even so, there was a distinct feeling of subdued joy at the table.  Clear it was that the parents were happy for his return.  All of them directed pleased glances over to his way…Hey!  The scars were gone!


Brighteyes had taken a bit of a mauling from the [Heckler Monkeys] including a serious bite on the side of his chin.  They had bandaged it as best as they could, including using an herb that Ulric knew for a fact was useful in staunching blood loss.  Do not ask how he learned this.  But the closing wound had been nasty and was definitely going to scar.  Talented healers had been at the boy as well and had done wonders.  Ulric had felt badly that he had been unable to protect the child completely, even though it was unreasonable to expect such.  The deep wood was dangerous.  Now, at least the physical manifestation of his failure was erased and the kid would go on being a heart stopper when he grew up.  Magic was definitely a game changer.  Ulric couldn't wait to figure out what he could do with it, his "spells" were more throwing raw energy around than the work of a mage. 


When the presented dishes were cleaned and the eating utensil, a twin forked implement with a deep bowl-shaped depression in its center, because of course the Elves ate with sporks, was placed cross ways over the plate to indicate the eater was finished, another round of snacking items were brought out.  Light blue berries in wooden bowls.  Now, it seemed, speaking was polite.


The Lord of the Castle broke the silence after having taken a bowl of berries into his lap to snack.


"Ulric Glade Chief, how did you find your accommodations?" He asked amiably.


"They were wondrous Bald'rt Iriel Chief.  I had not realized how much I missed a proper bed since I arrived here.  Even without the overindulgence I do not think I could have slept more soundly.  And, please, Ulric is just fine.  I have to admit I'm not very comfortable with the appellatives."  He returned, reaching for a berry to munch on.


"Then let us drop such formalities.  As I said before they are unnecessary, outside of official business.  I am glad to know the bedding was to your liking.  Made softer, no doubt by the presence of Sinna's sister over there."  Bald'rt continued in his same tone nodding slightly to the same Warrior who had tested his bow.


Ulric nearly choked on the berry in his mouth having inhaled sharply.


"Was your morning as eventful as your…Ahh!  Forgiveness wife!  I jest."  Bald'rt cut off as his first wife calmly wiped her knife on the furred napkin in her lap.


"What I meant to say was, I hope you were not too tired from the festivities to enjoy a…"


He shot a furtive glance to his left before continuing.  Blood was slowly seeping through the sleeve of his shirt.


"…a peaceful morning."  the Elven lord finished lamely.


Ulric had managed to just avoid requiring medical assistance with the berry.  That bastard elf king.  He should have known a tiger wouldn't change its stripes.  Silently, he said a prayer that the Ladies of the House were present to keep the man, elf, whatever, in line. 


Now though he was in uncharted territory.  How exactly did the Elves handle casual bonks?  Was a drunken romp socially the same as a deliberate courting?  Hmm…no.  Bald'rt had given him a hint earlier, hadn't he?  He said they were throwing hands…ok that was probably a game of chance, rock, paper, scissors for Elves.  Which put them in a new light, he'd never have pegged the Elves for being so…forward.  Not that he was complaining.  Equity in the sexes was a fine thing.  Flattering even.  It had been a long time since he'd felt desirable, let alone been treated as desirable.  Best to be circumspect, but honest.  He didn't want anyone to think he was bragging but neither a prude. 


"Another's heat on a cold night is always welcome.  I hope the song on her lips when she left was a happy one."  He said simply.


That was, so far as he was able to read the crowd, an appropriately modest response.  The Warrior's sister, Sinna, one of Bald'rt's honor guard answered.


"It was.  She sends her regards and hopes you won't limp too badly today."  The Warrior's voice low and smoky and slightly challenging.


Oho?  So, we are making jokes are we?  Ulric decided it was not outside the bounds to return in kind.  Nothing too sharp though, he really had had a good time and it was all in good fun.


"You may tell her that she's welcome to try and cripple me again, but someone should warn the neighbors.  She has a fine set of lungs, in addition to other things."  He returned confidently.  Limping indeed.


It occurred to Ulric that this is probably why Brighteyes seemed more mature than his physical age suggested.  These people held little back amongst themselves.  They might be averse to opening up around strangers but in their comfort, little was off limits, so far as he could tell.  And, with a father like Bald'rt, who needed vulgar Uncles?


The Warrior acknowledged his riposte satisfied that her sister's drunken fling wasn't being dismissive.  He didn't find out until later, that she'd also thrown hands for the claim.  Elves partied hard.  Not so surprising when a walk in your back yard could get you eaten alive by some roaming monstrosity.


Apparently though that was as far as the conversation was supposed to go, to his relief; Ulric had never been a kiss and tell type of guy.   


Clearing her throat, Brighteyes mother, again, returned the Hall to something resembling solemnity.


"Please, our guest has endured enough teasing.  Anymore and it will be another few hundred years before we get a visitor from outside.  Let us steer onto more productive tracks.  We are in agreement on the matters of state and Winter's Herald is on our doorstep.  The Glade Chief will need to be made comfortable with a permanent quartering, dear Hal'et will need her rooms for a little longer yet.  This we will arrange this very hour.  Take the afternoon, Ulric, and roam Irielhos.  Make the citadel as familiar as your home while we make ready.  A guide will be sent to you to show you to your rooms.  And remember: Eldest Daughter Geyrt may be your Shadow but you are responsible for her care and comforts.  I will expect you to see to those as station befits."  She announced.


Warm and comforting.  But with a will of steel was that one.  A velvet glove wrapping a gauntlet.  It was good that Brighteyes favored her.  He wouldn't survive long if he took after his father, unless he was equally as monstrously strong.   


Thus dismissed, Ulric thanked the Iriels for their kindness and wished them a good day before exiting the hall. 


Simultaneously, he and his Shadow breathed a long, deep, sigh of relief.  Mirrors thrown in a skewed light.


            

    
        Chapter 44: Grasping at Shadows 

    
    
    
    
                
Ulric looked over at Geyrt whose normal calm, slightly hateful, but calm, demeanor was held by her fingernails.


"Is it always like that with them?" He asked.


She shook her head, lips pursed before she answered.


"No, that was worse. Father likes you. It makes him more…unreserved. If not for mother Bathe and Vedyr keeping him in line, he would have been nearly intolerable. Before he married her, my mother, Vedyr, had to constantly remind him not to prod the guests. It was especially bad with ambassadors of Otherkin.” The imposing beauty commented, her neutral tone hiding what she thought of that.


“He often played a game seeing how far he could push propriety while making them think they were having serious discussion. Mother Shor enjoyed the game too much to stop him and sometimes helped him lay traps to further entangle. It was incredible what they could maneuver petitioners into as they thought that playing along would grant them favor. Sometimes, father did it to provoke them to give him cause to kill them, if he found them distasteful. This is especially true of the jackals from Prosper. They are the ones who…never mind. We have a blood debt that was resolved. Not forgotten though." She scowled at that last.


"Never forgotten." Her voice had turned to Winter's own.


They took off walking, Ulric simply deciding he'd like to make a wander through the citadel/town, as Brighteyes’ impressive dam suggested. Taking in the almost alien beauty of buildings that fairly grew from the massive trunk around which Irielhos spiraled, he considered all he'd learned of the Iriel'en and their ruling family. And, yet again, Ulric was convinced that whoever sought a war with these people was *ahem* barking up the wrong tree. You're welcome.


"If it's any consolation I find that I like them too.” Ulric admitted with some degree of unease, he wasn’t used to finding people tolerable so quickly, “Your Mothers scare me just a little. If they keep your dad toeing the line that's probably a good emotion to have. Brighteyes is a great kid, real potential in that one and I think I’d trust the lad to handle most anything with a level head. Your da Bald'rt reminds me of a very good friend of mine. We used to give each other shit constantly." He told her as they descended a stair.


Her nose scrunched. Even disgust was pleasant on her features.


"Why would you exchange dung with friend? Is this a Human thing?" She asked, clearly skeptical about her future prospects.


Now Ulric was frowning. Idioms did not translate well. No reason to think they would, he supposed. Too much cultural backdrop involved to let it transfer one to one. He'd have to consider that. They wound through various pavilions, Elven architecture on full display in the afternoon light, undiluted by the forests. Ulric had only rarely been able to see the Twins, the name for these paired stars, in their full glory at zenith. Deep orange and blue-white spheres, radiant.


"It is a figure of speech in my old society. It means we trade jests at each other's expense. A friendly contest of wits for fun and to make the other laugh. Very much like what your father does…but I suppose with less chance of one of the parties getting killed for saying the wrong thing." Ulric explained.


His Shadow's face returned to its usual slightly dissatisfied calm. What you might call an RBF. Resting Bitch Face. Ulric had always preferred to think of it as the expression of competent people surrounded by idiots. All too often that had proven true. His project manager came unbidden to mind and he shuddered slightly. Gods he did not miss that woman. Given a choice between a pack of [Heckler Monkeys] and enduring that spider mimicking humanity he would take the chattering, shit flinging, biting little fucks every time. And, yes, he was referring to the monkeys.


"Oh. Then yes, that is mostly accurate. You hold your own position well for one so young to the game. But you are still no match for Father, he could force you into a challenge inside of an hour, if that were what he wanted." His Shadow informed him.


Both a compliment, how unexpected, and a warning. Unnecessary but welcome, nevertheless. He'd figured out long ago he was not the equal of the Lord of Iriel. In essentially any way. There's always a bigger fish, that's just how the world is. Any world. It seems Geyrt was going to fulfill her obligations as a Shadow, protecting and advancing his interests. He wondered if she would have intervened if he had made a major mistake in the earlier deliberations. Rude or not, that had him curious enough to ask.


"If I had made a serious mistake in my negotiation with your parents regarding establishing exchange of goods and knowledge, would you have been under obligation to inform or guide that negotiation to a better outcome?"


Looks like he caught her with a changeup on that one, by the twitch of her ears and the widening of those vivid orbs. She took a solid minute to think it over, following as he approached one of the great sources of his curiosity: an Elven forge. Not intending to disturb its patron yet he simply leaned against the rail of the pavilion. Here on this tenth level or was it the eleventh? he could bask in the warmth of the suns and the vista of Iriel stretching out below. It wasn't quite the view from the escarpment of the Ancient’s Plateau but it was definitely up there with most amazing sights of any of his lives.


"That…is a difficult question." Geyrt said suddenly, surliness replaced by contemplation.


"I am bound to support your interests and to protect your life. Even above my family's own. For all intents and purposes their daughter is dead until my time as your Shadow is ended. To all Iriel'en, I am dead, part of your shadow. The only circumstance in which that changes is if I marry into a House. That is partly why Father presses his point. It is a jest, but also not. If he could force you to accede, to accept the joke for real, he could have his daughter back among the living." The dark beauty said with sadness.


And there it was. The nagging suspicion of strange Elf goings on confirmed. Geyrt had been, for all intents and purposes, exiled from society. She was dead to the world of her kin. It was the only way her father had been able to prevent her death in truth, the only way to enforce the core precepts of Elven society or law or both, that did not involve wading through the blood of his own daughter.


Geyrt's perspective shored up some of the unknowns involved with that meeting nicely. A feint and an attack in one movement, so to speak. Hidden behind the intensity of the Elf lord's prodding humor was a political move of great finesse. A bold gambit to save his favored daughter and then to reclaim her, all through the acceptable tenets of their culture. Even if applied in a way that was sure to raise eyebrows, if the responses of his wives were any indication. And all the subtle Elf had to do was maybe maneuver a foreign lord, naïve to the ways of this world, who could not be expected to understand the intricacies of proper Elven culture, into hunting some probably fantastically dangerous beasts which would shed much of the disfavor of the Iriel'en, and, even if not, couldn't be held against him as he wasn't, technically, bound by those customs. Ah what a man would do for love of kin. If Ulric wasn’t reading too much into it. If these thoughts weren't just the paranoia of a person who didn't have a great track record deciphering his own society, let alone one as foreign as the deep wood folk.


Well, what was the use of having a Shadow if you weren't going to use it? Ulric laid out his hypothesized scenario ending with "and please don't think that I would hold this against him, it's what I would do".


For once, he thought he almost saw respect on her features.


"Then you understand. This is good. Even a worms in head Valin with more meat than sense can grasp the way of things. If he is held by the hand." She said with a tone bleeding sincerity.


Oof. Maybe not. That backhanded praise was far, far more cutting than any of her insults had been. He supposed it was too soon to expect cordiality. Actually, scratch that. Cordial was not going to be in the cards with any person as surly as his new Shadow. A viper that had had its fangs pulled was still a viper. But the ship was turning. At least he was a person now instead of merely a personification of her grudge. Take your wins, Ulric thought.


"Yeah well, not like it matters too much. The Dragons that circle the castle pretty much vetoed the entire plan." He returned drily.


"What is your meaning? Dragons? There are no dragons in Irielhos." Geyrt asked, thoroughly confused.


Again, Ulric was finding that a commonality of language was not a guarantee of communication. He had to explain the idiom of dragon ladies. When he had she caught the meaning and, just almost, cracked a smile. But then, no, the face of a judge rendering nothing but guilty verdicts returned. Damn it! That was a winner too. It would be the work of a lifetime to pull a chuckle out of her. Might as well try to milk rocks. He wouldn't give up though. In the same way that he enjoyed putting needles in soft places he did also enjoy getting a too serious person to lighten the fuck up. Nobody made it out of life alive. You might as well enjoy the ride.


One day, he promised himself. He'd get her one day. He only briefly considered asking Bald'rt how he'd managed to appease Vedyr, so similar were their countenances. Given their encounter earlier though that would be a severe mistake and end up putting him back into the kettle, full boil.


Shelving that side project Ulric considered their current situation. Oh yeah, he needed to figure out what exactly his obligations included. Specifics had merely mentioned "care and comforts" and something, something, "befitting her station". Which meant that Ulric actually had no clue what the hell he was expected to do about her. When in doubt, ask, it was not his way to beat around the bush.


"Geyrt, what are my responsibilities towards your person? Do I owe you a salary? Do you require a tithe of all the gains I make? Is this a room and board situation?" Ulric inquired.


This the Elf woman answered immediately.


"A Shadow is considered to be part of their lord. They rank according to their lord's rank. You are [Lord of the Ancient Glade] which makes me part of that status, and your court would interact accordingly. In actuality, you are a realm of one so most of that is moot. You will provide for my housing, at a location close enough at hand that I may guard your sleep, and my sustenance. I also require outfitting and maintenance of any such gear as I deem necessary to serve your person. It has been practiced that a Shadow, being an extension of their lord's will, has an open writ to their lord's coffers and simply draws what is needed from that. Since you are here under Guestright and have accepted the hospitality of Irielhos that extends to me as well. Such things will be considered when my parents make their arrangements on your behalf. So, effectively, you need do nothing other than take care of my needs for proper equipment, to the best of your ability until we return to your domain. Or wherever else you wander off to, I suppose." She finished with some amount of hopelessness.


Life had gone downhill quickly for the old gal. Self-inflicted wounds still bled. He would know. It was very likely that, had he not experienced a downward spiral in his final years, he would be far more lacking in empathy for her. Even with that, raw anger had prevented him from caring what damage was done before. Now though, Ulric found he had traded one responsibility for another. Exit Brighteyes, now safely home, enter Taipan to bite him if he weren’t careful.


Not that anybody asked, but he'd prefer Brighteyes' even keel to what was sure to be a bumpy ride with Geyrt. Regardless, he was now responsible for her well-being. Towards that end he decided that he would treat her with kindness, when that was possible, if not warmth. He wasn't sure he'd ever be able to bring himself to like this woman.


Ulric sighed. Things really had been much simpler by himself in the glade.


            

    
        Chapter 45: Bygones Be Bygones

    
    
    
    
                It turned out that day would not be the day Ulric would get to see the Elven smiths work. It was just a few minutes after he and his Shadow had settled into a heavy silence that the messengers of Irielhos found them and reported that they could be resettled if they would follow this way please.


Ulric acquiesced, for lack of any better options, and they were led to a set of rooms on the ninth level, one down, from where they had been found. Again and again the architecture, the free flowing natural sculpture, the blending of raw timber, living tree, and worked lumber wove together seamlessly to create a tapestry that was as a prayer to the living world to Ulric's eye. At the end of the day, the Elves loved life. All that they were screamed it. These deep woods folk, while at times harder than the hinges on the gates of hell, were a product of a violent world they were determined to be one with and in which they would live long, loving every minute of it. He wasn't sure, not having spent anything close to enough time to gain the data to back this instinct up, but he had a feeling that, of all of its tribes and peoples, Iriel made up the beating heart of Orlethrem.


The apartments Ulric was led to were finer than the last, which had held a certain air of spartan simplicity. The previous room was, evidently, a Warrior's quarters. He had no recollection of how he'd gotten there or what had taken place to lead to that eventuality but the lovely Elf lass that had so thoroughly used him was, according to his host a man-at-arms of sorts and a sister to one of the royal guards. Comparing these quarters to those, there was little to indicate that the apartments for the soldiery were purely utilitarian. Both apartments had been carved as beatifically as if for an artist. What separated this housing from the those of the wondrous vision that had greeted him on the morn, was in the layout.

This lodging was larger in size, for one. Two rooms linked through a central sitting room. The smaller room was for Geyrt, as befitting a lord's Shadow, a still baffling component to Ulric's sensibilities. The larger room was for himself and it held a treat in a large wall length book shelf packed with leather bound tomes. All of these were in Elvish which meant Ulric wouldn't be able to read a single word of them, a cocktease of such majestic proportion he could have wept. Sitting down to a fine book had been one of his greatest pleasures. A pleasure so long denied him here, though he'd scarcely had time to simply recline by the fire and pour over a history or meander through a treatise on some arcane treatment for metallic crystallization. A man could dream though. He resolved that, during this winter, he would learn the script that would unlock the gates of paradise. Turning his attention elsewhere he noted exceedingly fine furniture, with all the inlays, majestic representations of Iriel'en druidic worship of growing things he had come to expect, if not become indifferent to.

Other flourishes included a balcony he could walk out onto, to gaze overlooking the evening suns, which even now fell towards the horizon, casting golden light upon the Elven citadel and the grand forest it guarded. The bewildered man simply had to inspect these floor length woven veranda portals that did not appear capable of resisting the elements, yet allowed no movement of heat from the outside to the interior. Opening the swinging doors, he went out upon the balcony to examine the unfolding of the fortress levels that spiraled beneath him and the monumental vista that stretched to the horizon, whose distant mountainous peaks were actually much farther away than his senses had implied. Ulric didn't stay out there for long however, a pounding wind that held chill enough to cut through to his bones was present. The storm was approaching. Leaves were flying freely now but, apparently, it would be this storm which would strip the trees and commence Winter's reign.


Ulric was then informed that a bath, an honest to gods bath was available for his use. Why had these long eared monsters not said something beforehand? Here he stood in the dirt of a nearly week long crawl through the rough woodland terrain, sweat soaked leather, and covered in the blood of the monsters he'd killed. And nobody had said not one word about a bath. He couldn't smell himself any longer; that scent was long gone, filtered out so his brain could focus on odors that indicated pointed canines and sharpened claws or the prey smell that would be food for his belly. Ulric froze briefly at a thought. Ye gods was that why his lover the last night left so soon? No matter how good a lay you were, if you smelled like he probably smelled there was no bearing it. No, wait, pump the brakes Glade Chief. These are the hardiest, toughest, sonsofbitches he'd ever even heard of. A little dirt was not going to put them off. A child of their people waded through the guts of his foes and treated it like nothing. It's fine. Don't over think shit.


Brain wrangled, something he hadn't really had to do in a while, probably because he didn't give two fucks about much being by himself, he was off to the bath, Shadow in tow. He hoped she'd get a turn, it must suck being forced to wait hand and foot and she's just walking right on into the bath with him. Ok, Ulric rationalized, that was dumb. Where was the best place to murder your lord? The bathroom, where they were completely naked and defenseless, of course you check it out. Duh. This Shadow stuff was going to take some getting used to.


Ulric gave her a minute to scope out the situation while he settled himself and started to remove his armor. He really should have done that back in his rooms but he'd been so excited about the prospect of a bath that he'd barely stopped to unheft his pack and prop his trident on the wall next to the bed. Off came the shoulder pauldrons. The straps of his semi lorica came next and he shed the thing, along with its attached leather jerkin, to stand naked to the waist. At last. He had come to the realization, long ago in the glade, that, temperature permitting, he actually enjoyed being naked. It was liberating. Next came the belt, vambrace, shin guards and armored skirt. Finally, he'd returned to nature's intent and turned around to find Geyrt Iriel, the most glorious living creature he'd ever seen, butt naked holding a basket that had something in it, gesturing towards the water. Ulric would never be able to say, with any certainty what was in that basket. Even the basket might have been a trick of the light.


Nobody mentioned, at any point, that the baths were unisex. It also never occurred to anyone to mention that a Shadow always bathed with their lord, for the purpose of fulfilling their duty, which again, should have been obvious to him, but was not because he was an idiot. Furthermore, and this was incredibly unfair, there was no sense of propriety amongst the Elves regarding catcalling.


This was how he found himself, shocked to his literal core, spinning to face a series of isolated pools surrounding a single large pool, steam billowing, from which a chorus of whistles were airing their appreciation of his form. It was a three to one split on which whistles were from female vs male elves. There are some things that a harsh life of survival in the wilderness do not prepare you for. Actually, this might be the literal only one that doesn't come up sooner or later.


Embarrassment flushed through him, bringing a brilliant blush he couldn't stop. He was very nearly going to flee until he witnessed his Shadow striding past easily to step into the pool and recline comfortably, a sigh escaping her lips. He couldn't help but follow her motion with his eyes. He wasn't the only one. And then he made a minor breakthrough. So then…this is what it is to be treated like an object of sexual gratification. After a moment's reflection…You know what? Ulric thought. Not bad he decided. Not bad at all. Fuck it, I look good enough to eat. Let'em watch. He turned, making a point to do it slowly, which set off another round of whistles, and strode to set himself into the pool next to his Shadow who had appeared to dissolve into a contented slick of darkness just beneath the water. When he hit the water, he found out why. It was perfect. An absolute perfect temperature, hot enough to melt the tension in the body. He couldn't suppress a groan as he slid into the pool.


With the show over, the bathers returned to their conversations and hygiene. This was probably yet another Elven rite of passage. They seemed determined to weed out insecurities of any kind. Including self-consciousness or body image issues. Apparently if you weren't comfortable in your own skin, they figured it was because you were trying to hide some kind of flaw. I mean…he thought…they weren't wrong. It's just that no one in his old world would have been bluntly ruthless enough to point it out or make a show of your insecurity. Or maybe it's just that, the Elves were collectively ass afficionados and Ulric passed muster.


He didn't know and, now that he'd had time to dismiss the almost instinctive remnants of semi puritan social conventions of a world long dead to him, decided he didn't care. We all are who we are. And fuck anybody who has a problem with it. Besides, now that he'd settled in, the view in the baths was well worth the ticket price. He saw the entire spectrum of Elven physique displayed here, in all their glory. Men and women alike, the Iriel'en were nearly intimidating for their beauty. Many sat on the sides of the pools completely exposed and not a whit of concern about it. They were…free. Liberated. None of the pseudo-christian guilt or body shame. None of the sexist determinations about which parts of the body were considered profane or overtly sexual whatever the hell that had ever meant. Like the entire body wasn't a sexual object. You find me a room with a thousand people in it, and I will find you an anatomy book's worth of fetishes, he mused to himself. The Elves in the bath were, all of them, comfortable. And their comfort made Ulric comfortable.


Eyes closed Ulric let himself bask in the heat that was, even now, leeching into his bones. He lost track of time, mind emptied.


"It is good that you didn't run." Geyrt's voice, low and private, broke his zen.


"Most humans avoid the baths or only cleanse themselves in isolation. In the other cities of Orlethrem otherkin are far more common and they have odd behavior around the baths. They pretend that there are no others and, mostly, flee, when we whistle them. It is a game to most of the Iriel'en who are stationed or traveling through these places to see if they will be soft enough to leave when we welcome them to the bath. We do not know why they fear their own nudity, each of us carries scars and defects and it is foolish to obsess over the attitudes of a stranger. But it is good that you don't share this weakness."


So said the most flawless living woman he'd ever seen. Guess it's easy to be confident when you're stunning. It was not very long ago that Ulric would not have been pleased to be seen naked. Between the scars, the limp, and the thirty pounds of extra weight. No indeed, confidence was more difficult when there were flaws to be observed. The elves hazed people to see how brave they were. Now why did that not surprise him?


"It was the custom of my people to bath mostly in isolation for the purpose of cleaning only. There were different places for relaxation, for the most part. A similar place, the steam room, was where we relaxed in the nude. I was fairly unbothered by those environments although many did not share this lack of reservation. There were…social precepts that dictated nudity was a thing only shared between lovers and close kin, for the most part. Some took it to extremes, prudes. Back then it seemed normal, it was just the way of things." Ulric explained, not sure why he felt a need to.


"Now, outside of that place, it does seem a little silly. Almost juvenile, to be afraid of the perceptions of others or your own body. I know your people live an insulated life here, but it bears thinking that some people are trained from birth to have certain…outlooks or reservations…that would make your teasing threatening. That's the point though I guess…you can't see how brave someone is until you show them something they fear. Still though, isn't that a little, I dunno, hostile?" He asked.


"So what if it is?” She asked, honestly confused. “Why is it our responsibility to coddle the weaknesses of Otherkin? If they falter at a crowd of whistles, how will their nerve hold when a Greater Beast roars down their spine? Better to know who would stand at your shoulder and who would flee. And, besides, it is not only a thing done to harass, it is a genuine praise. Only the ones who thought you attractive would call. None would do so purely for spite, that would be reason for insult and challenge. It would be rude. Among us the sight of one's body is not a thing to own or whose appreciation is to be a reason for offense, barring that you have made your feelings on the matter known. Besides, I know your eyes follow my hips when I walk and I do not object." His Shadow replied.


Busted. Well, not like he tried to hide it or anything. Hadn't he admitted already that he found her beautiful? It was just another thing to acclimate to, their odd mix of subtle discourse mixed with blunt straightforwardness. He did need to push back a little though.


"Didn't you say my gaze felt like acid not real long ago? Among some other things that don't bear repeating." He pointed out, eyes still closed as he soaked.


Oddly enough that did seem to disturb her, for once. He heard hands scrubbing through midnight hair freed from its intricate braid and low mutterings in Elvish he couldn't follow. Eventually she gathered her thoughts enough to defend herself, or so he thought.


"I would prefer you forget that. All of it. I was trying to incite you, trying to build cause to either kill you myself or have Father do it. I said things no Iriel'en should say and the memory burns. I would ask this: please forget everything that has happened before my Father's proclamation. You do not owe me this, I have earned my shame. But I would not have you think that such words reflect on my people, my hatreds were my own. We have our own ways of seeing the world and our own expectations, and these are viewed as harsh by outsiders. We do not however, as a rule, hate the Otherkin, even if we would believe their ways sometimes backwards or soft." She said, in a milder tone than was her norm.


That was, near as he could tell, the closest thing to an apology that this thorny woman was capable of, Ulric thought. Best to quit while you're ahead.


"I can live with that. It's a hell of an ask, but I can live with it. But only if you stop thinking that every time I do something that diverges from the norm in Iriel that I'm some heathen that does it to spite you. I have an entire literal lifetime of prejudices, expectations, histories, assumptions, and straight up nonsense that I have to wade through to understand you people, with none of the benefit of ever having been raise in this world. You don't always say it but I can feel it crawling between those ears. I will not be treated as some uncultured barbarian, and I expect your help to understand how to fit in with your kin." He told her softly but firmly.


Ulric turned to face her held her gaze while he did it. This was not a matter on which he was prepared to budge. He thought she might object to the ears comment, but she squashed that frown quickly and instead held out her hand.


"Done. I will accept your limitations if you will leave my shame in the past." She said.


Taking her hand and giving it a single squeeze he sealed the bargain.


"Done."


A second deal closed and a bargain at that. Ulric was starting to feel good about the fair folk.

            

    
        Chapter 46:  Views Through Shifting Steam

    
    
    
    
                Quiet descended on their location as the two settled back into their respective positions in the water. The baths had been crafted with a bench seat about one meter down into the water and gently sloped downwards before a gentle step provided a spot for the feet to settle. Curved pockets in the sides of the pool were carved to give the bather a relaxed place in which to soak. Additionally, flattened wood blocks with carefully rounded edges were laid next to the reclining pockets, whose use Ulric saw was to be placed under the arms so that you could rest your limbs atop the water while reclining nearly completely, the wood was plenty buoyant enough to support the weight of a limb. The result was a magnificently restful experience. So restful Ulric thought he might drift away.


"It is not rude to let your eyes roam a woman or man's body to whom you are attracted." Geyrt spoke, shattering again Ulric's calm.


He was damned. Sentenced to a life time bereft of peace. A prisoner of this hateful creature who would see his torment well and truly delivered. Even after they had settled the majority of their differences this monster would never relent in her pursuit of his suffering. It was the beast's nature to punish mercilessly all attempts at repose.


Ulric's eyes snapped open to glare at his Shadow. Had that been a faint smile? Surely not, the steam in the room was clouding his vision. Wiping his eyes to clear them Ulric turned to find her relaxing with a smooth neutral expression, emerald flecked with bronze transfixing him with her even gaze.


"What?" Ulric asked trying to return his thoughts from the fog of near sleep.


"Like now, you are allowed to look upon a woman's body, it is considered a compliment, mostly, unless the staring is gratuitous." She continued raising an eyebrow.


He realized that he was, in fact, gratuitously staring. Ye gods they floated. He ripped his eyes away to focus only on her face. Honestly, he'd thought he was basically over that. For her part she was completely unphased. That slight lift of her eyebrow being the only indication she'd even noticed.


"It is not an insult, as many Otherkin seem to believe. If the one being observed is not interested they will make this known. Some do so by purposefully turning their gaze away, others do it by using this hand gesture." Geyrt explained, one hand making a flicking motion from her eyes towards the floor as if shedding the offending gaze.


Ulric very carefully did not allow his eyes to follow her hand downwards.


"In all of this there is no hostility or ill feeling. But if they signal their disinterest and you continue to look then they will have cause to lay a challenge to you. If it is a married woman or man their spouse will be able to join them in this challenge so it is not a wise thing to offend married folk. Discrete glances are expected and none would bother to even think of them. It is well that you have not been overly encouraged by those looks that you have received, sometimes Otherkin overreact to a mere appreciative glance, as if promises were made." The amazon said, relaxing again into the water.


Ulric thought about her statements carefully, trying to internalize these important "ground rules" to Elf social conventions. At least it sort of made sense so far. No one had yet been insulted, it would appear in his casual examinations. He'd assumed their returned consideration was the sheer novelty of a Human in a place where they had not been seen in many years, if the Iriels weren't exaggerating. They did very little in the way of making mountains out of mole hills did the Elves, their humor was more inclined towards downplaying and understatement.


Sort of like the people who had immigrated from the Britanno-European Compact, when ocean current shifts had turned their part of the world into a glacier. Collapse had been largely kickstarted by those ocean current shifts and he'd grown used to that kind of humor in his old neighborhood. He was pulled from his recollection when his Shadow continued her discussion having noticed that he'd checked out.


"You do this well, mostly, a glance and nothing more. In fairness, the times you fail are mostly acceptable as well. Mother Shor is…impressive. And she makes herself a spectacle on purpose, to distract those who negotiate with the court and to test the their concentration. She also causes many to underestimate her, by flaunting she may set the unwary to think her body is all there is to her."


Geyrt frowned pointedly, "If I must explain to you that this is a mistake I would be disappointed in you Glade Chief, Shor is the most deep thinking of my Father's wives, it was why he sealed their alliance through marriage. Well," she scoffed, "Most of the reason."


It appears she had noticed her father's smug glances towards Ulric as well. He wondered if it made things better or worse for himself that all of these people sort of made him nervous. Like walking across a frozen lake when you didn't quite know how thick the ice was. Beautiful the lake might be, but a guy could get killed if he weren't ultimately careful where he put his feet.


"Anyway! If one invites gazes they cannot claim insult when they receive them. I have witnessed this bizarre thing in some of the Otherkin frequented places within Orlethrem, particularly amongst the trading villages along the Zelas. A human man dressed with pants cut to show his legs and a short coat pretends offense when you mention the curve of his rump. It makes no sense." She finished.


As he digested that Ulric turned his attention to the rest of the room. Pools littered with beautiful people and all of them without a stitch. And none of them looking the slightest shy about it. Maybe it was like those nudist colonies he'd heard about. When the sight of bare skin was normalized it lost much of its allure. The forbidden fruit lay on the table, not so tempting as half hidden in the leaves. An interesting concept. He had to admit, he had detected some gazes on his own body, particularly when he'd approached the pool. There was nothing malicious about any of it. You existed and so you were noticed. Some looks were more approving than others. No big deal. He couldn't tell if his perspective had been warped by the frankly bigger concerns, like being eaten alive, that Varda provided aplenty.


Well, when in Rome. He turned his attention back to Geyrt, making sure he kept a respectful focus.


"Thank you for this lesson. The baths are a lovely experience and it feels good to know I'm not going to upset anybody if a ten out of ten waltzes through and my concentration lapses while I ogle them for a second. " He said sincere in his gratitude.


Let his eyes roam again through the bath, across its stones, its immaculately carved wood, and, of course, the artwork that was the people that occupied it.


"I spoke of it with your brother while we awaited his recovery, but your people are all far more...healthy, more absent of deficiency and physically beautiful than those of my old world. The Watcher said that my old world had no Watcher of its own and therefore there was none to guide the growth and evolution of its life. It spoke of something called the Progenitor code, I think it was talking about DNA, the genetic code, and my world's life forms were all more unoptimized thanks to the inherent randomization of genetic variance and evolutionary processes. I'm not going to lie to you, you people are all built better, like the very pinnacle of attractiveness and fitness compared to my old life. Even the Humans I had to kill back in the glade were stronger and more free from flaw than anybody I'd ever met in my old life." Ulric explained, noting that her attention was rapt when he mentioned the Watcher.


"Who is this watcher you mention? This is not the first time I think I have heard you mention it." Geyrt asked.


"It's the thing that brought me here. The thing that remade me, I guess. Looked like an impossibly pretty Human but, I dunno, alien. Too perfect, too...ummm...I don't know how to explain it. It was Impossible. Anyway it spoke to me for a minute before it abandoned me to the wild on the Plateau."


"The Eternal Gaze. You spoke to the Eternal Gaze, the being that observes all of creation." Geyrt said, not quite disbelieving.


"Yeah," Ulric nodded, "I think it did say something along those lines. So...a god?" Ulric asked.


The Elf shook her head gently, sending ripples of steaming water as her hair disturbed the surface, "No, Ulric Glade Chief, not a god. There are many ascended creatures, beings of vast power, implacable will, and who interact with the world at a level deeper than the more ephemeral mortals such as the Aes'r, the Valin, Svartalfin, and Jormun. Even elementals are not so interwoven into the fabric of Varda as the gods. No, the gods are mysterious but they are very much involved in the affairs of the world and its peoples, they can be spoken to and, occasionally, when circumstances are right, can be heard in return. The Eternal Gaze says nothing, sees all, and its only intervention is in the cult of its Soul Inquisitors, who root out the practice of Soul mutilation using the power to see Souls and their connection to the Akashic record at will. It could undo Varda if it wished but it only uses its power to observe the unfolding of Fate. I had not though it possible to speak with the Eternal Gaze."


She appeared relatively unsure what to think about that. Well, she wasn't the only one. Ulric didn't exactly buy what the existence had told him either. Not that it had said anything false but even a dim light like Ulric knew when he hadn't been told the whole truth. Maybe his brain would have exploded if it had tried to tell him how things really were.


Huh. Well, that was interesting. Here he'd been sort of convinced the Watcher was maybe capital G god. Maybe not, but not real damned far off from it. But there were little g gods aplenty. He wondered how that came about? He bookmarked that thought for later. For now, it was something of a load off his back, knowing that he wasn't going to get himself in trouble with the Elves, their social conventions were, more or less, normal. Kind of. Maybe a little more direct and less forgiving of outright insults. Maybe a lot more potentially murdery, he'd have to wait and see.


He truly had been concerned that there were cultural landmines to step on with a Human in the Elven baths. And, now that he'd experienced the wonder that was this room full of thermally ideal water and relaxing heat soaked stones, he did not want to be forced to forego their luxury simply because he was too awkward to navigate Elf social norms about nudity. He'd also apparently gotten the hazing out of their systems so he could expect more peace in the future. If only he didn't have Geyrt waiting for him to close his eyes before she ambushed him with a non sequitur. It was on purpose, he was sure of it.


Speaking of the woman she had a slight tilt to her head. Now she seemed curious.


"You have done this thing again, using words in a way that does not have meaning. What does it mean to count to ten and then again, I have heard you say this before?" She asked.


Now he chuckled a little. Reminded of the endless number of gaps in their experiences. Briefly, his thoughts spilled backwards to recall some of the talks he'd had with his few friends over beers trying to lay out the precise specifications for each number in the system. They had never been able to fully define the grand scale though they had tried many nights, including attempting to fit themselves into it. If Ulric recalled he'd rated a seven out of ten but only if he kept his mouth shut, that dropped him to a six.


"The phrase is an idiom, a very specific linguistic usage that does not have a strict definition in the Akashic species language because it relies on the conditions or information held only by a certain social group for its meaning. I am afraid that my language in my old life was heavily idiomatic which means it's basically nonsense to you. And there's nothing I can do about it, these usages are hard wired into my brain. If I stopped using them I would sound like a textbook." Ulric explained.


He had heard Elven idioms although not as many as he would expect. Then again, perhaps that was why he wasn't able to follow certain parts of conversations, they were using words he wasn't expecting in places he wasn't expecting and it disrupted his limited comprehension. His hosts had done a remarkable favor to him by speaking human, rather than Elvish. He decided that he would have to make a better effort to reciprocate. No time like the present.


"Let me explain, as I can. This way of saying is to rank persons of attractiveness on a scale of one being…ugly and uninteresting to a ten a flawless beauty. Then a ten out of ten is a peerless one to your senses. This is a…crudely objective…way to refer to others but it is mostly a way to very shortly summarize one's thoughts on their attractiveness." Ulric said slowly, working his way through is poor Elvish.


Geyrt seemed a little surprised. She leaned forward from her relaxed recline making Ulric's life harder. He was determined to get used to her though. Her graceful features, and almond shaped eyes, glittering emeralds inset with bronze shards, held his eyes as effectively as a vice.


"You speak better than I remember. You have practiced? It is well you have done this, many would use this as a way to speak around you. As your Shadow I must advise that you do not spread intentionally your ability to speak our tongue. Your perceived inability to understand Elvish could be a tool, allowing you to listen where others think they will not be overheard. Fear not that you go misunderstood should you use your native language, most of the seasoned Hunters and warriors of Iriel have lived long enough at duties along the borders to have learned Human well enough to get by." She advised doing her duty to see to his interests.


Ulric kept his voice low.


"I only recently started to get a feel for your language. Like a song I had to hear a hundred times to recognize its melody. Once that I did it was much easier to follow. But when you use your own odd phrases I cannot grasp you. Likewise if you speak too quickly I cannot grasp you. Slow like this is ok." 


She nodded before settling back into her resting position.


"It is good enough. We will work on this. Then to be ten out of ten is to be attractive in the utmost yes?" The intense woman asked casually.


"This is so." Ulric confirmed.


"And you find me to be this ten out of ten?"  She asked point blank.


"This is so." He reaffirmed without detail.


"Good. Then at least you are not blind…You are a seven." His Shadow declared a rare smile finding its way to her face as she closed her eyes and relaxed.


What could he say to that? Nothing Ulric decided. Nothing was best and he also settled back to soak.

            

    
        Chapter 47: Riding Lightning

    
    
    
    
                
The rest of their bath was held in blissful silence.


Eventually Ulric felt like he'd soaked the last remaining bits of hangover out and was, for the first time in ages, truly clean. As he dressed, it occurred to him that he really needed to obtain something more casual than a lorica and the heavy leather and fur number in which he had defaulted to travel the wood. Not that he had any complaints about the protective value of the armor. It was just a little bit of overkill for casual day wear when nothing was going to hop out of the flower pots to consume him. Probably.


Upon reaching their apartment, which Geyrt entered first, a pattern Ulric supposed he was going to have to get used to, they found their small in table loaded with a tray of food, covered by a set of nested wooden bowls. It seems that supper had been served. A roasted fowl of some sort, various steamed vegetables, and bread loaf. Ulric soaked his loaf in the pooled juices of the roasted bird thing and, once again, gave thanks to the comforts of civilization. The meal was taken in silence, as was customary. It was wonderful. The entire evening had been fantastic.


He got to learn a little about the Iriels and establish a solidly positive foundation for their interaction towards the future, he’d discovered the wonder that was the baths, and he’d been able to reach some sort of rapport with his brand new odd person. As uncomfortable as the notion was, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad? Optimism without reason had never been his schtick so he tempered that by remembering clearly the woman’s hard edged defensiveness and the relatively low regard in which she seemed to hold Otherkin. Yeah, okay, that fixed his optimism pretty easily. No easy roads for Ulric on this one, he’d have to continue to make efforts to convince his elf shaped manacles not to strangle him while he wasn’t looking.


There was something peaceful about the Iriel’en convention of a silent meal, he was able to appreciate the odd spices, the gamey, rich bird meat, and the fluffy but savory bread. Whatever the grain used was it was packed with flavor, maybe some kind of rye or nut-based flour.


After consolidating the meal in his stomach, he sat looking at an empty plate and the sudden realization hit him that he had no goddamn clue what to do with it. There were no sinks. No running water of which he was aware. What the hell did he do with these dishes? What about the bathroom? He didn’t need to go very often at all but it occurred to him that this meal would prompt a change in that situation. Free of the incredible pressure he’d been under to Not Fuck This Up, and concentrating on staying alive amongst the potentially dangerous natives, his mind was suddenly able to turn to the more mundane, the myriad small facets of life around him and he realized he had no goddamn clue about any of it.


Anxiety, a facet of his old existence that had dwindled to near nothing here came back with a vengeance. He was a tourist in a foreign land. No, worse, he was as a child. Half of what he knew about how to live was predicated on electricity. In the glade it didn’t matter, he had what he needed, with too much to do to worry about much else, and no worry about adhering to the rules of a society of one. Even when Brighteyes had come along, it was fine, there was just the two of them and the kid was perceptive enough to be able to keep himself out of the way, to adjust to Ulric’s rhythm, not the other way around.


Just like that the buoyant mood he'd had dissipated. He suddenly very much wished he were back in the glade.


He hated this feeling, of being a moron who didn't have a single clue what was going on around him. In the glade, yes, he'd been living the life of a virtual savage. But the rules were clear, he knew exactly what was expected of him, and he had no worry about how to handle basically any situation that had been before him. It had been harsh, and, he had to admit, lonely. Even for him. But it had been simple and without ambiguity, bizarrely peaceful. Now he had all the capability of a child. Less. Children probably knew where to put their damned dishes after a meal.


Ever since he'd come to Iriel he'd been thrown into one situation after another that made his decisions not just life or death, they had the potential to dictate aspects of the rest of his life. If he'd fucked up with the initial meeting with Bald'rt he could well have found himself unwelcome amongst the Elves, if not outright dead. If he'd been slower on the uptake he might have been pushed into agreements he didn't want to make or obligations he didn't have the faculty to meet. He was trying to establish a trade agreement for shit's sake. Cultural norms out the wahzoo. Social cues that were way over his head. And the worst part was that the majority of the people he met were far, far more experienced.


It had taken him some thirty years to feel like he had his act together and here he was surrounded by people just casually a century, or three, old. Hell, the child he'd come to know was, in many respects, as capable as many adults in his previous life, while he had, so far as he could see, regressed to the status of a talented neanderthal himself. Barely speaking the language. Ignorant. In the deep part of the pool, just struggling to tread water. He didn't dislike this place. He didn't dislike the company. He had, in fact, rather come to like the Elves as a people. It's just that he was now being forced to try to do a dance whose steps he didn't know to a tune he had never heard. He was clumsy, slow, and everybody knew it. Sucks to suck. And then there was that other thing.


Ulric ran a hand over his face while his thoughts whirled. Maybe he was just over thinking things. Maybe this was just a stress response to suddenly being, well, safe. But no, being a fool was one thing, he didn't like it but he'd accept it as the cost of admittance to the integration process of meeting new civilizations. What still, really, bothered him, as an added bonus to the rest, was that he still didn't know why he was getting these intensely aggressive impulses towards people he perceived as, in damn near any way, threatening. Any time he was stressed there was this drive in his mind. A pressure. What he was starting to think of as the Call. A Call to violence.


The first time was the [Forest Lord]. He had charged the damned thing. Never mind it was the correct thing to do, it was insane is what it was. Then there had been the Marauders or Poachers or whatever. He'd gone from excited to see people to almost casually murdering them in less than the time to drink a cup of coffee. The monkeys? That had damn near been fun. And lastly there was this woman next to him. He'd been just a whisker away from trying to burn her to death. He'd taken great joy in electrocuting her into near unconsciousness, and, only up until the last day or so not at least vaguely considered how he was going to kill her if he needed to. It was some scary shit is what it was.


Ulric was normally pretty good at stuffing things he didn't have any way of approaching into a little box in his head and kicking it into a dark place to never be seen again. That wasn't working as well these days. Too much he just wanted to drag the problem into the light and strangle it if it wouldn't behave. It had all been a little much these last couple of days.


"Fuck it." he whispered.


Time to recenter. What he was capable of doing, he was doing. He had not, in fact, fucked up his talks with the Iriel'en and their leaders. He had, for the most part, done the opposite and seemingly left a good impression. He had not been forced to kill anybody. Nobody who didn’t deserve it, anyway. Things were, not just fine, they were great. As well as could be expected anyway. And the godsdamned plate could sit there until the heat death of the universe for all he cared. No. He had a better idea for it. You know what? He was going to go blow something up.


Standing, Ulric grabbed the plate and made for the balcony.


Opening the window, he felt the gusting howls of wind blowing into the room, cold air surging around him. Its bitterness made him feel good. Feel alive.


Mana thrummed inside him as he willed his core to purpose. Tuning to Ceraun he forced the mana to split into two halves each turning towards the other in a cycle unending. He felt the power of the working gathering. The image of what he wanted to do meshed with his intent for how to do it driven by his will to see this thing done.


Static discharges leapt out randomly, and he frowned, taking hold of the magic more firmly until they stopped. Last time, he’d gone in with only a rough plan. This time though, he had a system. He’d learned a lesson from his previous failure, had properly considered the consequences of building a breakdown and of guiding it towards a destination. He focused mana into the carved wood, keying it, making it a part of the spiraling charges, stripping the yin from its nature to guide the yang to his target. It was ready. He could feel it. The air was rippling with its potential.


Ulric threw the plate like a vertical discus and raise his hand, his core forming the bridge between his held power and the wooden disk, the flow of energy clear in his mind. He released his hold on the mana and blue white ribbons of Ceraun crackled around a jagged bolt that streaked towards the plate, evaporating it. Thunder boomed washing over his body. Ecstasy.


*PING*


[Lightning Strike]**Override**[Lightning Javelin]


It worked. He had a way to target lightning, on the fly, exactly where he wanted. And the plate was no more. He was not ashamed to admit that he was in a far better mood.


"What have you done?" Geyrt whispered in his ear.


He jumped. He had not heard her approach and, somehow, she had managed to be almost on top of him without him noticing.


"Watcher's tits lady, you trying to scare me into falling off this balcony?!" He yelled.


"Do not yell at me, I was concerned! You were the one muttering to yourself and making fidgity hands! Then you suddenly open the window as Winter's Herald approaches and call a Skylance to the room! You are worms in head!" She yelled back, stepping back, glaring.


She was right. It was not, strictly speaking, the clearest headed decision he'd ever made. But it needed to be done. And he'd only yelled because she was a ninja. Even so.


"Alright, alright, I am sorry. I didn't mean to yell at you. But you shouldn't sneak up on me like that, I've got, uh, issues." Ulric said, hands raised in surrender.


Another gust of wind sent the cover of the trays to the floor and prompted Ulric to shove the balcony doors back closed.


"…Accepted. I should not have startled you, I did not think you would scare that easily. That does not answer my question, what did you do?" She said, her glare lightening by millimeters.


He didn't answer immediately, thinking instead about how to explain. And he made a point to ignore her near insult, she probably hadn't meant it as such and that was, in its own way, worse. When she opened her mouth to complain though he shut her down.


"Can you shut your gob for, like, five seconds lady? I'm thinking over here." He bit out.


You'd think somebody who still had seven or eight hundred years in the tank wouldn't be so friggin hasty. At least she settled back to wait for him to answer. Didn't do anything about that look though. He ignored her and picked up the tray cover, returning it to its place.


"Ok. Do you want the long version or the short version?" He asked, ready to try to have a thoughtful conversation.


"The short one, how did you touch a Skylance? You should not be able to do that." She said angrily.


Why the hell was she so touchy? He wondered. But instead of dwelling on her tone he just gave her what she wanted.


"I just focused Ceraun to gather electric potentials by separating the inflections of charge within my own body. I figured it out a, was it really only a week ago we set out? So…a couple of weeks ago now. The first version was a little rough though. The breakdown potential of air changes due to many factors, but most important was distance to the contact point. The spell was so hard to control at that point I nearly lost it and had to send it to a stone by carving a path of least resistance with a separate streamer of Ceraun to give it a definite location before it discharged on me. That did not go how I wanted it to. So, I thought out a modification that would let me build the path while I charged the spell linking the latent discharge with an object I could throw. The object would act as the target and I can just throw it at whatever I want to hit with the lightning, as if it were tuned to a specific spark gap. Easy peasey."


Geyrt had gone from irascible to completely baffled in only a few moments. By the end, she had that same look the kids in his lecture room had when he was presenting research during grad school to the visiting freshmen. Totally glazed over. The more things change the more they stay the same.


"And why shouldn't I be able to do it? That's, like, the easiest thing you can do with electricity. Just build a charge and release it. It's not like I made a spell to do electromagnetic ore sampling. Or radar. Or…hell…about a million things really. Wait…I can make a railgun! Ulric realized, suppressing a fist pump.


The more he thought about it, the more obvious it seemed. He’d have to work out the spell constraints, the exact pattern of electromagnetic oscillation to create a magnetic accelerator, maybe even find someone to craft coils until he could master a purely mana based field , but it was doable


“Hahaha! I AM a weapon to surpass metal gear!" Ulric cackled.


"What? What are you saying? Are you playing games with me again? Just tell me how you managed to use a Skylance, and from your hand instead of the…sky." The dark beauty asked, clearly lost, and getting mad about it.


This was the rub then. Ulric knew a ton of things that he shouldn't, compared to the run of the mill peoples roaming the land. What he lacked in what might be referred to as "common sense" he made up for in spades in esoteric knowledge of the nature of matter and the energies that drove it. Aside from that pesky little wrinkle where a core'd creature could manifest magic that turned most of that shit on its head, if not ignoring it completely. Cores could generate matter from mana. He knew, he'd done it. It took a lot, and he meant A LOT, of mana to do it, but you could. That should have been impossible but he had not pulled the water for his water jet from the air, he had manifested it from pure mana. He very deliberately did not think any more about that than he had to.


"Ok, calm down Ms. Fussypants, there's no need to get upset. Tell you what, let's just sit down, have a cup of juice, and I'll give you the long version. That might help you follow along. I'll start from the beginning and you can ask me when you have questions, that sound alright?" He asked, purely reasonably.


"My pants are fine, there is nothing fussy about them, whatever this fussy is. And I am not upset." She said voice rising.


Ulric had to stomp down hard on his instinct to just absolutely string this poor girl along. He was getting some real strong "Who's on First?" vibes. But no, resist the urge. You are Trying to Get Along. What it came down to was, they were incompatible people. She was irritable, serious to a fault, arrogant, and, so far as he could tell, without humor. He was distant, sarcastic, impatient, and enjoyed getting a rise out of people, especially at their expense. It would take serious effort on his part to avoid ruffling this hawk's feathers.


Instead of making things worse, he went over to the table and filled two wooden mugs with juice from a likewise wooden pitcher. As much as he loved their commitment to the aesthetic, he was going to have to introduce these lovely folk to ceramics. The cups full he sat at the table and gestured to the empty chair across.


He would have bet a small fortune the first time she opened her mouth was to insist she would rather stand. Whatever thoughts were rolling around behind those lovely veridian orbs he was sure he'd never know but they eventually led her to stalk over and take the indicated seat at the table. Gods she even drinks angrily, he thought.


"Now then. Before I start, let me get some idea of why you think I should not be able to do what I have very definitely done. Please explain to me Geyrt, why is this lightning bolt, this Skylance, a problem?" Ulric requested in his most calm, low, even tone.


She shook her head slightly, braided midnight hair swinging. He heard the wooden ring at its end tap the table. Meeting his eyes with hers she said, with no obvious maliciousness,


"Because you are too weak. You are too young to do this thing. Ceraun is one of the most difficult magics to control and those who do it well always say the same thing: never join the flow. The spell must not be in contact with you or it will move through you, the mana scouring your body with its flow. Even if you were strong enough to call a Skylance you should not have been able to hold it, it must be summoned from the air."


Ulric didn't take offense at that. Compared to these people he was barely more than a boy after all. This Elven woman before him, despite the flush of youth in her features, was triple his age. And, he had to admit, compared to their mages he probably was weak. But Bald'rt had said something about his core having, what was it again? Right. He'd said Ulric's core had tier III features. It was likely that he was a freak. A creature designed, purposefully, to be more potent than he should have been. That Watcher hadn't just done this out of some sense of…fairness, pity, whatever. Ulric was far too much the cynic to buy that. There was another reason. It might not even have been a complex one. Maybe the only reason he'd been reforged was so the Impossible could enjoy the show. He wouldn't object to that, if it gave him this second chance. In fact, he hoped to provide a great deal of entertainment for a long, long time.


Turning his thoughts to her description of how magic was controlled he found himself finding the first tangible evidence of their lack of sophistication. It was clear that magic was sort of boosting civilization. Lifting it above what it would be otherwise, since they could achieve through magic what could have only been possible through technology. Technology that would have mandated understanding of certain facets of physical theory. Such as this fallacy that you cannot join the flow of electricity. There was nothing wrong with being part of the flow, you just couldn't be the sink. He knew this first hand, had had it burned into his body. Always you gave the current a ground. So long as that was true, many mistakes were forgiven. You risked burning the circuit if you pushed the voltage too high but that's what overvoltage "crowbars" were good for, you just collect the runoff energy and open the line to failsafe. Matter of fact…maybe there were mana analogues to this. He was definitely creating some sort of circuit, there was a definitive flow to what he was doing. Not now, though, bookmark that thought.


Ruminations paused Ulric decided how he was going to reply.


"Your spellcasters don't know what they're doing." Ulric said bluntly.


Well, he'd never claimed to be subtle. Or nice.


"It is likely that they are extremely well practiced within the framework of their knowledge, they are masters of their art. I would bet that they know exactly what they want to do, and they have the strength to do it, but they don't know why or how it works from a certain perspective. That's why some things are so much harder than they should be and why they have limits that don't really exist." He finished.


Geyrt looked like he'd slapped her. Her eyes widened and her lips thinned. Apparently, she took the failings of her kin personally. What else was new?


"I knew you were worms in head but I did not know you were also a complete fool. How can you say such a thing? You are barely even matured and you know better than masters of the manacraft?" She scolded.


Instead of replying to her he folded his hands together, as if in prayer, reaching for his core.


[Voltaic Grip]


Arcs surged between his hands as he spread them apart, cupping the dancing, winding, rising, and forking Ceraun. Even farther he spread them apart, until his arms were extended fully, a ribbon of lightning arcing like a rainbow over his head, crackling, between his palms. He was applying the same concepts he'd used to create his lightning strike, and, was deliberately altering the flow to be centered within his body, not pulling on the charges from the air. His hands were as capacitor plates and he could vary the flow to keep the arc jumping.


Internalizing the current this way was much more efficient, there was far less resistance as his magic used his own mana channels to carry the energy. Ulric knew that he could gather charge from the air, instead of generating it, and that could let him build a discharge between two external points but that was far more power intensive, it took much more mana to reach out like that, like he’d have to create two webs of magic to keep the two charge generating spells separate, or else have to create a truly massive one at one end and hope he could direct the resulting discharge. That way was sloppy, was hard to control, was gross overkill. His internal magic, he felt like he could hold this for half an hour and release it as needed. And, as the buzzing power rolled through his mana channels, he could see Geyrt's dark skin pale.


Never contact the flow? Laughable. He wasn't just touching it, like he had before, he was part of it. And he wasn't afraid because it wasn't some force he merely created and released; it was of himself. He could sooner choke on his own breath.


Ulric rode the wave, letting his instincts carry him along. He closed his hands into fists and pulled the arcing energy completely into his body to circulate through his mana channels. It felt painful, there are limits to containing that much energy, until he willed a layer of mana through them, like insulation, or, no, more like a laminar flow. Now he held it completely. He let his arms fall and leaned forward to cup his chin with one hand, elbows resting on the table and looked into Geyrt's eyes. If that last thing spooked her she was purely going to shit. The other hand reached up to hover a half meter above the table and Ulric smiled before he loosed the energy, giving it the outlet it craved. A thumb thick violet arc leapt to the table top and danced, carving blackened char along its path.


*PING*

*PING*


[Voltaic Grip] override [Voltaic Pulse] override [Voltaic Riot]


He cut off the spell, felt his core stop heaving at the charge in the room. Interesting. It would appear that greater understanding led to greater power. And the spell…it evolved? Twice. That was something. His examination was cut off by Geyrt standing suddenly from the table. She looked like she'd swallowed salt water.


"What are you? No lies." She asked nervously.


Now that was hurtful. She should know better than anyone. She'd seen his status, if Brighteyes was correct about her [Scanning] her targets. It didn't help that she was asking the same question that had been echoing in the back of his head for weeks now. Human only in name Bald'rt had said. What am I? He suspected that he was going to spend the rest of his life answering that question.


"I am Ulric Einar, a once materials engineer now Twice Born, I’m the Forest Lord Bane, and, somehow, [Lord of the Ancient Glade]. And I am hopelessly lost so far as anything else is concerned, like a raft in the ocean." He said earnestly.


"And I would very much appreciate it if you would stop calling me crazy. There's a part of me that thinks I'll someday wake up back in my old world finding this whole thing was a fever dream. But I don't think so. You'll have to accept that I am not a thing of this world, not entirely, and that gives me perspectives that you do not have. That doesn't mean I'm crazy. There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy." Ulric quoted at her, humor in his voice.


His core was close to empty. He'd pushed his system hard, trying to follow the inspiration of the moment to its conclusion, especially when he'd pulled the Ceraun to run through his mana channels directly. But he felt like he'd grown more in tune with how his body integrated with his core. He felt good.


As an additional bonus, some of the…pressure…the gnawing unease on his mind was gone. Taking a little more control of something, even if only his own mana, was enough to get his psyche back on track. There was a weakness in an overactive mind in that it could eat itself if not looked after. Varda wasn’t exactly all roses out there and he had worries aplenty to set the wheels spinning, if he didn’t stay on top of himself. A new body, a young man’s burgeoning impulses and drives, a core with its own novel manifestations within him, these were all going to take longer than the mere few months of desperate living he’d had to adjust to them.


            

    
        Chapter 48: On Harvesting Jamfruit

    
    
    
    
                
There were few things in life as purely satisfying as proving someone utterly wrong. No part of his magic before was supposed to be possible, according to Geyrt's description of the limitations of wielding Ceraun. They were doing something wrong, had to be. He wondered if it had to do with ignorance on what the nature of the electron, of what charge was?


He wasn't a quantum physicist but he'd studied enough of it to know that waves and particles liked to trade places when you looked at them. That particles were just excitations of the underlying quantum fields, collapses of probability. And that electromagnetic force was described in some circles as the exchange of a virtual particle, a field perturbation, though short lived, between the collapsed waves, the particles. He was willing to bet that the missing piece of this interaction, the unmeasurable virtual particle, was mana. More things in heaven and earth indeed, he’d do well to remember that there were likely completely novel interactions at play on Varda than ever he’d known on old mother Earth.


Having this kind of intimate knowledge was like holding the keys to the castle keep. The spellcasters of this world could access the walls and battlements by force, they just jumped over them, so to speak. But he could open the doors and walk inside. It produced a qualitative difference in the result of their magics. It also removed some of the dangers and traps that touching these spells involved. Geyrt hadn’t been all wrong to criticize him though; for every major thing the sorcerers of this strange sylvan magic were wrong about. there were probably a thousand small things they were completely right about. Hence the pressing need to study magic with these people before trying to reinvent the wheel.


Before Ulric could start to explain this to Geyrt the door to the room echoed from two loud knocks, then opened. Into the room stepped a staffer, Ulric was deliberately thinking of them that way instead of "servant", an older man of refined features and a warrior. It was, in fact, the very same warrior with whom he'd spent the previous evening. They both looked like business but he got a quick smile from his not so paramour which was reward enough.


He didn’t know why, when they themselves were so outlandishly attractive, she was interested, but some ladies dug ugly and he was totally fine with that. Maybe she had a thing for wide shoulders, he was certainly a little less balance beam and a little more still rings than the average Iriel’en. Especially given that these were all their more combat ready peoples roaming the fortress.


His guests took in the room, not destroyed. Geyrt, not harmed but clearly unhappy, so nothing new there. Seeing nothing too apparently amiss, other than the damaged table top they relaxed slightly.


"Please excuse our rude interruption, Glade Chief. We were on our way to inform you of the arrangements for the fulfillment of agreements made and heard a loud noise. We hurried to ensure that no one had been harmed." Said the liveried, grey-haired Elf.


How the hell old did he have to be to have grey hair?


The Warrior, Hal'et? Hal'et, spoke up, her low melodic voice full of teasing.


"We were not sure that you hadn't gotten overly enthusiastic disciplining your [Shadow Panther]. It can take time to teach them to keep their claws up." She said grinning.


Huh. That was nearly the first time anyone had mentioned Geyrt who wasn't direct kin. And, judging by Grey's sniff, it was considered a faux pas, to do so casually. Hal'et merely shrugged at the elder man, unperturbed.


Geyrt's ears reddened slightly, though she glared at the Warrior without saying anything. Huh, would you look at that, somebody who knows how to get under her skin better than him. That she was embarrassed, rather than merely angry, meant the prod had hit something sensitive. Come to think of it hadn't her father called her his little [Shadow Panther] in jest? So maybe it was a running joke. Old friends maybe?


Ulric decided he'd better not pry. Sometimes ignorance was bliss. Other times it was survival. Nope, he was going to just move things right along and hope for the best.


"Welcome, the both of you. Nothing to excuse, you were looking out for my safety and the safety of my Shadow. We were just having a conversation about Ceraun and I was making a demonstration to prove a point. Come, make yourselves comfortable. Juice?" He asked casually as he could.


Grey seemed almost surprised at the invitation. But he recovered quickly and smoothly.


"No, thank you, Glade Chief, that won't be necessary. I won't disturb your peace for long. Lord Bald'rt has arranged for space to be made for you in an instructional hall, that you may receive instruction alongside our…people…to assist in your learning of Iriel. This is to be at Midsunsrise. At Sunscrest you are invited to join Idra'se for drilling and instruction of arms with his men. Then at Midsunsfall you have been requested to appear for training in the mage arts. My Lord Bald'rt says not to be late or his wives will be displeased at tardiness. I would heed him on this Glade Chief. That will be all, arrangements would normally have been made for a guide, but your Shadow should be able to lead you. I will be going now, have a good evening." Grey said bowing himself out of the room smoothly.


He was like a professional butler or something. Had that whole "I am serving you so you will do exactly as I say" vibe Ulric thought. A movement at his side turned him back to see the Warrior woman had not left, instead she was standing next to the table looking at the lightning burns. She smiled down at him and winked.


"I will accept your offer Glade Chief. Thank you for helping me wet my…throat." Hal'et said in a smoky tone.


She took a cup and filled it before downing the entire thing in one gulp. She licked her lips when she was done, and made a show of it. Ulric was suddenly glad he was sitting down at the table.


He heard a cough and saw that Geyrt was looking a little less overtly hostile. At least towards him. She didn't seem thrilled with the current situation, but was unable to scold anyone over it, given her new status. Not that that had seemed to stop her much before but she was clearly as distracted by their guest as he was, if, maybe, for different reasons.


Clearly the earlier conversation was on hold, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to put socks on correctly with Hal’et over there, a predatory gleam in her lime-colored eyes. Certainly, the unexpected visit had also distracted Geyrt from her shock at seeing his supposedly impossible spell casting, for which he was even more grateful for the interruption than just on account of the heavy come hither getting thrown his way. Not to discount the come hither, mind, that was a ton of hither. Ulric had no idea what to do here.


When in doubt, Be Polite.


"Ladies, would you like to sit? It's been a long day, we might as well relax." He offered, hoping his limited Elvish would hold up.


"I will stand." Geyrt said instantly.


"I'd be glad to sit on, I mean, with you." Hal'et answered only slightly behind his Shadow, using that same husky voice.


Ulric didn't miss the frown being leveled at both him and the incredibly obvious warrior woman. What the hell had he done now? He also did not miss the pretend mistake, especially not in her native tongue. In spite of the juice, Ulric's mouth was going dry. No Casanova was he, but the buxom Elf was just about lighting road torches up her thighs.


He cleared his throat gently and noted that the room temperature was going up every time the elf-at-arms over there moved or spoke.


Hal'et took the chair opposite Ulric, ignoring the gaze leveled at her back, and he noticed that her armor flowed with her motion. The protective cuirass consisted of small, leafshaped, scales that reminded him of fish if they had a shimmering blue green color. It created an almost liquid effect where every movement was permitted as the scales shifted. It also meant that the cuirass did very little to hide Hal'et's curves. Va voom. Those were emphasized when she crossed, then uncrossed her legs and leaned forward to smile at him.


She had a lighter tan complexion, similar to Shor's. Distant kin? Same clan? A distinct redness to her dark, glossy braided hair, and a solid, thicker build than many of the Elves he'd seen, broader shoulders and thicker legs. That also translated to wide, round hips and a full bust. Eyes that were more yellow than green, with copper flecks were gazing playfully at him. She was definitely cute. Not as absolutely breath taking as Geyrt, or as imposing as the Dragons, but every bit the testament to whatever the hell magitech bioengineering was responsible for these wondrous Elves. Way too pretty for him, and he had to summon his courage not to go all stiff legged and mumbling. Too late for that, Old Man, she’s got you in her sights and you can’t run fast enough to escape.


The atmosphere was definitely a little odd. He wanted to finish his conversation with Geyrt but he couldn't just ignore the woman in front of him. The way she sat though put Geyrt behind her like a barrier. A sexy barrier that was making definite eyes at him. And Geyrt was still radiating disapproval, for some reason. Nothing for it, Ulric decided. He wasn't going to be able to make conversation with her at this point and she was making his skin crawl glaring at everybody like that. And he was most definitely not going to suggest that Hal'et go anywhere anytime soon.


"Geyrt, you don't have to wait around if you don't want to sit with us. We can always finish our conversation tomorrow. I promise I'll explain how it works, right from the beginning." Ulric said evenly.


Don't fuck this up. Don't fuck this up. Don't. Fuck. This. Up. He begged the universe silently.


The dark woman stiffened before returning to her almost at attention stance. She actually looked a little relieved. Was she forced to stay in the room until he dismissed her? Gods this Shadow stuff was going to be tiring. They ought to give you a rule book or something.


"Thank you, Glade Chief. I will retire and make preparations for the morrow. You may summon me if you have need. Have need of me tomorrow, I mean." She finished, stumbling a bit there at the end.


Huh.


His Shadow turned on her heel and strode off. Did she slam the door behind her? Maybe a little.


"She refuses to let that pride go, even a little. It's a wonder she doesn't set herself on fire burning like that all the time." Hal'et said, a little wistfully.


Suddenly the playful gaze turned serious, even a little regretful.


"It is rude to speak of another's Shadow, but we were close for many years. It is a sad thing to see that, even now, she has not learned the lesson of not holding onto everything too tightly. I would not have thought it would lead her down such a road, but disaster, of some kind, was assured. She probably would have thrown herself away in the first clashes with Prespang; this is, in many ways, a kinder fate. You will have a hard time, at first, with her stubbornness; be patient, and, eventually she will see sense. Don't ever let her think you weak, or you will suffer for it." the woman instructed softly.


An old friend then, maybe part of those rings? If so, they had likely known each other for decades. Probably the only reason she'd acknowledged her was for old times' sake, to see her friend cared for properly. The advice was good, and he fully intended to take it.


Tossing her head, the Elf woman leaned forward, that smoldering look back on her cute face. Business was, apparently, at an end.


"But enough of that. We are alone now. I have my rotation duty starting tomorrow and it will be a long time before I can relax again. I would like you to peel me like a jamfruit and eat to your hearts content. What do you say?" She said, a hint of challenge in her low voice, though she laughed at the end.


"I say you're on lady. One peeled jamfruit coming up." Ulric announced reaching for the giggling woman.


The hand reaching for her arm found only air. She spun away from the table with the effortless grace of her kind to stand a few meters away. Her hands ran down her bust, stomach, and thighs and she spun to arch her back, pushing her rump towards him. Looking over her shoulder she taunted him and undid the swordbelt that held a wide bladed scabbard and long belt knife, letting these lie upon the top of a dresser.


"The winds blow strongly this time of year. I am afraid I can be a difficult catch, Ulric Glade Chief. You will have to be quicker than that if you plan to dine tonight."


She rocked her hips back and forth at him to further throw down the gauntlet. Of course, Elves made this into a challenge. But, for once, this was a game Ulric was ready to play; the rules were clear and the rewards were well worth the effort. He had a feeling that just because this nymph wanted to be caught, she wouldn't make it easy.


Ulric stepped away from his seat with deliberate slowness. He kept his feet light, ready to move to cut off her movement as he advanced steadily. When he was within striking distance, he launched himself forward but she backstepped and then suddenly moved to the side, like she was levitating. It was an effort to stop himself and try to move to intercept and he was too slow to prevent her from reaching the open floor. He probably could have gotten there but he was hesitating, worried about colliding with all this armor. It would not do to smash your partner's face on a bone plate.


Having escaped, Hal'et was now lounging on the foot of the bed, kicking her legs. Fine. Be that way, Ulric thought as he removed the pauldrons and pulled the lorica off, bearing his upper body, as he dropped the gear to the floor and lightly kicked it out of the way under the table.


"Ohh? You were supposed to be peeling me, not yourself. Or is it that you are the only one in this room who you can catch?" The woman teased.


"These jamfruits move easily in the breeze. I would hate to bruise them in the catching. Besides, you appear to enjoy the sights." He returned, smiling.


He couldn’t deny that a game of tag with stakes was turning out to be rather a great deal of fun.


He readied himself to close on her again and she bounced to her feet lightly stepping to the side of the bed to give herself room for evasion.


Ulric rushed forward suddenly and she fled giggling. She spun away from his line of attack forcing him to juke sideways. He nearly had her then because she had to jump an end table but she pulled her arm in close as she leapt and he wasn't willing to grab her hair. Not right now at least. She came down and did some kind of dizzying step that made her seem to flow around him. Ulric knew he wouldn't be able turn himself in time to pursue so he threw himself into a backwards retreat that closed off her path and kept her in front of him.


Whew. Agile. Quick too. He was suddenly not so very sure he’d be able to pull this off.


"You are doing better Ulric, but, alas, this fruit is yet dancing in the wind. You were right though, I am glad you shed the armor. Watching you try to catch me is almost as much fun as being caught. Those shoulders…and I imagine all kinds of things to do with your hands." Hal'et taunted again.


She punctuated her tease by raising her arms over her head and turning in profile like she was stretching. Her curves stood out clearly in that rippling iridescent armor. The black silk like undergarment, the same kind Geyrt wore, and indeed, the same kind that all the Warriors tended to favor, hid nothing of the definition of her limbs.


There followed another failed attempt and three rotations around the room in which he learned that Elves are fucking tricky and might not have any bones.


Both of them had returned to their respective “corners” and were breathing slightly more heavily from a combination of exertion and anticipation. No wonder they were all in shape, foreplay was some kind of Olympic event.


Ulric was determined that this next push was going to be the last. He had a plan. Their game had taken him towards a thin circular rug depicting abstract vines circling the twin suns and she, while still not cornered by any stretch of the imagination, had the large bed blocking one side and the corner of the room on the other. Hal'et moved like the perfect blend of a dancer and a gymnast. Even in this enclosed space, even quick as Ulric was, she was simply able to twist, jump, spin, and slide away. But she had a weakness Ulric had noticed during her flight. She naturally tended to evade clockwise.


Ulric feinted another rush, which spurred her to step towards the bed, no doubt she'd just jump across it, and Ulric kicked the thin rug to slide under the foot she was planting for her move. The rug slipped under her, her first sign of ungrace as she jerked, arms swinging, then turned to regain her balance and Ulric was nearly on top of her before she managed it. Looking back over her shoulder and seeing him so close, her cute face focused, and she planted both feet together in a crouch and launched herself in a high standing back vault that took her over him. Ulric was already spinning though, anticipating that she would escape being cornered, and reached out low in time to manage to grab an ankle, just before she dove out of her landing towards the center of the room.


Heaving, Ulric pulled the leg from under her and stood quickly, planting himself as he felt her weight settle on his arm as he rose. He had her then, dangling from his right hand while his body strained to hold her up one handed. Her yelp at losing balance and swinging face first towards the floor had turned into a giggling laugh as she hung there. Ulric reached, keeping his holding hand high to put his other hand to her side and rotated her to plant her standing in front of him, both hands on her waist. He'd seen cheerleaders and ice skaters do this sort of thing on television. Having done it himself now, he had greater appreciation for what a display of strength and coordination it really was.


Hal'et stood breathing deeply and suppressing her laughter. Ulric was breathing hard as well and found himself smiling. It had been a fine game and he'd only had to cheat a little. They stood there briefly enjoying the moment.


"Hal'et, thank you for the game, it was lovely and so are you. Would you mind showing me how to peel jamfruit? I confess I have no memory of the other night and the morning found you already in your skin. It is a marvelous skin I might add." Ulric said honestly, if haltingly, concentrating on the inflections.


The good-humored girl put her hands over his and leaned forward to whisper into his ear.


"I will gladly show you this and many other things. This time I will make it so you do not forget them, not for any amount of Elven wine, yes?"


And then she did.


            

    
        Chapter 49: Social Science on Venomous Snakes

    
    
    
    
                Morning came late for Ulric. Not enough sleep, he laughed to himself. And he was by himself, Hal'et had already risen to find her duty. He could still smell her on the bed. What a gal. She'd made good on every look, hint, and tease; laughing and giggling the entire time, when she wasn't making an altogether different type of sound.


What a gal, Ulric thought again as he pulled himself out of bed. A blanketless bed. The comforter and over sheet had been discarded early on. Taking a minute to collect these items and make the bed Ulric basked in the glow of the night. He hoped the elf lass would take care of herself, he found her good humor infectious, to say nothing of the rest of her.


With the mess corrected, Ulric strode naked to the pitcher and poured a half glass of the last of the juice. He felt like he'd need about two gallons of water to set himself to rights. It was a wonder his blood pressure hadn't dropped. Bemused contemplation of carnal carnival was his excuse for why he didn't hear the door to the study open.


"Do you intend to spend all of the day in your skin Glade Chief?" He heard in the unmistakable cutting lilt of his Shadow.


She was not going to have his joy though, not today. And if she was going to barge into his room without knocking, she was going to get to enjoy the sight of his bare ass for as long as he chose to share it.


"If you'd seen how this skin got used in the last few hours you'd stay in it too. I might not bathe today just to keep the feel of her fresh." Ulric retorted, looking over his shoulder.


Wonder of wonders that might have bought him a blush. Could it be? Was this fierce woman, this centurion, this dealer of death for her peoples, possibly shy? Amongst these folk? A hard life that would have to be, they were pretty off the cuff about the nightly distractions. She hadn't shown a lick of shame about being nude in the baths though, had apparently taken in stride his view of her. Maybe there was a kind of social conditioning that made those kinds of situations more comfortable? This needed testing.


Ulric turned to face her, glass in hand, one hand on his hip. He drank away the last of the juice and carefully put it down on the table, making sure to keep Geyrt in his sight. Every motion was completely deliberate and without a single hint of difference from what he’d do fully armored. It was time to determine how his Shadow handled his presence, which would inform him about how he should handle hers, and by association, others. He caught her inspection though he pretended no notice of it, which seemed to be the correct way to respond amongst the Elves.


Hmm…so his Shadow is at least somewhat aware of him as a male or as a person. Good. Not that he ever planned on working in that direction, he was not ashamed to admit that the thought of her father descending on him for some break of traditions he was unaware of took the starch right out of him. Her mother was only slightly less terrifying. No sir, Geyrt Iriel was firmly living in Look but don’t Touch Land.


Leaning back against the table he made himself comfortable. He was prepared to waste a great deal of time, if necessary. This was science, no rushing.


"What duty has brought you to my rooms with such quiet my Shadow?" He asked casually.


She stirred slightly and held his gaze. He couldn’t read her expression, she was using her Hunter’s poker face.


"I had come to see if there was enough of you left to bother attending the Midsunsrise lessons my father had arranged today. It seems my fears were unfounded, Hal'et left you whole and uneaten." Geyrt replied evenly.


Oho, so not completely a prude. And yet. Perhaps this was a pretense? A bold ploy to cover her discomfort?


"I am afraid you may have the reverse of things in your mind. It was not fair Hal'et doing the eating." Ulric said without particular emphasis, a grin finding its way to his face at the memory.


And there! She was blushing! Her gaze twitched again to take him in before returning to his own. If he hadn't been studying her keeping her under a microscope, as if he was examining a grain pattern in a sample to be tested, he wouldn't have caught it. Now the game was afoot, she was off balance and that meant a little shove might just do the trick.


Ulric continued, maintaining his overly matter of fact tone, "And yet, I am afraid she did carry off the better part of me. What you see before you is a hollow shell of a man, absent vital essence. Why, if I had a scale to measure I--"


"Enough! Enough! I have heard enough, the pair of you all night like animals and now this." She shouted.


Waving her hands, the woman's courage failed and she turned around quickly.


Ulric was positive she did not mean him to hear her mutter "I should have known better, he's bad as father." which comparison made him proud. Who could ask more than to be cut from the same cloth as that great man? It was good to be king and this victory was all the sweeter for his finally having learned a vulnerability in the woman.


The results of his experiment? Geyrt probably was not a prude, she'd had the ability to jest, however sarcastic she'd been, about sex. And she handled his exposure with a fair degree of composure, minus a few cracks for the observant eye. But there was definitely something there, a vulnerability, born of discomfort around him or with her own position with regards to her status, he wasn’t sure, and he could exploit it through overtly brazen immaturity.


Satisfied with this short study in Iriel’en Taipans and Their Habits, he filed his observations away and considered the day to come. He would be magnanimous about her defeat, no sense driving her to frothy rage before the dew burned off. He was sure there would be time enough later, even without his actively trying.


"I have been meaning to ask you, how is it that this structure is heated and free of wind?" Ulric asked, genuinely curious but also allowing his Shadow a reprieve.


This had been bothering him ever since they'd arrived. So many windows, so many natural components to the rooms, so much space. Entire walls of woven limb and vine and clearly visible daylight pouring through them. But no wind entered the building, not until he'd opened the doors to the balcony the night before. No drafts either. The space was almost totally comfortable as if it had a marvelously tuned HVAC system.


She turned to see him still standing there and quickly turned back around. Gods, who knew having no shame was so fun? He would consider this harassment if it hadn't been she who had barged into his rooms without warning. She would learn. He’d been nearly a month living in the buff after his unceremonious arrival to Varda.


"Will you clothe yourself already? I will announce myself next time, and will not enter until given leave. You’ve had your fun, but there is such thing as running a joke too far. This walks the line between confidence and gratuity." She scolded, clearly exasperated.


He supposed he really did have things to do and she had been punished enough. Ulric found his clothes, pants and armored skirt next to the bed, with his belt across the room. Lorica, undercoat, and pauldrons were still under the table. Dressing, he asked his question again.


This time she turned to find him clothed and he could see relief on her face as she started to explain.


"There is a magical weave placed on the bones of Irielhos, it acts to bar the wind from entering the walls of the citadel. The same weave keeps the air a constant temperature. It is one of the great achievements of the Aktinia, the coastal Elves who contend with powerful ocean storms and greater heat during the summer. Here, even in the coming Winter cold, it will keep the fortress city warm. Only the pavilions will feel the bite of the season."


Now that was certainly a hell of a thing. They had magical central heat and air. And airproofing. Truly magic was an incredible thing. He wanted to know more.


"That is fascinating. Do they achieve the thermal stability by trapping the heat or generating it? Does the material of the structure itself store the energy it removes from the air or simply cycle it out into the exterior? Also, how do the air barriers work? Is the air stilled at the surface or directed around it? That would produce a fairly large impulse under strong gusts. Like the ones I'm seeing outside now." Ulric questioned.


Now that he was paying attention there were some evil looking clouds outside and the wind appeared to be howling judging by the motion of the tree tops below. But of that wind, neither a sound or feel of it could be detected inside the fortress. Amazing. He didn't even know where to start making such a thing with magic. Doing it with engineering involved all kinds of shock absorption, soundproofing, and ways to eliminate vortex shedding vibrations. Technologies that, so far as he could tell, were quite far beyond the Elven civilization around him. They appeared to learn a thing and then to master it to completion rather than make the herky jerky jumps that characterized his own people's history of eclectic genius.


His Shadow merely shrugged at the questions murming "The workings of mages should be asked of mages." A fine way to say "I have no clue".


"There appears to be a massive storm on the horizon. Is this your much vaunted Winter Herald?" Ulric inquired, changing track.


Geyrt nodded, glancing out the window to witness the flights of leaves pulled from tenuous grasp on branches.


"It is. The wind will blow fiercely for two days or so. It will rain a downpour fit to drown fish. And when it passes the air will go frigid and stay that way for the five months until spring. The weather watchers say this year will be a heavy snowing winter. They are rarely wrong. It is good that you have chosen to accept my father's hospitality." She said, absent irritation.


Good indeed. He would not like to imagine what kind of gale would be sweeping across the heights of the Plateau. If he hadn't built his home into the side of one of those fallen Elder trees he had no doubt a wind like that would have proven destructive. His stomach grumbled, interrupting his consideration of the weather.


"Ah. Seems I'm a little famished. What is the usual means for breakfast around here?" He asked.


Whatever the first reply she was going to make died on her lips. A prod? Sarcasm? A joke? He would be left to wonder; her second attempt was a simple: We will go to the mess hall.


Cafeteria food it was. Ulric was honestly not worried. He hadn't eaten anything yet that wasn't a fine example of culinary mastery. It was worth noting that his comparison before his time with the Elves was glade root and herb soups, roasted game, and the odd berries, when they could be determined not to make his bowls run or his lips go numb. As delicious as the [Forest Lord] meat was, it could have used a little salt.


They left the apartments in relatively good cheer. Ulric certainly was floating and his Shadow, if not as outwardly self-satisfied, wasn't in a temper, at least. Solid start to the morning.


As they walked, Geyrt in the lead, Ulric examined the coming storm. Clouds black on grey on white rolled. Tufts of cirrus were blown free ahead of the front. It promised to be every bit the humdinger that his Shadow had said it would be. They passed through several of the open pavilions, which were bare of warriors. There was remarkably little traffic, now that Ulric turned his attention to where they were going. The bustle of yestermorning was gone, the flow of craftsmen and goods now a trickle, and, overall, the place had the feel of a held breath.


As they strode into the cafeteria, consisting of five kettles, each being tended by a staffer who was assisted by a baker, floured to the elbows, in various states of breadmaking with a set of large brick ovens behind them. Ulric was nearly as surprised by the brick as anything else. It showed that they knew how to make and use the material, was it merely an aesthetic choice then that dictated the lack of stonework elsewhere? Onto the pile of unknowns it goes Ulric boy, the pile that never shrinks but grows.


His Shadow led them to a kettle where they were offered a large bowl of stew and a plate holding a slab of bread, a thick slice of cheese, and a single soft skinned rosy red fruit, which Ulric nearly spat upon hearing the name of: the jamfruit. So named because it was so prevalent and tasty that it was stored en masse as a jam, jelly, or preserve.


Thus loaded down, Geyrt strode to one of the long empty tables, numbering near to fifty in this great hall alone. Circular in shape, they sat eight chairs each. Many tables were vacant, but just as many others held a tightly clustered group of five or six. Only rarely were tables occupied in couples or triplets and rarer still a full table. Seems these were the rings or Elven social circles Brighteyes had mentioned. Thinking about the kid Ulric wondered how he was doing. He sort of missed the little guy. Probably being pampered by his mom and smothered in affection by his kin. Good for him, he deserved it.


Geyrt unceremoniously tucked into breakfast so Ulric did the same. He'd noticed that the only tables at which there was talking were the ones with stacked empty bowls. They really did eat in silence as a rule. Keeping his people watching on the down low he couldn't help but appreciate the ordered chaos of Elven society. Just when he was sure he was in a savage tribal warrior cult they went all silent dignity of Lothlorien on him. He didn't realize quite how hungry he'd been as he absolutely cleared his plate and swabbed the bowl clean with the last of his bread. Meal completed he sat back and stared at the ceiling, letting the food warmth settle into his bones.


            

    
        Chapter 50:  The Product of a Bargain

    
    
    
    
                
Their meal concluded, Ulric was interested in picking his Shadow's brain about the lack of visible goings on but he was denied nearly instantly.


"We do not have time for me to indulge your interrogations if you are to be at the instructional site on time.  When the doors to the lecture hall close, they do not open again until it is done.  That such an opportunity was provided by my father would mean your missing its very first day, for no good reason, would be to say that it was without value to you.  This is not a great insult but it reflects poorly on you.  As your Shadow, it is my duty to best serve your interests and, given that you seem to never run out of questions, it is in your best interest to go, on time, to instruction." Geyrt said with serious tone.


She wasn't even being snide so it must have been important.  Graciously, Ulric invited her to lead the way and she did so at a fair clip.  She left her dishes stacked on the table so Ulric did the same.  Maybe they operated on five star hotel rules around here: don't deliberately make messes but trust the staff to keeps things to order.  It turned out that Geyrt's haste was reasonable.  The paired stars were already well into their rise and the lecture hall was on the third level of Irielhos.  They walked to a lift, a journey of almost ten minutes, and then had another ten-minute walk from the lift to the lecture hall, barely making it in time.  Ulric had never asked how these Elves managed to keep time with no visible clocks but they never seemed to have trouble knowing the time down to the minute. 


The lecture hall was a rather severe building on the shadow side of the trunk of the tree into which it was built.  It was one of those recessed structures, set deep into the massive bole.  The recess, coupled with the time of day, resulted in a rather claustrophobic environment quite unlike anywhere else he'd been in the fortress city.  The normal airy atmosphere of engraved vines and leaves now held a much more umbral feel.  This was a place where One is Meant to Work.  That unto itself was a curiosity for Ulric.  Everywhere else had given off the feeling of freedom and fleeting passions burning intensely that then shifted with the wind.  Here though, he could almost taste the intense focus of scholars burning untold hours with single minded purpose.  It almost felt like he'd stepped back into the lab in his graduate school. 


Appropriately thematic candles burned inside wall sconces and room after room held scrolls of paper, leather and wood bound books on full wall book shelves, stands holding replacement candles by the thousands, stacks of spare paper, blank scrolls, and what seemed to be as many types of writing utensil as attachments on a swiss army knife.  Knife pens, soft tipped pens, brushes, pencils tipped by who knows what, charcoal, fifty colors of ink, and, gods great and small, CHALK!  Where there was chalk there would be chalkboards.  Surely these civilized folk were not heathens in disguise?  And, lo, there in a room was a full-size black slate chalkboard, spanning the entire wall.  It was beautiful.  Ulric ached to go and write out the derivation of the Fourier transform from the series of the same name.  Just because.  Just to feel the dust on his hands again.


But his Shadow led on past the room and it was lost to the dim recesses.  Someday board, he told himself.  The lecture hall was so large that it had actual stories.  Spiral stairs took them up into the trunk, now entirely enclosed inside the body of the great tree.  A few turns later and Geyrt stopped before a wide set of double doors.  Ulric was completely lost within the building.  Fortunately, they had arrived on time though and the sounds of Elven children poured into the hallway.  Confused, Ulric looked around for another set of doors.  Nope.  Empty.  In fact, the vast majority of the rooms had been empty, contributing to the near funerary atmosphere of this level. 


"Is this it?"  Ulric asked eyebrow raised.


"It is.  We are on time, but only just, now go in.  I will remain in the hall to guard the door."  Geyrt said with a too steady tone.  Her face was rigid with control.


Ulric's arachnid senses were tingling.  He knew when a joke had been played and the more he heard of the childlike voices inside the more he was convinced that he knew what type of prank it was.  But there was little choice left him.  Sighing he entered the room to face the truth: it was a classroom full of children.  He was in a kid's lesson.  Close to thirty elf lads and lasses of ages seemingly similar to Brighteyes were arrayed in sets of five around tables.  At the front of the room stood a rather severe Elven man of great age, in a set of fine velvet robes, dark grey in color.  He had completely white hair and, for the first time since Ulric had been exposed to the Iriel'en, wore a beard.  Now this guy was ancient.  Ulric was almost sure he could hear echoes of the roars of dinosaurs when he moved, which he seemed to do only infrequently. 


"It is time.  Let us take our seats and begin the day's lesson." the ancient Elf instructor announced. 


Instantly every child sat, backs straight, dead silent.  Ulric was left no choice now, this was going to be awkward as shit.  He quickly sat at a table of three and endured the gawping faces of the room.  Ulric was really, really hoping that they'd just ignore him and do as they would normally do.  Maybe they'd just go on like he wasn't even there.


"Let us welcome our new student.  He was granted space with us by our generous Lord and we should offer him our deepest hospitality, yes?"  The paleological man said in a deep baritone.


"Yes instructor." Chorused the children.


"Welcome Glade Chief, to the intermediate session.  May the wisdom of the Ancients guide us ever on."  Intoned the wizened elf.


"May the wisdom of the Ancients guide us ever on."  Again, the class rang out in unison.


Ok, Ulric was getting some deeply creepy children of the corn vibes.  Bald'rt.  That bastard.  Of course he'd make sure it was a children's class.  He could almost hear the man laughing from his throne room.  Probably rolling around on the floor pissing himself with glee at Ulric's chafing discomfort.  And Geyrt too.  Her stony expression wasn't discomfort, it was to keep a straight face.  Before he could dwell on it, the instructor rolled on, with all the steadiness of a glacier.


"We are all here known to each other but introductions are in order.  We will delay class just a few minutes to make them.  Please excuse the interruption of our usual routine children, needs must."  Spoke the instructor with the same deep monotone as before.


 Ah. There.  Ulric was catching it now.  He was implying that Ulric was a distraction and he did not appreciate it.  He wasn't wrong.  Still.  It wasn't like Ulric had chosen the man or his classroom; that had been decided by the black hearted jackal that called himself Lord of Iriel, for whom Ulric would spend his days calculating a proper vengeance. 


While Ulric's thoughts turned to blood the man had continued on in the same monotone voice


"I am Instructor Gother Cenur'it.  I am called Instructor Gother or, simply, Instructor, if you like." 


He then proceeded to name each and every child in the room first calling them to stand, naming them, and asking them to sit.  Each child stood instantly at the call of their name and remained at attention until they were called to sit.  Never a word was uttered by any of them throughout the entire process.  This was going to be awful.  When the instructor reached Ulric, instead of asking him to introduce himself he merely pointed in Ulric's general direction and said "Our Guest."


It was just about enough to make a guy sore.  Especially when he launched into some talk about bark harvesting and wood beetles with no preamble.  Ulric could mostly follow the droning lecture, minus some of the more technical words, probably proper names for things.  At least, he could understand the words being said, the point of the whole thing was entirely absent any context.  Why are they harvesting the bark?  Why do you bury the grubs in the soil at the base of the tree?  A hundred more questions he had.  None of it made sense. 


It went on for a solid hour.  Worse, nobody moved or said anything the entire time.  Nobody even wrote anything down.  Did they actually remember all of this? Ulric wasn't going to ask any questions.  Not until one of the kids did.  He tried hard to remain fully engaged.  But the droning monologue soon broke his will and he zoned out.  Just when Ulric was laying out ideas for a sewage filled pit trap outside of Bald'rt's throne room, the guards distracted by a timely fire, the torture ended.  


"And that will be all for today.  Class is abbreviated that you may all assist in the Winter's Herald preparations and festival.  We will reconvene in three day's time.  Dismissed." 


The old elf turned immediately and left the room, vanishing like a mirage.  Spry then, for his age.  Once he was gone, the children all started moving around and chattering, like a switch was turned on.  Ulric was ready to get the fuck out of there.  He stood and strode to the door.  Glances and gazes followed him out.  As well they should.  A room full of Elven children in loose light long sleeved shirts and pants and there he was a full-grown man in heathen bone armor.  At least he'd left the spear in his rooms. 


Exiting the room, Ulric saw Geyrt turn so he wouldn't see her satisfied smirk.  That was fine, he knew the source of this.  There would be an opportunity to return this favor.  For now, though, he was going to take this as a chance to improve his language skills, to learn what things were important enough to teach children, which would give him insights into the cultural levers that moved these people, and to confuse his adversary by pretending to be a completely willing victim.  Lulling them into a false sense of security might prompt them to reveal a flaw in their defenses.  There was even some remote chance that Bald'rt actually thought these sorts of lessons were valuable in and of themselves.  A laughably small chance, but not something to disregard out of hand.


He took off down the hall at a rapid pace.  Turning into one of the empty rooms he went to a bookcase and picked a tome at random, opening it gently.  Before his eyes crawled a pace full of symbols vaguely akin to sanskrit in appearance.  He saw repeats of symbols, accents of base symbols, and line breaks that suggested the text was written vertically.  Whether left to right or right to left, or perhaps even something more complex was unknown.  About this Ulric was willing to tolerate no jests, he was not happy about being illiterate.  Turning to Geyrt who had entered behind him, for a change, he said in a tone that brooked no nonsense. 


"You will begin teaching me to read and write the Elf script.  We can use this book as a primer.  I intend to be fluent before the end of winter.  I read prodigiously in my old world and I find the lack of such to be a deficiency in this life that must be corrected.  Immediately."


It would seem that if he was going to get anywhere this morning with learning anything it would only be if he was at the helm.   He'd already put up with an hour of their nonsense and one of the things Ulric found truly intolerable was to have his time wasted.  Not to mention that, if he had to endure Geyrt, he was going to at least put her to use. 


Pointing to the page of the open book he commanded "Read you this page to me, in your own tongue, tracing a finger over the words as you read them.  It will help me to understand the flow of the text." 


If the woman took offense, she didn't show it.  Instead, she began reading the page, tracing her finger lightly over the page.  Top to bottom, right to left, the symbols appeared to be phonyms.  That little dash was some kind of comma or phrase separator, those accents were tied to tense, somehow, and it appeared that a line underneath the symbol denoted the end of a sentence while a double underline marked the end of a paragraph.  Ulric wasn't worried about what the actual meaning of the page, he merely wanted the structure.  Thanks be to the Watcher's miracle orbs that they didn't have a completely different lingual and written structure.  Like the Swiss with their Swiss-German spoken language and their high German written language, the mad men.  Or, forbid the thought, an ideogram script, like the Han characters of old Chinese, that bears almost no connection to its spoken construct.  No, this was more akin to the northern european languages of his old world.  So similar to Icelandic, that Ulric had to wonder if there were linguistic transfers between worlds.  Maybe people like him contributed to minor cultural transfers between worlds.  Dimensional immigrants.  That very nearly pulled a laugh out of him. 


Geyrt, for her part, merely accepted her Honor's smile as more evidence of his insanity.  As she read the page, she couldn't help but be surprised at the intensity of his study of the page.  He seemed to her to flit between a childlike naivete and a predator's focus.  It was disorienting.  Now was fully the hunting bird.  His stupid grin did nothing to bely the hawkish study of the text over which her finger traced as she read.  This, at least, was a less objectionable use of time than being used as a page as some Shadows were employed. 


She was vaguely worried.  He hadn't responded greatly to the joke lesson earlier.  Surely he didn't think that it was unintentional that he be attending a children's class?  Her father's prank was well played.  He had met his commitment in full, had secured her Honor a place with one of the premier instructors in the entire citadel, but for the youths' time slot.  And yet, the strange man had gone in, had made no noise, had attended the full lesson, and had left with no apparent rancor.  Had he missed it?  Or was he pretending ignorance out of respect?  Impossible to know with this one.  She would keep her guard up, he had shown he was of a mind with her father and that man could wait years to make even a debt. 


Ulric would have been glad that his Shadow was so off balance and would have, if he knew, been unable to resist prodding to see if she would topple.  As it was, the page was all.  Spoken grammar was similar to written grammar and while he couldn't nail down a specific alphabet or set of phonemes just yet, he had a big picture sort of idea how it went.  This was doable.  He wouldn't have to memorize ten thousand distinct characters, just figure out the rules for punctuation and the spelling norms.  After that he would be able to construct simple sentences himself and, once his vocabulary improved, be able to read the lower-level texts.  Hopefully these people didn't tend towards Victorian writing styles, an absolute chore to chew through. 


When his Shadow finished the page, he retreated into his own mind letting the patterns and symbols scrawl around while his brain kicked things into place.  Fingers snapping, he was immersed in how the punctuation marks were used to chunk the script into phrases and distinct statements.  This book, apparently some kind of catalogue of trade agreements through history, kept things brief and tidy.  Names, dates, details of arrangements, and without embellishment.  It was actually a good primer.  He could figure out verb subject object agreement, tenses, dating and numerical standards, and get some cultural insights as to the values of different things produced by the Elves, as well as what they saw valuable to obtain from Otherkin.  All in all, a lucky strike.


Turning suddenly to his Shadow he saw she was studying him as intently as he studied the page.  A ball of mysteries was this woman.  Beautiful and reserved.  Bold but defensive.  And always so serious.  To look so much like her father, she had inherited none of his good humor.  At least they appeared to have achieved a semblance of peace between them.  There would always be friction though even were he not a sarcastic bastard.  Even her brother Brighteyes had admitted that she was a difficult person and her father had more than implied that she was a pain in the ass.  It had only been a couple of days though, maybe they'd get used to each other. 


"Thank you for that Geyrt.  I will review my observations now about the way this is constructed.  If I make a mistake, please correct me."  Ulric asked of her in Elvish.


He'd basically had the broad strokes correct.  The odd accents could not only be verb tenses though, they could also denote prepositions.  In, on, towards, away, all utilized a particular accent in a particular position.  This use made the text slightly hard to read, but he’d get used to it once he memorized where things belonged.  At least they didn’t invert verb subject agreement.  The droids you are looking for, these are not.  Making specific adjustments to the verbs’ symbols to modify them seemed a strangely straightforward way of handling the situation and would be easier to remember.  When he asked if he could take the tome with him though he was greeted with a negative however.  Books and scrolls from the libraries could not be removed from their respective rooms.  A copy could be ordered but such a thing would take the back burner for the upcoming war preparations.  It might be weeks before anyone could get to doing it.  Looks like he would be burning some midnight oil in this stygian hall of education. 


Geyrt reminded him that they were slated for a training session with the warriors, led by Bald'rt's chief guard just after noon.  That should be interesting.  He'd never done any kind of fight training personally, not outside of his mandatory military service, which hadn’t gone to great lengths on hand to hand fighting, cause, you know, guns and all.  A history buff, he’d enjoyed depictions of war and action movies, random collections of videos online regarding archaic combat forms, and a dedicated following of the olympics were the extent of his knowledge.  It had been surprising how much you could pick up, especially when your body did what you told it to.  He wondered if he would be able to learn to move like the Elves from this.  Geyrt's flowing grace during her ambush had been a wonderful thing to behold, even if it had been aimed at him.  Hal'et had done it too during their play.  She'd moved like liquid around him.  Probably not something he'd be able to replicate any time soon, no matter how fit he was.  But that would all be later, they had at least an hour to kill.


Ulric refused to ask about the "lesson" he'd attended.  That would be allowed to play out as it would.  Instead, he found himself wanting to go outside and watch the storm roll through.  At his request Geyrt led the way.


They retraced their steps to leave the lecture hall.  As soon as they left the rather closed in atmosphere they were blasted by an arctic wind.  Gusts pushed, waned, and returned with redoubled force.  The clouds were rolling in dark, forboding.  Twenty minutes walking found them on a pavilion on the eleventh level of Irielhos, where most of the royal guard would bunk, dine, and train.  Ulric asked if these warriors rotated duties like the others.  That was an affirmative, although they almost never took a year off, instead rotating into the ranks of the active Hunters.  Geyrt told him with pride in her people that there was a yearly competition to determine who would get to hold a position as royal guard.  It sounded like a ferocious ordeal, days without sleep, physical exhaustion tests, combat training, and sparring, all scored for points.  After a week the best two hundred would be selected for royal guard, the rest would return to their normal duties as Hunters, or warriors, or whatever.  When Ulric asked if the royal guard were better fighters than the warriors they’d seen in the other pavilions, she actually laughed.  These guys were, apparently, on another level.  And of their leader Idra, Geyrt spoke of the man with an awe that said he had gone even further beyond. 


"Idra'se, se being how we refer to knighted warriors, is very nearly the equal of my father.  He is one of the few that the Lord of Iriel cannot simply mow down through overwhelming power.  For all his japes, his casual attitudes, my father, Bald'rt Iriel, is the strongest pure fighter in Orlethrem.  Idra'se is probably number four.  Lumyt'seit's mother, Mother Bathe, is number two, by the way.  If she wanted to, she could probably defeat father but prefers to make peace and allies rather than leave a wreckage wherever she strides, unlike Father Bald'rt.  You will listen to every command of Idra'se, he is doing you a great service by granting you himself as an instructor while we ready for war.  Many warriors would fight for the opportunity to build on your tree."  Geyrt lectured.


She sounded almost warm speaking of Bald'rt's scarred senior guard.  Interesting.  A mentor?  A lover?  A comrade in arms?  Maybe all of the above.  Whatever the case, clearly this guy rated a step higher than the rest.  Ulric was actually looking forward to this now.  Here he'd been thinking it would be like the supposed lesson earlier.


They had arrived at the exposed pavilion a full hour early.  Ulric very deliberately did not want to eat before the training just in case there was a lot of "drop and give me fifty Mr!" kind of activity.  Not that he'd ever seen an elf do a pushup, but you can never be too careful.  As a result, they saw Idra coming.  He turned the corner and, Ulric had to admit, was the very image of a hardened soldier.  Face controlled, eyes seemed to absorb the entire sight before him, and he strode with the same liquid grace, but firmer, as if he had no intent of going around anything.  The scar that drug at his mouth ran halfway up his face and must have been a wicked wound while fresh.


Ulric waved.


The warrior gave no outward sign he saw the gesture but, upon seeing them bore down on them with the surety of a stone down a rock face.  Ulric was absentmindedly dodging Geyrt's hair ring as it whipped about in the gusting wind and the woman herself was pretending he wasn't playing a game with her hair.  He'd have the head movement of a professional boxer if they stood out there all day.  He gave it up when his Shadow glared at him, and grabbed her own flailing hair ring.  Idra actually smiled at these antics when he reached them, an expression that would have scared a hardened man to piss himself in a dark alley with those scars.  He also gave Geyrt a small nod, just a subtle acknowledgment of her presence.  Ulric had nearly forgotten that most of the Elves were actually rather fun to be around with only few exceptions. 


"Welcome to the royal guard barracks Ulric Glade Chief, it is good that you arrive early.  How has the day found you?"  the Warrior inquired in a mellow baritone, first in Elvish and then in Human.


"It finds us well today Idra'se.  We have breakfasted and attended a most fascinating morning lesson.  We might discuss the finer points of bark shaving if you find leisure time.  How does yourself fare?"  Ulric returned in his limited, but improving! Elvish.


Ulric's comment about the lesson turned the man's smile into a sardonic grin.  It would seem then, that everyone was in the know.


"I have graduated Instructor Gother's lessons once in this life, therefore I believe that I have had my fill.  We will surely find other topics for discussion, unless your passion drives you in that direction.  I am busy, as I will always be in these times, and, probably, until my roots wither and my trunk stands bare."  Returned the soldier.


The smile faded to his default cool consideration as the warrior turned their meeting to business.


"What know you about combat with body and weapons Glade Chief?  I must determine your level of experience, that I can remove all of the bad habits they have instilled."  Idra'se requested.


That was an easy one, and, yet, perhaps more complicated than it first seemed.


"I am an experienced hunter Idra'se, with a bow.  I have hunted with spear as well but this was mostly done to challenge my stalking skills, not to learn fighting.  Other than that, I have watched a great deal of demonstration by masters of hand to hand fighting, and some less…practical demonstrations by weapons.  My experience in both is minimal.  I am afraid I have leaned mostly on my magical abilities and agility in battles so far, with the exception of harpooning and knifing some [Heckler Monkeys]."  Ulric replied, hoping his mention of watching professional MMA, Boxing, HEMA, and Olympic fighting sports wasn't too unfair to describe as watching masters.


 Later, he would find out it wasn’t the same.  At all.


The Elvish was coming easier now.  Practice makes perfect, after all, and it was probably no small thing to have sat under Instructor Gother's droning lecture, droning but immaculately pronounced, to improve his grasp of the language. 


Idra nodded along and briefly smiled when Ulric mentioned the monkeys.  Brighteyes had done a hell of a pantomime of the fight with them in the throne room, to the joy of all.  His enthusiastic jabs, stabs, and leaps depicting the battle in full were better than any play Ulric had ever seen. 


After a moment's contemplation the Warrior came to a decision about his approach.


"Then you know next to nothing.  That is good, there will be little to undo.  I have been tasked with teaching you how to fight and I will do so in the way of Elves.  If you want to learn how it is Otherkin, Humans included, conduct themselves you will need one of them to teach you.  I have only been on the other side of that and have not been impressed greatly.  Not that they had long to try, mind.  Efficiency of motion is, among many other concepts, one of the things I hope to instill in you."  spoke Idra'se, in a businesslike manner.


"It probably would not have changed my estimation greatly but it is good to know, at least, that we may start clean.  If you wish, you may challenge me to a spar now, to get it out of the way.  All young Elves believe they know better than the trainers and we always end up giving them an applied lesson to drive home the importance of fundamentals.  If not, we will begin the lesson immediately, though you may, at any time, request a spar if you feel it necessary.  I will have less time to directly oversee you when the others arrive at the pavilion."  he continued.


Ulric nearly choked when Idra offered to spar but as he went on it seemed that it was just a veteran teacher's experience with Elven rookies.  Spar this man?  Yeah, right, Ulric thought, just give me a second to sign this will. 


"Nope, I'm good Idra'se.  Not gonna be necessary today.  You just do what you think is best and I'll try to follow along."  Said Ulric. 


"Excellent Glade Chief."  Idra said in Human before continuing.


"Then here is where we will begin.  As the Heartwood underneath us is the firmament upon which we stand, the Heartwood of combat is positioning and positioning is determined by footwork.  The victory is gained, without exception, by having the ability to break your enemy’s defenses, to move past them or to prevent them from offering counter to your attack.  Magic changes the conditions for what constitutes your and your opponents' positions but we will leave that out.  Such lessons come much higher up in the branches, when your fundamentals are sound.  Today, and for all the days we have together I would guess, we will learn the Dance of One Thousand Steps."


That was a suitably confounding mix of arcane and practical.  Ulric felt like Idra should probably invest in a long white hair wig and a long, narrow, beard of the same color.  Probably some White robes as well.  He was giving off some real Grandmaster of the Leaf Palm Fist vibes.  But if this man stood close to that monster on the throne, he was well worth listening to and Ulric was determined to do whatever it took to not get killed to death.


"Show me, Sensei."  Ulric said, seriously.


At Idra's confused look, Ulric had to explain that the term meant the master of a school of combat.  Apparently, Earth terms did not translate to human automatically, you had to intentionally think of the Earth term to use it, otherwise the words that spilled out of your mouth would be in Human.


After clarifying though, Idra continued on, assuming a stance with feet placed precisely just outside of hips, one foot leading hips by a third of a meter, the back foot behind by the same distance, feet turned so that the lead foot was about fifteen degrees counterclockwise of north, the rear twenty five degrees counterclockwise of north shoulders turned so that the lead shoulder was aligned with lead hip, knees bent in a light crouch.  And, just like that, Idra transformed from a dedicated guardsman into a weapon.  He gave off a feeling like a drawn blade, it nearly made Ulric's hackles rise.  The elf only came up to Ulric's chin but he felt like he was twenty feet tall.


All that, just from a simple change of stance.  Both feet were planted but his weight was perfectly balanced just ever so slightly more on the back foot than the front.  Ulric hoped that was comfortable and, admittedly, the Elf looked like he could petrify at any moment, so still he was.  Ulric had a feeling he was going to be doing it for a while.  How hard could it be? 


Oh child, Future Ulric whispered across time.


"In the Dance there are many steps but this one is the first.  This is called the covered ready, with the left foot back.  The next step is the advance ready."  Idra explained before sliding his feet to reverse his stance without a single wiggle in balance.


"The backmost foot is called the root, the front the branch.  This is because the back leg is the source of your support, your connection to the ground, and around which you must center your balance.  The branch is your connection to the air your mobility, your advance or your retreat.  Any step which transfers your weight to your branch leg is called a committed step because once you have done this you are obligated to move your root or have your stance destroyed.  Such movements are meant to be transitional and transient.  You never want your opponent to read these or they will attack you knowing that you must move your root.  In the Dance, each step is meant to gain advantage, even if that advantage is gained by giving ground or sacrificing a lesser position for a greater one later."  The Warrior continued his body held in utter stillness.


The elf left his ready and that weird pressure disappeared.  Wild.  He came over to stand next to Ulric, Hmming as he did.


"You have no other clothes, Glade Chief?  You should have something comfortable and light to practice in.  This armor is strong and not badly made but it changes your balance and you should learn the Dance with only your body.  You will adjust naturally in armor to accommodate it but it is a hindrance now."  Idra said seriously before turning to address Geyrt.


"Shadow, you know where the spare silks are stored, retrieve a set for your Honor, he is tall but there should be some suitable."  He commanded.


Geyrt snapped to attention by instinct and then ran into the airy building behind the pavilion.  She was only gone a few moments before she returned with a set of those black under clothes and stuffed them into his chest.  Almost letting them drop to the floor before Ulric caught them. 


Ulric was amazed.  Just like that, not a scowl, not a hesitation, not a single thing but this Taipan was sent running to fetch.  He might have [Snake Charmer] but Idra was the [King Cobra].


"I gotta learn how you did that."  Ulric mumbled. 


Both sets of long ears twitched.  One owner scowled while the other's lips twitched upwards. 


He stood there for a second holding the silks.  Appropriately named.  Looking around briefly at the empty pavilion Ulric shrugged before removing his armor, stripping out of his clothes and dressing in the provided clothes.  They were absolutely the best feeling clothes he'd ever worn.  Smooth, light, flexible.  While tight they didn't constrict him at all, having an easy elasticity.  The long sleeves ended only a few centimeters from his wrist and ankles, so not a bad fit.  Thus dressed he turned back to find the two Elves on the pavilion looking bemused.


"What?"  Ulric asked.


"You would have been able to change inside the barracks Glade Chief, but it is good that you do not fear your own body's sight."  Idra said with suppressed humor. 


Geyrt merely sniffed and muttered to herself.  Ah yeah, he had just used his own nakedness to tease her earlier hadn't he?  Well, if you've got it flaunt it.  An ass like this was wasted in clothes anyway.  He looked to Idra and thanked him earnestly.


"I will keep that in mind Idra'se.  And, thank you, really, for the use of these clothes.  They are a truly wonderful gift.  I've never worn anything so fine." 


Nodding the elf dismissed it as nothing and set about getting Ulric into the first step of their Dance.  He was precise as a clockmaker, pushing here, shifting a foot there.  He didn't stop until he had Ulric situated in that light crouch with perfection. 


"There.  That is it.  This is the first step, the undan ready.  It is how you will engage your opponents, it is the foundation of your Dance, and it must be flawless.  Any weakness, any imperfection of balance and the opponent will begin to chip away at you if they don't destroy you instantly."  Idra spoke.


"Now, watch and see how to move into the second step, the fyir ready.  Some dogmas would have it that the undan ready is the only starting point for the dance but this is not so.  Undan or fyir, they are equivalent and an effective warrior should be as comfortable in one as the other.  If you ever find yourself, Glade Chief, favoring one over the other you should spend an entire week deliberately strengthening the weaker stance.  Failure to do so will lead to a tell, a habit to move to one side over the other, which an observant enemy will quickly identify and use against you."  The elf warned, before sliding into the reverse stance with weightless grace.


Ulric's mind immediately flashed to the game with Hal'et.  The only way he'd managed to close the gap with her was one such tell.  Ambidextrous was the way to go, as Ulric had begun to practice back in the glade.  It was why he used the bow, his knife, his axe, all tools with both hands.  He favored his right hand too much, as he learned when a shrapnel wound put that hand into painful reminder for every task.  He was cross-dominant in all kinds of fucked up ways anyhow.  Bat right handed, throw left handed.  Brush your teeth left handed, shave right handed.  Write left handed, draw or paint right handed.  Much of that had translated to Ulric's new form, probably more from habit than anything else.  If Idra said laterality was a weakness Ulric would be determined to snuff it out.


Putting thought into action he mimicked the veteran warrior's transition from the southpaw stance, the undan, to the orthodox, fyir stance.  It felt alright, his balance was good, neither leaning forwards or backwards.  He felt like he could change direction whichever way he needed.  Idra-sensei was not impressed, as he immediately left his position to nudge, prod, push, and origami Ulric into the proper state.  Millimeters were kilometers to this exacting taskmaster.  Wonder of wonders though, Ulric could feel the difference in those adjustments.  A slight improvement to his center of balance, a greater feeling of control of his position. 


Satisfied, Idra'se stepped back to observe for an entire minute, silent.  He was looking for something but Ulric had no idea what it was and simply stood, arms hanging to his sides.  Eventually the elf finished checking off whatever boxes he needed to decide what would come next. 


"You are passable.  You do not wobble, your feet remain rooted, and the balance is good.  Did you find either of these more or less comfortable?"  the Warrior asked.


Ulric thought about it a moment.  Both positions were odd given their specificity so was anything really comfortable?  He decided it would mostly come down to trying to move out of this and do something to know.


"Not particularly.  I don't think I'll know until I start trying to move.  The exact orientation you have moved me into is oddly stable, and I can see why you did it now, the feeling is different.  I don't think I could just do it on my own though, something would be off." Ulric replied.


The Elf had moved his left foot by literal one or two degrees to be satisfied.  Surely that was unfeasible in an actual duel, that kind of exacting body positioning.


"Do you really have this kind of precision when you fight?"  Ulric queried somewhat disbelieving.


"You may find out whenever you wish Glade Chief, I will always accept your spar."  said Idra.


There was something there, Ulric's senses were tingling.  The warrior was baiting a trap.  No.  Not yet.  Ulric wasn't going to put his foot in it, not until he had a better idea of the nature of the game.  Elves played hard ball, he wasn't going to take any chances.  Besides, when he'd demonstrated the movements the Master Warrior actually had been exactly perfect every time.  Amazing what a few hundred years of practice will do for you.


"Not necessary, Idra'se.  Just…impressive as hell is all."  Ulric replied, accepting the word of the master.


Idra took the compliment with a slight nod of acknowledgment and echoed Ulrics own thoughts.


"Dedicated practice, for three hundred or so years, produces mastery even for the clumsiest bungler.  But you do not have so long to work so let us both hope for a little talent, eh?  Come, we return to it."  Idra joked, along similar lines to what Ulric had just been thinking.


He took Ulric through the next ten steps starting from their southpaw ready.  A root forward step that put Ulric in a deep lunge, knee over ankle.  Return to undan ready.  A root side step, resulting in a deep side lunge, like a runner's stretch.  Return to undan ready.  A root back step, that Ulric automatically turned into fyir ready until Idra prodded and modified into something like a wrestling crouch.  Ulric did not like this root back step, it felt awkward as hell.  Return to undan ready.  A root cross step, even worse than the back step as it had one knee nearly tucked behind the other.  Return to undan ready. 


Next, Ulric was guided through a series of branching steps, his weight remained firmly on the rooting foot but partially shifted to the stepping foot which was extended almost fully.  He had no idea what purpose these served.  He adhered to his instruction and suffered through his corrections to perform the branching side step, forward step, backward step, and crossing steps.  They then went back through the entire thing from the fyir ready feet reversed.  Lastly two squared up steps the first, twinned roots, that put Ulric into a deep linebacker's crouch, and the next a straight-legged attention, the sky step, an appropriate name, as it was the highest his shoulders had been for the last hour. 


At each turn Idra found errors and corrected them.  Each ready was fixed to perfection.  Ulric was amazed to find that he was sweating.  It wasn't that what they were doing was exactly hard, it was just…precise.  It demanded complete attention and control.  Ulric's body was overcompensating, tightening muscles that probably didn't need to be tightened while he focused on meeting the exacting demands of his trainer.  All the while Ulric had no clue how you were supposed to do this during an actual fight.


Warriors began trickling in as they finished going through the steps.  What was it, twelve of them now?  Dance of 1000 Steps.  Surely to fuck they were kidding?


            

    
        Chapter 51: Idra's Dance and Geyrt's Lament

    
    
    
    
                
The good news was, there were not, actually a thousand different individual movements.  It was more a philosophical thing as Ulric learned when he inquired of Idra.  The bad news was that, he was going to be oafing his way through the movements for a good while, if Idra'se's constant corrections were any indication.


They had just finished the set of essential basics when the pavilion began to fill.  Someone had brought in racks of wooden weapons and warriors busied themselves stretching, hopping, and, generally, limbering up.  Casual warmups included standing back flips and front aerials, apparently.


Ulric was starting to feel a little badly for Geyrt by this point.  She had stood quietly for the last hour as Idra instructed, doing little other than silently judge Ulric's inability to distinguish between a foot placed at a twenty-two degree angle and a twenty-five degree angle.  Her casual attitude probably belied a fierce desire to join in, he couldn't imagine she would enjoy watching others do when she could not.  He wasn't able to focus on her problems though, he was having plenty of his own.


"Idra'se, I have to know: are there really one thousand steps in your Dance of a thousand steps?  Because, if there are, know that I will die of age long, long before we get to that point."  Ulric said, only half in jest.


The scarred cheek pulled up hideously when he smiled, although it was becoming something that blurred into the background of the elf for Ulric.  Like somebody having a mole under their eye, you just stop really seeing it. 


"No Glade Chief, there are not one thousand different stances to the Dance.  It is a mindset, more than anything else.  Two warriors, of equal skill, should be able to fight a duel and end it in a draw within the thousand steps.  A warrior fighting a battle should be able to kill all his enemies in the thousand steps.  A general should be able to win a war within the thousand steps.  The Dance is a way of considering how to attack a problem, to find incremental advantage, even against overwhelming odds, and, efficiently, meticulously, break the enemy down to find victory.  Every movement leads to victory.  Perhaps not within the first dozen movements, perhaps not in eight hundred.  But by the thousandth you will have assured total defeat of your enemy.  The greater the difference in skill between the opponents, the fewer steps are needed, normally."  Idra explained. 


His brief smile faded into utter seriousness.


"Practically speaking, you should keep in mind that what you do now, learning to place your feet just so, turning your shoulders with your hips as I have done you, all of this is the first step in your own Dance to mastery of yourself.  Some grow impatient, they neglect the fundamentals in favor of other things.  They waste their time, and, eventually, their lives.  It is a thing of sadness to see a young warrior with talent fall to a blade they could have evaded had they only placed their feet correctly.  I do not like being sad, and so I train the ones under my watch as I would my own children.  But I will not suffer them to fall because they don't have the patience to learn properly.  Better to let them go their own way, to eventually learn the right of things, or to die, before they do."  The veteran continued with no small sadness in his voice and giving Geyrt a pointed look.


Ah he would wouldn't he.  She was counted among the dead now, until her time as a Shadow was at an end.  She knew that the message was intended for her as well as she couldn't meet her former mentor's eyes.  Her loss was almost entirely due to her having thrown aside her training in a hate fueled fury.  Idra himself took it as a personal failing, if his demeanor was any indication.


How many comrades had he lost?  Ulric wondered.  Probably more than a few.  Certainly enough, by the look on his stony face.   It was a stark reminder of the stakes.  Ulric had lived for months the life of a primitive, a hunter in the glade.  It was a harsh life and mistakes were punished on Varda.  Always punished.  Here, in the midst of the hospitality of these fine folk, he had nearly forgotten why it was he needed to learn these things.  To survive.  To live.  To not die, even when he probably should.  Ulric was here to reforge himself into a being that could determine his own destiny.  And that started with learning how to place his goddamn feet.


Seeing that his message was made clear Idra set Ulric to practice what he had learned.  With a brief instruction to Geyrt to "see he does not trip in front of the others" he set off to roam the pavilion and set his fellow guards to betterment. 


Geyrt, finally given free rein to pursue her true purpose in life, making Ulric miserable, began to criticize and correct Ulric's positioning as he worked through the basics.  She would demonstrate a movement and assign Ulric to repeat it.  Then she would dissect him like a major league pitching coach, pushing a hip here, tugging a shoulder there, knee back, no too far, there, and so on.  It went on for a long hour, at the end of which Ulric actually felt significant depletion of his will to live.  At last, though, it came to an end.


"You are done for the day Ulric Glade Chief."  decreed his Shadow.


"Your movements grow worse, not better.  This is a normal thing, especially in the first few months.  You need to stretch and move your body and to give your mind time to soak in what you have gained from this experience."  She said with certainty.


Music to his ears.  His legs weren't tired, per se, but he definitely felt the need to do something that wasn't anything related to what he'd been doing the past two or so hours.  He actually kind of wanted to run.  It was no small amount of pleasure he had enjoyed with Brighteyes in their races through the glade and the surrounding ancient grove.  Those mad scrambles through the woods felt like they'd happened a year ago. 


"Agreed, and thank you for your help Geyrt."  Ulric told her.


The woman's ears twitched, for some reason.  It was hard to tell with her.  In any case he was prevented from further consideration because Idra had noticed the cessation of their training.  He had his command arrayed fully in front of him in a grid, each warrior standing about two meters from the nearest neighbor.  In a voice that carried without shouting he declared to the pavilion


"Iriel'en, we have a guest for the day, as you no doubt have noticed.  The man who returned us our Heir Lumyt'seit has joined us for training and been diligent in his practice.  Before he leaves us to attend other duties, let us show him the fruits that await further down his path.  SET."


At the command, the entire pavilion entered Undan ready simultaneously.  Even graceful as they were, the sound of fifty feet gently hitting the wood simultaneously was heard as a deep "Thump". 


"AUTUMN'S HARVEST" the scarred warrior called and the Elves flowed through a shifting series of movements, some of them familiar others distinctly not.  Half steps, staccatos, lunges so deep their chests lay flat on the ground, sudden jumps, twists, jukes, they moved seamlessly from one to the next.  They did it in perfect unison.  So perfect each step sounded a drum beat on the pavilion.  Now Ulric could see why it was called a dance.  Grace incarnate, gentleness born of control, the weaving movements still suggested a hidden violence.  Hands spun remembered weapons, a lunging step was accompanied by cuts, thrusts, parries, and guards or any number of techniques according to the individual.   The eclectic combat dance was myriad in its variety, each elf seemingly wielding a weapon of their own, but, all the while, their feet, their bodies, reflected complete harmony.


Ulric would remember for all time that timeless demonstration of kinetic artistry, accompanied by the drumming music of its own practice.  They came to rest suddenly, returned to the Undan ready as if they had never started.  Ulric stood in awe.


"EASE.  Go to your practice, comrades, I am well satisfied."  Spoke the man who sought perfection in all things martial. 


The group broke up into individual activities.  Ulric saw none of it, the memory of their majestic display still locked into his mind.  Otherworldly.  Alien.  Inhuman.  This was a thing not of mankind, this level of dexterous agility, timing, and refinement.  It was beyond the life of a mere human to cultivate that level of coordination.  The experience drove home the reality of the Elves.  They weren't pointy eared, pretty humans.  They were completely different.  Not a different race, a different species.  You might as well compare a blue jay to a peregrine falcon. 


He was broken from his trance by Geyrt's call of his name.  Not the first call either by his Shadow's frown.  She wasn't angry though.  Hard to be upset with someone who was absolutely enthralled by the artistry of your people.  Tossing her braid back over her shoulder she repeated herself.


"Ulric Glade Chief, we should go now.  It would be well to stretch, to take food, and to bathe before the evening lesson.  The Mothers will be unpleased if they must wait and it would be rude to appear before them soiled from the day's exertions." 


Shaking himself slightly to break the spell Ulric allowed himself to be led away after gathering up his armor.  He gave a waving goodbye to Idra'se who acknowledged his wave with a gesture before turning back to correct a wayward thrust, whose guard was opened a centimeter higher than it should have been.


Away from the pavilion where the royal guard drilled, Ulric decided he would have that run after all, but first, he reequipped his Armor.  Taking off at a trot he began to retrace their steps through the gusty storm boding citadel.  Still there was a strange absence of people in the streets.  The place had fairly well bustled the previous day but none of that was to be found today.  Probably something to do with the weather, maybe related to the festival that Brighteyes had spoken of with such anticipation.  Either way, it left the causeways open for Ulric to expand his stride into a full run, trusting that his Shadow would have no trouble keeping up.  The stiffness of the stances fell away, replaced by a pleasing burn of exertion.  Three minutes run saw him to the stairs, where he waited only briefly to be joined by Geyrt, who was unphased by the activity, maybe even relieved to get a little exercise. 


The two of them descended sedately to the tenth level where their apartments were located.  At the bottom of the stair Ulric took off again, this time at his fastest sprint, determined to work out the kinks in his legs.  Wind gusts pushed, prodded, shoved at his body forcing him to adjust his balance on the fly.  It felt good, his body had that light, airy excitation of a hard run and he found himself in front of the apartments granted as part of the Elves' hospitality all too soon.  Breathing deep controlled breaths he slowed his heart intentionally while he awaited Geyrt.  It wasn't a long wait, five, maybe ten seconds at most.


Around the corner she came, eyeballing him.  Deep breathes did wonders for her chest, even hidden as it was under her Hunter's gear.  Ulric broke his gaze before it could be more than a casual glance and opened the door, gesturing "after you" to the apartment's interior.  He thought she might decline, just for the sake of being contrary, but she entered without hesitation.  Ulric followed and closed the door before going to the fruit jug, which had been refilled with water at some point.  The citadel staff were efficient ghosts, he saw them only rarely but they kept a tight grip on the status of the place, a homeostatic engine that froze the entire structure into ordered comfort. 


After pouring both wooden mugs he offered one to his Shadow and they both drank deeply.  It had been a rigorous couple of hours.  Ulric was surprised at how much he'd enjoyed it.  He'd never been much of a health nut, back in the Before.  His crippling had taken nearly all physical exertion from him in his thirties, and with it, his backpacking and hunting hobbies.  He nearly craved activity now. 


"My father was right, you are not a Human.  How did you make the All-Knowledge lie?" Geyrt said suddenly, an accusing tone on her tongue.


Ulric was a little caught off guard.  Wasn't every day you get charged for cheating the universe.  As usual, the only response he could muster for this ever-sober woman was sincerity mixed with humor at her expense.


"You scanned me, remember?  It's not my fault you didn't read the fine print on my status.  There is clearly an asterisk there, what more did you want the Watcher to do, scream down from the heavens that I'm a freak?"  Ulric teased. 


"That’s…how was anyone supposed to know what that meant?  I have never seen this symbol in a status.  And you have strange traits.  How are you running faster than a scalded [Bolt Deer] after two hours of stance work?"  She sputtered.


"The world is wide, dear Taipan, and your lovely forest is but a sliver of it.  Don't blame me if your experience is too shallow to see the top of my glory."  He grinned as he said mimicking Idra's somber advising.


"Don't call me Taipan, I am no serpent.  Bad enough I must be a nameless Shadow in public.  At least in private I would wear my own name."  Geyrt groused.


"And who are you to know my experience?  I have lived one hundred thirty-five years, where you are barely not even an adult in the reckoning of my people." She continued becoming increasingly irritated


"Not to offend Geyrt, but exactly how much of this world have you seen?  What is the farthest journey you've taken from your deep wood home?"  Ulric asked, genuinely curious, but also diffusing.


The question seemed to take her aback, she wasn't ready to be challenged on this front.  Even so, she had no doubt that this human of such tender years had nothing close to her breadth of experience.  With pride she exclaimed


"I have journeyed all the way to the great inland sea Vatyn, to the territories of all the Orlethrem, and to the southern sea." 


Ulric didn't have much geographical sense, he'd never even laid eyes on a map, so Geyrt's claim was neither impressive nor insignificant.  Following up here would not only give him a chance to drop his Shadow down a peg in the Great Elven Arrogance department but also would enlighten him to the scale of the world and its features.


"Exactly how far are these places, my Shadow?  You must remember I have only spent my time on this plane for a scant half year, my paltry forty years were spent living on a different world."  Ulric reminded gently, while squeezing in his question.


Frowning, since his ignorance had prevented him from being properly cowed by the breadth of her travel she was quick to reply.


"Vatyn is over a hundred leagues to the North, following the Zelus.  The southern sea is eighty leagues South.  I have been to all of the Elfhomes of Orlethrem worth noting in all the lands between."  She boasted smugly.


"Oh?  Only so far in an entire century?"  Ulric asked, not entirely surprised. 


She had never left the shores of her own lands.  Had probably never spent any extended time outside of the lands dominated by her own Elven kin.  In other words, it was as the old days on his home world where people only rarely traveled outside the lands of their birth.  In comparison to the other peoples of this land, she was no doubt a globetrotter.  It hammered home the vastness in difference between their lives.


"On my home world I have traveled around the entire globe, all forty thousand kilometers of it, many thousands of your leagues, from flying transport vehicles in the skies.  Twice.  I have visited all of its continents but the one that lies half frozen year round at the southern pole.  Through observation devices I have witnessed the creatures that swim the bottoms of the oceans of my world, the fires of the far stars, the storms and volcanos of the worlds that circle with my own around its star, and all the great monuments that have been built in the entire seven thousand years in which my species have been advanced enough to keep written records.  And, speaking of advancement, your people live as mine did about two thousand years before my own birth, a time we refer to as the Dark ages.  Most of the things your kin do by hand we long ago created machines and devices to do for us at a hundred times the speed and precision of a mortal human.” Ulric said calmly, remembering the marvels of his old life, and their cost to the world.


He briefly looked around himself, at this room with its subtle, elegant, simplicity.  Its comfort wrought of meticulous care, magic, and craft.


“Most of my kind would think that your people live in savagery.  They would be wrong, your people live in a oneness with the land that they have long since carved out of their own souls.  But they would think this life one of barbaric primitiveness none the less."  Ulric told her, without rancor.    


Ulric watched as his Shadow went from skepticism to outright disbelief to open anger. 


"Why would you lie to me like this?  What you say is impossible.  Flying transports?  Seeing the outer worlds?  Traveling tens of thousands of kilometers, you could not live long enough to do such things, even if I did believe you.  And no human peoples have created anything like what you describe."  She said, incredulous.


Ulric sighed.  He should have known.  Absent magic to just will things to happen, his species had been forced to grind progress out of the dirt.  To suffer in misery until they had conquered the planet with mastery of knowledge that had never been necessary on this world.  Why bother with learning anatomy when you could just heal disease with the wave of a hand?  What need for the engine when you could move things with your own will?  This Elven girl, so closeted in her experience, had no way to even conceive the things he described.  He briefly considered, was there anything he could do to convince her?  Probably not.  That rankled though.  He was not a liar and he wasn't inclined to have this woman accuse him of such.


"First of all, we didn't walk to get anywhere.  We operated personal transport devices that easily traveled a hundred kilometers an hour, carts driven by engines.  Chains of massive carts, dozens of meters in length along metal tracks.  It was nothing to make a trip of hundreds of kilometers.  Planes, air transports, made that ocean trip in about eight hours, the global tour in a day.  Some people did it for a career, circled the planet thousands of times on business trips between continents."  He paused, to let that sink in for a moment.

Geyrt's face showed her consternation, her trouble grasping the scales of which he spoke, her disbelief warring with the pure sincerity of his voice.

 "Secondly, what makes you think I'd waste my time lying to you?  I understand that you have a high opinion of your kin, they're great, but do not think that just because you are ignorant that you are also correct.  I have already demonstrated this reality to you with my use of Ceraun.  This and a thousand other things your people have no knowledge of are considered commonplace on my home world.  I haven't even mentioned computers and the miracles of organic synthesizers."  Ulric replied, temper tightly reigned in.


That caught her up.  Geyrt had indeed witnessed a use of magic that was supposed to be impossible.  Was supposed to be lethal to even attempt.  No mage held Ceraun inside their bodies, it would burn them out in its wildness.  There was also the fact that Ulric had, not a single time, said any word that was not true.  He exaggerated some things, mostly in his poor attempts at humor, but he had never outright said a thing that was dishonest.  In fact, he was almost too sincere and made himself easy to read.  A weakness that an enemy would use against him.  Anger, Hatred, and Pride had already cost her defeat against a lesser opponent, had cost her an honored place amongst her own people; how many times would she ignore her parent's and Idra'se's lessons?  Why did this not so human so easily drive her to loss of control?


Geyrt wrestled her disbelieving hostility under control.  Her father had scolded her often for allowing her peace to be too easily disturbed, to be quickest to anger and slowest to calm.  He had told her that her rage would be a rein that turned her to make the mistakes that he had already suffered in his own youth.  Bald'rt Iriel had once been a towering thunderhead, eager to release the lightnings of wrath.  At some point he had mastered his emotions.  Some said it was the death of his son that did it, that loss having been a catalyst to discover mastery over himself.  After he'd burned out his rage in a massacre that left most of Prosper's citizens in ruin, something which he whispered, in his private moments, that he deeply regretted. 


After a promise to herself not to fall prey to the same regrets and she now found herself penalized by those same mistakes anyway.  To make matters worse, her favored brother had reason for grievance against her and had not spoken to her since their arrival in Irielhos.  Loss of status was a stinging blow, but only a minor one, her heart was for the deep woods, the wilds.  Geyrt cared little for the trappings of high society, and less than a little for the games of the Houses that accompanied them.  What truly pained her was that she'd lost the respect of her little Flashing Gaze.


Ulric watched his Shadow's expression flicker between emotions rapidly while she calmed.  He wouldn't have thought someone so old would be so volatile.  He'd been an irritable prick in his own youth but had mellowed substantially as he'd aged.  Now he was just a prick, minus most of the irritability.  Soon enough she managed to get herself under control and her expression returned to its unreadable scrutiny.  Once again Ulric considered finding some way cut her loose and send her on her way; his life would be far simpler if he didn't have to worry about brushing against this cactus woman at every turn. 


Then again, weren't they getting along a little better?  Maybe?  Meh.  Whatever.  Ulric was a slow burn, it might be months before he was truly comfortable.  In the meantime it would be enough if he could carve out an established mutual respect.  Briefly, he pondered if he might try to build that steam engine after all.  If he made a Sterling engine that could power a set of room lights, or drive a lathe or something, perhaps she'd believe him about the rest.  The trick would be precision fittings and tolerances.  Also metal.  Elves didn’t seem to use very much of it, that he had seen.  Ulric moved on from those thoughts however and placed his cup back on the table.


"What suddenly brought this on, if you do not mind me asking?"  Ulric inquired.


Geyrt said nothing for a few moments, studying him silently.  Just about the time he got really uncomfortable, she decided to simply blurt out


"You're almost faster than me.  A bare handful of my kin can pace me, and you, a supposed human, can leave me behind, at times.  No human is faster than an elf Hunter, not even their strongest warriors can outpace ours." 


Shaking her head slowly she continued her disbelieving soft rant


"I knew something was wrong with you when you did not die of the [Striped Bark Snake] poison.  That arrow was freshly coated, your heart should have stopped within minutes.  Even with the antidote you should have been on your back for days with that kind of poisoning.  Your core is deceitful as well.  It has the status of a core newly woken to channeling mana, but also has traits of a fully mature core, as if it had been trained as a mage for years.  You have not even awoken to a resonance yet.  It was a fool's errand to try to kill a reforged."  Geyrt lamented, entirely serious and unselfconscious about her failure to murder him. 


In the same aggrieved tone she continued to bemoan her fate, "I will lay odds that you live much longer than a regular human, if you do not kill yourself in ignorance first, and my punishment will last forever."  


Ulric couldn't help the grin that came to his face.  The woman who attempted to assassinate him from the trees with poisoned arrows was complaining about fairness?  Now that was rich.  Time to rub it in a little.


"I will see to it that we both live to regret your mistakes for a very long time."  He told her in mock solemnity.


            

    
        Chapter 52:  Mind Your Manners When Speaking to Dragons

    
    
    
    
                
Ulric only took a moment to bask in his Shadow's exasperation.  She had been correct to point out that, if they were to be punctual then they would need to get on the ball.  Ulric was only mildly hungry but was far more interested in a proper bath.  As much as he had enjoyed the exercise, he didn't enjoy smelling like a locker room.  The clothes he'd brought with him especially were fairly ripe.  He hadn't been able to notice it before, he'd been nose blind to his own smell.  A natural thing when you live in the wilderness, though he'd need to take steps to figure out a system for washing his clothing better than soaking them in water and rubbing those soapy leaves into the fabric.  He needed an actual detergent, else the beasts in the forest would more easily detect his scent and avoid or ambush him.  But that was a problem for Future Ulric.


While he was here, he was going to enjoy the opportunity to relax whenever possible.  Hot baths were an absolute miracle of civilization, one he had missed greatly.  As such, he poured another cup of water, downed it, and announced "I am going to peel off this armor and head to the baths.  Feel free to eat lunch or rest here, you don't need to accompany me now that I know the way." 


Geyrt only briefly considered that suggestion before dismissing it.


"A Shadow's duties require that I stay close.  Besides, I will not go before my Mothers covered in dried sweat.  While we bathe I will have a Duty, the proper way to refer to the individuals who care and maintain Irielhos, collect our clothes for washing.  Yours especially are rank with dirt and the smell of you.  It's a wonder I didn't smell you coming."  She said, like she'd read his mind to discover his dissatisfactions.


Ulric's scoff brought her small joy he saw.  Fair was fair.  He simply thanked her for her consideration and freed himself of the bone lorica and pauldrons.  Off came the shin guards and bracers.  Last came the skirt, its little bone plates clicking softly.  He was down to those incredible Elven underclothes.  They were almost like an exceedingly fine smart wool, the way they clung but retained warmth.  Whatever it was made of also wicked well, the fabric was already completely dry.  Marvelous.


Thus, readied they set off for the baths.  This time, Ulric was much less surprised when the sight of thirty or so nude gymnasts hit him.  Off came the underclothes to be stashed in a drawer of the wall length storage lockers.  He guessed that word had gotten around that he'd already been greeted to the communal bathroom because this time there were no whistles.  A few approving looks, and then their attentions returned to their bathing circles, the low hum of muted conversation, and the general relaxation of the heated pools.  Ulric himself sank deeply into a small side pool instead of the main one and observed the features of the room.  It was proving true that exposure reduced attention, he was finding that the beautiful people blended into the general atmosphere of the bath. 


The room was one of the largest he'd seen yet, and just as impressive as the first time he'd laid eyes on it.  The entire building, aside from the storage room entryway, was a single open space.  All of wood, of course, though not polished as with other floors, this one had a rougher finish, probably to reduce falls on the wet surface.  Must be a bitch to clean.  And how the hell did they prevent mildew in a perpetually hot, damp, room like this?  He was nearly tempted to ask Geyrt but figured if she wasn't going to break the peace, he'd just enjoy a nice, relaxing, silent soak.  Speaking of which she looked almost asleep over there, head back, eyes closed.  Rare to see her so…at rest.  It simply solidified in his mind that this room was a sacred place and he would cherish his time here. 


A good thing for Elven time senses, Ulric was nearly asleep, the nap having caught him by surprise, when his Shadow, gently for once, reminded him that they had other duties. 


"Glade Chief, we must make ready to attend your evening lesson.  It will not go well for you, or me, if we are late.  My mothers are punctual and not greatly interested in hearing the excuses one may provide for occupying their time fruitlessly.  Especially not when they will be managing the affairs of Iriel to prepare for war." 


"Thanks, Geyrt, good thing you stayed on top of the situation, I nearly checked out for a bath nap."  He said gratefully.


The lady seemed almost confused by his gratitude.  Which wasn't entirely fair, he felt, given how surly she was herself but, small victories are victories nonetheless.  One small step for Ulric, one  giant leap for Valins trying not to get knifed by forest folk.  He’d write a book about surviving Iriel’en Shadows one day.


Slowly rising, Ulric stretched in the water to loosen his muscles and turned his head away when Geyrt did the same.  Some temptations are simply too great, and he would not ruin his Shadow's good will by ogling.  For ogle he would if he tried to endure such exposure.  Lady was an absolute eye magnet and his will was shaky when water was added to the equation. 


They awayed to the storage room and dressed in silence.  Geyrt decided that they would not have time to return to the rooms for any reasonable duration and would best be on their way to the seventh level where a training hall had been secured.  Ulric had no idea when or how she'd become privy to this information. 


As they walked down the hallways, alleys, and causeways Geyrt began to instruct Ulric as to what he might expect when meeting the Dragons of Iriel.  Little nuggets of wisdom such as when she warned him on the stair to the seventh level.


"Do not offer them cheek.  None of your games.  They are not like father who will play with you.  Especially not mother Vedyr, my dam, who is least tolerant of these shenanigans.  She is sharp of tongue and short of patience, so be quick to do as instructed.  Mother Shor will almost certainly frustrate you, she speaks in riddles and abstractions.  Actually, the two of you may mesh well; you seem fond of losing yourself to unreality.  Mother Bathe is straightforward and earnest in her attitudes, so long as you are respectful and heartfelt it will go well with her.  But if you are insincere, she will hang you by your feet."


More such advice accompanied their walk until Ulric was about fifty percent sure that he was going to be killed or exiled within five minutes of opening the door.  After the fact, Ulric would find that there may have been a degree of projected anxiety mixed with Geyrt's advices.  She had not spoken with her family since being reduced to her current status. 


Briefly, Ulric flashed back to Brighteyes' advice about Lord Iriel and how those events had played out.  Here, the situation was mirrored but in Brighteyes' place was his sister and instead of being warned about the father he was being told of the hazards of dealing with the mothers.  He decided he wouldn't worry.  Long since, the lighthouse of his new life was the idea that he would be only himself and that the chips would fall as they may.  Main problem being, he wasn’t quite sure who he was anymore and the longer he stayed around the Elves the less certain he was.


The buildings on this seventh level, wider as it was than the ever-receding levels above, were much more spacious and tended to be more circular in design as they hugged a far greater curvature of the supporting anchor tree.  The great hall they approached now had a curious set of reliefs carved into its frontage.  Depictions of fire, of mountains, of storm, oddly esoteric, replaced the normal emphasis on carved living greenery.  This place was not a monument to the trees but to the natural world in its entirety.  Definitely there was an embellishment of the prime elemental forces with their myriad permutations in the world.  A sculpted volcano over there, an island awash in a tsunami here, yonder appeared to be a grassland caught in a fierce gale, a rocky canyon in flood immediately to his left.  Again, the mastery of Elven carvers to bring to life such scenes in wood relief was impressed on Ulric.  Such working went beyond even art, to set firmly in the realm of mysticism.


Entering the large double doors in the center of the arcing structure, Ulric saw that the front hall was wide and long, matching the circumference of the great tree.  Rooms numbering close to a hundred spanned this curving structure, each with a door carved to represent some depiction of natural wonder.  Geyrt guided him past this first layer through a conveyance hall and they moved closer to the trunk.  A second ring of rooms was presented, smaller in number as the radius of the building decreased.  Still, Geyrt led on past to a third hall, this one could be seen to back directly against the massive bole that supported Irielhos.  There were only a scant few rooms at the ends of the hall and, strangely, nothing between but a single central and massive set of double doors directly at the end of the hallway that bisected the arc of the building.  Geyrt marched to the doors with purpose and Ulric had little choice but to follow or be left behind.  A hesitation of the hand and some inaudible muttering preceded a gathering of courage, after which his Shadow pushed the doors open, perhaps harder than strictly necessary.


Large doors swung too easily inwards and thudded heavily against stops on the walls inside.  Ulric flinched slightly at the sound, hoping nothing valuable had been set behind the doors.  In his Shadow went and Ulric braced himself to follow, his eyes scanning what appeared to be a very large amphitheater, carved into the living flesh of the colossal arbor.  Ulric had no doubt that this tree was one of the Heartwoods spoken of with such reverence.  The material beneath his feet nearly hummed with mana and here, in this vast space, the effect was magnified. 


Did he mention this place was godsdamned enormous?  From the outside there was the appearance of a completely normal, if large, set of halls and rooms.  Within this double football field sized cathedral of an amphitheater, walls sloping upwards to a half dome roof, Ulric could almost feel his teeth vibrate from the latent magical power.  Normally he had to focus on his core, to pulse part of his own mana to force a response from the environment around him.  Here he was swimming in the ambient mana.  Ulric hadn't felt this sensation since he'd been tuned by the Watcher to feel the mana of the [Plateau of Ancients], swirling hot and cold inside his core for the first time.


Three distinct circular arenas, floors covered in stone for once, occupied the centers of their own respective sets of depressed tiers, very much reminding Ulric of the old Greek theatres.  Seats lined each level of the tiers such that it would appear that hundreds of spectators would have full view of whatever was happening below.   From where they stood at the uppermost "deck",Ulric had full sight of all three of the arenas below.  There were no others present save, in the event space of the centermost, where stood the Mothers of Geyrt and Brighteyes, radiating an intense pressure.


This place was clearly meant to house well over a thousand Elves, maybe tens of thousands, and to have the entire space filled by only those three presences was eerie.  Not that they wouldn't have each dominated a concert hall in his old world alone, but it definitely drove home that none of Brighteyes' family was strictly normal.  For all that he gave off the impression of a junior lawyer at times, Brighteyes had been the most approachable one of the bunch.  Probably he hadn't been alive long enough to be corrupted by his father’s devil may care attitude, or molded into the domineering presences of his mothers.  Certainly, the kid would one day radiate the eminence of his forebears.


Ulric had lost himself in thought again and Geyrt had already begun descending the stairs that led down to the central arena, as if to face her doom.  Ulric couldn't see how this could be any worse than almost getting mauled by the [Forest Lord] and double timed to catch up to his Shadow.  


They descended past rings of seats to meet the Dragons.  Each dressed differently but splendidly as he had seen them before.  Each distinct in her own way, with an aura of ownership about the space she occupied.  Ulric likened them in his mind to a different body of water.  Vedyr a mountain stream: direct, fast running rapids, whose rocks that would crush you were plain to see.  Bathe a wide river, gentle but irresistible current, deep enough to hide the rougher turbulence.  Shor a glacial lake: impossibly still and whose reflection of the sky hid all knowledge about what lie beneath its mirror. 


Geyrt's mother broke the ice.


"You have arrived on time."  Vedyr said evenly, the suggestion that had the alternative happened things would spiral downwards rapidly clear as the coming storm.


"It is well they have, we will have plenty of time to meet our obligations to our neighboring lord, as agreed and without the unpleasantness of having to train discipline to timeliness."  Spoke Shor in following, voice without inflection as if the unpleasantness might not be so unpleasant to her.


"Ease, the both of you.  Our husband has asked this of us and we all agreed it was in the best interest of both the Iriel'en and our daughter that he be given a proper education."  Bathe scolded the other two lightly, in a relaxed manner.


Vedyr's mouth twitched towards a frown before returning to neutral.  Seems this was an argument already played out. 


"Fine, Sister Bathe, you are correct.  We will chew on that bone no longer."  Geyrt's dam said, losing some of her edge, before turning back to Ulric.


"Welcome.  This place is a hall of learning for the Iriel'en who have talent or interest in learning the arts of harnessing their core to manipulate mana.  In normal times there would be many students here, at most times of day, but the upcoming war has curtailed such things.  It would have been better to have you learn with peers of similar level.  Even so, you have demonstrated talent for controlling your core already that we have heard and we three are enough to see you learn the proper basics to develop that talent."  Vedyr spoke softly, her rich voice firm but not hostile. 


Shor interjected with a slight humor now coloring her soprano.


"How much we may do to develop is determined by how much talent you actually have, Glade Chief.  In these times we do not have the luxury to milk stones.  I will have questions for you though, I have heard of some interesting happenings around your quarters the previous evening, something about a Skylance, odd in its nature." 


Ulric was nearly about to start explaining the lightning but Brighteyes' dam rolled over him, like a high tide washing over a sandcastle.


"Before Sister Shor drags you away to pick your mind like a [Funeral Eagle] over a [Stone Plate Boar] corpse, allow me to explain the arrangements we have prepared for you Glade Chief.  We three each have greater ability in certain areas compared to others and so we will take turns in your education, rotating between each day.  Sister Vedyr has a gift for manipulation of several elemental forms, and will drill you on the basic practices of gathering and using mana with your core.  If you progress well, she will then instruct you on the use of specific spellworks as well as their defenses.  Sister Shor is a master of arcanology and the abstract principles that govern mana, as we understand them.  She will teach you how to investigate the subtleties and concepts that are necessary to create and use magic safely.  For myself, I have a passing ability to manipulate my own mana with my core and I will assist you in learning to strengthen your body with mana, that it can better utilize and control your own powers, as well as learning fine control necessary to better take advantage of my Sisters' instruction."  Bathe instructed like a no-nonsense school principal.


"Yes ma'm, thank you ma'm."  Said Ulric instinctively.


Bathe had that way about her, part of Ulric knew, even without Geyrt's warnings, that he'd best better do as told here, or find himself facing her displeasure.  He remembered clearly the sailing flight of the Lord of Iriel and the resounding thud of his impact against the wall of the throne room, punishment for rousing Bathe's ire.  The woman was smiling gently at the moment, pleased that Ulric was Attending with Proper Attitudes.  Even gentle rivers would drown you though, and Ulric had no intention of joining the ones who had been drug under the power of her current.


"If you don’t mind, Ladies, could you tell me where all the folk of the citadel have gone? I was impressed at the bustle of Irielhos but there have been so few out today that the place seems abandoned."  Ulric questioned, the odd absence of people had been gnawing at him all day.


It was Shor who answered.


"The warriors, craftsmen, and citizens of the fortress are mostly cloistered for the Winter's Herald.  It is a particular observation of Iriel to remain in doors during the storm to make preparations for the upcoming festival, limited though it will be in this time of strife.  This is also the time for introspection and reverence for those kin and friends who have died.  Families will be conducting recitals of family trees and speaking eulogies for the departed, to keep their memory alive through the long years after they have gone.  The deep wood folk are the most militarily inclined of the Orlethrem and they have a particular way of carrying their dead with them through various customs.  It is how they choose to honor their sacrifices and the other clans of Orlethrem, though they do not share such customs, do also celebrate the storm for various reasons.  All of Orlethrem will celebrate the coming of the cold season and the end of the year."  The Crimson Elf explained.


Then that made this meeting between Ulric and the wives of Bald'rt more meaningful than it would have been otherwise.  They would be holding remembrance for the son lost to human barbarism.  Brighteyes had said that this person was Geyrt's closest friend in addition to being her older brother.  He didn't know all the protocols with being responsible for her, so he leaned on decency.


"Geyrt, you could have told me the storm had such meaning.  You don't have to hang around playing tour guide, go be with your family.  That is alright, isn't it?"  Ulric asked of the three Ladies of the Land.


Bathe turned a gentle gaze to his darkly beautiful Shadow.  Vedyr's own was cool but not unkind, she had apparently come to terms with her husband's decision.  Shor was Shor, who the fuck knows what's going on in between those ears?  It was Vedyr who made the decision though.


"My daughter is a part of your person Ulric Glade Chief, to be a cloak warding you from the rain of your enemies or your knife if you need one.  Her actions, the choices she has made, have demanded no less of her.  However, honor is honor but family is different.  She may return to be among her kin during such times, and she is welcome, more than welcome, to join us for remembrances during Winter's Herald.  It is appreciated that you would give up her service for such times.  I will remember this."  Said the intense woman with gratitude.


That was enough to make Ulric extremely self-conscious, this entire Shadow thing stood way too close to a slave bond situation for him to be comfortable with it.  He just hadn't been able to figure out how to fix it in a way that wouldn't end up insulting a guy who could atomize him, the same way he'd atomized that melon.  Ulric could imagine that blood red moonlight reaching for him and turning him into a fine mist with little more trouble. 


Bald'rt was an Elf after Ulric's own heart, the little time he'd gotten to spend around the man, but they had their own culture, their own imperatives.  And royalty frequently did things that they didn't want to in order to uphold their people's laws and customs, as they bore the responsibility of embodying them.  That meant doing things like making war.  Or having an ignorant human killed for dishonoring his daughter and going against his official decree.  It was, in a word, a pickle.  Or a clusterfuck.  Whichever way you wanted to slice it, Ulric was going to have to put up with things as they stood until he found an out.


He had no more time to process, Bathe was ready to get the ball rolling.  She clapped her hands once, like a gunshot, to bring everyone to order.  Geyrt stood at attention and Ulric was ready to say something about it until he realized he was as well.  Huh, that was a hell of a thing.


"There it is then.  You have our thanks Glade Chief for releasing your Shadow to her family for the festival time.  Time is short, however and so we must begin this instruction.  Ulric you will be in the care of Sister Vedyr today.  Geyrt, you will go with myself and Sister Shor.  It was our failure that you have ended up in this state and we will set about being more diligent in your instruction while we may.  You were too long left to your own devices.  This way."  commanded Lady Bathe.


Geyrt looked like somebody had pulled a knife on her.  Actually, he'd pulled a knife on her and she had been markedly less impressed.  They had a nuke aimed at her or something.  She went away with them to one of the other arenas with such docility that Ulric was certain he wouldn't want to trade places, not for any amount of Shor's bosom to goggle on the down low. 


When they had departed Vedyr shook her head, tossing her braided hair over her shoulder, reminiscent of her daughter, and stood tall to level her gaze at Ulric.  For all that the woman came to Ulric's shoulder he'd sooner go find one of those [Shadow Panthers] to hug as give her reason to find fault if he could avoid it.  She studied him for a minute, and he was sure she knew his favorite mixed drink, the brand of underwear he used to wear, and how many hairs he had on his knuckles when she was done.  


"I will ask your permission to scan you.  My husband has and we have discussed how best to approach your training but I would see for myself the nature of the clay I am to shape."  She commanded more than asked.


Ulric saw no reason to deny her.  Like asking a mechanic to fix your car and not telling them what model and year it was. 


"Go ahead Lady Vedyr, fire at will."  Ulric said, hoping this training would be more like Idra'se's and less like Gother's.


A flashing white of her normally ruby eyes told him she had accessed his Akashic information, his stamp on the world of Varda, recorded by his actions and the impressions he'd left on the great quantum field of this place.  Magic of the highest order.


After a moment's study she was apparently satisfied that she had enough information to proceed. 


"Tell me, Glade Chief, what was it again, your name given for my sister-son Lumyt'seit?"  She asked suddenly.


Ulric felt the jangling of some subconscious alarm bells but chalked it up to general nervousness.


"Uh.  Brighteyes, Lady Vedyr.  It was the first impression I had of the lad, before we had spoken truly.  I asked him about his true name and he explained its origin.  He said he didn't mind his name in human and, seeing as how it was sort of how I knew him after all that time, it stuck."  Ulric explained, perhaps overlong due to nerves.


"I see."  Vedyr said shortly, with distinct neutrality.


"It is an appropriately fitting naming and he seems to find some small pride in its use with you.  I will not comment on it further."  The dark woman continued.


"What was it you called my daughter again?  My son spoke of it but I seem to have misplaced the term for all of the goings on."  She inquired, with the innocence of a scorpion.


Uh oh, Ulric thought.  He was pretty sure he knew where this was going and immediately regretted the scan.  He should have just narrated that shit.  Pretty sure he was already doomed though, there was exactly zero percent chance this sharp-eyed lady had forgotten anything with respect to her offspring.


"Er…Uh.  It was, uh, I called her Taipan there at first ma'm.  You know, until I got to know her a bit."  He said providing her the rope.


"Yes.  That is right, of course.  A venomous serpent of your old lands my son said it was.  It was a dangerous thing, this Taipan?"  His Shadow's mother continued, forming the loop.


There was no way out now.  Might as well see things through to the end.


"Highly toxic venom, your ladyship.  Aggressive as hell too, when disturbed.  They are known to bite fatally, multiple times, and with full venom unlike most of their kind."  Ulric recited from his glossary of random zoological knowledge.


"Indeed?  Well, I cannot very much dispute your reasons for naming her so, given how you first encountered one another.  My Geyrt is not the best disposed of my daughters.  Just as I am not the best disposed of my husband's wives.  An inheritance of habits you might say, just as she inherited her father's historical temper.  A temper we both share, in fact, though fewer are left who remember seeing mine in its full."  Vedyr said almost as if speaking of the weather forecast.


"You have an interesting assortment of traits and titles, very interesting, for one so young."  She continued, tying the knot.


"Thank you, Lady.  It has been a…uh…busy…half year."  Ulric managed.


"So it has, so it has."  She agreed eyes holding him in place with her cool gaze.


"And this one here, this [Snake Charmer], I am afraid I will want some clarification about it.  Especially as I have heard the details recently of a rather…forward…declaration of your intent towards my daughter when first the two of you met."  Commanded the First Lady of Iriel, ready to drop the condemned, after hearing his last words.


Ulric felt the hair on the back of his neck raise while his guts chilled.  Oh fuck, he thought.  She's gonna murder me.  It's murder o' clock.  Glade Chief on the menu, well murdered.  His mind cycled through various iterations of this before he decided that he might as well go out with his boots on.


"Apparently we were able to come to…an arrangement.  A peaceful coexistence, if you will, given the judgment of your husband and his insistence on it.  This Shadow business, it is a little uncomfortable, I don't really know how to go about things and she, your daughter that is, she can be uh, thorny.  Not that I'm not a little contrary myself, mind.  Not saying that all all."  Ulric babbled.


Ok so his boots would be on but he didn't make any promises about the state of his underwear.


"Er.  That thing before, the uh, proposition.  That was mostly just trying to set her off, it was heinous, I'll not deny that.  It seemed like the only way to settle things with her without her coming at my back, so it seemed at the time.  I can't say I regret it though, she was too dangerous to leave in my blindspot.  And I was a little put out by the whole trying to murder me thing."  He finished rallying somewhat.


Vedyr's expression remained the same.  Exactly the same.  The entire time he spoke, which was disconcerting.  She nodded slightly at the end though, conceding a point in her mind.


"It is true, I am afraid.  Though I love her, dearly, my daughter did instigate this episode through her attempt at a Lord's life, absent good cause.  She did also break several traditions and iron clad mores, thus removing any rights she had to expectation of courtesy."  the Elven lady admitted, before continuing in a direction most adverse to Ulric's plans of long life.


"And yet.  I am…concerned…about her placement with a human I do not know, foreign not only to Iriel, Orlethrem, and but also to Varda itself.  Especially one who has made suspect statements about her and, I see now, has a relationship that is established enough to warrant such a tongue in cheek title.  Such things are not common.  I would be sure about your intentions before I release her into your care, my husband's well-intentioned declarations or no.  I may not kill her for her actions, he has decided to forgo that, and so have you, for that matter."  Vedyr declared, her voice for the first time gaining a sharpness.


"I may, however, kill you."  She said, and a small smile sent ice back into Ulric's spine.
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                Ulric stood warily. "May" he intoned inside his head. She said "may" not "will". That no doubt deliberate choice of words was all that stood between his existence as a man and his existence as a puddle strewn about with bony chunks of odds and ends. Lady Vedyr Iriel was still smiling though and Ulric was suitably terrified, though he was somewhat certain that he was hiding it well.


A few more tense moments passed though and the woman relaxed her threatening aura.


"I have not abandoned that option, Glade Chief. It would cost me my husband not speaking to me for a few decades, but I could do it. As I bend my thoughts to it, perhaps that might even be an argument in favor, the man has been purely insufferable lately. It may well require bearing him another son to find peace." Vedyr groused, losing her malicious smile at memory of her husband's relentless teasing.


"Even if taunting deliberately to put her off balance, those things you said about my daughter, you meant them?" She said sharply.


Ulric decided immediately against lying. He'd said it and Brighteyes had recited it, word for word, to the entire hall. There was no chance even an attempt at misdirection would save his bacon. Besides which, Ulric hated deceit like a former electric car company owner turned failed astronaut hated paying taxes. Still though, Ulric couldn't meet a mother's eyes with the admission. This was already up there with the most uncomfortable conversations he'd had in his life.


"Well, I wouldn't have put it so crudely if I had had any intention of going anywhere but to a deathmatch about it, but, yeah, I guess I did." He capitulated.


She crossed her arms in front of her chest and, for some reason, seemed to relax a little. Even though she'd heard him admit that he found her daughter to be at maximum boinkage. Elves were an odd sort of people like that.


"Just as well you would not attempt to try hiding it. Many of my Geyrt's suitors lost face, very literally, in some cases, for attempting to hide their intent in courting her. She is a brilliant flower amongst her people, just as her parents are." Said the elf woman with no shame whatsoever.


"I will not have a questionable entity known to misdirect or dissemble have charge of her. Better to anger my husband and keep my daughter's honor intact; he would get over it soon enough if I had reason to suspect your intent. Know that if any such thing happens, I would stand no chance of finding you first if he learned of any acts that impugned her dignity. Bald'rt Iriel holds my daughter first amongst the stars in his eyes." Vedyr warned, the threat gaining magnitude for its nebulous lack of specificity.


This was not news to Ulric, the Elven lord had admitted as much publicly so it was, apparently, common knowledge. It was also a good enough reason to consider his Shadow as eyes only. An unwelcome touch would probably mean she had justification to inform her father that Ulric's ass was grass. If the woman herself didn't pull his heart out of his urethra, let us not forget that part Old Man, he told himself.


Ulric was pretty sure he wouldn't be able to pull off that trick from before, Geyrt would take things slow and steady and shave him apart by the centimeter if it came to it. He knew Brighteyes thought he could take Geyrt evenly but Ulric himself had no such certainty. If he got her good with a spell, maybe. He'd probably lost a great deal of that advantage recently, having shown her most of the spells he was capable of using effectively against her.


"It is not a matter that will arise, I assure you Lady Vedyr. No matter how strangely it has come about, or how much I wish that some other arrangement had been made, the current situation finds me responsible for the care of your daughter and her responsible for my well-being, oddly enough. I will do everything I can to see that she remains hale and whole. Besides, Brighteyes would be hurt if anything happened to her and I like that kid." Ulric said with surety.


Vedyr accepted Ulric's spoken word, her face returning to its passive coolness. At last, she turned the subject away from considerations of Ulric's pre-emptive honor killing and towards his betterment.


"I see now that my husband did not exaggerate your status. You are an anomalous creature. Stats are far outside the norm for your people and a core far more well-developed than its unawakened condition should lead me to believe. Tell me, what do you know of a core and of mana?" Lady Vedyr asked, ready at last to instruct.


Holding back a sigh of pure relief Ulric told her what he had hypothesized and what he had been able to observe through his senses.


"I may only speak from the perspective of what I know from my prior life and what I have learned by my own experimentation.” Ulric prefaced, suddenly nervous.


Memories of a dissertation suddenly sprang to mind. However, instead of a groups of stodgy old lifers in the engineering department, there stood a simultaneously intoxicatingly bewitching and flat out terrifying fantasy woman. And she might choose to show him exactly why her mighty husband walked softly around her. What pressure? I don’t feel a thing, nope, cool as a frozen cucumber is Ulric Einar, the disgruntled man noted sarcastically to himself. He took a calming breath and carried on with all the fortitude of a cliff jumper daring the rocks below.


“The core is a sort of living crystal, a semi biological condenser of magic. It tunes to the raw mana of the world and draws it in, somehow, converting it to the body's own mana which may then be used. The body has channels, like blood vessels, that seem to connect through-out the body, allowing mana to move through them, again, sort of like blood. When I first arrived on the plateau, I got some kind of fever from my body not being acclimated to mana circulating through it. After the first time I emptied my core and used magic the sickness went away and my core status changed to "tempered" from "untempered". About mana, I know from the Watcher the main elemental compositions of the world, the gist of the primordial and basic elements. I can feel the different compositions of elements in things around me using my own mana but that's about it. Most of what I can do is based on things that I learned from my old world. It generally works but there are unintended outcomes, frequently."


Vedyr pursed her lips at some of his description, thinking out his statements and turning them to her own interpretations. Eventually she set about explaining the core as the Elves understood it.


"Your thoughts are not, wrong, necessarily. They are, however, highly incomplete, as is understandable for one who has not been given instruction. The core is, as you say, the part of one's body that reaches out to the world, touches the Great Field directly, gathers the ambient mana, refines it, and then stores that mana for use. Many do not learn to utilize that mana in the way that you have done, as a mage does, externally. Most circulate the mana within themselves, building the potency of their bodies, allowing them to be faster and stronger than otherwise, to execute skills of their classes. You know of classes, yes?" She finished, waiting for Ulric's confirmation.


When he gave it, she continued her lesson her tone going to that of a wizened school marm making sure particularly troublesome lads and lasses knew that the paddle was close to hand if they stepped out of line.


"Good. You have a novice class already, no doubt gained from your experiences touching mana on your own and hunting the beasts of the wood and those scum who harmed my son. The classes represent a sort of evolution of the self, a growth into more of what you are or, sometimes, a break from what you were into a new interpretation of yourself. There are traits and skills that are universal to classes, the common features that define this role you have fallen into. Others though are unique, the specific techniques and abilities honed by your particular insights and experiences. Know that the classes are nothing if not variable in nature. There are hundreds of known classes, thousands of permutations. Some are exceedingly common, especially those base classes such as Warrior, Hunter, Mage, and so forth. Some are known to have been held by only a rare few. My husband is one such. There have only been a handful of Moonlit Berserkers, the conditions to walk this path being stringent and specific. And also, hopelessly cruel. It is not a thing to wish on a loved one." Vedyr lectured.


She was surprisingly clear and concise in her explanation, neither being overbroad nor running down rabbit holes that would confuse him with their detail. She continued on to explain the growth of a core, tiers of development, and to give Ulric a warning about his own fate.


"You are at a dangerous place in your development, Ulric Glade Chief. You have learned to harness your core's power and wield it externally but have not reinforced yourself to any significant degree. Many mages do this, but only under the strictest of guidance. To be a feral mage, untrained, unguided, is to walk a razor's edge. It is easy to lose control, to guide mana into a binding, a knot of misconceived power and intent that causes a backlash. Such a backlash can destroy your core easily or turn the flesh to ash. Worse for you, you are drawing more mana in your unawakened core than is safe."


The backlash thing Ulric had felt before, as a result to effectively overcharge spells. Holding the mana that way was difficult and required a lot of focus as well as "stamina" from his core, he got tired and the mana got slippery. Failure sent a shockwave back into the core and had been one of the more distinctly uncomfortable experiences he'd had. Good to know that you could do the same thing when casting spells, it was sounding a lot like doing something about which you had insufficient knowledge was the main cause. So don't get fancy with experimenting unless you’re fresh, got it.


"Safe or not, it appears you are not yet at the point where an awakening of your core to true tier three status is imminent. This you will know for sure, un-aspected mana is wildly reactive to the aspected mana around it. It will naturally seek to harmonize, and your core will want to harmonize with it. In its current state though, it cannot. This builds a tension between your internal mana and the world around you, as the density of the mana within you grows, so will the tension. If you continue to grow in strength your core will reach a threshold where it cannot contain the pure mana and must re-crystalize to a harmonic form, aspecting itself in the process to prevent catastrophic resonances. This is the process for awakening. You can control this process, to an extent, by intentionally tuning all of the mana in your body to a specific form, be it primordial, never do this, elemental, or something esoteric. Surrounding yourself in a place where this particular mana is dense assists greatly. Well. Enough of that, you can discuss elemental theory later with Sister Shor."


Now, Glade Chief, I would like to see these spells that you have in your status. Show me each one, in whatever order that you choose. You don't need to use much strength I only want to see how you are utilizing your mana." His Ruby-eyed instructor requested, pointing to the center of the arena.


Ulric focused on his core and pulled gently, not intending to go full power with anything, not yet. Concentrating Ulric pulled mana and harmonized it to Terra, solid and stationary, pulling it into a waist high barrier, that formed a circular ring with [Stone Wall]. The wash of ambient mana made it easier and harder. Easier since he felt like he wasn't needing to draw as much from himself, harder since it had a sort of wild feeling, a coltish excitation that accelerated the flow. He was glad he'd started with something a little on the slow and steady side of things, instead of one of his Ceraun experiments.


Reaching again he tuned his mana towards Caelum, wind, and fired a [Wind Blade] at the stone wall that bit out a thin slice of rock. At that short range the spell didn't have time to accelerate itself to true potency but this was just a demonstration of how he used the mana, not the total effectiveness of the spell. Similarly [Flame Crash] launched with low amounts of mana, was not impressive, merely blackening the stone as it washed over the wall in a small radius. The mana in the room really did take some getting used to, his spells, normally practiced into rote instinct, were squirrely.


Holding both hands out Ulric channeled his core to shift from Incendere, fire, to Aquae, water, releasing a tightly focused [Water Jet] that scoured a gouge out of the burned stone. Having none of either of the two elemental manas freely available to him, unlike the stone and air, Ulric had pulled much more mana to achieve these last two spells. The ambient mana made that much easier he could almost feel his core breathing it in, the hot and cold pulses chewing it into his own un-aspected mana supply before bending it towards his mental constructs.


Now they were coming to the hard part. Ulric started easy, Infrig coating his arm to form [Ice Blade] which he threw at the stone as he had the Beastkin marauder, what felt like years ago. The Cold blade bit into the stone and raised frost around its wound, cracking the rock as it erased the residual heat of the [Flame Crash] and expanded the water remaining inside the [Water Jet] hole freezing it.


Ulric dropped his hands and inhaled deeply a few times, giving himself a moment to gather himself. He hadn't cast like this in a little while and chaining spells was taxing. It inflicted a mental exhaustion on him and that was aside from the actual feeling of losing mana, which was a little like your brain being out of breath.


He pushed on though and approached the stone keeping the feel of Infrig. This was going to be a hard one. Ulric put his hand on the top of the stone and concentrated, creating a marble sized sphere of [Absolute Zero] where his hand touched, for only a moment. Stone froze completely around it, as the small region of total cold was spread into the surrounding material, frozen mist poured away from the site and Ulric easily broke away the section of stone, though he dropped it immediately when he felt the burning cold of it on his skin. The stone disintegrated into dust as it fell, hitting the ground as a cloud of particles that poofed to join the fog around the cold mass.


Vedyr had watched with an even expression thus far but when she saw [Absolute Zero] her eyes went wide and she nearly took a step forward before catching herself and settling back into her examination. If she liked that, she was about to get a real show.


Placing his hands together, Ulric carefully drew his mana to tune Ceraun. It felt almost hungry in this environment, like the ambient mana made the very air more conductive. He trusted his instincts on this and spread his hands to allow [Voltaic Grip] to climb arcing between them. Concentrating hard he pulled the mana inwards and inflected [Voltaic Grip] into its newest form, the dozens of searing white arcs collapsing into a single thicker ribbon of flickering power that Ulric pushed to leap into the stone where it skipped, almost joyfully, to its own crackling song across the surface, leaving a scorched, nearly molten mark at its touch, the manifestation of his [Voltaic Riot].


On the home stretch now and feeling fairly good, almost like he had when he'd gone for his sprint earlier, Ulric bent down to pick up a small piece of broken rock. He was going to need a target for this next one. Vedyr was safely behind him so he wasn't as afraid of shrapnel this time, the small handful of stone didn't have enough mass to it to probably do much damage. Not in as many pieces as it was about to be.


Again, Ulric imagined the whirling spiral, black following white, positive leading negative on a merry chase through the held stone, building the link between his budding lightning and its soon to be ground. The atmosphere changed as the charge built, even as hard as Ulric was fighting it to stay contained small arcs jumped from his hand into the air, the raw potential giving the air a nearly metallic flavor. Ceraun raced from his core through its tightening loop imposing his will on the physical forces of the world, bringing the electromagnetic to heel. It took less time now, here in this place, than it ever had and Ulric was glad to relieve the pressure as he flung the stone hard and released his grip.


[Lightning Javelin] ripped a crackling line through the air to destroy the thrown rock. Tiny fragments pelted Ulric's blocking hand but were too small to do damage. Thunder roared through the arena echoing in the space aggressively. The air itself seemed to soak up some of the released energy deadening it or Ulric was pretty sure he would have had an blown ear drum.


That last spell took all he had left, he was at mana exhaustion. Even in this place where the air hummed with magic he couldn't run through his entire spell list without being completely drained, not as taxing as the advanced Infrig and Ceraun spells were on his mana supply. Outside of this wyrd amphitheater he doubted he could have managed these last two spells. Headache throbbing and the beating core fatigue dragging his energy down, Ulric turned to his instructor to give her a thumbs up.


Vedyr Iriel looked like she was chewing the air, shock written across her face. Lady Bathe dropped from the air to land next to her sister-wife, looking for the source of the blast.


From the air? Ulric questioned. Did she just jump from all the way over there? His mind was still trying to wrap itself around that when Shor approached in a stately saunter with Geyrt in tow.


Ulric's shadow was mumbling behind her keeper in Elvish. Ulric couldn't quite catch it from that distance but he heard "Told you", "senseless", and "monster" in there somewhere. That was quite the compliment if anybody asked him, especially in light of Brighteyes' mother superman jumping around the place. As they closed in on him, Ulric noticed that he was distinctly outnumbered on the sexes front. If all four of them descended on him with their henpecking they'd make short work of him, and he committed to a tried and true strategy of nods and "Yes ma'm"s for the foreseeable future.
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With the four of them gathered round and Ulric's head throbbing to the beat of mana exhaustion, now seemed like a good time to lay low and say nothing. Unfortunately, the Dragons of the castle were circling hungrily and they had a wayward mortal to consume, should he step out of place.


"What do we have here? Has Winter's Herald found a way inside the Arcanum?" Shor spoke jokingly, her sphinxlike expression at odds with the playful tone of voice.


Ulric shrugged lightly but said nothing.


"It would appear that our wayward husband was not being facetious when he claimed our new guest to be a talent with whom we would be well to ally." Vedyr said, audibly impressed.


"He has run through a set of most basic elemental forms, each an efficient weapon, and a few that I have never heard of, much less seen practiced by a rank novice." She told the crowd.


"Tell me, how did you hold Ceraun like that without dying? I have seen master mages call lightning, create webs of power around themselves, and effect spells that dwarf what you did in sheer power but none of them could hold it in their hands or direct through themselves. So, what did you do?" his Red eyed teacher inquired, violating his personal space in her enthusiasm.


Ulric very decidedly found something interesting just behind her shoulder to look at and sort of sideways scooched, slowly, while he considered the question. This again, these people were really hung up on the whole directing currents problem. Even so, Ulric tried to keep a diplomatic attitude about it, everybody had something to learn from everybody. Besides, he was Playing Nice now.

“Yes, ma’m, I’ll do my best to be clear ma’m.” Ulric started, "I explained it to your daughter last night, but it didn't seem to make much sense, and we were interrupted, so forgive me if my answer is lacking.”


The serene expression did not alter a whit but her hand rolled in circles in that multidimensional gesture that said “get to the fucking point already”.


“You don't really hold the energy, you just gather it and give it a path to follow. So long as Ceraun has a path that is favorable it will circulate happily through your core and mana channels, though you do need to insulate your mana channels or they can be damaged by residual energy. Ceraun is, inherently, a thing of balance. A binary force where positive and negative attract while positive and positive or negative and negative, repel. By using the push and pull it is easy to contain and direct the flow where you want it, if you can focus on keeping things isolated, which is the hard part. It likes to run away from you if you don't keep the circuit nice and clean, and once things hit a large enough concentration of power all bets are off without serious protection from breakdowns. But by leveraging its tendency to want to balance I can dictate where I want the grounding, the sink where I want the power to go." Ulric explained, trying to limit the use of technical terms and rambling slightly as he considered the vagaries of magic, yet again.


Shor tapped her lips, deep in thought. Bathe and Vedyr looked at each other and then back at him. They spoke simultaneously.


"That is insanity."


"I'm afraid I don't follow."


Ulric scratched his beard. The damned thing had grown out tremendously and he'd never worn one before. Unbelievable how much it itched on occasion. Or trapped food. Anyway, how to proceed? He wondered.


"Hmm…" he pondered how to explain lightning and electricity to people who only thought about things in terms of mana. They were Elves, so they knew all about shooting bows right? Not racist at all there Ulric just painting a whole species of people with the same Tolkienesque brush. Ass. He pushed on past his own ignorance long enough to build a metaphor that might help him out of this conundrum.


"So, you know how shooting a bow requires you to build energy in the bowstave by drawing the string right?" He started rhetorically, continuing before anyone could reply, "Well, all the energy you're giving to the arrow is right there in the bow, but it isn't dangerous to you because you aren't going to be where the arrow lands, the arrow is your vehicle, carrying your energy to the target and delivering it destructively at the arrow head. They way I've heard Geyrt talk about casting Ceraun it sounds like your mages require a catapult to launch their arrows, they can't simply be the bow themselves. Are you with me so far?" Ulric checked.


Shor gestured for him to go on so he did.


"The way I do it, there is very little danger to me, so long as I maintain the spell construct, the integrity of the bow, if you will. If that fails then, of course, the energy stored has to go somewhere and that would be my body, just as the bow could explode in your hands if the tensions are too high. If my concentration is firm and my spell form is correctly structured, I can simply make myself part of the circuit and pass the energy around. By denying it a ground within myself, a place where the energy might stagnate or end its flow and thereby deliver the mana to my own body, I can be, more or less, entirely safe. When I want to release the spell, I can simply make a path for it to travel along, using that same type of mana to build a bridge to my target and the Ceraun will happily flow along it, like water naturally running downhill along the path of least resistance." Ulric finished, hoping he was getting somewhere with this.


Shor was nodding along occasionally but the other two did not look convinced of anything. Geyrt had assumed that previous blank expression that said he had long since lost her.


Bathe eventually shook her head negatively.


"Glade Chief I think that this thing you do, might be unique to your experience as a Reforged. There appears to be a realm of knowledge, a perspective that no Aes’r can have, which guides your spellcraft." The Golden Elf said slowly.


Shor spoke up then, the only one who had been, near as Ulric could tell, following along.


"Glade Chief you speak like one of the savants, those rare few who have a natural intuition about the ebb and weave of an element, who are so in tune with their instinctive knowledge that they cannot explain how or what they know. Your words have some logical pattern to them but behind them I feel there are a thousand details that you have not mentioned, each and every one necessary to build a comprehensive understanding of the whole. Any Elf who tried what you have described, lacking those details that are so ingrained in your paradigm as to not even be worth mention, would result in instant death."


Lastly Vedyr put the final nail in the coffin of Ulric's ever teaching anyone how to apply his knowledge to control mana.


"It is as my Sisters and my Son have said, though I would not have believed it until this point. Your people trained to see magic in a way that likely no others on this world have seen it, in a way that is impossible for us to reproduce without that experience, immersed as we are in our own traditions and lacking any of the requisite knowledge of yours. I can see how what you describe might be done, how I might modify some of my own spell casts to take advantage of the principle ideas. But I have no idea how to start with that Infrig spell that so violently froze stone. I cannot turn Ceraun inwards, not and survive my own magic's destructive action. It would seem that our lessons may not be as fruitful as I first thought, or that, perhaps, they will be more fruitful, if and only if you are able to adapt the way that we Elves have conceptualized magic, compared to the ways that your own people have taught you." Bald'rt's first wife concluded with finality.


That there was a mouthful. But why? Why couldn't they do it, if someone showed them how?


"Before I am ready to admit that you cannot reproduce my methods, I need to know how, exactly, is it that you make magic?" Ulric asked.


Shor answered him immediately. Crisp words explaining with precision.


"Magic is the manifestation of a caster's will on the world. Mana is the energy with which they enact that will, to use your earlier analogy, the vehicle of change. Differently to how you interpreted it though, mana is also the destination. To cause change you must use your mana to change the mana of the world. You have already experienced this, have you not?"


"Yes ma’m, I have, please continue." He replied quickly, having a feeling that Lady Shor did not frequently give away so many of her thoughts freely.


"Most mages of most disciplines have eventually arrived at the same three foundations of magic, even if their specific approaches to each vary wildly, to the point that they are incompatible to be transmitted from one tradition to another, the thought constructs not being compatible. Firstly is the Will. The mage's desire to change the world, to reach out through themselves and take hold of the mana, forcing the world to mirror their desire. Without the Will there can be no change, the flows of mana, the state of being of the world, these are heavy and to change them takes conviction. This is the first barrier to most mages, they simply lack the Will to force the mana to hear their call. You have already breached this barrier so I will go on, yes?" Shor paused only briefly, like a stone gathering momentum as it fell.


"Secondly there is the Way. The conceptual path that dictates how your Will is enacted, the attuning of the proper mana and its degree, the braiding of multiple flows if necessary to weave your path from beginning to destination. This is the second barrier, many mages who have the strength of will to take hold of their mana fail to produce change because they do not understand how to make that change. They lack knowledge, they lack vision. They cannot see the path so they wander blindly and this can lead them to their destruction. Many mages are killed because of the failure to fully forge the Way and the backlash of this failure slays them. This is where you and the Elves diverge in your casting. Your Way is not ours, your vision of reality is not how an Elf envisions reality and thus the path you follow is not one an Elf can follow, not without losing their Way. Shall I go on?"


Ulric mulled it over briefly. He wanted to stop and chew on this, to ask a hundred questions; there was so much information so fast, Shor was describing the fundamental approach of the people of this world to magecraft. Yet, he also felt like the picture was incomplete and that stopping her before he had it all would lead him down rabbit holes that were not necessary to investigate. Patience, he decided.


"Go on, I'm following you. I think. I have questions but you should finish your thoughts completely before I ask you something you were about to tell me anyway." Ulric told her.


The other wives were paying more attention to Geyrt than they were to Ulric at this point, clearly this was something that they already knew without listening and just as clearly his Shadow did not. Ulric did note that Vedyr elbowed her daughter not gently in the arm with a hissed "Listen to Mother Shor. You will attend lessons properly or I will peel your rump, no matter your age." which made her scowl at Ulric, for some reason, and give the crimson haired woman her full attention.


Ulric had long since given the enigmatic lady his full mind. He would have been embarrassed if he was aware of how intensely he was staring. Staring at her face, you goons.


"Good. The last principle is the simplest but also the hardest to progress." Mother Shor spoke firmly, the weight of her words bearing down on him, "It is Might. Sheer strength. The power of your mana imposing itself on the world driven by your core, driven by the precision of your intent. What some may do through technique and refinement of their Way another may do through power alone. This is where the refinement of your body and of your core becomes crucial. There is only so much mana a physical body can channel before that mana impresses itself on the body and runs rampant, turning the form of the mage into the form of the mana. There are times, rarely and only for a mage powerfully in tune with their techniques, when this is a normal part of the spellcraft, but most often this is where a mage hits the third barrier and is destroyed.”


Bathe stepped in, with a commentary that was a bit too matter of fact compared to how terrible its implications were.


“Overtaxation of the core and its capacity can burn the flesh from within, can rupture the core or the conduits that carry its powers. This frequently cripples or kills the caster, or destroys the growth and combat potential of the classed warrior. Manaburn or a cracked core is not the worst outcome, however.”


Shor nodded her agreement, sending a wave of crimson locks that nearly reached the floor before she continued scaring the shit out of him.


“Worse is when the mana rules the mage. They become an elemental, a being consumed by their own mana. Instead of enacting their will on the mana it enacts its own on them, dominating them. The person who was the mage is gone, scoured clean. There can be no coming back from this, done is done. Therefore, you must refine your body, strengthening its ability to channel mana without being corrupted, reinforcing your core's ability to gather and refine that mana to purity and manipulating it with utmost precision. Only by using your core and refining your control can you gain in might, and resist the corruption of your own power, Glade Chief." Shor said with finality.


This lesson was just chock full of neat little holes through which he might have fallen and game overed. Mages had a rough way to go, no wonder he hadn’t seen very many wandering around.


They had also, at last, come down to the chief difference in how Ulric cast compared to the Elves. Ulric had access to information well beyond the experience of maybe any single person on this world, that wasn't like himself. He was significantly lacking in the oomph department compared to the more practiced mages, having had such limited time to train himself. He’d done alright for himself, given that the only time he had been able to do so was when the weather in the glade did not permit him to hunt or work on projects to improve his home. That is, aside from the few hours between dark and his bed. If not for his daily routine of exhausting his mana completely he probably wouldn't have come nearly as far as he had, so hooray for hard work. And, it was as he had hypothesized earlier when Geyrt described Elven spellcasting. Absent the understanding of foundational principles they were brute forcing certain things that ought not be forced, like electric discharge potentials of a couple of million volts. That meant they couldn't build in the safeguards that he could to protect himself. Similar to how he'd botched his first attempt at lightning by forgetting to set a specific target distance and neglecting to create a potential path before accumulating dangerous amounts of charge.


So much was left out of Shor's lesson though. How did mana become matter? Was mana a form of matter itself, made ethereal and given focus by a mage's core? He had so many questions still. What was the deal with the primordial elements he'd been warned not to touch? Beyond the basic elements what other combinations could be achieved? He was sure lava or molten magic was possible through Incendere and Terra. He was likewise sure that Acquae and Caelum would allow a mage to create weather or storms. But what about lasers? Was it pure light only or could Ulric cheat with sufficiently controlled Ceraun pulses? These were the questions racing through his mind. Today would not be the day for answers however.


Vedyr broke him free of his flitting thoughts on magic.


"I can see our guest has much on his mind. As have we three been given much to think on. I would suggest a break from today's lesson, to give all parties a chance to ponder new information. It is best to build on solid foundations, driving any further will merely prevent sufficient progress. There is also the matter of Winter's Herald and the observances for the dead. Glade Chief you have given our daughter permission to stray from your side during this time and I thank you again for this consideration." Geyrt's dam said, gently now, and without any of her earlier veiled hostility.


The three goddesses of Elvendom each gave a short bow with hands just touching forehead, a ritualistic gesture that Ulric hadn't seen before and left him standing there awkwardly.


"It's nothing, really, family is family, the lass is welcome to join you, of course." Ulric stammered.


"Tomorrow there will be no lessons, it is a day to weather the storm and remember kin absent this season's end. It is a fasting day for the Elves, Glade Chief so if you require nourishment it would be best that you visit the Meal Courts before you retire, if you so choose." Bathe informed him.


"Fear not." Interjected Shor.


"The day following Winter's Herald is a feast day and celebration of the year gone by. It will be a sight rarely seen by any otherkin, for only the Iriel'en celebrate in this manner. Most of the rest of Orlethrem will be having small family meetings or a gathering of small rings. A few will be having carnivals for the young men and women of marrying age. Here in Iriel though, at least in normal times, the unmarried would be going full tilt to tie themselves up a partner to ride out the winter cold. And I did mean ride--Oof! Forgiveness Bathe, a jest in poor taste." the Crimson woman finished, doubled over and wheezing.


Shor's ribald preamble to gods knew what further debauchery was cut short by a not so gentle elbow to her solar plexus. Ulric was forced to turn his attention to the carved reliefs of the ceiling or fall into the precariously displayed cleavage of her dress.


It figured. For all her exquisitely statuesque poker face she'd married Bald'rt so they had to have had something in common. Once again however, Brighteyes' mother came to the rescue and maintained her iron grip over her more roguish marital partners.


Vedyr was smiling openly now. Whether at the joke, her Sister Wife's physical chastisement, or Bathe's eye rolling or all of them Ulric would only be guessing. Geyrt had an almost vanishing grin for her Aunt or Sister-Mother or however the fuck they did things in the Great House of Iriel.


Bathe was clearly ready to get the show on the road before her kin did anything else to destroy the image of dignity held by the royal family, losing battle as that must have been given Bald'rt's observed behavior. Gathering up the still gasping Shor in a one-armed embrace that would hold as truly as anchor chain, Brighteyes’ dam brought the meeting to a close.


"Let us adjourn here today. We have all learned things new and the day has been already full of happenings. We will retire to our quarters and leave you to spend what little day is left in peace Glade Chief. Do not dally before returning to your apartments though, you have a long path to travel and the storm is close. The winds have been known to gust strong enough to toss a careless one to the mercy of the tree tops below. May you enjoy a tranquil rest on the morrow."


Ulric recognized a dismissal when he heard one, even as graceful a one as he'd been given. That bird was alright, no wonder Brighteyes turned out like he did, Ulric thought.


"Thank you all for your instruction and for your hospitality. Like a second home I have. I will go now to my own devices. Happy holidays." Ulric told the room.


Immediately Ulric turned from the gathered women and fled the room in good order. Winds raced as he ascended staircases and wound through the empty streets. A particularly strong gust was nearly able lift him from his feet but he grabbed a roofless stall post to anchor himself and then made time to the cafeteria. A pair of plates loaded down with bread, meat, cheese, and jamfruit accompanied him back to his rooms without incident. Kicking the door closed behind him he set the plates down on his small table before sighing into a chair.


"Now that was a godsdamn day." He told the empty room.


            

    
        Chapter 55:  How Do You Engineer Magic?

    
    
    
    
                Left to his own devices for the first time in what felt like months, Ulric found himself struggling to find any motivation to move. He was safe. Actually safe, not the pretend kind you convince yourself of when you're alone in the wilderness surrounded by things that will kill you and suck the marrow from your bones, if you're fortunate enough for them to do it in that order. He was in a relatively modern setting, in that he didn't need to spend hours preparing firewood or gathering water. Or making his own food. Or hunting, or weaving rope, or however the hell else he'd been spending his time doing the million tasks required to pull himself out of the stone age, alone, with nothing but himself and the raw stuff of the glade as a resource.


"Watcher's tits, being a bush hermit was a little more involved than I'd thought in the Before." Ulric drily informed the immaculately carved woodwork of his apartment.


He'd fantasized, frequently, about leaving it all behind to live out his days in the ravaged remains of wilderness and to hell with the radiation or inevitable starvation. What he'd not quite realized fully until now was how imminent that fate would have been in his crippled condition. It would have taken two, maybe three weeks, tops, before his body shit the bed and he froze and or withered away in some half assed lean to. Ulric gave himself a double handed slap on the cheeks to draw himself out from remembering the Before.


With his safety assured, and his needs met, he found himself able to simply sit and be for a moment, absent external force. It had all the liberation of zero gravity. Unmoored, his thoughts drifted and Ulric lost himself fully to the twisted webs of his own mind. Images of battles fought zipped through his closed eyes. Strange, beautiful fey forms of Elves slid one past the other. He thought of Hal'et and her infectious laugh. Conversations rewound through his memories and he tried to figure out exactly how close he'd come to fucking everything up through an ill worded gaff or an offhand comment in the heat of one of many tense moments. Magic and a timeless dance of many Elven feet as they drummed magnificent death to their enemies filled his thoughts. He saw Geyrt's naked form in his mind's eye, soft where it should be and deliciously firm elsewhere. Abruptly Bald'rt was in his consciousness with his leering grin and his waggling eyebrows, so incredibly similar in feature to his daughter. For a moment Ulric's brain tortured him with a nude Lord of Iriel until he banished the intrusive thought and turned for an untold time to planning petty revenge for the children's class.


When next Ulric pulled himself from the labyrinth of his musings it was because he had felt the presence of the Winter storm and could smell rain. The sounds were greatly muted by Elven witchery, the citadel Irielhos absorbing and deflecting the vibration of the storm's pouring rain alongside the thrashing winds. Thunder could be faintly heard to boom and luminescent flashes of lightning poured into the room from the balcony doors. It was most certainly those searing brilliant lights that pulled him free of himself.


"Wonder how my shelter is doing…" Ulric wondered aloud.


It had been well within his planning to have been absent two weeks. Today marked the, what, tenth day since leaving? No, not even that long, four days of travel, and today marked the end of the third day amongst the elves. Right? He wasn't entirely sure. There had been so much. This must be where the lost time of the fairy folk myths come from. Just here in this room he felt like he'd lost a few hours.


Rising from the chair into which he'd collapsed as soon as he relieved himself of his gluttonous burdens Ulric ran briefly through the steps of the Elven dance, both the ones he had practiced and the ones he had witnessed. It made for a nice calisthenic routine. Get your cardio and slay your enemies all at the same time! He laughed to himself.


Mana exhaustion's headache still pulsed and a quick check of his status revealed himself to only be at around three percent, not enough to push back against the ailment. Normally, the worst of the effects wouldn't go away until five percent and it wouldn't completely vanish until ten percent. He wasn't just imagining it then, he recovered more slowly in this place than in the glade. Probably thirty or forty percent slower too, it was not a small difference. Having experienced the sheer density of mana inside the Arcanum Ulric was now positive that the disparity was in the availability of free mana, the natural flows of it through the environment. On the Ancient Plateau the air was saturated with magic, thick with it. The deep wood was still no doubt a magical hot spot but it paled in comparison with the untouched land that had been guarded for an eon by the [Forest Lord]. Perhaps it had been chosen for a lair specifically because of that mana density. Could be that those deep places in the world cultivated monstrous beings as a pond bred mosquitos, which beings not being present on Varda was proof alone that its gods still lived.


With that in mind Ulric decided that the best use of his time now was unconsciousness. It had been a long ass day. And not a ton of sleep the night before, a fact which Ulric regretted not at all considering the company that prevented it. Hell, the day before had been equally jam packed. No, at this moment Ulric was feeling the exhaustion of body, mind, and magic. Committing to his plan he stripped out of his clothes and piled into bed. Sleep took him in moments.


It was dark out when Ulric awoke. No birdsong. It was slightly jarring, he'd become accustomed to the sounds of the forest in these last few months; their vivid racket greeting him upon rising. The only sound that made it into the room was the faint roaring hum of wind. Winter's Herald had arrived in full force. Branches of the towering tree Irielhos was built into swayed with it. The entire tree rocked gently in the gale force winds. Ulric had exactly no clue as to what time of day it might be. He didn't need as much sleep as he had in his previous life, only five hours at maximum, but he'd driven himself pretty hard the day before. Black, rolling clouds with whisps of white blitzing beneath made figuring out much beyond past daybreak impossible for him. It was nearly enough to send him back to his dreams and the cozy warmth of the blankets. But only nearly.


Rolling out of bed, Ulric had learned both a lot and precious little about magic the previous day as he resettled the sheets and blankets into something approaching order. He was aware that that meeting was very much an introduction and a sounding board. The Dragons of Iriel who would be teaching him had needed to know where to start. Ulric was confident that his combination of near hopeless ignorance and impossible knowledge had thrown a wrench into their planned course of instruction. Just as well, he hoped it confused them as much as it did himself. So, towards the end of making sure he didn't waste his gift of safe harbors here in Irielhos, Ulric decided today was the day he would work on magic. The main problem with that plan was, however, that he was in a borrowed room made of wood, with fanciful carvings of priceless worth everywhere, and the only spells he could practice would destroy it. Not a fantastic starting point. However, there was something on which he could work that wouldn't set the walls on fire.


Bathe Iriel had jumped a solid thirty meters through the air. At least six body heights high. She had struck her husband and sent him crashing across a great hall with enough force to bounce. Clearly she was stronger than she looked, just as her husband had demonstrated a phenomenal robustness to escape her scolding relatively unharmed. Judging by appearance alone was just not even close to seeing the full picture.


Vedyr had mentioned something about reinforcement of oneself. Shor had then implied that gaining strength in one's ability to handle and refine mana was the only way to avoid eventually destroying one's body through weird mana interactions that resulted in turning into an elemental. All of this pointed to a more internalized way of using mana than he had thought about before. Some body magic equivalent techniques or a way to infuse oneself with mana instead of merely storing it in the core or moving it about mana channels. Where to start Ulric had no immediate ideas but that was the direction he intended to go with this day of solo play.


Ulric grabbed a chair, wonderously carved and cushioned by what felt like some kind of springy material covered in a soft leather, also heavier than he could have picked up in his old life, and moved it one handed to the balcony door. The whipping, roiling clouds made for a majestic sight. To that marvelously rampant backdrop he horked down a few portions of meat, bread, and cheese washing it all down with water. A shame to treat such excellent food that way but Ulric wanted to get on with figuring out how to get his head around internal magic. Thus sated, he sat in his chair and closed his eyes.


The most natural starting point had to be the core. Without even checking his status Ulric could tell by the mental clarity and light feeling of his body that he was at mana saturation again. Seems his natural regeneration while sleeping was still fast enough to return him to full, even if it was slower in Irielhos than the glade. If he were doing this in the Arcanum from yesterday, he'd be willing to bet it would have been a solidly even pace compared to the glade. Environmental mana density was definitely a thing and highly variant. Ulric put that on hold though, before he burned an hour trying to outline the relationship between mana density and biomass. Instead, he concentrated on his own core, that second beating heart through which fire and ice alternated. Delicately, he took up mana like clenching a muscle, squeezing the metaphorical fist of his Will to hold a tiny portion of the cosmic vitreous or whatever the hell it was. It was real was all he could attest to with certainty, but only when you reached out and touched it. Like a collapsing wave function it transformed from indefinite and ethereal to definite and material.


Now firmly in hand, so to speak, Ulric began to harmonize this raw magical essence, tuning it to the elements with which he was familiar. At first, he tried direct transitions, water to air to earth to fire and so forth. It wasn't possible, at least not for him. The mana rebelled against such attempts, the discord between wave forms being incompatible. It felt a little like molding clay, the raw mana took shape easily to his efforts obtaining the specific mana type was a little like becoming a shape that fit with his feeling of an element, like Incendere's playful violence.


Once in that shape though it solidified to concrete and no amount of pushing would force it to obtain another shape. The attempts saw him at one moment struggling against the tuned mana he held and the next a dangerous feeling of instability, like cracks in the ice beneath his feet that sent alarm bells trilling in his lizard brain. He pulled back from the attempts to transition mana directly and, instead, reversed the tuning to return it back to its neutral form, the unfolding of the origami he'd produced back to flat paper. From there it was easy to mold again into a new shape, to attune a new elemental form.


For an hour, as best he could judge, he harmonized mana to the elemental forms he had practiced, these basic elements, simply holding and feeling them. He had practiced these types of manipulations before, in his calm evenings in the glade, but his familiarity had improved substantially. Never did he externalize the mana, use his core to manifest it outside of himself as he would for a spell. He simply held, shaped, and felt it. In so doing Ulric was certain that he was starting to find similarities between some elemental forms, like finding underlying notes shared between different chords. Incendere, Caelum, Ceraun, the elemental forms of fire, air, and lightning, they all held a distinct note of mobility. To a lesser extent Aquae had this same note but it rang not nearly so loud, as if the water would also be very happy to simply sit if left undisturbed. Terra and Infrig though, these were distinctly sounding for stability, for immobility. Ulric was starting to think that what he was observing was the underlying primordial elemental forms, the ones he'd been warned against touching directly. Motus then and Dissidia, motion and stillness were prominently related to the distinct difference in these elemental forms.


Ulric cycled between Incendere and Infrig, so very different that the contrasts could be, now that he was concentrating on them, parsed out. The difference in static and nonstatic layers aside there was a second buried note underpinning them, diverging them so heavily. A heavy component of Infrig felt…empty, as if it were a jar that deliberately poured out everything placed inside. Not a hole in the jar, it wasn't so passive, it actively tried to eliminate, a vacuum erasing whatever could not resist its impulsion. That was Nihil then, the primordial elemental nothingness. The infinite void. Ulric shuddered at the feel of it, instinctive revulsion making his skin pucker.


Incendere carried the flickering flashing undercurrent that suggested destructive brilliance, what could only be Lumen, light, energy. Terra, when he cycled it between the other elements, held most strongly the influence of weighted inertia that was Res, matter, that was so strongly dominant in its notes. Aquae held nearly as much of this firmament as Terra, which made some sort of sense in Ulric's mind, liquids being of equal substance to solids only vibrating along a higher octave, so to speak.


On and on, Ulric cycled elemental forms to peel them apart to compare their make ups. As he did he gained a greater insight into why they did not mix, or where they might. He reasoned why they could not be transformed from one to the next, and it seemed obvious. They were differently structured and different things needed to be rendered to a precurser to be formed into something new, akin to proteins obtained by consumption being degraded by proteases into amino acids that could then be used to produce new proteins.


"Or no...more like light." Ulric mused.


Mana wasn't just some blank entity, the raw mana of the world was a white light, a rainbow consisting of all things. The core then, acted as a prism, to extract only specific wavelengths which could then craft the basic elemental forms.


Ulric had the sudden intuition that the reason his brain kept turning to music and light in his internalized conceptual interpretations was that it was because the truth most closely matching reality was that mana was, in fact, a field. He remembered the bone shaking utterances of the Watcher, when the Impossible had said FIELD and how it had seemingly touched everything. Then mana reacted, somehow along a similar conceptual premise as if it held resonant nodes, harmonies, disharmonies, and interferences. The mana was an infinite wave, an overlap of primordial fields. The primordial fields must unify, somehow, to create reality. If he tried to extend the analogy to his old theoretical physics days, the mana was a wave that manifested from changes in the fields. Accelerations from the interactions between fundamentally divergent forces, that propagated through reality. Each specific type of mana resulted from a different interaction of the fields that produced it.


No wonder he'd been warned against touching primordial magic. Interacting with mana was fine, no problem, it was a transient localized energy free to be moved and changed. Interacting with primordial mana directly was trying to change the entire universe. Ulric decided then and there that he would never attempt to reach through and grab any one of the underlying notes. Taking in the ambient mana, sure, manipulating it to achieve his desires, absolutely. But never to take hold of the stuff beneath, that was playing god. Ulric had a distinct impression that when a mortal played with godstuff, they got exactly what they wanted and were unable to handle it, not being equal to the task.


Ulric remembered the emptiness of Nihil, and that thing scared the shit out of him. It wanted to devour you, that was its nature. The others weren't much better. Lumen was bright but so was the sun, it would burn through your existence with as little trouble as a blow torch popping bubbles. Motus would scatter you through the galaxy and Dissidia would entomb you in time, like sitting on the edge of a black hole. None of them were safe. He was suddenly very glad for the Watcher's oh so brief warning and the gift of elemental knowledge, without it he might have found annihilation through ignorance.


It occurred to him that he hadn't even attempted touching the magics that were more complex, things like growing plants or healing tissue. Ulric had a theoretical idea of how that might work, he'd read the textbooks on biochemistry and cellular growth, but how easy would it be to try to heal a wound and instead cause cancer? Not something he had any interest in dicking with, at the moment. Maybe not forever and certainly not without someone to show him the ropes. The peoples of this world might be ignorant about the scientific principles of physics and chemistry but they had eons of what he lacked: applied practice. They had already found methods that worked and worked well. Maybe, like their lightning magics, there were improvements to be had. But they had it all down already and Ulric would waste his entire life reinventing the wheel if he didn't pay attention to their instruction.


Eyes opening, the light available to the room had grown substantially. He would have guessed sometime around midmorning, midsunsrise the Elves had called it, so maybe, approximately 10:00am old time? He supposed it didn't really matter anymore. What did matter was that he had been lost in thought and experimentation for several hours by this point and hadn't made even an iota of progress towards body magic or refinement. Damn it brain.


He couldn't call it a total loss though. More like a sidegrade. What he hadn't progressed in internal magics he had greatly enhanced his understanding of mana as a whole and its individual constructs in the elemental forms, which might make his next lesson with the Dragons a bit more productive. Totally worth it, if only to discover that trying to touch a primordial mana form directly would be a hilariously misinformed suicide.


            

    
        Chapter 56: Doing Homework

    
    
    
    
                Rising from his seat, Ulric decided that a break was necessary to reset his brain.  He went to his table and pick some jamfruit, peeling it with happy memories.  That sweet giggling lady had completely ruined this particular food for him; never would he be able to have a meal of it that didn't lead to impure thoughts.  Impure and hilariously fun thoughts. 


Humming and eating he grabbed a slice of roasted meat that reminded him of duck, with its rich fattiness.  Ulric had always enjoyed the gamey flavor of his hunted meats.  A good thing too, when everything you ate for months was either freshly killed or dried game.  The animals of Varda were patently delicious though, probably thanks to magic, for which Ulric again was infinitely grateful.  Water to cleanse his pallet and he was done with brunch. 


He briefly considered leaving his apartments for a jog around the corridors of this housing complex but discarded it.  The Elves were holding vigil for their fallen, it would be rude to go parading around, even if he didn't strictly have to observe the same customs that they did.  When in Rome, he told himself again.  Instead. he settled for another two hours of stance work.  It wasn't as good as with Idra'se's guidance, or even Geyrt's brusque commentary, Ulric was sure he was out of alignment, even while he tried to be diligent about the small details. 


All the same, hours of practice was making him more comfortable with the motions.  Soon, all conscious thought faded to the background, the steady movements became trancelike.  Calmly, he found a zen, the absence of thought while the body ran through cycles of movements at a constant rhythm.  Awkwardness couldn’t be avoided, especially those cross steps and back steps that left his knees feeling like they were pointing in odd directions.  The discomfort faded as the cycles of stance, hold, and return to ready polished the rough edges. 


Distantly, the cataloger of things in his brain started to draw connections between the act of taking a step and its purpose, its role in the grand scheme.  He was starting to see why they were as they were and to find a logic in their sequence.  The Dance of the Elves was exacting and each step was taken to lead to the next, and to the next after that, with the ultimate goal to land a killing blow.  Small angles, incremental advantage, it was meant to be taken together as a comprehensive whole. 


Ulric imagined fighting Idra'se would be like playing chess against Bobby Fischer.  The openings might not make sense, but that was because they were twenty moves ahead and had already cornered you, you were just not aware of it.  Even knowing that he stood no chance, Ulric got a fleeting urge to spar against the man, just maybe he could see the height of the tower from its bottom.  Not yet though, he was still clumsy, still uncomfortable with the foundational steps.  The flowing dance of some two score elves, feet so lightly and gracefully drumming, bodies weaving, all with perfect control, balance, and in unison, flashed into his mind.  Nope.  Not even close to ready to spar with Idra. 


It did bear some further consideration that Ulric had been ultimately fortunate that Geyrt had thought so little of him.  She'd basically considered him the same way he'd consider a [Bolt Deer].  They could be dangerous, maybe, if you were very stupid, but the objective reality was that they were prey and no real threat.  If she had taken him even remotely seriously, if she hadn't effectively ignored her own [Scan] and let him provoke her to unreason, there was a good chance she'd have gotten her wish about the drought under his feet.  He was fast, and damned strong.  But he'd never even see the strike that killed him if he tried to fight her straight up, that was no longer in question.  The ambush with a bow, from significant distance, was now, in Ulric's estimation, the best case scenario for having met his Shadow.  More luck than a man had any right to, that was what he had.


Exiting his ready stance Ulric stood up tall and raised his arms overhead to stretch his entire body.  Bringing his arms down together he folded himself in half with palms on the ground next to his feet, his hamstrings and tendons stretching pleasantly.  Even lower he went until forearms and elbows lay flat, the tension in his legs now reaching that almost pain that had been so familiar with his old body.  Ulric raised back to lay palms to the floor and shifted his weight to his hands and, slowly, spread his legs to rest his body's mass completely on his arms.  He raised his legs over an even, gradual, minute until he had assumed an arrow straight handstand.  It made him want to laugh, the ease of it.  He bent his arms bringing his face to nearly kiss the fragrant wood of the floor, before a violent shove of his arms launched him upwards and he rocked his weight around his center of gravity bringing his legs easily underneath him in a slight crouch as he landed.  Now he did laugh.  Unreal.  This must be how Spiderman would have felt.


Following the remembered motions of various Olympic events he stretched himself out of his stance funk, limbering the muscles of his limbs.  It was only then standing in the room with slightly cool air on sweat slicked skin that he realized he had completely forgotten to clothe himself at any point that morning.  Oops.  He dressed himself in the blacks of the Elf warriors, blaming his oversight on the weeks of nudity he'd spent on the [Plateau of Ancients] when he'd first arrived.  Clothes were a very secondary consideration to fire, shelter, and remaining unconsumed.  Ulric was willing to put his lack of body modesty over in the same category of changes he'd undergone as with his near instinctive heightened aggression. 


Maybe his new body was secreting uber testosterone.  It was not an incredibly unlikely scenario that the glandular functions of his reforged body were dissimilar to his original.  He ate a metric shit ton of calories daily.  Muscle tone like his should have been accompanied by near constant hunger, like a body builder preparing for a show.  Normally those athletes were under fairly strict dietary patterns, sustained for only a few months, and only following an intense bulking period.  Ulric's body lacked the gross bulk of such individuals.  He was probably a lean eighty or so kilos.  Hard to say though, despite how easily he moved there was a feeling of density to his body that might indicate a significant underestimate on his actual mass. 


Enough of that though.  Ulric wasn't here to hit the gym, this day was for magical bullshit.  He had tentatively arrived at some solid conclusions regarding fundamental aspects to what mana was and how it was rendered into mass.  In all likelihood, mana was mass in potentia.  It could be matter, if it was arranged properly.  Just like it could be plasma or electric potential or kinetic energy.  It could be anything because it was everything.  Heavy stuff, philosophically. 


He wondered how close he was to the reality of things.  Those quantum physicists would probably laugh behind their hands and bark about things like Hilbert space or some such shit.  He was an engineer, those nerds were way too abstract for his tastes.  Just knowing was useless to him, he needed an application.  In this case, just knowing that mana could be tuned to different forms was imminently applicable.  It was how he fabricated tangible spells.  Even the term "spell" was sort of a weak way to describe it. 


What he was doing was more like composing music or coding software.  Take the raw mana, harmonize it to a specific elemental form, and then guide it through a series of patterns and rhythms to give the abstract form a specific, tangible outcome, well defined sequences and processes, just with the aether instead of sound and programming logic.  Far from being a Hans Zimmer he was currently playing Greensleeves.  At the current moment he could handle a single type of mana and make it do relatively simple, if sometimes subtle, shenanigans.  Travel in a straight line, compress, spread out, that kind of shit.  He couldn't juggle different types of mana or make highly complex forms.  The strength of his core let him "play" loudly for his level of experience but a novice still he would remain until he had better hold of the basics.


So.  Before he got lost on another tangent he was going to sit down and try to figure out how body magic worked.  Deed followed thought and he was soon seated cross legged on the floor, hands resting on his lap.  Ulric turned his thoughts again to his core but instead of taking hold of any mana and doing something specific with it he stilled his mind and listened.  Figuratively listened of course.  His own mana pulsed to a beat alongside his heart.  As Ulric's mind fell inwards he started to pick up on his own distinct mana signature, a unique pattern of notes that fluctuated with the rhythm of his core.  It coursed through his channels so quietly that he had a hard time noticing it when he wasn't absolutely still like this.  Especially quiescent as it was, since he wasn't actively pulling his core to draw out the reserves inside himself.  This subtle harmony was his baseline. 


For a while he just sat and observed himself, trying to pick out his own flow at will.  It was hard.  Any movement drowned the impression of his own mana out.  The sound of his own breathing made it difficult to perceive the mellow tones.  Slowly it got easier to find and hold the melody, to hear its variations.  Like picking out an individual instrument in a complex orchestra, it took a practiced ear to find a specific flute in and amongst the other woodwinds.  It was necessary that he figure this out.  How else was he going to control fine mana flows in his body if he couldn't even detect it at rest?  It was much easier to tell what was going on when he was dealing with huge flows that were obvious in their motion, but Ulric had a feeling that internalized magic was going to require finesse.  Best to go slow and do it right the first time than hurt himself, somehow, by hurrying.  The lightning incident came to mind, only body magic was going to be inside himself with nowhere to go if he cocked it up.


Hours passed by and Ulric ever so steadily improved his perception.  Eventually, he managed to hold the tune while he rose to his feet, though moving washed it away again.  A stroke of inspiration came to him.  Why not just do more Elven stance work while he learned to recognize the feel of his own mana?  The movements were familiar and it was light work so he could pick out the baseline of his mana while his body made regular, methodical movements with frequent pauses.  Genius. 


He was another couple of hours into this newest meditation before he felt comfortable with finding his own mana signature while slowly moving through the dozen steps of the Dance with which he was most familiar.  At last, satisfied that progress had been made, he released a heavy breath and decided it was time to take a break.  The light had changed again with his concentration, it must be well past Sunscrest.  Perhaps even Midsunsfall?  Four or five p.m. by his old reckoning, if he had to guess.  Hard to tell with the clouds.


The howling storm outside was beating against Irielhos with fury.  Brighteyes had laid the understatement of the year on him back then: "Unwise to be caught in the storm".  You said a mouthful with that one little buddy, Ulric thought, before his laughter echoed in the empty room.  Rain sleeted heavily against the balcony doors which, powered by the magical protections of the citadel, did not so much as vibrate, nor allow the humidity of the storm into the room.  Lightning roiled now in the clouds.  Peals of thunder booming with muted intensity from the warding spells of the fortress. 


Glad he was at that moment that he wasn't huddled in his shelter within the burned out cave of the fallen godtree.  It had been a structurally sound shelter, well built, given his materials and available time.  But it would be damp in there and the wind would have made it drafty.  Ulric would have had to burn his fire indoors at a heavy wood consumption to offset the loss of heat through such air movements.  Given the sheer strength of the gale outside, it was even entirely possible that his shelter would not survive the storm unscathed, though the enormous trunks of the elder trees should break even a wind so ferocious as this.  No indeed, he was happy to ride this out in the comfort of his apartments and in the generous hospitality of Iriel. 


It was no wonder that the Elves here would choose this time to make remembrance of their fallen.  What more stern reminder of the smallness of a human, or, well, Elf life than that raging storm?  Ulric briefly thought of his sister, buried in an avalanche far too young.  A loss that had badly hurt him and his parents.  He then thought of his parents, well advanced in age who had lost their last child when he was taken away from his old life and delivered to Varda.  That was essentially the only regret he had about this entire experience.  His folks were solid people, loving parents, and they deserved better than to bury their children, he thought bitterly.  A lot of people deserved better.  Most of them didn't get it, just like people who actually deserved to taste all the suffering of the world rode Scott free of anything close to justice.  Sour thoughts, Ulric.  Too sour.  Leave the past where it belongs, leave that life behind.  Dragging its corpse behind will achieve nothing but sadness, to taint your second chance he told himself. 


Rousing himself from such brooding he returned to his hoarded wealth of food.  Since it was close to dinner time, he had a heaping portion of the various offerings and drank away several cups of the provided pitcher of juice.  Pitcher must have been ensorcelled too, the juice it housed was still cold.  Good food did its work on him, restoring his cheer.  He really had grown to appreciate his change in demeanor with this new lease on life.  Where he might have let that down mood extend for days prior to, he was now able to shrug it off and turn his thoughts towards more positive things.  Like the prospect of one day jumping tall buildings in a single bound.


As he sat, Ulric looked at his status.  He had a class, with class skills and traits.  There were skills there listed.  Whether he had those competencies before the skill or it only updated to reflect his abilities afterwards Ulric did not know.  Maybe there was a little of column A and a little of column B, the Akashic stuff had demonstrated elements of both, of feedback and two-way interaction.  He had a core which had three significantly powerful properties: the ability to mana saturate, which passively boosted his entire body; the ability to overcharge spells, raising their power as he fed them more mana, so long as he didn't fumble it; and the core capacitor, which allowed Ulric to completely discharge all of his mana in a single fantastically powerful burst.  These modifiers to his core were what allowed Ulric to boost his combat potential.  He could refrain from casting, maintaining his saturation for a physical and mental buffing effect, increasing his stamina and sharpness of mind.  He could manipulate the amount of mana utilized in spells, so long as they weren't dependent on external factors like [Lightning Strike] which needed to achieve a breakdown potential in air or do nothing, or even worse, backlash. 


His instructors in the arcane arts, along with their husband, had told him his core had tier three traits and Ulric was guessing they must have been speaking about the additional mana modifying traits.  He'd have to verify his suspicions later.  The real curve ball had been all that awakening talk.  Pure, unaspected mana was reactive eh?  That was not a way Ulric would have described it, but, now that he had delved more deeply into the relationship between pure mana, its analogues to white light, and the “color” of the specific elemental forms, he could see how that might arise. 


If the pure mana, with no particular primordial harmonies dominant, were exposed to an aspected mana where there were distinctly emphatic primordial chords, those might induce a resonance with the unaspected mana, encouraging their shared waves to build on each other, like ocean waves meeting, combining to make taller waves.  Ulric was starting to get a clearer picture for how a dense pocket of pure mana could interact with a sort of priming mana and kickstart some kind of resonant node that could become destructive.  Like the wind through a suspension bridge at just the right frequency can build a sway that brings down the entire structure.  Ulric's core was, currently, able to put down such interferences.  Until it couldn't, and then he was in serious trouble. 


That train of thought had some deep implications.  Ulric had noted that Brighteyes was moon aspected, he had a Lunar core.  Even young as he was the Elven kid had a tier three, an awakened core?  Was that the mark of an accelerated training regimen or did all Elves aspect early?  Was it an indication of how powerful the individual core was, that it could condense mana more stably and thus took longer to make awakening happen?  More questions.  Everywhere Ulric turned, he was bombarded by unknowns.  He would have to put that on his list of things to ask the Ladies of Iriel. 


For now though, Ulric had an idea for how to ready his body for internal magic: pushing large pulses of tuned, elemental mana, through his mana channels.  Much like he had learned he could do with [Voltaic Riot] Ulric was going to push the mana through his body in cycles.  Unlike the active spell though he wasn't going to do anything external with it.  He'd have to remember that trick for coating his channels too, that seemed to assist greatly in reducing a curiously uncomfortable pressure or not friction he'd felt in them at the act.  Perhaps this was a necessary thing, using unaspected mana as a lubricant to prevent tuned mana from unduly effecting the body, avoiding that spooky turning into an elemental problem, perhaps.


Resuming his seated position on the floor Ulric began, using very small pulses first, to cycle each elemental form he had mastered throughout the channels of his body.  Core to stomach, stomach to left leg, left leg to heart, heart to right leg, right leg to lungs, lungs to left arm, left arm to head, head to right arm, right arm to core.  Over and over.  It reminded him of some of the Tai Chi breathing exercises he'd refused to do during rehab over his shattered knee. 


He'd thought it a foolish waste of time back then.  Breath into your organs?  Phooey.  Well, the joke was definitely on him, Ulric could distinctly feel, with the mana pulses through his system lighting up the channels in his mind's eye, clusters of channels around each organ.  The pulses widened the channels, stretching them as he increased the amount of mana in each pulse.  It was supremely uncomfortable, like sinus pressure.  After a few pulses though the sensation of pressure went away and instead, the mana flowed more easily, smoother.  Like stretching the tendons in his legs, there was a way to build resilience to how much energy he could push through his body.  The type of mana used appeared to change nothing.  Within his body, absent any specific construct or intent, it would seem that one form of magic was just as good as another.  Energy was energy.  And "breathing" the energy through the channels around his organs and through his limbs was helping their function. 


Timeless hours Ulric sat, dragging different types of magical squeegee through his internal systems.  Larger and larger he was able to form pulses that would pass, uncomfortably at first, and more easily later through those arcane vessels.  There was a distinct stopping point though.  The first pulse Ulric tried at that level felt like when you swallow a too large chunk of food, a desperate moment where he wasn't sure whether he'd simply choke on it.  Firming his will and increasing the density of the coating on his channels helped and he managed, with great pain involved, to finish the cycle.  But no more, his body felt raw.  That was the upper limit then.  He noted that this limit was not far greater than what was required to cast [Voltaic Riot] so he was pushing a little with that spell at this point in his development.  Good.  It meant he was finding his limits, testing his capacity, and, hopefully, surpassing those limits in time.


Ulric rose and finished his plates, ravenous for so little physical activity that day.  Ancient magic breathing techniques took the piss out of you, it turned out.  Speaking of which Ulric realized he was holding a bladderful of it and had, after eating, a resounding need to do the do.  Elven bathroom facilities were, thankfully, somewhat normal.  Think Asian squat toilets with a flush handle.  He took a prison bath with a rag after that, missing greatly the glory that was the Elven bath hall, and tucked himself into bed.


Tiredness leaded his limbs.  Greater tiredness than he'd known following many days in the glade chopping wood, hunting, and doing any number of camp tasks.  Magic is hard he thought before sleep took him, the hushed thunder and flashes of cloud burst lightning making for a turbulent lullaby.   


            

    
        Chapter 57:  Good Morning King

    
    
    
    
                
Ulric jerked to waking, his body tense. He'd dreamed vividly last night and often, a rarity for him. Before coming to Varda dreams remembered were unheard of. Since his arrival, he dreamed much more frequently but they were mostly harmless things. Pizza, a strange interaction with a coworker at a job long since forgotten to his waking mind, sex. Sometimes nightmares of the [Forest Lord]. Most of his nightmares had that fell beast in them somewhere, frequently including it peeling his skin off. It helped soothe him afterward to remember that he had eaten the thing and wore its own hide as his breeches and coat.


This dream had straddled the line between nightmare and abstract unreality but with such an intense presence that he had trouble shaking it off. He remembered still the pelting rain on his skin. He'd been caught out in the storm, tied to the top of the great tree that supported Irielhos. Winds laden with ice raked him viciously, and thunder deafened him. And through it all the lightning. Striking his form to a cinder. But he didn't die, instead, the falling rain rebuilt him piece by piece, the droplets made of tiny fragments of himself. He'd dreamed that he could see himself as if by an outside observer and that the falling rain was made of his own substance at times. Then again the lightning would shatter his being. Over and over. Through it all, the man tied to the tree laughed insanely.


Shivering slightly, Ulric released a held breath and extracted himself from the blankets, damp from a cold sweat.


"The hell was that all about?" He asked the room.


No answer was forthcoming so Ulric relieved himself in the bathroom.  Standing before the elegant curves of the polished wooden throne he took a moment to thank all of the gods and ancestors of the lands that the Elves were masters of the mundane magics of the toilet.  The majesty of plumbing operated simply, using a pulled lever that "flushed" by power of a magitech device to stream a pulse of water, and disappear waste into a sewer whose design he was sure he'd be fascinated to have described to him.  Ulric gave himself a smell test and grimaced slightly.  Definitely he was in need of a bath.  For now, he satisfied himself with a cloth and a bucket of water, scrubbing rigorously and ridding himself of the smell of sweat.  Cleanliness had returned his awareness of body odor, no longer did his brain ignore the scent of humanity on him. Probably just as well, hunting when you stank to high heaven was made far more difficult than it needed to be.


A glance through the woven veranda doors revealed darkness, indicating he'd woken pre-dawn, as had become his norm back in the glade but which habit had been disrupted these first few days amongst the Elves. Blame their booze. And their women.


Ulric stretched, arms overhead, and ran his fingers through his long hair, down past his shoulders now and still tied in a loose tail. Something would need to be done about the hair. he was finding it obnoxious. Same for the beard. He didn't mind the extra hair but it definitely needed some attention. Ulric had taken to trimming his beard with a particularly long, straight section of glassresin, near to a straight razor. He'd left that fortunate piece behind in his shelter and now regretted it. His knife was sharp enough to cut hair but didn't quite have that narrow blade geometry that made shaving easy. It would have to do though, the beard was now a soup strainer.


Pulling the bone knife free of its belt sheath Ulric used a bowl of water as a mirror and trimmed the beard back to reason, leaving its thick fullness to curl three or four centimeters from his skin. Briefly, Ulric considered completely removing the sideburns but that was a job better saved for when he had access to his razor. For now, he settled for a trim. On his hair, he enacted a solution for which he had long resolved to avoid. A braid. The loose hair of the tail was the issue and so Ulric wove the hair as he had grass, forming a tight weave that left little in the way of free strands. Ulric thought of the wooden ring that had terminated the complex braids of Geyrt and her mother Vedyr. No telling if that had some sort of cultural significance, so Ulric simply tied the end of his own far simpler weave with a leather thong to secure it.


Thus groomed, Ulric returned to the main room of the apartment and dressed. Hints of daylight, an ever so slight brightening, told the story of sunsrise not far away. Ulric opened the balcony door and was greeted by bitterly cold air, as it had been before the sudden warming, the false summer days preceding Winter's Herald. Skin prickled and Ulric basked in the refreshing flow of chilled sky around him.


The forest was transformed. Trees now denuded of their leaves stood stark. Golden browns littered the forest floor, now visible below. Only the ever-green coniferous stands kept their firlike needles. It reinforced just how high above the ground Irielhos stood now that the woodland canopy no longer acted as a raised roof. They were way the hell up there, maybe half a kilometer. Rolling hills and running creeks stretched away in the predawn twilight, still mostly hidden. Sunsrise would bring a marvelous vantage. There wasn't enough light to be certain but Ulric thought it smelled like a frost might be on.


If the grandoise moon had been in the sky he'd have been able to see as if by silvered daylight, the full moon was exceptionally bright on Varda.  Come to think of it, he still didn't properly know the names for the stars this planet orbited or the moon that circled it.  The suns were called The Twins and the Moon was simply the Moon.  Interesting.  It may have been that the Elves, with their myriad of terms for the trees, the skies, and the creatures were simply not so very interested in the heavens beyond.  


Closing the balcony doors and cutting off the gentle gusts of winter air, Ulric turned back to the table holding the last of his spoils from the kitchens. Precious little compared to the original heaping contents but a light breakfast of fruit, juice, bread, and a last sliver of cheese was sufficient to tide him over.


The room was currently not quite as dark as the outside, there being a set of lamps, magically driven to produce a soft orange light. It was interesting that the mechanism to control the lamps was completely analog, a simple wooden switch that was pulled horizontally to dim or brighten the lamp. The resemblance to a rheostat switch was almost jarring in its familiarity.  The variable mana flow device perhaps indicated something about physical mana circuits that made Ulric have to resist an intense urge to disassemble the lamps when he was first shown their use. It was curious, the fluid combination of medieval technology, candles, torches, fire pits, etc. with the obviously magical lamps, heated stone griddles, and perfectly controlled bathwater, to say nothing of the arcane insulation of the citadel's structure to produce airtight seals and temperature control.


The results were impossible to deny, he was comfortable. The Elven kingdom had achieved a semblance of modern convenience that was equivalent to, even surpassing, many remote hunting or fishing cabins in which Ulric had stayed. If there was a phone somewhere, Ulric would have been hard-pressed to point out a significant difference. Other than the long-eared beautiful folk who roamed its hallways, of course.  In stark contrast to the efficient, functional nature of the facilities of Irielhos was the absolute wonder that was Elven carpentry and artistry, applied to every surface. Ulric's ceiling appeared to be a forest canopy in full flowering bloom, with vines interlacing between branches, mossy trails falling from limbs, and leaves of various types filling the spaces between. It gave an appearance of depth that Ulric would have thought impossible if he weren't right there experiencing its spectacle.


Between the self-care and the enchanting vista of Irielhos, Ulric had mostly shaken off the remnants of the night's disturbing dreamscape. He was in the middle of a set of stances, preceded by the same stretching routine as yesterday, when a forceful knock sounded on his door, the wooden echo tearing the peace of the morning.


Ulric rose and went to the chamber door, pulling it open with suspicion. Geyrt didn't knock like that. More rap-tappa-tap-tap than thud-bang. At first, he thought he was wrong, that his Shadow had sprung an overly enthusiastic knock on him. But no, the first impression left and Ulric beheld the Lord of Iriel, his mortal enemy in casual buffoonery, grinning in his usual, resplendent, finery.


"Welcome the morn Glade Chief, you rise early do you not? When busty circumstances do not conspire to keep you abed." Proclaimed Bald'rt, winking at him.


Ulric suppressed the sigh that had been building as soon as he saw the man. Game face Ulric.  He smells your fear.


"My thanks to you, Lord Bald'rt. It has long been my habit to begin my day before the suns begin theirs. I hope that you haven't been troubled out of your own blankets on my account, or perhaps, on account of difficulties of the estate? Please come in, and be at ease. Perhaps I can provide some safe harbor against the circling troubles." Ulric said easily, opening the door wide to grant his sponsor shelter.


The Elf waved him off easily but with a put-upon expression.

"We are a lively pair this morning, I see. You have my gratitude for the kind offer but no, no, no, I cannot burden you so my guest. My difficulties weigh too heavily, even a mighty back such as mine risks harm driving them before me.  I'm afraid you would come to grievous harm attempting such challenging terrain.  Perhaps when you've matured." Beamed the Elven Lord.


Ulric had to concede that point, the damned Elf was a slippery one. No doubt, he had spent centuries honing his craft of implication and double entendre.  


"I have come to personally extend an invitation to the festivities of Iriel, now that Winter's Herald has gone and the vigil is done. This year is sadly lacking, given most of my kin have assumed a war footing in preparation for a no doubt busy spring.  The Sanctuaries will be holding their own festivals in absentia, while we here will celebrate heartily all the more for looming threats. The better to cast them aside when the time comes." Carried on Lord Bald'rt, his voice took on a faint edge at the last.


Like a sword checked in its sheath to be ready for drawing. The [Lord of the Deep Wood] was prepared to go forth and bring woe to his enemies.  Ulric's estimate was that it would be about a metric fuckton of woe too.  The Elf was going to have to leave someone alive this time to carry the story or they'd be doing this again in another couple of centuries. If history was any indication at all, it was absolutely mad hat that anyone would think to try these folk after even casual exposure to them. Then again, perhaps that was the problem. Humans didn't get to experience the deep wood peoples, they only saw the softer outer layers of Orlethrem. Of the hardened Iriel'en they only knew when it was time for the knives to come out. Still. You'd think somebody would have written it down somewhere: "Do not fuck with the Elves. They'll kill ya to death."


Ulric turned his attention back to matters at hand.


"I will run out of thanks if you keep this up Iriel Chief. It would be my pleasure to join your people in their celebration. Ah. I am afraid I lack the knowledge of proper protocols. Shall I await a certain time to attend your hall, is there a specific location to which I should go? I am afraid I have only my loaned blacks, courtesy of Idra'se, and my fighting gear for dress. Either of these is fine by me, I would attend as best fitting as possible." Said Ulric with gratitude.


He wasn't even exaggerating really, it was an incredible courtesy for Bald'rt, Lord of the land, to personally act as a bellboy to give Ulric an invitation to the festivities.


Bald'rt merely smiled away the thanks.


"It is no such great thing, Glade Chief. You returned my son to me and you have managed to corral my dearest, if most troublesome, daughter away from the coming conflict. I could ask no better keeper to see to her safety, not when all of my most trusted kin will be tasked towards the defense of home. My stubborn, headstrong, wonderful little [Shadow Panther] would have hunted her enemies ruthlessly and no doubt carved terror into their pitiful hearts. But she would have driven too hard and too deep and I fear she would have certainly been slain in her fury. Better to have her by your side Ulric, even indentured unto the lifespan of one such as we, than that." Bald'rt admitted growing rarely serious and sounding utterly sincere.


He also straight up admitted using Ulric as a convenient excuse to tie his daughter down and out of direct action. A halter made up of her cultural obligations to protect her from the consequences of pursuing their vendetta. Ulric found he could not be angry with the man, who had only done as any father might when faced with impossible decisions. He chose the one that would let his daughter live and perhaps live long and happily. That didn't change Ulric's situation; he'd been effectively forced into some kind of fucked up lord-to-vassal arrangement with a notoriously difficult to get along with, if gorgeous, woman who would no doubt outlive him by centuries. But at least he could understand why it was happening to him, shallow solace though it was.  The Elf King's posture and tone said that he regretted nothing.  Ulric's said he couldn't blame him but he felt like he needed to make sure to clear the air between them.  There probably weren't many that Bald'rt Iriel would trust to keep his little girl safe; why he'd thought Ulric, of all people, would do it remained beyond him.  


"I had suspected as much with regards to Geyrt and this whole Shadow arrangement. Hal'et also suggested this to be the case in passing. Just so you know you're an absolute dickhead for doing it, especially since you left me with no room to escape." Ulric spoke his mind evenly.


"But I understand why you'd do it and it doesn't change that I'll honor my commitments. I like your people, Bald'rt, and even if you are a flagrant asshole, I find myself liking you as well. You are a good sort and I wish you lose not a one of your kin in the thrashing of those bastards who would war monger and hurt a little boy. I'll take care of Geyrt, best as I can if we don't strangle each other first." he finished.


Bald'rt's grin returned in force and he clapped Ulric on the back, which nearly sent him stumbling out the apartment door.


"It is good that you see with clarity Ulric, and can ride the currents of life without drowning. You are a good man, from all I have heard and seen of you; it would have been a tragedy to have slain you when first we met, at Geyrt's insistence. Let us allow the water to flow down the river unfettered."


The Lord of Iriel intoned somewhat excitedly in his deep voice, "Today is a day to celebrate life, the living, and the bounty of the year past. You have my gratitude for releasing her to her family yesterday, it was not a thing you owed. A Shadow is part of her Honor, before previous obligations of kin, but I did enjoy pampering my daughter once more before she must become again yours.  I will leave you to gather yourself as you see fit, you may wear anything you wish although I would recommend comfort, above all. Your Shadow should be readying herself to return to her duties and will be able to escort you as needed.  Well enough then, I'm away, Glade Chief to tend the house and prepare for events. Good morning again and I will see you at the festival." the Elven chief said, departing swiftly as he'd come.


Ulric stood in his doorway for a few minutes processing the encounter. Always a wild ride dealing with the airy [Lord of the Deep Wood]. At least he had some confirmation about hows and whys things had played out as they had. Say what you would, Bald'rt Iriel loved his children deeply and would do whatever he had to, to see them safe.


Since the cloistering was at an end and Ulric had already eaten, he resolved that he was going to go for a real bath. That brief scrub earlier was not going to scratch the itch after all he decided.  Besides, a good soak to help think things over would do him wonders.


            

    
        Chapter 58:  The Gift of a Bow

    
    
    
    
                Ulric made his way down stirring halls in the early dawn's light.  The Twins had only just started to crest above the distant horizon of Iriel's forested hills, casting the frost in golden light.  The mixture of warm pinks and oranges in the sky contrasted magnificently with the dense, crystalline frost that lie thick on branches.  Unlike the day before, there were already Elves up and moving through the halls.  They were preparing for happenings it would seem.  Ulric thought he recognized some of the craftsmen from pavilions through which he'd roamed during his previous days.  He still got the odd look every now and then from Elves who seemed surprised to see a human in their halls but such glances were brief as they recognized him.  Easy to recognize the only Human for a solid five hundred clicks, especially when he was maybe a head taller than most all of them. 


The baths were their usual steamy perfection.  Ulric soaped, scrubbed, and then soaked letting the tension in his form leave him.  There were only a few of the natives at this hour, most preferred to bathe in the evening, after the rigors of the day.  In Ulric's mind, why not before and after?  Por que no los dos?  Surely the glory of this place should not be worshipped a mere once a day. 


After a calming hour, he was ready to return to his rooms and see about a meal.  Perhaps he could gather some intel on what exactly was going to be happening during this festival Brighteyes had spoken of with such anticipation.  He entered his rooms to find Geyrt almost lovingly stroking his bowstave. 


Get your minds out of the gutters, the lot of you. 


She jerked upright and let the bow clatter to the floor as if burned.  The reddish hue in the tips of her ears made obvious her shame at having been caught with the goods.  It brought to mind that Ulric had destroyed her own bow during their fight and Brighteyes had mentioned that she was fond of the thing. 


Chance!  Ulric might be able to bank some goodwill which he was going to blow doing or saying something criminally stupid at an inevitable time in the future if he got her a bow to replace her old one.  Best to play it slow though he didn't want to push her when she might be defensive, as her now familiar glare indicated she might be. 


"Good morn Geyrt, I hope you were able to enjoy your family gathering.  I met your father this morning he was enthusiastic about the day to come."  Ulric greeted in his still barely adequate Elvish.


The frown was replaced with a neutral expression as if she'd forgiven him his ambush of her in his own rooms. 


"And to you Glade Chief, it was a bittersweet day, as it always is.  Especially so in these times with the conflict ahead looming.  I must thank you, myself, for giving me this time to be with them.  It was with dread that I awaited this day when Lumyt'seit was missing."  Geyrt responded, actually sounding not so irritable. 


She was fidgeting too, something that she didn't do much of that Ulric had noticed.  Clearly, the lady had something on her mind so Ulric took a chair and decided to wait her out.  His patient consideration actually seemed to make her even antsier.  It didn't take long for her to break, unable to withstand basic courtesy overlong without finding a way to display her thorns.


"You were not here when I arrived, it is no easy thing to fulfill my duties when you go haring off before the suns are even risen, so I waited.  I see now you were soaking in the baths again, it is a surprise that you don't just put your bed there." She grumbled in what Ulric was learning to recognize was an attempt to deflect him through orneriness.


Instead of taking the bait he merely continued his passive observation, having decided that whatever her actual problem was they'd be coming to it before long.  Silence could prove as adept an instrument of browbeating as sarcasm.  It was working, if the twitch in her ears was anything to go by.  She apparently noticed him noticing because they stilled so suddenly that she might as well have yelled.  It only took a few moments of withstanding his steady gaze for the cracks in her demeanor to show.  Instead of open hostility though this odd paragon of Iriel'en virtue turned away from him entirely, showing her back before speaking.


"I am sorry, Glade Chief.  I have…forgotten…to thank you for returning Lumyt'seit to us.  It was difficult for me, for all of us, to face the thought of another lost brother a lost son to foreigners.  That is no excuse for my behavior or my attack and what followed.  I am poorly suited to such a role as Shadow.  I have had little interest in anything that did not involve being a Hunter for my people for many decades and those attitudes will not change with a few turns of the Twins.  My Mothers Shor and Bathe reminded me of this and my responsibilities to be…less harsh…while you were learning from Mother Vedyr.  I will try to improve, and thank you, that is all I had to say." his Shadow concluded sounding almost lost at times.


Poorly suited, now that was the understatement of the year.  Might as well say that sand is unsuited for machine lubricant.  He couldn't deny that he felt a little better for her acknowledging how utterly abrasive she could be, even if it had taken her Mothers to set her to rights.  Kettles couldn't call pots black though.  Ulric couldn't honestly say how he would respond to having his entire life turned into a service to a stranger, let alone one with whom he'd had a near-fatal grudge.  Empathy was hard but he'd try to keep a gentle hand dealing with his Shadow.  Being a hundred-plus year old meant some habits were going to die hard. 


"Your apology is accepted.  I do not expect you to become some kind of model for whatever makes a perfect Shadow, certainly not in the bare few days we've been here.  So long as you're trying as hard to make things work smoothly as I am I'll be satisfied.  As far as Brighteyes is concerned, it was the right thing to do and I am glad it is done.  Now, I see that you are absent a bow and I am afraid that it is my fault.  I am obligated to provide for your kit and that means finding you a replacement for your weapon.  Take the bowstave I brought to use for negotiations, I will be teaching your bowyers how to make more of them soon enough.  I would rather you have it to use than for it to sit idle propped against my apartment wall."  Ulric said, hoping he wasn't stepping on her toes somehow, now that she'd settled down.  


It was going to be on him, to a certain extent, to help this young, according to Deep Woods Elf standards, woman adjust to her new position.  Think of it like onboarding a fresh engineer, Ulric told himself.  They know a bunch but they can't do anything right, yet, and you have to help them get comfortable or they'll just get in the way.  Sometimes you had to throw them a bone, and give them a win to find the courage to take another day in the meat grinder.  Perhaps getting a fancy new bow would be the lift the Young Lady Iriel needed.


Ulric knew he wouldn't be handling such a shift with anything close to as much grace.  For one thing, there'd probably be way more cursing.  So, he could handle the dirty looks and the pissy tone while she figured things out.  Just so long as she was down for being on the receiving end of some sarcastic commentary, he wasn't Saint Einar the peace crafter over here.  He would, however, do his best to be slightly less of an asshole if at all possible.  Should be workable, the educational program he'd been handed was robust and he'd have little time for planting barbs on top of everything else.  


Geyrt was clearly conflicted regarding the bow.  Desire warred with pride across her face, and she looked from the instrument to him several times while whatever odd thoughts roiled around beneath her hair.  Eventually, she made a decision and bent to take up the bone and glue laminated steel wood stave.  Standing she ran her hands across its smooth surface appreciatively.  As well as she should, Ulric had sanded it fine with incrementally smoother stones over the course of many hours.  A very light flame treatment burned off the wood dust as he went and made it more resistant to the influence of moisture, though not completely impenetrable.  That was where the glassresin finish coat came into play.  Exceedingly thin, brushed on by a fine fur cloth.  Heat glassresin nugget, rub the stave, wipe with fur.  Rinse and repeat until a smooth coat was formed.  Sand it down again with the smoothest stone to achieve a final product.  That bow was a source of great pride for him.  Best not to let that show though, she was already having trouble. 


Not poking fun at her for lusting after his wood was already causing potential internal bleeding.  Damn it!  He'd tried so hard not to reach for the low-hanging fruit.  Some temptations Oh Watcher, are far too great.


"String is right over there in the pack, right on top.  [Forest Lord] sinew so it won't ever break as far as I know.  Give it a pull and see if it works for you."  Ulric suggested, clearing the litany of sarcastic jokes and dry observations that would ruin any and all attempts at being a decent person. 


She hesitated only a little before digging out the braided sinew chord and stringing the bow with difficulty.  She was as unprepared for the resistance as had been Sinna, Bald'rt's guard who had attempted its draw during his demo.  With a more concentrated effort, Geyrt worked the string backward a few times to limber the cold stave and then brought it up smoothly to a full draw, imagined arrow held in fingers that pressed into her chin.  His Shadow held the draw, unshaking, for a full count of ten in Ulric's mind, a fairly impressive feat of strength.  He knew how much it took to hold that thing like that too well and he'd have to ratchet up his impressions of her athleticism.  A forceful expulsion of held breath accompanied her controlled relaxation of the string.  She was in love, Ulric could tell.


"…It is an acceptable bow Ulric Glade Chief.  Yes, very acceptable.  Not a gift though, we are both in agreement.  A replacement for my own weapon was needed and you have done your duty to see it set to rights.  I will use this bow in place of my own, as part of my service."  Geyrt said with pretend nonchalance, belied by her inability to stop running her fingers over the glossy surface of the weapon.


If this dark beauty were a normal person, she'd be giggling instead of faking dispassion.  Brighteyes and his joy over a mask came to Ulric's mind.  Sometimes being nice was nice.  Especially if it made his life with her around even slightly more pleasant.  Now don't fuck it up, like you always do, Einar, he warned himself.


"The draw, Glade Chief, you were able to manage it?"  Asked his Shadow, looking at him with slight skepticism.  


Hey now!  Ulric felt a little insulted.  Manage it?  He'd hunted beast and man with it.  Hell, he'd put six arrows on target from sixty meters away and done it fast enough to make a fast-shot team.  Manage it, the nerve of her.  Clearly, the woman wasn't trying to be insulting though so Ulric just set her straight.


"Lady I don't mean to brag, but I'm a damn good shot with that bow.  That bow is more than half the reason I was even able to get Brighteyes out from under those dickhat poachers."  He told his Shadow without even the slightest exaggeration. 


"From about the door to these apartments to the far end of the hall I put an arrow through the heart of one guy standing guard, another through the head of a guy just a few meters closer, and another three into targets that were moving all in maybe half a minute.  Trust me, I can handle the draw."  He said laughing. 


Geyrt stilled suddenly, her skeptical twerk of eyebrows turning into a near-expressionless mask.


"This is the same bow you used to save Youngest Brother Lumyt'seit?"  She asked, voice heavy with some emotion Ulric couldn't identify by tone. 


Had he stepped on a landmine?  Ulric hoped there wasn't some Comanche blood rite involved with swapping weapons that was going to torpedo this little path to peace.  The damned [Forest Lord] core had backfired marvelously on him. 


"Please do not fuck me on this", he prayed silently to any passing divinities that might take pity on a foolish man, before he gave her his reply.


"That it is Geyrt, that it is.  And, happy as I was with it, I think it's got a better master in your hands.  I'll get another when your folk figure out the crafting process."  He told her reassuringly.


Looking down at the bow in her hands with something close to worship she closed her eyes for a moment.  Was he losing his mind or was there moisture in her eyes?  Ok, the day Geyrt Iriel cries is the day He'd sound the horn for the end of times himself. 


Ulric felt like he should give her some space.  He wasn't a sentimental type, and the Elves didn't come off that way either, especially not this one before him.  When in doubt, shut your mouth, he recommended to himself and so he just studied the floor for a minute. 


"This is a weapon that has avenged my kin, Ulric.  You do not share our customs, you would not know this but such things are not done lightly.  Normally it would mean a commitment between Hunters to slay each other's enemies.  A pact.  We are already committed thus, your enemies are always my enemies now.  Even so, I gladly will use this bow to end any threats.  Thank you, I will take care of this Blinder and put it to work on your behalf."  His Shadow spoke solemnly. 


Blinder?  Oh, the bow, Ulric realized.  She was naming the bow.  He wondered, why Blinder?  Curiosity was taking at least three lives from this cat. 


"If you don't mind me asking, why call it Blinder?"  He asked gently.


Geyrt's lips turned up in a fierce grin and her eyes glittered emerald.


"Because it brings forever darkness to all who face it, Glade Chief."  She promised, and that was why Ulric was glad that this murder machine was now on his side. 

            

    
        Chapter 59: Days of Yore

    
    
    
    
                
Morning light bathed the interior of his apartments in a soft golden glow, wood grains vibrant under their limelight. In the midst of a particular sunbeam, Ulric watched dust particles drift in Brownian adventures through the air, and considered the effect of his gift. Things were definitely perking up. Geyrt was thrilled with her new toy and, he had a feeling, with the prospect of putting it to use on someone. Ulric could imagine that some kind of ritual celebrating the fact that it had drunk the blood of her little brother's enemies was in her near future. Those circumstances no doubt played a role in her enjoyment of the instrument, which she still hadn't put down. Just as Ulric was starting to question whether she'd be sleeping with the damned thing in her hands she slung the bow over her shoulder to hang naturally. He figured he ought to give her a heads up about the arrow situation, he'd learned a painful lesson about what that draw strength would do to shafts carved too thin of lesser material.


"I had to make the arrows custom for it so feel free to use the quiver I have laying over there with the rest of my gear. Steelwood arrows were the only thing that would hold up, it was ruining the normal ones from the impulse of the shot. We can get you some new arrows made up whenever you want though, that's all my homemade stuff from the glade." Ulric told his Shadow, offering her the complete set.


The normally staid, if not dour, woman damn near skipped to the stacked equipment and, in short order, had his quiver looped around her own belt, before taking out arrows and giving each a thorough once over. A professional eye tracked like a laser down their lengths as she held them out, checking for deviations from true. Bronze-flecked emeralds examined their feathers, alongside the handspan glassresin heads, one by one, any deficiency intolerable.


Ulric felt like his thesis was being reviewed, or a submission to his old bosses for getting approval on a metal chalcogenide doping trial. He had taken great pride in his work, once upon a time, too much, probably. Most of that was gone but he had not lost his attention to detail, his passion to Do The Thing Correctly. That had proven to be a marvelously necessary survival instinct. Doing things wrongly led unerringly to tribulation. It was among his mantras thusly: Varda punished mistakes. He directed his grey eyed gaze from the products of his labor in the glade to the Elf that would pass judgment on them to offer an observation regarding her ability to use the gifted equipment.


"You're about my height and our arms look to be pretty well the same length so I don't think you'll have any problems with shooting. In any case, you know how to adjust things so it'll work out." He finished, amused at this unexpected enthusiasm from the Huntress.


In another minute the arrows had passed muster. Now the bow was unholstered smoothly, one of the glassresin tipped broadheads was nocked, and a small "mmph" of effort accompanied her draw. The length was just about right, the arrowhead resting just in front of her knuckles on the hand holding the bowstave. Slowly Geyrt relaxed and quivered the arrow before reshouldering the bow. She looked like the cat that got the canary, all satisfaction. At last, his Shadow rendered her judgment, "Your fletchings leave something to be desired Ulric, but they are not bad for your lack of practice and will hold. The shafts are true, however, and the heads affixed without flaw. The arrows will be serviceable. Especially those arrowheads, this substance you have used, what is it? I have never seen it's like." Geyrt asked curiously, thumbing the razored edges of the glasslike substance incredulous at their sharpness.


The arrows will be serviceable. Good enough for the Elven princess who might also be an assassin. He repressed a grin at that and basked in the small victory of not being a shit fletcher. Ulric was glad to be praised for his workmanship, and more than a little surprised at the feeling. Nice to be appreciated he supposed. He wasn't one to take even his small wins for granted, hard-earned as they always were these days. That was a change from his life in the Before and to the good; a man made himself miserable when he ignored all that he did well for the things he did not. Besides! Ulric told himself gratifyingly, not only was his craftsmanship acceptable to the feyfolk, which boded well for his other projects and trades with them, but he'd managed to successfully navigate putting his Shadow in a good mood and that, Einar Old Boy, constituted a victory in truth. He answered her question as best he could.


"The arrowheads are glassresin. It is composed of the crystalline sap that flows from the roots of one of the giant elder trees on the [Plateau of Ancients]. My glade was made when one of them fell, which must have been a hell of a thing I might add, that tree was a kilometer high if it was a meter. Anyhow, when it went, its roots pulled up a massive crater, creating my spring, and some broke off. This stuff sits in pools, like little ponds of amber. It's fucking unbelievable how hard it is. I can break it loose with a pick on account of it shatters along faults, kinda like flint, and use fire to soften the material, where it can be readily molded. I use it for my wood carving knives, bonding things, and like a resin, it's what the bowstave is coated with.", Ulric told her passing on what he had discovered of glassresin as best he could.


Suddenly, the breaking of his spearhead on the [Forest Lord] came to mind, as did the loss of several arrowheads when they passed through a target and hit a rock.


"It's hard as hell but extremely brittle, so I wouldn't shoot at anything rocky or the head will probably shatter. Goes right through wood no problem though, they're beyond razor sharp." Ulric warned.


The dusky Elf lass was responding oddly to this information. Where before she'd been most certainly pleased at the bow and its accouterments, especially knowing how they'd been put to use, oddly enough Geyrt was now looking at the gifted archery gear with something close to worship.


"It is made from the lifeblood of the [Godtrees]?" She asked shakily.


"Well, I didn't know that was the name for them, but yeah." Ulric replied.


"The whole plateau is covered with them, trees like pillars holding up the sky, kilometers high, and wide around as three of this tree holding up Ireilhos. The dead ones that have been buried turn the flat of the landscape into rolling hills. It's a weird place, the old forest up there. Feels like a little like a cathedral." Ulric said, remembering the wonder of his awakening to be surrounded by those colossi.


Geyrt shook her head, braid lashing.


"It is more than a temple, and less Ulric. We do not worship the gods with our homage of the [Forest of the Forgotten]." She said with hushed reverence.


"It is difficult to describe the relationship between the Elves and the [Plateau of Ancients] or the [Godtrees], Glade Chief. At least, without spending great amounts of time speaking of Elvish history and times of yore on Varda. I am no Loremaster so I will be brief. Mistake me not, it is of utmost importance that you understand, at least in part, the relation between Elves and the plateau, Glade Chief. This could mean your life, Ulric. Listen well." Geyrt said quietly, despite their privacy.


"The [Ancients], a people we refer to as Those Who Came Before, were the first people of Varda. The very first civilization, the oldest known folk to do more than scratch and fight amongst the beasts. Even the Svartalfin, the deep dwarves, have never excavated relics of greater age than Those Who Came Before. It is generally agreed, by all folk, that these first people colonized the entire world; spread their works over land, under sea, and deep beneath the earth. Relics like the [Ancient's Gate] remain scattered across the landscape, many of them working though we know not what they all do. Only the dungeons, the self-sustaining enclaves designed to protect all that lies within, are outright hostile." She recited, very much like a school marm speaking to a child she thought a little slow. Or a priest speaking to an unrepentant heathen.


"In any case, the Elves consider themselves descendants of the [Ancients], consider most peoples their descendants, in fact. When the great civilization fell to darkness, its people shattered into isolated tribes. Eons passed and these folk, long separated from each other, changed to become the beastkin, the humans, the elves, and the dwarves. Or, by their proper names, the Jormun, the Valin, the Aes'r, and the Svartalfir. The beastkin and humans are called children of the earth, those who colonized the surface of the land and seas. The elves and dwarves are called the children of the heavens, those who were not content with the surface and ranged above, to the trees, or below, into the depths. This relates to the plateau in which you lived and the [Forest Lord]." Geyrt said.


Ulric was rapt, besides the stories Brighteyes had told him, this was the first he'd heard of the history of his neighbors and it was striking several parallels to mythologies spread by his own people on Earth.


"Once, we Aes'r were thought to have lived and originated on the plateau, the grove grown by the [Ancients] in their last days when they knew their end was at hand. Instead of building citadels, altars, relics, or dungeons to protect their heritage, these particular [Ancients] chose to grow a forest, a tribute to life and the living to come. The trees were created to be greater than any others, infused with mana to reach deep into bones of Varda drawing on the leylines for strength, that they might send their crowns soaring to the sky, and to live beyond the span of any mortal creatures. We Elves were the children of the gardeners, the grove tenders. In addition to the Elves, there was a race of Greater beasts, guardians of the grove to protect the tenders in their work, to drive away hostile beasts or dangers. These were the forebearers of the [Forest Lord]. The Greater beasts never left the plateau and never raised harm against their wards. As time passed, the tenders died out or migrated away. As they did, both of these lineages drifted away from their parent stock. We don't know how long it took but, eventually, the Elves came down from the Plateau, to what is now called Iriel, the Deep Wood. The Plateau itself was left whole, as a sacred land. Never were the [Godtrees] to be felled by axe or fire, never was the land to be despoiled, not while the Elves live to keep it. Of the race of guardians, they all died. We do not know why. It is believed that the [Forest Lord] was the last of them, a corrupted remnant of those creatures, so much lesser that it had devolved to savagery. All that remained to the creature was the instinct to destroy anything that encroached on its territory. And this it did, for thousands of years." Geyrt spoke softly, the tale clearly holding a dear place to her.


Geyrt looked at Ulric seriously, the weight of her eyes impressing him with her next statement.


"The beast you slayed was a shadow of its former glory, the last whisper of Greater beasts unrivaled. The [Forest Lord] was, according to all tales we have of it, untouchable by blade or magic. That you were able to slay it probably means it was near death of its own age, unable to utilize the vast part of its strength. I do not say this to denigrate you Ulric, you have done a thing of untold heroism, to put down that ancient terror. However, if ever you meet a Greater beast such as that again, do not try to fight it. Run. Run as well as you are able Glade Chief. If it chooses not to hunt you, you might live." She said grimly.


He wasn't about to contest her advice. The old monster had moved faster than anything that size ever should and now he was learning it wasn't the barest fraction of what it could offer. Fuck, Ulric remarked to himself, there was nothing down in the forest, no sign of prey before he'd killed it that he'd seen in those early days. Was the [Forest Lord] he'd faced on the verge of starvation? His nightmares concerning the creature were about to get worse. Thankfully, the images of a maw bearing ivory fangs, a roar like a goddamn Tyrranosaur, flashing claws, and the inevitable rending of his miserable bones were dispelled by Geyrt's voice.


"This is then, the abbreviated history of the Elves. The plateau on which you came into being is sacred to the Aesr, to all of Orlethrem, but even more so to the Iriel'en. Not for the presence of the gods but for the gesture of a dying people to create a monument of life for the land, to the world they would not be able to cherish any longer. It is an Elvish thing, the heart of Elvish things, to do such. It is our duty, and our joy, to protect this parting gift."


She must have read the concern on his face, that he'd been blithely squatting on Elf Jeruselem.


"Worry not that any would begrudge you your existence there," the sylvan princess assuaged, "That you were born into this world in that place is a thing in your favor among us. The Eternal Gaze does not often tread in mortal affairs and it would not have done so in that place without purpose. It also does not mean little that the All-Knowledge granted you lordship of the territory guarded by the [Forest Lord]. In this, you are bonded to the mission of the Aes'r, to protect that place from harm. Tend it well." Geyrt commanded, the longest, most impassioned speech he'd had of her.


It struck Ulric as a poignant thing this story of the Elves and their grove. A new light was cast on their commitment to becoming part of the forest, to join themselves with the trees.


"Sonofabitch." Ulric muttered, no wonder the Deep Woods Elves were so hardcore. They not only considered themselves the children of a race of gardeners but also the guardians of their forebears' work. Which explained their near-fanatical warrior culture and insular attitudes alongside a remarkable openness with one another. Outsiders would not share their reverence for the hallowed arbors of the [Plateau of Ancients] and so they sought to reject those who could only gaze on the plateau and its [Godtrees] with impure intent. Heavy stuff.


That also colored the relationship he had with the Aes'r the Elven folk. He was responsible for the welfare of a part of the land they held sacred and he had gotten there, in part, because he had killed the last descendant of the guardian creatures for that land. He was then, in more ways than one, the new guardian of that place. At least to their sensibilities. It was fortunate then that they took the view that the new custodian of the place was to be trained up to competence rather than killed and replaced with one of their own people. He probably had Bald'rt to thank directly for that decision. It would have been nothing for them to slay him and keep their grove free from potential harm. Wait a fucking second.


"Sonofabitch." the reborn Engineer mouthed again. They had definitely considered killing him. One hundred percent, sure as the sky is blue and the grass is green, and Gigabears shit in the woods: Bald'rt Iriel had deliberated on his murder as a Valin intruder on land held sacrosanct and had declined to pursue that course of action. Maybe he wouldn't dig that pit trap full of shit for the old Elf King after all.


Geyrt's story gave him a newfound perspective on his lessons with Gother, Idra, and the Wives of Bald'rt. He wasn't just receiving the fruits of a bargain, he was being given a probationary tutelage on wardship of their holy land. Good thing he'd been taking it fairly seriously. A dim view would the Elves of Orlethrem have taken of someone being lax in their preparation for a role so dear in their hearts. Most especially the Deep Wood tribe.


If the Orlethrem Elves considered themselves gardeners and caretakers of the land, undoubtedly, of all the clans he'd heard tale of from Brighteyes in their talks, it was the Iriel'en that considered themselves the last line of defense, the sharpest blade that guarded their ancestral grounds. This further drove home the political implication that they had named the Iriel Chief as head of their collective, to lead the direction of the people as a whole. The Elves had, essentially, declared themselves to be on a war footing even before the recent events pushed them into overt action. Whoever thought they had stolen a march on Orlethrem was about to find out the depth of their miscalculation. When Bald'rt slipped his leash it was going to get ugly.


Glad that he didn't have to put his hands into that particular pot Ulric determined that he would approach the subsequent training with a less cavalier attitude. Even Gother's, damn the dry desert of a bag of bones to an eternity of moldy books.


            

    
        Chapter 60:  Festival of Fallen Leaves

    
    
    
    
                A good few minutes had passed by since Ulric had returned from his morning bath, between gifting Geyrt her new besty and receiving in turn a powerful historical antecedent of the Elves. Ulric found the weighty implications of this tale incredibly intertwined into his own circumstances. It couldn't be an accident. None of it. The place and time of his reforging, the increasingly aggressive actions of the nearby territories, the internal hardening of the Elf political structures for a potential war. Even Ulric's desperate slaying of the [Forest Lord], all of it had the feel of something preordained. Destiny. For a godless heathen of increasingly free spirit, Ulric resented the feeling that he'd been made into some kind of instrument of fate. But maybe that’s what THEY wanted him to think. Okay, that's too much paranoia just dial it back a touch, Ulric told himself.


You know what? Hell with it, let the chips fall. Today was a festival day. War and god games were all problems in potentia, they didn't exist yet, and so Ulric was going to put all that bullshit over here on a shelf in his brain and forget about it until he needed to do something about it specifically. For now, it's party time.


"Thank you for the story Geyrt, I am grateful for it. It helps me understand you strange people a little better, no, a lot better, and puts a great many things into better context." Ulric said with gratitude.


"It's all a little too much gravitas though, isn't today supposed to be some kind of festival?" He asked, turning matters to Bald'rt's previous invitation.


His Shadow perked up at the mention of the festival and she lost some of her grim attitudes, resuming her normally merely slightly sour intensity.


"This is so Ulric. Today is the celebration of the year's bounty and the hope for next year's prosperity. Lord Bald'rt already invited you yes? Then we may attend the festivities in the great hall at your leisure." Geyrt informed him.


Ulric was curious now, about exactly what awaited him in the hall. A playful impulse though wanted to be surprised. Why ruin a perfectly novel experience with too much information? This was part of the transition in Ulric's attitudes since he awakened, the love of the unknown, a call to adventure. He was still subject to finicky, meticulous habits, and tunnel vision, that was in his bones. It didn't mean, however, that he had to have the maniacal control of events that characterized his old life's descent into hermitage.


"You know what? That sounds good, let's go hang out with your folks Geyrt." He said happily.


For some reason that made his Shadow's ears twitch. Probably thinking about what fresh hell Bald'rt would happily put either or both of them through. That was part of the fun as well, Ulric supposed.


"If you wish Glade Chief." Geyrt acceded.


Ulric "after you'd" the door and followed the odd elf beauty into the hall and through the splendor that was Irielhos. Elves were everywhere, traffic having picked up substantially since Ulric's journey back from the baths.


So odd to be surrounded by such a narrow selection of the composition of Iriel. Warriors, craftsmen, and "Duties". That was about it. If you weren't an active part of the war effort you were hidden away in those secretive refuges he'd been told of and about which he knew nothing more. For reasons he completely understood the Deep Wood folk played that one close to the chest. Ulric briefly wondered how long they could remain sequestered in such places, it was almost like siege conditions. Supplies were always the main concern under that kind of scenario. It would not have surprised Ulric at all that the Elves were long planners and those hidden sanctuaries could last years. Maybe decades, they had different views on time.


Contrary to the serious attitudes and stillness of the previous day there was a simmering energy in the air. Latent excitement pulsed through the movements, gestures, and tones of the passersby. A good many made gestures of acknowledgment towards Ulric as he walked towards the great hall on the apex of Irielhos. He returned those with a wave and an Elvish "Hallo" or "Good morning".


Putting in the time to learn, even incompletely, Elf language was entirely worth the effort. For one thing, it built in a certain amount of comfort in this bizarre setting. Ulric enjoyed having the ability to parse out most of what went on around him. A few times, in the Before, he'd traveled to different countries, completely absent even rudimentary knowledge of the local gibberish, excepting, of course, his maternal grandmother's homeland, and the feeling was a nebulous tension at being caught unawares. He had surprised himself with how quickly he'd gained proficiency in the sylvan tongue, but maybe Brighteyes was just that good at teaching.


Speaking of the little dude, Ulric was looking forward to seeing how he'd been doing in the few days since returning home. Funny that. Ulric had never been one for company but he'd rather quickly gotten used to having the even-keeled lad around. It would seem he'd traded one Iriel for another now. Geyrt was, by her own tacit admission, the less pleasant company, if a far more interesting visual spectacle. He did have to admit a fondness for watching her stroll through the citadel, a hunting cat's grace in her steps and an avalanche's concern for who might be in the way. Ulric was carried along in her wake almost as if by instinct. The roll of her hips beneath her overcoat and sturdy pants didn't hurt. Even tornados could be beautiful Ulric told himself.


In due time they arrived upon the twelfth and final story of Irielhos, Citadel of Iriel. Within the great hall of this level, through doors carved in metallic artistry, sat upon a throne the Elven [Lord of the Deep Wood] Bald'rt Iriel. To his left on the dais, in smaller but no less majestic placement, sat the three wives of Bald'rt in marital order: Vedyr Iriel, the Heartwood Spear; Shor Iriel, the Crimson Sphinx; and Bathe Iriel, the Golden Beast. All wore their Sunday best, robes of shimmering material Ulric hadn't seen before in colors suiting the specific tastes and features of each. Dresses in styles unique to each woman, perhaps unique to her own former tribe, adorned the women in splendor. Vedyr in earthy browns, brilliant greens, and slashes of red and black, the gown cut modestly in the front but sleeveless and open in the back to reveal her impressive physique. Shor in silver and red, hints of orange and yellow as if to show the heat of flame rippled down a full sleeved gown with an outright scandalous portal cut to show most of the tops of her most impressive bosoms. Bathe wore an elegant white trimmed gold affair, high necked, and with a complex embroidery of green vines that flowered golden blooms like orchids, the dress was cut thin to hug her form and sleeveless to leave her pale arms uncovered. Bald'rt himself wore what almost appeared to be a military dress coat and pants, heavy in blacks and golden browns with green slashes here and there that was extremely impressive on the too-beautiful Elf Lord. Ulric, in his plain, if comfortable, loaned black silks, was vastly underdressed. Maybe he should have worn the armor, after all, he mused.


They made for a properly regal display up there in the center of the hall. But that didn't hold his attention for too long, he'd spotted Brighteyes sitting at the grand table below on the right-hand side that he had taken during their last meeting. Ulric found himself waving by instinct, although he at least had enough propriety not to yell "What's good little guy?!" as his heart compelled.


The young elf looked to be in good shape. He was dressed in a formal suit that reminded Ulric of Bald'rt's own get-up but with a color theme more akin to his matron's ensemble. Whites and browns, some greens and golds here and there on sleeves and cuffs. Brighteyes had gotten a trim since last Ulric had seen him, the lanky golden hair and long bangs were now shorn close to his head in a tidy affair that reminded Ulric of some of the more fashionable kids who worked with him, the ones who went "clubbing" and had success fishing for a good time. For a brief moment, Ulric tried to imagine what would happen if a grown Brighteyes walked into a nightclub. It would be as if a less womanly Bieber hit the place. He'd start a fucking riot.


Suppressing a chuckle, if not a grin, Ulric followed along behind Geyrt until she had reached the appropriate spot from which one addressed their betters on the dais. Ulric had to admit, on looking upon them, they actually were his betters in nearly every category: age, wisdom, combat prowess, social grace, and sheer physical beauty. It wasn't just by lineage or heritage that they occupied their place in the room, the royals of Iriel would dominate any locale Ulric could imagine. If the other ruling factions of the Elven, no, of all the races of Varda, were as puissant as the Iriel'en Ulric could imagine there being a nuclear peace in the lands. No leader who cared for the lives of their people would risk war and unleashing powers such as Bald'rt loose on them. Ulric hadn't seen the Elf in action, hadn't but heard the vaguest of suggestions, but, call it a sixth sense, a survival instinct. He could feel it in his bones that beneath the calm decorum, the good humored jesting, there slept a volcanic berserker. With any amount of luck to his name, Ulric would never live to see the [Lord of the Deep Wood] in a rage.


Shaking himself lightly Ulric shed the thoughts, this was not a day to entertain negativity, even if it should probably be considered later in a sort of worst-case scenario analysis. Instead, Ulric turned his inspection to the rest of the room. Besides the main event up at the central dais, there were many side tables arranged, each of them full of a wide assortment of Elven presences. Most had the same slender athleticism and dark coloration that Ulric was learning was typical of the native Iriel'en. Scattering in and amongst them was the lighter pale skin and blond hair that typified the highlands tribes, of whom Bathe and her son Brighteyes were more typical. These were more akin to the prototypical Elves of Tolkien's depictions. Scattered more infrequently were the bronzed-skinned auburns, dirty blonds, and silvers of various other tribal ancestries with which Ulric was less specifically able to place. Brighteyes had spoken of the tribes and their features but only the once had he gone into detail and Ulric had been pondering the journey ahead too intently to recall those lessons with any specificity. Suffice it to say that the full spectrum of Orlethrem was in attendance, to more or less degree. Some of these people had to be travelers, no way those little clusters of non-Iriel'en had been around the entire time. Probably they'd arrived yesterday, while most locals were holding vigils.


Around the periphery of the room stood the royal guardsmen, their lead man Idra up near the dais giving the royals his personal attention. Most of the guards he did not know by name but all he recognized them from his training day. Ulric was looking forward to the next time he got to attend lessons with them, he had gotten notably better with his light practice routines and was eager to see how many thousand details Idra'se would find in his posture despite the improvement. Despite the seriousness of their duty, they seemed to be enjoying the festivity as much as anybody else, pockets of off-duty soldiers visiting various cookpots and tables of refreshments. Notably, they were only drinking some dark beverage, a bitter beer by the smell of it, and not the Elven spirits that had put Ulric through the wringer earlier.


None but the guardsmen carried weapons, in the sense that they weren't going around with spears or the like. Every single man or woman among them carried a large belt-sheathed dagger though. Some single-edged drop points, like woodsman's knives, some double-sided stilettos, and more styles of hilt and handle than there were flavors of gum. It seemed that the personal knife of an Elf was just that: individual and unique to the bearer. Ulric briefly entertained himself with the thought of the guards checking IDs at the door by asking the visitor to show them their knives. What was consistent amongst the blade shapes, sizes, edges, and whatnot was that none was less than twenty centimeters in length and most were closer to thirty or forty. Just a nice, subtle reminder that Varda was a dangerous place and the Aes'r were well prepared for it. Brighteyes had, forgiving the pun, gone bananas on a bunch of [Heckler monkeys] with one such knife and the results had been both impressively gory and entirely intentional. Ulric would have to keep in mind that if he managed to piss off an Elf, they were probably skilled hands with a dagger.


Just as each knife was different so too was each wardrobe. Those that were warriors wore finery of subdued and functional nature but had lost little of their edge, eyes scanning by habit, they gave off an air of readiness alongside the jocular party atmosphere. Those that had to be some sort of noble or ruling class wore far more flamboyant garb, lace at the cuffs of their coats, feathers in hats, that sort of thing. Hundreds of variations of color, of cut, of style were paraded around the hall, each with far less practicality than was on display from the professional fighting folk. Ulric had little idea what functions they served; maybe aristocratic overseers of trade or Barons managing stead-holts. Slight variations in dress, embroidered symbols on shoulders, sleeves, and chests indicated a caste or class system. Ulric wasn't quite sure how things got divvied up around in Orlethrem, all appearance said that there was a chain of command starting from the ruling family and then delegated positions of increasingly granular sub-authority over particular regions though he'd neglected to ask Brighteyes during their talks about what to expect from his visit. Brighteyes had seemed to think it wouldn't matter. Apparently being [Lord of the Ancient Glade] put him somewhere high above and outside whatever sociopolitical pissing contests were held between peers in Elf land.


In all, the great hall fairly bustled with Elvishness. Ulric's Shadow had come a rest and he, tagging along mindlessly while he rubbernecked, had stopped alongside her. Last time, it had been only he, the guards, and the royal folk who really needed no guarding, now he thought on it. A slight bout of nerves took over, as he was reminded that he was standing before the fae court and the entire hall was full. Any errors in judgment or social fuck ups would be on full display amongst the movers and shakers of Iriel. Oh goody. Geyrt kicked things off with an introduction, delivered smoothly enough that Ulric had to wonder if she'd been practicing. Ulric didn't know what kind of obeisance was appropriate so he simply stood straight, stayed quiet, and let his Shadow handle the social donkeywork. It seemed correct, or, at least, no one commented.


"Bald'rt Iriel [Lord of the Deep Wood] I present Ulric Einar [Lord of the Ancient Glade] to receive your blessing and to join the Festival of Fallen Leaves in your hall."


She followed that statement with a deep bow with some sort of ritualistic hand gestures that reminded Ulric of someone handing someone else their belt knife. It seemed appropriate enough for the Elf in Charge he nodded his acceptance and addressed Ulric, voice carrying without effort through the hall that had gone suddenly quiet.


"Welcome again Ulric Glade Chief to my hall. It has not been long since your arrival and I am sure you've many concerns weighing your mind. Know that today is a day for celebration of the boons of this past year and for the gifts of life yet to come in the next. As a friend of Iriel and patron of my son in his time of need, I bid you join us and know no worry. Hardships and struggles will find no hold on our countenance this day. Come, sit at the great table, and share with us your company."


At this surprisingly straightforward and earnest welcome, minus any of the barbed observations Ulric was becoming accustomed to when dealing with Bald'rt, Ulric was left somewhat awkwardly speechless. The Elf seemed to know it too, his normal roguish grin was in place and he winked so casually Ulric wouldn't be surprised if any but he noticed. That the greeting had been made in Human was also a courtesy to make unambiguous for the entire Hall the sincerity of the gesture. The Iriel'en Lord made a gesture towards an empty chair next to Brighteyes indicating Ulric should make himself comfortable. Ulric was slightly panicked now, he was fucking this up, he could feel it. He'd never been good with being in the center stage and this was as centered as stages got. Geyrt saved him from the burning gazes pouring in by speaking some appropriate phrase of thanks and well wishes Ulric missed and took his sleeve to lead him to his seat. The crowd's attention turned back to itself and Ulric couldn't suppress a deep sigh of relief at being released from their focus. He looked up to meet his Shadow's eyes and thanked her profusely.


"Thanks, Geyrt, you saved my ass from the fire that time. I didn't expect stage fright to strike so hard from a little greeting. Yikes. You wanna sit or something?" Ulric blabbered.


A slight widening of eyes betrayed her surprise but she recovered quickly, refusing his offer with unusual deference.


"I must refuse, though I thank you for the offer Glade Chief. I am here as your Shadow and it is my responsibility to see to your protection even in this place and on this day. It is enough for me to be here enjoying the ambiance of the festival."


She chewed her lip briefly and shot a glance to Brighteyes who was looking at the both of them for the proper time to begin conversing. Something had gone on between the two of them, Geyrt was definitely cagey around her brother and he appeared almost smug when he glanced at her. Odd. It was a brief thing, these shared glances and it only took a moment for the Elf girl to resume her begging off.


"I cannot neglect my duty after you released me yesterday, especially not here amongst the Greater and Lesser Houses. My status amongst them is no longer what it was and I would not bring shame to my own House by pretending otherwise. Do as my father suggested Ulric, leave your worries for the future in the future and enjoy this day." Geyrt told him gently.


Ulric couldn't help but stare at her, this was the most accommodating she'd been since they'd met. Something had definitely gone on yesterday. He'd have put wagers on it that Brighteyes had something to do with it. Maybe her Mothers as well, Bald'rt had not seemed overly inclined to be too harsh on his "little [Shadow Panther]". Just as he was going to ask her if she was sick or to blink twice if she was being forced to be nice, Brighteyes saw the moment he'd been waiting for and jumped in.


"It is fine Ulric Glade Chief. Besides, the Festival is Eldest Sister Geyrt's most troublesome time of year. Every time she attends she must beat like a [Sap Weasel] some over-proud son of this Baron or that Count who tries to court her. It is almost tradition now to keep healers on hand to put their faces back together." Said the young Elf grinning broadly.


Whatever subdued attitude was present fled from the heat of his Shadow's righteous wrath. She drew up and said wiltingly of her would be suitors, such venom dripping freely from her fangs that, were any nearby to overhear, they would be finding somewhere else to spend their evening.


"If they were not so soft and weak they would not need such healing. Nor would they if they did not come on like rutting [Stone Boar]. I have not dedicated a century of myself to learning the Hunter's craft that I might welp some pampered bastard's pups."


Seeing his Shadow return to her normal thorny demeanor, combined with Brighteyes obvious merriment, put Ulric at ease. He found himself smiling, assisted by the imagined uproar of an ill-informed man having wisdom pounded into him by this Taipan. It must be a whole pile of ignorant foolishness that would push themselves uninvited into her attention if they had even the slightest inkling of her reputation. The pair of them reminisced about a half dozen such interactions. He was not surprised to learn that no less than three of them had left the Festival feet first. When he asked how often it was that Aes'r parties led to funerals he was jovially notified by a laughing Brighteyes that the rate had diminished since his sister had stopped attending, but that it was still a regular occurrence, especially once grudges long nursed had a little alcoholic erosion of the usual civility. The Iriel'en, in particular, were finicky about their status in public, Brighteyes explained again, reviewing something he'd told Ulric back in the glade. Privately, they would joke, mock, harass, and generally make light of one another. But in front of the rest? One's position was earned and his or her dignity inviolate, an attack on that was not tolerated.


"We are proud people Ulric, and with good cause, if I may be frank about it. Long does a young Elf spend challenging themselves in the wilds and against one another to find betterment. When another, before the eyes of all, calls into question the veracity of your name and your standing, they do so knowing they infringe on decades of struggle. Among the Houses especially, no scion of Orlethrem would permit another to attempt to diminish them. It is a mark of cowardice, a confirmation that status was unearned."


The platinum blond Prince shook his head ruefully, "Mother says that Father had to aggressively cull rivals when first he claimed the Throne. Each presented challenge, or slight, before the court to diminish his power, to claim that power for their own. Enough times and a Lord may be deposed, if he is considered too weak to hold his title."


Geyrt interjected, "Soon enough, the overambitious learned their place, it hasn't happened in a century that Father Bald'rt has been forced to lay challenge or been slighted in public. My Mother also fielded efforts to supplant her as a candidate for marrying into Father Bald'rt's line, those who wished to make their own bids for Queenship. She put those down ruthlessly. Mostly now it is a foreigner who does not guard his tongue or one of the scum from Prosper finding my parent's memories long regarding the crimes against our kin."


Ulric, burning with curiosity had to ask now if the same held true for Brighteyes' own dam, "Does Lady Bathe also have to deal with this sort of fatal jockeying for position?"


The youth grinned boyishly, and made the cheeky hand sign for "nope". Geyrt explained for her younger sibling.


"Mother Bathe was once the oldest of the ruling triumvirate for the highlands tribes, the Melondi. She is older than Bald'rt by nearly eighty Cycles." She said solemnly, before continuing on with a statement that made pure sense to Ulric.


"Bathe joined herself to Father Bald'rt to sire a line of indelible quality and to unite our tribes politically. Lord Iriel, thus obtained ultimate leverage amongst the Orlethrem as Iriel's forests, Aktinia's shores, and Melond's control of the only passes through the Heaven's Reach Mountains were consolidated. Long before that she reigned unquestioned. Not for an age would any have the stomach to gain the attention of the Golden Beast."


"Super." Ulric remarked, a little higher pitched than he'd have preferred.


Ulric took that chance to hit up some grub, some kind of smoked cutlets that fairly well dissolved as soon as they hit the tongue. And what the fuck was in that sauce? Honey? Amazing. Revelations of the casual violence of Aes'r politics were somewhat disturbing but he put them out of mind with ease. He wasn't an Elf and he wasn't part of their social structures, and that was that. Just some fucking guy wondering around lost on an alien planet, that's all. Returning to his seat he offered the plate of finger foods for sharing with the kid and was pleased when Geyrt also partook. Delicately, she plucked a spicily seasoned pheasant of some kind, eating the meat off the bones with her only her hands, before wiping the grease off on a handkerchief. He was going to imply that she might want to chew but a passing duty with drinks vendered them. His observations he bit back when his Shadow washed down the bird a glass of beer in a single long pull like an old swabby. My kind of people, he thought, before he echoed her action. The hoppy, rich, beer settled nicely on his stomach. Divine.


"Ulric," interjected the gayly smiling Prince, "I have heard that you are adapting well to my people's customs. I am glad, I knew you that you would not be long in adapting to our ways. Of a mind with the Deep Woods are you. Tell me, how does training with the Royal Guards go? I have always wanted to join but I am not yet old enough. Soon though." Bubbled Brighteyes.


The human man entertained the boy Elf, narrating the fascinating philosophies of their Dance and the exacting demands of the scarred Idra'se. Geyrt kept her eyes peeled on the surroundings with a vigilance that was slightly concerning, but surely there was nothing about which to worry. While he chatted with his little buddy like times of old, the party was gaining steam. He wondered if he'd see any of these potentially lethal jousts amongst the Elves and could have kicked himself in a few moments.


As if summoned, one of the more poshly dressed Elves in attendance approached the table at which Ulric sat. He was of middling height, for an Elf, and of pale skin, so not an Iriel'en by descent. A too pretty face, slightly upturned nose, and narrow green eyes were framed by hair that seemed to have been sculpted into an arrangement resembling modern art with a thin tail of hair left to wave free to his waist. It was the kind of thing that would do little but catch on branches or get in the way out in the wilds or a fight and a sure sign, coupled with the attire, that the graceful man in front of him was no warrior of his people. Still, it wasn't like Ulric was going to judge a guy for wanting to pretty up so he extended his best foot.


"Heya, how's it going?" He said with an easy smile and a friendly tone.


He'd missed Brighteyes' scowl as he'd turned to see who was approaching or he'd have had some warning.


"It seems the Lord of Iriel has begun collecting pets. Heir Lumyt'seit, I hear we have you to thank for the tremendous loss of trade income this season. Blockades and raiding have done Orlethrem no favors, so I hope your kin are ready to make good on their duties next season. It would be a shame if a new Crown had to be appointed to retrieve the situation from your Father's warmongering." Said the Elf in the most condescending tone Ulric had ever heard.


Ulric's smile had disappeared as soon as the ponce started talking and he was now looking at Brighteyes with incredulity. Who the fuck does this prick think he is?


"Brighteyes, who the fuck does this prick think he is?" Ulric asked aloud.

            

    
        Chapter 61: Poke the Bear

    
    
    
    
                
Brighteyes turned his glare from the now clearly unwanted company and said to Ulric with deliberately phrased contempt


"It is no one of consequence Ulric Glade Chief.” Brighteyes said dismissively, “Just another one of the castings of a Great House of the Zellussin.  One of those who thinks the deeds of their fathers should be as of their own and supposes to hold the moon for it."  


That observation by the youth wiped some of the smug off the guy's face for sure.  It did not, unfortunately, send him on his way.  The Elf studiously ignored Ulric entirely to continue whatever the hell he thought he was doing here. 


"I will hold a full third of the trade through Zelus in my hands pup, of what can you claim but to be the only surviving son of a butcher holding power because he doesn't mind wading in blood?  And I see that your Eldest Sister has now fallen so low as to become property.  A good thing I did not tie myself to her, this would have been such a shame I would have had to release her or taint my house by association."  Sneered the pompous Elf down his thin nose.


Hey now!  Where had this fucker found the cojones to come over here with this?  They were over here minding their own business and everything. 


"You come all this way to brag about being too busy eating from a silver spoon to bother wiping your own ass, Cochise?  How's about you take the hint that none here are impressed and fuck off?" Ulric said indignantly, unable to restrain himself.


The lime-colored eyes lit with confusion, as if the puff had heard a pigeon start reciting Latin.  A toss of the ridiculous tail of hair preceded the Elven merchant’s kid’s incredulous reproof.


“You taught the animal our language?  How gauche.  Does your wilting House plan now to breed them as comfort pets for the hearth?” Mocked the, as yet nameless, noble’s son leaning forward to attempt to loom over the young Prince.


The attendees of the Festival were starting to take notice of the happenings and attentions turned to what was shaping up to be the night’s entertainment.  Many rumors had flown around recently and the odd Human in company of two of the Lord Iriel’s children was central to a few of them.


Ulric noticed Bald’rt across the room in audience amongst the movers and shakers of his peoples and felt, more than saw, the Lord of Iriel’s attention, like a hawk’s shadow passing overhead.  The oblivious Lordling noticed nothing beyond his gloating preen.  From the dais the Dragons sat and Ulric knew there was no chance they did not know what was occurring, yet they did not descend to defend their offspring.  They were joined presently by their Lord who traded brief words with them, his expression neutral but giving Ulric the impression of bad weather on the horizon.  The circulating guards no doubt also had not missed events.  Still, none had moved to intervene, none but one.  A form similar in feature, though in more restrained, mature dress to their harasser broke off from hushed dialogues in alarm, to begin making its way through the crowd of Aes’r backs.


Not satisfied that his work was done, laced cuffs swished as their antagonist made some hand gesture, fingers signing something unfamiliar to Ulric’s education thus far.  By the way Brighteyes’ expression turned grim it was nothing complimentary, no surprises.  The lifted chin of fine-featured face was turned in a condescending smile as he continued his campaign, addressing Ulric directly for the first time.


“I would expect nothing less from a den of ill-bred cutthroats.  Be proud, Animal, you are only barely understood, but this is still impressive.  Most of your kind never live long enough to grasp the nuance of a proper tongue.”

 

Meanwhile, following the diatribe and the threatening position directed towards her brother, Geyrt was positively vibrating.  Her hand clenched bloodlessly onto her knife hilt and the other was drawing blood from her own palm, yet she didn’t strike.  Brighteyes' namesake had widened with outrage and he rose from his seat, was clearly about to do something drastic. 


Ulric decided about that time that he was just about done listening to any more of this particular Elf's rudeness.  He hadn’t crossed between worlds to take shit off some millionaire’s wet spot.  At the same time, he was deeply confused.  This shit didn’t make sense.  It was against everything that had been explained to him about Elven society, it ran counter to anything close to acceptable conduct he’d observed amongst the Iriel’en.  He was convinced that only outright shock had held the pair of Iriel’en royals in place, up to now.


What was this idiot angling for?  A fight, obviously, but why?  And with who?  Surely not the kid.  With Geyrt?  That would be hilarious to watch, but no, there was no way.  She’d eat this bastard without chewing.  That she hadn’t already had something to do with the Shadow nonsense, it had to, she’d already have killed the poncey little ass if not for some constraining factor. Which left only him.  But why?  And why hadn’t anybody stepped in yet?  He was given no more time to consider it, his Shadow was recovering from her earlier stunned silence.


“What Iriel does is no concern of yours.  Already this has gone-“ Geyrt began.


“Silence property.” The noble cut her off contemptuously, “The shade of a nothing of a barbarian has no right to speak before its betters.  Such a waste, you might have been a jewel of your people if only you had ever been shorn of the thorns.”


Geyrt went silent, the bad kind.  She had straightened, uncoiling to stand behind her brother menacingly. 


The golden-haired lad was only a moment more delayed, objecting “Outside of Honor’s bounds are you now Scion of Morion.” In a hissed tone. 


Louder, the young Prince announced, “Sam’sav, you insult Iriel beneath its own roof, you insult one held under Iriel’s Guestright, and who is, by the sight of the Eternal Gaze, [Lord of the Ancient Glade].  There will be an accounting.” 


“By whom Prince Lumyt’seit?  You?  Or will you name your now worthless sister as champion?  Perhaps one of the much-vaunted guards you keep?  Perhaps it is that you have no already run out of friends to offer as sacrifices to your incompetence and can find none other.” The Zellusin Lordling struck out, pleased at the pained tightness in Brighteyes’ gaze at the reminder of the loss of his friend.


Blood roared in Ulric’s ears and he found himself standing next to the Elven Fortunate Son, out of his chair and easily moved from outrage to just rage.  He reared over top of the Elf and kept the fucker in his sight as he looked over the silver woven bird’s nest of a hairdo to make sure he wasn't about to do something Brighteyes might regret.  That older Elf of similar form to the one before him approached from the corner of his eye, struggling through the dense press of onlooking bodies now.


"Brighteyes, I am a guest under your roof and courtesy has value to me, if it doesn't to some others.  Can you speak me any reason not to crack this asshole's head open and pour out all the stupid?"  Ulric said, his Elvish suffering some for trying hard not to grit his teeth. 


Things were spiraling faster now.  That whispering, niggling little voice of unreason that had become a worrying companion to Ulric's more familiar thought patterns was now a priest preaching blood and fire to the pulse of quickened heart-beat. 


At last, proximity forced the Elf to give him full attention and his conceit ratcheted up even higher before breaking off the knob. 


"You would have me believe this barbarian pauper in his borrowed rags is Lord of anything but mud?  Absurd.  This is clearly another game to grab for power, a ploy by backwards Treesleepers to lay claim to the Ancient’s legacy.  Yet I find it fitting that the Valin be allowed to spend the last days of its short life rutting on top of its better's left overs."  The Elf laughed, indicating with a ringed hand to his graceful Shadow while covering his mouth with the back of his other, uncalloused, hand.


The priest in his mind found a convert.  Ulric's mind cleared suddenly.  All the anger and indignation crystallizing into an almost peaceful decision to murder this fucking elf.  Ulric's eyes snapped to Geyrt who was in the act of pulling her knife, her face twisted into fierce snarl.  He reached over and gently lay his hand on hers shaking his head.  There were probably rules and implications for a Shadow to murder someone publicly but, more importantly, she wasn't allowed to kill him because then Ulric wouldn't be able to.  Just stood to reason, didn’t it?  Ulric was all about straight lines right now, and the coaxing beckon of the furious living in his mind was all pure, hard-edged geometry.  No sir, if she got to cut that Elf’s throat Ulric wouldn’t be able to MDK him and that would have been a godsdamned shame.


"Hold Geyrt.” He said calmly, voice distant to him, as if from across a wide river, “Don't worry, I'll take care of this one, you just sit back and relax.  Enjoy the show."  


Geyrt glanced at him with surprise, breaking her murderous glare away from the corpse that hadn't figured out it was a corpse yet.  Her features relaxed as she slammed her knife back into its sheathe and she gave him a nod.


"Kill him then and have done.  This one has crossed lines against you publicly and must not be allowed to live to do so again.  He has offered insult against Iriel and will not be allowed to live."  Geyrt clarified with fury still evident.


"Brighteyes, will you witness for me?"  Ulric asked without inflection.


Brighteyes had mentioned doing some such way back when he and Geyrt were still having their spat.  The Prince that was more than a child instantly drug a finger across his neck and spoke with anger Ulric had never heard from the mellow kid.


"It will be done Ulric.  Call the bastard to the floor and end the drought beneath his feet.  Just as Eldest Sister Geyrt did for the cur when he gave her cause fifteen years ago on this day.  This time, there will be no healer to put him back inside himself."  So spoke the young lord of Iriel, heat palpable.


"Did you catch that Deadman?  The only trade you'll be doing is in two coins over your eyes.  Meet me now and have an end to this game."  Ulric told the corpse in the same bland tone.


"You will not even ruffle my clothes you Human peasant.  I call you liar and thief.  You are no Lord and you have stolen all you have from the lands of my people to sell back to them.  I will claim your life before all my kin, and our holy land will know proper Lordship.  Worry not, I'll keep your lovely Shadow well while you rot."  Brayed the corpse.


That would have properly riled him a few minutes ago.  Not now, corpses made all kinds of noises after they were dead.  This one just needed to be a little deader and he would stop was all.


While all this went on Bald'rt and his wives merely sat their thrones in attendance on the Hall.  There was no question they had heard everything, Vedyr mirrored her daughter’s expression, looked like a judge declaring a death sentence.  Bathe's gaze burned coldly but she said nothing.  Shor was her usual expressionless self but her hand gripped the wood hard enough to make sound, belying her neutrality.  Oddly enough, Bald'rt simply smiled an amused smile, as if a joke were about to be played.  Ulric was going to make sure it was a practical one and much more funny "Uh Oh" than funny "Haha".  He didn’t know why things had been allowed to reach this point and, now he didn’t care. 


Brighteyes raised his voice cutting clarion through the hall, his words bringing to a halt, like a spell of time, to the cheerful riot of the attending Elves.


"A challenge is laid.  Ulric Einar [Lord of the Ancient Glade] has called Sam'sav Morion to the floor for his insults delivered towards person, retinue, and clan.  Sam'sav Morion has accepted." 


All eyes raised around the room and the last of the attending Aes’r shuffled around to get a view of what was going on.  Some of the Elves were grinning looking forwards to some entertainment at a thus far tame Festival.  Some were frowning, uncertain about the aspersions cast or uncomfortable with the open displays of uncivility.  Some were indifferent, as if this were simply a matter of course.  Ulric noticed that most of the royal guard were exchanging hushed words with some of the fancy clothed guests, which was confusing until the little metallic coins used as a universal currency were counted out.  Ah, placing their bets then.  Ulric hoped they knew well enough to bet that dead people never won duels.  The older Elf, so clearly related to the dead man, had reached the front of the pack too late to curtail the madness, his mouth screwed into a furious grimace. 


Ulric put the peanut gallery out of mind.


"You are challenged Lordling Morion of Zellusin, in the way of Iriel.  I, Heir Lumyt'seit of Iriel, will witness.  What weapon choose you?"  declared Brighteyes, leveling a gaze that matched his mother's and extending one hand in a formal gesture towards the corpse.


"My knife will be good enough to carve life from this animal fraud."  Shouted the corpse gratingly, his high voice shrill. 


Lordling Morion had a hand on his belt knife, the instrument as pompously useless as the rest of him with its ivory hilt too smooth for grip, fanciful curves of flowers carved with metal inlay on the blade that introduced weaknesses, and many briar shaped quills on the guard.  Damn thing would get caught on anything.  The Elf’s stance was comfortable enough, his movements carrying their characteristic smoothness, but there was sweat beading on his forehead and shifting in his feet that bespoke a lack of something.  Sam’sav Morion’s eyes roamed the room looking to the crowd as if for support and he seemed to implore the Elf that bore his features upon sighting him.  A coward then, Ulric concluded, used to having others to hold his dick for him.  The slight shake of the older Elf’s head indicated that things were beyond his ability to intervene now.  Good.  Ulric really only wanted to kill one person today but his schedule was open. 


Brighteyes' other hand extended to Ulric before he announced "Ulric Glade Chief knives are chosen do you have one or would you borrow mine?"


Ulric was getting bouncy, all the resistance he'd been putting up against the violent urges had been wearing.  Really took it out of him trying to figure out where that shit was coming from.  Now he was free to do as he wanted, no strings or worries.  Impatiently he shook his head, sharply cord-tied hair whipping.  Hands clenched and unclenched without conscious input and his grey eyes never left the corpse a few paces away.  Just a few meters away.  So close.  Gods he was almost high with it.  His thoughts flashed back to the long-ago charge of the [Forest Lord] its fury and malevolence unforgettable.  Idly, he wondered how Sam’sav Morion would have handled it.  Let us see, he decided.


"No, thanks Brighteyes.  I'm not even going to use magic.  This is going to feel better if I do it with mine own two hands."  Ulric told the lad reassuringly.


Brighteyes just nodded like it was the most natural thing in the world.


"Ulric Glade Chief has chosen empty hands without spellwork.  I have witnessed.  Let there be an end to grievances.  Begin."  As the words left his mouth Brighteyes raised his right hand to signal the start.


Ulric had been rocking on his toes lightly, knees loose and almost instinctively in the Undan ready.  When Brighteyes gave the signal his legs surged.  The corpse was trying to pull his ridiculous knife free when the frills on his waistcoat caught in the stupidly curling leaf-shaped prongs of the guard, tangling from panic when he saw Ulric charge.  The idiot hadn't even cleared the knife from its sheath when Ulric hit the elf in the chest with his shoulder, and a satisfying folding in the body accompanied the sound of impact.  Breath blasted from the corpse as it was launched to slam into the polished floor, sliding briefly as it rag-dolled.  The poor dead Lordling coughed a groan and rolled desperately, scrambled to his feet, and, finally managed to pull that absurd dagger free of his own clothes.  His form hunched over cracked ribs and breathed raggedly.  Those narrow light green eyes widened when he saw that Ulric had not remained still.


By the time the dead man had reached his feet, Ulric was already on top of him and seized the knife hand with all his might, crushing fingers against the hilt with his left hand.  He felt bones breaking and ignored the agonized gasp of the corpse to grab the shoulder of that gripped hand with his right.  Fingers dug into cloth and flesh and Ulric wrenched the arm out straight across his chest before ripping the wrist downwards.  His knee rose to break the elbow cleanly.  The crack of bone sounded an echo through the room that was so fucking satisfying.  But the corpse was still moving and he needed it to stop with the screaming.


The hand gripping the shoulder whipped back across the Elf's face knuckles deforming the refined features of the pretty Elf’s cheek and slamming the head to the side.  He hadn't released the knife hand, was still grinding the bones playfully against the hilt and that was all that held the Lordling upright as his legs folded beneath him.  The pain of body weight pulling against the broken arm must have been something else because the Elf screeched and vomited down Ulric’s front.  Dead people shouldn't do that.  Disgusting is what it was.  Just like a corpse not to think of the mess it was leaving behind.


Ulric shed the knife from the ruined hand sending it to slide across the floor under the one of the great tables of the Hall.  He had to grab the corpse's hair to keep it from sliding to the floor and gripped the thing's collar with the other.  It was an easy thing to lift it up to his eye level, feet dangling.  Ulric allowed himself a brief grin that turned into a snarl as he swung the body to his left, building momentum and then counter rotated right, turning himself to bring the elf swinging over his back and shoulders to slam the screaming face as hard as he could into the floor.  The weight of the body and of Ulric's full-strength throw shattered the neck and face and the corpse flopped and twitched a few moments before finally stilling, like a good corpse should.


Ahh damn.  That was nice.  Nothing like it, as a matter of fact, Ulric thought, looking down at his victim.  He began to come back to himself now, the deed done and the violent animal that had taken up space in his head happy.  If he weren't so elated he'd be a little concerned about that but, so far, he only really got all murdery with things that needed murdering. 


It’s fine, Ulric, just fine, ride the wave, the voice whispered.


Returning rationality threw cold water down his back, made loud counterpoint, interrupting the happy simplicity of his thoughts.  Fine?  He asked himself.  His eyes took in the body cooling on the floor.  A floor with a rather large pool of blood congealing from a skull that had been smashed open.  I’m pretty fucking far from fine, he decided, feeling adrenaline like pure vibrating life leaching out of him to leave him empty of its glory. 


The ultraviolence was getting worse. That concerned him.  Problem was, it didn’t scare him, and it should have.  This wasn’t self-defense, or saving a kid, this was deliberate killing. Forget that he’d been instigated and his enemy had intended the same, whatever the hell was going on was changing Ulric’s instincts and mental patterns. 


Fuck man, is this what I am now?  He asked the room quietly, ignoring the silence of the watching Elves.  No answer was given.


It was like somebody had taken his fight or flight response and casually snipped off that whole flight thing.  The only use that serial killer in his skull had for flight was to circle around and get them from behind.  Breathing lightly there in the middle of a crowd of Elves with a cruelly savaged body at his feet Ulric wondered again what the hell was wrong him.  That Watcher must have done something, must have screwed up something in the rebuild.  He'd never been the greatest fan of people but he'd never been capable of casual slaughter.  Had never been capable of contemplating enjoying it.


*PING*  
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Figures.  Ulric had some idea what that would be all about but was too busy trying to ignore the part of him basking in the fact that the corpse was no longer offending him by moving.  It would seem that he had indeed fought the duel as such things were intended or recognized by the Akashic record.  No holds barred and to the death.  It took a few breaths to come to terms with things intellectually. 


Ulric couldn't say he disagreed, it felt correct not to contaminate such things with unnecessary rules.  Anything else cheapened what was, for once and all, an honest murder.  Peace was never an option between them and he refused to lie to himself about it.  One of them had to die today and he was not merely a little glad it was the other guy.


Brighteyes broke the spell.


"It is done, Ulric Einar [Lord of the Ancient Glade] has slain his antagonist.  May the roots take his bones."  Brighteyes voice held the intonation of a ritual statement in the first sentence and the condemnation of a Baptist in the second.


Bald'rt's laughter erupted booming throughout the hall and the room came to life, Iriel'en cheers resounding.  After a short drum beat of feet on the floor, applause?, the folk returned to their celebrations.  All around Ulric saw Elves resuming conversations and festivities, and the royal guards collected winnings.  Smart bets then.  Idra favored Ulric with a brief salute, fingers to head before returning his attention to his duties scanning the room.  The Dragons of Iriel relaxed into their seats and resumed whatever conversations they'd been entertaining themselves with.  A few disgruntled faces disappeared into the crowd, cursing.


Ulric was wondering what to do with himself when Geyrt slapped him on the back heartily and said with the most warmth he'd had from her "It was a deed done to fullness Ulric.  Any other like-minded jackals will think twice before stepping forward to have their necks shaken like the mongrels they are."


The woman was all smiles now.  Maybe he hadn't been out of line killing that asshole like that then.  According to all evidence the Iriel'en considered it a job well done.  Certainly the Iriels themselves did and, given that they were the closest he'd come to allies and friends so far in this world, he guessed that was good enough for him. 


Before he could do much other than give Geyrt a bemused thumb's up two Duties, the servants of the fortress city, approached.  Behind them was the Elf that had many similar features, well similar before they'd been mashed into a pulp, to the recently departed moron.  At a sharp gesture the Duties gathered up the body and departed at a double time.  The no doubt kinfolk of that baboon didn't look particularly happy. 


Fuck.  He really wasn’t in the mood for this, it was supposed to be a party!  Fucking Elves and their batshit crazy nonsense!  The room was full of people and that always put him on edge, and he had some serious anger management issues to look into without some other clown coming along to fuck up his chi.  Ulric resisted an urge to say something sarcastic and goad the relative to get it over with.


Enough, damn you! Ulric shouted himself down.  Instead, he tried some level of diplomacy. He reminded himself that he wasn't here to make enemies and forcibly pushed down the aggression.


"Greetings.  What can I do for you?"  Ulric tried.


"I would not hear my tongue from your mouth, your accent grieves my ears.  We may discourse in your own language, sour the air though it may."  Gritted out the older version of the dearly departed.


Ulric could only sigh briefly.  It would seem that he was going to have to lower this family tree into the ground, one branch at a time.  He was about to tell the Elf to eat his own guts and die, a particularly fun little blurb that Geyrt had tossed at him not so long ago, when Ulric heard Bald'rt's voice behind him.


"It has been a long while, has it not Lord Sav'ris Morion?  To what do I owe the pleasure of your gracing my Hall again after so long?"  Greeted Lord Bald'rt with enough cheer to put a wise man on edge.


Wisdom his kin had been lacking it would appear this Elf had in spades, the man new danger when he saw it.  He guarded his expression, losing the open hostility.  He clearly knew from what quarter he was most at risk as he only shot Ulric a glance or two, keeping his attention on the [Lord of the Deep Wood]. 


"Ninety four cycles of the Twins my Lord, it is a wonder how quickly does time ride the wind and events conspire to keep us busy.  I see your Hall is graced by even more splendor now than then.  No doubt thanks to your guiding hand."  Said the Elf in precisely clipped accents.


Ulric took note of the combination of reserved tone with outright kiss ass verbage.  He could smell a game in the air, one related to the one that had led events to their deadly conclusion just now.  There was Elf Fuckery about and it made his teeth itch.  Hopefully he could lean back and stay out of it.  Or, at least, more out of it than he already was.  He still had Heckle's blood on his hands, literally, and Jeckle here was no doubt aware of it.  Even so, Ulric had been publicly greeted like a friend of the family and clearly held a position of favor in the Iriel'en court.  Not that it had stopped the dearly departed from outlandishly convoluted suicide by Glade Chief.


The cheers and raucous applause for a sound killing of kin had done nothing for the guy's attitude but he wouldn't risk insulting the Lord of the land casually.  Especially not when Bald'rt was so clearly happy about the outcome.  That had to sting.  No telling with Elves though, Vedyr had been pretty upfront about wanting to have her own daughter's head over the multiple infractions of Iriel'en custom.  It had only been Bald'rt's effective removal of her into Ulric's custody that things had been smoothed over to, not quite satisfaction, but at least peace.  Ulric had thought it before but these deep wood folk really just did not fuck around at all.  They did everything in full gear. 


To Ulric's surprise Bald'rt took his distant cousin's hand in his and at least pretended to be kind.  Or maybe it wasn't pretending, the wild Elf could be changeable and surprisingly poignant when he wanted.  Just because he'd been glad about the duel's outcome didn't preclude a sadness for the loss.


"It is a tragic thing to lose a son, Sav'ris.  I would know, after all.  A thing not to be wished on any of our kin.  Please, come away and find some joy for the years to come.  Your son fought as well as he may have and died against the bane of the [Forest Lord], there are not a few heroes of Iriel that have fallen to such a creature.  To expect your oldest to best the beast's slayer is beyond reason.  Come.  Let us drink spirits and find you a wench or three." 


As the Deep Wood Elf's voice soothed Ulric noted that anger in this apparent sire of the recently departed lordling smoldered to be replaced by sadness.   When the Elf heard that the [Forest Lord] was dead though, there was a flicker of some other emotion.  There and gone, ephemeral, and Ulric wouldn't have caught it if he hadn't been looking out for another attempted knifing.  That was the same expression Ulric had seen on a board member when he'd been about to cut a department and collect a bonus.  Opportunity and naked greed. 


The older ponce let himself be led away without further incident though and Ulric was relieved.  Score another point for Bald'rt.  Not that Ulric exactly had a problem with going two for two on the night but this really was supposed to be a festival and he'd come here to have fun.  Shut up Brain Tiger he whispered to that niggling set of urges that suggested he'd already been having fun. 


Brighteyes got Ulric's attention by waving a plate of food he'd conjured from somewhere.


"Let us eat Ulric, I had hoped to enjoy your company again."  He said cheerily, as if he had not just refereed a death match.


"I would have found you earlier but Mother has refused to let me leave the chambers since we got here.  I am not allowed to leave Irielhos again until I have completed my instruction in combat and spell casting."  The boy groaned.


Ulric forced a smile.  This was more normal, a rambunctious scamp getting grounded for breaking curfew.  That was supposed to happen.  The breath of fresh air that was Brighteyes helped Ulric cool off.  After a few minuets of catching up, Ulric didn’t have to force the smile, the kid’s enthusiasm and energy were too positive a vibe for him to stay down around. 


Picking some of the offered sliced meats off the plate Ulric put them between a bisected bun and bit down.  Completely amazing.  Juicy, fatty, chewy, and loaded with flavor.  Groaning, Ulric asked what it was.


"It is the [Stone Plated Boar} we killed Ulric!  We are Hunters!  The meat was still good and Father wanted to serve it while it was fresh.  It is a good thing, only the best cuts are acceptable for Festival."  Brighteyes said before rubbing his nose proudly.


"Mother said it was a flawless kill to leave no taste of violent death as happens when the beast dies a slower death."  The lad continued, bragging rightfully.


Ulric had been there; the kid had shot the thing from better than fifty paces while it was moving between trees and dropped it.  Even Geyrt was impressed and told her junior brother so.  He basked in his sister's praise and Ulric was gladdened again that things had worked out as they had.  Even with all the fucked-up nonsense that had come with this fortuitous encounter with wilderness Elves he'd been able to help a boy reunite with his favorite sister.  Maybe he'd even be able to keep that sister alive instead of rushing off to die in a war.  That'd be peaches too. 


Ulric sat back and listened to the two of them engage in light banter, a rare glimpse of his Shadow relaxed and happy with her kin, similarly content, while he drank and enjoyed the spread.  In the company of his only two companions in this world, Ulric found a measure of peace.  The evening passed without further incident, at least none that Ulric would be made aware of, he ended up falling asleep on the table from a combination of good beer and food coma. 


One of the breaks in the otherwise pleasant Elven gallivanting was when the father of the boy who had been murdered in the forest during Brighteyes’ capture approached Ulric.  The Elf, a handsome warrior in his apparent prime, introduced himself with somber humility.  Brighteyes had gone tight around the eyes, his shared pain with the older man evident.  He shook Ulric’s hand and promised a favor owed for bringing justice to his child’s murderers.  Ulric took the man to the bar and the two strangers connected by unfortunate fate shared drinks and stories, the man spoke of his child and of the joy he had given him, and Ulric told him of his parents and departed sister, the two of them taking comfort in tales of loved ones. 


He was a character was that warrior, with a dry sense of humor to rival Ulric’s and the two of them spent several hours making casual rude observations about party goers and the various fops who roamed the Great Hall on this festival day.  Many of the attendees had only this day arrived and would return to their homes on the morrow, contributing to the war effort only indirectly.  So it was that they had the contempt of a distant cousin who would be in the thick of things taking vengeance for his dead child while they sat far from danger replacing their sword arms with coin.  Ulric, now placed in the position of being himself a warrior, and wasn’t that just rich? Commiserated with the man and they kept one another company.  When the man asked how training with Idra’se was proceeding, his ears twitched with suppressed laughter and distinct schadenfreude and remembered suffering when Ulric spoke of the obsessive, maniacal demand for perfection that was the instructor’s passion in life.  The two of them were pleasantly drunk and parted with many back pats and promises of drinks shared in the future. 


            

    
        Chapter 62: Afterparty

    
    
    
    
                When Ulric woke up, muted chaos greeted him as windows, arched woven walls, and a large skylight revealed the muted light of pre-dawn.  The table on which he'd dozed off had served as well a pillow as a pinched nut does a "how do you do?".  Not fucking well.  He was not the only man exploring the possibilities of bare table top as an orthopedic sleep aid.  Many forms were seated, others draped, and some curled underneath its sturdy glory.  All hail the table, final destination of the partygoers.  Duties were roaming at large collecting leftovers, half-empty kegs sometimes, fully empty kegs most of the time, and the other detritus of a wild hullabaloo. 


Not everyone had made it to Lala land with clothes intact.  Ulric was treated to several shapely bottoms littering the room, sometimes with likewise stripped partners and sometimes alone.  Surely things hadn't gotten that out of control though.  Not in the middle of the grand Hall of their esteemed lordships.  Surely. 


Ulric could only hazard a guess on that count, Hal'et had taught him that when Elves saw someone they wanted they didn't pussy foot around.  They also held no truck with casual monogamy, generally speaking, although Brighteyes claimed that marriage partners were frequently life-long and singular.  Bald’rt’s harem was more a function of political finessing, bindings of concords between tribes, and a healthy dose of intentional eugenics rather than business as usual.  


History said pre-collapse pseudo-fundamentalism had infested societal norms in his home world.  Already on the wane, most cults faded away completely when seven in ten humans died due to starvation, radiation poisoning, war, or any of a plethora of diseases that had run rampant during the century of collapse.  Any that were left were ostracized when they attempted to resist vaccination, gene treatment, and controlled birth protocols.  Not killed, just turned out from the subterranean shelters with a full pack of supplies and a pat on the back for luck.  The beliefs of a few were not tolerated as being an excuse to doom the species. 


He was raised by singular parents of a more traditional style but that was by no means the general rule, his folks were just introverted nerds that happened to luck into each other at a conference and stuck like ants in amber.  They passed their traits on too well.  Ulric didn’t have the social stamina to be interested in juggling partners.  Lessons learned the hard way, that.


Rubbing his eyes to clear the bleary wash of the party he looked around for something to drink.  Water.  He was looking for good, clean, pure water to drink.  That beer had sucker punched him, all mellow and smooth.  He hadn't noticed the potency until it was too late.  Must have been a slow burn too, he normally woke up in the middle of the night from beer drunks.  Not anything close to as aggressive as the spirits though and Ulric was grateful to whatever gods wanted to accept thanks that he hadn't gotten into any of that.  That hangover was worse than a car wreck, and he would know.  He found a pitcher that contained the good stuff and helped himself to a couple of mugs before pouring a third to nurse.


On closer inspection, one of the pairs of forms strewn about was Brighteyes and his Shadow.  They were two of the wiser parties, having scrounged up a blanket and, somehow, actual pillows and taken their repose on the floor.  They were cuddled up warmly and Ulric didn't have the heart to break up the pair.  It was disconcerting to see his Shadow with that goofy drooling face compared to her normal rigidity.  He was used to Brighteyes' snoring, they'd shared a shelter for weeks and the kid had sounded through a broken horn through some of it.  Made a right cute pair they did.


The age thing for Elves was weird in Ulric's mind.  While his brain throbbed, he couldn't help but consider the impact it must have on Elven development, if only to distract himself from hearing his own blood pulse behind his eyeballs.  One of them a couple of decades, the other well over a century.  Brighteyes looked like he might be ten, pushing twelve.  Geyrt could have easily fit in at a junior college.  For all their years though, they had experienced comparatively little compared to Ulric's estimations.  He figured he could chalk that up to the lack of a way to access global historical archives at a whim.


On his old world, with the info web and social net being ubiquitous, especially once global infrastructure was restored only a few decades prior to his birth, all the knowledge of the human race was accessible at a relatively early age.  Developing minds were exposed to the full range of human experience, lacking much of the emotional readiness or experience to contextualize it.

The result had been an odd blending of adulthood and childhood, mostly dependent on the mental maturation rate of the particular individual and to what extent their parents effectively managed child-rearing.  That was a mixed bag, but lessons were learned from the post-internet upheavals of the precollapse.  He himself had come away from that condition with a healthy level of mistrust for human motivations and a respect for the potential for the destructive impulse that could lead them to mob together to do all kinds of awful shit, especially where financial gain was involved.  Historical archives were some sobering reads.


The Elves reminded him a little of that scenario only, instead of the internet being the complicating factor it was sheer longevity.  You hang around long enough and you're bound to learn something, he figured.  But the lack of communication and transportation technology vastly limited the scope of experience.  Geyrt, for all her years, while no doubt a master of her domain in the Deep Wood, and a veritable globe trotter for one of her kin, would have almost no contact with island-faring or mountainous life and thus would be largely ignorant of it.  Her attitudes toward magic and the extent of Ulric's own experiences were a good example of how settled their mentality could be on things.  They were highly resistant to change or, at least, his Shadow had proven to be that way.  Could be she was just stubborn.


On the other hand, Brighteyes had displayed remarkable emotional stability for a kid of his apparent age.  Most Elves had that facet to them, that smooth evenness to their personalities.  Grounded, that's what they were.  His best working hypothesis was that their slow aging permitted them time to adjust to their physical condition and the lack of rapid fluctuation let them settle emotionally into a more comfortable arrangement.  Humans aged so fast that they were, effectively, completely different physical creatures every decade, and that had profound impacts on their mindscape and emotional condition.  Constantly adjusting to an ever-changing body probably had some role in Human instability.  Aes’r were then, physically, less volatile than Valin.     


Even that dead putz from the other day was waxing shrewd rather than flighty, even if he was a spoiled ass prince of his own puddle.  Benefits of long years.  Hadn't stopped him from drowning in deep water though and Ulric wasn't too proud to admit that was a lesson he most certainly should take heed of before it was him plastered all over some throne room. 


Just don't talk shit to strangers, he told himself.  Best thing you can do is shut up until you figure out who the dangerous ones are.  He let those words of wisdom simmer while he downed another mug of water.  Must be purified, he hadn't had any, let us call them Mexico City moments, since arriving.  Regular as a clock he was.  And grateful for it.  His mind drifted back, as it did often, to the glade. 


There had been dark times while he'd been experimentally foraging in the glade for edible plants.  Most were fine, but there had been a couple of evil species.  One particular shrub had edible leaves but the inner bark would squeeze your bowel into knots for hours while you voided hard enough to aerosolize.  It was like labor but with a nightmarish payout.  Add in a few other noxious herbs and some potently toxic ones and Ulric felt glad to be enjoying the bounty of safe foods again.  Especially since winter was on in full.  The air was distinctly cooler and had been sharp as he'd made his way to the hall yesterday, just the way he liked it.  It wasn’t cold if your skin didn’t pucker on exposure.


These scrambled meditations from an abused brain were halted when the royal pups were wakened by Duties, who needed to pick up around them.  They'd given Ulric a muted acknowledgment as they'd gone by, he'd absent-mindedly piled up spent mugs, stacked plates, and bowls as he'd sat nursing his hangover and rambling morning thoughts.  Cleaning up while the liver and kidneys paid for your sins had been a tradition of decades, as he’d self-medicated by way of degenerative alcoholism.  Fortunately, he’d been harvested by the Watcher before he could really explore all the wonder that particular abuse had in store.


The brother-sister pair stretched heartily and yawned.  Geyrt made this exceedingly cute murmuring burble afterward that Ulric wished he could record and play back at her from time to time when she was being shitty, or when he was.  She apparently noticed his observations because his Shadow abruptly put her game face on and rose, shaking Brighteyes to full waking before bustling the both of them over to the table at which Ulric was gradually reviving. 


"Good morning young Iriels.  Hope you slept better than I did, the table leaves some to be desired as a bed.  Not its fault really, it was born to be a table and all, and who could have foreseen a fast promotion to sleepware?"  Ulric greeted cheerfully.


"And to you Glade Chief.  You rested well enough to be thinking strange twisty thoughts again.  Why would a table be promoted?  It is a table."  Geyrt informed him smartly.


 "Don't you talk about table like that, you don't know his hopes and dreams.  Shhh, there, there table, she didn't mean it."  Ulric consoled his table top.


These shenanigans made his Shadow scoff but she smiled briefly so he knew she wasn't completely beyond hope.  No laugh though, so victory was not at hand.


"Good morning, Ulric.  The Festival, it was an experience eh?"  Brighteyes prompted through sleepy yawns.


"It was certainly that Brighteyes.  You lot sure know how to throw a rager of a party.  Hope I didn't cause too much trouble for your dad, but he seemed to have things well in hand, last I recalled.  That shitbird's geezer seemed like he was about to try to cause problems but Bald'rt intercepted him nicely."  Ulric said.


Not that he had to tell Brighteyes that, the kid had been front and center for the entire thing.  Wild.  A mere boy but overseeing duels.  These Iriels were too hard core sometimes.  Brighteyes only nodded, as if such things were commonplace.  Which he went ahead and confirmed.


"Festival is a celebration Ulric but also a time for certain…conventions to relax.  Many things are said on Festival day that would not be spoken aloud else when.  This is why many couplings are formed on Festival and why so many travel to lands outside their own for the event.  It is a chance to see and experience strange sights and clans outside one's own."  the lad explained.


"Thanks to this mixing of peoples and the loss of inhibitions, duels during Festival are not uncommon at all.  Eldest Sister here was responsible for almost yearly fights until she stopped attending.  Father got tired of overseeing them so when I turned twenty he put me in charge of administering disputes.  Mother Bathe was not happy, at first, but was glad to see me being trusted to represent our people at court at my age."  continued Brighteyes with a chuckle at his sister's chagrin.


Ulric sat mulling that over for a minute.  He'd been chewing on the dickhat's motivations on and off for the rest of the evening until he'd gotten drunk and forgotten all about him.  While he chewed on it the two of them retrieved a plate of leftovers and another pitcher of water.  The three of them picked at the refreshments as they talked.


"Brighteyes, tell me something, what was that fucker's problem?  He pretty much walked up as soon as he physically could and I can't see that he wanted anything else than to get himself dead.  Maybe by me, maybe by you, maybe by your sister.  Hell, judging by what you told me, he qualified for evaporation by your dad at least twice." Ulric said sardonically.


Brighteyes laughed at that comment and Geyrt looked smug for some reason.  If Ulric hadn't killed the guy she definitely would have, there was zero doubt on that account.  Her social position and consideration for her family's reputation was all that had stopped her from burying him as soon as he'd started in, near as Ulric could tell.  Probably she'd have waited for him to go take a piss and carve his spine to put on her wall, Predator style. 


Brighteyes answered the question when he'd finished his mirth, his tone took on an edge of weight though to indicate that Ulric should pay close attention, which he did, sitting up straight.


"That was Heir Sam'sav Morion, first son and Lordling of House Morion.  They are a Great House of the Zellusin, the river folk.  You remember I spoke of them, yes?" 


The golden-haired youth only waited a moment for Ulric's nod before he continued.


"That clan holds sway over a large part of the trade that comes up or down the Zelus and they have the most contacts in Prosper, the human citadel that controls access to the great sea Vatyn.  Also, blood enemies of Iriel."


"He was a boorish oaf with hungry hands that made a nuisance of himself with the daughters of every hold he visited is what he was.  And his House is a den of spiders spinning golden threads to choke their kin for advantage with Prespang's money."  Interjected Geyrt hotly.


Brighteyes accepted that addendum with a raised hand as if to say "I'll allow it".  Nice to learn the knob had been as pleasant elsewhere as he had been yesterday.  And Ulric's Shadow had already tried to kill him once over it.  Brighteyes had said she'd ended the drought beneath his feet so she'd gutted him in the middle of a Festival past.  Cripes, and the guy still had the balls to shoot his mouth off in front of her?  Ulric had done Orlethrem a favor, they were wasting resources feeding that idiot.


"For all his bragging, he was not overestimating his House's worth.  They truly do account for around a third of the trade that comes through the river.  As such his family is one of the richest in Orlethrem.  They have also taken severe losses since Iriel closed trade when I was taken.  Father put Orlethrem on stand by for war, as was his right as Crown."  Brighteyes soldiered on past his sister's interruption.


Hmm…that would explain the grudge against the Iriels.  Brighteyes' capture had instigated his father's lockdown of the borders and his sister had publicly shamed the lordling.  So, the Iriels had, one way or another, cost the house money and face.  But what did that have to do with Ulric?  He voiced the question and the one-day Lord of Iriel answered with a greater awareness of political intrigue than Ulric was expecting.


“In all likelihood, their house’s spies gathered that you, an unknown human of no repute, were by some method granted holding of the Sacred Grove, and this ownership had been acknowledged by my Father.  It would be like them to immediately plot to take it through dishonorable means, such as killing the lord of the land in a duel, knowing there were no heirs.  By this way they could revenge themselves against my family and gain a new avenue to enrich themselves because Morions are gilded jackals.” The youth concluded.


“That’s…okay, I think I get it.  The Morion fucker thought he had an easy target.  Fair enough.  Kind of fucked up that the first impulse would be to kill a guy to steal his shit, Brighteyes.  Sort of makes me worry a little about my idea of building up relations with other tribes.  But, alright, greed operates on Varda, same as gravity.  Why in the hell was he going so hard after your sister then?”


It was Geyrt who answered, and she was still visibly pissed at the recollection.


"That is because I could not, by law, challenge him for spewing his filth.  I am your Shadow now Glade Chief, not a citizen of Iriel.  I am considered to be part of your household, part of your person.  He was not insulting Iriel with his attack he was insulting you.  It allowed the yak stool to say whatever he wanted without facing me or Father who could have taken exception on my behalf.  I would have had to wait for him to leave Irielhos and kill him quietly instead of publicly.  It could have taken years to catch the [Sap Weasel] in the wilds away from his escort."  She said still smoldering.


"Oh.  Well.  In that case, you're welcome, although the only reason I didn't wait around is because I was afraid you'd get him first.  That and I was mad enough to eat iron filings and shit horseshoes."  Ulric admitted, deciding not to mention the doom whisper of instinct that had been kind of leading the charge.


A thought occurred to him.


"Geyrt, since you're my Shadow could I have let you take the challenge in my place?  Or given you leave to snatch him out from under his minders and stuff him down a latrine or something?"  Ulric asked.


Brighteyes didn't seem too thrilled about those prospects, but if Ulric was a betting man he would have bet the kid's more evil-minded sibling would have gladly done those things.


"I would have gladly done those things Glade Chief; nothing would have given me greater satisfaction than to cut Lordling Morion's yapping tongue free from his throat."  the dark woman answered with enthusiasm.


She paused only a moment before continuing on, Brighteyes had looked about to speak and, it would seem, Geyrt was heading off some kind of commentary on that notion.


"I am glad you did not choose that route though; it speaks better of you among us that you would answer the challenge yourself and at that moment.  Especially with Father." 


That made the youth nod decisively.


"Exactly so, Eldest Sister.  A Shadow is considered part of your person Glade Chief but Iriel'en disapprove of letting another fight in one's place.  This is also a better way because any who doubted your claim to Lordship will know its veracity without [Scan] or viewing your status directly."  Brighteyes agreed.


"There is also the way you killed Sam'sav Morion.  Word will spread of this.  That you refused any weapon or your own magical ability and mauled your opponent without shedding blood.  Well, without much blood.  It was very impressive Ulric.  Some people here are fortunate not to have earned your ire with their flagrant antagonisms, despite knowing full well the contents of your status."  the young lordling finished, with a parting shot for his sister.


Geyrt drew up and directed a scowl to her sibling.


"I have hunted far more dangerous beasts in the wild Lumyt'seit.  If I had not run for three days on end because some kin of mine had been escorted back home like a stray kitten I could have taken him.  If you will excuse me Ulric Glade Chief."  Exclaimed the proud young woman.


"Oh no, do go on, my Shadow.  I think you're making enough excuses for all of us, I need not add any."  Ulric chimed.


That earned him the transfer of her scowl and a wide grin from Brighteyes.  Not that he didn't agree with her, just that he wasn't going to give her any ideas about it.  The victor got to write the history and Ulric wasn't going to let her get away with thinking she could have stomped him any time she liked.  Even if, maybe, she could have.  All that mattered was, in this timeline, she hadn't and that was that.


Brighteyes managed to divert her with an expert hand though.  Probably the result of much practice.


"Speaking of hunting Eldest Sister, I see you have acquired a new bow.  It is strangely familiar though, I feel as if I have seen it before.  Indeed, it almost matches the one that Ulric made for me.  You did not badger him into giving you his bow, did you?  I would expect better Sister, even from you."  Brighteyes teased.


Geyrt grabbed the strung bow she had been sleeping with, Hah! Knew it! defensively before denying the charges.


"I did not!  That is not what happened at all.  Tell him Ulric!  Tell him it was a replacement for my bow that you broke, that I had nothing to do with its giving."  She cried, gravely flustered by the accusations.


Ulric decided that she would not be getting off the hook so easily.  Not when the setup was this good.  Ulric covered his face in his hands.


"You should have seen her Brighteyes.  She would not stop accusing me of the murder of her bow.  She claimed all sorts of things, life debt, the blood of a first child, my pension.  For hours at a time.  I had no choice but to give up my precious bow or never know peace." he said with feigned sorrow.


That got her going.  Spluttering and wide-eyed she garbled some kind of protest while Ulric and Brighteyes laughed at her.  It was only a few moments before she caught on they were both taking turns setting her up but they were sweet vengeance. 


"You have spent too long with this man Lumyt'seit, you are picking up his bad habits.  I cannot be surrounded by men who behave like Father, it is a fate worse than death."  She scolded.


Bald'rt Iriel, [Lord of the Deep Wood] and Crown of Orlethrem, appeared behind his daughter as if summoned from one of the blacker pits of hell and casually pinched his daughter's ear pulling a strangled yelp from her that echoed through the Great Hall.


"Worse than death is it my little [Shadow Panther]?  You would wound my fatherly soul with such vitriol?  Add this to the crimes you have committed, including brow-beating your Honor into yielding his admittedly fine instrument to you.  I had thought you raised better but now I see that I have truly failed you."  the Elf Lord said loudly, so the entire hall could hear.


"Father!?  Father!  Please let go, I surrender!  And we were all jesting see?  All in good fun, was it not Lumyt'seit?  Ulric?"  She appealed to her enemies in desperation.


Ulric shared a glance with his boyish comrade and then both of them with his host.


They burst out laughing while the woman soothed her pinched ear, now reddening from their combined efforts.  She stuck her tongue out at them, which only made it better.


            

    
        Chapter 63: Back to Work

    
    
    
    
                As much fun as heckling Geyrt proved to be, their mirth was short lived. Bald'rt had not come to harass his daughter, or, at least, that hadn't been the motivating factor, but when a target of opportunity arose, he gladly joined in the games. Soon enough though he took up the thread of their prior discussion, which meant either he had very good hearing or he was picking up information from the ever diligent Duties as they went about their business. Servants of the house spying for their master was a tale as old as time so Ulric made a mental note to consider words spoken before them to be as delivered to Bald'rt's own person.


Releasing his wanton daughter's lengthy ear, Bald'rt broached the reason for his early rise.


"Gladdened am I that you are so considerate of my position at court and amongst the confederations of Orlethrem, Glade Chief, but you need not worry on my account." The eerily pretty man proclaimed.


"My position is secure, both at home and abroad, and, in any case, there are none among my kin that would have the strength to dethrone me that I have not already made ally. Or wife. Or both, when they decide to stop circling above my head the way a [Sky King] circles a crippled calf and join me in affairs of state. I confess that I might hinder my own cause in this by keeping their feathers somewhat ruffled but what is life without the games that make it enjoyable, eh?" Bald'rt grinned roguishly.


A few light nudges with his elbow on Ulric's arm suggested that he should know of what Bald'rt spoke but Ulric had decided long ago that those three women were not worth the risks of death to rib. A cat didn't have enough lives and not everyone could survive getting punched by the monstrous strength of Bathe. He didn't even want to think about how Shor set about getting even, the return stroke was probably years in the making and sharper for its delay.


Ulric chose to avoid putting his feet in his mouth where anyone could get word back to the great ladies and instead pushed on to more comfortable topics, such as mortal peril and Elf politics.


"I'm glad the Festivities and your affairs weren't overly affected Bald'rt. Brighteyes was just telling me some details about the pompous jackass weed I had to pull yesterday. It would appear that I've probably made an enemy of a somewhat higher caliber than the [Heckler monkeys] and some bandit thugs. That guy you cooled down looked like the type to hold a grudge, anything I should be looking for in the near future?" Ulric inquired.


The deep wood king's eyes briefly scanned the room as he considered before returning to Ulric.


"In the short term, he will probably not move." Bald'rt concluded.


"The duel was appropriate, was clearly instigated by his son, who left no uncertainty as to his ill-advised intent, and was executed with sufficient finality as to leave your own status unquestionable. Any retaliation now would be a strike against my Guestright, and thus at Iriel'en custom. I could not, and would not allow this to go unprotested and Sav'ris Morion would not survive long my displeasure." Said the Elf with eyes that spoke a ferocity underlined by his calm tone.


"However." the [Lord of the Deep Wood] continued "You should, in the future, look upon Zelussin, the river folk, with whom you are not familiar with deep suspicion. Especially in their territory. Lord Morion has great sway in those lands, as does he in Prespang, where coin speaks more loudly than reason much of the time.”


As if an afterthought, tone dismissive and apologetic, as if he was sorry to be wasting anyone’s time with trivialities he informed Ulric, “It is likely he will at least send mercenaries to even the score when you leave my protection. For any opportunity that arises where he may make your life uncomfortable, such as partaking in trade or travel along the Zelus. The grieving scorpion will no doubt already be making arrangements."


Ulric groaned loudly and suppressed a string of profanity, including curses on all pointy eared folk. Sonofabitch! What else was he supposed to do, just let fancy pants the recently departed, steal the glade out from under him and banish him to the wilds like some kind of vagrant criminal? Fucking Elves. Now he had some river dick maybe siccing, what, thugs, assassins, or some shit after him? His near pained grimace spoke volumes. It was all he could do not to spit on the floor. As much as he wanted to find a nice place to curl up and hide away, that was no longer an option, he was being drug into Matters of Court. More information. That’s what he needed.


"So, all that about me stealing Elven heritage and stuff, was that just his excuse to try to goad me or is that a viewpoint common enough that I need to be on guard?" Ulric asked.


Geyrt answered this, beating Brighteyes and her Father to the punch.


"That sort of view is a heavy minority Glade Chief, and goes against Father's proclamation of your status as Lord. If the All-knowledge has certified your station, then the world itself has acknowledged your claim. The Plateau is yours by right and what you do with its bounty is your decision, which none can gainsay. To attempt to do so would be tantamount to war, which Morion knew. If he had tried such a thing with, say, a prince of the sea-folk, the Aktinia, they would have loaded their ships with as many warriors as they could muster. Then they would have sailed up the Zelus to peel his skin and sew it into their sails." His Shadow said gravely.


Brighteyes nodded his agreement and Bald'rt sealed the deal, saying


"This is so. That you are a nation of one, and that the Lordling was a spoiled fool, was the only reason he thought he might get away with it. If he could kill you, he could make a claim to your holdings, your title. His greed blinded him to common wisdom."


Brighteyes chimed in then his calm voice turning to anger "He would also have taken Eldest Sister to be his own Shadow. The coward would not face her himself, not where she could take up arms against him again. It was his piggish advances that got him near to slain last time he put his hands where they did not belong."


Both Father and Daughter's evil expressions at the reminder softened to sinister smirks, near mirrors in their satisfaction of the memory. Still creepy, the resemblance.


Bald'rt clapped his hands loudly as if closing the book on the memory of the loathsome Lordling.


"Done is done, Ulric. We will leave the dead where they belong and look forwards. I will say in closing that it gave me no small joy to see Savris’ mewling get receive his reward. Festival places certain obligations of hospitality on the host, and that [Plagueblood Vermin] knew it. Shadow or no, my daughter deserves to have her dignity. Thank you, [Lord of the Ancient Glade], you have again earned my gratitude on behalf of my offspring." Thanked the normally light hearted Elf with sincerity, even ending with a short bow.


It was both a little strange, to be thanked for murder, and sort of nice, like someone appreciating your craftsmanship. This Varda place did weird shit to his Earth tuned notions of civilization and standards for behavior. When in Rome, Ulric reminded himself.


"No problem, Lord Bald'rt. It was, very literally, my pleasure. The only people who get to make Geyrt uncomfortable are you, Brighteyes, her mom's because who's going to say otherwise? And me." He finished.


Geyrt frowned at that but didn't actually object. It was, after all, a statement of fact.


"Glade Chief am I going to need to remind you to remain civil? I can think of a hundred ways to make your life unbearable without violating the bonds of my position." She advised him.


"Just like her mother." Bald'rt sighed.


"Listen to her on this Ulric. Never had I known how many types of scowl could exist or how long a woman could nurse a grudge for any slight as Vedyr. I loved her on first sight and we courted with fervor, but it was long years before I learned to live with her in peace." the Elf said sagely.


"Father, you have been banished to sleep in the guest quarters more years of my life than not." Brighteyes countered.


"So, you see, Ulric, I would know." Spoke the Lord of Iriel solemnly.


They ignored Geyrt's obvious peeve and discussed more pleasant topics before a runner brought news of some matters that required Bald'rt's attentions. He begged off, but not before securing from Ulric a commitment to attend dinner in the near future. Off in a flash, the room seemed substantially less full for the absence of a single man.


Brighteyes chatted for a few minutes and then reminded Ulric that the normal business of Irielhos was resumed and that he had to go attend his lessons or face his Mother's ire. That meant that Ulric's own lessons were approaching and he was still standing in his rumpled attire from the party. Thus spurred, they said their goodbyes and parted to begin the rigors of improvement.


"Let's head back for a quick bath and a change and see what Magister Gother has in store eh?" Ulric prompted.


Geyrt examined her braid, which had become slightly less ordered with some dissatisfaction, and agreed readily. On the way, she flagged a Duty and requested a set of casual clothes for Ulric, which consideration caught him off guard. Her casual attitude felt a little forced but she merely told him "Your honor is my own." as if such things were expected when he thanked her. Maybe she wasn’t used to being thanked. Or being considerate enough to be thanked for it. Eh. Whatever.


The baths were jammed full of bodies this morning. The pair of them actually had to wait in line to change in the entry room. Its rows of lovingly carved and immaculately fitted drawers were more full than not, packed with the belongings of bathers. With a little work, they managed to find a spot to scrub and soak in the massive place and they were soon settled into a cubby in this palace of heated water. Ulric was going to have to have one of these baths installed in the glade. He couldn't go without any longer, not now that he'd been shown heaven.


Nearby bathers had taken notice of the pair when they'd entered but none volunteered to break from their circles to engage outside of some friendly and some appreciative gazes. Mostly towards his Shadow, of course, who remained a particularly fine jewel in the treasury that was the Elf form. At least to Ulric's eyes.


It was very possible that there were drastically different standards for beauty between Elves and Humans, though Ulric doubted this very much. Too many overlaps had he experienced between Hal'et's tastes and his own. Ulric was greatly appreciative of the fact that there was no hard rule that said Elves had to at least mostly share the same sexual and emotional features of attractiveness as those with which he was accustomed. They could have all been natural foot fetishists. They could have all found that the greatest mark of attractiveness was a gap-toothed smile and back hair. They didn't, but they could have, and Ulric was grateful for more conventional standards of beauty. The Young Miss Iriel was pushing full marks for all of them.


Speaking of the physical wonder that was Geyrt Iriel, she was re-braiding her hair. It was the first time she'd let it loose that he had seen and the midnight waves, so dark they nearly shimmered blue were an impressive sight. Efficiently she went about using a comb to remove kinks, and stray hairs, and then put it back to order with deft fingers. The maze of winding fingers made that woven braid, with its ribbon of green silk intermeshed, a work of art. His fascination with the process was complete. And entirely above boards, thank you very much, his stupid monkey brain was starting to accommodate with Elven casualness regarding nudity.


Looking around the heat-misted wash of bodies in the baths Ulric, if pressed, couldn't have thought of a better place than Orlethrem to harden oneself, *cough*, psychologically that is, against sheer attractiveness. I am vaccinated against improbable beauty by ruthless exposure, Ulric thought sardonically. It reminded him that last night's Festival had included a series of dances that made a few of the racier salsas look mild. That they were carried out with the grace of decades unto centuries of practice made them all the more enchanting.


Ulric had been tempted to cover Brighteyes' peepers as such things could taint young minds with their suggestions. The young elf's running commentary regarding the histories of the dances and their geographical variations between clans had been too interesting, however, so he'd been forced to allow the boy to risk being corrupted. Ulric had even turned down a couple of invites pleading incurable clumsiness that his prospective partners had merely smiled off before finding another no doubt more capable dancer. He'd never been able to dance and it made his back itch to think of trying some of the subtle steps, hops, or gestures that so occupied many of the partygoers. It had been a blast to watch though. Made a Russian ballet troop look like amateur night at a trucker bar.


Musing about the fae night before putting Ulric into a fugue. It had been nice to listen to Bald'rt's kid spout random facts about Orlethrem cultures, histories, some geopolitics, and absolute trivia regarding some of the guests. The boy made sure to barb his sister about this would be suiter or that and she would return fire with commentary about sending a guide with him to go to Festival nights in the future to keep him from getting lost in the Woods or mauled up by [Root Badgers] or some such. Each dry observation was laced with just enough truth to sting but not enough to constitute an overly hurtful insult. Their prodding demonstrated years of practice razzing one another and familial warmth that had reminded him of his own family which he'd had to divert himself from quickly or sour the evening with bittersweet thoughts on what was now lost.


Music with varied and interesting measures, free-form beats, melodies that ranged across scales, and bounced between octaves hauntingly, was background to the entire thing. All in all, Festival, after the initial unpleasantness, had been the greatest party Ulric could ever remember attending. Ten out of ten, would do again. Probably sans deathmatches though.


All too soon Geyrt prodded him out of the warrens of his own mind. They had business to attend to and something of a walk to get to the creepy old Academy.


With the silent efficiency that was typical of them, the Duties had replaced Ulric's lived-in blacks with a set of fresh clothes that reminded Ulric of well-tailored jogging clothes. Loose but fitted and of a much denser fabric that Ulric would soon think of as [Uberwool]. He didn't know what plant or animal created such fibers but they shed water like neoprene and were about as warm as flannel. Part of him longed for a microscope to examine the fiber compositions and some solubility tests to determine their chemical treatments. No way did an animal just grow this stuff. Or, maybe, it did he told himself. Magic was a thing. Magical Ubersheep might be out there grazing on a hill somewhere that would provide the stuff. Hell of a thing to be able to trade.


Geyrt, for her part, was wearing a new get-up. It was a little less Legolas, and a lot more Japanese Shrine Maiden. She wore what looked like a series of robes that were designed to overlap. The end result was a more delicate, more refined appearance for his Shadow. The starched stiff, thick Uberwool outer robe was heavy with the greens and browns and vibrant, if minimal, gold accents but the thinner silk under robe was pure white. The flowing cloth was gathered into leg wraps that started at the knee and went all the way down to the feet, which were covered by thick socks. Those thigh boots, of which Ulric was the biggest fan, had been traded for a set of sandals that strapped across the feet and around the ankle. All in all, a good look, Ulric was on board.


When he commented on it, Geyrt said it was a traditional attire for winter wear when you had no plans to go into the deep wood. When he'd asked why he hadn't seen anyone else wearing it she'd said, a little defensively, that many of the warriors and visiting Houses had different traditional garb and that they were going to be late if he kept wasting his air asking about her clothes. So, maybe she wasn't used to being in, quote-unquote, civilian clothes. Just another layer to add to the mysterious onion that was his Shadow.


Certainly, the new garb did nothing to slow her down, she seemed hell-bent on power walking all the way to the lift and even Ulric's long legs had to work to match her pace. As it turned out, the haste was necessary, they only had a minute to spare between arrival at the dim cloisters of Elven scholarship and the entrance of Instructor Gother, purveyor of dry attitudes and even drier knowledge.


There were a similar number of students as last time, seated in the same positions as the last session as well, although nothing suggested assigned seating. More like, with Gother, you just kind of found a place to settle in as best you could and let the current of his voice wash over you.


On this occasion, he picked right up where he'd left off. Bark harvesting. Oh! Wait! In a new twist, Gother was now discussing the various methods of processing this bark. The particular tree, which Ulric found out was the large branching evergreen he'd seen co-dominating the landscape as he and Brighteyes had hiked in, was called [Azure Cedar]. Or, at least, that's what it translated to in his brain. He couldn't dwell on the speciation or naming parallels that were surely being constructed in his brain. Synthesized by the Akashic language mystical nonsense these people just took for granted because Instructor Gother was on a roll.


[Azure Cedar Bark] was processed to make a host of goods or materials. It could be removed in sections from the trunk of the tree without harming the tree and would regenerate after a few years, thus the [Azure Cedar] made up a renewable resource and was grown in large commercial groves in the northern reaches of Iriel. One such product involved scraping the bark. A sharp blade could be used to raise long fibers which could then be braided into durable twine. Peeled, aged, and dried, the bark could be hardened into tough platelike sheets which were cut into the tiles he'd seen on structures in the sprawling metropolis below Irielhos. Soaked in alkaline waters the bark leeched a substance that could be rendered into pitch which was highly flammable but also waterproof. Burning the bark in a confined container produced a charcoal that, when mixed with various other herbs, could treat infections or reduce the effects of certain poisons. On and on and fucking on did Gother go about this godsdamned bark. Unlike the previous day, there was no looming Winter's Herald to save him. This lecture was a full three hours long. Three. Hours. Of. Bark.


Ulric was going to have dreams about it. Woody, piney, evergreen dreams.


At least, the rain of facts did cement in Ulric's mind that the Elves of Orlethrem did not live in total isolation. There were many mentioned sundries for trade and where they were most heavily profitable in Gother's Saharan discourse on the topic. The tree only grew in Iriel so its trade constituted a major source of income for the more insular tribe of Orlethrem, both between other clans of the confederacy and the lands of the Otherkin, as the Elves called them.


The tiles, in particular, were of high value since they did not shrink with age and, couple with their pitch derivative, would create water-sealed roofing for potentially centuries. There was, in this world of minimal technology, almost no better solution to creating a durable, lasting roof, that didn't involve heavy stone. These facts seemed near random but began to build a picture of the world around him. A bark-based picture, at the moment, but a picture.


It wasn't that Ulric wasn't interested in the topic of bark and bark accessories, it was that Gother somehow managed to make super trees the single most boring thing in the entire universe. He was committed to remaining attentive, however. If the information presented here was thought to be important enough to deliver to the children of the remaining Lesser and Greater Houses that remained in Irielhos then it must be worth knowing for Ulric. He gritted his teeth and committed the lecture to memory. At last, at long, long last, Gother freed his victims from his monotone test of endurance. Ulric fled immediately.

            

    
        Chapter 64: The Gem Enjoys Not the Grinding

    
    
    
    
                Geyrt Iriel, paragon of Elvendom, committed lifelong to his protection and furthered interests, unwavering in her diligence to her duties, had fallen asleep standing up. She started when Ulric opened the door, a full body flinch, and he saw her turn her head, as if examining the empty hall for threats, to wipe a thin smear of drool from her chin. And now, his Shadow refused to meet his eyes despite his attempts to catch them with his accusatory glare. After a few moments of determined optical blaming, Ulric turned to make an exit of the Scholarium. The dark visage of his guardian, now slightly reddened from bashful self-recrimination, followed demurely. It had been a late night for everyone, Ulric admitted to himself. But still. HE hadn't gotten to sleep through Gother's lecture and that was all that mattered.


Unlike the prior day of instruction, the full length of Gother's mental punishment would preclude an extended break between morning lessons and afternoon training with Idra. Ulric was determined not to be late for that so he skipped lunch to head directly up to the eleventh floor, the housing and drill site for the royal guard of Iriel. As before, the pavilion was empty save Idra'se, Bald'rt's right hand man and the leader cum instructor for the most elite of Iriel'en soldiery. The bitter Winter cold did not touch him, not even in his light exercise garb. Frost laden the limbs might be but Idra would wear only the blacks of his Warrior’s garb.


Barely had Ulric greeted the weathered warrior though before other members of the guard appeared carrying racks of practice weapons, wooden dummies, and various other training implements. Most were dressed in blacks with an overlayer similar to Geyrt’s stiff wool robes. In a short few minutes the pavilion was sorted. Ulric would have helped by grabbing something but the near mechanical harmony of the two score men and women moving things to proper position by rote would only have been disrupted by his effort.


Idra, content with the completion of the drill area set up turned to Ulric with a hearty greeting.


"Welcome back Glade Chief! Have you thrown off the worst of the after-effects of Festival? I would have you ready to make betterment today, especially now that I've seen how you move during combat. Your base speed is good and your power exceptional but there is great room for improvement in the precision of your movements. I will credit your Undan ready though, it was as firm as I could expect from so little training and you appeared comfortable in its initiation of combat. The Morion should have paid better attention to his Zellusin instructors, they will doubtless be shamed at how easily he was taken."


The Elf spoke of the killing as a fisherman speaks of the weather. The clouds were out but no rain, fish on. Ulric felt a little pride at this warrior's praise, he had a feeling it didn't come often. He was also even more convinced that he needed to be here.


"Thanks, Idra'se. I didn't think I was going to be providing the entertainment when I accepted the party invite but Morion didn't leave me much choice. Nobody gets to breathe my air and then use it to be that stupid." Ulric said firmly.


Idra laughed at that claim and several of the warriors in attendance joined in. Even Geyrt smirked in amusement. They had all been present for the fight and word had spread of the provocations. Many of these attending Elves had made coin on the resulting "duel".


Ulric, in his heart of hearts, considered it cold-blooded murder. Even if Elven society had not had in place the social infrastructure for settling disputes through personal combat, Ulric knew that he would have spent whatever effort was necessary to see to it Sam'sav Morion reached room temperature that night. He hadn't had to; things had worked out as well as could be circumstances considered, but he knew what he'd done and had long since left behind regrets about what he was becoming in this world.


A second life didn't mean redoing what you'd already done, it meant transforming into what you wanted to be. What he wanted to be was a person who could rid themselves of nuisances like Lordling Morion as they arose. He had a home to protect, allies whose reputations he considered valuable, and a status of his own to carve into the world. You don't get to do all that by being a doormat for ambitious psychos. And, as much as he'd changed already, it wasn't enough. Not yet. Not by a long shot.


That buffoon of a merchant's son had been a freebie: arrogant, pampered, lacking in fighting experience, and devoid of self-preservation instincts. He was in the vast minority, even his own sire had presented a far more dangerous front. By far, most of the Elves Ulric had met, especially the ones wearing their simple finery had all moved like tigers. Even if Iriel's war stance had skewed that proportion observable in Irielhos, they were all of them raised on a world of far greater savagery, more habitually violent, than the time in which he had lived on Earth. Ulric was struggling against years of societal conditioning but finding his natural inclination was lining up more intuitively with the rules here on Varda than in the Before.


Ulric couldn't pretend that he wasn't concerned about a potential assassin hired to even scores between him and the Morion household, not when they had the means the Iriels had described. Men like that held power far beyond the more transparent aspects of their public businesses or they didn't get to that level of wealth and influence. They had ways of disposing of competition or frowning on interference in their affairs that were frequently terminal. Even amongst the movers and shakers of his old world, with all the codes of law, world governments, geneva conventions, watch dog organizations and so on and so forth, the men of fantastic wealth routinely had prying journalists killed and competitors "discouraged". Frequently the discouragement came by serial muggings or suspicious warehouse fires. Power was power, no matter its source


Since Ulric didn't and wouldn't have contacts and connections or sheer economic means to combat the resources of an Elven merchant consortium, he was going to have to cultivate a more old school kind of deterrence. Something more of the salt the ashes and fields when he leaves variety. If he could gain enough raw strength, he could force any hostile parties to let bygones be bygones or risk personal destruction. Imminent threat of bodily harm should do the trick for being left the hell alone or having more games like the one at Festival being played around him. That meant putting his every effort into learning combat arts from the people who seemed to have truly mastered them.


Amusement aside, Idra gestured Ulric to a place within the formation of warriors and Ulric obligingly stepped to stand next to a lightly armored form. When he saw the warrior's face it turned out to be Sinna, Hal'et's sister. She nodded her greetings and made a hand gesture with which Ulric wasn't immediately familiar but had observed. He returned her gesture with a brief wave. Barely had he even set his feet in place but Idra had begun.


It was stance work, of course. They were run through the drill of called steps from their combat system, their Thousand Steps Dance, to a cadence beat by Idra'se's practice sword against the heartwood pavilion floor. By the metronome's half beats did the formation move from one position to the next, Ulric being significantly slower and far less precise than the rest. He swallowed his mild embarrassment though, this is just how it is for the FNG, the fucking new guy.


After a half hour he was getting the hang of it, meeting Idra's command of Undan and Fyir, the southpaw and orthodox ready positions; Branch-side, Branch-back, Branch-forward, the side backwards, and forwards lunging steps respectively; Twinned Roots-low, Twinned Roots-high, the squared feet, braced positions, and then the whole thing mirrored from the Fyir ready where the rooted leg was reversed. Then came the half steps for everything they'd already done. Then came the crossing steps one leg in front of the other, then one leg behind, and then the same crossing steps in reverse. One thousand steps indeed.


Ulric was just starting to think he was getting the hang of it until Idra began to beat staccatos against the floor. The tempo elevated. The steps were called in rapid fire, quarter beats, double time, in groups of four, with a half-second delay between each set. This new exercise was a complete disaster. Ulric could barely get his feet planted at the old cadence, he lacked the fluidity, the muscle memory to assume the exacting positions with speed. To make the transitions at this new pace was a distant dream. He was soon out of synch with the group, and his legs burned with the effort. The veteran warriors of the royal guard made the exercise look effortless but Ulric was pleased to note the flare of nostrils struggling for deep breaths and the light panting of exertion from his comrades in suffering. Their rigor didn't detract from their utter precision. They hit every stance, made every transition with complete grace and the fluidity of years of Idra'se's adamantine discipline.


This tortuous exercise continued for half an hour, the end of which found the entire formation standing upon jellied legs, with the exception of a few exceptional individuals, who must have had steel in their thighs instead of meat. Ulric noted that Geyrt had not been a part of the formation and that the exclusion grieved. Her eyes longed to join them in this and Ulric both understood the sentiment and was amazed that anybody could miss this kind of pain. It was far worse than the mandatory military training from his old world. By kilometers. His Shadow had instead stood at rigid attention observing Ulric's every move, noting every imperfection for later correction, in between scanning the surroundings for hostile moths or whatever might earn her ire. The pressure of her silent judgment had not made the goings on any more fun, at all.


When at last Idra commanded "Rest" he was taken at his word. About a quarter of the elves in formation dropped to sit, legs splayed out. A few beat fists upon thighs and calves, loosening knotted flesh. Ulric's legs were simply numb. He'd pushed himself hard in the glade, had run, climbed, and jumped to his heart's content, at full tilt. He'd never had a sadist standing a few meters away squeezing the energy from his very bones until they had none left to give. He didn't drop to a sit, he just dropped and hoped the floor stayed where it was to catch him. Deep breaths pulled air into his lungs while his heart beat a rapid, regular rhythm to try to restore the oxygen to his muscles.


Geyrt strode over, at last able to rejoin his side and freed from the painful exclusion from her onetime comrades. As the numbness in his body gave way to the lactic acid burn of depleted muscles, she began to enunciate clearly Ulric's failings. They were many. Sitting in the shade of her stern beauty, Ulric listened to her clinical explanations, delivered in a matter-of-fact tone, and tried to commit to memory her corrections. He would fail this task today and in many of the days to come, but still, he listened. This was necessary pain.


Several of the other warriors, both those sitting on the floor and those who had remained standing, traded looks and grins as the verbal surgery of his Shadow carved away the layers of Ulric's mistakes. Sinna observed drily that "those who stood closest to the suns felt most keenly their burn", which got more than a few chuckles and a half smile from Idra. After ten minutes of this, with no end in sight, he was saved when Idra paired off the formation into sparring sessions. Geyrt subsided and Idra'se took her place.


Evidently, Idra was no more pleased with Ulric's performance than had been his Shadow. Ulric he drew off to the side to receive more focused attention. Where Geyrt emphasized the specific misplacements of feet, and the misalignments of the body, Idra'se was coming at things from a more global perspective. He started things off on a good note.


"Ulric Glade Chief you move similarly to a newborn. There is a lack of familiarity with your own limbs, an absence of balance. In normal circumstances, when you are doing things with which you are familiar this does not become apparent, the body knows what it should do and you are able to leverage your power. When you do anything that is not familiar, you have the grace of a drunken Svartalfin." Summarized Bald'rt's personal guard.


This fact had not escaped Ulric's own notice. If he could go slowly and visualize what he wanted to do he could normally do it fairly competently. If, like during the staccato drill, he was forced to hurry it felt like his body belonged to a stranger. A clumsy one. He listened as Doctor Idra began to prescribe his own medicine.


"It is clear that you have spent at least some time practicing what I have shown you, there are many small improvements and you do different things wrongly than you did before. This is a good thing, it is growth. Daily I want you to begin an exercise for balance. Much of your problems stem from your lack of body awareness, which makes you work harder than you need to correct for this failure. The small misalignments, the positions of your spine, and how you carry your weight, these and a thousand other consequences stem from a failure to balance properly and the inability of your mind to judge your own position. This exercise you will do from now on, and do it with your eyes closed."


Idra combined words with deeds and closed his eyes before beginning a set of steps as if on a balance beam. His feet stayed along an invisible path, toes never landing but in an exact linear distance from their previous position, the floor might as well have been chalked for cutting. The Elf went ten steps forwards along the line in various lunges, squats, a couple of quickstep hops, a cartwheel, a back handspring, and then a low spinning sweep pivoting on one leg with the other held horizontally a handsbreadth above the floor before returning, mirroring the motions as he returned to where he had begun.


"You will be able to repeat this routine in its entirety will you not?" Idra asked with complete innocence as if it were nothing to memorize a gymnastic floor routine in a single viewing.


Geyrt interjected before Ulric could speak, cementing this newest addition of pain into his life.


"I will see he completes it on rising and before returning to his sheets Idra'se."


Left with no choice, Ulric accepted this most recent stone to his burden with a resigned "Yes sir, Idra'se sir."


Satisfied that he had started a foundation from which to begin correcting Ulric's flaws, Idra then spent the next hour correcting Ulric's posture in the regular stances. Hips pushed into alignment, elbows tucked here, arms raised to there, a foot nudged to point slightly outwards, and so on. Like a sculptor, the Master used a tap here, a tap there, to achieve the perfection of his mind's eye. Ulric did his best to be like the marble beneath the Master's hand, unmoving beyond the touch of the hammer. Eventually, Idra released Ulric to his Shadow's mercy, Hah!, who continued the instruction through each and every step of their gods be damned Dance. With exhaustion murmuring under the skin of his legs it turned into a battle of will against himself and Ulric was much gladdened when the practice was called to a halt.


For the first time since he could remember he was utterly physically tapped out. Not even the miraculous gift of the Watcher could withstand the Iriel'en elite's doctrine for military preparedness. It was, at least, a relief to Ulric to see many of the veteran warriors of the pavilion looking as wrung out as he felt.


Idra called the group back into formation, thanked them for their dedication, and then released them to their duties. The tired men and women cheered for their freedom and clapped one another on the back. It would seem he wasn't alone in his thinking that Idra had given them something a little special today. Elven elite warriors wooped and carried on in the manner that soldiers encouraged one another after getting smoked by their drill instructor. Through it all, Ulric noted the regret in his Shadow's expression. Truly, losing this camaraderie was a biting edge to her father's punishment.


"Is there anything I can do about this Geyrt? Can't I order you to train to maintain your edge as my bodyguard or something?" Ulric said without preamble as they left the pavilion, hoping for a way to give her back at least this much.


Besides, his misery would absolutely love some company right now.


She glanced at him as if surprised that he had picked up on her distress before a sudden shake of her midnight braid put the kibosh on that.


"Thank you, Ulric, for the offer." She said allowing some of the regret into her voice.


"It would not be appropriate, not any longer. I may correct your deficiencies and may act as a trainer for yourself, that is within the scope of my duties." Geyrt lamented gently. "But to join the group would count me among them and that I may not do, not without impinging on the honor of Idra'se and the guardsmen. I am not one of them, not a Warrior of my kin nor a Hunter." Finished the Iriel'en paragon.


It struck Ulric then as a tremendous irony that, if not for her being so utterly committed to her vendetta, if not for a single lapse in judgment under duress, she would have been chief amongst those partaking in the defense of the Elven homeland. According to those who knew her best, it was almost without question that Geyrt Iriel would perish if and when war came; she was like a stilletto, driving too deeply into her enemies before breaking off. While her abilities were doubtless great, she was still too young, too lacking in the raw power that her sire brought to bear, but with all of his storied aggression. Hence the judgment the Elf had levied.


Bald'rt's sense of both humor and justice could run a little on the sharp side, Ulric was both her punishment and her protection. Given what he was coming to know of the woman's disposition though, he found himself siding even more with the Elven King's decision. It was very likely the only way the Elder Iriel could avoid either ordering her death himself or allowing it to occur in the natural course of the coming war.


Too heavy man, Ulric thought. He was tired, mentally and physically, and the day was not over. Still to come were the arcane lessons with Geyrt's mothers. Today would be the Crimson Sphinx, Shor. Ulric was not looking forward to it, for once. The woman purely unnerved him with her unreadable expression.


"I need a pick me up Geyrt. We've got an hour or so before we need to be at the mage training right? Let's grab some food." Ulric suggested.


His Shadow was in complete agreement, for once.

            

    
        Chapter 65: Of the Before

    
    
    
    
                The cafeteria was serving fish. Must have been a Friday, Ulric mused.


When he asked if the fish were fresh caught she assured him that ice fishing was a consistent source of sustenance during the long Winter. Upon inquiry as to how long fish could be stored, Geyrt told him that there were cold rooms supported by Infrig, cold magic, that would keep food preserved nearly indefinitely, alongside the application of Sano, healing magic, that prevented the growth of microbes. Not that she called it as such, she described it as a spell work that prevented "spoilage".


Ulric was pleased to know that the modern convenience of refrigeration was present. That, alongside plumbing, were two of the greatest nods to human, well, persons, comfort that he could think of. Electricity provided a potent luxury to life but a functioning bathroom and kitchen were what he considered vital. If those two facets of modern existence had not been present, Ulric was fully intending on leveling up civilization. Mostly though, Ulric had no intention of reintroducing modern technology to Varda, for fear of someday leading it down the same course that had eventually led to the destruction of his birth world. Even minor things, precision machine tooling, lathes, drills, and the like, while he might make them for himself, eventually, were not items he would want to be released freely, to say nothing of combustion engines and motors and explosive powders. It was too risky.


About two hundred years before Ulric's birth, the Earth had been, in generous terms, looted. A near century of surging overpopulation, catastrophic resource exploitation, tragic waste, and thoughtless consumption had driven the world over the brink. Around 2060 the collapse of food webs and agricultural centers led to a global famine, which, accompanied by violent storm seasons and vicious heat in the equatorial regions made large swaths of latitude uninhabitable. Economic systems that had, for a century, been unsustainable, vanished almost overnight and took with them the governments that had been propped up mostly by modern comforts and sheer societal inertia. When real suffering hit the populace they revolted immediately. The post-industrial nations underwent a dramatic civic uprising that spread globally.


Sooner, rather than later, somebody had the bright idea to try to turn the militaries against the populace under the guise of Serving the Public Good and what followed made the French Revolution look like a birthday party at a pizzeria. There was a time when being a known congressman, attorney, judge, or member of basically any government apparatus that wasn't the EPA, FDA, and National Park Service got you boiled in a kettle in public squares. Similar attitudes abounded globally, especially in the more draconian places that had been suppressing their populations for a generation through social engineering and good old-fashioned government-sanctioned massacres. What was left of the world political stage lasted only a decade or so longer before a nuclear war initiated by some seventh-generation lunatic on the Korean peninsula in a hidden mountain fortress, in tandem with an aging sovereign in the Kingdom of Siberia, who was determined to be remembered as the conquerer of Asia right up until he evaporated, put a final, definitive end to the old paradigm.


That nuclear war saved the world, ironically enough. Not only did the war destroy what was left of the more virulent elements of humanity but it eventually provided a solution to the global warming that was suffocating the planet and heating its seas. The surviving amalgamated nations of Euromerica, the Sino-Pacific Republic, New South Africa (which now encompassed the entire African continent, the Middle East, and Australia), and a smattering of city-states tried to get things under control, with some success but the situation was declining rapidly. Fisheries were decimated, food scarce, and the only reason there wasn't more famine was that disease, war, and nukes had already decimated the population.


Agriculture and modern infrastructure were largely inoperable because not enough qualified people were left to maintain and repair the production and manufacturing facilities. Not to mention there was the continued warming and radiation to be considered. The global population was halved by 2100, and there was no way to provide the people needed to revive the old world as it had been, nor was there the will to try. Internet archivers, who managed to preserve hard copies of science literature, instruction manuals, engineering schematics, art galleries and libraries, that sort of thing, were largely to thank for the resistance of humanity to another dark age. There was a memory of the "golden era", if not the capability of producing it.


A decision was made amongst the people left to use some of the last weapons on the arctic circle's remaining glaciers to blast enough ice into the atmosphere to bring on a mini-ice age and reverse the heating for long enough to buy humanity time to enact a more permanent solution. The nuclear cat was already out of the bag and fallout filters were already installed on most buildings. Irradiated water and soil were already becoming facts of life, there mechanisms for being dealt with already in place, amongst the regions with the wherewithal to enact those solutions. The places that didn't faded away into oblivion within a few short years. The decision was not hard to abandon the surface for rapidly excavated and fortified subterranean shelters. A few generations of living in what amounted to mass fallout shelters in subsurface mining complexes preserved most of what was left of the human race from the immediate radiation threat. Hydroponics, synthetic meat generators, and ruthless recycling of nearly everything allowed the buried populations to persist. Even so, there were less than a billion people left by 2120. A tenth of the population of the precollapse.


What was left was a hardened core of humans determined to survive, to thrive. As usual, it wasn't until the pressure was on that people showed their mettle, their greatness. Hidden away beneath the earth, there was a renaissance in culture, science, and government. The Second Enlightenment or, as the more morbidly humored called it, the Nuclear Alarm Clock, revolutionized what was left of the world. The global heating was solved through massive-scale carbon scrubbers in the oceans which were then utilized to create carbon fiber structural components, graphene materials, graphite batteries, solar harvesters, and still more tons of the stuff were sequestered in rock.


Fusion power plants were completed, en masse, over the next two decades solving the energy problems that threatened to reduce civilization to the stone age, since electrical grids had mostly disappeared when the mining companies providing their fuels were beheaded, sometimes literally. Free energy greatly expanded the industrial and transportation capabilities of the nations and a worldwide power grid was soon re-established. Public transportation along super trains accompanied the grid and, in a half-century of combined efforts, there was a web of public transit systems in place, like a circulatory system pumping civilization back through the withered flesh of the world. Many of these systems were buried in Earthquake proofed tunnels at a depth around that of the Marianas trench. Radioactive material was still a problem topside and you didn't want to move irradiated dust any farther than you absolutely had to.


Gene therapies, long languishing due to puritanical restrictions of long-dead politicians exploded, just in time to head off the looming genetic extinction by fallout exposure and the bottleneck of survivors in somewhat isolated population centers. Cancer rates had climbed by over two thousand percent since the war but viral gene overwrites from stem cell templates and genetic maps brought that down to a solid 0.005%. The funny part about that was that the viral delivery systems were so easy and cheap to employ that it was virtually free to anybody who needed it. Almost nobody was born defective, diseased, or died of cancer at the time of Ulric's birth. Designer genes were the hot fad when Ulric had grown into manhood, choosing eye, skin, hair color, and things like that. He'd played it naturally, mostly because he hadn't really given a shit. He'd dated a girl with glow-in-the-dark skin once though and that had been a surprisingly entertaining adventure.


Energy and medical technology advancements, coupled with the revision of economic theory to prevent generational wealth aggregation, total education reform, representative governmental overhauls emphasizing protection of voting integrity and surgical application of law helped lay the groundwork for a better world. All in all, the emergent governments that survived the collapse of the old civilization had turned a new leaf. Too late, of course. Always too late with humanity.


It was almost a century post-collapse before humanity returned to the surface. Some didn't, they lobbied to make the surface of the planet an ecological preserve, and proclaimed that Homo Sapiens did not deserve a second chance to go forth and prosper above. When Ulric was born, a scant fifty years post re-emergence it was mostly clear that the Earth would recover environmentally, especially since speciation seeding projects were showing promise and the climate was settling into its new, more temperate, status. Most of the fallout had long since settled into the ground, though background radiation was still producing accelerated mutation rates in virtually all ecosystems. Of the old majesty, little remained. High was the price of survival, and creeping were some of the habits which had made that survival necessary, such as somewhat premature business promises that created the working conditions which had led to Ulric's rather accelerated decline, both physical and mental. Still, enough had remained or been established that Ulric's developing passion for hiking and pretend savagery had taken him through a vestigial memory of the forests that had existed before. In 2193, the year he died, he had abandoned hope that he would ever see anything close to the glory of the world as presented in the archives of one St. David Attenborough.


The Elven forests of Iriel, the [Plateau of Ancients], these were as Eden rediscovered to Ulric. They were priceless beyond measure. He felt some of what the Elves felt for their precious wood. But where they guarded the memory of their fallen ancestors, he mourned a world ruined long before he could experience it's grandeur. It had been months since Ulric had thought, for any real length of time, about the fate of his old world. Mostly it hadn't occurred to him since he'd first laid eyes on those exalted arbors on the Plateau and had experienced the joy of forests primeval. A gift, he reminded himself yet again, was this world and this life. A gift he was going to enjoy to its fullest. Just as soon as his muscles stopped aching from Idra'se's lessons. It helped, always, to keep things in perspective.


Technology, magic, the interplay between the two, Ulric was looking forward to seeing how these unfolded. He'd already lived a life devoid of magic but full of technology. He could already see potential in a land saturated by the possibility of mana, mysteries seemed to unfold before him on a daily basis. He could also see a people for whom the forces wielded by magi might make the intractable problems of his homeland trivial. Even something like refrigeration, a technology some might view as fundamental to modern existence, was rendered inconsequential before the might of arcana. Ulric had barely experienced the civilization of Varda for a week, who knew what other marvels were taken for granted? It was going to be fun finding out, is all of which he was certain.


Looking forward, he banished the failures of his people and the scarring of their world from any further consideration. That was done, after all. Ulric Einar of Earth was dead and Ulric Einar of Varda was on an adventure to discover what this land had in store for him. The uncharacteristically whimsical nature of his own mind he attributed to the endorphin rush of being pushed to physical extremes, the runner's high. Between that and the dehydration from overindulgence last night Ulric was, perhaps, a little loopy.


Some calories and fluids would help greatly in putting things to right so he set to the fish platter with a will. He plowed through a near kilo of fish blackened and served over a rice-like grain of a plant aptly called [River Wheat], on account of it grew naturally in the shallow waters of swamps and flood plains, though this had been cultivated by the Zelussin. The cuisine returned his more usual cheer and he turned his mind to absorb what he'd learned from Gother and Idra while he ate. A little jam fruit and some kind of citrusy, minty tea to wash things down concluded his meal. He'd have liked to shake hands with the chef, it was delicious, especially when you considered the sheer amount of such food needed to be prepared to support the hard training Iriel'en warriors of the fortress.


Geyrt had taken notice of her Honor's odd mood but, as per usual, said nothing. His down moods and strange tangents of thought were generally quick to pass and she could only aggravate them by prying. He was pushing hard and she would see to it that nothing interfered with his developing the skills that would become swiftly necessary to hold his position when the world at large learned of the new guardian of the [Plateau of Ancients]. It would not do for that to happen, not yet. Part of a Shadow's responsibility was to put their Honor into the best position possible to cultivate alliance or defeat threats. Ulric Einar was not ready to face those who would exploit the abundance of the Elder trees or the life they sustained. Certainly not in the numbers that would come should Prespang be given reason to believe that the new guardian was lacking in strength or cunning. Iriel would buffer much of the worst of this, few would risk the ire of the Deep Wood Elves on a whim, however, there were many forces walking the world and not all of them could be expected to act with reason, not when untapped riches suddenly were left unattended. Her father would expect her to keep her new Honor on the straightest path to power. It was her mission, now.


Geyrt Iriel, formerly master Hunter and, at one point, well on her way to taking her mother's title of Heartwood Spear, mulled over many such things while she completed her meal. Her new place in life was bitter, at times. At other times though she felt like she had been given a puzzle to solve. The status didn't lie, her Honor was an anomalous creature. Sometimes naïve as a newborn, sometimes prescient as a wisened elf. Most of the time relaxed, almost casual about even the most critical of tidings, but there were times when a look like a hungry [Fell Wolf] was in his eyes, such as when the fool Morion had overstepped. The enigma and her Father's surety that the future would include a heavy shaping by this Reforged were of some relief to her. She would be there firsthand to witness the unfolding and would be in the thick of it now. When she chafed at this new arc in her life she recalled lamenting that her life had taken on a note of redundancy, of boredom. Hunting Lesser Beasts, scouting for intrusions, and acting as her Father's voice in neighboring provinces when needed, it had begun to wear thin. Now she had all the novelty she could ask for, and then some.


The only problem was that she had traded her previous existence for it. Ask the [Fate Ape] for a boon and watch the finger of his paw curl; never was the wish granted without a catch. She watched as the bizarre man finished stuffing himself, the volume of food consumed being somewhat impressive after such intense physical exertion. If he cramped she would mock him viciously. Eager for the chance and keeping note of the time, she chivvied him out of his seat, that they could arrive at the arcanum in a timely fashion. Her Mothers would not be kept waiting, and she looked forward to perhaps tripping him on the way, if she could arrange it without detection. Their overt hostilities were mostly behind them now but she still had not satisfied herself for the insult he'd given her on their first meeting. She'd only tried to kill him, he had had no call to say such things and it would likely be years of creating small inconveniences or minor wounds before she had collected her due. She nearly smiled at the thought of exacting her punishments.


Something must be in the air today, Ulric thought. First, he'd gone on a trip down shitty memory lane and then his Shadow had been oddly pensive during the meal. Nobody had talked, of course, Iriel'en didn't speak during meals as a general rule, but her expression had been off. Now an evil smirk was on her lips and she had the look in her eyes she got when she was about to do something someone else would regret. He first considered if he was the target before dismissing that possibility, he'd not done anything to her worth mentioning since teasing her that morning with her dad and brother. So someone else must have done something, the poor bastard, whoever they were. In any case, he took seriously her reminder to be on time for the meeting with the Dragon Ladies and ignored the slight discomfort of overindulging in dinner after exercise.


Off they went, the frigid air blasting Ulric in the face like a bucket of ice water. He relished it. Winter was his favorite month of the year. Something about the stark beauty of leafless trees, a sheen of frost on branches scattering prismatic light, and the still, heavy air just did it for him. Geyrt did not appear to enjoy the cold, frowning briefly at the exposure to a cutting gust of wind. Ulric wondered, briefly, what his camp would look like right now, whether there would be snow on the plateau and how that might look on the dense, skyward roof of the Elder canopy. He didn't have long to contemplate it, they had arrived at the massive artifice that was Arcanum. Carved doors swung weightlessly on their hinges and Ulric followed his Shadow through empty halls to the practice arena.


He breathed deeply when he felt the heavily magical pressure settled comfortably upon his shoulders. Vaguely reminiscent of being underwater, the air pushed on his body in this place, like it did on the glade. He hadn't known how dense was the mana in the [Forest of the Forgotten] until he'd descended to the forests below. It was like being on a mountain top in comparison, the mana was much thinner. Irielhos was slightly better than the wood it guarded, the heartwood of which everything was constructed was dense with magic and radiated that aura throughout the fortress. It felt like coming home to enter this space.


Down below, in the central arena, stood Geyrt's Mothers. Vedyr, Shor, and Bathe, each radiant in their own unique way stood ready to begin instruction. Geyrt and Ulric made no delay in descending the wide stair to stand before them. Almost immediately Vedyr and Bathe wordlessly took Geyrt aside to the leftmost arena a simple gesture, enough to have her double timing to leave him standing, somewhat awkwardly, under Shor's intense scrutiny. The masklike face and cutting ruby eyes drilled into his brain, searching for flaws and finding many, at least to Ulric's perceptions.


Eventually, the implacable Elven Queen let up with her stare. Relief flooded through him, he didn't know how long he could take that kind of silent judgment. She was like one of those interrogators that just kept applying pressure until the prisoner cracked.


"It is good that you have returned Glade Chief. I have thought much on what you showed us last time and will have to make adjustments based on the extent of your own experience. In many ways this makes my task more difficult. Were you completely ignorant I would have clear ground on which to build foundations. But you have already laid foundations and tearing them out would be too difficult at this point." Shor began, mild annoyance seeping through.


The mysterious woman suddenly grinned and her intensity nearly burned. Leaning forward, her brassy voice held excitement that trilled alarm bells in Ulric's brain.


"But the opportunity that has arisen! A Reforged that retains their memories, memories of a distant world! It contaminates your approach to magic, pervades it with oddities that I have never seen. So!" The woman clapped loudly to punctuate her enthusiasm before returning to serene calm. The switch was giving him mental whiplash.


"Instead" Lady Shor Iriel continued, "of trying to force you along the pre-laid track let us throw convention to the wind and follow wherever your personal intuition leads. Let us begin by this: What is mana?" She finished, laying out the question from which she might begin to crack open Ulric's perspective on magic.


It wasn't an entirely unexpected question, but it did take him by surprise that she'd asked so quickly. A mind like a Swiss clock the woman had to have. She had surmised that the differences in Ulric's abilities with magic, compared to his Elven counterparts, lie in the fundamental basis of their interpretations of what mana was and therefore could do. This understanding shaped everything to come, the approaches to spell work, the limits of what some mages could do compared to others, and the advantages that insight into the nature of mana could confer to the caster.


Ulric had thought long on what mana could be and do, had spent hours in the glade staring into a campfire while his mind wandered the corridors of his own mind searching for answers. He had few, had only the vaguest impression of pieces that fit to build a greater whole. But he also had an entire lifetime of absence, in which his technocratic society had explored through mathematics and dedicated experimentation the limits of the known universe. This gave him some ideas about what mana could not be. Sometimes, knowing what a thing wasn't, a view of its negative, was better than the thing itself. Ulric didn't worry about being wrong, most scientists, unless their impartiality had been destroyed by greed or pride, the chief sins of the scientific mind, accepted, even embraced the experience. Being wrong was merely a step along the path, sometimes a bridge across an intractable problem to discovering what was right. The journey to knowing, to Solving the Problem, had driven him in his old life. He no longer had that as his sole reason for being, but he still enjoyed the process of discovery.


Ulric took a few moments to arrange the stray hairs of his ideas before he began to explain his hypothesis for mana.


"Mana is…potential. It is possibility that can, upon reaction with what is, be made into real." Ulric said in a measured voice.


"In my old world, we interpreted the universe as the moment-to-moment product of the interactions of wavelike forces. Like ocean waves from different winds driving independently but forming a varying surface of the sea when they met. The sea was different in every moment, depending on what forces were at work but the water was constant, more or less. Since coming to this world I have come to believe that mana is the water of this universe, it is the background onto which form is given by the interaction of the forces of the cosmos." Ulric finished, some thoughts congealing as he spoke them, where they had formerly been only impressions in his own mind.


Beginning to become excited by the new paths opening he hurried onward, before the moment passed.


"Potentials don't have to be real, in the moment, to exist. They describe what may happen, a reservoir of what might change in a system, the upper limit on what is possible in the future. Since mana can be, as I understand it, anything, then it represents the potential for everything that might happen. The only thing I know to call the potential for everything that was or will ever be is, the universe. Mana is all, and reality is the consequence of choices and interactions between the results of those choices in the universe imprinting that mana with definite form. Who made the first choices or why I do not know, any more than I know what caused the Big Bang of my old universe's birth. All I can do is conjecture that something stirred the mana to cause existence to happen. Everything else is a consequence interacting with another consequence, interacting with a choice made in the present moment to create the future." Ulric said, getting somewhat lost in the abstractions his mind was attempting to describe.


His conclusion wasn't definite, wasn't precise, didn't have the elegant beauty of a mathematical proof or a scientific law, but it didn't feel wrong either. Trust in yourself you must, young Padawan. It was a maxim from ages ago in his culture. He'd employed it against his coworkers frequently, to their irritation when he would go on to find the right path forward while following a hunch. He didn't know if his hunch here would produce similar success or hit a wall as had happened on his final project before ending up in the ancient glade.


Shor's expression didn't change in the slightest as he'd rambled. He might as well as told the floor beneath his feet for as much visible impression as he observed. But the gears were turning, they had to be. According to Brighteyes, this Elven Queen was largely responsible for holding the Orlethrem clans in lockstep with Iriel, by virtue of her penetrating grasp on the movements of all the players, big and small, and how they were best levered into positions she saw as most befitting her husband's shared vision for the Elven people. She was also rumored by Brighteyes to be a wildly powerful sorceress, though he'd never seen her employ overt means to obtain her ends.


Arms crossed over her chest, the Crimson Sphinx's finger tapped her upper lip as her unfocused gaze absently took in the entire room. Clearly she was processing his statements, parsing them through the, unfathomable to him, experience of an already trained Elven mage. Eventually she seemed to reach an end to her deliberations.


"There is an element of similarity in your conception of mana and our own, fortunately, or I would be at a complete loss as to how to create enough commonality to give you useful instruction. Let us start with the major proposition: mana is possibility and possibility creates reality. This is approximately the conclusion at which most mages arrive, though most do so much later in life than you have, the benefit of your previous life showing." Shor's hand fell away from her mouth as she explained, to turn palm up.


A brilliant sphere of light blossomed into existence a few centimeters above her hand, to hang still in the air. Abruptly the sphere became a roiling ball of flame. Her voice had returned to its normal melodically high pitch as she described the manipulations being enacted in her upturned palm.


"First is the unaspected mana, the stuff of the universe as you described it, potential. The core is an instrument that allows beings to gather this potential and refine it to a point that it takes on physicality. The stronger your core becomes the faster it is able to do this. Pure mana can become anything, it is, as you say, possibility incarnate. We then tune this possibility to a specific outcome, doing this by harmonizing the pure mana to hold a specific form." the woman lectured calmly.


This was familiar ground, he'd already sort of gotten a feel for this process when he'd worked out the basic elemental forms. It had helped greatly that he'd been given the knowledge of the primordial mana types from the Watcher. Absent that he'd almost certainly have cindered himself or blipped himself out of existence. He kept his attention on Shor's words as she went on with a slightly contemptuous tone.


"What is important for a novice mage to understand, and this is a lesson that has killed more would-be archmages than any other, is that mana cannot exist in any form that does not already exist, that has always existed. The primordial forces are laws engraved onto the universe, when you hold pure mana you actually hold mana balanced between these primordial forms. Forgetting this places you in jeopardy of calling one of the primordial forces, of trying to create something new and, in your hubris, holding too tightly what mortals should not. To create flame you must balance the primordials to embody motion, energy, light, heat and so on. That means pruning out the elements of immobility, darkness, emptiness, and such. You create specific elemental mana by rearranging the balance of mana. You know this already, perhaps instinctively, because you have created elemental spells."


Next she did what he'd decided back in his rooms during his study was blatantly impossible; she transformed the ball of flame into a solid crystal of ice. Ulric's mouth dropped open at the sight. How the fuck had she managed to do that? He didn't realize he'd said that part out loud.


A small satisfied smile appeared on the Elf woman's face. Just to rub it in she then made ice into a cylinder of water which immediately blipped into a swirling little vortex of air, which then became a dark orb of shadow that appeared to eat light, which then became a ring of lightning. Unironic witchcraft.


"I see you have already fallen into one of the beginner's pitfalls. That you can cast from each of the basic elemental forms indicates you have learned to recognize the part that the primordial plays in them, you have learned to tune the balances. In doing so you came to reason that one element could not become another because the mix of primordials was too dissimilar. Let me guess: you cannot turn one element into another unless you first return to unaspected?"


Her smile widened to became a true grin, as if a prank had been pulled. Ulric was, apparently, the victim of said joke. She allowed the lightning ring to fade as she returned to her normal relaxed stance, arms lowered and hands with fingers interlaced.


"You have forgotten the first truth: mana is everything that is or will be. A mage, by touching mana, touches all of possibility. What law says that any particular type of mana must always be that type? Why cannot what may be Desidia at one moment not be Motus the next? Ever changing is the universe, which means in flux is the nature of mana. What matters in this is that the mage Wills it to be so and that the balance is held. You thought the ratios locked into stone, as if that which you held was eternal. If you truly understand the nature of the primordials then tuning one to the other is as easy as imagination. What is still may move, what is alive may die, what is dark may be lit, if only you will it so. That is the truth of a mage." Spoke the Crimson Sphinx.


Ulric was confused. If polar opposites could become one another then what even were they in the first place? Realization hit him like a brick and that's about as smart as he felt when it did. It was observer effect. Mana wasn't just anything, it was everything, right up until you forced it to be something specific. Where was the electron in the box? Inside the box. Until you looked, and then you forced it to be somewhere. What type of mana did he hold? All types, until he needed it to be something specific. That was why the untempered core catastrophe was inevitable. Unaspected mana was all too happy to be influenced into something specific, all you had to do was hold an aspected mana close to it and bam! Everything turns into something specifically. It was a good lesson. Thought became reality on Varda. The core, the ability to touch reality directly was limited fundamentally by the limits placed by the caster. The universe didn't give a damn, it simply was. There was no reason for that star to be over there in that galaxy, it just happened. And if it went nova and disappeared the universe would be, essentially, the same. If you wanted something to move, then move it. If you wanted it to stop, stop it. It really was that simple. But profound.


Magic was far, far more dangerous than he'd imagined. You could do anything. Or, at least, you could try. He asked the question that burned now in his mind.


"What happens to a mage that attempts to Will into existence something that is impossible? What happens if I try to turn back time?" He asked, suspecting the truth.


Shor nodded her head in acknowledgment, happy that her student was catching on.


"What has already happened is no longer. It does not exist. There is no possibility left to the past and so there is no mana. What would happen is that you would attempt to place yourself in a reality in which mana does not exist and would, since mana is everything, cease to exist yourself." She said deliberately, making sure that he understood the implications in her direct answer.


Ulric chewed on that for a moment.


"Then trying to, say, travel into the future is like trying to become mana, you would become a part of everything and be destroyed because no individual mind can be all that might be." He ventured.


"Just so, Glade Chief. I am glad that you are not stupid. It bodes well for your lifespan." the woman said without sarcasm.

"Since you have already taken the first steps into mage craft and your understanding of mana is sufficiently nuanced, I think it best that we spend the rest of this day building upon what you already have, before I begin to break new ground. It is a unique challenge, having a studied mage that has so little actual magical experience to train. I will make sure that this will be good for both of us." the Sphinx told him without inflection.


Ulric ignored the obvious double entendre. He didn't care how stacked she was, not only was that particular bosom well spoken for, but the woman herself was downright unnerving. She made him think of a particular graduate professor of solid state electronics and quantum computing. The man had a way of being able to use only words that you knew to hold a conversation that was outright impossible to follow. Ulric had attended the man's lectures, all of them, had sat in on various optional presentations of his research, hoping to find a clue what the hell he was talking about, all for naught. The words were familiar but they were employed in such a way as to be entirely foreign, like speaking to a chaos beast from another dimension. The man's brain just did not function on the same wavelength as everyone else's. Shor Iriel was the same sort of creature. Trying to follow her train of thought was like finding the end of a moebius strip. And worse, she knew it and enjoyed dragging her victims into the deep water, like a Siren singing sailors to their deaths.


The remainder of the "lesson" was mostly Shor confusing Ulric with abstract descriptions on matters Ulric had already considered well settled in his own mind. That she was able to confuse him so easily made it patently obvious that he needed to go back to the drawing board with a few things. For all of the headache he ended up with, the time was well spent. By the end of it Ulric had a better grasp on certain parts of his methods for casting his basic spells and some hints on how to improve them. Among the things Shor discussed that were not obtuse was the ranks attached to his spells.


He had evolved his [Voltaic Grip] and, in doing, learned for himself that heightening your understanding of your own spells to be able to make them do different things allowed them to evolve. Any one spell could serve as a starting point to branch out into different spells. The ranks on a spell indicated the completeness of your mastery of any one spell, the fluency of its casting and the precision of its power. The old adage was apt "Practice makes perfect". Small adjustments in mana flows, improvements in direction of power or subtle refinements in visualization to more fully see the spell to its intended outcome, all of these caused a particular spell to rank up.


The ranks seemed, to Ulric, arbitrary. But Shor assured him that there was a very qualitative difference in the outcome between a mage casting a rank I [Sunlance] and a rank V [Sunlance]. The rank I mage would require a completely cloudless sky, a minute to gather the light necessary to ignite their spell, and its power would spread over a circular area of a meter or two in diameter that could set logs ablaze while the rank V mage could cast under a thunderstorm, in a matter of a few moments, and produce a beam of solar energy a finger width that would sublimate metal. By her own words, it was rare the mage that could bring a spell to rank V, to obtain the Akashic designation of a master rank spell. Such was generally used as one of the preconditions to be called an Archmage.


When Ulric asked Shor if she could cast rank V spells she only quirked her lips slightly. For all future purposes he was going to consider any spell of which Shor professed familiarity as being at rank V. She gave off that kind of vibe.


He wasn't the only one who had been run through the wringer. Geyrt looked much worse for the wear and Ulric wasn't sure he should even ask. Her first act on returning to his side was to glare at him like he'd slapped her bottom and asked for a sandwich, before a harried glance at her Mothers dissolved the hate gaze into a carefully blank slate. If Shor hadn't already cooked his circuits he would have been completely baffled but he was well beyond the capability by that point.


"Tough day?" He asked innocently.


Vedyr and Bathe Iriel turned mildly put out gazes to their daughter and spoke in unison.


"She is stubborn." the Elf women said, musical frustration in their voices.


Vedyr continued with heat enough to burn the unwary, "And thinks too highly of herself for one of so little experience. You are a hundred years too young to argue with me sproutling, now go to your Honor and be grateful that he does not have you scrubbing his small clothes when you show him temper."


Geyrt wilted under the scolding and visibly tried to summon the ground to close over her. Alas, this magic was beyond her.


Ulric cleared his throat mildly and made for a tactical retreat.


"Thank you Lady Shor, for your instruction. I can't claim to understand all of it but I will do as best as I can to remember and give it due attention. Already, you've helped me to see a few failings that need addressing." He told her earnestly.


"Ladies Vedyr, Bathe, thank you as well for taking care of my Shadow, I'm sure she grows under your tutelage." He continued.


Bathe made a sound very similar to a snort, though, of course, a lady as refined as she would not be responsible for such a sound.


Vedyr made no bones about her stance on things.


"She had better, or I might yet cut her short." Said the dark woman with the loving urge to murder only a parent knows for their children.


Well. That fairly well put a dash of cold water down his shorts. Hastily he bade them good evening and managed to prevent his rapid walk from turning into a run.


Awkward silence accompanied their walk back to the apartments. Ulric had grown old enough to know when to keep his mouth shut and employed that wisdom when they entered, merely offering a polite "good night" to his Shadow when she fled to her small room. The day had been long. Very long. Shrugging it off, Ulric stripped down to skin and turned down the mana lamps before laying down in his bed. Sleep claimed him immediately.


            

    
        Chapter 66: Finding the Corners of the Puzzle

    
    
    
    
                Ulric's waking from dreams of being chased by a giant cobra wielding a laughing crimson sword in its mouth while dragons circled overhead did not bode well. The misapprehension that followed through the morning meal was not misplaced when that day went much like the one before it. Ulric got his ass kicked, metaphorically, physically, and magically, for an entire week.


Instructor Gother began, in his usual fashion, and then saw fit to bless his students with an exceedingly thorough rendition of the trade purposes for refined [Azure Cedar] bark, the historical and modern trade routes, both domestic and foreign, for it, the customs laws of those nations through whose borders the bark passed, and, finally, the market environment for bark product sales. Ulric was starting to see the point of the exercise, as each day unfolded into the next. A comprehensive whole of Elven civilization was starting to emerge in that dusty dry room, listening to that dusty dry Gother.


Elves didn't teach from a set of specific fundamental concepts and then try to use a specific example to elucidate the concept, at least, that wasn't Gother's philosophy. The wizened creature introduced a common or obvious object and then began to unwind the role that object played in Elven life. From its location for foraging or proper cultivation, to its harvesting, then its usages as an edible, construction material, medicine, or more arcane applications as alchemicals, then to the methods utilized to process it, depending on those uses, and then to the means and methods for its transport and distribution to market. At all times the old Elf told the story from the perspective of the gatherer or craftsman or trader that was interacting with the item in question. The lessons were then deeply rooted to the role of the individual, there was no doubt as to how the instructed material applied to a particular elf's life, all was immediately applicable, if not for every single individual.


The concepts being taught were not outright stated, there was no lesson whose objective could be: Trade Laws of Orlethrem. Instead, if one paid attention, they began to grasp that each nation taxed and tariffed items according to their own needs for goods or to protect their own production. The important over-arching ideas became self-evident as the Elf went through the seemingly arbitrary description of the "lineage" of usage for the item in question. By the fourth item, this one being cores of Lesser beasts, Ulric was catching onto how Orlethrem society, economy, and governance operated and how it interacted with the other nations, with a special emphasis, of course, on Iriel's role in the confederation.


That role turned out to be fascinating. Iriel was mostly self-sufficient but acted as the main economic source of procurement for high-rarity commodities via the Hunters of the Deep Wood, who were tasked with venturing into the extreme danger of the wilderness to gather valuable herbs or reagents. Hunters were both the main persistent military arm of Iriel and its most critical economic asset. In addition to supplying the bountiful plants, insects, or saps unique to the region, which were highly sought after in other nations and thus whose procurement brought astronomical wealth, they would also hunt and harvest specific monsters, oftentimes those deemed too hazardous for a regular Iriel'en hunter or forest materials cultivators and gatherers, called Gardeners, to handle. Hunters would also scout the forest to reconnoiter and guard locations for craftsmen to make temporary camps where they would procure and process materials at a larger scale than a single scout, on-site, from more remote locations distant from the settled regions of the wood.


Then Hunters, alongside their Gardener companions, acted as cultivators of the entire forest. Safe trails for travel were scouted and marked, symbolic annotations describing dangers or boons to the particular length of the trail, which was then tended by the Gardeners creating an effective Elven highway system through the wood. Because the Elves did not set up permanent camps in the deep wood and those camps were moving frequently, so as to leave the harvest sites alone long enough to recover swiftly, the wilderness was relatively unscathed. Years could go by between harvestings, meaning that there was a relatively minimal impact on any particular region by their activity. It was a completely sustainable model of civilization, the Iriel'en took only enough for their needs and never to the point of damaging the land that supported them.


This is where it got interesting. Because the Hunters were so good at it, other tribes hired the Iriel'en Hunters to do the same for them. They had their own craftsmen, their own means of production, their own specialties, and their own traditions, but none did what Iriel'en Hunters did as efficiently or as well. This made the Hunter not just an instrument of raw material acquisition but a critical part of Orlethrem policing. Because the Hunters were always out, always roaming the lands, they had the additional role of stopping poaching, smuggling, and border control. That resulted in these scouts serving as the backbone of Orlethrem's military coordination.


Reports were sent to the local village heads, sent to the regional tribe rulers, kept those leaders abreast of the goings on of their more remote lands. That information would then travel to Iriel itself when the Hunters rotated home, their reports going to the ruling Lesser and Greater Houses, and, eventually, to the overlord of Iriel, Bald'rt, [Lord of the Deep Wood] and his inner circle. That meant that Iriel had a particularly sensitive role in ensuring the bedrock effectiveness of trade and defense, it was the hub for information gathered from across Orlethrem. While other lands had far more importance for logistics or production, or for economy, such as Aktinia with its fishing, oceanic salt production among other goods, and a vast network of shipping routes, or Zelussin with their great water-driven mills and their transportation along the great river that bisected the continent, it was the Iriel'en that served as the first responders, cartographers, and minute-men of the Elven confederacy.


As he sat in his rooms jawing through a hard, though tasty, bread and a bowl of some mystery stew, ten beating days after the recommencement of his bargained instruction, nagging details started to accumulate, building an itch in his thoughts. Slowly, the picture began to come into focus for Ulric. There had been many question marks earlier on, starting with his encounter with the not Viking raiders and Brighteyes. He'd shelved it then, having more pressing matters. It had arisen again as, the more he learned about the Elves, about Orlethrem, and about their relationships with their northern neighbor, ruled by the heavily maligned Prosper.


As his lessons had continued, his short discussions with Geyrt here or a chance meeting with Brighteyes there, a random statement from Idra, when he wasn't making millimeter corrections to Ulric's joints, and an afternoon spent studying a set of maps, sent by Duty at a request paged to Bald'rt, all of it added up and he got a better feel for what sort of world he had been dropped into as well as the current geopolitical climate. The more he learned, the less sense any of it made. And then, as he learned more still, sitting here in his borrowed room, suddenly the more sense it made.


The northern nation of Prespang, consisting of a bunch of pseudo-independent city states of beastkin and humans, was unified under rule by the leadership that built and occupied their fortress city Prosper some eight hundred years ago. Historically, Prosper was reliant on Elven trade to access the Southern seas and the resources of the great forests. However, by controlling the access point of Zelus with the vast continent splitting inland sea Vatyn, they were heavily dominant over the northern half of the continent, and lusted greatly after sea access to expand their power.


They also needed those trade routes to access the dwarven craftsmen located in the Heaven's Reach Divide, the massive mountain range that split the Eastern side of the continent, between Vatyn, who ran all the way to the frozen glaciers of Everwinter in the North, and the Eastern Ocean. The Elves had colonized the Southern reaches of the continent long before human and beastkin settlers came to the land, thus the great river, nigh unto a narrow moving sea itself, the coasts, and the only two large navigable passes through the massive mountain range, were all under the umbrella of at least one of the tribes of Orlethrem, giving them massive influence on procurement and movements of goods on the continent. The ruling party of Prosper, which had been explained to Ulric by Brighteyes to consist of a consortium of Merchant Kings, was angling to break the Elven control of the Southern half of the continent, having become aggressively expansionist and ever more chafing at having to accede to Elven trade agreements, despite the bounty they brought.


One way to do that was to gain control of the Zelus, though it lie in the near geographical center axis of the continent and thus ran directly through Orlethrem. It was also jealously guarded by the Zelussin. Another way was to forge across the Northern reaches to the East, and establish ports on the North Eastern Coast, which had been done, though that ran into problems in the Eastern Ocean that hadn't been clarified to Ulric and took much longer. It wasn't efficient enough to leverage power from their Elven neighbors, at least not with acceptable profit margins for the heads of Prosper. Or, they could try to seize one of the two great passes from the Melondi, the highland Elves. That was open war, which had been avoided for the same reason as wrestling control away from the Zelussin.


The Western expanse was even worse, but due to geography. The winds blew East to West and crossed the continent by first climbing the Heaven's Reach Divide. Passing over the mountains the prevailing winds then continued on over the continent, including the inland sea Vatyn, before reaching the Ancient Plateau, with its colossal forest, before descending to rush over the Western expanse to the ocean. That meant that the Eastern coast was a rainforest as the air currents were forced over the mountain range, cooled, and dropped heavy precipitation. The rapidly cooling air also produced the permanent snow coverage and glaciers that sat on the mountains and fed the Zelus and Vatyen. Thus in this passage the air became more arid. Vatyn recharged the winds somewhat with moisture but then that skyward current hit the plateau, the great, several kilometer high wall pushing the flows up rapidly to cool again, raining heavily over Iriel and Celestin, before continuing on over the plateau where it was then harvested of its water by the kilometer high arboreal monoliths.


All of this added up to make the Western expanse of the continent a vast desert. Water was nearly impossible to find, most of it having either dropped at the face of the plateau or been scraped from the air by the hungry trees that towered above. No rivers flowed from that side of the [Plateau of Ancients] to the Western coast. The desert, called the Great Dracla, killed nearly everyone who attempted to cross it. Establishing trade routes From the Vatyn to the plains was difficult but done. Pushing those trade routes from the northern part of the continent, around the massive plateau, then West across the Dracla or South to the sea, was impossible. Even with the assistance of magic. The Elves could have done it, with their long lifespans and incremental persistence over centuries, but they had never seen the point and left the desert to cultivate its sand in peace.


That left the plateau itself. The land was uninhabited, except for the monsters, and rich with resources untouched for eons. It was easily navigable. It spanned half way from the northern half of the continent to the southern half of the continent and provided a large enough coastal access to build a trade colony on the Eastern Ocean. For the purposes of the powers that be in Prespang it was perfect. Except for all those pesky Elves insisting that it be left alone. And the murderous Greater beast the [Forest Lord] that killed everything that crossed the threshold of its domain, that couldn't flee to the canopy fast enough. The [Forest Lord] was no more.


A tale as old as time then, in Ulric's mind. A bunch of rich old men wanted to get richer. Somewhere there was a land rife with unexploited wealth being guarded by a bunch of inhuman savages, who also, somehow, had a civilization too strong and prosperous to destroy outright. The solution was clear: dissolve that civilization through infighting, graft, assassination, and, if needs be, war against its weaker tribes, if it could be done without mobilizing the greater part of the Orlethrem. The objective was to gain, through one of these means, access to a militarily unbreakable chokepoint or leverage to hold a massive economic advantage or both.


The problem was that the current head honcho of the confederacy was a hardliner with a chip on his shoulder. Bald'rt Iriel held the reins of power and had no love for Prosper, thanks to events long out of living memory for the current leadership. Any attempt at aggressive action now, against either Zelussin or Melond would almost certainly have the Elves mobilizing all forces. The same was likely true if they tried to colonize the sacred [Forest of the Forgotten]. Some way was needed to neutralize this leadership or to cast doubt on it such that a rapid, concerted response would not be available should Prosper's gambit to take control of either the plateau, or a mountain pass be attempted. The river was out, too centralized, too long, too easy to be cut off and destroyed. So that left an attack on a potentially fortified defensive position packed with Elves, or, a try at grabbing the Holy Land of the savages. Ulric knew which one he would try.


Ulric was starting to get suspicious about those supposed poachers. How would a lowly group of poachers get so deep into Iriel undetected? The more he learned about the deep woods folk, the less likely it seemed that they would have allowed such an incursion to reach so far. Add onto that, not only had they penetrated a dense, dangerous, foreign territory undetected but they had also, by sheer chance, stumbled across the young son of the single man who was the lynchpin of the Orlethrem defense, alone? No sir. No that just did not add up in Ulric's mind. Nobody gets that lucky.


What then? Ulric concentrated on the separate pieces, laying them out, as his spoon circled idly in the stew broth, his fingers snapping away beneath the table. A group of poachers, but too many to be poachers, more men made harder hunting and more chance of discovery and only three or four would be needed to take most Lesser beasts. They weren't very experienced at slaying beasts either, as they had demonstrated against the wounded [Shadow Panther] and [Venom Bolt Viper]. Poachers that traveled in too large a group to be effective and also sucked at hunting beasts? So obviously they weren't poachers, now that he'd had time to mull things over. Probably more like a squad of special action folk, either domestic operatives good at flying under radar or a very effective mercenary group. Probably more likely to be mercenaries, the attack on the Greater beasts didn't make any sense otherwise. That reeked of a lack of discipline, a perceived chance to get rich in spite of the risks to their objective. A well-trained group of stealthy state actors would have kept the mission in mind and passed on by, leaving no traces, and taking no chances. Then there was the fact that they had attacked an Elven royal with his attendant and friend, alone, with a scenario that felt more and more like a setup. That took intel. The good stuff, times and places, a who, where, and when sort of thing. How the fuck had they gotten that kind of information?


And then, they had taken their quarry and, instead of crossing through Iriel East to the Zelus or north to pass through the lowland forest and plains to get to Prespang, they ascended the [Ancient's Gate] to the plateau. Nobody did that, nobody who wanted to live long, the [Forest Lord] was waiting up there. Unless, somehow, you knew it wasn't. Again, intelligence of surpassing quality. Those child-murdering fucks had way too much information to not have a backer with deep pockets. The more he turned it around in his head, the more he felt like he was onto something.


Consider also that Bald'rt Iriel, in all his years and with three surpassing advisors in his wives, had immediately locked down the entirety of Orlethrem and sent its people into their hidden sanctuaries. Zero to Mach fuck it, and without a single body to make the judgment. No, they'd spotted it already, all the way back then. Not poachers, hired guns there to take a hostage and try to force one of Prosper's most dangerous adversaries off the field. A silent declaration of war, to which Bald'rt had responded immediately by putting his people on defcon 5.


Ulric was now certain beyond a shadow of a doubt that whoever was running things in Prespang had exactly no fucking idea who they were dealing with. Even if they'd gotten Brighteyes all the way back to some secret prison, gotten proof of his capture to Iriel to try to force negotiations with the Orlethrem Crown using his son as collateral, what then? Did they honestly think they could just keep Brighteyes a hostage for the literal centuries he would live? Or that the Elves would just sit and allow a royal family to be murdered? Ulric would bet all the gold in the world, nothing was going to keep skin on those idiots when the shit hit the fan. Forget about Geyrt, who would likely have made sleeping a capital offense for any Prespang soldiers in the field, Ulric didn't want to even think about what would happen if Vedyr went to work on them. Shor probably had tactical nukes in her cleavage and a joyous itch to use them. He'd watched Bathe jump across a football field size arena like you'd sidestep a puddle and strike a man hard enough to launch him through dense hardwood furniture like it was balsa wood. And then there was the man himself, the Blood Moon.


Bald'rt had, by all accounts, decimated Prosper when he had learned of his son's murder by pirates hired by the merchant lords of that city. He killed so many people his lunar mana soaked with blood, turning crimson, and left that place in shambles after having slaughtered the ruling lords and their families. All of their families. It was a deed he much regretted and while the [Moonlit Berserkir] class carried some element of memory loss during the rage that eased his burden, he worked to avoid subsequent conflict in the coming centuries. Still, the violence did have the intended result: peace. The raiding, the pirates, the mafioso thuggery, it all came to a halt overnight. No one wanted to risk the ire of the young [Lord of the Deep Wood].


Stories were told. Centuries passed. Stories became just that: stories. Myths. A ghost tale around campfires meant to spook children with the horror of that nightmarish happening. The old greedy bastards, once culled, were replaced, eventually, by new greedy bastards. Inevitably does the cream of humanity seem to rise to the top. Now, here they were. Ulric had come into Varda at a turning point in history, had seemingly become something of a fulcrum about which the region would be directed into the future. He had slain the aged beast that had, for millennia, closed the plateau from serious consideration. Now it was back in play. And now, time enough had passed that men born to power, unwise in its use, and uncaring of the lives lost in its exercise or expansion, had turned their gaze from history's lessons to gaze on a gilded future. If only they could do something about those blasted knife ears.


A tale as old as time, Ulric thought.

            

    
        Chapter 67: Growing Like a Weed

    
    
    
    
                A new dawn's light poured into Ulric's room. He'd been so exhausted by the rigors of his perpetual training that he'd slept early, not far after sunsdown, and rose late, just in time to greet the Twins as they crested the horizon of frosted branches. Standing under the iridescent glimmer of Winter mornings in Irielhos Ulric ran through his new morning tradition of a balance beam routine under a blindfold. Of course, the balance beam was in his head and the blindfold was his eyelids, tightly shut and no peeking thank you very much. Still, his feet moved with increasing sureness from day to day. He wavered, he windmilled, and, at times, he planted his bare ass on the floor hard enough to resolve to do better on the next go. Ten times going and ten times coming. Every morning and every night. It was becoming a very zen way of life, this kinesthetic hello and goodbye to every day. Doing the evening runs with shaky legs, courtesy of Idra'se, and the beating throb of a mana exhaustion headache, from one of three bewitching tormenters, just added spice to the thing.


Life is suffering. Pain is weakness leaving the body. Failure is the cocoon of success. There is no spoon. Ulric used every mantra he had to persevere through this hell week. In the background of it all was the budding conception that, maybe, he had started a war by being born. Reforged. Whatever. The reality was that portentous times were coming to this little corner of Varda. War loomed like the Winter's Herald, foretelling a season of bleakness. For somebody at least; increasingly Ulric was sure it would not be for the Elves of Iriel.


Like sandpaper pulling the rust off an axe blade, the warriors of the Iriel'en ground to a razor's edge in their combat readiness. Disciplines that had languished in peacetime were honed under the hawkish eyes of career soldiers and the more bloody-minded Hunters. Nowhere was that more apparent than under the tender mercies of Idra Halb'rt, the Heartwood Sabre, leader of the Iriel'en royal guard, and who could be considered the first sword of Iriel.


Veteran guardsmen, hardened fighters with literal centuries of experience under their belts, vomited onto the floor and burned with fatigue. Mock duels, formation fighting, shooting drills, and combat routines involving being struck with wooden poles while executing maneuvers all of these were employed to burn weakness from their form. Before any of that though, first and foremost, stance work. Footwork was where a warrior was born and footwork was where he or she died for Idra'se. It was grinding, the endless adjustments, the numbing repetition, the exhausting pace. Geyrt had become a full-time stance chiropractor. Movement, adjustment. Movement, adjustment. Like waves in the ocean. He didn't feel like he was getting any better.


Once, in a moment of tired stupidity, Ulric asked when he would be taught how to fight with a spear, knife, or sword. Idra had, incredulously, asked him "What in the hells he thought he'd been doing all this time?". Ulric had answered unsatisfactorily to which Idra told him that "You can barely walk correctly, I cannot, in good conscience, confuse you with something to occupy your hands." and summarized his position as he had at the beginning: "Any time that you believe yourself ready I will accept a spar." Ulric avoided that trap.


As well he had.


Two visiting warriors from other tribes, one from the plains folk, the Lagranel, and one from the mysterious clan Narii' that had no specific home that they would admit to, the Hidden, asked for a spar from the fabled weapon master. They got what they wanted and Idra beat them with a shortsword made of some kind of rubbery sapling that made a sound like a bullwhip when he struck, which he did often and with such precision that not a single wound overlapped with another. Pride kept them going well past sense, they didn't want to concede in front of their host brethren. Pride earned them significantly more pain than silence, another lesson that the attendant warriors were eager to learn, at another's expense, from their commander. Never a hair of the elf's head did either one of those warriors touch nor did they, at any time, get a practice blade so much as halfway through a strike without being parried, counter attacked, or found themselves swinging at empty air. Idra'se fought like a particularly hateful breeze. No one of the attendant Elves laughed. They all knew he could, and would, do it to them as easily.


One younger warrior, at a tender sixty-some years old, had become fast friends with Ulric. They bantered at one another regularly: criticism levied at one another to spur them on, physical deformities mentioned in passing, inferences about the origins of their parentage, it was all in good fun. Despite the seriousness of their work, the brown and green flecked eyes of the elf always seemed to hold a joke just on the verge of utterance. The young elf, named Kryr'st, was promptly bequeathed the simplification to simply 'Christ' by Ulric for his insistence on a near-daily spar with Idra. Christ claimed, with some sound reasoning, that if he was going to daily be beaten by the best, he might one day become him. That the young elf had, at an exceedingly rapid pace for Iriel'en warriors, proven himself worthy to be a royal guard indicated his talent. He remained humble in the face of his living god Idra, however. He didn't go to the extremes of the former two Elves but instead bowed out gracefully after what amounted to three mortal blows. As he had done this daily, however, he had a growing collection of wounds, hence the nickname 'Christ' for the long-forgotten flogged god of Ulric's ancestors. Idra thought it amusing and wasn't as harsh with the youth as he might have otherwise been. For his own part, the young elf, handsome, tanned, though not dark as Geyrt and her ilk, and with straight brown hair shaved along the sides of his head gathered into a short bushy tail on the back, wore his growing bruises with pride and drank knowledge like a sponge from the master.


Elsewhere, the old boy was not fucking around these days and as Winter's cold sharpened the air, so did Idra harden his men. After his reprimand and the "spars" Ulric redoubled his efforts, shut his gob, and worked to learn what Idra'se had to teach. Which was frankly more than he would ever be able to take in. The Elf shat with better swordsmanship than any other warrior in the citadel.


Outside of the physical punishment, his lessons with the Ladies Iriel were picking up steam. Vedyr had recreated each of his original spells or shown him their likenesses that she had already mastered. Speed, power, control, all head, and shoulders above what he'd managed. The only exception to that rule was in two areas: his [Absolute Zero] and his Ceraun spells. Shor said that [Absolute Zero] was locked behind knowledge Ulric alone possessed, a philosophy that, even after he attempted to convey it, somehow was too lacking for them. They were certain that an attempt to cast that specific spell would be lethal. Ceraun, for similar reasons, was an elemental form at which Ulric found he had talent. He was on his way to theorizing a construction he was certain would produce potent magnetism.


Between Shor's conceptual groundworks and Vedyr's direct coaching Ulric was put through the process of shaping mana, manipulating it into spell works considered common for novices. Gathering water from the air to make fog, a globe of light, smoothing rough stone or roughing smooth stone, a small vortex of air that could lift heavy dust, a zone of air that would resist heating so long as it remained in close contact with the ground, that kind of thing. Minor workings, Shor called them. Heavy improvements in utilizing his mana is what Ulric called them.


He did also learn to make a series of between four and nine dense, remarkably hot, marble sized fire balls that could be fired in sequence or all at once or which could be made to spin to form a basketball-sized shield of flame capable of stopping arrows. Geyrt proved it by shooting a few at him, unbidden when he had asked what it could do later that night. The small streams of cinders that bounced off his clothes when they passed through his shield had not harmed him but he cursed at her soundly and, the next day, Shor wrapped her in a coat of ice and made her wear it for the entire duration of the lesson, having, somehow, learned of the event. He knew not from where, as he'd not mentioned it. Eyes in the portraits and the walls had ears, he supposed.


Geyrt had apologized later for the prank when they were in private, so at least she was scared of something, if not of him. That didn't stop Ulric from dumping a surreptitiously gathered globe of chilled to near-freezing water on top of her while they bathed. She declared the bath off-limits for pranks after the howls of laughter from present kin eventually stopped. Ulric agreed, satisfied that his point was made, and not wanting to lose that one bastion of solace, though lose it he would if she persisted in that kind of uncalled-for tom-foolery. Arrows were dangerous and he was far from a master spell caster, if he'd blown the spell he'd have been perforated.


He had come to awareness, probably slower than he should have, that his Shadow had not fallen so far from the clown tree as she first seemed. The woman was engaged in a guerilla war, setting small ambushes, and planning minor nuisances, all under the guise of feigned innocence and prim decorum. She probably thought he hadn't noticed, mostly because he wasn't sure how he was going to retaliate and so pretended ignorance. He could just order her to stop but that was no way to go about winning the game. No, he would have to be better than that. For now, he was willing to take small losses while he crafted a deeper victory.


Spellwork continued. He had been unable to manage any other completely new spells, other than the [Cinder Pearls] and their [Cinder Shield] evolution. What he had managed was to improve all of his current spells by at least one rank. [Stone wall] was at rank IV and he was getting better at making it into definite shapes, rather than crude blocks. He felt like he was on the cusp of something involving moving liquified regions of stone around the ground, like a puddle he controlled. If he put that under someone's feet and locked it solid they'd be trapped until they could break the stone free. [Ice Blade] was denser, sharper, and chilled things faster at rank III. [Wind Blade] reached rank V yesterday, after he'd played around with the vacuuming effect that he'd employed to accelerate it, following some casual suggestions from Shor and steady coaching from Vedyr's own more mature Caelum spells.


The spell now had a form of auto-targeting. It created a wind tunnel for itself from its destination that both accelerated the compressed air blade and drew it to its target, his control had grown to create blades dense enough that they would no longer disintegrate. The tunnel could be curved allowing Ulric to create several small blades that had unpredictable attack vectors. Coupled with their near invisibility it was a hell of a spell for inflicting wounds on unarmored targets. Best of all, unless the opponent used a spell or mana pulse to shed the tiny threads of Caelum that anchored it, it would not miss and would follow them at ever-increasing velocity, meaning that the harder they worked to avoid it, the more dangerous it got.


Bathe's instruction proved to be the most fundamentally important, as it represented an area in which he had no real prior experience. Evoking was a matter of practice and concentration, understanding the nature of the arcane was like a physics lesson, but body magic on the level of Bathe's was a completely different thing altogether. Bathe used her core to saturate her entire body with mana, binding its tissues in a protective layer of magic that also enhanced it. Most master mages managed to do something similar, to heighten their physicality. Nearly every nonmage class possessed some form of body augmentation skill, at some point, though mostly of a damage reduction variety.


Ulric didn't even know where to start. Infusing mana into his flesh was not the same at all as circulating it through his core. It had to be done extremely slowly, at his level, with tiny amounts of mana, and with the utmost precision. Bathe could, for all intents and purposes, do a full body Overcharge that let her multiply her strength exponentially. At the more casual levels, she was merely five times as strong as she should have been. If that doesn't sound like a lot, wait until someone uses one finger to lift you off the ground or moves faster than you can see to kick a hole through a rock wall without so much as a scrape. He had been suitably impressed until she had Vedyr hit her with a softball-width copy of his [Water Jet] and tanked it without a bruise. Ulric had carved through [Forest Lord] bone with that spell. When he realized that the dainty, beautiful creature in front of him could probably have beaten one of the great terrors of the continent to death with her fists he became more appropriately terrified of her. She hadn't done anything to reduce that when, in his first two days of struggle with the process, even with the other two assisting him, he couldn’t figure out how it was supposed to work. So, she laid a casual hand on his chest, directly over his core, and moved his mana for him. Directly, with no effort on his own part, Bathe Iriel highjacked the mana inside his body to move it according to her direction, showing him the way to properly manipulate his own magic. Just as easily she could have turned his mana against him, destroyed him from the inside. She was a Chi-wielding mana Monk dialed to twelve out of ten. Fucking hell.


Ulric was slow in this practice but he could feel the benefits. Ever so slightly he had bumped up the toughness of his body to the point that his belt knife only penetrated his finger with a fair bit of pressure, instead of the near-instant wounds it produced at the slightest touch before. These were the sorts of improvements that could keep him alive in a place full of monsters. Both those that roamed the wilds and those that walked on two legs.


So it was, on this 11th day, he found the slightest optimism blooming in his heart. Troubles were a coming, but they just might be biting off more than they could chew. A knock on the inner door showed growth of a different kind. By all that was good and growing, his Shadow had learned common courtesy. Somewhere between the ice prison, the frigid water bath, and whatever the hell went on between her and her Mothers while he was having his mystical juices squeezed like a tropicana, she was almost ready to take places. Ulric was under no illusions. A rose, by any other name, would not sting the hand any less than should one brush up against Geyrt Iriel. Their running gag war would not abate and, Ulric had to admit, she kept him on his toes. Easy to relax over much when you were being as well kept as he was under Bald'rt's hospitality.


He dressed into a set of regular old warrior silks, they having quickly become his favorite go to clothing. That leather and bone armor would feel like canvas the next time he wore it. Decency, at least of out appearance, obtained he called to permit his Shadow entry. The carved door, all leaves, limbs, and woven patterns, vaguely Celtic, swung open to reveal the tall, dark skinned beauty that had, through various acts of foolishness by the both of them, become his effective servant, man at arms, and personal assassin.


In she walked all leopard grace and deadly intent. Veridian eyes flecked with gold scanned the room, cataloguing everything in it, before fixing him with its habitual glare. Even after the near two weeks of his stay in Irielhos, her entry still acted like a too bright light, capturing his attention by instinct. At least he no longer went all deer in headlights around her. Just as well, she'd probably find a way to bother him if she knew to what extent her sudden appearance disturbed his inner peace. She already had a tremendously annoying way of finding that exact moment wherein silence had reigned long enough for him to grow comfortable to lay a non sequitur on him and thereby prevent his ever forgetting she was there. It was on purpose. She knew it, he knew it, and she knew he knew she knew it. He should have told her to come in while he was still naked, the sight of his tanned hairy rump punishment for her perpetual distraction. But no, she had knocked and he couldn't break the unspoken rules of courtesy. Another way then.


"Good morning, Geyrt. I trust the morning finds you well. No bruises today bargained for by trading lip with your mother?" He asked.


A slight flinch, followed by a grimace. Ahh, he sighed internally, Wunderbar. He hadn't been sure, not entirely, but she had been slightly too adamant about standing during dinner, claiming an ache in her leg. A mild hitch in her step when one of those pouches strewn about her belt came down a little too jarringly against her hip on the stairs. It was worth spending an arrow, and rewarding when the shot struck truly.


"My bruises, or their absence, will not interfere with my duties Glade Chief. They grow easier by the day as your movements slow." She lilted at him, her tone trying to hide temper.


The remark passed wide of its target, he had watched a seasoned soldier have to have a medic use healing magic on crippled legs when they'd cramped from stance work so hard the muscles had pulled. If you weren't in pain after Idra's training you weren't trying. The only reason he wasn't completely incapacitated was his freakish physiology. Briefly, he was tempted to fight dirty and openly lament that she could not share his suffering by joining them in training. That was a blow too low though, it very much wounded Geyrt that she was no longer welcome among her old comrades as one of their members. There was a difference between trading barbs and trying to truly wound. A different tack, since she'd brought up the topic.


"I am glad that your service does not burden you. I would free you, if I could, but alas, your Father insists that the terms for your duty are lifelong. What was it that Lady Bathe said about master mages trained in body magic, such as she has been teaching me? That they are known to live for hundreds and hundreds of years, well beyond the span of most of their kin? I am afraid that long indeed may be your indenture, if you do your job well." He rejoined, scoring another point.


He could see it scrawled across her face, as it had been when Bathe had told him in her hearing before they parted, that archmages were so long lived. She had been prepared for her sentence to last a century or so. That it might continue well into the lifespan of even her kin was despair. It did not bother him that she should be so aggrieved at the thought of the duration of her term, he would have considered suicide if it were him. Fresh this blow was, across stinging revelation and she bit her lip without returning fire. He was in fine form today, and she knew it. Geyrt knew when he was on top of his game and chose silence rather than take any more punishment. Ulric took his win with some degree of smugness. Taking points off any of the Iriels was a thing well done, they were, to a one, not easy targets.


It was odd, that they should engage in this ritual of casual sparring. But sarcasm was Ulric's true language and Geyrt seemingly didn't know how to talk to anyone but Brighteyes and Idra without demeaning them. Certainly, her cheek was landing her in hot water with her Mothers, now that they had taken a more direct hand in her education. A short talk with Brighteyes, in response to Ulric's half-sarcastic question about how Vedyr hadn't drowned her daughter, revealed that in those days following the Blood Moon rising over Prosper, and the closing of Iriel to any but Elven kin or those directly permitted, Vedyr had been much absent, hunting intruders and border runners.


She had driven like her Heartwood Spear namesake into the organized efforts to undermine the seclusion announcement. Like the Act of Seclusion of old, buried beneath the sea Japan in his world, there had been many who stood to turn a profit breaking the embargo on movement between the North Western part of the continent and the South Western coast, with Iriel lying between. Apparently, hanging the bodies of a couple of dozen of their leaders at a time from the wood line discouraged even hardened smugglers and border runners. But it had taken time and, in that time, Geyrt had been left largely to her own devices.


It had not served her well. What her self-imposed isolation and relentless pursuit of vengeance had done to increase her Hunter's craft, it had only magnified in her insociability. Which, Ulric had to admit, he understood well. It closely mirrored his own descent into hermitude. That was why he was convinced that her Mothers were trying to break her bad habits and why he didn't so much take it personal that she had a bad attitude towards being, essentially, a bodyguard man servant. What she needed, badly, was a friend. He was pretty sure that he couldn't be that, and her Honor, her keeper, not at the same time. That was even assuming he would be able to find enough common ground with her to achieve such a monumental task. Ironic, that he could so easily see now in the alien woman what he'd failed to see in himself before it had, essentially, killed him. He'd imploded under the weight of his own largely avoidable pressures and his spiral of self-destructive behaviors. Death was amazing therapy, really gave a man some perspective.


Having established that, today at least, he was the more able verbal jouster, Ulric beckoned to the tray of breads, cheeses, fruit, and a delicious tea that had been brought early this morning for breakfast. It had been a simple thing, to ask for a breakfast tray and the Duties had done wonderfully with their choices of repast. He needed to give them something to thank them for their incredible efficiency. Put it on the list, Ulric thought.


Silence, as usual, accompanied the meal. It had been a little odd at first, the no talking while eating custom. People in his old world had made discussion during a meal a near ubiquitous norm. A guy could get accused of being sullen if he stayed quiet over dinner. But here, you just enjoyed your meal in peace. It was nice. After the meal, of course, you could chat away. It gave one who did not wish to engage in small talk an easy, polite, out: they simply held a biscuit, or roll, or anything really, on their plate and that bought them a free pass to remain out of the conversation without insulting anyone. Geyrt had fidgeted with a slice of toast until it fairly well evaporated. Those crumbs, those were the crumbs of a battle won in Ulric's heart.


Instead of plying one another with small talk, Ulric took the opportunity to review his personal imprint on the Akashic record, his status. He had done so with increasing rarity, having received fewer *pings* to mark drastic changes while also scaring the living shit out of himself. It seems he had more or less settled down.


[Status]

[image: image-placeholder]

Ulric was delighted to see that his base stats were increasing. When he'd first awakened to Varda, had inspected his stats then, they had been decidely high, for what was considered an average man in the Before. Especially if he thought back to his physical potential on Earth, he’d never been what you might call athletic. At his best he’d have been called fit. Now though? He was head and shoulders above what could be thought of as even exceptional on his home world. At this point, he was pushing into the unknown.


If ten were considered average he was somewhere close to double that in many of his base stats. With the bonuses conferred by various accomplishments, codified by titles in the Akashic, a mystery that still fucked with his brain when he considered it, he was well beyond even that mid-twenties mark. Some of those stats sat at near to triple what an average, unenhanced human should be. He felt it too. His body weighed nothing, unencumbered. Even the absolutely killing work-out regimen with the royal guard was becoming slightly less exhausting, though the damage was accumulating and he needed a recovery day. He would heal from those slight muscle tears, the joint abuse, the bruising, far more rapidly than was normal. Mostly with just a good night’s sleep.


Mana exhaustion daily was pushing his core to grow similarly. He was definitely channeling more mana than he had when he'd arrived. This growth was more subtle, magic was less well defined than the explicit stats, a more fluid concept. Ulric could tell when he concentrated on his core that he was more “full”, that his reservoir of energy was greater. Maybe only enough in the last week to cast one or two extra spells. But that was definitely not nothing, not even close. The Dragons he'd been training with had each been surprised at how many spells he could use or how long he could sustain a particular spell work before tiring. It was unusual they had said, for one of his age to have that kind of volume.


Dangerous, was what Shor called it. His core was still refining pure mana, pure mana that, in great enough concentration, liked to harmonize explosively with literally any other strong mana source. Like the sun. Or fire. Or the air. Or the ground. Or living creatures. Which meant basically everything could set up a chain reaction. Spooky. But that was a problem for Future Ulric, today's Ulric had received a message this morning, indicating that he should attend the Great Hall for an important meeting with the Lord of Iriel and he was, with his Shadow in tow, on his way.


            

    
        Chapter 68: Taking Counsel

    
    
    
    
                
The Great Hall was as impressive as ever. Midmorning found him, accompanied by an evidently recovered Geyrt, standing before the gilded doors. The guardsmen at the door, now familiar fellows in suffering, wordlessly opened the doors at the sight of the two of them. Leaving the crisp air to enter into the comfortable interior was, as he had become accustomed to as of late, another small miracle of magic.


The barriers placed upon the fortress city locked the air temperature into one that would be ever so slightly chill for the unclothed. These same barriers also prevented the apparent gaps in trellised wood windows or woven branch walls from permitting air through them at any noticeable speed lending the place a fresh, almost outdoorsy, atmosphere, without the draft. Yet another trick he was going to have to reverse engineer for his home in the glade.


At the dais, in his customary not quite slouch, sat Bald'rt in his King's chair. To the sides in their highbacked miniature thrones sat the Ladies. Wordlessly, Ulric approached to stand in the presentation area. Idra was a few steps off to the side and nodded his greetings. Various other guards stood their positions. Probably more for the safety of any fools who got lost and stumbled inside than for any of those who sat in the positions of honor.


"Well met Ulric! I am glad you could come early, we will have time for a Midsunsrise meal, if you should like, after we discuss matters of state." The Elf King boomed warmly.


Ulric responded in kind, "And to you Bald'rt, and your Ladies as well. It is good to find everyone in high spirits, even as Winter's grip tightens. I, for one, enjoy the bitter cold, but I know not all are as fond."


Bald'rt smiled then, "Not all of us, or any but you, as it happens, wear a [Winter Wolf] across our face, Glade Chief. But I do agree, the weather has been mild for this season and this is why I have summoned you." Lord Iriel declared, joking, of course, about the beard Ulric wore, and which none of the Aes'r but old Gother did.


"We had agreed to escort you back to the glade to give you the opportunity to set your home in order for a more extended stay and now, with the snows growing thick in the mountains and across the lowlands, I feel it is a good time to come through on this aspect of our agreement. You have had time to settle into Irielhos and to adjust to our customs, quite well, I might add, there has only been one killing, and that one who should have been culled years ago." The man chuckled.


"The Iriel'en have seen your commitment to making good on your status and my wives speak well of your progress, doubters though they may have been when I first vouched for you." The Elf King turned a smug glace to his wives, who greeted him with a collective eye roll before he returned to the discussion.


"Now, with travel within Orlethrem growing sparse, I can spare the men to guide you back to the [Forest of the Forgotten] and your home in this Ancient Glade." Intoned Bald'rt.


There was a lot to unpack in that; as usual, the Elven King put many balls in the air at once, probably on purpose. He did seem to enjoy a fast pace of discussion. Ulric was glad to know that his suffering over the past few days was, at the least, acknowledged as his giving it the old college try.


"Thank you Iriel Chief, and also thanks to your wives and your gift of Idra'se's time. I have learned more in these few days than I would have in months, if not years, of puzzling things out on my own. I hope I have not pulled them away from important matters, in trying times." Ulric said earnestly.


No exaggeration there, he had been given a radical jump start to his mage craft and a foundation on which to learn how to fight, something which he had been, to an extent he had not truly known, truly lacking. It was a gift to be able to watch truly competent artisans work their trade. You didn't necessarily prevent all the mistakes you were going to make watching a master machinist ply his tools, but if you paid attention, you saw a hundred ways to save time, to build efficiency into your own experience. So it was with his training here, he had had his eyes opened to many aspects of spell work and combat that drastically increased the pace of his improvement. There really were no shortcuts on the road to betterment, but it made a great big damn difference if somebody cleared the path in front of you.


A wave of his hand discarded the thought of troubling his wives, Bald'rt having made monopoly on that business.


"Of course not, of course not. Believe me, they would have only put that time to finding more ways to inject trouble into my…erm..." Bald'rt's boisterous voice trailed off with a nervous glance towards the women seated to his left, who had not so much as twitched. He coughed once, lightly into his hand before continuing.


"My apologies Vedyr, I meant to say that it has given my ladies a fine…distraction…from other more tedious matters." Finished the Lord of the Deep Wood, who, Ulric could swear, was bleeding freely from a nearly invisible slit in the side of his robe.


Shor casually loaned her fellow Wife a cloth with which to wipe her knife, in advance, the woman herself having used hers, for the same purpose as now, and given it up for cleaning earlier that day.


Lady Vedyr Iriel, let the blade Ulric hadn't seen her draw slide back into its sheath with a loud snap of guard to scabbard, and spoke without heat, her intended "correction" of her husband coming more from habit than from true anger.


"Apology accepted husband, I do wish you would practice better diligence; it would save the laundresses a goodly amount of time. So too the tailors. Back to our discussion, Ulric's improvements have been acceptable. We have some concern about the unaspected nature of his core and the surety of his need to, at some point in the near future, awaken it."


Shor interjected then, with more urgency than her marital comrade, "It must not be put off too long. The Timeless Gaze may have provided a substantial boon in the formation of your core, Glade Chief, but that does not mean the nature of it is far different from any other. You stand upon the precipice of crisis, closer now than ever for our efforts; either you attempt the awakening, cripple your core's growth to achieve stasis, or risk runaway mana reaction and explosive resonance."


Bathe chimed in calmly, offering Ulric some good news to offset Shor's worrying statement.


"It is well in hand, we are laying the groundwork for a successful awakening Glade Chief. You improve in your mana manipulations with Sister Vedyr, your Way is growing more firm as Sister Shor instructs, and I have seen to providing you some ability at infusing mana, you have most all of the tools to advance, Ulric, so long as you do not wait too long."


Geyrt's expression remained impassive but Ulric couldn't help but wonder if she was on team explode. He couldn't fault her for that if she was. Doubtful he'd ever really know though. Not important, he decided, he was no mind reader and he wouldn't think less of anybody for what they might feel about his untimely demise. Gods knew that was an exercise in paranoid neuropathy.


"I'm glad that you're confident, but, just for my peace of mind, would you mind explaining exactly what sort of process the awakening requires? It'll give me some perspective for the trajectory of my training if I have concrete objectives." Ulric requested, just a tad nervously.


Overprepared was minimally successful, in his experience. His engineer's training had made redundancy and overbuilding keystones to plans not collapsing at their first real stress test. Especially when it was his very own priceless keister on the line.


Shor indulged him.


"The resonant reaction of unaspected mana exponentially rises with the density of that mana. To aspect your core is to evolve it to become capable of automatically resonating with mana as it is refined from the free mana of the world. In a way, it has similarities to casting in that you must intentionally tune the mana inside yourself to a specific form, what form is mostly irrelevant. Cultural and pragmatic reasons push most Elves towards aspecting their cores towards the Lunar, Sylvan, Caelum, Helios, and other elements most prevalently found within the territories of Orlethrem. This is also due to the difference between Elves and Humans." Began the fiery-haired Elf.


"An Elf has a core that is more intimately tied to the land than a Human's. It synchronizes not only with the mana surrounding the body but with the ley lines that flow deep within Varda, and the webs of energy that make up the entire world around the Elf. When inside the region where the core is tuned an Elf has nearly triple the mana regeneration of even the most enduring of Human or Beastkin magi, a thing we call our Homebond. Effectively, Elves on their home territory are immune to mana exhaustion. Outside of this region though the dissonance of strange mana currents and energy flows to which the Elven core is not adapted hinders its ability to extract mana from the surroundings, cutting the regeneration to a fraction of its normal potential. This is one reason we do not often travel far outside our familiar territories, it takes weeks or a very intensive ritual to reconfigure our homebond. Interestingly, Elves born…" Shor continued on with her lecture until Vedyr coughed loudly into her hand.


Realizing she had gone long into a tangent, the tips of her ears reddened in the first serious display of a loss of composure he'd seen from the woman. Looking sidelong at the darker woman to her left in thanks she nevertheless returned to her original point.


"Anyway, I have digressed. To evolve your core first you must actively tune the mana inside it to the element you intend to aspect. This requires the utmost precision, all of the mana must be in harmony or fluctuations can arise that create cascading waves inside your core, resulting in its destruction. While this is happening you must also be cycling the aspected mana throughout your body's mana channels and infusing it into your flesh, to better force any unaspected mana to resonate with only the element intended and none of the surrounding energies. Lastly, you must then build a web or shell of pure aspected mana around yourself, isolating your entire body from the world around you, to cut off contaminating influences. Once you have achieved this you must maintain it for an extended period, minutes to an hour, to force your core to become harmonized to this one and only mana form. To fail at any of these tasks is to perish." Shor finished, grimly.


Ulric didn't like the sound of that very much. It sounded like juggling while standing on a unicycle and jumping through flaming hoops. He wasn't too worried about tuning mana, he had a pretty good feel for that from all of his practice in the glade and his recent experiences in Irielhos had contributed greatly to a finer sense of elemental energies. The cycling was also not a big problem, but infusion was certainly not something he was ready to do and do anything else. He'd only just barely started picking it up and only after Bathe had, metaphysically, held his hand. The shell thing sounded kind of like an Overcharge, a holding of a spell form while you empowered it with mana. If he hadn't been doing that since the beginning he very much doubted he would be able to just add the process into the rest. The real issue was that it all had to be done in concert. Any one thing? Sure, he was confident he could pull it off. Everything at once? That's a yikes.


No sir, this whole thing sounded finicky to him. Worse, it was probably going to get harder to do the closer to crisis he got. If his own internal mana was beginning to react randomly it would put strain on his core, he probably would have to invest some of his limited attention to just keep things under control, adding another layer to the mental gymnastics required doing during the awakening process.


Frowning, Ulric was about to open a line of inquiry to dig out exactly the mechanics of each of those processes until Bald'rt interjected.


"There is a better method Glade Chief. My Shor is a purist Ulric, she believes everything must be done the hard way. It is easier than this if you cheat." Spoke the Elf Lord, ignoring the daggered stare that stabbed at him from his side. Also metaphorically. For now.


"When you go to awaken your core, simply do so in a place that is already concentrated, saturated with the intended element. Lunar Elves tend to wait until a full moon and find a high place. The Sylvans climb a particularly old Heartwood tree deep in the forests. Many who would atune Caelum use Winter's Herald, stand in the open to let the whipping wind saturate themselves. If you can arrange it, this will hasten the process, make it easier to isolate and resonate with a pure elemental form. Most Elves who awaken do it this way." He continued glancing wryly at his Crimson-haired partner.


"Not all are as gifted in the arcane as you dearest wife. Glade Chief you have done well, if you don't mind me saying, for one of your kind and your relative experience, but most would have spent years preparing in advance of their core reaching its saturation limit. It would seem the fates are rushing you down your path at a perilous rate, I would suggest you sway the odds in your favor however you may." Advised Bald'rt seriously.


This was advice Ulric was going to take to heart. Stacking the deck in his favor was well worth some consideration. It would seem that he needed to make choices about which elemental form with which to synchronize his core and begin thinking how to make arrangement on Bald'rt's suggested exposure therapy.


Shor did not look exactly pleased with her husband's "alternative methods".


"Glade Chief, there are ways to do things and then there are correct ways to do things. My husband is not wrong, immersion in the mana you attune does facilitate the awakening, but what he has forgotten is that it also makes it harder to resist being consumed by the essence of the mana and become an elemental." A sidelong glance at her husband accompanied the statement.


"He would not consider that a possibility because his head is harder than the rock that anchors mountains, but many find their wills shaken during the awakening." Shor spoke, her sister wives tilting their heads in agreement as she continued.


"Indeed, the transformation of your core is the first step to being an elemental but mages maintain their identity and condense the mana inside themselves, drawing it through their body and expelling it into the shell which isolates. This is done to protect yourself from excess elemental energy to prevent it from becoming overwhelming. If you do not learn the proper way and go into it thinking you do not have to execute the awakening with dedication, you will not survive." Concluded the Crimson Sphinx.


Bald'rt didn't seem to mind being called stubborn. It was probably akin to someone announcing that the sky was blue. He said nothing though content to have given Ulric a slight edge on surviving the event.


Ulric, in the meantime, was quietly chewing his lip while he tried to absorb this information. He wasn't sure how much time he had to mature his technical skills in manipulation of mana, especially the complex multitasking. He remembered the feverish experience of his first days, before he'd learned to harness mana, when his body had been unable to properly handle being saturated by the heavily mana laden environment of the [Plateau of Ancients]. The major difference being that all he'd had to do then was actually utilize his core to expel mana, driven to it through desperation, terror, and the instinctual desire to live of the [Forest Lord] attack. This awakening would require actual skill, concentration, and full cognizance of what he was doing. Stupid magical wonder, with its stupid magical booby traps. He should have known there'd be a catch.


Ulric remembered then that when he'd scanned Brighteyes, the elf had an aspected core, Lunar to be exact. Didn't that mean that Brighteyes had done this already? Surely something a boy could do Ulric could do. When he said as much the attendant Elves sighed loudly. Uh oh.


It was his Shadow that saw fit to enlighten him with a quiet whisper in his ear.


"Ulric Glade Chief, Lumyt'seit is, how we say, born to his magical nature. My brother attuned his core while watching a full moon when he was ten, a few weeks after having first tempered his core. None had even explained what awakening was, there had been no point, it would have been decades away. He did it on instinct, naturally. It would not be wise to expect that you will do so as easily, almost none are so gifted." Geyrt explained in hushed voice.


Ah. A genius. He might have suspected as much, given the boy's parentage. Now Ulric was looking he didn't see the kid anywhere. Probably studying. His birth mother, Bathe, had put him on house arrest until he'd finished his combat and spellcraft training, in a fit of motherly overprotectiveness.


Well damn, looks like it was going to be the hard-hoed row for Ulric.


"I see, that is good to know Geyrt." He said to the form hovering over his shoulder.


Turning back to the dais he continued in a forced cheerfulness "Never mind then. Thank you for the advice, my hosts, it is more clear now what must be done to prepare for this eventuality. If it helps I don't notice any particular strain on my core yet, nothing out of the ordinary, so we probably have some time."


Bald'rt clapped his hands and said, with actual cheer, "Indeed, this is so! Let us return to the matter at hand then. You have need to return to your glade and make ready for the months that Winter will sit upon the land. I have detached four warriors from Irielhos and a royal guardsman, a young Elf of promise who requested the duty, Kryr'st. These will accompany you through the deep wood and on past the [Ancient's Gate] to your home. They are also going to be scouting the lands above, I have heard tell from the birds of odd movements that I wish made better known. These are ready for travel even now. I advise you begin your journey today Glade Chief, after we have lunched, the snows will deepen swiftly and the blizzards are not to be chanced later."


A sound plan, if announced without as much heads up as Ulric preferred. He couldn't think of any good reason to delay though, the Winter wasn't going to be going anywhere for awhile and it had already been longer than he'd originally planned before returning. He was going to miss the baths, so, so much.


"An assessment I agree with Bald'rt, and thanks again. Let's enjoy lunch then, if you have no other matters of import. It will be a good week before I return to your hospitality, two days going, two days coming, and a day or three, depending on what needs tending to in the glade." Ulric said graciously.


The royal family descended the dais and they all took seats at the table, chatting amicably of this or that once the plates were clear. Over a weak and deliciously spiced wine Bald'rt told tales of the history of the Orlethrem and of his marriages to his wives, political arrangements all, though not entirely. His wives were upfront with Ulric about their initial doubts but that the love of the Lord for his people and his winsome charm were enough to sway them, alongside the advantage of tying their clans to a warrior who had proven himself to be one of the greatest fighters in an age. That they had then created a consortium capable of leading the entire Elven confederation hadn't occurred to any of them until recently and they were determined to preserve their kin through the upheavals to come. Vedyr told stories of the rather lengthy, and semi-murderous, courtship she ran her husband to be through before accepting his proposal. Bathe spoke of a previous husband and son, both lost in wars several centuries past, long before her relatively recent marriage to the Lord of the Deep Wood. Ulric nearly gawped when Shor spoke of her eight daughters and he swore Bald'rt's eyebrows tried to waggle off of his head until Bathe lightly drove a finger onto the stab wound Vedyr had left earlier. All told, it was a pleasant way to spend the morning. Eventually though the meal and talk ran their course and it was time for Ulric to depart Irielhos for the glade.


Ulric was terrible at goodbyes, so he wished them the best and headed off to make ready for travel. The old armor, quaint now that he'd seen more professional stuff, was nevertheless effective in its workmanship. He moved more easily in it now, courtesy of his conditioning with the guardsmen. Geyrt had his bow now so he traveled only with a light pack, his spear, and his bone knife. The woman herself had returned to her usual Hunter's attire, out from the heavy layered robes of her casual wear. The thigh-high boots were still best, in his eyes.


The two of them joined up with the assigned soldiers at the bottom floor of the fortress city. Greetings and well wishes from the busy craftsmen and warriors had followed him the entire way down, making him feel awkwardly welcome in a way he'd never really known. After a brief greeting with his travel companions and some casually exchanged insults with Christ they set off to return to the glade. Ulric found himself slightly down at leaving, in a major surprise to himself, for how much he'd looked forwards to going home.


He was going to miss these odd folk, they had grown on him.


            

    
        Chapter 69: Returning to the Plateau of Ancients

    
    
    
    
                Weatherwise, the day of Ulric's departure couldn't have been better. As had become the norm, the temperature was icy, the wind bitter and dry. Snow fell intermittently as the finest of crystals, shimmering iridescence that pervaded the gaps between branches. In the complete absence of leaves, sunlight poured down onto the leaf-carpeted forest floor. Ulric was a little surprised at the difference in how much brighter was the journey for his return to the grove, dense canopies had made for a rather closed-in, dusky forest. The Elven escort padded lightly, a slight crackling of frosty leaves that was mostly lost in the comparative din of his heavy tread, whose impacts crushed down to the soil beneath.


Ulric was finding that his [Bolt deer] boots would need a substantial upgrade to be fit for extended winter trekking, his toes felt keenly the cold ground beneath. Once they stopped moving he'd need a fire immediately to keep the impending frostbite at bay. The magical substrate of the Iriel'en fortress city, famed Heartwood, resisted greatly the winter's grasp, aided also by the ensorcellment that prevented the air from losing its heat within that place. Out here though, the full weight of the season pressed down onto the land. Unlike the Plateau, with its near constantly gusting winds, the arctic chill pushed through in vigorous waves only every once in a while, all the more potent for its infrequency. Ulric's [Forest Lord] overcoat, fur-trimmed to the inside, bolstered him against the cold, likewise for his leggings of the same material. Such a boon that the Greater beast's carcass had proven to be, food that had sustained him in those early days, protective clothing that, even now, made him virtually impervious to the elements, and bones and ligaments that had produced tooling capable of carving out a living. These had allowed him to carve staves and handles from the improbably hardened boles of [Steelwood] and had given him the ability to cut a dwelling out from the monstrously dense trunk of the fallen giant whose passing had opened a window to the sky through which the grove had come to life. The old beast had turned out to be Varda's gift to him, as he'd been able to survive its last whisps of fury.


Ulric considered that as he walked, confident in his personal safety, that a Vardan gift was an excellent euphemism for something that looks nice but will attempt murder before you can use it.


Geyrt trailed behind him, bow strung and held at an easy ready, hand span arrow head fitted for flight at any sign of threat. The only alteration in her gear from their initial meeting, newly gifted bow aside, was an overcloak of white dappled myriad greys and brows. Clearly, it was meant to be camouflage for those Hunters and soldiers who roamed the deep wood in Winter, with its heavy, deep hood, and thickly furred interior. Ulric had asked her at their outset about the animal from which its hide was derived and Geyrt had been glad to gloat about its construction, the otter-like beasts having been harvested by herself and those considered exceedingly challenging to hunt as they blended into the environment at any season and were swift to evade to cover at the slightest hint of a predator. The fur exterior shed water like oilcloth while the densely fluffy hide of creature, akin to a snowshoe hare, called [Dagger Feet] for their wickedly sharp hind clawed paws, retained heat extremely well.


Ulric had only briefly wondered at how well the cloak actually served to hide its bearer until his Shadow had swiftly climbed a tree and promptly vanished against the backdrop of snow-covered branches. She had run a circuit ahead of their course, scouting the land before returning to her position as rear guard. Ulric would have admitted easily that it was a comfort knowing she was on duty, a drawn bow aimed outwards towards anything that might make trouble.


Few words passed the lips of the travelers. The going was easy, Winter had, as Bald'rt had claimed, been generous in withholding the heavy snows that were typical of this time of year. They were coming, a few dark grey clouds promised it, but, for now, only the lightest dusting had fallen, and that only lasted in the darker shadows of brush or the leeward side of a hill. The trails remained clear and clearly marked, just as they had been when Brighteyes had shown Ulric the way on their journey to return the lad home. With such easy travel, the Elves and their Human ward made distance-eating strides and tirelessly covered the kilometers between Iriel'hos and the great towering wall of Vardan stone that was the face of the plateau. Only the rapid descent of the twinned suns in the sky brought their advance to a pause, the shorter days and seasonal cold forcing a timely camp. Ulric estimated they had covered roughly two-thirds of the distance from Irielhos to the [Ancient's Gate].


Interestingly enough, Geyrt was carrying the tent Ulric had made for Brighteyes. Whether a testament to his own craft or a symbolic gesture of keeping the lad in her thoughts Ulric knew not. Either way, it was a nice thing to see. Driving poles into the frozen ground was less pleasing. Theoretically, he didn't need to do it, the poles balanced well on the level patch of clear ground Christ had declared a traveler's campsite, but he'd rather not chance a stray down gust coming off the plateau tipping it over into campfire or some similar punishment for laziness. Better to give a mallet its time in the sun and be safely assured of warmth through the night.


Travel rations provided proved delicious: bread, cheese, fruit, and charred meat, washed down by jamfruit juice. Ulric couldn't complain, he and Brighteyes had mostly subsisted on dried, smoked meat, and baked glade potatoes, at least until the boy had scored his kill on the [Rock Boar]. After a short communal sit around the campfire, dark and the effort of many kilometers bygone called the travelers to their bedrolls, saving those on watch. Ulric's turn was in the Moon's peak, midnight on his old world, so he gladly turned in early.


An ungentle nudging with delicate feet covered by Geyrt's tall, hard-soled boots urged him from his slumber. Ulric struggled to keep his bitching confined beneath his breath. Even with firelight behind her, the contrast carving Geyrt's form into a silhouette, Ulric could smell the delight she took in rousting him from his blankets. That boot had very obviously been driven by malevolent glee, though her face revealed nothing. Damned Taipan. At least the watch passed without incident, while he huddled with his back to the fire, tucking himself into an imitation of a hermit crab with a fur shell. Of his unruly Shadow, he saw no sight, she had taken to the trees immediately. He didn't mind the absence, the tongues of flame, starry skies, and his own thoughts were company enough, as they had always been. Besides, he used the time to work through the mana channeling and manipulation exercises prescribed by the three Great Ladies and that now familiar balance routine Idra'se had given him to improve his basic coordination when he felt like he needed to warm up.


The second day of the return picked up nearly as the first one had left off. The fire, fed regularly by those on watch, was brought back to full flame.


Breakfast, a haunch of some beast or another, sliced and roasted with seasonings sprinkled over it went well with the bread and fruit. Fruit would become a luxury as Winter wore on and the fresh stuff was consumed. From then on, the fare was preserves, jams, jellies, berry leathers, and other, somewhat more exotic methods of keeping produce. Infrig was used liberally to flash freeze a host of things but many leafy greens couldn't survive the process, these items would be gone until the spring gatherers returned to cultivating their forest plots and tradesmen brought in shipments of summer harvests from abroad. Fortunately, the Elves had made an art form of preparing cuisine from preserved goods, Ulric had little doubt that he'd be glad to sup with these folk all the Winter long. It beat to hell his plan of subsisting on smoked meat and root crops.


Once fed, the travelers packed up camp with practiced efficiency and were devouring the kilometers that separated them the [Ancient's Gate] just after the Twins showered the forest canopy with golden spears of brilliance. Ulric initially kept his attention on his Elven companions and the landmarks of their trail, trying to pick up whatever navigational tricks he might. Occasionally, when Geyrt had returned from one of her frequent rounds of scouting, Ulric would ply her for practice with Elvish. He wasn't quite fluent, still needing to translate the things he wanted to say in his head before he could say them and needing help with many of the contextual vocabularies that littered Elvish.


In a way, their language reminded him of speaking to technicians in niche fields. They used so much jargon that, if you were an outsider to that particular area of expertise, you would swiftly be lost. He remembered the floor engineers placing pools on how long it would take him and his colleagues to lose executives or administrative personnel when they inevitably attempted to peek under the hood to find new ways to squeeze productivity out of the already overworked staff. Ulric smiled at the memory of winning a rather large prize pool by using terms for metallic bonding interactions that hadn't been employed since precollapse, most of them dug out of a preserved library of long-extinct publications on the topic. Zintle type polyanionic clusters. Mixed doner ligand strategies. He nearly spat to remove the taste of the obnoxious terminology from his mind.


Other than the few tangential distractions of these reminiscences and tricks for keeping one's way in the bush, Ulric found himself growing slightly bored by midmorning. Thusly motivated he made the hike into an applied Thousand steps practice session. He kept the angles of his feet firmly in mind, alternated in half steps on occasion, and he would run through short sequences and then jog to make up the ground before repeating the process. The soldiers accompanying him razzed him briefly until Christ joined in, the two of them trying to outdo one another for the more ridiculously difficult transitions or rapid cadences. Seeing their royal guard companion seriously engaging in the training put a thoughtful expression on their faces. The guards were chosen based on highly competitive dueling and combat scenario games, similar to how the ancient Olympics were used to display combat prowess between the Grecian city-states of old. Young as he was, Christ was head and shoulders the superior fighter amongst these trained combatants. Even hard to impress old Idra thought he had potential.

Minds flashing back to more or less horrific memories of being subjected to Idra's brand of combat school, the warriors focused on keeping watch on the surroundings then and hoped not to be roped into more of that special flavor of misery. Aside from this game between Ulric and Christ, little evidence was there to suggest that this party was anything other than a particularly devoted group of outdoors enthusiasts. If, of course, you ignored the baleful gaze of Geyrt Iriel, a scowl that seemed to dare the forest to spit up something to deserve her wrath, and enough weapons between the lot of them to convince an observer that they meant to arm a small village.


The odd detail about field craft here, linguistic touch-ups there, and a particularly devilish series of movements designed by Christ to make ones knees invert kept Ulric fully occupied. It was with some surprise that, upon breaking out of a particularly dense copse of [Azure Cedar], Ulric found himself but a stone's throw from the platform of the [Ancient's Gate]. Time spent enduring combat drills with the Royal guard had paid dividends, Ulric's fitness had found a peak he and Christ stood panting before the monument to Elder days. Legs tired but not spent soon regained their strength as one of the troop, a heavily scarred Elf whose name Ulric had been unable to remember, activated the lift to bring them up the sheer face of the escarpment. Home.


As the platform soundlessly rose, Ulric, more sensitive now to mana than he had been when last he had ridden the lift, and now with a less mana-dense environment with which to compare, felt the thickness of the magic as they approached the plateau's surface. Heavy, cold air, laden with a certain stiffness he now attributed to sheer magical density, swept into his lungs. It tasted like home. Scents of the Elder trees, the mossy floor of the forest, free of snow thanks to the densely covering skyward ceiling that was the great Canopy, drifted up to his nostrils. Other odors pervaded, fallen leaves, and those of a more animal nature. The musk of a buck [Bladefern Elk] hit Ulric's senses, and he could have sworn he could follow it to the owner, so rich was the air with it. The others were no doubt aware of the animal's presence, if the scrunched noses were any indication. Pleasant was not on the menu with [Bladefern Elk], they frankly smelled like fermented shit and that without the musk.


Unaware of the slight smile upon his features Ulric started forward now fully capable of leading the party back to the familiar ground of his glade. The Twins, high up now, though mostly obscured by a dense cloud promising snow fall, still provided sufficient bearing to permit easy navigation. There was also the panoramic vista of rolling forested hills, the fantastically ribboning Zelus, and, far more distantly, the faint mountain chain that defied his old world understanding of perspective.


Ulric had learned more about the geography of these parts, some from Brighteyes some from the odd conversation with Taipan, Geyrt, Ulric reminded himself. Those mountains were absolutely mind fuck colossal. Even the middling ones were Everest sized and the highest would dwarf that greatest of Earth's peaks. Nothing lived at that altitude above ground, earning it the apt name Skypiercing Spear or, in Elvish, Caelus Dor'yt. Just visible was that peak so impossibly far to the South that Ulric would not have believed it, stretching near to the outer reaches of space. Only the curve of the planet and atmospheric conditions could ever hide that mass of stone. Impossible was what that mountain was, the product of some ultimately powerful entity or magic, to lift stone upon itself in defiance of reason.


With all of these guideposts so readily at hand, Ulric could retrace his steps, and the glade called like a lodestone, pulling him to his domain.


This impulse was brand new and, Ulric suspected, deeply related to his title [Lord of the Ancient Glade]. Perhaps a budding instinct of similar source to his troubling aggressive tendencies towards all challengers. There had to be a linkage between them, he might have been an asshole in his old life but he'd never been homicidal. And there was no doubt, that instinctive reaction was decidedly more murdery than Ulric was comfortable admitting. At least the other facet of his Akashic nonsense, the one called [Warrior's Instinct] tended to pull a calming frame of mind into place that resisted the influence once the shit was on. Damned good thing too, losing your cool in a fight was bad for longevity, from what he knew.


Stats weren't the only influence of these connections to the Akashic record, the world exhibited its own pull on the denizens who resided thereon. Varda itself had a mystical communication with the lives that populated it, largely through the manifestation of whatever the fuck the Akashic record actually was. Classes, stats, titles, it all got murky in Ulric's mind and reeked of godshit. The real kind, none of that thee and thou wilt worship this statue every third day stuff, just good old fashioned Let There Be Light levels of fuckery. These were influences well beyond the philosophies of Ulric's old universe and he was distinctly unsure where in this whole scheme a reincarnated former engineer fit. If, indeed, he fit in anywhere at all. That could have been the Watcher's game, afte r all. A cosmic wrench thrown into the works to see what happens when it locks up the gears. Ulric didn't think that to be the case, not seriously, but, anymore, it wouldn't have surprised him either.


Breathing deeply of the heavy air he let that train of thought go. Spiraling and unproductive, there was nothing to be gained plumbing the infinite possibilities of what if, not without any means to test his ideas. A hypothesis without an experiment was the grossest waste of brain cells this side of string theory. Fortified, Ulric started to push forward only to be halted by a hand on his shoulder. They were a bare few meters away from the platform and the unexpected contact made him impulsively look around, Elven folk didn't touch casually, not out in the field anyway.


"A moment, Glade Chief." The hand belonged to Christ, whose normal good cheer had been replaced by concern.


The troops had scattered to canvas the Gate and the surrounding ruins near the landing. One, a female with ribbons of silver fabric woven into her short braid, looked up and shouted, "Here! There is sign, though it has been obscured. A small party, no more than ten, at least ten turns of the Twins ago."


The group drew up around her as she rose. His escort had grown grim, this meant an incursion into the sacred lands, again, and unscouted. They took it personally.


"This is ill fortune, Glade Chief. It cannot be allowed to pass." Christ said with smoldering anger. He and the rest had clearly not expected such a finding. Hands were unconsciously testing weapons in sheaths and gripping hafts. Ulric caught himself fingering the small Giga bear bone throwing knives in his leg holster and willed stillness into his hands.


Scar spoke up, gravelly voice hard "Word must be passed to Irielhos. Lord Iriel must know of this, and sooner than later."


Nods passed around the group of warriors.


"This is true." Christ admitted. "Which among you covers ground most swiftly?" He asked the group.


"I do." spoke Ribbons. "I can run this lot into the ground and have energy to spare when it done." She grinned as she said it, taking the edge off the jab. The rest of them greeted her sass with a roll of eyes.


Christ acknowledged her with a grin that vanished as he considered events.


"Then you will take the Gate and return to Irielhos, report what we have found here to Lord Iriel. I will continue to lead our party to Ulric Glade Chief's home, as we had originally intended. We will also be able to scout for sign of these trespassers and, perhaps, determine their intent."


Christ's words were turned into actions, Ribbons activated the [Ancient's Gate] immediately and descended.


Turning to Ulric the royal guard apologized needlessly "I am sorry Ulric, but this has changed things. We must determine if there is a threat to Iriel. None should be here, none would dare. No word has passed Iriel'en lips to outsiders of your killing of the beast. There are trespassers within Iriel, and this cannot be allowed."


Shaking his head Ulric put him to ease, at least on that score. "There's nothing to be sorry for Christ, we are of one mind in this. We're going to kill two birds with one stone here: get to the glade and put my house in order, and also find out who has the balls to stomp around my home while I'm visiting friends." A simmering anger had entered his tone even as he thought about the presence of strangers invading his glade.


It was back again, the whisper of violent intent. A murmur he suppressed thoughtlessly, not needing the distraction. Just what in the hell was going on here? Winter was on in full, only the massive arbors had kept the ground here free of at least a meter of snow. Blizzards would be blowing in fiercely, carried on a brittle wind. What would drive someone to travel all this way, through Elven territory, uninvited? At the least they risked the few denizens of the forest that roamed actively in this season, hunger driving them to heightened aggression, according to Geyrt. At the worst they risked running into Hunters on patrol and, in all likelihood, those would shoot first and ask questions later. The fact that they had made it this far, for a second time in as many months, meant that they had to have some way of evading detection or that they had intel on the positions and patterns of Iriel'en patrols.


When Ulric voiced this concern more than one set of eyes widened. One of the other warriors, a rare greatsword wielder whose blade vaguely resembled a great butcher's cleaver, objected. "None would tell an otherkin of the patrol dispositions, none who know them, at least. That they have a way to escape notice is clear, but I cannot believe that any would reveal this knowledge willingly." Cleaver declared with certainty.


Ulric was inclined to agree with him, nothing of his experiences with the Iriel'en indicated that they would have problems with moles in their outfit. They were too unified, too insular, and, if Ulric was being totally honest, too contemptuous of the otherkin. That meant that someone had figured out a way to avoid some of the best scouts, admittedly self-proclaimed, on this corner of Varda.


Ulric had been hunting most of both of his lives and he hadn't met any people that moved so easily through the brush or as quietly as these Elves. Earthen myths had been pretty spot on with regards to their sylvan prowess. Taipan had managed to sneak up on both Ulric and her own little brother, from the front no less, and take a shot in total stealth. That there was someone or someones who could bypass similarly skilled woodsmen was almost certainly due to some bad juju being worked. It also served as a warning to Ulric. Moving through enemy lines and setting up an ambush required virtually the same skillset.


Geyrt, in a rare occurrence, addressed the group.


"It is not impossible for traitors to exist, it has happened, rarely, before. Information can be gained through many methods, however. Passive external spellworks are disrupted within Irielhos but active intrusions or scries, if cast by a gifted enough mage, could get through to listen to enough soldiers to get tactical information. It would take a very subtle touch and a great deal of time to accumulate information this way without detection but it could be done. The potential also exists for enough clues regarding Hunter locations, gleaned from copied scouting reports, to reveal the most likely patrol courses. These could be gained without an active conspirator but, more likely, would involve someone connected to the regional villages who could also gain access to scouting reports in number to cross-reference them and gain a rough map of our force concentrations. Iriel supplies its scouts to most of Orlethrem, it would take a great effort to identify holes in our security for a well-funded and long-running spy network."


Wow. Ulric couldn't help gawping at her for a second. Who would have thunk it? Geyrt Iriel was a counterintelligence expert. In a way, it made complete sense. She had learned from her mother, one of the best Hunters her people ever produced, and had been carrying around a murder boner for otherkin ever since her brother was assassinated. What else to do with one's hundred year-long grudge than learn to recognize and deconstruct organized intrusion attempts? It briefly made him wonder just how many people this adorable, dusky vision had killed in her time. That…probably merited a short discussion later.


It was a solid analysis, Ulric, no great military mind, of course, couldn't see any flaw in her conclusions. She had also introduced a possibility that had never occurred to him, but which he now could not get out of his brain: scrying. Remote viewing or listening spells. It was one thing to improve your eyesight through some kind of mana binoculars or telescopic air lenses or some shit, these ideas had been tossed around in Ulric's idle brainstorming sessions, but the thought of magical surveillance from afar sent chills up his back. He needed to figure out how to enable some kind of passive scry busting and he needed to do it ASAP.


"Nahl’ir and Taipan may both be right.” Christ announced, “These are all good and fair points, I say. And all deserving of consideration for the powers that can act on them. Here and now though, we grow no closer to our goals and the Twins dance no slower for our uncertainty. We have, perhaps, enough time to get to the glade, if Ulric is able to find his old path swiftly.”


Ulric felt a little more pressure to get the team to the glade now, the stakes were higher than before. So occupied was he that he missed the glare his defacto body guard shot at Christ, and that Elf’s returned wink.

“Best case scenario we arrive by nightfall, the [Forest of the Forgotten] is dim at the best of times but that snow cover is going to be near impenetrable as we get deeper in and lose the sunlight. I can’t see in the dark so I hope some of you can." He told the group without enthusiasm.


Christ didn't seem thrilled at that prospect but agreed in principle.


"So be it, we must now move with haste. The time for easy pace is gone, we will move as swiftly as we are able, I would prefer camp in a defensible location from here on out. We go." Declared the young guardsman.


The group followed his lead breaking out into a rapid jog. Ulric was near the front, using the navigational tips he'd been teaching Brighteyes when they came through the first time to retrace their original route. The lack of undergrowth and snow cover allowed them to make excellent time.


Down the rolling hills, buried trunks of ancient trees long dead, and over them, they ran, jumping creeks and rock outcrops, around the massive pillars of Elder trees, on and on for kilometers. Cleaver and Christ were on point, to Ulric's left and right and a few paces ahead, the other two soldiers, near twins of one another, were a few paces behind and ten or so paces out wide to either side, ready to flank any opposition. Geyrt maintained her usual position in Ulric's shadow. His legs were lightly burning, and he grimaced, recalling the expenditure of energy playing games with Christ. He was fine though, he would be able to keep this up for as long as he needed to, it was not in vain the hours spent both with Idra and without working his body. Eventually the burn faded as his muscles settled into the marathon rhythm. None of the troops fell out, of course, they were veterans at least a hundred years Ulric's senior, and the party made a ruck that would have killed the much vaunted Rangers of the precollapse North American military.


Unfortunately, though it was as Ulric had predicted, darkness fell far more rapidly than was welcome. There was a glorious span where the rays of the twin suns poured into the gaps between the plateau below and the snow-blanketed canopy above and turned the forest into a prismatic golden tunnel. When that period ended though, dark swiftly followed, as if consuming the light to create total blackness. They passed a landmark, two great pillars that stood so closely that even the slightest of these Elves would have to turn sideways to squeeze between them, that Ulric declared to mean they were around five kilometers from the glade. Christ declared the trees a fortifiable position and, with the forest turned to pitch around them, a stop to the journey. Ulric chafed a little, he could almost taste the air of the glade, but agreed. With who knows what out there and making light being out of the question, they'd be a beacon for enemy fire, it was the right call. He didn't have to like it though. What he liked less was that they ate cold rations and camped without fire that night. It was a long, cold, misery of a night. Ulric alternated sleeping, laying there staring at the blackened roof of his travel teepee, and shivering to stay warm, even in his fur clothes the night air held a bitterness that seeped into bones. Just before his mind faded to sleep one last time that night a though hit him: he'd missed his evening balance and magic exercises. Fuck.


            

    
        Chapter 70: Back to Hearth and Home

    
    
    
    
                Morning's light was late in arriving at that cold camp. All that meant for weary travelers was that they decamped in the dark. Ulric didn't know how they knew what time it was but he didn't bother asking questions. He was too anxious to get back to the glade, this close it called to him. Home sweet home.


They traveled those last kilometers slowly, visibility was improving steadily but, as Ulric knew intimately, the wood beyond the glade was wild and strictly ankle-breaker country. Soon enough, Ulric's eyes took in the familiar sight of the break in the towering floor to the sky. The Twins, still too low to be seen directly, nevertheless poured light into the clearing as they came out into the open. It was, more or less, as Ulric remembered. Low shrubs dotting small rises, saplings rising only a few dozen feet, scrawny compared to their aeonic brethren, and various other isolated cousins, including a stand of [Steelwood], some of them coppiced beneath a layer of white powder. It seems the leaf fall had mostly buried the outer edges of the glade and he could not see the berry bushes that lined its borders with the vast forests beyond. On top of the great leaves, the powdery snow had fallen deeply into this canopy hole, it was at least a meter deep already. A grey cloud at the edge of his sight promised more yet.


There, in the approximate middle of the glade, lay the corpse of the dead [Godtree]. At its base, on the Southward facing end of the clearing, reared up the broken crown of roots and the shattered stone beneath. Now buried in ice and snow, lay his rockpool. There, inscribing a modest half-acre semicircle, was visible the spiked fence that demarcated Ulric’s homestead.


A satisfied sigh escaped his lips. He felt like it had been an age since he'd left. For all that he'd been enamored of the Elven woodlands below, had been astounded by their architectural splendor, and had been granted ultimate comfort in the fortress city, here was his realm. But he had not long to enjoy it. Pressing matters were at hand, there were invaders on the plateau and he was going to do something about it, if possible.


Best case scenario, some very sneaky merchants or smugglers were hoping to make a bit of quick coin exploring the riches of the newly explorable plateau. Worst case scenario the interlopers were scouts of the same flavor as those marauders who had kidnapped Brighteyes. It wasn't likely that a great many had managed to infiltrate the [Ancient's Gate], too good was the screening of the Elves. A small band, under cover of magical warding and excellent intel, perhaps. But a regiment of troops? Unlikely.


Signs of Ulric’s habitation could be seen, tanning racks suspended here and there on the sides of the half-buried giant, a large snow-covered mound that would be his wood splitting block, the dusted outdoor firepit and tripod for hanging cookpots, and two stacked round smokers. Various other projects were largely invisible under the fresh powder. Mostly though, was the comforting sight of the large shelter Ulric had built into the side of the [Godtree] trunk. His craftsmanship was sound, the notched and stacked limbs, their gaps packed with clay and moss, stood strong. The angled bark-shingled roof, with a rock and clay chimney rising from one corner, its chimney cap of bark, was proud over the simple door that beckoned to shelter within, if only he dug away the snow bank blocking it.


Without preamble, Ulric knelt next to the door and scooped snow away from it, rapidly clearing the way. The trident, whilst an excellent pokey tool, was not so wonderful a snow shovel and Ulric bent over to use his hands to get the thing done. A minute later he had enough of the powdery stuff shifted to get at the woven sapling and clay-wattled portal, with its sturdy wood handle.


"Well, here we are. My home is open to you all, such as it is." Announced Ulric, pulling open the door to his shelter to reveal the rustic interior and its meagre comforts.


Geyrt looked skeptical, at best, at the cold, yet dry, interior with its low stone firepit, two pole beds mounded high with hides. Along the walls ran a trio of rough timber shelves, filled by crudely fired pots and jars alongside more durable [Steelwood] cylinders, shaved of their bark and smoothly carved. Each container was lidded tightly by glassresin lipped lids. A couple of tripod stools sat against a wall, and a large stone and clay hearth dominated one corner of the hewn room, its chimney rising out through the roof as from outside. The chimney cap from outside was seen to allow the smoke from the firepit to draft out, but a set of notched limbs allowed a slat of wood to be slid into place, block it and thus reducing the heat loss from the shelter when cooking wasn’t occurring.


Despite her habit of sleeping in the rough on patrols, the Elf woman was also of a high status amongst her people, who had been cultivating their lands for thousands of years with artistry and mastery, and, most importantly, time, to refine their dwellings. The craftsmanship here was less than impressive.


"This hovel is where my dearest brother was housed to recover from his wounds?" She asked with not a little disbelief.


"It's a little cozier when it isn't buried in snow," Ulric said defensively, "I might also add that I had to build everything here, alone, with this axe on my pack, some homemade carving knives, in between hunting monsters, gathering forest edibles, the ones that I could figure out wouldn't kill or cripple me with toxins. Oh! And also, bear in mind, I was dropped, naked, into a strange world a bare seven-moon cycles ago from a world of technological miracles you couldn't imagine, where knowing how to weave a rope from bark and grass was considered an oddity. You'll have to forgive the rough edges Princess, I've been busy."


The other soldiers smiled. His Shadow frowned but didn't refute the point. In truth, they were not completely unimpressed with this pocket of rudimentary civilization. The materials to work with were not optimal, from a construction point of view. [Steelwood] was a wonderful material when the finished product was presented. It was a bastard to actually work with. The same could be said of the lithic [Godtrees] whose wood was nigh indestructible outside dedicated application of fire and a tool of at least [Forest Lord] bone hardness, driven by nigh inhuman strength. And a sturdy mallet.


Christ broke the slight tension with his usual ease.


"We accept the hospitality of your home Ulric Glade Chief, thank you. If it please you, we will establish a base camp just near to your most economical apartments and set about clearing the area of snow. It is likely that we will need to scout outwards in all directions, possibly for days, to determine the extent of the infiltration. We must also construct sleds to transport whatever goods you have deemed necessary for our return to Irielhos."


"Right, right, of course, you're right Christ." Ulric conceded, ignoring his Shadow's disapproval, "We'll get this place cleaned up and squared away in no time. How do you want to handle the scouting parties?" He asked, after a bit of ear twitching and frowning deliberation.


Christ took a few moments to think it over before opening and quickly closing his mouth. Then he took a few more. Eventually he worked it out to his satisfaction.


"I am worried Ulric." The young Captain bluntly stated, his hand stroked the hilt of his saber absently.


"That our territory was not once, but twice penetrated without an alarm raised is something unheard of. Normally, the Otherkin of Prespang come stomping around with soldiers in formation, trying to bludgeon their way where they are not welcome. Then we draw them into the wood and bleed them until they have decided they have watered Orlethrem enough and they go away for a hundred or so years." Admitted the normally good-humored Elf, his Red and Bronze flecked eyes drawn down in concern.


"This tactic, this approach, that I would not have said was possible, of making inroads so far into Elf land through stealth, is new. Its success is new, rather." He said, worry creeping into his tone.


"It's a thrice damned disaster is what it is." Chimed in Cleaver, almost growling the words out from behind clenched teeth.


Christ acknowledged the warrior with calming gesture before he continued.


"It means that whoever is behind these movements has studied our tactics, has the wisdom and resources to undermine our regular defenses. Normally I would have us rove out separately, going wide in each direction, to spiral inwards and thus catch the invading force in a net. If we cannot be guaranteed to be in control of first contact though, I will not risk Iriel'en lives, allow us to be ambushed alone by unknown foes. No, we will rove out in a team of three, the triads more like standard Hunter protocols in dangerous territory, and zig-zag to find signs, each day in a new direction. It is slower but risks less. The remaining soldier will assist you and your Shadow with tasks here in home base." Concluded the young understudy of Idra'se.


That was good enough for Ulric.


As much as he wanted to follow the buzzing impulse at the base of his spine, to just head out and start prowling around for whoever was infringing on his home, it wasn't a good idea. Luck had been on his side so long ago when he'd rescued Brighteyes. He'd been in a fantastic ambush position, intended for [Bolt Deer] or [Bladefern Elk], but just as effective for men, and had had the advantage of two wounded Greater beasts for distraction. Walking into an ambush wouldn't yield fruit he'd care to eat. If these Elves were anything to go by, coming against a party of prepared elite scouts, who knew he was coming things could get ugly, quickly. But damned if he didn't still want to go out there right this moment and find out who had the brass to come stepping around his backyard, even so. Age-old wisdom spoke to him "Discretion is the better part of valor". The instinctual urging, a tiny, but forceful voice, meanwhile, ranted more along the lines of "Kill, Kill, Kill the white man, kill him until he is dead." Ahh, sweet duality.


Ulric distracted himself by inviting the Elves to make themselves at home, which, to them, meant to begin unpacking their gear and finding places to lay their bedrolls, while he saw to a fire. Despite his offer to take a rest inside the only structure in the clearing, the warrior troupe set up their tents in the flat spot Ulric liked to use to split wood and make with the crafting. For Ulric, first priority was getting the hearth and firepit inside his shelter lit, to give his guests a windless place to warm themselves, the chill of a flameless night still upon all their bones.


It didn't take long to clear off his stack of firewood and bring a few smaller logs to dry. Kindling was provided by looking in on his reserve of dried wood that lay underneath his bed. A quick search of the glade yielded some tinder, fluff pods from a tall variety of plant that liked to grow in the low places of the clearing, places that remained shaded and wet, or, now, frozen and buried beneath near two meters of snow from drifts. The [Glade Cat-tail] stalks tasted like celery, their roots like broccoli, and their fluff burned like a resinous torch. A most useful plant it was and Ulric had long ago memorized its preferred growing locations.


Once the fire was well established, his escort gladly packed into the shelter and warmed themselves by the flame. As the deepening cold left their bodies he extracted his large woven [Steelwood] bark water pot, drew water from the rockpool, which required bashing a hole in the ice with his axe, and hung it over the flame on a pole tripod. Basket weaving had never really been his schtick but it had proven itself a near miraculously useful craft out here, where carving jars or throwing a clay pot was an incredibly large time investment and easily failed due to faults in wood grains or cracks in clay during firing. The best part was that the [Steelwood] bark strips, true to their namesake, carried heat easily through to the water within but burned only with difficulty.


Soon enough, the water boiled and he threw a selection of dried tea leaves from one of the leather pouches hanging from a drying rack strung across the back wall of the shelter. His guests seemed faintly amused at the primitive, if thorough, show of hospitality. They were all of them astonished by the rich flavor of the tea though and Christ told him that whatever that plant was, Ulric should never tell anyone where it grew until he was paid dearly. By their expressions it was near to Elf catnip. The warriors all sat back with contented sighs as the aroma and warmth set them to ease. The sight of Geyrt's blissful smile while she sipped the tea put a slight stirring into the host and he made an effort to look elsewhere. Best not to get any ideas, it had been a while now since dearest Hal'et had made waves with him. It sure was nice to be appreciated though, and the pleased expressions of his guests was a surprisingly welcome sight to the formerly hermetic man.


Ulric was inspired to grab one of the last preserved shoulder roasts of [Forest Lord] in his meat cache. There was precious little left of the great animal. Knowing now what he did about the creature he couldn't help a little sadness thinking about it. He owed much to that last, insane, denatured guardian of the [Plateau of Ancients], and wished that things could have been different, that it could have known peace and companionship instead of tireless rage and violence. There wasn't much point to it, what was was, but still, it didn't hurt to wish that the world could, sometimes, be gentler. All worlds, as it happened. Old Earth didn’t have a monopoly on suffering, just a more refined touch applied by his own species’ doings.


Moving along, he refilled everyone's tea and his own before redrawing water and putting the roast into the pot. He used his knife to dice some glade potatoes, carrots, a radish-like root, and some somewhat spicy herbs, caramelizing them on a rock before adding them to the soup. A little salt from his pack, that last, greatest, missing ingredient held precious in its dry box in his pack, a gift of his Elvish neighbors, finished the seasoning.


His guests watched with interest and some degree of amusement, at the odd man's dedication to playing host.


It only took a few minutes before the dried meat began to pour its rich aroma into the shelter. Ulric had actually forgotten how incredibly delicious the Gigabear meat was. Mouths watered as he stirred the pot and drew off the scum from the top of the darkening broth. Wooden bowls were shortly filled with [Forest Lord] stew and Ulric garnished them with a final pinch of some savory crushed leaves whose taste was akin to oregano, with an almost vinegarish note. That herb has cost him blood, picked from a devilishly thorned bush, barbed tines guarding lushly delicious foilage.


The assembled Elves breathed deeply of their bowls before diving in to eat with abandon. Everybody was hungry, and that always helps, but they did seem to genuinely enjoy the meal, a mark of pride for Ulric's well-honed bush cuisine. A series of instructionals on turning foraged edibles into fine dining, courtesy of Sage Stroud of the Pre-Collapse, served him well these past months.


"Glade Chief, you are a surprising creature." Said his Shadow suddenly, her voice utterly devoid of its normal veiled irritation, looking up from a nearly inhaled bowl.


"You hide many talents. Sometimes you appear as a savage, others as a scholar, and, now, you show domestic abilities I would expect of a caretaker. Never have you mentioned that you could cook properly. Or carve beyond the shaping of minor tools. Or, Great Sky's Above, weave! A water-tight weave of such difficult material as this [Steelwood] of this glade is good enough to hold a place with our own weaver's young apprentices. With this food, and that tea, you have an artisan's gift for flavoring. I can say with confidence that you would find success in a traveler's kitchen should you choose to open one." She praised, dead serious.


"I would second your Taipan's assessment, Glade Chief," Said one of the unnamed soldiers, a man with one green-gold, one red-gold eye, the only heterochromatic Elf Ulric had seen, who very studiously ignored Geyrt's hissed "I am not a Taipan!" as he continued, "Never did I guess that a Lord recognized by the Akashic would cultivate such refined domestic craft. Next, you will pull out a barrel of mead, and truly will I be in awe."


"If I told my comrades that we were served a wilderness meal unrivaled by our own kitchens in Irielhos, by the Glade Chief, no less, they would near demand satisfaction for an untruth." Finished Santa, the Elf dubbed in Ulric's thoughts for his holiday-themed eyes.


"Where have you learned such skills, if I may ask?" Inquired Twin One, or was it Twin Two?


"Indeed, did you train with masters in your life previous?" Followed Twin Two, maybe One.


If not for the utter seriousness of their questions, Ulric would have been ready to declare that he was being made the butt of an incredibly drawn-out ruse. They weren't joking though, they were absolutely genuine. Ulric's interdimensional status, his magic, his position as a minted Lord of the Lands, none of this impressed these Elves. No, it was the skills honed by a bachelor's life and his random hobbies practiced while dreaming of long-dead wilderness that had them gobsmacked.


"Ummm…thanks? This is uh…just normal though. I always prepared my own food, and I enjoyed handicrafts in my spare time when my day's work was done. I've done this kind of thing for the last thirty or so years, reading books and watching tutorials, from, I guess, artisans, or at least professionals. Hell, if I hadn't had to leave the Glade and escort Brighteyes I was planning on making some grain spirits to tide over the Winter. Christ, is this really so strange?" Ulric asked.


His newmade friend gestured with his hands, an Elven sign of affirmation.


"It is. Most Elven families divide their responsibilities and it is rare for one individual to have any great skill at so very many aspects of home, even more so when they have trades in other domains, like smithing and the combat arts. Especially to cook as you have, this is very rare.” Informed the young swordsman, indicating the soup pot as he did.


“You know which herbs to add, and when, and how much to bring out the flavor of the meat without overwhelming it. You have chosen complementary vegetables, prepared by appropriate treatments of heat to retain their pleasing texture, that also round out the nutrition of the meal to be completely balanced.” Praised his partner on the training field.


He smiled and actually looked a little embarrassed, admitting “I cannot cook at all, other than to roast flesh over a fire.”


That failing was echoed by the other warriors, except for Santa, who, being a Hunter, was somewhat capable, though he professed to being unable to come close to matching the spread Ulric had provided here.


“Also!” interjected Christ, “The other tasks, the sewing and weaving and fabrication of clothes, and such, these are not so common either. I have a head for knot work but would not know where to start stitching the hides that you have sewn into those blankets on the beds. I can carve, somewhat, but, mostly, I am a fighter. You, you might even be able to qualify as a Duty." Christ explained.


A Duty? One of the servants who maintained the citadel? The Elf made that sound like the highest praise. When Ulric asked about it, the entire group professed amazement. Duties were among the most honored citizens of the citadel, trusted completely with the possessions, homes, safety, and cleanliness of the entire city. Cooking, cleaning, weaving, sewing, tailoring, carving, upholstery, maintaining defensive wards, and vigilantly watching out for the inhabitants of the citadel, the Duties did it all. This position was regarded with great respect amongst the Iriel’en.


Housekeepers, that is what the Iriel'en revered.


Ulric was stunned.


How had he missed it? The Implicit trust, the complete faith that all would be safe and secure in their hands, wherever they went and in all that they did. That quiet efficiency that Ulric had noted time and again, these were not mere servants, they were the glue that held the fortress together. Elven society revolved around the functionality of these ever-present but, rarely noticed masters of the domicile.


Now that Ulric thought about it, the easy teasing, frequent challenging statements, and competitive nature of the Iriel'en Elves had never once been turned toward a Duty. They were always treated with respect and requests of their time were made with utter politeness. Huh. Color him surprised.


Never had he intended to live as a caretaker for Elf fortress cities but he'd keep that information in his hip pocket. Retirement was best planned decades in advance. Ulric did have to admit a great deal of satisfaction in cobbling together a fine meal for guests and the fire in his own hearth warmed more than just his flesh. This…was not bad.


Best to enjoy the moment, there would be blood and dying in the near future; he could feel it. If he had anything at all to say about it, none of either would belong to him.

            

    
        Chapter 71:  Working and Playing Hard

    
    
    
    
                When his guests had finished their impromptu breakfast, Ulric bustled around cleaning up, rejecting offers of help with a preemptory "Sit, sit, just relax awhile, I've got it." to their collective bemusement.  Even Geyrt, whose role as a Shadow had her mostly acting in a subservient position, was treated as he had been taught so long ago by his parents, rules of hospitality ingrained in him.  Courtesy with neighbors and treating guests like they were visiting diplomats was one of the bedrock social underpinnings that survived collapse, long polished during the centuries spent in underground oasis safe from nuclear fallout.  The escort and his Shadow, hardened warriors all, found themselves warm, fed, watered, and comfortable while Ulric pitter-pattered around his home.  Going through these habits, long unpracticed though they may have been, was comforting in their familiarity, in spite of the, call it rural, environment. 


Finished with his tasks, Ulric fixed another pot of tea.  They'd be getting to work soon and a last cup would provide lingering warmth as they labored in the frigid air outside.  Once the last sip had been downed, Christ set his team to order.  He, Cleaver, and Twin Two would scout North, since their route in had come mostly from the South-East.  Signs of the invaders had totally vanished upon leaving the [Ancient's Gate], indicative of fieldcraft and specifically designed magics from a group well versed in going undetected.  That they had left any sign at all was mostly due to the resistance of the Gate itself to any external spell work, it was like the mana was locked into place within the confines of the ruin, preventing casting other than the Gate's own workings.  Twin One would help Ulric and Geyrt clear the camp of snow and assemble a sled, after which they would start going through the items Ulric wanted to bring back to Irielhos. 


With a click of wooden cups on the stone firepit rim, the scouting party departed.  Ulric wished them luck, the faster Christ found out who was lurking around the faster they could figure out what to do about it.  Specifically, Ulric would know what he might do about it.  With a final glance at the rapidly receding Elf party, Ulric decided it was time to get on with clearing camp.  It was not even mid-morning, they had all day, short though those were becoming.


Considering that there were potential threats wandering around the area, even though they hadn't been spotted Twin One agreed with Geyrt that the former Hunter's talents were best spent keeping a perimeter and ensuring that nothing crept up on them.  As Ulric and Twin One started removing snow by piling fine powdered snow onto hides, which would then be dumped outside the camp proper, Geyrt vanished into the surrounding brush.  Good luck animals, Ulric said with an imagined salute, your apex predator has gone on the hunt.


Time passed swiftly then, with the steady rhythm of sweeping and throwing snow followed by hauling and dumping it.  He and Twin One had soon worked out a system, Twin One would pile up snow on a series of furs tied together by a loop through which Ulric could run his spear, creating a wide fur drag, which Ulric would then pull to the edge of camp and dump into an ever-growing pile.  Two of these drags were laid out so that while Ulric pulled the first away Twin One could pile snow onto the second keeping a steady pace of clearing.  Ulric didn't mind doing the donkey work, the willingness of this proud soldier to scoop snow out of his camp was more than he would have expected.  In a matter of an hour and a half, the immediate camp was snow free, excepting the dense layer they'd compacted with their feet while working.  Geyrt would stop in periodically to report "All's clear" before disappearing again.  Once, she deposited a wolf corpse.  Truly she was a ghost out there in that winter cloak. 


Ulric stood smiling, his breath coming deep and even, regular bursts of fog rolling out into the brisk air.  He felt the deep warmth of exertion in his limbs as he surveyed the clear area.  A large pile of snow beyond the rockpool made a near-chest-height wall ten meters long, a demarcation of the camp's Southern border, within the wattle and stake fence. 


With that done, they could figure out the sled.  Ulric asked Twin One if he knew how to make one or if they would have to carpenter one up from scratch.  Twin One informed him that he knew the method to make a durable pack sled for hauling wounded and gear.  At the instruction of Twin One, Ulric cut some poles from an already felled [Steelwood] with his axe, choosing limbs as thick as his wrist.  It took another couple of minutes while he shaved the bark from them, setting that aside to use for baskets later.  Twice he had to stop and touch up the incredibly hard edge, even the bone of the [Forest Lord] needing some refining after working against those incredibly durable fibers.  He used the haft of his trophy trident, itself made of bizarrely hard metal, as a honing rod.  With some even, measured strokes, the curved axe blade sang its high-pitched whine as Ulric guided the edge back to sharpness.  Carefully, he ran his thumb across the edge to test it, satisfied that the tool was ready to work.  While he prepared the framing poles, Twin One was readying lengths of rope, and working some cross pieces down with his belt knife, a two-sided monster that looked better suited as a spearhead.  More than once the Elf cursed in his own tongue at the resistance of the [Steelwood].


"It's a bitch, is it not?  Maybe you'll have better luck if you let your husband do it." Ulric gibed, noticing the warrior's struggle.


"Ahh, if only; the nights at least would be warmer." Remarked Twin One, recognizing the jest for what it was before he observed casually, "Fortune favors you, Glade Chief.  We cannot all of us be so ugly the wood parts in fear."


Ahh, that was a pretty good one, he'd have to remember that one to hit Geyrt with later.  Not that she'd take it seriously, given her beauty.  Eh, replace ugly with spiteful.  Raising a pole in salute to the Aes'r warrior's joke, he returned to his work.


[Steelwood] seriously was an absolute motherfucker.  And a miracle.  That species was Ulric's source of material for most of his constructed shelter, his bowstaves, and his tool handles.  Cleaned lengths and rounds, stacked on one end of the camp had taken more than a little of his time, once he'd understood how universally incredible the stuff was.  Mature trees contained plenty of long straight branches if you could get to them.  In some ways, the tree grew like Yew, all knotty whirling grained evergreen and rough-barked from the roots to about a meter from the ends of branches, before smoothing to finely textured gray, those were too large and difficult to work with so Ulric ignored them.  The younger trees though tended to sprout in Hazel-like clumps of straight arm thick-trunks about a meter up from the root base, in those the bark was completely smooth and the grains lacked the knots that made them impervious to his axe.  Ulric had coppiced this one early on, after he'd gotten his [Forest Lord] hip bone shaped into an axe blade that would actually cut it.  The outer bark was too rigid and had to be cut off, but the inner bark peeled in long broad strips which could be separated into straight fibers, fantastic for rope making, or, as he had already proven, basketweaving. 


Twin One and Ulric soon had a set of lashed poles on a solid frame, Twin One having had brought plenty of rope along in his pack, as did all experienced soldiers in the field.  At the guidance of the Elf, they assembled the sled with solid side walls which could be covered by hides to create a pretty nifty almost enclosed area to pack gear.  At three meters long by two meters wide, the foot print of the sled was manageable, if only just, once loaded.  After a moment’s examination at the slick job of Elven carpentry, the former engineer got an idea.


Ulric split a pole into two flat runners.  He then used his brace or hand drill, his masterpiece of modern technology, to bore holes to dowl into the sled frame.  These would help the sled run smoothly along the snow and Twin One approved of the addition.  Even though both of them were no slackers, [Steelwood] was a proper bastard to work with.  It took strength, concentration, and a sharp tool of great hardness to shape, and thus, Twin One and Ulric did not complete the thing until the dusk had begun casting shadows deep into the glade. 


Geyrt scared Ulric into a near fight by placing a hand on his shoulder, her approaching presence completely undetected as he and Twin One discussed how to secure their items to the sled.  Her smug grin at his strangled curse and jump was short-lived.  He’d already been devising a plan to get some payback for her various slights.


Ulric gave her the task of testing the sled's pull by hauling him and Twin One around camp in punishment for her sins.  Twin One casually discussed the various uses and habits of beasts of burden in Elven farming villages as Ulric's Shadow pulled them, both seated somewhat uncomfortably cross-legged on the fur-lined frame whose unforgiving poles refused to bend.  As she pulled through the snow Ulric could hear her steady curses and see her complaints made visible as puffs of mist in the frosty air, their cadence matching her stride as she circled the fallen giant that marked the center of the glade.  Not often did the man take so blatant a pleasure in putting Geyrt to work but this was satisfying vengeance.  Still, he did have some remorse when Twin One suggested another lap.  Her curses were louder this time round, and slightly more breathless.


Ulric made it up to her by taking a turn pulling the two Elves around the camp along the trail Geyrt had broken.  He was surprised that the proud Huntress wasn’t too offended by her recent use as a mule to agree but she and Twin One sat happily while he gave them a tour around the glade.  Afterwards, Twin One insisted on a turn, saying "It is my privilege to bear the Glade Chief and his Shadow on royal procession" with a playful grin whose cause was clear when he took off at a sprint, the now thoroughly smoothed path allowing the sled to race rapidly in its course.  Ulric and Geyrt rattled around in the sled with as much poise as they could, their asses bouncing off the none too cozy [Steelwood] frame as Twin One hauled them around the glade at full tilt.  Ulric thanked Twin One for his services, his hand rubbing a likely bruised hip bone.  His Shadow grimaced but refused to acknowledge her abused anatomy where Twin One could observe and take satisfaction.  Panting heavily from the exertion of his prank, Twin One left no doubt that he was quite aware of the quality of his work.


Ulric had to applaud him, the old boy took his life into his own hands fearlessly.  It was a well-executed trap as well, neither he nor his Shadow had seen it coming.  Doubtless, Twin One had recognized the potential when he'd experienced the rather more sedate pace of the first trip and determined that the opportunity wouldn't rise again as they later realized exactly how uncomfortable the hard [Steelwood] frame would be at a jostling.


"Can I suggest a bit of extra padding to the Glade Chief's bedroll?  Likewise to yours, noble Taipan, you appear a little shaken by your ride."  Cracked Twin One.


"My bedroll is none of your business, Froka, unless you would like your corpse to pad it."  Spat Geyrt, her hands twitching to avoid comforting her throbbing buttock.


“And I am NOT a Taipan” She hissed in Elvish.


An exaggerated sigh escaped the grinning warrior, "Ahh beautiful one, even my corpse would be honored to find itself in such a prized mausoleum.  And, if you are not a serpent of such ill repute, why are you yet so venomous?"  Retorted Twin One, who might be known as Froka, unless that was a profane utterance unfamiliar to Ulric's growing Elvish vocabulary.


Geyrt's scowl left no doubt that the grizzled soldier had won the round, and she said nothing further, unwilling to risk going any deeper down that rabbit hole.  Instead, she turned her ire towards his own person. 


“Do you see what you have done?  Your taunting false name is now known to all of Iriel.  I will never get my own name back with them now, always it will be ‘Taipan this, Taipan that’ and it will be only blood kin that utter my proper calling.”  Lamented his Shadow with deep resignation.


Ulric was a great believer in names holding a certain power so he wasn’t entirely unmoved by her complaint.  However.


“I calls’em as I sees’em Lady and, at the time of our meeting, you didn’t give me any reason not to be less than flattering.  I still have a scar from an arrow, that SOMEBODY poisoned, on my leg.  I can’t help it that your own folk thought the moniker appropriate enough to stick.”  The embattled man retorted. 


Fortunately, he was spared any further grievance as Christ and his party had returned.  Ulric turned his attention to the scouts as the lovely woman continued to practice drilling holes into his spine with her eyes.  Was this how Bald’rt managed to be so hard to reach?  Bearing Vedyr’s ire against his back through the centuries was as good a way to find lesser threats of no concern as Ulric might think of.  What were a few threats of war against the constance of impending doom from behind?


He concentrated on the returning party.  News wasn’t great, nor was it entirely bad.  Thirty kilometers out and back in, in a serpentine pattern that should have found any passage other than directly back towards the [Ancient’s Gate] and no sign.  Of any kind.  No fires, no trail markers, no waypoints, no broken branches.  Nothing.  The scouting Iriel’en were clearly concerned by the absence of tracks, it told them that specialists of great skill were involved, but Ulric didn't bother offering any advice.  He didn't know what the Iriel'en equivalent was for "Go teach your grandma to suck eggs" but he'd rather not find out.  Christ delivered his report in silence and the group took a few minutes to silently ponder the implications.


As the scouts surveyed the now cleared camp and gave the sled an appraising view Christ presented himself to Ulric somewhat formally.  It was a distinctly odd feeling, having a guy older than you, physical appearance aside, who had also puked into the same pale in training acting like a junior officer addressing a colonel. 


"It is my regret that we were unable to find any sign of our foes, Glade Chief.  It may well be that they did not turn North or that they angled to follow the escarpment and thus keep a flank secure.  We have no way of knowing with any certainty, thus it is my best judgement that, until the interlopers are found, we double our watches, two on and three off.  Your Shadow you may use to your satisfaction, I would not think to command her in your place."  Christ reported with tight expression.


He was clearly not happy about being unable to find these guys, whoever they were.  No sense beating a dead horse though, they'd done as well as anybody could expect with their numbers and the sheer scale of terrain to cover. 


"Don't worry too much Christ, I'm sure you'll pick up a trail before too long.  It's hard to imagine anyone getting too far out here without leaving any sign at all.” Ulric consoled the, in his mind, young man.


“Look on the bright side, between the snows, the short days, and the cold up here they probably aren't making good time with all this stealth.  I have no idea what conditions are like up in the canopy at this time of year but if the monsters up there are active in the Winter, it would be a poor strategy to attempt to run the tree tops.”


Ulric looked up and indicated the leafless but still too dense to see through mass of criss crossing branches, each every bit as large as any normal ancient oak tree.


“I spent enough time up there, you don't want to play with some of the critters running around the canopy.  We'll do what we came to do here in the glade and then we can devote the whole team to pursuit, if that course of action seems good to you."  He offered. 


Nodding, Christ looked over at the sled.  He gave it a brief examination and seemed well satisfied by the results.


"It is a good war sled you have prepared Glade Chief, no doubt you've seen that Froka is a practiced hand with carpentry."  the young Elf praised.


"Indeed he is Christ, thanks for lending him today.  I think with what we managed to accomplish today we can probably pack the sled tomorrow and winterize the shelter.  I'll want to empty the food caches to avoid tempting beasts into camp while I'm gone and secure some things your people might find useful.  The rest of that [Steelwood] tree, for one; Froka was pretty impressed with it."  Ulric said, indicating that they should retire to the shelter, for true dark was only minutes away.


Twin Two, at least he was reasonably sure it was Twin Two, the pair of them had shuffled beyond his ability to be certain soon after their reunion, retrieved water while Cleaver rekindled the fire.  Santa and Christ busied themselves chopping up more firewood.  Twin One, Froka, unless it was the other one?  Anyway, whoever they were, they waited for Ulric's instructions.  Ulric, again, would cook up something special using his limited herb and spice supply. 


These were things he was going to have to cultivate on a larger scale next spring, he would have been caught a wide margin short of the end of this bitter season without many of the niceties he leaned on to make dried meat and tubers palatable.  The seasons on Varda appeared to be slower to change than his old world, if Winter was expected to last five months to his expected three.


This time, he decided on a rather special rock stir fry and soup.  Breakfast had been the first step in his plan, a sweet invitation.  Now, he would lay the killing blow.  First, he had the Elf he was almost sure was Twin One soak the dried meat, [Blade Elk] backstraps, originally, that Ulric retrieved from a pit larder outside the shelter, in hot water and gently massage it to reconstitute it.  While the meat rehydrated, he sliced thinly some tubers and added them to the water Twin One was working into the meat, so they could absorb some of the smokey meat flavor.  His, now resting, guests munched on offered berry leather from what few kilos of berries he and Brighteyes had gathered during the boy’s convalescence, while they waited.  Clearly the Iriel’en were looking forwards to this meal.  Oh boy, were they in for a doozy.  Ulric restrained an evil chuckle that might give away his intentions.


Heating a large flat stone directly on the coals he began to slice the now moist meat into thin strips.  Next, he diced the glade garlic and onions, as well as healthy quantity of his ultimate weapon, retrieved from a sealed clay jar, a powdered herb that he carefully avoided getting onto his hands or face.  He also avoided getting it close enough to any of the Elves resting in the shelter, he didn’t want to spoil the surprise.  This particular plant most reminded him of Basil, with a twist.  These ingredients he mashed into the meat with a wooden mallet he'd long ago carved for exactly this purpose.  As the odors began to fill the shelter, none of his guests suspected anything.


Next, he went to his specially made containers for rendered lard, a storage of [Forest Lord], [Bolt Deer], and [Blade Elk] fats, each in individual containers.  These were a small matter of pride for Ulric.  When he'd discovered how precisely [Water Jet] could cut, he'd cut rounds off of the branch tips of his fallen elder tree, each thick around as his thigh, and, along with a [Forest Lord] rib chisel, hollowed them.  Then he'd carefully removed a thin round and carved a recess to allow it to nest on top of the hollowed container, making a cap.  Some molten glassresin inlaid allowed him to get a near perfect seal, so effective he wasn't able to smell the rich oils in the containers that otherwise might have drawn scavengers or worse.  He hadn't had time to make more than three of them but they were on his list of projects to do to store about everything he'd gathered. 


From his [Forest Lord] container he scooped a dollop of beast lard onto the heated griddle stone.  Sizzling and melting oils released succulent odor, filling the shelter with its aroma, tasty compared to the beast's pungent smell.  Now he tossed the spiced meat strips onto the greased rock and stirred with the back edge of his bone knife, the sweet onion and potent garlic almost hiding the distinct sharpness of the herb.  When the meat was ready, as was clear due to its slight char and caramelization of the onion, he scraped it into a huge wooden bowl before replacing the griddle stone with the soup pot, using wooden poles to lift the griddle to its resting place safely.  Leafy greens, more garlic and onion, an earthy root paste that reminded him of miso, and salt were added to the simmering tubers.  When the soup turned fragrant, he poured the pot into the bowl with the meat.  Stir-fried spicy meat soup was finally ready to portion out. 


This dish was one of Brighteyes' favorites, the kid loved the hot stuff and Ulric was glad to comply, spicy food being one of the things he'd come to miss about the Before.  He was glad he'd given the pepper herb a second chance, he'd thought he'd poisoned himself the first time he'd tested it.  It was like Basil, if Basil packed the heat of a Carolina Reaper pepper.


The looks on his guest’s faces was again reward enough for Ulric to be slightly profligate in his use of limited ingredient stocks.  Nobody would accuse Ulric Einar of substandard wilderness cuisine, not after he'd suffered several indignities figuring out which of the glade plants wouldn't cause a rash, projectile vomit, or it's even worse counterpart from the opposite end, or multiple symptoms of toxicity, one of which included the worst psychedelic trip of his life; fifteen minutes of being warped to the center of the universe as a cosmic snail. 


The special herb he'd added, dubbed [Reaperfern], he’d utilized generously.  It was among the most potent in his arsenal, and had the most incredible delayed burn of anything he'd ever experienced.  There was a minute long grace period before its power became obvious.  Ulric found it fascinating to observe the different responses to the dish amongst the hardened veteran soldiers.


Cleaver's wide-eyed panic and rush for the water hole outside was refreshing for its honesty, fortunately, he was able to rally and complete the meal, Elven endurance tested greatly.  Santa coughed violently mid-way through, having accidently inhaled some of the spice into his nose as he breathed heavily to avoid inflaming his stinging tongue, his curses in Elvish were interesting and when he fled the shelter to vomit loudly outside Ulric was sympathetic.  He snacked on travel rations and directed a hateful grin towards Ulric that promised comeuppance.  Twins One and Two sweated heavily, noses running freely but, otherwise, showed no sign of impairment as they ate, bold souls unwilling to allow the other to yield in the face of adversity.  Christ battled hiccups for the first five minutes of the meal before bravely settling into the pain.  Geyrt Iriel proved indestructible and shared her little brother's passion for the good stuff, only a slight sheen of perspiration on her forehead evidenced the effect of the spicy meat soup.  For Ulric's own part he was with the Twins, sweat and mucous flowed from his face as he relished the burn spreading through his mouth. 


The meal ended with last of the soup, Geyrt slurping the final rich broth from the pot to bring it to a close.  A contented sigh and smacking of lips accompanied the return of the empty pot to the shelter floor. 


It was a few minutes before any of the party was willing to risk speaking.  Christ was the first to recover and break the silence.


"Ulric, there was a time I thought you a barbarian, incapable of decency.  I now know that to be true, but you also have a great gift for food.  Thank you again for this repast."  He declared.


Ulric accepted this praise with grace, offering his own exaltation, "You are very welcome, Christ, I am humbled to have the opportunity to serve such brave warriors in my home.  None wept, even if tears flowed.  You are all worthy people." 


"Young Brighteyes found this meal to be among his favorites and recommended it to be served, if the opportunity ever arose.  I must commend my Shadow, ever unflappable, she is the greatest among us.  The Iriel's blood line shows its strength."  Ulric finished.


Geyrt accepted Ulric's accolade as her due, a shallow bow to the room acknowledging her lessers.


Cleaver, the worst of his suffering behind him now, offered a thought for the future.


"We'll all be lucky to get out of this glade with our guts inside us.  Ye gods what is it going to do to me on its way out?"


Ulric nodded with the certainty of a prophet, knowing exactly what it was going to do to them on its way out.


"There will be no shame in your howls tomorrow, we are all of us brothers in lava butts."  He offered.


            

    
        Chapter 72: Red Day Dawning

    
    
    
    
                
The company bedded down soon after dark, the day's labors proven taxing, especially for the scouts who had rucked at least sixty kilometers while searching for the parties that had passed through the gate ahead of them. That was an average of six kilometers an hour in terrain Ulric knew firsthand to be not level and not without risk at that pace. Then again, they were Elves in a forest, who else would be better suited?


Ulric, at Geyrt's reminder, went out into the cold to do his balance exercises. To his surprise, she actually went out with him and endured the cold while he completed his ten repetitions. He appreciated that, Winter was proving to be a frigid beast up here on the Plateau, it wasn't nothing to go stand watch for a quarter-hour with the wind trying to peel the heat out of one's bones. She also made some corrections for his motions that smoothed a few of the trickier transitions. He made sure to thank her for her assistance before they returned to the relative comfort of the shelter. Shadow or no, Ulric wasn't about to take for granted that a professional scout, big game hunter, and general Elven badass was playing maid in waiting for him. Even if that had come about because she'd tried to murder him in cold blood and then, later, through premeditated deceit. He guessed that, amongst the Iriel'en, live and let live was a slightly more literal attitude.


His shelter wasn't made with so many people in mind, so while he got his bed and Geyrt got Brighteyes' old spot, the troop had arranged their bedrolls as comfortably as possible around the outside fireplace and would find repose in their tents. They were already asleep by the time the erstwhile engineer and his assassin-maid returned. Ulric lay awake for a short time watching the flames lick up the freshly placed firewood, his mind turning over the problem of the seemingly invisible people who were up here on the plateau with them. Something didn't add up.


He wasn't sure what his conscious brain had missed, but he couldn't dismiss the gnawing feeling that they were overlooking some critical evidence to explain how experienced scouts were unable to find even slight traces of passage. An errant wisp of intuition spilled cold water down his belly: The canopy. They weren't on the ground at all, he'd been wrong earlier when he discounted that option.


He thought back to the group he'd rescued Brighteyes from. There was no way those men were up in the canopy by accident. It was hilariously more dangerous to traverse those tangles of branches, winding highway-sized limbs, and the creatures that dwelt there but that was where the Not Poachers had been. And they'd pulled it off without giving alarm by nervous birds, hungry predators, or ever-alert prey. Somehow those guys had gotten the inside track, and were able to get around in a place they could never have been before. He'd bet the yak wool socks he wished he had that the new bunch had immediately gone to the tree tops from the [Ancient's Gate] instead of staying down at the ground.


How had they known to do so? It wasn't exactly along the way, the lowest branches of the [Godtrees] were three or four hundred meters up. And it wasn't like these woods were well explored, if Bald'rt was correct, there hadn't been anyone up here for thousands of years. So where were the intruders getting their information?


Once again, Ulric considered the potential for some kind of scrying, active or passive detection magic that could view remotely. With something like that, avoiding Ulric's party would be trivial. A drone or hidden eye in the sky could give an insurmountable advantage to a raiding or scouting party. Ulric would suggest that Christ lead his search team to the canopy to pick up trails tomorrow, he knew in his gut that was how their enemies were getting around. It didn't explain how they'd gotten so far without a sign of their passing, but at least it gave Christ's men a starting point. He'd ask if there were ways to prevent scry magic while he was at it. Sleep fell on him shortly thereafter.


Ulric was woken by his Shadow, her cloaked form like some kind of angel of death. But what a way to go. Yawning and giving a bone-popping stretch, Ulric climbed out of his blankets. It seems that Geyrt was the early bird, the rest of their team lay snoring in their bedrolls. The smell of wood smoke hung lightly in the cozy shelter. Accompanying it was the faint animal odor of the furs he'd been storing and that slightly earthy, empty house funk.


Before he could forget, Ulric set cross-legged on his bed and addressed the serious young woman.


"Geyrt, the men your scouts are looking for are in the canopy. They aren't traveling down here on the forest floor, they're up there." Ulric pointed upwards to accentuate his statement.


"I discounted it at first, on account of how insanely dangerous it is to travel those ways without knowing them well, but that's where the men who took Brighteyes were when I ambushed them. I think whoever is here is probably from the same place as those guys, and that they, somehow, have knowledge about the layout of the plateau. How else do two separate groups know exactly how to slip through Orlethrem, then find their way through the deep wood to get to this plateau, and then also navigate it undetected? Seems a little farfetched to me." Ulric concluded.


Geyrt thought Ulric's statements over silently for a minute absently chewing her bottom lip. When the somewhat absent glaze left her eyes she was back to laser focus. She was also pissed.


"There are traitors in Orlethrem." She hissed.


"These men have been fed information to ease their passage, they have been given the means to penetrate the wards that guard Orlethrem against magical examination. I was skeptical earlier as well, intrusions are possible without collaborators, but this is too much to be coincidence. It was just over a month ago that Lumyt'seit was taken, a second incursion so quickly is only possible with updated information, our patrol paths were drastically changed following his capture.” His Shadow informed him, before going quietly pensive.


The Elven woman’s ears flittered with agitation and she was chewing a lip aggressively. She tossed the midnight mane before sharing her conclusions.


“It would seem, if you are correct in your thinking, that these men are using the same tactics as the ones from before. All of this points to premeditation. Careful strategy. Our enemies have been planning their movements far in advance, and with help from someone close to Iriel. My people are not unversed in counter-detection magics and they are probing for such. Yet, it seems the enemy has found a way." Geyrt said with disbelieving anger.


Ulric had been chewing on the problem for long enough, ever since he'd rescued Brighteyes, turning over the sheer improbability that was meeting those men at all, to have suspicions.


"I think that I was a fly in the ointment, an unknown entity in their calculations Geyrt," Ulric told her in a hushed whisper as the hunch played out in his mind.


"It wasn't an accident that they took to the plateau, they knew the [Forest Lord] was dead and they knew they could use that window to get through without serious resistance. Maybe they even knew that a human, if an unknown one, was responsible and thought that they might get aid from their kin.” He said, reluctantly.


Ulric wouldn’t have the racial biases or hereditary attachments that would make that kind of leverage useful against him but it would make sense that whoever was about this didn’t know that. How would they anticipate a man from another world?


The Reforged confided another potential mindset of their adversaries, “It would make sense that they could, at least, be able to buy impartiality. Whoever is conducting this campaign, they have serious Fuck You money. Operatives that can evade Elves can’t be cheap, nor can the skills that bypass the magical shrouds that have shielded your lands.”


He only briefly considered leaving off his next thoughts, but, it was best to keep things out in the open.


“There is also the fact that, if they knew a human was up here, even if they weren’t certain of his allegiances or connections, they’d have little trouble passing off Brighteyes’ abduction as the work of somebody else, covering their tracks when your Hunters came up here and killed me in my sleep.”


Geyrt frowned but didn’t object to that last statement.


Because he was without grace at all, Ulric drove the point home, as it represented a potential weakness to his pointy-eared allies.


“Your kin are no friends to outsiders Geyrt, I'm not under any illusions about how my presence would have been taken had I not stopped Brighteyes' kidnapping and been discovered by your people without his aegis. Strong as your folk are, dominant within your own domain you may be, but insular peoples always develop habits and blind spots that can be taken advantage of by observant parties."


"Now," Ulric whispered, "What are we going to do about it?"


That question caught his Shadow off guard. She looked askance at him, like a new puzzle piece had been added to the stack she was already working on and she didn't quite know how it fit.


"You are willing to help us in this?" She asked bluntly.


"Forgive my saying, Glade Chief, but this is a matter for Elves. As much as I want to be with my people, as much as I want to go put arrows in the scum who break our peace, I am your Shadow now, and it would be breaking my oath to do less than I might by putting your interests behind my kin. You do not owe us this, it is enough that you have helped my little brother return home and exposed the threat to our lands. Why would you do this for those to whom you owe nothing, whom you have only just met?"


It was Ulric's turn to be tossed a curveball. She wasn’t wrong. Why did he care so much? All he'd wanted since he got to this world was to be largely left alone to live and do as he saw fit. Part of him wanted to develop his glade home into a wilderness homestead that would bring him comfort and a satisfying life of stewarding the land. Another part wanted to stay put only long enough to grow in his strength to be confident in handling himself so that he could go explore this strange new world. Ever since he'd met Brighteyes those goals had only been slightly refined as he had wanted to make the potent Elves allies, if possible, and a neutral party, if not.


In the month or so since he'd met Brighteyes, something had changed, especially since he'd journeyed to Irielhos and been made welcome in the home of the Deep Wood folk. As he turned it over in his mind, his fingers snapping rhythmically by his side, he decided what the turning point had been: He liked them. Ulric genuinely liked these people. They were honest, diligent, stern but compassionate, surprisingly spontaneous and whimsical, at times, and they lived in a harmony with the world that Ulric had never dreamed possible. Maybe they weren't the most inclusive folk, but then, Ulric wouldn't have been either if he had things dialed in as well as they had and had something to protect as fiercely as they did.


Which, he realized, he did. There were strangers on his plateau and it pissed him off. They weren't welcome, they didn't belong, and he'd be damned if he let them get away with trespassing. Ulric could sympathize with these Elves. They lived long enough to witness the gross short-sightedness and selfishness of humans. Every few hundred years, a third of their lifespans, they had to endure incursions and attacks that cost them family, friends, and lovers known for centuries. How could they not view humanity with suspicion and hostility? Just when they'd gotten things settled, they would have to clean up another human mess. The real mystery was why they hadn't just wiped out the people of Prespang?


It wasn't in their nature, Ulric decided. The Elves were, fundamentally, grove tenders. They loved life and nurturing it to growth, you could see it in all aspects of their culture and, most obviously, in their architecture. They worshipped all things growing. They made war because they had to and the Iriel'en had taken that role upon themselves most especially. Probably to spare the rest of the necessity, as much as possible. So, if the Iriel'en seemed to have the attitude of a Comanche raiding party it was probably because they'd been forced to be something they, at an instinctive level, abhorred. Only, the catch-22 was that Aes'r he'd met felt compelled to do things in whole parts, it was damned near an Iriel'en phenotype. If warriors and guardians they had to be, then they would do it with nothing held back and with full resentment towards those that made it necessary. No wonder the Iriel'en were such hardcases. He hadn't met the other tribes, he couldn’t say how much of his observations he could generalize to the rest of Orlethrem but he felt like, for the deep woods kin, he had a bead on what moved them.


It had been a long moment Ulric realized. He'd gone silent as he thought out what factors had driven him to feel like he needed to help the Elves. He thought of Hal'et. Fierce, playful, laughing, burning gloriously Hal'et. She encompassed the joy for life he found so marvelous in Elvendom. It didn't hurt his attitudes that she had made his world move. Repeatedly. He shook himself to dispel that sorceress and wiped the budding smile off his face. Focus, you randy bastard, We’re Talking.


"Against their better judgement, your people have been good to me Geyrt. Your little brother was my first friend in this strange world. Your father is a goofy, plotting, maniacal, powerful asshole and I respect him for it because he does it all to keep his kin safe. You might be a cold-blooded, bushwhacking, assassin lady, but you were pushed into that by those otherkin in Prespang refusing to just act like decent people." Ulric explained to her.


Geyrt frowned briefly when he described her but then nodded, accepting it as a true statement for an outsider. To a non-Elf, a non-Iriel'en, that was basically exactly what she was.


Ulric went on, "Since I was a boy, I have hated my own people for being unable to think past their own short lives and for being so unwilling to make small sacrifices for the good of their neighbors, to say nothing of their own world. You have to understand Geyrt, the humans of my homeland crippled their own world. They took from it, wasted it, exploited everything they could, each other included, until they brought themselves to the edge of extinction.”


Even he was surprised at the outrage and open contempt leaden in his voice. He’d come to simmering fury at the memory of it.


“I was born just outside the crisis, a bare century after we turned back from the brink. And, even so close to the edge, we weren't satisfied. I am a product of my people and we never learned to be happy. To coexist in peace. It was an instinct, some bone-deep need we had to push into the unknown, to expand."


"Is this why you are worms in the head all of the time?" His Shadow asked, without sarcasm.


"Probably, yeah." Ulric answered honestly. "Believe it or not, I've settled down quite a bit since I was reborn here. I decided, early on, in this place that is as a paradise lost by my homeland, that I wasn't going to bring the bullshit that made me miserable in that old world with me into this one. It isn't easy, habits are hard to break, but I'm trying. In a way, your people are a model from which to learn. I don't want to be an Elf, but there are things that Elves do, attitudes they have, that are in line with becoming the man I want to be." He admitted.


"And this is why you would help my kin?" She prompted, adopting a thoughtful expression, at odds with her usual resting bitch face.


"Being good to good people is reason enough, isn't it?" He challenged, thinking to the transactional attitudes of his old life that had bred an internalized, almost casual, cruelty that had pervaded society throughout human history.

"If we would all do the right thing, because it was the right thing, there'd be a great godsdamned less suffering in the world. On the other hand, sometimes some people just need killing, kindness is wasted on them. They can't be reasoned with, they won't back down from their prime directive to poison every well from which they drink, and they won't be happy until they've taken everything they can and destroyed everything they can't. Those people ruined my world. I think I'll use the Watcher's gifts in this life to kill those people wherever I find them, like pruning a tree of the rotten bits so the rest can grow correctly." Ulric reasoned.


It wasn't much of a philosophy but it would do for him. The Dao of Some Fuckers Just Need to Die wasn't for everyone, but, for a cynical dick like him, it was definitely the only correct way to respond to the insanity of the world. Justice was great, right up until you realized the law was really only as good as the ones who wrote it, and it only served those who could enforce it, whenever they chose to do so. History made that out to be, more or less, a game of numbers. Every couple of hundred years, the law would become weaponized against the populace to the point that they would discard it, guillotine all the nobles in public squares, and start over. Nothing was learned. He was bitter about that, most of all.


The beautiful huntress standing nearby came to a decision.


"I may have been wrong about you Ulric. You are worms in the head. You can also be insufferably obnoxious, an "asshole" as you call it. But you aren't a bad person." Geyrt Iriel pronounced.


"You know something Geyrt?" Ulric recalled, "That's exactly the first thing your brother said to me."


The two of them lapsed into a, for him, awkward silence.


"Would the two of you like some alone time?" Christ said suddenly, loudly breaking the moment.


"We can find some task to occupy ourselves, if you like, Glade Chief. Worry not, there is no precedent against enjoying a bit of sheet ruining with one's Shadow, if they are willing. I can be your second, if you fear you will not survive the encounter, Bald'rt's eldest daughter is not a conquest lightly taken and you may not live to see the end of her pleasure." Announced the grinning Elf from the doorway.


Ulric found himself caught off guard, embarrassed by the suggestion, especially as it was something he rather steadfastly avoided thinking about. He had trouble enough dealing with his Shadow, without having that to worry about. They'd almost achieved a certain comfortableness to their relationship over the past ten days. The tips of Geyrt's ears had reddened and her face was a thunderhead, promising lightnings. She was going to do something rash if he didn't head this off. Hurriedly, Ulric cut off whatever brewing violence his abrasive body guard was going to offer.


"Thanks Christ, but I am sure we have better things to do today than indulge your profane fantasies. It wouldn't do to put my guests into the cold while I make them, at first, awkwardly uncomfortable and then, later, mindlessly jealous." He said with feigned regret.


"Besides, if I wanted to commit suicide, I'm sure there are way less painful ways to do it than by playing pin the tail on the [Shadow Panther]." That last he threw out to help assuage Geyrt's pride.


She wouldn't appreciate anyone making any assumptions on her account. He certainly wouldn't, were he in her place.


It seemed to work, to some degree. His Shadow didn't look like she was going to start peeling bits off of anybody, not right away, and the laughter of the rest of the warriors made the joking suggestion clear to be only that. Fucking Elves. They had the comedic sense of a mosquito, finding all the itchy bits and diving straight for them. No wonder duels were a norm in their culture.


Ulric was going to chalk Christ's little ambush up to revenge for dinner. A little embarrassment was fine, an easy price to pay for inflicting [Reaper's Basil] on the unsuspecting. Besides, he'd made his stance on Geyrt's beyond-hotness a matter of public record, nobody needed to guess how he felt about that, it was only natural that teasing would occur.


The humor of the Elves was short-lived. Ulric told them what he and Geyrt concluded before Christ had woken and begun his eavesdropping for maximum damage revenge.


Unfortunately, Christ and the others agreed.


"All of our scouts must be notified, they are in danger. We must place them in Hunter Triads and assume the patrols will encounter hostile forces if this is so." Said Santa, his thoughts turned to his Hunter comrades.


"It does not seem possible," Cleaver said deeply troubled. "In three thousand years there has not been a traitor in Orlethrem, not since the tribes consolidated under the current confederacy."


"Perhaps the traitor does not know that they are a traitor." Mused Twin Two.


"Indeed, the enemy may have devised a way to hide their true nature and infiltrated to a position of trust for an over naïve Lordling or Lady Wife." Said Twin One in continuance of his brother's point.


"All true, but the facts of the situation are this: The defenses of Orlethrem are compromised. Our people are already recalled to the Sanctuaries and, unless there is some form of appeal to peace, war is certain, come the spring. No, with the attack on Heir Lumyt'seit, the murder of his friend, and the slaughter in Lagranel, it is already begun." Christ spoke grimly to the group.


Turning to Ulric, the young royal guard was more formal than his usual want, reflecting the severity of the situation.


"Ulric [Lord of the Ancient Glade] we are grateful to you for your siding with the Iriel'en in this. We are here to assist you in securing your hold, but what say you to a delay in our return? We may require a few days to discover the nature of the spies who have intruded upon Elven lands. This was not a part of our orders from Lord Iriel and you are not under obligation." his erstwhile training partner turned commanding officer requested.


For Ulric's part, this was a no-brainer. He was inclined to go after whoever was running around his woods anyway, better to do it with backup. It’s dangerous to go alone, take this! He snarked to himself.


"If you didn't suggest it, I would. I won't know peace until I know who the hell we're dealing with. If they can get around in the Canopy, then they probably also know about the glade and this camp.” Ulric said, grimacing at the thought.

“Look, by all I’ve been told and seen myself, there’s things you guys call Greater beasts up there, it’s fucking spooky dangerous for one guy doing everything he can to be invisible, let alone six and trying to cover ground. How about this, we've basically got here two teams of three between us. That's two of your Triads, yeah? We can go out in two teams doing wide crisscrosses as we patrol, we'll cover more ground and, maybe, force whoever is out there to either go extremely wide of us or, even better, get caught in a pincer." Ulric suggested, trying to drive home the hazard of the forest above the forest.


Christ thought it over for a moment.


"It is a sound strategy, Ulric. They may have scried the [Forest of the Forgotten] but they will not be able to carry that advantage against us for long, none are greater than the Iriel'en at striding the wood." He promised, before laying out their plan.


"We will do this: Froka, Serlic, Nahl'ir, you will be one team. Serlic has been on duty longest as a Hunter, he will lead the Triad. I, Darla, and Ulric, with his Shadow, of course, will make up the other Triad. Geyrt, your talents as a Hunter are beyond question, will you have problems leading our Triad?"


"It will be my pleasure, Kryr'st." Geyrt said with a calm that belied her hawkish gaze.


Ulric was surprised for a moment at Christ's immediate willingness to defer his lead to another but realized that he shouldn't be. The Iriel'en soldiers were consummate professionals, the best man for the task got the job, there was no pride when business was at hand. So. Twin One, Santa, and Cleaver got one team, with Santa in charge. Ulric, Christ, and Twin Two got the other team and Geyrt would take charge. It was a plan then.


"Good enough for me." Ulric declared. "When do we go?"


            

    
        Chapter 73: Roving the Canopy

    
    
    
    
                Christ was on the fence.  They had come to an agreement on the necessity of trying to pin down the enemy scouting force, at least so far as determining an identity for it, but none of that was going to get them any closer to returning to the Iriel'en fortress.  He made an executive decision then, they would delay their hunt by a few hours to prep the sled for return to Irielhos and then the two scout parties would depart along the prescribed search pattern, crisscrossing the Canopy on their outward journey and back along the rolling floor of the great plateau's buried [Godtrees]. 


As it turned out, seven able bodies trivialized the packing.  Many hands do, in fact, make for light work.  Santa was a wizard for optimizing the load order and distribution.  He was accustomed to breaking down beast kills in the wild and bringing them back in small sleds for the craftsmen.  Under his guidance, the team managed to get the three-meter-long sled lined with even padding of wolf pelts.  All of the spoils of the hunt would be coming.  Only those being used as bedding were left behind. 


Next came the bones and sinews of the same.  Antlers from [Bladefern Elk] and [Bolt deer], along with what tendons Ulric had preserved, filled in creating a rather morbid collage.  Elk hide lay atop that to create another cushioned layer, from there packed cordage from Santa and Cleaver secured the hunted goods.  Ulric’s core collection came next, and required careful handling to preserve them from chipping, cracking, or other damage if things bounced around too much.  The Elves handled that by packing cores interspersed with the preserved meat, to act as shock absorbers secured with another Elk hide so that it wouldn’t shift too much in transit.  On top of them were laid the straightest sections of Ulric's [Steelwood] harvest, the main trunks left where they lay for being too heavy to haul by manpower alone but many smaller segments being suitable for use in a host of applications, and with those, was laid the great scimitar collected from one of the marauders so long ago.  Braced as these were against the sled frame, Ulric saw that the interior of the sled was, essentially, sealed and secured.  Clever.


Of the fallen Ancient, not much could be transported, it was simply too massive.  A few wrist-thick boughs were carefully arranged to create a levelish surface, padded by the last of his [Bolt Deer] hides laid overtop.  The penultimate layer was composed of stacked bricks of glassresin, melted in a stone pot in the outdoor fire pit, and poured into a set of molds via a quick [Stone Wall] form until the sled pack reached waist height.  The Elves found that application of magic to be particularly ingenious. 


Atop these went the gathered herbs, flowers, roots, and mushrooms in their leather-holding bags.  Those that were edible and those that were not.  Ulric had gathered a great many samples in his wanderings, mostly out of curiosity and a need for edibles.  His far more refined mana sense detected swirls of essence in these plants that were indicative of their relative potency, compared to the woods surrounding the plateau.  Even those harvested over a month ago retained a strong vibrancy to their aura, despite Ulric's lack of competency in appropriate harvesting methods.  Instructor Gother would probably have had fits if he saw the butchery Ulric had applied to these exceedingly rare and powerful reagents.  His Elven escorts were most impressed at the haul of glade resources, Christ was certain many of them might be unique to the glade or, at least, of greater value than their more commonly available cousins. 


Over the top of the now chest-high sled cargo went the remaining [Forest Lord] hide, used as a tarp to tie down the goods, transforming the sled into a streamlined, sleek vehicle holding what amounted to Ulric's worldly riches.  The Glade giveth its bounty, Ulric thought, sparing a moment to thank his home for its sustenance.  Not that the land was actually listening, he was pretty sure even this magical place wasn't that kind of magical, but it was a good mindset to have, remembering gratitude for the place that you made home. 


By the time the work was done, it was barely midsunsrise, only a couple of hours having been needed to secure Ulric's admittedly meager possessions.  Christ decided that a meal would not go amiss before they started out on their canvassing of the great forest.  Ulric obliged, sans the death spice, and the parties broke camp with the twin suns rising just above the snowy roof that surrounded the glade. 


First came the climb.  Ulric took them up via the same tree he'd descended with Brighteyes in tow, all that time ago.  This area Ulric knew somewhat well, had patrolled on his hunts.  How the beasts, Greater and Lesser, had ever gotten up to the canopy in the first place Ulric had no clue but chalked it up in the *shrugs* magic category.  The climbing gear Ulric had thought he'd need for the descent down the plateau ended up not being wasted at all, they simply repurposed it for getting up the quarter kilometer, and then some, of craggy tree trunk that would take them into the lower reaches of the canopy.  Using rope and piton was easier than free climbing and created a vertical “road” up to the canopy should he ever want to go up there and get eaten more efficiently.


From there, the groups diverged.  Santa's party went due East, back along their original trek to reach Ulric's camp, and Geyrt led his own party along a North-Western direction.  They moved with caution, as quietly as possible, feet crunching along in deposited snow that might hide a spectacular drop from the tree tops.  The verticality and change of level possible in these twisted tree ways were mind boggling.  It was a three-dimensional maze.  Quickly, the party left Ulric's zone of familiarity, truly into the unknown.  Geyrt took over completely then, on point, her bow dubbed Blinder nocked and ready.


Ulric was never so grateful for events that had conspired to put this huntress into his service.  She moved like a hunting cat, agile and tireless.  Frequently she would set the party to stay put and rove out for a brief circling, to take the lay of the tree-borne thickets and find the way forwards.  At times she froze, halting the group with a raised hand.  Inevitably her tuned senses proved precognitive, some creature or another would be heard rustling in the brush of lesser branches and associated parasitic bushes or even smaller trees, the [Godtrees] were massive enough to support a secondary forest amongst their boughs.  If nothing else could drive home the fact that he was well and truly on an alien world, the great canopy of the [Plateau of Ancients] would. 


Of the sources of his Shadow's caution, they saw none, she led them well around any potential threats.  It was the job of the rest of the party, able to travel with greater assurance of safety in their surroundings, to scan the terrain for any sign of traversal by their opposition.  As the team followed Geyrt's lead Ulric couldn't help but think that there had to be an element of magical navigation associated with both their enemy and with their guide.  His Shadow was able to navigate more quickly than simple visual acuity and hearing could prescribe. 


Ulric had never scanned the elf girl, which was probably something he should have put higher on his priority list, the better to know what tiger he had by the tail.  Whatever the case, they were brought to a halt in a copse of some birchlike lesser trees, growing on a steeply angled rising main branch some thirty meters wide that had, briefly, paused in its ascent to produce an almost level place to rest.  The party of experienced soldiers was relieved, it had been a tense bit of hiking for these last few hours.  He wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to find his way back, should they be separated, which was why he’d never explored far from his entry points to the canopy.


Shaking her head and breathing out heavily, Geyrt spoke the problem on all their minds as they had come to understand the vast challenge of roving the canopy.


"This place is nightmare given form.  Everywhere live beasts that, normally, would want a triad of Hunters to deal with.  It is as the worst of the Deep Wood.” She said quietly to the group.


“In addition to the path under one's feet, there are ways above, paths stretching below and alongside all potentially paralleling or eventually crossing in ways impossible to foresee.  Our enemy, if he is up here, will be almost impossible to find if they remain still." Twin Two despaired.


Christ nodded his agreement before addressing the other elephant in the room, "Already I think we may assume that our uninvited guests are being led by some form of scry.  It would be madness to attempt this place with lesser skill than a most gifted Hunter.  Those thorn-bearing vines, the ones that held that rotted ape skeleton, they were [Bloodrot Thrones], toxic beyond belief and we have seen many of them with paths trampled through them by some creatures able to shed their piercing touch or to suppress their venom.  Ulric, your canopy reeks of dangers in untold number."


Ulric gave him an "I told you so" look. 


"What did I say?  It wouldn't even have occurred to me that someone could just roam around up here until you mentioned magical assistance.  There's a reason I didn't hunt the canopy very frequently, despite the volume of game."  He offered.


"No sign, whatsoever, have we seen thus far."  Spoke Twin Two grimly before continuing in the same resigned tone "No sign do I expect to see for many a day either.  We could travel these wood ways a dozen times and not use the same track.  I am a warrior and not a Hunter, is it truly possible for us to locate our quarry in this vastness or do we shave frogs here?"


That question was addressed to Geyrt, who was pensive.  The fact that she didn't immediately exclaim that she would successfully find the interlopers was worrying.  A lack of confidence was not one of Geyrt Iriel's character flaws.


"…There…may…be an alternative."  Said Ulric's Shadow with hesitation clear in her tone. 


She glanced at Ulric, a sidelong look that sent the lizard living in Ulric's brain to ringing alarm bells. 


"Glade Chief, you may not like this."  She admitted. 


"While you learned your fundamentals with my mothers, they were instructing me in particular…skills…associated with being in your service."  The rapturous woman spoiled her face with a grimace. 


Oh hell, Ulric thought, this can't be good. 


"One of them is the use of your body matter to enact a tracking spell, should we ever be separated and I need to find you over great distance.  It is a close cousin of the working upon the artifact that allowed me to detect Lumyt'seit's return to Iriel."  Geyrt admitted.


Ulric didn't think that sounded too bad until his attention snapped back to the term "body matter".


"What kind of "body matter" are we talking about here?"  He asked skeptically.  A feeling in the pit of his stomach was squirming around.


The twitching of ears in his companions did not bode well for her answer.


"This spellform requires a firm link to its target to be initiated.  To operate specifically on your person I require your hair, blood, spit, and….seed."  Said his Shadow ear tips reddening as she avoided looking at him.


Fandamntastic.  His magic teacher hosts were instructing her in how to track him through blood magic.  He'd never be rid of the woman, she could follow him anywhere he ran.  Unless he figured out a way to shed the spell.  Antidetection magic was now far, far higher on Ulric's priorities.


Wait.  Seed?  Ulric looked over at her with suspicion. 


"When you say seed, are you talking about what I think you're talking about?  This isn't some kind of euphemism in Human for something else?"  Ulric probed, frowning.


"It's not as if I invented this spellform!  It is ages old and has been used to great effect for generations!  I am no archmage crafting new magics from the aether, I must do what I know."  Complained his Shadow loudly, clearly about as unhappy as himself.


Christ stepped in to relieve the "young" woman of her place under Ulric's scrutiny and shushed her gently, his eyes doing a scan of the hazardous surroundings thanks to the volume of the outburst.  Twin Two briefly gave her an exasperated scowl before returning to his study of the area.  Geyrt wilted slightly at the general disapproval but then took up her challenging expression as if daring someone to complain.  Which was mostly fair, she'd gotten them all this way, untouched, a feat no one else could have replicated as smoothly.


"Glade Chief, in this your Shadow is correct.  Such magics are not unheard of in the Hunter circles, and they do require potent thaumaturgic links to their targets.  Normally the materials are harvested from a dead beast to achieve a general tracking spell.  For a spell to target a certain individual they require tuning to the individual in question, hair, blood, and saliva are the least needed.  To refine the link it requires something of a greater…intimacy…to the target.  Semen from a male, moon blood from a female.  The blood and placenta of newborn offspring can be used for either as well but you have none of these.  Yet."  explained his training buddy and Captain of their expedition.


That was a particularly detailed and oddly specific thing to know.


"Christ you never mentioned any sort of magecraft, how do you know this?"  Ulric questioned.


Christ smiled a little, almost awkwardly glancing toward Geyrt.


"Forgiveness Shadow, but he has asked and it isn't truly a secret."  He told her before continuing.


"Upon the disappearance of Heir Lumyt'seit, Lady Shor instructed all the royal guard in the same tracking spell of which your Shadow speaks.  She also insisted on each guardsman casting this spell on each of the Lord Iriel's children, so as to prevent future attempts like those on the Heir.  I can find your Shadow, if I focus on her being, even if she should cross the great Vatyn sea into the cold wastes."  Christ explained apologetically. 


Well, ok, Ulric had to admit that that made some degree of sense, invasive and paranoid and super creepy as it was. 


"Alright, let's say I buy it, it's a little lot invasive and kinda squirrelly but I'll grant you that the Elves have done good magery so far as I've seen.  How does this help us?"  Uric inquired.


Geyrt tossed her braid over her shoulder, regaining her composure, before answering.


"It is as Kryr'st has already explained.  We use the spellform as it is used to hunt beasts.  This only requires the blood, hair, and saliva, not the other, I can use this to make a detection spell that will allow me to home in on nearby humans, any humans.  It should allow us to, at least, close the distance between the invading group, to find a bearing as I lead us."  Said his Shadow with her usual aplomb.   


There were some qualifying statements in there Ulric was not entirely pleased with, especially since he was going to be the reagent for the spell. 


"You don't sound as certain about this as I was hoping, Geyrt.  Are you sure this isn't going to backfire and do something heinous to me on accident?"  He asked.


"…."


"…."


Okay, it took her way too long to think about that, Ulric decided.  Just as he was opening his mouth to vote "nay" she interjected.


"It will be fine, it will work! The worst case is that the spell only works to tell me you are standing next to me, there are no ill effects.  This is a simple modification of the working, any imbecile could do it." Geyrt claimed.   


That was worrying on its own merits.  Any jack jaw running around could get a sample of tissues and track you?  Unacceptable.  But Ulric shelved his complaints, for now.  They needed a way to find the assholes running around out here.  Now that he'd traveled well outside his usual stomping grounds, he could plainly see just what a mind-boggling challenge it was to find anybody anywhere in this warren of deadly tree ways.  The near physical need to remove the presence of trespassers from his territory was more worrying than the less than stellar picture Geyrt was painting.


"Alright."  Ulric decided.  "You can try the hunting spell and we will, hopefully, be able to at least get a bearing on our targets.  Let's just hope they are moving in a group and they aren't all Beastkin or something.  I have a feeling this spell won't have the ability to track any non-humans."


That was confirmed by a quick negative shake of the head from his fellow party members. 


With resignation, Ulric gave the go-ahead.


"Let's do this then, we're deep in the bush and burning daylight." 


Geyrt drew her belt knife and took a small lock of hair, just a pinch that removed a few broken strands from his braided ponytail, instructed him to stick out his tongue so that she could scrape the blade lightly across it, and then, without so much as a by your leave, pricked his forearm to draw a droplet of blood.  She had her components in a matter of a few seconds and then retreated to crouch over her knife blade.


Unlike the spellcasting that Ulric was familiar with, this had more of the feeling of ritual magic.  Less mana manipulation through the core via internal logic and careful manipulations and more of a formulaic, pre-canned approach.  The "body matter" was mixed with some kind of dust from her belt, a blue silver powder that might have been a mana crystal ground fine.  The resulting paste turned jet black, then shimmering aqua-marine with blood-red pulses. 


Not concerning at all.  No sir. 


Several runes were then carved into a small plate of, was that [Azure Cypress]? bark and the paste smeared across the runes.  Geyrt must have been doing something with her mana because the runes drank in the fluorescent, glowing paste, drawing it like ink moving into paper, filling the runes until none remained on the surface of the plate.  The delicate features of his Shadow were screwed up with concentration and one of her hands was doing some sort of complex crabbing gesture over the plate that directly gave Ulric the heebie jeebies.


Whatever it was, the spell must have worked, the runes flashed brightly and the entire plate burned to powder, apparently without heat, since Geyrt's hand seemed completely unaffected.  When it concluded most of the intensity in her expression faded and she stood with eyes closed, like someone listening to music no one else could hear.  Slowly she turned to face Ulric, eyes still closed.  If this thing was working the way it was explained he should produce the strongest reaction since he was the source of the components for the link.  Slowly, gently gnawing her bottom lip, as she tended to do when focusing, she turned a full circle.  Then again.  Eventually she opened those brilliant veridian orbs and dawn broke across her face as she smiled.


"The spell is working!  It really…I mean…*cough* I can locate the general direction of the humans in the enemy force."  Geyrt swiftly caught herself. 


It would have helped her case if she didn't look like the cat that caught the canary.  Smugness fairly radiated off her.  


Ulric chose to ignore his Shadow's contradictory signaling and focus on the positives. 


"How does it work?  Can you tell how far away they are?  Elevations?"  He quizzed rapidly, without waiting for an answer.


"One thing at a time Ulric, you might make me lose it."  Groused his Shadow. 


After another brief closing of eyes, she seemed ready to make an assessment.


"The feeling is faint but definite.  I cannot say how far with any certainty, I would have to train my senses to gauge the distances.  It is a little like hearing a bird song in the distance.  If you turn towards it, it grows louder.  I think, perhaps, if we get closer, I might be able to better distinguish their exact position."  She described. 


Christ broke in then, with some excitement as well, "That is how the spell was described to me as well, she is successful Ulric.  We no longer need guess, we can move much more quickly to close on them with direct heading." 


It was just damn near voodoo.  Like to like and all that arcane horseshit.  Ulric was a little impressed but the implications were also more than a little horrifying.  Given the success of the spell it begged the question he did not hesitate to ask.


"So…if this is so effective, why didn't we just start with this?" 


Christ looked a little confused and then turned towards Geyrt.  Twin Two's gaze likewise tilted towards his Shadow.  Ulric turned to take her in as well.  Under the adding pressure of their combined gaze his Shadow wilted slightly.


"What?  I didn't know how absurd the [Forest of the Forgotten] would prove to be or that they have guiding magics to evade us.  Besides, whatever cloaks them makes this spell useless if we were not almost on top of them already!  Why is this now my fault?"  She waffled under their continued blank stares. 


Her ears began to twitch violently and Ulric's Shadow stomped her foot before putting her hands on her hips to berate them.


"You are the lot of you ungrateful, that is what you are!  I should leave you all to find your ways back.  This is your mission Kryr'st, you did not bother to ask!  No one bothered to ask if I could use a [Hunter's Mark]."  She flailed, before putting the final nail in her own coffin "I did not even know it would work!"


Ulric only sighed and contemplated his future prospects before he readjusted a few armor straps that didn't really need it.  Christ and Twin Two shared a look before they began to shoulder their packs and make ready to move.  No one said a word, excepting his Shadow, who continued to bitch in self-defense before trailing off.


Lapsing into silence, the group waited as wind whispered through the [Steelwood] sapling copse and a soft white reflected light off the snow that covered the canopy floor lit the place gently setting the world aglow.  


The Amazon leading their group eventually wilted under their scrutiny.


"Alright."  His Shadow admitted at last, "This is my mistake.  I did not think of using the locator spell as a [Hunter's Mark]."  She said, sheepishly.


That admission must have hurt physically. 


            

    
        Chapter 74: The Canopy's Tax

    
    
    
    
                There was a weakness to long life to be recognized here for Ulric, something to keep in mind when dealing with the races who could persist for centuries.  Patterns.  Habits.  Tendencies of thought and deed worn into near instinct by their repetition could limit the expression of creativity or restrict the ability to adapt to novel situations, where those same habits would have been exceedingly valuable under familiar circumstances.  Geyrt had not, apparently, put much stock into the more arcane aspects of her craft, relying instead on a different skill set.  Even though she'd been versed in their application, she hadn't thought to incorporate or adapt those arcane skills to a different use, beyond that of her direct instruction.  A terribly competent expert in her domain could be rendered almost pitiful by the advent of a situation too far outside her experience. 


Ulric lightly clapped his hands, as he had seen Bald'rt do on occasion when a hard transition was necessary and there seemed no way to make it happen but through force of will.  Loudly enough, to get the group's attention, but softly enough to, hopefully, draw no unwanted attention from outside the little stand their group huddled in.


"Well, I, for one, am glad we've got this sorted out.  Can you reestablish this link later?”


The former Hunter gave a long blink of her almond-shaped eyes before her features firmed and she nodded her affirmative. 


“Alright then, it’s well past midday and we’ve already figured out that we shouldn’t fuck around too close to dark.  Let's get back to camp in one piece.  We'll reconvene with the other group there and game plan for tomorrow if that sounds like a reasonable course of action to you all."  Ulric said, with as carefully positive a tone as possible.


Too cheerful and they'd know he was bullshitting.  Too honest, and his Shadow would begin to suspect he meant to bury her in the woods somewhere.  Gotta toe that line sometimes, he thought to himself.


Christ gestured in the affirmative, "It will be good to get out of this place, a creeping feeling of badness weighs on me.  There are far too many fell creatures in the crowns of the [Godtrees]."


Given an out, Geyrt seemed relieved to lead them back out into the wilds where gods knew what kind of ravening monsters awaited.  The silence heaviness of the air seemed ever so slightly mocking to Ulric's mind. 


The party ventured back along their own trail, invisible as it was, at least for Ulric's senses.  They had disturbed little vegetation, and the hard-packed snow, which showed signs of melting and refreezing into a dense sheet, was almost unaltered by the light passage of their measured steps. 


The cold air was somewhat muted up here, despite the altitude.  Ulric was sure it was thanks to the insulative properties of the snow, trapping what little heat was available within the almost tunnels of the canopy roads.  The reflected light within these paths was a far cry from the ever-dim plateau below.  Ulric kept his eyes scanning the snow below his footing and off to the canopy forest to his left, trusting Christ to be doing the same reconnaissance to his right.  In the rear, Twin Two kept the rear guard.  Geyrt, was keeping the point and directing the party. 


Something ticked in Ulric's brain causing him to stop.  Geyrt's hand rose a fraction of a second later but before either of them could give outcry the snow-laden brush exploded around the troop, crystalline powder shrouding the waste high forms that burst forth, all snarls and teeth.


The first of the creatures jumped Twin Two, having angled the attack mostly from behind the group.  Three of them charged the elf faster than anyone would have expected of what looked like wolf sized weasels, mottled white and tan fur having hidden them in the snow shadows of their surroundings.  Decades of experience saved the warrior's life, his spear turning to line up with the lead beast by sheer muscle memory, skewering the creature through and through.  Barely a sound did it make as it died, but its weight and mass pulled the spear from Twin Two's grasp, nearly driving the butt into his crotch, forcing him to turn awkwardly.  The second beast, a few steps behind the first, leapt to latch on to Twin Two's arm at the elbow while the third a bare moment later grabbed the opposite leg and both thrashed back and forth viciously, razored sawing teeth trying to rend flesh from bone.  Only the sturdy armor and physical robustness of the warrior saved the limbs from being severed immediately.  Yelling under the assault, he managed to get his knife free and start hammering it into the back of the beast that attacked his arm. 


Geyrt saved Twin Two from being toppled, her arrow whistling past Ulric's ear to bury itself to the fletches in the [Polar Weasel] savaging his leg, striking the neck just above powerful shoulders.  The glassresin broadhead did terrible work to the beast's innards and it yowled, falling to the snow below snapping at the buried shaft, rolling violently before stilling. 


Simultaneously, two more of the creatures rushed Ulric, clawing free of the brush a mere four meters away and he heard more coming from Christ's flank but he couldn't spare the attention to know anything other than that they were in deep shit.  Far less practiced, less intuitive with his weapon, Ulric only managed to line the long-ago captured trident he carried with the leading creature well enough to achieve a glancing strike of one tine across its shoulder, it was too fast.  It ignored the wound, dark red blood pulsing out of the torn flesh, and its oncoming body pushed his spear shaft out of alignment and completely out of usefulness.  Claws and teeth raked across the hard bone plates of his cuirass, producing a horrible screeching grating sound that just added to the adrenaline shiver already racing up his spine, as they tried to open his stomach. 


Christ yelled out, some Elvish curse.  Ulric couldn't see, the second beast jumped, mouth wide, its maw of jagged teeth diving to take his throat.


Using the metal shaft as a barrier he caught the leaping creature across its snout and neck, absorbing its momentum, and blocking the one below from finding an easy attack angle, grinding the metal butt into the ground, even as his feet slipped, betrayed by the snow beneath and the fury of the attacking creatures.  Yelling, Ulric fell to the ground, the world narrowing down to the two creatures snapping and biting about him.  The soft crystalline light hardened, and the gentle curves and shadows of branches, snow drifts, and tree trunks took on sharp edges as his vision tracked his fall.  Distantly he thought he heard his Shadow crying out.  No time.  His back hit the snowpack with the [Polar Weasel] on top of him and he felt its partner clamp down on his greave, the bone plate grinding against its teeth and sharp teeth painfully gouging into his calf, but unable to deeply penetrate the absurdly strong [Forest Lord] hide.  He couldn't do anything about the one on his leg, the animal on top of him was trying to get past his spear to rip into his face and getting closer to achieving that than Ulric in his oddly detached mental space was comfortable with. 


[Warrior's Instinct], yet again, saved his life, the manifestation of calm within the storm of violence around him turning from frenzied chaos into an almost serene clarity.  Ulric had to kill the one on top of him or have his face bitten off.  The long, metal trident was delaying the inevitable but preventing him from leveraging an advantage, pinned between the creature and his body as it was.  Once again, the three-meter length of the weapon proved a disadvantage for him, absent the skill to wield it properly and utilize its range.  A problem to solve another day, if there was one.


Ulric shoved hard on the haft of the trident, pushing the heavy animal away before releasing the handle and grabbing the beast's thick pelt and an ear in his gauntleted hands.  Ignoring the attempts to savage his leg, he adjust his grip on the struggling monster on top of him, driving his armored forearm up under its muzzle while the painful grip on its ear kept it from completing the lunges at his exposed neck.  Muscles bursting with adrenaline-fueled strength he turned the beast's head away from his body, his free leg finally found purchase on the snow beneath and he twisted his entire body, rotating the foul creature's head around while screaming wordless rage.  The bones of its spine gave suddenly and it yowled, abruptly cut off, as its head turned free, nerves suddenly severed.  The monster's weight sprawled down on him, limp form draping loosely across his chest.  The worrying at his leg abruptly stopped but he could see nothing beyond the pelt of the gods be damned monster on top of him and he threw it off him as he rose to his knees, preparing to catch the other one rushing for his head. 


The sight in front of him showed the creature that had been attacking his legs dead, three arrows buried in its chest and neck.  Geyrt's work then.  Ulric couldn't spare a moment though, behind the arm that was still raised from her draw, fingers pressed to lips where she'd released her arrow, was the form of a [Polar Weasel] crouched to leap at her exposed back. 


"Behind!" Ulric screamed his hand raising even as the monster's gathered spring unfolded, slamming into her light form, the pair of them crashing to the ground. 


Ulric's core surged, brought to life as his will pulled mana into form, the boiling fervor of Incendere giving way under his command.  Flame swirled into dense shards of pure heat, three radiant jewels that erupted forth.


[Cinder Pearl]


Streaking flames buried themselves in the creature that was darting forward to bite into his Shadow's head.  The shimmering trails of superheated air hinted at the energy carried but the devastation unleashed on the [Polar Weasel] revealed the spell form's nature.  Jewels of flame were so hot that blood and tissue flashed to vapor, even as they created explosive pressure, detonating forcefully.  The monster came apart under the power of the three brilliant shards of solid fire that erupted inside it.  Where there had been a monster before now there was a set of legs and bits of smoking flesh that spattered the canopy. 


Geyrt Iriel lay unharmed, other than her ungraceful sprawl from the force of the tackle.  As she proved, when she bounced to her feet, cursing violently, and drew an arrow nearly faster than Ulric could follow.  The woman was much stronger than she looked, pulling that mighty bow to its full draw in an instant.  However, there was nothing to give the gift of her ire.  The forest had returned to its crystalline peace, their assailants, a pack of nine [Polar Weasels] were all dead. 


From the moment it started to this one couldn't have been more than half a minute.  Ulric was still juiced up, body shivering from the adrenaline dump, ready to fight and kill until he realized that the threat was gone.  It required a dedicated effort to bring himself down, which exercise of will was mirrored by the others as he saw them each leave the combat rush behind.  With deep even breaths, the world of too-hard edges and sharp colors faded back to its soft features.


Their sole casualty was Twin Two, having taken the brunt of the ambush.  He lay on the ground bleeding heavily from ripped limbs.  Christ had killed three of the beasts without taking a wound, his status as the youngest of the royal guard well earned, each of the monsters was killed with razor lines across throats and clean stabs that drove cleanly through bodies to find hearts.  Christ was already crouched over their wounded comrade, applying tourniquets to the limbs and applying salves to the deep rents in Twin Two's flesh.  His left arm and right leg were in bad shape, the sharp teeth of those monsters left hideous wounds, once they'd torn through the leather armor. 


Ulric looked down at his wickedly bruised leg, which had been subjected to the same sort of mauling as Twin Two's, and gave thanks to the [Forest Lord]; without that great mad beast's hide, he would have suffered the same fate.  The warrior wasn't going to be walking anywhere, anytime soon.  Unless the Elves had better medical care than he was aware of, which, to their credit, was likely, Twin Two would have a good chance of losing that leg, it was a disaster.  Ulric and Geyrt approached the fallen elf, keeping their distance so as not to crowd Christ in his efforts.


"What can we do to help you Christ?"  Ulric ventured cautiously, not wanting to distract the elf but also wanting to be useful if there was some way to contribute.


A quick shake of his head and a brusque "Keep watch and make ready to travel swiftly." was all the captain of their party could offer.


Twin Two took it like a champ, the brave soldier not even grunting when his bleeding flesh was salved and bandaged, even though it must have hurt excruciatingly.  His pallor betrayed the anguish but the elf refused to worsen their position by crying out, which might have drawn the attention of more monsters, already no doubt a risk from the sounds of the fight.  In a few minutes Christ had done all that might be done here in the wilds.  He left Twin Two to recover from the treatment and approached Ulric and Geyrt. 


"He needs a healer, maybe a team of healers.  Their spellwork will be the only thing that saves the leg and probably the arm too.  We must get Darla back to camp and transport him to Irielhos, as soon as possible.  I am sorry Glade Chief, but life is in jeopardy we cannot wait to escort your belongings."  Said the diligent young warrior in a hushed whisper.


"Hell with my stuff!  It'll sit there as long as it needs to.  Let's get our guy home and safe."  Exclaimed Ulric, trying and failing to stay calm. 


There was a lot of blood in that clearing.  A bunch of it was Twin Two's.  As if triggered by that thought, Twin Two's head fell back and he was unconscious. 


"Heartwood preserve us!"  Christ exclaimed, going to check on the injured elf.  "We must be gone from here.  Ulric, you must carry him, no offense intended Glade Chief, but I and your Shadow are of more value in scouting the way.  Also, you can fight without your weapons, your spells might be necessary to destroy some of these Lesser beasts before they can close with us, as they did against that creature that attacked your Shadow."  Christ said, voice raising despite his attempts to stay calm. 


Ulric didn't say anything but went to fireman carry Twin Two, standing easily with the elf's weight on his shoulders. 


"We ready?"  he asked.  At the nods of his Shadow and Christ they left the corpses where they lie and made haste.


Geyrt must have blamed herself somewhat for the ambush, unreasonable as that was, the monsters were in their home turf and were indistinguishable from the surroundings while they lay in ambush.  She pushed a hard pace for herself, roving forward and doubling back to lead the way.


Ulric was never so grateful for the horseshit stats he carried.  There was no way he could have carried the wounded elf otherwise through this winding terrain, slick with snow, at an ironman pace.  Christ kept his sword, a meter-long bladed oversized estoc, at hand.  The large thrusting blade had nevertheless startlingly sharp edges and his grim features made it clear he meant to use them if anything came screaming out of the brush to assault the group.   


He couldn't help but question his responses, his lack of experience.  Two fucking weasels?  That's nearly all it had taken to punch his ticket.  And, worse, he'd been so slow about dealing with them Geyrt had had to pull his biscuits out of the oven and almost got her head bitten off for the trouble, even though she probably would have handled it untouched if not for having to worry about him.  He could have used lightning on the one that jumped him.  Hell, he could have used [Voltaic Riot] to shred both of them, the destructive power of a souped up arc welder wasn't to be underestimated.  Or [Windblade], which he could have used to kill both of the shaggy monsters yoweling for his blood and also could have looped around Geyrt to take the one behind her, all at once, now that he could guide the six or seven Caelum blades along wires of wind magic.  Stupid.  Slow.  Bad.  Over and over he played the attack, trying to ingrain it into him.  Grimly, he shook off the negative thoughts. 


Later, he'd punish himself later.  For now, keep your damned head on a swivel and try not to fuck up any harder, Ulric scolded, and put his eyes to work doing that while he carried the wounded Elf.


Once, his Shadow came back from one of her forward advances splashed in fresh blood, some creature that bled blue, apparently, but said nothing about it.  She'd only shrugged at Ulric's inquisitive raise of eyebrows.  Well, if it wasn't a problem, then it wasn't a problem. 


Radiance faded from the ethereal forest upon a forest as the party worked their way back to camp.  Twin Two woke up briefly and apologized to Ulric for burdening the expedition to which Ulric told him to shut up and try to bleed less.  The tough elf smiled briefly through his pain but the jarring and blood loss sent him back unconscious soon enough.  Ulric was doing his best but the terrain made it impossible to carry a man smoothly, too much brush, too many changes in level, too unsteady a footing.  Still, other than a flash of motion that drew an arrow from Geyrt like a magnet draws iron filings, a fading screech of mortal injury that faded into the distance, they met no other resistance.  The climb down to the plateau floor was easier than the ascent, Ulric's driven stakes and the tie-off ropes proving invaluable to getting the injured elf down with a minimum of banging around. 


They made camp with an hour of daylight left.  Christ immediately relieved Ulric of the wounded warrior and set Geyrt to help him make a litter while Ulric went to get a fire going and boil water.  These tasks had been accomplished about the time that the second party made their way back to camp.  They had fared even worse than Ulric's group.

            

    
        Chapter 75: Quest Failed Successfully

    
    
    
    
                Santa was missing. Of the three Elven scouts who had departed only two had returned, dejection hanging heavy on them. They looked like twenty clicks of bad road.


Twin One, Froka, approached Ulric and stood at attention. This couldn't be good news, Twin One's normally smooth features were rent with grief. His armor was scratched and beaten, and blood dripped from various minor wounds, red seeping through a bandage tied around his temples.


"It is with sadness that I must give report, Glade Chief. Serlic is dead, killed by some monstrous variant of a [Nightblade Owl]. Larger, faster, and completely invisible, as if its feathers pulled the light around themselves to cloak its form. Its wings must be razor-edged, we saw it for a moment, as it struck. The beast cut Serlic apart at the shoulders, as if with a giant blade, from a dive that none of us even saw or heard. A Greater beast, no doubt." Spoke the Elf, with determined composure.


Powering through, no doubt through decades of experience in similar, if no less tragic, situations, he continued to report their findings.


"Several arrows we sped at it, and some must have hit, but we found no sign of the beast and did not pursue. Without Serlic's skills to guide us, we were inadequate to make passage through the canopy forest, not and survive. Absent his ample abilities in pathfinding and detecting beasts we encountered more aggressive, heavily mutated variants of several lesser beasts as we returned. Each and every time we did, they threw themselves at us as if crazed. Even for experienced warriors, it was a close thing."


The elf's eyes grew briefly distant with memory, recalling the harrowing return as he fell silent. He left without further words and saw to his brother. Ulric didn't blame him.


Cleaver approached, as ragged as Twin One, his namesake broken off at the tip, and picked up where his companion had left off.


"That place is beyond dangerous Glade Chief, you were right to be doubtful that it was used for passage. If Serlic could be taken without even a cry of warning, there are no Otherkin who could make way through that warren of Greater beasts unaided. I begin to despair of our ability to impede our enemy's progress, whatever they are attempting to achieve." the warrior said flatly, dour expression twisting his features.


Ulric's fingers twitched, and he frowned as he took in this news. He'd given the canopy a wide berth in his early roaming, the place made his skin crawl. Apparently, his instincts were good, the deeper parts of the place made even the Iriel'en scouts nervous. He'd ventured along the largest, most well-established, easily navigable paths, avoiding the tighter trails and more overgrown runs, and had traveled those only with utmost caution. Had he gotten overconfident he'd have been killed by some monster without even knowing what ate him.


Ulric sought to ease his escort, as much as possible under the circumstances. Guilt twisted his insides, Santa had been there on Ulric's account. Taking this assignment had gotten the Elf killed and, even if Ulric had had no direct role in that coming to pass, he couldn't deny that he was responsible for these sylvan peoples nevertheless. There had to be something he could do to help them, they were here for him.


With heaviness in his voice, Christ recounted the journey of his own party.


"The Glade Chief’s Shadow led us through the twisted ways with extreme caution. We were able to pick up the faint signal from a tracking spell, courtesy of Ulric Glade Chief’s offering of reagents. They are moving and quickly, without raising the [Forest of the Forgotten] against them.”


Simmering dissatisfaction mixed with frustration now tinged Christ’s retelling of the trip.


“We didn't encounter a single beast until our return trip. Only a quarter of the way back, we were waylaid by beasts most fearsome.”


Ulric coughed, remembering the slavering fangs that had dove for his face as he added brusquely, “A pack of monsters damn near killed Darla and me in an ambush. They got him first and me second. If not for my Shadow and Christ's intervention we'd probably be goners. There was almost no warning, those bastards blend perfectly into the snow-covered brush and they're faster than about anything I've seen.”


He scrubbed a hand through his beard trying not to think about the fact that this little expedition had maybe killed two of the Elves that had volunteered to help.


“Forgive me asking, but what did we miss? Could we have prevented these attacks? My ignorance of this world is starting to show its teeth, is encountering monsters so ferocious normal?"


Bald'rt's eldest daughter answered from her place helping Christ make a travois to carry Twin Two.


"Nothing to the first, unlikely to the second, and, lastly, no, Ulric, it is not. The [Plateau of Ancients] has a denser mana than any other environment I have ever encountered and I have been everywhere within Orlethrem. It is known that mana density contributes to the evolution of Lesser beasts into Greater. The [Forest of the Forgotten] is this but in spades, even the Lesser beasts are of more lethal variants. I had noticed this earlier but you appear not to be affected, perhaps as a result of your core being unusual, or for your unique circumstance having been reforged here. For us, it is like being held underwater, the mana in this place is oppressive."


Her heavy braid shimmered blue-black as she shook away her frustration.


"The monsters here are near paragons. The greatest of their kind. [Polar Weasels] should not be able to hide from my senses but these did. They should not have been able to tear through armor as they did against Darla. Serlic was an extremely skilled Hunter, I have raided with him before, and had never known him to miss a single sign. That a creature could take him completely unawares makes me feel we cannot risk pursuit of our enemies through the [Forest of the Forgotten]. They have powerful magic at their disposal to not only wayfind but also to deter beasts; I do not believe that simply knowing where the monsters rest is enough to prevent their attack, they would seek out Otherkin as easy prey." Judged his Shadow clearly disturbed.


She looked up from her work at tying cross braces to hold Ulric's eyes, her own brilliant green and gold-flecked almond eyes narrowed with concern.


"Ulric, I grow concerned. The glade and the plateau floor are almost pristinely free of beasts. It is as if the [Forest Lord] kept those monsters imprisoned above, kept them trapped. Without it, I do not know that it is possible to make safe habitation of the [Ancient Glade]. I have heard stories of similar places, where always one monster rises above the others to claim dominance of a region, a local tyrant beast. It is likely that the beasts above are in uproar, vying relentlessly amongst each other to claim that position. That struggle will inevitably drive them to seek out prey below the [Forest of the Forgotten], where it will be up to you to slay them, to push them back into the canopy. That is your duty as [Lord] of this land, as it is my Father's in Iriel. Such is the role of all [Lords] recognized by the Akashic. This thing is not just a social status, it has meaning to Varda itself."


That was a long speech from her. It was also something of a revelation to him. So. The title in his stats wasn't just a free buff, not just a set of words and numbers. It was a responsibility, a crown to be worn. It didn't seem to matter that he'd mostly just fallen into it, by virtue of having to learn to survive here in the glade and having slain its former beast king in a moment of desperate panic to live. He had a duty here, to keep this ancient land free of monstrous creatures that grew ever more monstrous for the dense magical aura that pervaded it.


There was always a catch, Ulric thought. Every deck of cards had a joker. This much he knew for certain, he wasn't ready to deal with this shit. A handful of weeks training with the best the Elves could provide wasn't anywhere near enough, and he lacked the raw power of a Bald'rt Iriel. Ulric felt like a caterpillar, racing to find strength enough to survive its transformation. Some day he might be able to manifest the strength necessary to drive those creatures off, he might be able to become an entity as feared as the former ruler of the land. That whispering, raging instinct that had started living in his brain sometime after killing the [Forest Lord], particularly when he’d killed off Brighteyes’ kidnappers had something to do with it, called for him to grow, to push harder, to struggle more. Maybe it was some kind of Akashic trait, a drive to grow powerful, much like the one that Geyrt hypothesized might be accelerating the lethality of the canopy beasts. He needed to talk to Bald'rt. Perhaps the older Elf, himself a ruler of the lands, would have the perspective to be able to explain this to make clear what impulses he was feeling and how to regulate them.


Yet another definite problem for which Future Ulric would need to find a solution.


"Watcher's tits, I could go for some good news right about now." Ulric beseeched the sky.


Christ replied, as his unbeknownst namesake would have. At least at first, there was definitely an Iriel'en bent to his consolation.


"Varda lays challenge at our feet that we may grow strong enough to climb above it, Glade Chief. The metal enjoys not the temper but is better for it. We mourn those who are broken and may not journey forth into the future and we remember them that some part, at least, may be carried with us. For some, more is asked, as more was given. You are one such. It will honor Serlic if you grow from this, to one day lay these beasts by the heels and wring life from them for refusing to learn their place." Spoke the young guardsman.


The others in the clearing gave a single sharp nod of agreement. This is the way, for the Deep Woods folk. Their lives were a honing rod, against which they raised themselves to razor sharpness. Some would perish, their strength insufficient to meet the challenge and there was no shame in that. All would, one day, fail the test, their memories carried by their kin to the distant future.


It was a hard kind of comfort, very much in line with what he had come to know and respect from these Elves. Ulric took hold of himself, there was no sense dreading what might come. He had plenty to keep himself occupied just right now.


"Thanks for that Christ. I'll do my best, I promise. Thank you all for being here, for spending your blood, and, for Serlic, your lives, on my behalf. I won't forget it and I'll be worth it, one day." Ulric thanked his escort sincerely, though he couldn’t help but feel it shallow consolation against the life of a comrade of centuries.


"So do we all seek. We have a way to target our enemies, at the least, that they have failed to take into accounting." Christ confirmed. "The [Hunter's Mark] will allow our Hunters to locate the direction of our enemies and to find their trail. We must determine our course of action now. Darla is in no condition to remain on the plateau and must be gotten to Irielhos with great haste, his future as a warrior depends upon it. Two will be needed to take him with speed, who will volunteer?" Their leader asked.


"I will take my brother home. I can do this thing myself, it weakens our objectives greatly to lose two more warriors, in addition to Serlic and Darla." Spoke up Froka, Twin One, determinedly.


Ulric vetoed that immediately.


"No sense in that now, Froka. Too much has changed since we started this whole ordeal. First we learned that there are invaders doing gods know what up here on the plateau, and now we've learned that the [Forest of the Forgotten] is far too dangerous to be taken lightly, yet isn't stopping those same invaders from, somehow, bypassing the hazards."


Thinking out loud, Ulric continued.


"I wouldn't risk another of you up there anyway, not without far more preparation to handle the monsters that might be encountered. We need backup. I vote we all join you, we can haul this shit maybe as fast as you can pull a litter, we get back to Irielhos, and tell Bald'rt what's going on here. Between him and the Ladies Iriel I bet they come up with an angle that we haven't. At worst, Geyrt and myself can return to the glade immediately and begin scouting from the forest floor to map out where those assholes are headed." He proposed.


"I cannot hold the [Hunter's Mark] all the way back to Irielhos, Ulric. Already it grows faint in my mind, they have traveled, though not over far, compared to how much ground we covered in returning to the glade. We outpace them by a severe margin but I will have to re-establish the link should we delay." Stated plainly his Shadow.


"Fine by me Geyrt, it still isn't worth the risk to hang around just three of us, not without having a better idea of what's going on out there. It only took a couple days to get here, we lose maybe a week? Tops? And I have complete faith in your ability to guide us faster than those jackals can move, however the hell they're managing to avoid being eaten to death." Ulric told her.


Her eyes widened in surprise. She didn't seem to expect him to have such confidence in her. He couldn't think why, she'd done miracles up there. If those critters hadn't been lying in wait, he was without doubt that she'd have seen them coming. It didn't take long for her to recover though.


A smug grin replaced the rather somber twist of her lips


"It is my gift, the hunting and killing of Otherkin who trespass where they do not belong. I am glad that you have come to understand the greatness of this Geyrt Iriel." She bragged jokingly.


It helped the party lighten the otherwise dour mood. Ulric was glad to play along if it helped their comrades recover their spirits even slightly. This day had taken a toll on all parties involved.


"Yes, yes, I'll sing the praises of my Shadow through the streets, just as soon as we've ended the drought beneath their feet and given their bones to the roots." Ulric said in mock seriousness.


These were both things that this same beautiful creature had threatened him with, once upon a time not so long ago. That he remembered seemed to impress her somewhat.


"It is a deal, Glade Chief. Now we must decide: do we travel through the night or must we wait for daylight to get Darla to Irielhos in time to save his limbs?" Geyrt asked.


Ulric passed that question to Christ, confident that his "young" sparring partner and group leader would be a better judge of their situation than a hermetic former professional nerd.


"Your thoughts, Christ? I'm not opposed to heading out right now, I've got gas in the tank yet. But I hope you all can see in the dark, cause I can't. Also, as you no doubt noticed, dark falls early under the cover of the [Godtrees]."


Christ thought it over briefly.


"Nahl'ir, what do you think? You are oldest among us now." Christ deferred judgment until he'd heard from their most experienced member, a good sign in a young leader.


Cleaver, Nahl'ir, answered readily, "No offense meant to the Glade Chief, but I am ready to be gone from this place with its heavy air, it's bitter cold, and the crawling feel of monstrous eyes on my back. I will help the Glade Chief pull the sled, to help make up for his blindness at night, Froka can haul his brother, Kryr’st and the lady Shadow can cover us, her ahead and yourself behind." the older elf, his statements punctuated with various hand gestures whose meaning Ulric didn't know enough about Elven society enough to interpret.


Like trying to understand that an Italian was only halfway speaking with words, their hands were doing a lot of the heavy lifting in the conversation. Christ followed easily enough and made his decision.


"A better plan I do not have, thank you Nahl'ir. Then this is what we will do, with the Glade Chief's blessing. I loathe the thought of leaving enemies in the Sacred Land but I do not think we here can do anything but spend our lives vainly trying to root them out. Better to salvage what we may and make a full report. If you are all ready, we will go now and travel slowly through the night. We can stop at the [Ancient's Gate] and make camp."


The group put that plan into practice, putting the injured Darla onto his litter, carried by his brother Froka. Christ took up a position behind the sled, giving it a starting push while he and Cleaver heaved and then they were off. Ulric and Nahl'ir leaned into the rope harnesses and pulled the sled holding all of his possessions, its initial resistance lessening as the snow beneath compressed to ice when they hauled. Geyrt took the lead, once again, guiding the party out from the fading glow of suns set and into the deepening gloom of the forest.


It was difficult work, pulling that sled. Ulric might have gotten a little too excited with the loading. Between him and Cleaver, pulling mightily, with some assistance on the uphill climbs from Christ, they managed a reasonable pace, though nothing near to the speed they'd made coming the other way. Ulric lamented slightly that he had to so soon part from his home but there was nothing for it. One Elf had died already, another's life hung in the balance. Something fucky was going on with whoever was roaming around the canopy and Ulric couldn't do shit about it in his current state. He was going to fix that, post haste. Lamenting his helplessness was the thought that dominated his mind as he mechanically drove one foot down, flexing leg muscles in time with Nahl'ir to pull the sled forward smoothly, before repeating the motion with the opposing leg. Endlessly stepping, the only thoughts that eventually held purchase were these: learn more, learn to fight, [Scan] Geyrt, and figure out how to get those assholes out of my forest.


Soon into their journey, Ulric was traveling on, literally, blind faith. His vision was superb but even his eyes couldn't penetrate the umbral forest. No moonlight filtered down here, the snow cover above was too thick. On the downhill sections, he and Nahl'ir would crest the hill, push off to get some momentum, and hop onto the sides of the sled to ride it down the inclines, sometimes picking up impressive velocity through the pitch black. In spite of the grim nature of this return journey, Ulric couldn't help but exult in the sheer adventure of it. The bitter winter air cut like a knife into his exposed skin, he was hungry, he was tired, and he grimaced when the bruises on his leg twinged as he stepped sometimes, but here he was riding a huge sled through the snow, hauling treasures down through forgotten hills and dales past the forms of tree trunks so unfathomably massive they could be felt, even if not seen. How long since he'd felt that life could hold so much wonder? Varda had been nothing if not consistent in this: you don't get too bored around this place.


Absent any visual landmarks it was a complete surprise when Geyrt's shout told them that they had arrived. Now that he'd stopped, he realized that there was no moving that sled any further, he and Cleaver had been running on sheer inertia. Twin One, Froka, was in similar condition, having hauled his brother the entire distance solo. Less physically tired though infinitely more mentally strained were Geyrt and Christ who had taken responsibility for the party's safety throughout the journey. Now that they had some idea of what they were up against from the monsters that roamed the upper reaches of the plateau they had stretched their senses to the max and maintained a total focus on each and every possible indication of threat. It was a monumental effort to hold that kind of readiness for so long, especially when your other party members were so encumbered that they'd be of no use if a fight actually arrived. Geyrt had likely covered at least twice the distance of any other member of the group in her efforts to scout the terrain ahead. With that on top of the already brutal pace she'd maintained scouting in the canopy trails, she was as visibly exhausted as Ulric had ever seen her. All around, Aes’r ears drooped and weary warriors breathed heavily.


Breaths came in deep pants as the group came to rest inside the confines of the [Ancient's Gate] the ageless pillar and its platform completely, magically, free of debris. Here, on the edge of the plateau, Ulric could see the vast star field that hung above the lands of the deep wood Elves. Brilliant pinpoints of light, in myriad colors, countless, shone down on weary travelers.


There happened to be three moons of Varda, one of them more or less the same as his old Luna, though slightly larger in the sky. Two of them had rapid, eccentric, orbits and appeared dark most nights, growing into smaller full moons over the course of the night, before the Twins sent them into obscurity during the day. The greatest one of the three moons that chased one another through the night sky was visible as a thin sliver of silver light, with the full round disks of the smaller sisters in accompaniment. Together they barely marred the starlight around them. It was one of those crisp, perfectly clear nights that served to remind a person of their ephemerality, their infinitesimal transience on universal scales. Ulric had always treasured these nights, back home. Out here, with the strange constellations of Varda unblemished by humanity's touch, he felt more at peace with his existence than ever he had known back home. Even with all the danger, the threat of looming war, challenges unknown, and his own body maybe exploding, it was all worth it. However long it lasted, it was going to be a hell of a ride.


The rest of the group must have felt something of his mood, they said nothing, gazes lost in the endless field of stars. Eventually, Christ broke the spell and began to unpack his travel kit, bedroll unfolding onto the cold stone below. The rest of the Elves followed suit. A brief discussion decided that minimum time would be spent on camp, they would forego their shelters, only resting until daylight.


Ulric untied the [Forest Lord] fur tarp, fingers feeling out the quick-release knots as he couldn't see them adequately with only starlight to guide. That done, he dragged the heavily furred hide off the sled and laid it down for a ground tarp. It would greatly help the party to stay warmer in their bedrolls to not have the wicked cold stone sapping the heat from them. There would be no fire this night, they were too tired, too drained to hunt for firewood and there still lingered the concern that other groups of enemy scouts might be coming to meet their comrades. They would get a rude surprise if they called the magitech lift this night.


Froka covered his brother with that person's bedroll as a blanket and set his own out next to him, to share what heat he may. Christ, Nahl'ir, and Geyrt brought theirs to lay near Ulric's own. The large hide he used to form his teepee would be a shared blanket tonight, to lock in the heat of their bodies and shed the brittle wind. In spite of the beautiful forms huddled around him, his Shadow most particularly, Ulric was unconscious before he lay flat.


Some combination of exhaustion, anxiety, and his state of mind before sleeping conspired to throw a series of incredibly vivid dreams Ulric's way. In one he was dragging the corpses of his escort on his sled, in another, he was being chased through the tangles of canopy trails by some nameless, formless, hell beast, in yet another he was one of the hell beasts hunting his former party and the as of yet unseen invaders, unrelenting until the plateau was free of sentient forms. It did not make for restful sleep. Just as well there wasn't much of it to be had, dawn rose only a few hours, at most, after the expedition had laid down.


It was with relief that Ulric rose, having been shaken awake by his Shadow's hand on his shoulder. Given that he'd seen her mangled corpse in his nightmares twice, he took a second to shake the dreams off before he extricated himself from his bedroll. Something of the lingering experience must have shown on his face because Geyrt was looking slightly concerned.


"Did your sleep hold nightmares as well, Glade Chief?" She inquired gently.


"It did, Geyrt. They were of a far greater clarity than usual and had a decidedly evil bent to them. What about you? Did you wade through them as well?" He asked.


She dipped her chin slightly in acknowledgment but didn't elaborate. Just as well, he didn't want to talk about them either.


Foreboding dreamscapes faded as the light grew. They were packed and ready to travel within a half hour before the Twins broke above the distant mountains. Twin Two, Darla, was in rough shape. A fever had settled into him overnight despite Christ's attempts to clean the wounds. The saliva from those creatures must have been riddled with filth and disease. The party was silent as the platform descended, lowering them to the Iriel'en wood below. It would be a long day, and hard, despite the better roads to travel.


The terrain of rolling hills was mostly decline but that didn't mean it was easy going, controlling the sled on a downhill run was, in many ways, worse than its uphill drag. Midsunsrise found the group about a quarter as far as the first camp he and Brighteyes had made on their departure from the [Ancient's Gate] when they had pushed aggressively. They were making good time, all things considered, but it wasn't good enough.


On a level stretch of snowy woods, beside a creek that still burbled, despite the thickening ice stretching across its surface, Ulric called a halt. His legs were burning and Cleaver looked like he was about to pass out. They were pushing well beyond the limits of even hardened soldiers. As the sled came to a halt, the two of them nearly fell to the ground as they came free of the improvised harnesses. Froka was in relatively good shape, his much smaller and lighter burden was easier to handle on the far gentler rolling descent than it had been going over the great rolling hills and around the giant boles of the plateau.


Ulric, hands on his knees and trying to bring his breath under control, knew this: they had to do something different or split the party. Darla wasn't going to last long enough to reach treatment at this rate. He’d been working on an idea, these cruel hours, and it was now or never.


Raising himself up with an effort Ulric decided it was best to rip off the bandaid.


"This isn't going to work as I'd hoped." He announced to the group. "Infection is killing Darla and we're not even halfway. I have an idea to make the sleds go faster but it's not guaranteed, I haven't tried it before. If I fail, Darla needs to go on ahead, with two people, as Christ suggested, to get him to care in Irielhos and the rest of us can catch up as we're able." Ulric said, scratching his tangled beard.


"If this works, I think we can put Darla on the sled and combine our efforts to get the thing moving at a pretty good clip. What say you, Christ?" He queried their leader.


The handsome elf frowned as he assessed the situation. Eventually, he nodded, his short kempt brown hair tussled by wind and hard travel, its tail peppered with forest debris and traces of snow, including a fallen leaf whose capture of which he seemed unaware.


"Agreed, Ulric. I did not think the wounds would sour so quickly, Darla is a warrior of strong body and firm will. It must be a fierce sickness that infests his bites to draw strength so rapidly from him. Do as you will, if it does not work we will send Nahl'ir ahead with Froka and I will help you to pull the sled. In familiar territory, your Shadow will be more than sufficient to keep us prewarned of danger." Christ decided.


Given the go-ahead, Ulric bent over the steel wood tracks of the sled. He'd been running this over in his mind all morning long. The sled was moving fairly well on level ground but drifting snow and the presence of soft places caused it to dig in, friction became too great an opponent to conquer without effort. Ulric had a plan, inspired by a set of pallet haulers he'd seen in the warehouses of his old engineering company.


The haulers operated with a set of skids, and an air compressor connected to the motor, to pump a thin layer of air beneath the hauler. It floated along almost without friction, even when tons of cargo were loaded on it. Historical trivia said the same technology was used pre-collapse to make a kind of table hockey. He thought he might be able to do the same thing here, but using magic instead of an air compressor.


[Wind Blade] was a spell that created condensed air, given a specific form, a fine-edged crescent blade, hard enough to cut even durable materials. The blades were also almost unimpeded by air resistance, and a slight variation of the spell might let him coat the sled skids in a layer of air that slid along the ground, just like those old haulers.


Concentrating, holding the image of what he wanted to do, and keeping the process clear in his mind, Ulric reached into the well of power sleeping in his core, tuning it to the snappy, whispy form of Caelum, and shaping it. The mana roiled as wind magic tried to escape its bonds, shaping easily but immediately trying to drift apart until Ulric's will forced it to harden, bound to the area immediately around the skid. The spell took, snapping into place, and the sled lifted as a barrier of hardened wind separated the [Steelwood] skids from the snowy forest floor below. Mostly transparent as Caelum was, though this dense it gave off a blue-green shimmer, Ulric could see that the pressure of the sled's weight was still crushing snow to ice. Even better.


*PING*
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Ulric jerked, the unexpected and long unheard "sound" of his status updating startling him.


It was a complete success then, no asterisk next to the description that he had learned was an indication of a spell being incomplete, missing a vital component to function as its caster intended, as his lightning spell had been when he'd initially cast it.


Hurrying, before he lost the feel of what he'd done he repeated the process on the other side of the sled.


[Skyshield]


The sled raised to return to level and, startling the entire party, began to drift towards the frozen creek, their "level" patch of Hunter-crafted trail proving not so much when friction wasn't a factor.


"Fucking hells!" Ulric yelled and took hold of the skid on his side.


He grunted as the mass of the thing pulled against him and the sled began to rotate around him, its mass dislodging him easily. He skipped a few steps until he managed to dig in his heels and get purchase, his shoulder against the side of their packed cargo keeping the sled from continuing to turn. Cleaver grabbed the sled from the opposite side bracing his body to help stabilize the unwieldy mass, and Geyrt hauled on the harness ropes, pulling the thing back to center line on the trail.


Ulric laughed nervously, glad that he hadn't sent the entire thing into the cold water on accident yet exulting in the success of his idea. It did exactly what it was supposed to do and they were in business. Maybe. Sort of. He let the sled go gingerly, watching to make sure it wasn't going to start sliding again. Cleaver and Geyrt still had hold of it though and it stayed put.


"Uhh, ok, I think we might be able to work with this. The sled has a barrier of air between the skids and the forest floor. It's near enough to frictionless, as we have just witnessed, meaning we won't have much trouble pulling it. In fact, the opposite is going to be true, once this much mass picks up steam it's going to be a cast iron sonofabitch to turn or stop so we have to make sure we have as straight a path as possible or a way to halt its motion whenever we need to." Ulric said, already making plans, his fingers snapping at his thighs


Anchors, they could make anchors to cast into the snow and drag, arresting their momentum and providing brakes. Worst case scenario they needed to have tie-offs on the sled to secure it or some kind of track. Wait, a track? Ulric stared at the snowy trail as it meandered along the creek banks before a gentle rise obscured the path ahead.


A track. He could arrange that.


Carefully, gently, Ulric channeled his well of mana again, this time with the tireless durability of Terra forefront in his mind. This was going to require finesse.


Concentrating, with as much delicacy as he could manage, Ulric reached out with a thread of Terra, imagining twin lines, running parallel to each other, along the Hunter's "road". With exquisite care and more than a little brute will, Ulric guided these threads as far as his eyes could see, a kilometer along the established Hunter's road.


[Stonewall]


Slowly, a small ridge of stone, only just barely cresting the thin snow, pushed up along the imagined threads Ulric was holding in his mind's eye. Each "wall" was only five or so centimeters high and only three thick, but that should be more than sufficient to guide the sled between them. Provided nothing caused it to jump the track and hurtle into the forest.


Sweat beaded his brow, and ran down his face. It would have frozen if not for its salt content, the wind drifting through the forest boughs was sharp indeed this day. Ulric released the breath he unconsciously held. He'd never attempted so fine a control, it was taxing beyond belief, if not so expensive in mana as he'd feared. So little stone had he actually needed to move, but the demand was on his consciousness. It was like threading a needle, if the thread were made of glass and the slightest failure of control would break the entire thing to useless pieces. If not for the massive advancement of the spell under Shor and Vedyr’s tutelage he’d have had no chance of making it work.


He couldn't repress a smile though, it was a success! Probably. He was two for two on the day and maybe, just maybe, they could get Twin Two home in one piece.


"Aright, I think I've got it. We need a couple of anchors tied to ropes, to act as drag brakes or tie offs just in case something goes tits up. But this should let us just slide between the stone tracks and scoot right along." Ulric declared to the group.


He turned to find his companions staring incredulous and his wide smile turned to a cautious grin. Geyrt was slowly shaking her head, glittering almond eyes squinting in disbelief. What was that for?


"What's the with the weird looks fellas?" Ulric challenged.


Christ, who had gone to kneel next to the stone rails and test their strength, looked up.


"Ulric, did you just come up with this? Just now? The air spell on the tracks and the stone ridges as well?" The young warrior asked, his tone unbelieving.


Ulric tried to reign in his discomfort. But really, it was kind of a silly question.


"Well, I mean, yeah Christ. It's not like I planned for things to work out this way. But this is so much better than pulling that heavy bastard through the snow, right?" Ulric asked, hopeful.


The Elves looked to one another and then towards Ulric's shadow. The tall beauty shrugged before lilting in Elvish "Do not look to me for answers. The Valin is worms in the head, I have been saying this from the beginning. He is also the best natural mage I have ever seen since Mother Shore. I would try not to think about it overmuch."


Ulric was tempted to be insulted but, it wasn't like she was completely wrong. And! She'd compared him favorably to the Crimson Sphinx herself, which couldn't be a bad thing. All in all, not a bad outcome.


Clapping his hands loudly, Ulric decided to chivvy things forward. They had places to be.


"As my lovely Shadow says, don't worry about the details. We need to be moving." Said Ulric, his own poorly accented Elvish breaking the group from their stunned consideration of the new sled track.


Quickly, the Elves went into action, rigging up a few snow anchors from branches to which knives had been tied at an angle, to bite into the frozen forest floor or trees, should the need arise. These anchors had twenty-meter lengths of rope, the last remaining to the party, tied to them and lay coiled upon the [Forest Lord] fur tarp on top of the sled. Darla was transferred to lay as comfortably on the cargo as possible and was held in place by his brother Froka, who would ride atop the whole thing to throw anchors as needed. Geyrt would go ahead, at Ulric's request, to find the straightest possible routes, even if they didn't necessarily follow the pre-established track. So long as the gaps between trees was wide enough to permit their improvised cargo rail through it they would manage. Again, probably. A quick conference outlined their strategy and muttered prayers to various gods and totems presaged their attempt at Sled 2.0.


Christ was now poised on one side of the sled, and Ulric stood on the other. Cleaver had the harness in hand, he wouldn't wear it just in case he needed to bail out of the way of an out-of-control mass that would crush him to juice if it caught him.


"Ready!?" Ulric shouted, firming his stance behind the creek side rear skid.


"We are ready!" Cried Christ, excitement in his sterling voice, in spite of recent tragedy.


Death was not so much a stranger to his comrades. It seemed that fatalities in the line of duty, to beasts and monsters especially, were taken more in stride. Or maybe they were just tougher than Ulric was, mentally, able to compartmentalize grief better than he could. Who the fuck knows?


"Says you two! You will not rejoin the forest if this blighted thing runs away from you!" Shouted Cleaver in Elvish, ever the contrarian.


"My brother needs aid, let us be done with this thing. And may the Deep Wood hold mercy in her heart and grace for us, her children." Yelled Froka from his perch atop the sled.


"Three….Two….One….PUUUSH!" Ulric ordered.


The three movers immediately went to work, Christ and Ulric pushing from behind and Cleaver pulling from the front. Slowly, at first, and then with increasing ease, the Sled accelerated under the power of three strong forms. From a slow push, to a light jog, to an increasingly fast run, the team drove the sled up a small rise. As they crested the rise at a sprint, the track held the skids firmly between them with only slight rocking between the few centimeters of tolerance before the momentum of the thing took over and it stabilized, once the mass broke over onto the downhill, they were committed.


Absent friction to slow it, the sled picked up speed rapidly, outpacing even Cleaver's rapid sprint. Ulric shouted for Christ to hop on and lightly skipped up, hands grabbing the sides of the sled to stand with feet on top of the skid, legs wide to stabilize himself as his mount sped forward. Christ, quick on the uptake, mirrored that action and the two rode on the sides. Cleaver, no slouch in the athletics department, leapt straight upwards, his feet coming down on top of the front of the sled as it passed beneath him, and he crouched smoothly like a skateboarder on the front, laughing wildly in childlike glee, so unlike the normally staid warrior.


The woods around them began to blur as they careened downhill. A failure in the stone rails would have meant complete disaster, they were doing better than eighty kilometers an hour at this point. Ulric hung on for dear life, eyes straight ahead and refusing to look down at the ground racing by. The moment of truth arrived, a wide banking curve that led to a slight uphill run. The outer skid slid smoothly against stone and the low center of gravity of their packing, thanks be to departed Serlic, prevented the cargo from tipping over, as it would have had it been any more top heavy. Cleaver leaned inwards, surfing the sled like he'd been doing it all his life. Manic joy lit his face even as the harsh passage of Winter air reddened it with its bite.


Ulric's work was good enough, the sled made the bend, inertia seemingly trying to throw Ulric wide as it rocketed through a good two g's turn, and began to ascend, slowing at gravity's insistence, though not as much as he would have thought. They would end up with plenty of momentum to clear the top and Ulric had no rails past the crest of this hill. Ulric made some quick, fuzzy, calculations in his head, estimating when to begin the deceleration that would bring them to a stop close to the top of this rise. Trees shot by, more slowly now, but still fast enough to be a major issue if they came out of the track. Soon. Ulric's eyes sharpened as he focused on their decreasing rate of speed and the closing hill top. Now.


"Anchors!" Ulric shouted into the wind.


Froka went into action immediately, tossing the anchor on that side to Christ and then the anchor on Ulric's side to himself. A moment of panic lurched acid into Ulric's guts as he reached one-handed to catch the wooden handle without cutting himself on the blade tied to it. The boost to his reflexes and dexterity paid dividends and he managed it, then, he cast the anchor out wide to drag into the snow. At first, the wood and knife improvised device simply skittered across the surface of the powdered snow. Ulric grew concerned, briefly, but then something caught and the blade sunk deep into the snow and began to drag cutting a deep trench into the pack below. On the other side, Christ's anchor did the same and the combined forces pulled the ropes taught, vibrating as their tension began to bleed velocity from the climbing sled.


As if by magic, they slowed to a halt, a bare few meters from the top of the low hill and the end of Ulric's improvised tracks. When, finally, they had ceased to move, Ulric hopped down and placed a small bone knife pulled from the several in his leg bandoleer behind the skid, driving it deep to chock the skid and prevent it from backsliding. He hurried to do the same to the other side and then stopped, not minding the fact that he knelt in the cold snow, to sigh deeply with relief.


It worked. They had made it. No. They hadn't just made it, they had covered well over a kilometer in a time that trivialized their fastest pace at any point before. At this rate, they'd make Irielhos that same afternoon, with daylight to spare. A whole day earlier than if they pulled Darla in his travois.


Ulric couldn't help an ecstatic laugh that bubbled out of him. Soon he was joined by the others, even Froka couldn't contain himself, worried as he was for his kin. Laughter slowed and halted as they looked around and considered their brief run.


Geyrt slipped up on them, her silent passage unnoticed, testament to her skill. She spoke with a tone of thinly veiled shock.


"That was one of the most outrageous things I have witnessed in one hundred years of life. And I have been exposed to my father's japes, so know that I am saying something here. What could have possibly compelled you all to think that this was a good idea?" the woman inquired with deep skepticism.


It was Cleaver who answered.


"You would not understand Shadow, not without experiencing it. That was exhilarating! I have never had such a thrill outside of a battle to death." Gushed the stolid man, who still grinned from the high of the ride.


"We used to do this kind of thing for fun, back in my homeland." Ulric explained, recalling the adventures of his childhood.


"We called it sledding. Normally you just ride a smaller sled, big enough to fit yourself and maybe one or two others. But normal travel was done in vehicles that rolled along the ground on wheels frequently at much faster speeds than we just made. Such things were considered completely common place. I'll admit it's a fair bit less well controlled here but the theory was sound. And Nahl'ir is right, you're just jealous you didn't get to ride on top of the sled." Ulric said with enthusiasm.


Cleaver nodded his agreement. "It is as the Glade Chief says, you are only jealous Shadow. You should know the joy of riding the sled. As a favor to his Lordship, I will grant you my place on the next run, when you feel the wind on your face you will know of what we speak." Declared the man.


Ulric and Cleaver and, not unsurprisingly Christ, nodded to one another.


Geyrt sighed. "Boys must always be boys, even when they wear the skin of men." She announced with exasperation.


"But fine. I will accept your challenge. I have laid out a course that matches your requirements for this newest insanity Glade Chief. There is a stretch from this hill down through a small gully and around a slight bend, a wash created by spring floods, that is nearly ten furlongs. It is, roughly, a tenth of the distance remaining to Irielhos. I will take the pull position for this run, if only to silence Nahl'ir."


Ulric walked with his Shadow to the hill's crest to inspect the route. As soon as he saw the proposed line of travel he smiled widely and looked at his over serious companion. It couldn't have been better if he'd planned it. Even as he resigned himself to the effort of creating the refined [Stonewalls] that would be required to keep their cargo, and their wounded comrade, safe, he laughed to himself. This was going to be good.


            

    
        Chapter 76: Return to Irielhos

    
    
    
    
                Geyrt stood up woozy, and wiped the flecks of remaining vomit from her lips. She could do nothing for the ecstatic grin that beamed from her face. Striding over to the rest of the party, who was still recovering their collective breath from the much longer, and far faster, traverse, she broke into hurried exclamation as if she had not just been violently sick.


"I want to go again! Who will trade me? Kryr'st? Froka? I will guard your brother's life with my own, fear not! Can I?" Machine gunned the excited elf.


Cleaver, the elf known as Nahl'ir, could not help a smug approval at her enthusiasm. She was now a convert, a brother in love for the sled, and all past animosities were behind them.


"How about this?" Interjected the formerly fearsome scarred warrior, "I will take the Glade Chief's position pushing the sled, he has done the lion's share of the work for this leg of the journey, and should rest atop the sled. Froka, would you scout the way forward for a similar course to this one? Your brother is in good hands with the Glade Chief to watch over him and we make the return home in time unheard of with this method." Cleaver persuaded.


Froka, torn between the admittedly hysterical fun of the sledding and his concern for his brother, mulled the proposition briefly before he accepted. He needed to do other than sit over his brother and brood anyhow.


"Very well then Nahl'ir, I will pathfind us a way forward while the Glade Chief recovers. How many more such sets of stone track can you supply, Ulric? It must tax you to reach so far." Twin One asked considerately.


A good question. That last track had been about as much as Ulric could manage in a single go, he was, magically, pooped. He regained strength between runs but they covered the ground so quickly it wasn't far different from a continuous casting, and, even if the amount of stone moved was minimal, it added up. Ulric considered it carefully, no mistakes could be made. If he left so much as a single point of weakness that part might break off at a critical juncture and derail them. After another few moments consideration he arrived at a conclusion.


"If I conserve my strength, maybe even leave gaps, spaces in the longest, straightest sections of the course, where we are certain to not need rails to direct us, and only create full tracks for the curving or faster sections, I can do another such run now, and, after that, only much shorter runs between rests. We'll likely have to push the sled some in between while my mana recovers." Ulric admitted.


"How far does that leave us shy of Irielhos?" He asked of the group.


"By my best reckoning," Christ said with deliberate caution, not wanting to oversell the progress they'd made, "We are over half of the journey now and, in another run or two, will be within sight of Irielhos. It is almost certain that we arrive at the fortress today, even if we end up pushing the sled for the majority of the rest our journey."


Geyrt interposed herself between himself and Christ, eyes wide and ear tips twitching.


"Then I get to go again!? Now? Soon? Let us go now!" pressed the eager huntress, invading Ulric's personal space in her enthusiasm.


"Sure, sure, ok. Easy, lady we'll get right on it." Ulric calmed, unable to repress a smile at the contrast to her normal stoicism or mild pique.


Froka set off then, with Ulric jogging in tow to ascertain the safest, most optimal position for stone rails to keep the sled in a predetermined course. Ulric was particularly attentive to the grade and slope of the hills, it would be critical for any yaw or side slippage to be utterly avoided. Once that monster sled turned sideways, there would be no controlling it, even the anchors would likely only result in an uncontrolled roll. It took a quarter-hour, honestly needed for Ulric to recover his mana, but they set the path and Ulric raised the [Stonewalls] on his way back, Froka staying at their end point to observe and scout for signs of trouble. The rest had done little to temper the excitement of the Sled Bros.


"We're all set." Ulric announced before he climbed to take Froka's position hanging onto Darla. The Elf did not look good but, at least, didn't look much worse than the last time Ulric had laid eyes on him.


Geyrt stood tall, gripping the harness straps, near to bouncing on her toes. Christ called the count and at his holler of "Fly friends!" the troop took off, pushing at top speed. Top speed, from his place on the top of the sled instead of the side, felt a whole hell of a lot faster. Shouting something unintelligible, Geyrt jumped to take her sideways crouch, surfing the sled as it roared down the planned path. Each bump threatened to bounce Ulric up from his seat, the jarring motion made all the more hectic as he could see, in great detail, that they were moving way too godsdamned fast for anything to survive the crash if something should go wrong. Discarding the fear of ruin, Ulric bathed in his Shadow's ululation's of victory as they screamed down one hill to climb another, then to accelerate into a rightward turn whose radius threatened to push Ulric out of his seated position before another short, straight downhill accelerated them yet again. Geyrt's heavy braid flew out behind her, whipping as the rushing air caught it.


Now for the dicey part, there was an S curve coming, almost level, but a rocky outcrop and cliff had demanded a bypass and starting on the hill would have demanded more mana from Ulric than he could provide. Fortune must have been enjoying the show, Ulric's short braid danced behind him and he was grateful for the beard that sheltered the skin of his chin as they entered the set of tracks for the S curve cleanly, the rocky outcrop directly in front threatening doom. A hard lean to his right counteracted the aggressive turn, and he was briefly afraid for his Shadow who stood without any attachment to the sled. He need not have worried, she rode the bumps and turns as if born to do it, her innate balance keeping her feet attached firmly to the [Forest Lord] tarp. The pressure of the turn let up briefly only to swing rapidly in the other direction, and he instinctively leaned left to brace against the opposite curve, cliff face yawing not so far away. The track held, directing the sled through this last sweeping turn, almost no speed lost thanks to the frictionless barrier spell coating the skids. Hands wide, stance of a practiced sled surfer, the persian skinned woman in front of him was grinning maniacally, reveling in the controlled chaos of the ride.


The sled leveled out and Ulric saw the last series of slight rolls in terrain that terminated in a long uphill that, only just, should bring the sled to a stop without recourse to the anchors. All according to keikaku.


No shout of "anchors" was necessary, Ulric had judged this hill correctly. The uphill climb terminated in a very slight upwards grade that brought their vehicle to a gentle halt, after which Christ and Cleaver chocked the skids with belt knives, as he had done earlier. Ulric's face burned from the icy air as did his hands and he flexed them to squeeze heat into the fingers.


Geyrt jumped down from her position, an uncharacteristic giggle audible. Ulric had to admit, if only to see the woman finally break out of her shell, this was all worth it. Not that he was unhappy with the sledding, it was easily the most fun he'd had since waking in the shadows of the colossi. Hard to resist being happy when you were sledding through a winter wonderland. Christ and Cleaver shared a clasp of forearms, sort of the Elven high five, and hearty exclamations in Elvish that Ulric couldn't quite make out. Definitely cheerful though.


Froka couldn't help a lift to his mood, seeing his normally reserved and focused fellows so obviously enthralled with the adventure. Even so, he reigned them in gently and they got down to business. Ulric couldn't manage another set of tracks at the moment, he was tapped out, though not quite to the point of mana exhaustion or he'd be useless the rest of the day. That brought them back to pushing the sled, a task made far easier for there being so much less resistance. Two behind, Ulric and Christ, and one in front, Cleaver, guided the sled along a path marked by Geyrt who, as usual, ranged ahead to scout for dangers and the best way forward.


Only two more sleigh rides did Ulric have in him, and short ones at that, he wasn't able to regenerate mana so very quickly while doing the work of pushing the sled up hills and trying to control its sway when the inevitable downhill demanded the team coordinate to prevent a roll. The next few hours were intensely busy but the team was rewarded: atop the next hill loomed the Elven fortress city and the [Heartwood] tree upon which it was built.


It was past Midsunsfall, the Twins were hanging low in the sky and their beaming rays lit the snow with gilded incandescence. It was near enough to make Ulric forget the tragedy of Santa's death and the grievous wounds of Twin Two, to say nothing of the whispered ragings in his thoughts when they turned to the trespassers roaming unfettered through the plateau. He tried not to linger overmuch on those, however, done was done and they had chosen the best possible route forward. The consequences of these choices he could live with. Knowing that he probably would have doomed Darla to life as a cripple or death by remaining behind to indulge his own interests, now that would have been unconscionable. Shouts from up ahead brought him out of his reverie. The scouts circling the fortress had spotted them and were on the way.


Ulric stayed silent, letting Christ take charge now. He was content to box his worries up to chew on them later. For now, he'd do what he could to get Twin Two some help and to get some rest. The last few days had passed like the Winter's Herald, all tumultuous motion and crazed thunder. Now that they'd reached the relative safety of the citadel, Ulric felt, unsurprisingly, exhausted. Not only physically tired, but also mentally exhausted and his core was tapped. The others also seemed somewhat deflated, now that business again was at hand and safety meant they could relax.


Whatever tension or stress or alertness had been buoying him was gone and he knew he could just about lay down for a damned solid sleep. Soon, he told himself, but not yet. First, they needed to see Lord Iriel himself and tell him what was going on. Unfortunately, they were delayed by the Iriel'en being, understandably, sketchy about reports of Otherkin incursion. They wanted to take some time to establish that the party had not been followed or marked by alchemical and mystical means. Everybody took the examinations and wiggling fingers of some kind of Elf divination, carried out by a female elf with a head shaved bald and who wore a blindfold embroidered with cryptic sigils, with proper grace.


While he'd faded in and out, Froka and his wounded brother had disappeared, shuttled off in a gaggle of warriors to find the man what aid the healers could provide. Ulric had experienced their touch once before, the healing magic was unlike anything he'd ever experienced before. It had sort of the full-body buzz of hard drugs but none of the mind fog. Something about the mana seemed to buffer your mind from the reality of flesh stitching together while it worked, almost like an anesthetic. If anything could save the man, the Sano mages would figure it out. He and his Shadow they regarded as peaches and cream, just a few bruises and scrapes and nothing to worry about. The party split further when Christ directed Ulric to rest a moment while the rest of the group went ahead to deliver their news to Idra and their liege. Ulric didn't mind the chance to sit down a minute, with his back to a tree. He didn't realize he'd fallen asleep sitting up until he was, gently, shaken awake by his weary Shadow. He had enough compassion for her to feel guilty about the nap, Geyrt had run farther than anyone during the entire trip. With all these soldiers now running around


She waved him off when he suggested she take a turn on the tree, a warrior had come to inform them that no sign of being trailed back through the forest could be found and His Pointy Eared Majesty would see them back up in the fortress. Together, Ulric forced himself to make one last push to the citadel and took the great lifts up and through the undercity and its marvels of arboreal architecture. Whirls of bent limbs created spiral patterns, engravings of vines and summer flowers, all of these were made more austere by the late afternoon light scattering off of snow. The abandoned city was now truly ghostly, haunting for its emptiness where once vibrant bustle filled its sky bridges. Ulric noticed that he wasn't the only one out of gas, Geyrt wore her exhaustion on her face, a rare show of vulnerability. It had been a hard push, miraculous for its rapidity. Memories of rushing wind and bouncing traversal brought a tired smile to his lips, even as his energy ebbed.


The final lift up to the citadel was a welcome sight. Still more welcome, a small team of duties relieved the pair of their burdens and escorted them to the great hall at the top of the fortress. Through burnished bronze doors they went to give news to the Lord of the land.


On his throne sat the [Lord of the Deep Wood] in his normal finery and with his normal half slouch, which turned into an interested attention at their entrance. The pictures of decorum normally to his side were absent, which meant that Ulric was a little more nervous than usual. He was tired and the wives that would normally check Bald'rt's worst impulses were gone. Ulric just had to hope that the Iriel Chief was on his best behavior.


"Ulric, Kin Savior! Glad I am for your safe return, I have heard reports that there was trouble on the plateau. Odd rumors my scouts have delivered, a most interesting sight, they claim that they witnessed a team of Elven troops riding a sleigh through the wilderness at unheard-of pace. Of a note, their descriptions of a particular cackling beauty atop the sled matches my lovely little [Blood thorn] in appearance if not attitude. What doings have gone on?" Welcomed the regal Elf.


"Er. Bald'rt, thank you for your warm welcome." Began Ulric, as usual trying to figure out how to navigate conversations with the fast-paced Iriel'en king.


"We ran into trouble indeed, how much I'm actually hoping you'll be able to tell me.” He said, trying to compose his report.


“In the course of our investigation into unwelcome guests that we detected on the [Plateau of Ancients], we were attacked by a particularly monstrous variant of [Polar Weasels], in a large pack. Darla suffered a particularly severe mauling that took infection, despite quick treatment. On return to camp, we learned of Serlic's death in action. He was killed by a Greater beast, some kind of invisible Owl the size of a horse.”


Gritting his teeth the regretful man couldn’t meet his host’s eyes, “It was my mistake. You have my deepest condolences Bald'rt, he was a brave man, a skilled Hunter, and a fine companion. I would not have scouted the canopy if I had known how virulent and active the beasts there were, they were much worse than last time I- no, sorry” He lamented, cutting himself off to focus on finishing his tale before bogging down on his failures.


“With our party depleted and an enemy of unknown strength whose positions we did not exactly know, we decided to hurry our return and deliver report rather than tarry in the glade." Spoke Ulric hurriedly, trying to hit all the highlights absent meaningless details.


Taking a deep breath, now that the worst news was delivered, the loss of Serlic and the wounding of Darla, he paused. For some reason he found himself at a loss for words, as he considered more fully, now in the safety of the fortress, that a good man had died on his behalf. An elf of far greater age than he would ever be, with innumerable ties, kin, friends, and who knows what else? Was lost, irretrievably and it was Ulric's decisions that had led to it. He'd never experienced this sort of feeling before and it pained him greatly. What ifs and might haves started to loop through his consciousness, trying to find a way to generate a world where there might still be a Santa.


Bald'rt leaned back to digest this information. His eyes closed briefly when he learned of the loss of Serlic and his lips moved in a silent benediction of some kind on behalf of the fallen Hunter. He recovered quickly though, likely through unfortunate familiarity, to focus on the rest of Ulric's tale. Noticing the man, both young and yet old, obviously struggling Bald'rt offered a piece of advice given him long ago under similar circumstance and honed since by long practice, his booming voice low yet filling the room with its solemn poignance.


"When a man leads other men to battle or adventure, there will inevitably be times when not all return. All Hunters and Warriors of Iriel know this. Serlic knew it. He chose the road because that is where his heart led. It is regrettable that he has returned to the forest's embrace but we will mourn him little, for his was a life lived in fullness and ended as he would have had it whether this season or another distant. We will carry him in our memories, to gaze into the future together as is our way, Ulric. Do not wear his death as a weight on your legs, Glade Chief, he would not have wished it. Instead, think on what his life meant to your own and use that to strengthen your own roots. This is what it is to be Iriel'en."


Bald'rt's eulogy of his kin was brief but, somehow, immensely comforting. Ulric hoped someone said something of the sort when he eventually passed. Maybe even the same Elf before him would do it, that would be nice, in its own way.


Nodding, Ulric gathered himself and continued to explain that the rapidly worsening status of Darla convinced them that they needed to expedite their return. Ulric only briefly described the creation of the super sleigh and its guided track, improvements to which he'd already worked out in theory, a monorail this time, but he shelved that tangent before it could distract him and cause an unforced error here.


When Ulric described the sled some cheer was restored to the Elf Lord's countenance.


"The air slick skids worked better than I'd hoped and we ended up using the mostly descending terrain to our advantage, riding the sled at great speed to return Darla to his kin for treatment." Finished Ulric, trying to be matter-of-fact about the madhouse run from the [Ancient's Gate] to Irielhos.


"Ahhh, then the rumors were true! Your party actually rode through the deep wood at a pace to shame a bird's flight to cross distance unthinkable in so short a time! And, if I don't mistake, my dearest daughter has a new favorite pastime." Declared Lord Iriel with subdued excitement.


Ulric could detect a faint trace of envy in the Elf for his daughter, there was a scarcely hidden desire to have shared the thrill of the breakneck race through copses of trees, alongside frozen rivers, over hill and down. The mantle of office weighed heavily on this free spirit of an Elf. He fairly vibrated with a seeming pent-up desire to race out into the wood and find adventures again.


Geyrt coughed slightly from her position behind Ulric's shoulder, a sound far cuter than it should have been. A quick glance revealed the slight tinge of a repressed blush. Ulric couldn't help a slight smirk, recalling her obvious joy at the sleigh ride, which she had visibly repressed soon after the drudgery of their normal travel resumed. Her attempts at stoicism had been somewhat ruined by the giggle that escaped from time to time as they'd traveled.


"It was…a memorable journey Bald'rt. Not my first choice for how I'd wished things played out but not the worst case either." Ulric confided.


He took a brief moment to think on the trip. A little less preparation here, not as much effort in his training with Idra and the Dragons there, and it was easy to see how things could have gone far, far worse than they had. One dead and one badly injured out of seven to depart. No, not great. But far from as bad as it could have been. He decided that, truthfully, the trip was, by most measures, a success.


"I'd be dishonest if I didn't say that we probably got luckier than we deserved, I didn't know that the [Skyshield] spell would work as I wanted and I also didn't know if I could refine my [Stonewalls] well enough to use them to create the tracks necessary to allow such rapid runs. Without those, we dared not let the sled gain such speed and our travel would have required an extra day. Things worked out and we got Darla back and my own gear without further incident." Ulric summarized.


And now for the kicker.


"I trust you got word about the invading party?" He prompted.


Bald'rts expression soured immediately. The news of a second incursion was bound to be a sore spot, given the Elf's disposition towards Otherkin roaming through Orlethrem, let alone in his own backyard.


"I did, and do not think it was not received with gratitude. Whoever has sent these creatures knows the Sacred Grove is forbidden and they also know that it is death to encroach unbidden on Iriel. There will be blood spilled over this and, mark my words Glade Chief, I will see that it is oceans of theirs to drops of ours." Bald'rt promised.


Ulric's brain was churning along slowly, he was keeping himself focused by will alone at this point. But he had to see this through, lives were at stake. Gathering his fading wits he pushed to complete his report and give his host what knowledge he might, to better allow the old monarch to act.


"Geyrt adapted a spell her mothers taught her to keep track of me, in case we were separated. She says it's a [Hunters Mark] and it worked to home in on the direction of the party that we tried to find, but we weren't able to exploit the opportunity, not with the naked hostility of the monsters still roaming in the [Forest of the Forgotten], not with Darla's injuries to consider, and, most importantly, not without any idea of who, how many, or of what nature were the invaders. They could have been a couple of scouts, they could have been a score of warriors, we had no clue." Ulric informed the Chief of Iriel.


Ulric hurriedly conveyed the suspicions of the escort, experienced Hunters and warriors alike, concerning the most sinister aspect of their failure to find this foreign party.


"One and all, Kryr'st, Nahl'ir, Serlic, Geyrt, every one of our team searched for sign of the invading force and, one and all, found nothing after the [Ancient's Gate]. We are afeared that these men are receiving magical help to cover their tracks and to safeguard them from the canopy beasts. Kryr'st and Geyrt are both in agreement that they likely have bypassed whatever protections guard Olrethrem from outside observation. Nothing else makes sense." the weary man concluded.


By the steady gaze in those emerald eyes, this was not a revelation.


"After much discussion, amongst my scouts, both here in Ireilhos and abroad, with Idra'se and his men, and in conference with my Lady Wives, we have determined this to be the most likely scenario." Bald'rt concurred.


"That is why my lovely brides are not in attendance now, each works to cut off the support network that must be creating this weakness in our protections.” Revealed the sylvan king, his deep voice steady and flowing.


“Bathe has departed to find the collaborators divulging gaps in our defenses and silence them. Shor is, at this moment, reweaving the webs of denial that should be preventing an outside magus from gazing through the mana field within Orlethrem. When she is done, I believe the [Bark ticks] that infest my lands will find themselves suddenly exposed, minus the enchantments that are hiding them from my sight. Already Vedyr hunts down the sources of mana traces that have been detected. It will be with great satisfaction that my Heartwood Spear hangs their corpses along the borders of the deep wood." The [Lord of the Deep Wood] said with vengeful certainty.


Geyrt's cool gaze matched her father's, the resemblance uncanny as they mirrored their murderous intent towards those who violated the sanctity of their homeland. It was reassuring. Ulric was confident that he wouldn't have to shoulder the brunt of the effort to track and kill these men. Intellectually, that was a fantastic relief. It did nothing, however, for the whispering blood priest that began chanting doom in the back of his head when he thought about strangers near his glade. Which brought Ulric to his next and final point, the last thing he could muster the energy to discuss before he found a bed, or maybe any level surface, and passed out.


"Lord Bald'rt, there is one more matter, only tangentially related to the invaders, that I wanted to discuss with you." Ulric said, somewhat formally.


His phrasing caught the attention of the Elf King who sat a little straighter to consider him.


"It has come to my attention, for the past few months, that, uh, I may be going slightly insane." Ulric admitted.


His Shadow's grumbled "This is not news to any but the clouds passing through." behind him did nothing to make matters better. After casting a scowl behind him that made her abruptly begin inspecting her bow for dirt, he returned to his host.


"You have to understand, in my old life I never knew violence against a sentient being. I hunted, in a very limited way, but never had I ever felt an inclination towards hurting or killing anything I didn't eat. I was, by all metrics I have to self-examine, a peaceful entity. That has, with some abruptness, changed in this world. It was first just a slightly enhanced impulsiveness, a faster tendency to action, which I was attributing to having to survive the wilderness with nothing. Humans are adaptive creatures in my home world and were able predators by nature, so I thought little of it. Just a return to form, see?" Ulric explained, trying to home in on the problem without being certain there even was one.


"But that has proven to be somewhat flawed a hypothesis. When I saw the men who had taken Brighteyes, my first thought was to destroy them. Without question, no hesitation at all, I killed the first people I met in this world and, where I expected grief, or upheaval, there was nothing, nothing but satisfaction.” Ulric described the slaughter-tinged impulse as detached and clinically as he could.


“Later, when your daughter tried to ambush me, I felt again a sort of savage instinct to slaughter her who had tried to take my life, who had tried to prey on me. Without Brighteyes there to intervene, I don't know that I wouldn't have, even once she was no threat, at the moment. Then, of course, there was the idiot lordling who wanted to take my place as his own. You saw how that worked out.”


Spreading his hands, the former engineer tried to explain the dissonance that he’d been trying to resolve for weeks now.


“Bald'rt, I was never a violent man but I am now. I never wanted anything in life more than I wanted to murder that chattering squirrel of a man. I feel in myself a powerful hostility towards any who would threaten my domain or person and a level of aggression that I would best describe as feral. Mostly, it seems to be something related to anything that would impinge on myself or on the plateau. I think it has something to do with this [Lord of the Ancient Glade] thing, it's gotten a lot worse since that showed up in my status." Ulric poured out his concerns, unable to stop now that he was started.


Having outlined his burgeoning insanity, Ulric waited for a response, mentally preparing himself to learn that, somehow, he'd mentally snapped under the strain of dying or some byproduct of his savage life in the wilderness. He was stunned when the Lord Iriel started laughing boisterously. He stood flabbergasted, until, after a long couple of minutes the Elf brushed tears from his eyes as he subsided. That was not exactly the response Ulric had been anticipating.


Slapping his thigh with merriment, the Lord of Iriel couldn't help a further chuckle at Ulric's discombobulation.


"Glade Chief, I am sorry, you must forgive me, I had forgotten how young you are in this world." the Elf said, reining himself in.


"What you have described is, simply put, the Lord's Instinct. Did you think the title was merely a set of words and a few additional stats, Ulric?" Bald'rt asked with raised eyebrow.


"The Akashic connection between Varda and her peoples is not so shallow. When the All-Knowledge anointed you [Lord of the Ancient Glade] it did so because you had already committed yourself to the guardianship of that land with your own life.” Explained his host.


More sedately the Iriel’en King outlined concisely for the baffled man the cause for this sudden influence, “There are conditions to be met before such a thing happens, one of these nearly always includes killing a few trouble makers who would seek to trespass on your domain. One of the conditions, frequently, is also the slaying of the previous guardian, if they still live; You did that as well, when you took the life of the [Forest Lord]. All of these build a…calling…a drive to rule supremely within your domain. The Land gifts you strength to do so, you should have experienced a great boost within your status, which I did observe when I [Scanned] you.”


Unable to suppress a wry grin, Bald’rt continued to walk his guest through the experience he himself had known so many years ago.


“Just as you claimed the glade for yourself, so did the glade claim you for its guardian, you are connected to it now. The territoriality you have experienced is completely normal and you'll get used to it in a few decades. Would that you had inherited your position from another rational being, they could have coached you through the transition. You do seem willing to learn and keep a flexible mindset, Ulric, unlike some others I can think of who may as well have ridge poles up their hind quarters."


He glanced briefly at his daughter, for some reason. Ulric turned to look at her as well but saw nothing out of the usual. Apart from her normal feminine impact, which was starting to fade a touch into the background, anyway. Thankfully. The dusky Amazon stood impassively, her hands in a relaxed grip on the bowstave slung across her impressive chest. She returned his gaze evenly, and, seeing nothing out of place, he returned his gaze to the Elf King, who was already speaking. Hmm…that was a little weird. Wasn’t it?


"I took my position as [Lord of the Deep Wood] long ago, though it was through less violent means, as is the case for most of the ruling Lords these days." Bald'rt told him, eyes gazing into days past.

"When my father was tired of rule and too crippled by various wounds to feel his people were served by his holding the crown, he passed the land to me according to tradition. We handed Iriel to its new Lord in a ceremony, Lord to Heir. I then experienced this same burgeoning need to guard my lands, and a hostility towards those who tried to challenge my new rule, similar to that which you describe. All of us bonded so to the land feel it. This relationship between lords and land is common knowledge, and any who would address you with cognizance of your status in this world are aware of it.” The Iriel'en Lord explained casually.


With another glance of humor-filled eyes towards his offspring, the sire of his Shadow confided in a conspiratorial whisper that was meant to be overheard, “It would be extremely embarrassing if one, say, a Hunter seasoned in her ways, should disregard common knowledge to bungle an attack against a Lord, given their might and drive to destroy threats. The most common outcome of attempting ill-advised assassination of such a one with half-hearted effort is to be killed outright. Most Lords slay their attackers or die trying and I can only think of a few fool enough to try it and also lucky enough to find a merciful outcome.”


This time, Ulric’s quick glance behind did catch the rude gesture his Shadow had directed towards her father before she could return to her façade of cool composure. He carefully restrained any emotion that might be construed as humor as the Elf Lord finished telling Ulric he wasn’t really any more insane than any other landbound person that gets a primal calling to rule and protect their domain. The Elf King did not evidence that he'd noticed his daughter's lapse in decorum but several of his guards were smirking openly. Teasing his malcontent offspring


“Lordling Morion knew it, or should have, and likewise proved his foolishness in challenging you. It is good that you self-aware and are strong-willed enough to resist the impulses, strongly do they speak in those early days. It can be distracting, at first, and has led many new to their role to do things they later regret. As you settle into your place in this world, you will feel the urges more natural, and also less insistent. I barely notice the instinct's drives but then, they are not unlike what I would always be doing and thinking as I lead the Iriel'en. When someone attempts to infringe on my reign, my lands, my mates, or my offspring, I kill them. It is like breathing for those like us. It is what we are." Bald'rt pronounced, finally.


            

    
        Chapter 77:  What New Days Bring

    
    
    
    
                Ulric was feeling about two parts resignation to three parts relief at that moment. It wasn't just all in his head. Well, it was, but it wasn't just him imagining things. He had, effectively, picked up a strongly territorial instinct. Aggravating. And enlightening. As he had suspected, stats were bullshit and the whole Akashic record thing was a two-way street with no road signs. At no point had Ulric made a conscious decision to become [Forest Lord] 2.0 and, yet, that had sort of just happened, no input required from him, thank you very much. In a similar vein to his objection to having been saddled with Geyrt he was also leashed to the glade and to his own role by a near compulsion to guard it. Were he a paranoid man, he'd start to think Varda itself was making plans for his future. He shook off that whimsical thought, which was too far-fetched even for this fairy tale land. What wasn't in doubt was the need to get the impulses under wraps, to dominate them before they dominated him.


He recalled the immense frustration when he had been unable to continue the hunt for those bastards roaming around up in the canopy, whatever they were doing up there. Logically, intellectually, he knew it was for the best to come back to Irielhos. It was for his own good and the greater good of his new allies to escort the wounded soldier home and to report their findings, rather than go in guns blazing and probably walk into an ambush, of men or monsters or both. It was the smart play, and he was glad he'd done it. But he felt the itch down his back to head out immediately and go find the trespassers.


The instinct had been so powerful that, for a moment, he'd considered leaving out immediately with Geyrt to hunt those dickwads down, leaving Christ and the other Elves to figure out getting Darla back themselves. Utterly selfish, and completely shortsighted, that would have been. However, every time he thought about the glade the nagging feeling came back. Generally speaking, it put him in a sort of pissy mood if he couldn't distract himself.


Add in all the tired from their race to save Darla and, just right now, Ulric was not a happy dude.


Bald'rt, wise in the ways of the world as he was, was plainly aware of Ulric's state of mind.


"This comes as news to you, not entirely welcome, at that, I see. It is unfortunate that I cannot offer any greater consolation to you than this Ulric: you will adjust. Matters are not helped that you have driven yourself to exhaustion, bodily and magically, in your celerity to return. I am grateful for this sacrifice on your part. If it helps, know that it was not for nothing, the labor and innovations you made to speed my warrior home." the grateful Chief of Iriel told him.


"Just before you arrived, I was given word that the healers are confident that Darla will make a complete recovery. They were equally confident that his leg would not have been salvageable had not he arrived so quickly, and that he would never have swung sword or pulled bow, had not you brought him to aid with such haste. Thank you, again, friend of my kin." Thanked the Elven Lord.


It made Ulric slightly uncomfortable, the obvious gratitude of the normally so flippant and casual Iriel'en King. He'd gotten one of those men killed by being there. That was not, evidently, how the Iriel'en saw things. Even so, he didn't want to linger under the Elven King's attention, he wanted, more than anything to be by himself, to find a quiet space to just be for a bit. Ulric's goose was, metaphorically, cooked.


Before he could bow himself out with a lack of grace though, he was saved from an unlikely quarter.


"My Honor is weary, Lord Iriel, Father. It has been a long road. I would put this audience at an end, for now, until Ulric has had time to recover from the ordeal. There will be time on the morrow to make plans for the future, now that the immediate threats are outlined." Prompted Geyrt from behind him.


Ulric was a little surprised, she was in a generous mood was his Shadow. Especially given that she had to be suffering at least a little, the woman had traveled farther than anyone else, by far, during their expedition, and had proven a pillar of security on which the rest of her kin had greatly relied. In spite of a few, er, mishaps with forgetting a possibly crucial spell that might have saved some effort, Ulric realized that it was highly likely the group would have been doomed without her aid. As awkward as the girl was around other people, out in the wilderness, she was a savant. Ulric was actually glad to have her following him around, at that moment.


Bald'rt nodded his agreement with his daughter and bid Ulric rest and recuperate before attending a "strategy supper", his words, not Ulric's, next evening.


Of the march back to his borrowed apartments, Ulric remembered nothing but a profound feeling of indebtedness towards these people who sheltered him, right up until his face hit a feather pillow and sleep claimed him. When next he gained awareness it was due to the light of the Twins spilling into his room.


A loud yawn punctuated a joint cracking stretch as Ulric came awake. Muscles worn by use the previous day protested briefly before bowing to the inevitable. He was laying on top of his blankets, in the buff, with his armor and clothes scattered in a trail from door to bed. He had no recollection of entering the room. Still cramped, he made a point to do a few repetitions of his morning stretch from his seat on the bed, his back pressed firmly against the wooden headboard. Slowly, the muscle stiffness in his back and shoulders broke loose and he sighed with relief, staring at the far wall of his room.


For a few moments Ulric just…was. No thought, no worries, no memories, just a silent appreciation for the golden light that gilded the wooden floors and cast sharp reliefs onto the masterful carvings that embellished most all of the walls, ceilings, and furniture. The artistry was immensely peaceful, calming. Beautific natural themes settled Ulric's mind and he sort of drifted for an unknown count of minutes. Eventually, though, he came back to himself. There was business to attend.


With a heavy sigh, Ulric accepted that he was going to have to get his ass in gear. First things first, he made for the privy. As a shiver of relief poured through him he realized that he hadn't taken a shit since returning. His eyes widened when he recalled the spicy stew. Oh dear. That might be a problem. "I am so, so sorry future me." Ulric told the room.


Shaking his head at the inevitable, Ulric padded back to his bed side and began a series of stretches shown him by Christ and the other royal guards during their daily training with Idra'se. The methodical stretch of hamstrings, achilles, tibialis muscles, back, and trunk helped greatly to open his body up to the rigors of the exercises. They also felt pretty good, once you got used to them. His reforged body had the limberness of a child's body, he could bend over to lay his chest against his knees and palm the floor, which he did, holding the position for ten short breaths before bending backwards to arch his spine in a bridge, feet and hands flat for the same set of breaths.


With an easy flex of his core and a shifting of his weight to his hands, Ulric transitioned to a vertical handstand. Fifty handstand pushups, then he lowered his legs to rest on the bed, near enough to a forty-five-degree angle, and did fifty more pushups, and, lastly, he rested his feet on the floor and did his final fifty in a horizontal diamond hand position that put more stress on his triceps than his shoulders.


Variety was good in bodywork, it forced the muscles and joints to coordinate differently. Flexibility was imperative to building real strength without creating fail points that would cause injury. Such was the philosophy of Idra and Ulric was a believer. The master swordsman moved like he had no bones.


Warm-up complete, Ulric ran through the prescribed balance exercise that he had been unable to complete during the hectic rush back from his home in the glade. Events had made the luxury of a workout routine impossible. Light perspiration beaded his forehead by the time the tenth repetition was complete and he felt the inner warmth that accompanied his morning routine.


The almost meditative nature of the exercise helped clear his head and put him in a good place mentally, a positive starting point from which to attack the challenges of the day. And there would be challenges. As much as he hated to rile up the Lord Instinct, as Bald'rt had called it, he couldn't help but think what might be done to penetrate the veil of magical cover those men were using to traverse the canopy. On the same topic of note, he needed to develop his own magical cover, a way to deny remote scrying of his position or even general location.


If he could figure out how the spells were anchored, he was pretty sure he could finagle a way to become "slippery" so that such attempts would find no purchase on him. Creating an area denial ran into the problem that a clever mage would realize that there were specific locations denied them and then he might as well have put a huge "Here I am!" flag on his back. Better to sort of just mirror the magical imprint of his location, absent whatever mana signature the spell used to locate him, reporting no presence like hacking a security camera to show an empty room. There was the tiny problem of not knowing how to do that, but if Geyrt could use her [Hunter's Mark] on him a couple of times he was pretty sure he could find a way to figure out how those spells worked and spoof them.


The next problem was one of equipment. His bone plate lorica was a godsend. It had literally saved his life, on more than one occasion, and he was convinced that whatever prehistoric armorer had designed the segmentata, they had been a genius. Despite Ulric's relative lack of skill and tooling, he'd managed a simulacrum of the old Roman design that was nigh impenetrable by the beasts and weapons he'd encountered. His weapon, on the other hand, was a disaster.


The too-long metal trident had twice proved unwieldy for his frame, he simply wasn't large enough a man to use it as it was intended. Attacking monsters, especially of the sort of agile groups like the [Heckler Monkeys] and [Polar Weasels], had proved too easily capable of getting inside the range of the bladed tines of his weapon. They had forced him into a close-quarters fight without much use of the instrument occupying both his hands.


At the ranges the trident was best used, he would honestly have been better off just using his powerful array of mid-range offensive spellwork. [Cinder Pearl], [Water Jet], [Flame Crash], and any of his Ceraun spells would have served him better in his last fight. If not for that magic, Geyrt would have been mauled, probably badly, having left her back unguarded to kill the monster off his legs. That thing would have gotten to the insides of his thighs and opened a femoral artery before he could get out from under the one on his chest. The thought sent a small roil through his guts. Too close, had it been, too close by far.


So, the trident had to go. He wasn't sure what to replace it with, he was, a neophyte when it came to melee combat. At no point in his old life had he ever considered he'd find himself fending off howling monsters with nothing but a spear or dagger, but here he was. A spear, appropriately sized and with less clumsy a business district than the very specifically purposed trident head, would be a good choice. Spears had been the most fundamental weapon of humanity throughout antiquity, after all.


Problem was, a spear really only did one thing, put a hole in a single target and required both hands to be used effectively. It didn't have any offensive potential beyond that and Ulric was three times shy now of having both of his hands tied up holding a pole between himself and sharp teeth. Ulric sat naked on his bed, eyes staring blankly at the ceiling while he mulled the problem over.


No spears, too clunky, too limited. A bow? Almost certainly the best option at range, once he found time to replace the one he'd gifted his Shadow. That had been a good decision, for multiple reasons, it turned out. For one it had made her happy, and for another, the weapon made his already formidable Shadow a truly fearsome opponent. She had proven to be a much better handler of his bow than he ever would be. She'd saved both his and Darla's lives with it, and Ulric regretted that decision not at all. But, even if he replaced that bow with another of equivalent power, it still didn't solve the problem of what he would do were he ambushed from close range again. He needed a melee option, and not a spear.


No, he was leaning more heavily on a bladed weapon, an axe, or a sword. Not to toot his own horn but he was strong and fast, gods-given gifts that he had honed greatly in his days of savagery in the glade. Idra's training regimen was adding to those foundations. A largish sword, perhaps of the bastard variety, would be something that could be used in one hand or two and not greatly lose effectiveness, which would allow him to take advantage of his greatest advantage: magic.


Ulric wasn't under the illusion that he would be a master swordsman any time in the near future. But what he could do is buy space, make an enemy leery of getting too close with a big sharp blade between him and whatever threat he faced, which would create openings to blast them to smithereens. One of the bastards he'd killed saving Brighteyes had called him a spellsword, and that was what he intended to be. Which meant it was finally time to go see a smith and get some options.


Ulric dressed from one of the sets of clothes that had been provided in the wardrobe occupying one corner of his apartment. Those masterful artisans of the domestic had, somehow, provided an assortment of fitted suites and robes. He had no idea how they'd obtained his measurements and he wasn't willing to go down the rabbit hole of wondering at their methods. Just accept that the Duties were all-powerful and all-knowing and move on with life.


Close-fitting cotton-ish underclothes, of a dark grey went on first, a rather efficient affair that resembled a tank top and athletic short onesie. It had ties across the body to cinch it up tightly. On top of that, Ulric chose the thin silk long-sleeved shirt and stout canvas pants, both in some kind of muted green. After he'd tucked in the shirt so it could hang loosely and grant his arms and shoulders freedom, he put on his old leather belt with its companion knife sheath, handle of said knife jutting proudly from his hip. Over the rest, Ulric put on a thick woolen robe that fell to his calves. Its jet-black color was accented by vibrant green scrolling vines, with small flowers here in there, embroidered in a deep red. It was, likely, the best dressed he'd ever been in either of his lives. That said something for his attitude on fashion in his previous life, which hadn't changed greatly, but had evolved to at least appreciate how much effort and skill went into the production of this finery. Knowing that these clothes had all been made by hand, from fibers painstakingly woven from their sources without access to industrial machinery, and tailored specifically for him was humbling. He didn't deserve such treatment, and he would wear these with gratitude.


At some point, Geyrt must have heard him stirring around. A set of three loud knocks drew his attention from the wonders of the Elven artisans and the consideration of his hosts.


"Enter, Geyrt, and good morning." Ulric called to his door.


The heavy door to the interior rooms opened soundlessly. In strode athletic desire made flesh, looking far less ragged than she had the previous day. A good night's sleep had done wonders, those dark rims under her eyes were gone and her stride had regained its usual vigor. He wasn't the only one run down from the pace of events in the glade. Today should be a welcome departure from their hectic race. Geyrt was dressed for business but not war today, wearing those heavy robes and loose trousers she preferred for casual affairs in the citadel. Today's colors favored whites and greens.


A few strides into the room and she seemed to take notice of him for the first time. She stopped short and frowned slightly, expression neutral. Her ears, normally a giveaway when she was particularly excited or bothered were still. Emerald-flecked bronze eyes dissected him as she took an overly long moment to look him over, absent any spoken word. As accustomed to her oddities as he was becoming, she still had a way of throwing him off without trying. Getting a wordless visual inspection, as if checking him over for lice, first thing in the morning was another way she accomplished her seeming goal of disturbing Ulric's peace. Gods what he would not do to get a look at what was going on behind those eyes.


Eventually, she must have found what she was looking for, she nodded to herself and strode to stand before him.


"Good morning, Ulric, I am glad that you have decided to finally dress your station. Too often you seem to ignore your status as a visiting Lord and dress the way a lowly warrior recruit would." Said his Shadow, her tone only lightly admonishing.


In fact, if Ulric wasn't completely mistaken the woman sounded very nearly pleased.


"Your choices were appropriate, it is good that I will not have to teach you how to clothe yourself. Now, perhaps, you will not embarrass the both of us publicly." She continued.


Ahh…Geyrt, never change.


Ulric chose to take the exchange in whatever spirit made his life easiest.


"Thank you for your approval, Shadow, it is well that you won't need to dress me. I seem to be bad at it, poor Hal'et tried her best and the clothes just seemed to always return to the floor." Ulric said lightly.


That got a roll of eyes and a slight toss of her braid, which was enough to bring a smile to Ulric's mouth.


"All jesting aside, I am glad you approve Geyrt. I have to give credit where it belongs though, the Duties are incredible. Everything was fitted and tailored exactly even without measurements taken. I have no idea how they pulled that off but they're miracle workers." Ulric said, thoroughly impressed.


Geyrt, mollified somewhat, dropped a small bomb on him.


"They measured you while you slept your second night, Glade Chief, so that they could begin preparing suitable garments. It was friend Hal'et's suggestion, you seemed too…exhausted…to bother waking for the task." Said the woman, a small smile finding its way to her face.


Oof. Touche' lass. Ulric gave her a couple of brief finger guns, to let her know she had won the exchange. She brushed a small bit of nonexistent dust off her shoulder to acknowledge her victory. Similar exchanges were somewhat commonplace these days. Jab and riposte, first blood takes the victory.


"If there's nothing more pressing for the morning, I was thinking of seeing a weaponsmith Geyrt. Any recommendations?" He asked, turning his mind back to serious business.


The Elf woman chewed her lip briefly as she considered, no longer nonplussed by his sudden switches in train of thought.


"It is difficult, Glade Chief, most of the smiths are occupied with commissions from the Crown, on behalf of preparations for what is most certainly to be open warfare in the spring. That said, there is one name that comes to mind: Galed Uldin.”


She smiled as if she had thought of something funny, so brief he might have imagined it, except that he hadn’t. Good humor was rare enough on her features to stand out.


His Shadow spoke evenly, as if not to get Ulric’s hopes up. Her hands gestured ambiguously, to emphasize the uncertainty of this line of action.


“He is, technically, retired, but accepts commissions from time to time on any projects he feels might prove interesting. Your oddly effective armor, and its unique composition would definitely catch his eye. He might be tempted into some work for an outsider if he were able to examine your armor and some of the materials from the glade." She answered at last.


That was all? Deal. Gifted artisans were always a little odd. He'd known a machinist that could make any part you wanted to tolerances of micrometers, with only a description and a picture of the location in the device in which it would be placed. He could do the rest in his own head. But he wouldn't touch the thing until you brought him coffee and donuts personally; the odd man considered it a common courtesy between professionals. And those better not be mass-marketed donuts either. Fresh bakery product, glazed, don't you dare taint them with sprinkles or you were never getting those parts.


"Is that all!? Done, and done!" Ulric exclaimed.


This was something he'd awaited for over a month, ever since he'd met Brighteyes. The chance to see an Elven artisan work their craft, turn raw material into artful purpose. Ulric was almost giddy. Hurrying around the room he grabbed a few [Steelwood] poles, lashing them together with hide laces from his pack. Next, he stuffed his armor into the woven bark basket and looped its handles over the poles, before emptying his pack of survival gear to fill it with various odds and ends, such as glassresin sheets, a cylinder of horn glue, a whole [Bladefern Elk] antler, braided tendon cords, and some handwidth strips of [Forest Lord] leather. Lastly, to his Shadow's bemusement, he stuffed her arms with a couple of [Forest Lord] bones, a rib, a femur, and a scapula, to be specific, along with his great metal trident before filling his own hands with his large cookpot laden with the cores of various creatures, [Bolt Deer], [Bladefern Elk], [Golden Heckler Monkey], [Fell Wolf], and others, their jeweled crystalline facets throwing refracted light of varying hues.


"Let's go Geyrt, let's go! We've got places to be and people to see!" trilled Ulric happily.


The Elven Huntress stared at the man who held the reins to her future with amazement. Gone was his easily broken attempt at reserved dignity, he was almost bouncing as he chivvied her out of the room, with the cookpot of chiming cores. She squawked slightly at his insistent pushes out of the room but didn't complain, his giddy enthusiasm being infectious. It reminded her of her brother when he was enraptured with some diversion or other. Instead of goading him she maintained her quiet calm and followed as quickly as she could, arms full of awkward payload that shifted as she matched her worms in the head Honor's pace. The man was very nearly skipping down the hall.


Unbelievable.


He halted abruptly at the end of the hall, woven bag swinging wildly from its pole at the sudden stop. Turning, he admitted sheepishly, "Ah…I don't know how to get there. Perhaps, Geyrt, you would take the lead?"


She restrained a smile, "Of course, Ulric, it is my duty. Let us see what services Master Uldin has to offer." Geyrt said with a measured voice.


"Follow me, Glade Chief." And, securing more firmly the items he'd foisted off on her, she set off down the opposite direction, back the way they had come, to lead her Honor to the home and smithy of a most renowned, and absurdly finicky, blacksmith.


Ulric followed, his eyes barely seeing her back for the distracted thoughts racing through his mind. They were off to see a smith! A magical smith, with magical tools, who could make who the hell knows what kind of bullshit artifacts!


            

    
        Chapter 78:  To See a Man About A Sword

    
    
    
    
                
It was a lovely day for a walk. Or he would have liked to say except that he’d been picking his Shadow’s brain while she led him through pavilions and down lifts to the craftsman’s floor and saw none of the fortress for his unending inquisition. No, she didn’t know how cores formed, only that they were a component of almost all developed life and grew in size and complexity with the power of their hosts. No, she didn’t know how mana integrated with materials to give them special properties or how those metaphysical properties blended in the act of alchemy or metallurgy and stop pestering me with your nonsense.


He subsided when she asked herself, aloud, whether throwing herself off the fortress would be preferable to enduring any more questions. They completed the trip while he was lost in consideration of these mysteries around him.


"We have arrived, Ulric, this is the workshop and home of Galed Uldin, Master smith." Geyrt reported dully, bringing him up from his contemplations.


Her demeanor fairly cried out suppression of emotion or maybe lack of enthusiasm, which was somewhat unexpected. His odd ball Elf companion was normally cool but not reserved. The entire time they'd walked the young woman's gait and posture suggested that she was working against her own interests or had something on her mind. Ulric would soon learn why his Shadow was so hesitant.


"I have said it once, but it bears repeating: Smith Uldin is a master of peerless skill and has made unfathomable wealth through his commissions for the Greater Houses. He is also incredibly hard to deal with, and will only take up jobs that he sees as worth his time, in these days.” She warned him, and would have been gesturing emphatically had her arms not been full of the detritus of his hunts.


“It may well be that he turns you away without hearing your request, I have not known him to make a weapon for Otherkin in my lifetime. Knock on his door three times and wait." Instructed the woman reluctantly.


Geyrt Iriel, the woman known for her relentless foul attitude and irascibility, claims that this man is a challenge to work with? Ulric had to know now, if from nothing other than sheer morbid curiosity.


Bracing himself to face an onslaught of insults and Elvish nonsense, Ulric gave three solid knocks on the solid, carved door. The resounding echoes faded and Ulric waited, observing the various reliefs depicting anvils, chisels, smithing tools of various natures, fire, and forge. He became very acquainted with these as he'd been standing there a good five minutes. The frosty air had grown no warmer as they stood waiting.


Ulric raised his hand to knock again but a warning shake of Geyrt's head dissuaded him. So. This was to be the first game they played, was it? Ulric focused his will inwards and ran through the mana circulation exercises he'd learned from his magic tutors, the esteemed wives and co-conspirators of the Lord of Iriel.


Mana began to cycle from core, to organs, to extremities, and back to core. Slowly at first, as if a heavy mass, and then faster, the energy began to flow. Pulses of hot and cold accompanied this exercise, which reminded Ulric of his mana sickness, a fever brought on by his newly reforged body's novelty to magic. This sensation lacked the depth and unpleasantness of that illness, more like icy hot but in your blood. Ok, so it takes a little getting used to. Or…maybe a lot of getting used to, but whatever!


Bathe's instructions and gentle guidance had taught Ulric to take this flow of energy and to diffuse it, to gently pressure it into his flesh, infusing the very tissue with magical force. Doing this slowly, systematically, throughout his body caused it to verily hum with potency. The woman herself was capable of utilizing her mana to manifest inhuman bodily strength, speed, and agility, as well as the durability of reinforced armor plating. Ulric was relatively certain that Bathe Iriel was bullet proof and could wrestle a gorilla into submission with ease. For himself, a mere novice in the practice, he felt vaguely warm, energetic, and like he might need to pee.


As well that the circulation and infusion techniques took time because they spent another fifteen minutes standing outside the door. Geyrt was trimming and cleaning her finger nails with her knife, with amazing patience, uncharacteristic of her normal inclination to be about her business. In spite of this mana technique being a necessary practice to one day successfully awaken his core, and prevent catastrophic death by mana reaction, Ulric was growing irritable, his initial excitement for seeing Elven smith work tainted by this outright rudeness.


Was the Smith even in? Fifteen minutes turned into an hour and his mood steadily degenerated. While Ulric was losing it, Geyrt seemed to think nothing was amiss. Where the hell was that Smith?


"Unhöflichkeit ist ein Fluch der Zivilisation" murmured Ulric in his grandmother's tone. It was one of the old battleship's favorite phrases. Rudeness is a bane of civilization. Teasing, light mockery, some ribbing to remind the over-serious that nobody gets out of this alive, these were acceptable, within reason. But to go out of your way to waste someone's time or to obstruct for the sake of obstruction, or still worse, sheer inconsiderate thoughtlessness, these were anathema.


A well-crafted slight that demonstrated attention to one's target, knowledge of their person, and careful consideration of how to prod them, that was a near demonstration of affection. But to ignore someone, to treat them as nothing, to him it was a profound insult. Even were this some kind of test, Ulric did not appreciate such games. Especially when they were based on the premise that he was a person of so little value that they could be ignored without consequence. Say "No." if that was your decision, but don't jack people around. It's goddamned discourteous. This train of thought repeated, and again, faster, and again. The spiral of aggravation hit critical mass.


Fuck it, play stupid games, win stupid prizes. Ulric summoned every last ounce of strength, brace himself, and kicked the door in from its beautifully crafted frame.


The door exploded into the room to hang from its bottom hinge, the top ripped free of the wood completely, and rebounded off the wall, caught by Ulric's outstretched hand as he entered the room.


"Halloow!" He yelled sarcastically, as he saw a startled Elf sitting in a reclining chair, wearing a heavy leather apron, and thick gloves of scaled material tucked into his wide belt, drinking a mug whose scent hit Ulric's nose sharply. Was that…Scotch?


The Elf, a handsome auburn-haired man of that eerily indeterminate age that bespoke Elven maturity looked down at the door splinters in his lap and back up to Ulric. Slowly he pulled a finger length shard of door out of his mug and delicately dropped the wooden splinter to the floor, his cyan and copper eyes fixing themselves on the intruder in his entryway.


Ulric adjusted his one-handed grip on the basket of cores to lower it softly to the floor and made a respectful bow.


"Greetings Smith Uldin, I have come to offer you a project you might find interesting! I am Ulric Einar, a guest of the Iriel'en for the Winter. So glad am I to make your acquaintance, and to interrupt your day drinking, apparently!” He said with a forced cheerfulness.


He glanced at the ruin of the barrier he’d kicked before addressing the bastard Elf again with razored sarcasm, “Forgiveness, my knock seems to have loosened your door. A pity that, you should probably question thoroughly the rascal who hung it."


The Smith frowned and set his mug onto a finely carved end table. With measured grace he rose from the pillowed softness of his recliner to stand slightly taller than even Ulric, a giant of his race. Powerful shoulders and rippling cords in his forearms knotted as his fists clenched briefly. He returned the small bow curtly, habits of centuries taking control of his body. He looked betrayed at his own routine gesture and snarled.


"I am the rascal that hung that door. And carved it. And the frame as well." Growled the melodious tenor voice, at odds with his rough features and scowling demeanor.


Both looked at the savaged wreck that had been fine wood work, as lovely an example of Elven craft as was to be found anywhere. Ulric grinned spitefully, seeing the obvious gap in defenses.


"I fear there may have been some exaggeration then, if your smithing skills are equal to your carpentry, goodman Uldin."


The Smith's teeth ground and he spit to the side upon his own floor. Ulric was pretty sure the Elf was about to do something drastic when Geyrt filtered in behind him and tried to pretend invisibility.


She failed utterly. As soon as she stood fully in view the hateful gaze of the Smith transformed into adoration and, ignoring Ulric completely, he rushed over with incredible quickness to bury the suddenly shy woman in a hug, pinning the odds and ins in her arms to her body. The lopsided door might as well have vanished.


"Little Girl! You break this old Elf's heart, how long has it been?!" The voice cried out in mock pain and he swung back and forth, lifting Ulric's shadow, her feet dangling this way and that in his grip.


What the fuck? Ulric couldn't believe it. Little Girl? Geyrt? Since when? And…what is this? This asshole was ready to throw down and now he's gone all teary eyed while he shakes a woman Ulric was certain would have dirked him for even thinking of hugging her. And she's just taking it?


What the fuck?


Ulric's Shadow began to struggle her muffled cries escaping his burly chest and thick apron.


"Uncle Galed! Uncle Galed, please! I am not a little girl any more, you have to stop doing this every time! You're embarrassing me!" She begged.


Begged? And in that sweet voice? Where was the knife? Where was the scorn and ridicule?


The Smith was having none of it. He rubbed his face into the top of her head, shushing the woman while she tried to escape.


"Nonsense, you are always my Little Girl! And if you would stop taking so long to come and see me it might be that I do not miss so greatly and have to make up for lost time, eh?" Said the absurd Elf, lowering the tall woman back to the floor like a child, before he ruffled her hair as she squawked indignantly.


"Besides, who is there around to be embarrassed? Hm? Certainly not this human beast, who has violated my door. What is he doing here anyway? Besides interrupting my morning tea?" The man continued turning to scowl at Ulric while Geyrt fended off his hands and backed out of reach.


Tea? Ulric scoffed.


"The hell that's tea!” He protested, unwilling to believe that claim.


“That mug's contents would catch a spark and burn hotter than lamp oil. It's not even noon!" Ulric asserted, disbelieving before turning on his Shadow.


"Geyrt, what is this? You…you're not being like you! You never said anything about an Uncle and Bald'rt didn't mention anything about any brothers." Ulric questioned still reeling.


None of this made sense. Not the huge Elf, not the affectionate mauling his Shadow had just taken, none of it.


It was the giant Elf that spoke, his oddly melodious voice at odds with the rest of him.


"He would not have mentioned me, would he? Too busy mucking around with those women and plotting to rule the world to stop and see an old friend. And worse, sending off his precious darling to run around in the forest instead of visiting her dear Uncle Galed! I have a mind to go see that [Grain Weevil] and drag him out to taste some grass. It's been far too long." Declared the rugged Smith hotly.


Geyrt paused in her attempts to smooth down the disturbed tangle of her hair, the top portion of her braid fairly ruined, to turn an abashed look at Ulric and a slightly panicked one at "Uncle Galed".


"It…it didn't come up. I have been kept busy running here and yon for your service and Mother Vedyr insists on wasting my every evening with her 'This is how a proper Aes'r woman acts' lectures." Deflected the woman unsteadily, her voice doing an unflattering impression of her mother that would likely have earned a few more bruises if it had been overheard.


"And what do you mean I am not being myself? I am always myself! What is that supposed mean, Ulric?" She continued her voice returning to its normal irascible tone.


"Indeed!" Chimed in the giant Smith warningly "What is that supposed to mean? You would not be implying anything about my Little Girl would you? And look at her! Who are you to treat my darling as a carriage mule? What hold did a puffed-up transient like you get on my Little Girl?!"


This…had not gone at all like Ulric had intended. This can't be real life, Ulric told himself. Geyrt isn't acting like a teenage girl meeting her favorite uncle who spoils her and the legendary smith isn't a great honking body builder that sounds like the classical musician Michael Jackson. I refuse to believe this.


Rubbing a hand over his face, Ulric failed to will himself awake. His hand came away and, nope, still here in this workshop of horrors. None of this makes sense. Now he had two Elves glaring at him. Geyrt had unceremoniously tossed the carried items to the floor next to the core basket and was tapping her foot, arms crossed. The Smith had both hands on his hips and was leaning forward like a yakuza waiting for his victim to give him a reason to go get the crow bar. Little Girl? Geyrt Iriel? A tiger stuffed into an Elf's skin?


A frost laden wind gusted into the room, chilling his back through the broken door. The cold acted as a catalyst, replacing the profound confusion with anger. He'd had enough of this.


"That 'Little Girl' is a [Blood Thorn] and everybody knows it!" Ulric burst incredulous at the huge Elf, before turning to address his Shadow pretending innocence.


He couldn’t help pointing at her with a vibrating finger, "Even Brighteyes admits it, and the boy adores you, same for your father, so don't give me that 'What is that supposed to mean' business!”


Addressing her with his full attention, Ulric couldn’t keep the outright aggravation from his voice any longer, dealing with these people was getting on his last nerve.


“Don't think I don't know you take satisfaction in being a pain in the ass Geyrt, I know both of your parents by now and the fruit didn't fall that far from the wanker tree. And You!" Ulric raged, turning to face the auburn-haired giant, his finger held up like a weapon, aimed in that Elf's general direction,


"I am not a transient, I am a guest of the household on account of I pulled Geyrt's brother's nuts off a fire and discovered a scheme by some fuckers to pierce the Orlethrem defenses while they go a viking around my godsdamned plateau! I am also the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] and that 'Little Girl' over there is my Shadow! By her own Father's decision, not mine,” He added glaring at his Shadow, who feigned innocence, “On account of she attempted murder in the first degree, murder in the second degree, and then murder in the first degree, again, by proxy, against my person, so she'll hump gear until the stars die if that's what I want her to do!”


He swiped a hand over his face and pulled his beard a moment from sheer agitation before continuing to dress down the pair of Elves, “You, on the other hand, want to fuck with people, for fun, or to distract yourself from however the fuck it is you've decided to waste a couple of centuries doing and I'll have you know now that no rude bastard is wasting my time for free! So, either you want to make yourself useful while your kin get ready to go to war or I find a smith that doesn't have his ears tucked between his balls!" He ranted.


Ulric was shouting. Ulric never shouted. He was not a shouter. But they had chewed through his last nerve.


It was always like this. Whenever his Shadow got embarrassed, no matter by who, Ulric had to take shit off her. He wouldn't have been surprised if this entire visit was set up by her, knowing how it would turn out, as some sort of elaborate prank. She loved doing that. Like her Father before her, she was an artist at being an asshole, she was just a lot quieter about it, using silent Elven dignity as a chameleon uses its color to cloak her douche-baggery. Well, she won, he was livid.


The two Elves stood amazed. They traded glances and then looked back at him with those glittering eyes.


The Smith suddenly relaxed and straightened, the hostility vanishing like dew under daylight. Instead, he turned his attention to the darkly beautiful woman.


"Little Girl what does he mean that you are his Shadow? What have you done?" Inquired the man softly, in a hurt tone.


Now it was Geyrt's turn to be uncomfortable again. Her gaze fell away from Ulric to find obsession with the floor. Ulric could hear her mumbling and see her lips moving but couldn't make out what she said, her ears drooped while she rocked on her heels. She looked more miserable than when her Father had sentenced her to Ulric's life without parole until he died.


"Uncle Galed" wasn't having any of that. He raised her chin with a finger under it, forcing her to look into his almost blue, copper flecked eyes.


"I have asked you a question Geyrt Iriel, and I am expecting my heart sworn daughter to answer." Smith Uldin said, his voice demanding but gentle.


Geyrt ceased her squirming and accepted the inevitable. Ulric wanted to break in, to help her out, her obvious vulnerability was incredibly jarring, but he couldn't. These events were all around him and he was sitting in the middle of the pot, but this right here? This was between the two of them, it was not Ulric's place to intervene.


Ulric saw the fight go out of her, her shoulders settled and then she firmed up. Quietly she told her story, sparing herself nothing, as Brighteyes had told it those weeks ago before Bald'rt and his court.


"…And it was the [Lord of the Deep Wood]'s, no, it was Father's judgement to spare my life. I am given to service to be Ulric Glade Chief's Shadow, to be a Hunter no more for Iriel until his life is at its end.” She said, unhappily.


“I will do this thing, because I must, Uncle. I am at peace with it now." Finished the proud Huntress solemnly, but most certainly not peacefully.


Smith Uldin looked like someone had shot his dog. Slowly, he turned his attention away from his "Little Girl" to face Ulric, before giving a small bow with gestures that Ulric hadn't seen before. He rose gracefully, with none of the hostility from before.


"I must apologize then Glade Chief, for my behavior.” The giant smith intoned


“I thought you another would be noble’s get, here to waste my time hunting glory, or attempting to impress my Little Girl by throwing their money around, fool's errand though that be. I may…also have a slight tendency to overreact when I feel my Heartsworn daughter is being put into uncomfortable positions and try to drive those individuals away. Forgive me my rudeness."


Ulric was caught flat footed by the docility of the irascible Elf. Compared to before, he was being downright nice. Most of Ulric's temper had fled when Geyrt hung herself from her cross in the face of the huge elf's disappointment. That the stolid smith had used Human to apologize was an additional layer of contrition.


Ulric tried to return the bow as best as he was able, no sense not taking an olive branch when it was offered, especially not when he still intended to ask the man for his skills. All of this up to now was mostly a combination of the Smith being a talented, but bored, dick and Ulric possibly overreacting to obvious provocations. Which he should not do and he felt slightly embarrassed for losing his temper so easily.


"I accept your apology Smith Uldin. I am also at fault for losing my temper. Sorry about the door, it was more than adequately constructed and hung." Ulric said with sincerity, trying not to murder his vowels.


Honestly, the Smith had seemed less angry about the door's breaking than about the inference that his craftsmanship was subpar. Ulric's admission of this took some of the nettle out of his expression. They rose from their courtesies and gazed neutrally at one another, the board reset, as it were.


Geyrt had stepped back into Ulric's shadow, her customary place when he was dealing with her kin in official capacities wherein she was expected to behave as more of an extension of his own being than an individual. She still didn't look happy but at least the obvious pain of recounting her shame was gone from those smooth features.


The Smith spoke first, his eyes taking in the materials strewn across the floor for the first time.


"I am given to understand that you would hire my services, Glade Chief. I will tell you now that that my skills come dear, and possibly not at all, unless I deem the task worth doing." Said Galed Uldin with utter seriousness.


Business at last, Ulric thought.


"So I have been informed. It was made known to me that you enjoyed a challenge, and could be swayed by the offer of some more exotic materials with which to work, as well as a chance to study a few innovations that I have come by in my experiences." Ulric explained, indicating the basket and objects Geyrt had deposited on the entryway floor.


Ulric's raised eyebrow at those goods made the woman's ears twitch. He was pretty sure she shouldn't have dropped what he'd asked her to carry so she could scold him. Whatever, everybody knew she was shit at not losing her temper, best not to dwell on it or he’d do little else. Did Elves have Shadow obedience schools? Nevermind. The sky was blue, the Twins rose daily over Varda, and Geyrt Iriel would forget herself when she was piqued, which was damn near always. Returning his attention to the mass of Elven muscle and his heavy leather forging gear, Ulric tried to figure out how to make his offer. After a moment of thought he decided that it would be best to show the Smith the armor to get his attention, the rest could come after.


Kneeling to retrieve the armor he'd packed away, Ulric pulled its bone and hide segments free and hung them over his chest, as one might a sweatshirt one was considering in the shops. The hide and pale bone draped in front of him and the Smith's eyes were drawn irresistibly to its features. Naked curiosity was clear on the Elf's face, his hands twitched with the desire to go over the cuirass. Ulric approached the smith and offered the cuirass, its pauldrons, and the armored skirt, for his inspection.


Galed Uldin took the pieces into his hands and, unceremoniously, wordlessly, left the room to enter his smithy, leaving Ulric and Geyrt without a word. Ulric looked to Geyrt for some indication of what he was supposed to do and her shrug fairly screamed "Who knows?". Ulric knew he hated when a customer or administrative jerkoff hovered over his shoulders so he left the Smith to his review and began to arrange the items on the floor into some semblance of order, according to what beast of origin from which it came. Geyrt jumped a little and joined him even offering a muttered "Apologies" as she did.


Soon enough, they had the [Forest Lord] hide and bones in a small stack, the various [Bolt Deer] pieces in another, a similar pile including the whole antler for the [Bladefern Elk], and a mix of the [Glade Wolf] materials. The cores to each went next to their respective piles. Amongst them all, the shimmering facets of gold and emerald that was the [Forest Lord]'s core stood resplendent. It had lost none of its glow and, to Ulric's more refined senses, fairly radiated mana with a faint tinge of violent intent. The oversized trident and claymore-sized scimitar Ulric laid in front of the various stacks, the only materials made of metal to be found.


Ulric didn't even know what kind of steel they were. The trident was a blue-gray, dense, and incredibly hard since the only thing he had that scratched it was [Forest Lord] bone. The scimitar was silver and had wave patterns such as were found in some of the old Feudal Japan antique blades he'd seen in museums of the pre-collapse, ancient even compared to that time period. The scimitar wasn't as dense as the trident and its blade flexed more easily. Its blade must have had a wildly hardening temper though, it could scratch the trident, where the spine of that great sword would not. It was interesting to Ulric that the metal workers would know about variable metal grain structures and had to be a result of differential heat treating and tempers. No such thing had been done with the trident, it seemed to be a monolithic single piece of material, shaped, somehow, and polished to show no visible grind marks.


Ulric craved again a microscope to look at the grain structures and a way to determine the elemental metallic compositions. The trident's blue color meant it had to be an alloy of some kind. Both did, really. Neither material oxidized visibly to Ulric. They had lost none of their luster in the months since the slaying of their owners and Ulric had done nothing to stop the effects of air and water on their surfaces. What are the odds that the metals of this world simply lacked the property of reacting to air, but had all of the other metallic features? None. Some things just had to be the same or Ulric despaired of ever predicting how materials in this world interacted.


With a sigh, he set aside his concerns. He could test macro properties, tabulate their component materials, and he could infer their causation with enough testing. It'd just take forever. Or. Just ask the damned professionals.


Glancing over at his dusky sidekick, he noticed she was still somewhat withdrawn. Nothing had been resolved between herself and Uldin, they'd just put aside the issue to attend to business is all. Probably until they could do so in private, for which Ulric was immensely grateful, it was uncomfortable as hell sitting through that. Even so, he didn't want to be a completely insensitive schmuck about it.


"So Geyrt," he began abruptly, which got a slight flinch out of his brooding assistant, "I couldn't help but notice that one Galed Uldin referred to you in a rather familiar manner. Not to pry too much but would you care to explain?" Ulric inquired, when her gilded green eyes met his.


The elf woman's heavy sigh shouted that she very much did care to explain but her sense of duty won out, she'd already violated propriety by brow beating Ulric earlier and neglecting to mention her connections with the Smith. A relationship that may have allowed Ulric to sidestep some of the peculiar Smith's tendencies to harass new clients or test their resolve. But she'd enjoyed watching her Honor squirm, so it evened out in her mind. Her role demanded that she do whatever she could to advance Ulric's interests though and establishing a direct line to one of the most talented smiths in Iriel was most assuredly in his interests, so she had to come through here.


"Galed Uldin is a long friend of my father, one of his innermost rings. They grew up together, they shared battlefields together, and he is a close cousin to my dam, Vedyr. He, in truth, is the one who introduced them to start their courtship." Geyrt explained, running a hand over her braid.


Her eyes roamed the room drinking in the familiar chaos. A stool stacked with metal bars, a cabinet with various drawers opened, fabrics, leathers, and papers strewn randomly peeking out, and the flotsam of a hundred half-finished projects lying about the home. Uldin was, to all appearances, a man who followed his inspirations as they came to him. The open bottle of booze was still sitting on his end table next to the chair, its scent adding to the smells of oil, leather, and metal that stamped the room with a distinctive aura. It was just like it always had been, a second home to Geyrt's senses.


"When I was born, Father declared Uncle Uldin to be the one who would take custody of me should he perish. It never happened, of course, and I grew of age, so it became a moot point, but Uncle Uldin treated me as his own. In his own way he was like a second father to me and…my older brother…and it was he that cared for me while my parents took vengeance for the murder of Eldest brother. He has no natural children, he devotes himself too much to his craft to be long interrupted. Besides, he prefers the company of males to females." She continued.


A brief twirk of her lips revealed the amusement of some thought or other circling around that alien Elf brain.


"Indeed, Glade Chief, you are of the form that Uncle prefers. He likes them broad, and tall, and a little ugly." Prodded his Shadow, without remorse.


Ulric grimaced. He didn't swing that way but he'd been down this particular road already. A longtime work friend batting for the other team had frequently taken him to bars and establishments catering to that sort as "Gay bait", his words that. He'd gotten free drinks and a surprisingly relaxing night out with the boys and his friend got to bat clean up on the rejected offers. Or, occasionally, he was "the boyfriend" whenever Remy, said friend, needed a night without too much undue attention but didn't want to stay home.


Being a social lubricant and deterrent to his friend was fine with Ulric, he lacked the awareness and interpersonal skills to even notice when it was happening, most of the time, and when he was aware of it, he was fine with the situation, what else were friends for? The rather effeminate, and far more attractive, lad had always reciprocated when Ulric wanted a night out on the town. Remy's adeptness at weaving in and out of conversations and the ease with which he seemed to find rapport with total strangers had always left Ulric with a feeling of awe, and, more than once, a temporary girlfriend. As a wingman, Remy was your go-to guy.


"Gods bless you Remy, wherever you are. May you have that kitchen remodel you always wanted and the matching wardrobes you so diligently cultivated prosper." Ulric gave a silent prayer to that old pal.


His grimace had more to do with remembering just how isolated he'd become in his last years, neglecting Remy and a few others who had deserved better from him, than something so trivial as another man finding him attractive. It had always been a compliment in his mind and the closed-minded relics of proto-society who bitched about what people did in their bedrooms always struck him as backward in the extreme. Hopefully, Elven society didn't share those kinds of hang-ups. In fact, Ulric was curious enough that he had to know.


"Are individuals who share attractions to others of the same gender shunned amongst the Elves Geyrt?" He asked.


Her eyebrows squinted in confusion, "Why would they be?" She answered with a question of her own.


That cleared that up. Nice, no homophobes in Elf land. Wait a second, had she just called him ugly? He was on the point of pressing her on that when she moved on.


"I am simply pointing out to you that, now that he has moved on from trying to drive you away out of principle, Uncle Uldin is without hesitation in pursuing his interests." She clarified.


He had a thought. It occurred to Ulric that he was in need of this particular Elf's services and, the man was purported to find him attractive. Ulric rolled his sleeves up to reveal powerful forearms and adjusted his posture to broaden his shoulders. Geyrt looked askance at him.


"What are you doing?" She asked, baffled.


"I'm working your Uncle for leverage by showing some sex appeal to get a better deal on crafting stuff." He answered honestly.


She scowled at him, "But you don't have such interests? I have never seen you give male Elf's attention such as you do the females. He is my Uncle Uldin, you will not play with his heart in this way Ulric." scolded the woman, crossing her arms in front of her chest, which, ironically enough, lent her greater influence over him. He wasn't a shallow man, well, not completely, but her beauty was like a chipping hammer against his will.


He wondered if all of them were born with that gift. Either they were completely unaware of their power or totally aware and wielded it with the precision of a surgeon. It couldn't be something in between. Many beers had been drunk amongst the male kind discussing this topic, but still no progress had been made in generating a consensus. They remained as beffudled now as when they were figuring out how to rub sticks to make fire to impress the lass with the lovely, glossy pelt and slightly more opposable thumbs next to them. He couldn't withstand her indignation. And she was right.


Grumbling, Ulric acquiesced, returning his sleeves to their normal state and relaxing into his normal semi-slouch. Sure, sure, a little cleavage here and there to boost your tips is fine but gods forbid Ulric show a little arm for some better rates. He couldn't deny the legitimacy of her complaint, she did have a point. Gaming Uldin's preferences was a kind of dirty move, absent any inclination on Ulric's part in that direction. Okay, Okay, he wouldn't use his body to leverage advantages against people with whom he had no intention of following through, fine. Yeesh. Being a decent person is fucking work.


With his dirty plans foiled by Geyrt's compassion for her "Uncle" Ulric was going to have to do this the hard way, with a fair exchange of goods and services. Like a mook.


Ulric examined the various stacks of parts and pieces. Problem with negotiations is that you have to know the perceived worth of your goods and the man simply did not. The deer, elk, and wolf stuff was probably relatively low value, prey animals, by their natures, were too common to generate a rarity that made their demand outstrip the supply. The predators might go for a little higher, surely the [Glade Wolves] and [Fell Wolves] didn't occur frequently enough to glut the markets with their materials, but they also hadn’t been particularly hard to hunt, which meant the Elves would have them aplenty, provided these sorts roamed around the plateau. The real prize, of course, would be the [Forest Lord], old Gigabear himself. That creature was priceless, yet another reason Ulric cringed at the thought of having extincted the species.


Gods forbid, Ulric thought with self-recrimination that he should become what he so hated from his prior world. His only consolation was that the creature was already on its deathbed, like a majestic old lion who had been cast out of its pride, it was doomed to fade when its strength no longer permitted the hunt. That and it'd ambushed him without remorse and would have eaten him more or less alive had he not prevailed.


All this wool-gathering was just an attempt to put into perspective just what bargaining room he really had here. Ulric looked up from the pile to his Shadow and couldn't help a small sigh. He really was a creature of habit. Here he was trying to decipher on his own, absent a literal lifetime of context or socioeconomic background, on a foreign world, while standing next to him was a literal professional Hunter, of a people renowned for their forest craft. Giving himself three solid knocks with his knuckles against his forehead to encourage the neurons in the old gray slug living in his skull to maybe work a little harder, Ulric turned to his companion-servant-bodyguard-person.


"So, Geyrt, what do you think the value of this stuff will be to Uldin?" He inquired casually.


She looked up quickly, apparently startled out of some introspection herself.


"The [Bladefern Elk] is a particularly fine specimen, as all the creatures of the [Ancient's Plateau] seem to be. It will be of moderate worth, especially the antler, the small blades are prized for shaving, fine carving, and other such precision cutting tools. They are also of an aesthetic value, few ever grow so large in the lower forests. Other than that, it is of little interest to a man such as my Uncle, though he could put all of what you have brought to use. The [Bolt Deer] is of almost no use however, they are too weak to make sturdy equipment, same for the varieties of wolf you have brought." Said the expert Hunter, dashing Ulric's hopes of a big score from the wolves.


"Other than to make somewhat warmer than usual rugs or blankets I do not know that Uncle Uldin would have any use for the pelts," she continued "They might be of greater value to trade to the River-folk though, such predators venture rarely to the bottoms near Zelus, preferring the deeper reaches of Iriel. The cores are all useful, as you know, but are also too common to be truly valued for Uncle Uldin's work. Only the [Forest Lord]'s materials would be of high enough quality to truly interest him, he has a taste for the exotic and experimentation in his projects." Geyrt analyzed.


She tossed her hair, braid launching over her shoulder to hang behind her. Ulric noticed she tended to do that when she was mulling something over while she talked. Sort of like his hand ticks. After a brief pause, she went on, having reached some conclusion or other.


"You could not know this but Uncle Uldin is widely regarded to be one of the finest weapon smiths of Orlethrem. There are those better in some regards than he, of course, those who specialize in other directions and aspects of the craft, and, of course, there are the dwarves who have elevated smithing into more art than craft. But in Iriel, none could better serve your purpose than my Uncle." She expounded.


A slight frown appeared but quickly vanished, becoming contemplative. Ulric wasn't used to this kind of emotional honesty from her. The Elf woman was normally a nice even mix of indignation, detached calm, and slightly racist snobbery. This more relaxed posture was kind of refreshing, really.


He normally only got to see her respond differently when he was doing something she thought was either massively stupid or, according to her preconceptions, impossible. Watching her decide what to say was actually sort of informative, his Shadow was pretty on guard and this moment of lowered defenses was a chance to learn a little more about how she ticked. Fairly important, since he was now responsible for her care and she was, theoretically, bound to him for his entire godsdamned life.


"Normally he would never consider making something for otherkin, too many times such things inevitably end up being used against the Elves, a few short human generations down the line." She explained, just almost apologetic.


She honestly didn't need to be, Ulric understood very well how disheartening it would be to make a weapon for a person only to find that their grandkids, within a relatively short time span in your own existence, were using it to murder your kin. No, he couldn't really blame Uldin at all now, could he? There were, unfortunately, some disturbing parallels between the humans of this world and the humans of his old one. Perhaps, humanity was inherently possessed of a somewhat destructive bent, through-out all the universes. Or maybe these here were just the offshoots of their merchant-pirate lord ancesters being greedy dicks and that kind of rubbed off on their descendants. Hard to say without learning more about them.


"In your case, it is my belief that he will be willing to make exception, on my account, and in recognition of your aid given to our people. He will certainly demand to have your armor and you must not give him this easily, every piece of your conquest of the ancient terror must be bargained against its weight in purest core dust, for they are each never to be seen again." She said emphatically, stressing the need to leverage Ulric's only real source of treasury.


He focused his attention to Geyrt who was trying to explain the market values and hypothetical uses for the goods before her but she was using unfamiliar terms, probably for some kind of trade currency, and, up to that point, Ulric hadn't actually interacted with money at any point in his entire rebirthing. Which was fucking amazing now that he thought about it. Unfortunately, the clarifying questions on his tongue were not to be.


Smith Uldin tore through the door to his smithy and glared at Ulric then back to the armor clutched in his muscled arms like his first-born child and back to Ulric.


"Who made this? I must speak to them, their tool skills are childlike and clumsy beyond reason, but the concept…it is genius. Where did you acquire this item Ulric?" Pressed Smith Uldin with intensity bordering on religious zeal.


"Oh. I…uh…made it myself. Based on designs from my people's historical archives." Ulric revealed tentatively, still uncertain exactly how much of his previous world he actually wanted to inject into this one.


The burly Elf crossed the space to the table on which Ulric had been reviewing stacks of body parts and entered into Ulric's personal space, standing a few centimeters away. Ulric immediately retreated a couple of steps to a comfortable distance, only to have the Elf move to intercept. This process repeated until Ulric was backed up to the broken doorway and contemplated flight.


Geyrt intervened, stepping between the two of them and taking her psuedo relative by the shoulders, guiding him to the chair he had sat whence they'd entered. The Elf went gratefully and poured a slug of the potent liquor into his cup, tossing it back without tasting before pouring another that Geyrt swiped from his hand before it made it to his mouth. He frowned at her before taking a long chug from the bottle directly. Face scrunched from the bite of the alcohol he settled down. The armor remained clutched against his body.


"Forgive me. It has been a while since I saw something so interestingly foreign. I lost myself. Please come in Glade Chief, and sit. Little Girl, thank you for bringing me to my senses, you should sit too, we may be awhile discussing terms. I will take a contract on behalf of your Honor if we can come to an agreement." Smith Uldin said, indicating a few of the chairs stacked with bits of odds and ends.


Ulric looked to his Shadow and, at her nod, cleared himself a chair and pulled it over to sit a reasonable distance from Uldin, though carefully out of arm's reach. Geyrt did the same seating herself only a small separation from Ulric and unmistakably in alignment with him, a reminder of her role in this discussion. It was nice to know he had an ally, Smith Uldin was proving a somewhat disconcerting force to be reckoned with.


"Now that everyone is settled, I would like to begin our proceedings with a toast to this newest ally of the Elves." Intoned the giant Elf raising the bottle of spirits.


Alarm bells jangled in Ulric's brain, whispered warnings of the last time he'd indulged in Elvish spirits and their impact on his judgment. Vague memories of detonating a fruit washed through him. He'd also woken up with a complete stranger, though that was probably more a result of her decision making than his. In any case, beginning negotiations by imbibing something that would strip varnish was probably not a solid play. He nearly snorted when he recalled the Elf calling it “Tea”.


"Thank you for your hospitality, Smith Uldin, but other duties will require my attention this afternoon and I would see to them with a clear head. It would not do to waste Lady Shor's time being muddled with drink." Ulric declined with a raised hand.


Geyrt had returned to her cool impassiveness but Ulric saw the glint of approval in her almond shaped eyes. She had a way of flattening her eyebrows when she was in favor of his actions. It was a subtle thing and Ulric was admittedly not the best reader of people, but he'd been practicing on her for weeks by this time, his study being largely motivated by the eminent goal to avoid getting stabbed.


Those small details and gestures were also a necessary part of understanding Elven language. Like Italians, they did a great deal of their communication with their hands and faces. As had become patently obvious to him, an Elf's ears would say volumes about the owner's emotional state. This little tidbit of knowledge helped in his decision as the downwards flick of Uldin's own eartips as well as shouted "Damnit". So. One trap evaded. There would be more.


Ulric leaned forward and got down to the business of haggling with the Elven Smith, his anchor being the knowledge that he truly needed nothing. He'd been born into this world naked and, if needs be, he could face it down with cheeks bare to the wind.


Anything more was just bonus.


            

    
        Chapter 79: Hasty Retreat

    
    
    
    
                Ulric needed to jot down a note: Never haggle with Geyrt.


The woman had a lawyer's cut throat instincts and attention to details. A dozen times, Uldin made a relatively benign sounding, to Ulric's ears, clause or demand only to have it eviscerated by his Shadow as a gross concession, the depth of which she decried with gusto. Jonny Cochran couldn't have put on a better show. It was clear she had an edge in the negotiations too: Uldin couldn't say no to his "Little Girl". The incisive, shrewd, Smith nearly flinched whenever she voiced her disapproval with a requirement and hesitated to push back against some of her, to Ulric, more far-fetched claims. The end result was clear, Ulric would be getting a great deal of work done not quite pro bono, but pretty close to it. All it cost him was the materials he’d intended to sell off anyhow. That and some metallurgy.


At the heart of the matter was this: Ulric had the knowledge of thousands of years of human arms and armors technology and the body parts of one of the greatest beasts the world had ever known as resources. Neither of these were exactly reproducible, although there were surely going to be parallels. Therefore, for a Smith of Uldin's incredible talents, the opportunity to gain this knowledge and work with these materials was a powerful carrot to go along side Geyrt's negotiating sticks. Ulric was also going to pay him with every beast core he'd collected to date, excepting the Gigabear's, a hefty sum according to Geyrt's assertions. Those cores came from beasts that might not have been strictly uncommon but the [Ancient's Plateau] imparted a quality all of its own on its denizens, whose cores were washed daily in the dense manasphere of that place.


The contract was finalized with a firm handshake and a signature, in the actual blood of both signatories. Ulric would provide all of the materials for the crafting of a weapon and a new set of armor. Master Smith Uldin's descriptions of his own work as that of a "Genius infant with clubbed fingers" was less than flattering. Ulric consoled himself by knowing that it was the first armor he'd ever made out of anything but cardboard and brass and it had worked well enough to save his life at least twice. For the Elf craftsmen it was an eyesore made of diamonds.


The crudeness of the crafting seemed to offend the Elf's sensibilities and he declared that it was a shame to the gods of crafting to leave such immaculate concepts so poorly executed. As such, the armor would be redone by himself, for a modest fee. It was an obvious ruse, Galed Uldin hadn't so much as put the leather and plate cuirass down since he'd laid hands on it.


The weapon was a slightly different matter. Once he'd agreed to the task Smith Uldin's entire being narrowed to its completion. Even half-way into the bag, as he'd continued drinking during the entire negotiation, he maintained a razor sharp focus on the specifics. What type of weapon? The gigantic elf had asked. Ulric explained his desires and was told "You will want a modified Sith". When Ulric became immediately confused the weapon smith explained that the Elven traditions classified bladed weapons into Drak, stabbing swords, or Sith, cutting swords. From there they were subcategorized based on their size. The same word also made up one of the subcategories, which boggled the man for a moment.


A Drak was broken down into the smallsword, which could range anywhere from a long stilleto to a rapier in size, called a Drik; a Drak, or hand sword, which could be as large as an estoc of Ulric's old-world conventions; and a Drek, a two-handed great sword of the same general form as those ancient Danish two handers but scaled as if for giants, blades near to two and half meters long. Uldin explained that Drek were uncommon, as thrusting blades had a tendency to bind or break off when used on beasts large enough to require them and were just immense overkill when applied to humanoid foes. "Just ask for a pike and be done with it" the musical soprano voice said sarcastically, at extreme odds with his corded muscle layered on muscle form.


Seriously, Uldin was the swollest Elf Ulric had ever seen.


Instead, the experienced craftsman, no stranger to combat himself though he'd left that part of his life far behind, recommended a cutting blade the Sith. Similarly to their stabbing brethren, the cutting blades were subclassed according to size. A Seth was the small variant, of similar form to the kopis, kukri, or as hefty as a Lombardian cleaver, whose upsized variant Ulric had seen utilized by that Elven warrior Ulric had named for such weapon, the eponymous Cleaver aka Nahl'ir. A one-handed cutting blade was a Sith and could be as large as a Dadao or Grosse Messer, which were traditionally two-handed weapons in Earthen history. The great cutting blades, the Sath, were massive affairs with wide blades. They were purposed for killing mounts or taking limbs off of very large beasts. According to the descriptions, the massive weapons, whose reach and momentum would be unsuited for slaying men, were preferred by Beastkin and Ogran, Ogre folk, who had the raw power to wield them.


Ulric was still, in many ways, unaccustomed to the realities of this deadly planet Varda. The large mammalian species had been long gone by the time humanity re-emerged from nuclear shelters, though it was hypothesized that the induced ice age would promote their eventual return. He had to struggle to remember that even lesser dangerous game in this world were fantastically more powerful and physically potent than anything on his old world, especially in the post collapse ecosystem.


As such, when Smith Uldin pulled a blade that looked like it was made to decapitate rhinos, Ulric was still caught off guard. At first, he instantly dismissed the need for a weapon as outrageously oversized as that one. Then he recalled the [Crimson Bull] that had erupted from the brush of the canopy and envisioned trying to stop one from running him down and trampling him. Suddenly it wasn't outrageous at all, anything less was comically underpowered in the face of those radical threats. Ulric voiced his concerns handling that kind of monstrous weapon. The response from the Elf was surprisingly practical: just grab a few and take some swings to see how it feels.


Handing Ulric an armful of failed projects, masterworks for lesser smiths but unsellable trash in his own eyes, Uldin marched them all out into the cold to work him through a few exercises to test the heft of each type of blade. The smallest ones he rejected immediately. Anything small enough to use a shortsword on he could just use his belt knife and would do him no good against a Greater beast. The larger classes, the Sith and the Sath, were up for debate. On the one hand, the Sith were much more comfortable to use but lacked the reach and overwhelming killing potential of a the much larger Sath.


Throughout it all, Galed Uldin watched him with a honed eye noting every motion, every tendency. When Ulric had gone through several cycles with each of the test weapons, the Smith halted him and they returned to the inside of the eccentric Elf's house/workshop. Ulric took a moment to put up a [Stonewall] to hold the door in place with an apologetic smile for the Elf, nevermind that it could have been avoided had the oddball craftsman not been messing with him on purpose.


After a few pointed questions from the keen artisan, which Ulric did his utmost to answer as fully as he was able, "Uncle Uldin" reiterated his original statement that a modified Sith would be most suitable for Ulric's purposes. Neither as large as the Sath but not on the smaller end of the Sith, Ulric was glad when the experienced Smith suggested a compromise. He pulled a catalogue of blade geometries he'd compiled, dumping the stack of documents and catalogues that lay atop it into the floor as he did, to show Ulric his intent. After a brief period of consideration, Ulric decided that when a professional makes a recommendation, you should probably just take their word for it. Ignoring the advice of a master artisan of Galed Uldin's reputation was like telling Einstein he made an algebra mistake.


The seasoned Weaponsmith suggested that one of Ulric's build and unique power should avoid an overlarge blade, it would decrease his mobility and his strength would allow a smaller weapon to achieve mostly similar results. Skill would make up for its slightly abbreviated range. Speaking of skill, Geyrt reminded him that he had problems enough with the Thousand Steps Dance without having a weapon so large he would trip over it, and that helped settle things.


In the end, Ulric was guided towards a Sith-Yelan, a large leaf bladed sword of vaguely Celtic shape. The handle was drawn to scale and would easily be some thirty centimeters long, enough room to grip one or two handed, in the bastard sword style, and the blade extended to well over a meter, maybe 120 centimeters or so, plenty large enough to deal with any but the more massive beasts; Ulric was determined that those should be dealt with by either magical bombardment or swift retreat in any case.


Then there was the shape. The recurve portion of the double-sided blade near its hilt would give it a tremendous cutting power but without the heavy forward weighting of the Falcata or similarly heavily recurve blade shapes. That was important for an unskilled warrior like Ulric, he would be less committed to any one strike and able to recover from mistakes more quickly, at the cost of some potential power. It also had the benefit of a fairly precise point, allowing the weapon to be utilized as a highly effective penetrating weapon, even if that wasn't its primary use. Flexibility was a powerful plus to Ulric's thinking. The decision pleased both of the Elves in the room and, they being far more experienced in the martial than himself, that sealed the deal.


All parties were in for a surprise when the Smith asked for the materials to be used and Ulric provided the overlarge blued metal trident and silver cutlass. Instantly Uldin's features turned to an angry grimace when he examined the barbed trident.


"Where did you find this weapon Glade Chief?" He demanded all good humor gone.


The semi drunken haze to his features vanished like smoke in the wind. He'd been at least partially faking it then during their negotiations, the crafty devil. Ulric couldn't attend nugget of information any longer though, the knotted muscles of the craftsman's forearms as he laid hold of the trident weren’t for show. He took that trident away from Ulric like a grown man retrieving a forbidden item from a child. A small child.


Suddenly Ulric was very glad indeed that he hadn't had to tango with the Elf. He'd almost forgotten that basically all of the older individuals were certified badasses. The pampered river fop who'd tried to duel him was an exception, not a rule.


"This thing is an enemy of our people, it reeks of Elf blood spilled. It is also made of [Helite Adamant], [Spellbreaker Steel] the Humans call it, of a single piece. There are only a handful of similar pieces that I am aware of and none of them are in the possession of any but the inner circles of Prespang's elite murderers.” Growled Smith Uldin, hatefully.


The smith’s powerful hands clenched as if he meant to bend the trident over his knee as his intensely focused aquamarine and copper eyes dissected the object.


“The bastards have paid fortunes to dwarf kingdoms to secure rights to the adamant ore, and have hired assassins for culling outside craftsmen capable of imbuing Magebane. I must know Ulric, from where did you obtain this?" Reiterated Smith Uldin with ferver.


Ulric was shocked. He'd been carrying the thing around Irielhos for weeks now and no one had realized a thing. Trust a Master Smith to instantly recognize the truth of the instrument he'd blithely packed around the heart of Elvendom.


"I took it off the body of one of the assholes who took Brighteyes, excuse me, Heir Lumyt'seit. Specifically, a Beastkin with wolven features who went by the name of Graus and claimed the title Elfbane. I didn't put two and two together but the thing broke through two of my spells like they were made of glass. I thought it was because I was trash at casting spells." Ulric recounted.


Ulric's explanation calmed the stout Elf greatly. In fact, if Ulric wasn't mistaken, the dude might have been suppressing a grin. Ah. He'd killed the guy who had a title called Elfbane. Probably you don't get a title like that but for being a pure fucker for cold blooded murder of Orlethrem.


"This is a better thing you have done for the Aes'r than you know then Glade Chief. You have my people's thanks, and my own, Ulric. Graus was a monster. He and his pack have acted as mercenaries, assassins, and thugs for hire on behalf of Prespang, mostly under contract directly for Prosper's merchant lords. Graus made a name for himself by attacking villages while their Hunters were absent and slaughtering the defenseless villagers, after he'd had his fill of torturing them. Many warriors in Irielhos now are here because they found their kith and kin savaged and will not rest until the blood debt is paid." Uldin punctuated this sordid tale by spitting again on his own floor.


Ulric took note of the gesture and realized that it indicated a far greater depth of enmity than he had suspected. This Graus fucker had been a real piece of work then. Ulric felt a little bad for respecting the dickbag for a warrior now. Nobody who slaughtered innocents, targeted them when their protectors were gone to inflict maximum harm, merited that kind of consideration, no matter their courage in battle and skill at arms. Sort of made Ulric want to kill him again. Or maybe find this Vars guy the bastard mentioned and pay him a visit. He was roused from murderous contemplation by his Shadow's hand on his shoulder.


She held a slight alarm in her eyes, which confused him until he realized he'd been clenching his fists and blood was seeping between the fingers. When he relaxed his hands he saw he'd cut himself on his own fingernails. His apologetic smile and a sheepish shrug put her at rest somewhat while he wiped his hands on his pants.


Her midnight braid swung as she shook her head at him in bemusement. Keeping him from harm would appear to include from himself.


He had a feeling Geyrt would have her work cut out for her. Varda was starting to reveal a few problems of the "Some fuckers gotta die" variety and Ulric wasn't sure that he was prepared to share a planet with those sorts anymore. Priorities Einar, you have to sort yourself out before you can sort the world, Ulric reminded himself.


Uldin had shed his ill mood, somewhat, and look upon Ulric with a better light.


"You truly do not have any animosity at all for Elf kin do you Ulric?" The Smith said with slight disbelief.


"You have no idea how uncommon this is, not on this continent. I have heard of the Cindercone islands being blends of peoples living in peace but the hostility between Prespang and Orlethrem is millennia old. It makes me happier that Little Girl is in your care then. Perhaps Bald'rt wasn't smoking the Skyleaf when he gave her to you." Uldin mused.


A sudden loud clap slightly startled Ulric. He'd forgotten these people liked to make hard transitions in conversation by doing that, even though he'd caught himself doing the same. Social plasticity, that was called or some shit.


"Well, enough of that. An enemy of our people is slain and you have brought me his weapon as a trophy. It would please me greatly to melt this abomination down and give it form to arm you against those same enemies. I am afraid I do not get out very often, Ulric, my passions are often spent following the whims of my calling, what do you know of the metal stuff of these lands?" Questioned the Master Smith in a smooth melodic tone.


Ulric shook himself quickly, casting off his continued disjunction between the Smith's grizzled appearance and that choir boy voice.


"In this world? I have a feeling that I know both a great deal and nothing at all." Ulric confessed.


"A majority of my professional life once was spent studying the properties and characteristics of metals, in the practice of metallurgy in my prior world. In that sense, if my suspicions about the familiarity of this world's folk with microstructure are valid, I may be this world's foremost expert in metallic substances." Ulric said, without boasting.


"And yet, my world was one without magic. We had no cores, no mana. All I have seen since my reforging has shown that the very substance of existence here is saturated with mana. The materials do not behave as they did on my home world. So, all of my previous assumptions and accrued knowledge are damn near guaranteed to be at least partly invalidated by the presence of mana's influences on all it touches." He concluded.


"Hmm…" the artisan murmured doubtfully, with a slight skepticism evident in his eyes, "What is this…this mikrostractyre that you speak of? I have not heard this term before." the Smith questioned.


Ulric realized with a start that he really wouldn't have, would he? Ulric used terms that didn't have direct translations in this world from his old, the Akashic connection seemed to be doing some heavy lifting to make his thoughts fit the form of the Human species language. He had to remind himself that didn't mean that anyone else was going to understand. He'd probably been losing people constantly by using jargon, out of habit, and explained, at least in part, why Geyrt thought he was crazy sometimes. Somebody babbling witch speak and nonsense every so often while explaining things nobody had ever seen before was easily going to make you a candidate for getting fitted for a straight-jacket. He'd need to break it down for the Smith to catch his meaning.


"Metal particles form patterns, as you've no doubt observed, within the material. I have always heard these distinct groupings of particles in specific orientation called grains. The ratios and distribution of different metal particles within the grains and sizes of the crystals determine the overall properties of the alloy, the…"


"Gods of the Earth and Skies, don't get him started like this Uncle. He will go on for hours speaking riddles." Geyrt interjected then, cutting him off before Ulric could properly explain.


Uldin, for his own part, looked interested. Even if he wasn't entirely following.


"Whatever he says, it is likely the truth, Uncle Uldin." his Shadow said, begrudgingly, to assuage him for her rudeness, which she knew got his back up.


"Since he has arrived, in a time span that I had though impossible, my Honor has gained an unheard of mastery of certain magics, particularly ones based on elemental mana. I have not seen the like other than Mother Shor. He has claimed, without any intention to deceive, that it is because his people trained their entire lives in mage craft, the understanding of the flows of the world, and knowledge of arcana but were unable themselves to touch the mana directly.”


Her posture said she still found that an absurdity, training for something one could never do oneself, like a fish spending its life learning to fly.


“He does have the ability to do some things with Ceraun that all of the Magi I have spoken to say are impossible. Not Shor nor even my Dam will attempt some of his spellforms, and you know Vedyr’s skill at handling elemental magics is second to none." the dusky Elf beauty said, disbelief still coloring her words.


Ulric nearly gawped at her, shocked to his core. Praise? From Geyrt Iriel?


"What takes years of study and practice he has done in weeks, and I can only attribute this to the otherworldly knowledge he carries. He isn't nearly bright enough to have done these things by talent alone." She concluded.


Ouch. Fair, but ouch. Ulric resisted the urge to say something sarcastic towards her, she was honestly doing her best to support him. She just couldn't help being her was all.


"Interesting…" Uldin said, with an appreciative glance at Ulric.


"A fighter, a mage, and a craftsman? And pretty, to boot. You are unbound are you not Ulric? Because it has been a good while since last I bedded a man and we might find a few diversions to accompany a talk of these 'microstructures' you speak of." Propositioned the Elf bluntly, ignoring Geyrt's groan and closed eyes as she tried to hide from the sudden situation that she herself had suggested possible earlier.


It would appear that, while the imagined event was a matter for humor to the lass, the reality was a bit cringe inducing when she was present for it. Ulric briefly entertained the thought of Geyrt having to wait on him while he visited "Aunt Uldin". It was probably funnier to him than it should have been. But he wasn't used to this kind of attention and, it wouldn't be right to string the Elf along just to dick with Geyrt. Still, seeing his Shadow forced to endure her "Uncle's" flirting was kind of amusing.


Ulric was determinedly trying not to laugh at her abashed posture, he didn't want to make the man himself think he was laughing at the offer, it was clearly sincere and he didn't take kindly to stepping on people's hearts for no reason. Not, at least, when he was aware that these things were going on. He could be a little dense. Sometimes. Frequently. Okay if he was being entirely honest, he'd been told by a female friend, more than once, that if he were any thicker he could swallow Uranium and not get sick. He couldn't avoid some evidence of the hilarity of Geyrt's discomfiture, however.


The burly Elf crossed his arms and glanced between the two of them, Geyrt's pained expression and Ulric's concealed humor.


Uldin suddenly burst out disbelieving, "You are not bedding my Little Girl are you!? Because I will warn you now, no matter how nice your bottom I will hang you by the heels if you harm a hair on her head without her say so! Besides, you are far too pretty to waste on her, she will turn your hairs gray long before they should be.”


The Smith turned a considering eye on the Valin oddity and his expression became uncomfortably approving.


“Hmm…although…now I look closer on you…Yes, indeed, Ulric, you cut a fine picture with refined silver hair. I have some dyes that could achieve the look. Perhaps a shave though, that soup strainer simply must go. I have decided, you may not have him Little Girl, I want him for myself."


The whiplash inducing words spilling from that crazy ass Elf's mouth caught both Ulric and his Shadow flatfooted. This was, what, the third time? Ulric was going to have to start carrying around a sign. He shared a look with his Shadow, before she hid her eyes with her hand hoping to vanish. It was one of those rare occasions when they were completely on the same page.


Waving his hands gently to placate the equal parts riled up momma hen and thirsty single mom, Ulric tried to defuse the situation. And he was going to flat out ignore that last part, best to just pretend he hadn't heard anything regarding his getting styled to Master Uldin’s preferences.


"Now, now, don't you worry about that, Smith Uldin. I promise you, the relationship between myself and Geyrt is strictly business. I'd never try to leverage my authority to take advantage of her and, if it makes you feel any better, I doubt very much that I could, even if I tried. I've had a taste of one of her poisoned arrows already and that is plenty enough for me, thanks." Ulric told him emphatically.


That seemed to make the woman in question happy as well. At least, she stopped hiding her face behind her hand, as she tended to do while being mortified. In any case, he felt like the situation was back under control. And it was, Galed Uldin's posture had relaxed several notches. Right up until Geyrt had to open her fat mouth.


"This is so. Ulric has already made proposition to me and made his appreciation of my form clear. He accepted my… rejection…and has not pressed, as is appropriate, Uncle. Since taking up my role we have shared the baths and observed each other's forms on many occasions and he keeps his gaze on my hips politely discreet.”


Ulric coughed into his hand to avoid having to look at anybody directly. Rejection? Proposition? His intentional slanderous shit-talking was now a proposition, was it? And her very definite try at putting a knife in his lungs was a rejection. Yes. Of course. It was a generous way to describe that whole scenario.


“And, I have to admit," she said, shooting him a wry glance, “that even though he does have some redeeming qualities, I am not interested in being anything other than an agent of his House. While he did duel and kill a Zelussin Lordling for his taunts and naked desire towards taking ownership of me, the Glade Chief was simply defending his honor and his claim to his status.” She said, nodding definitively.


Ulric was almost relieved until she kept going.


“Indeed, although I am frequently laying hands to his person in the fulfillment of my role, he has never taken advantage or been untoward. I didn't even accept the [Forest Lord] core he offered to bind me to his side, and don't think that wasn't a shock, although I don't think the worms in the head Valin knew quite what he was doing at the time." She finished, with a satisfied expression.


Ulric wanted to cover his eyes now. How? How did she manage to say nothing quite untrue, but in the worst possible way? And he was going to have to start wearing sunglasses, or something, he was sure he had fixed the staring. Turning from the absolute disaster that had spilled out of his Shadow, Ulric saw that the protective Elf was judging him. Yeah. That there was some definite judgment.


"That…uh…none of that is what it sounds like." Ulric defended himself lamely.


Geyrt immediately took issue. Because of course she did.


"What do you mean Glade Chief? Nothing I said was grounds for concern. I did not even mention all of the times I have been attendant with you naked in your rooms." She said, hammering the final nail into his coffin.


Smith Uldin was fingering the knife in his belt and had a very direct aura about his person. Suddenly he brightened. The damned elf was grinning! Ulric was so completely fucking lost at this point.


"I should have known one as pretty as you would eventually twist my heart." the tall Elf said, with humor in his tone.


"You could have simply said you were courting your Shadow, Ulric, it is nothing to be ashamed of. But no. I will not accept your relationship until my Little Girl has made a formal announcement, until then I will consider you unbound. My intentions will be nothing less than honorable, I assure you, Glade Chief.”


A put-upon sigh escaped the Smith, “We can table this discussion, for now, I find the project you have given me has stirred my curiosity and I want to get on with my work while the inspiration breathes fresh air. You will, I am afraid, have to be elsewhere while I work Glade Chief. You are far too distracting to have wondering around the smithy while I try to concentrate. However, do stop by in a week or so, I should be glad to take you on a tour of the…house." the Smith said, his voice making very clear exactly which part of the house he wanted to tour.


Ulric was ready to run. This entire ordeal was more than he had bargained for and his reserves of decorum were gone. Godsdamned Geyrt. Godsdamned Crazy Smith. His hermetic ass couldn't handle this anymore.


"Well, Uh…I'll have to take a rain check on that Uldin, but thank you for your…flattering directness. I'm pretty busy myself, war's on, you know, and…uh…I gotta go meet with the Bald'rt later, I think.” Ulric evaded, trying to find any excuse to get out of here before either one of the Iriel’en found a way to verbally ambush him.


He pointed to the materials stacked in the room, “You can, uh, just keep all the materials here, if you want, you know, sort of just tinker with them. And, you know, use anything you want, Hell use the [Forest Lord] stuff if you like! I'd be glad to talk some metallurgy later though! Just uh…whenever I can get time. Welp! See you later then, thanks for all the help! And, you know, sorry about the door, it shouldn't fall down now, at least." Ulric babbled, before fleeing the room.


He didn't look back, Geyrt could find her way back to her rooms just fine, he needed to get the hell away from Elves for a bit. Maybe get something to eat. This fiasco had taken way more time and energy than he'd been prepared for. Watcher's tits, how exactly had that gone so poorly? It just didn't make sense.


*********


With the odd man gone the two Elves looked at one another waiting a few minutes to be sure he was gone before trading grips, their expressions openly delighted.


All had gone according to plan, minus the improvisations made when opportunity presented. She had met with Uncle Uldin early one morning a few weeks ago, before their journey to the glade, to place herself before his judgment. She had dreaded it but it could not be put off forever. Even now, having to recount the events again made her truly uncomfortable, her bastion of an Uncle had been greatly disappointed in her, and still was, that part of the meeting had not been a ruse. Uldin had not known she had been so far reduced to a Shadow, she had only told him that she had failed her people and been stripped of her titles and position to serve penance. The depth of that clarification today was now clear in his demeanor. Geyrt knew her Uncle would adjust to this new reality, as she would. His knowing was unavoidable. Even so. This meeting had been worth it. Her Honor’s complete route was beyond price. All she’d had to do was bring them together and allow the salty Valin oddity to interact with her quirksome Uncle and let them be themselves. The joke would play itself then.


Geyrt knew Ulric would eventually want to meet with an Elven smith, he talked of it every other day, it seemed, and when her Uncle found out about her Honor's apparent interest, he wanted to meet the man and accept work for him, the better to know to whom his Little Girl was entrusted and to give him the ability to keep her more safely.


"Is it always this easy to get to him?" Uldin asked, giving her arm a strong squeeze.


"Always." Geyrt replied smugly. "I may be bound, Uncle Uldin, but he is the one who will be punished. Father thought to save me, taking my choice from matters, and I admit that it was deserved, I erred greatly. But that doesn't mean I won't extract a price." The Elf woman declared with intent.


The master artisan straightened his stiff leather apron unnecessarily and directed a somewhat longing look in the direction of the odd man's flight.


"My door was an unexpected sacrifice." Uncle Uldin said with slight pique before addressing his loved, though troublesome, proxy daughter.


“Truly you should have told me he designed that armor himself, I nearly ruined your scheme from excitement. I would speak more with the man.” Muttered the only half-jokingly smitten craftsman.


“He is hiding the greater part of his knowledge, I can feel it. It reminds me of speaking with some of those cagey Svartalfin artisans, guarding their secrets like dragons. Especially with regards to these metal grains he speaks of…already I see ways to take advantage of such arrangements, if indeed their orientations are so intimately connected to the qualities of the ingots. In fact, I would wager you my hammer that I-what?“ the Smith said.


The Smith was interrupted by Geyrt’s outstretched hand.

 

“Please, Uncle, you are reminding me of my Honor. You both talk to yourselves out loud, compelling your guests to suffer through your tangents. At least I do not have to endure pure madness from your end.” Complained the woman vehemently.


"Why is it, my wayward Not Child, that you have gone to such lengths to antagonize the man who now holds your draw string? I did not ask before. This little escapade seemed a fine distraction from my crafting block, and, you were right, truly this project has invigorated my spirit. But, having met this man and taken some measure of him, I would know why you were so intent on aggravating him. After all, I am not the only one here who enjoys a broad-shouldered man. Do not think I have not caught your own glances, though you hide them well." Uldin probed.


Geyrt flipped her hand, dismissively. "I have my reasons." she proclaimed lightly.


Uldin was skeptical. There was good reason that his heart sworn daughter was frequently alone, she seemed determined to test those around her continuously. Where most Iriel'en did this with a light spirit, his Little Girl's thorns were always barbed, always driven slightly too deep. She was just like her father, never knowing when to ease her prodding. And, more unfortunately, she took the worst of her Mother's vindictiveness when she felt slighted. He idly wondered what her Honor had done, other than stubbornly continuing to live, to so incense her.


"Hmm…Don't be too hard on him Little Girl.” Advised the Elder Elf gently, knowing by experience that she responded best to gentle redirection than direct opposition


“He didn't ask for this, any of it. My judgment, by what you have told me, if you value it, is that he is a decent man, lost, cast adrift to fend for himself in a strange and dangerous land and, to my eyes, he has done his best by you.” Uldin spoke over his headstrong, admittedly spoiled heart sworn child who was protesting vehemently.


“Reforged, if all the tales are to be believed, are doomed to live a life of struggle, through times of great upheaval. And your Honor will be forced to the center of it, I think. He won't be able to help himself. Which means you are now part of the that destiny, and it will be dangerous. Please take care of yourself, I know how you get, Little Girl. Also, I know he doesn't see me in that way, but put in a good word for me, will you? I have earned this for helping you to harass your Honor." The Smith requested seriously.


            

    
        Chapter 80: Some Time to Think

    
    
    
    
                Ulric didn't stop jogging until he made it to the cafeteria on the same level of the fortress as his loaned housing.  A quick loading of plates and a hasty retreat saw him, at last, safely ensconced within the walls of his apartment.


He'd swear on both the suns of this world that was the most awkward godsdamned experience of his entire life.  Way worse than anything Bald'rt or his wives had orchestrated.  And, worse, it wouldn't be the last time.  Uldin was too great an asset to just avoid on principle.  Ulric could tell when he was looking at a savant, that Elf knew more about the materials and methods of working them on this world than he'd find in any dozen lesser craftsmen.  The "test pieces", useless failures good only for banging around to the Elf, were of a greater quality than anything he'd seen outside that outlandish Smith's workshop. 


Now that he thought of it, he hadn't ever actually seen Bald'rt or Idra'se or any of the other characters of reknown in Iriel draw their blades.  Certainly the dagger Geyrt wagged around was of a high quality, simple, elegant, no nonsense, and of exquisite sharpness.  But none of the soldiers or guards carried anything like what Ulric had seen almost casually disregarded in the Smith's home.  Gods he hadn't even gotten to see the interior of the smithy. 


What are the odds that Galed Uldin, famed smith of Iriel, hadn't done his good friend and royal kin a solid and made arms for he and his kids?  Unless there were some kind of bizarre Elf customs involved, Ulric would bet they were all using personally crafted items from the Master artisan.  Ulric would have to ask Geyrt later, when he could bear to look her in the eye. 


"Ohh, Watcher's Tits, I broke her bow."  Ulric groaned.  In all likelihood he murdered a bow Uldin made for his godchild personally.  That stung a little.  It was a wonder she'd helped him meet the man at all.  He didn't know if her being there had been a boon or a curse.


Gods she'd nearly blown the whole thing to pieces, outside of the negotiations, in which she'd latched on like a bulldog and hadn't let go until she'd wrung the most favorable possible arrangements.  He'd gotten essentially everything he'd needed.  It had just been more painful than it needed to be.  Which, now that he thought about it, seemed to be exactly how the damned woman seemed to like things. 


Sudden doubt entered into Ulric's mind.  Was it possible that she'd arranged that meeting for the purpose of dragging him over the coals?  She did like to plot small inconveniences but this past experience was on a scale unthinkable.


"Ulric, you've hit a new level of neurotic old man."  He told himself aloud. 


That was too paranoid, even for him.  Wasn't it? 


He shook off the uncertainty, surely his Shadow had better things to do than go to those kinds of lengths to fuck with him.  He nearly laughed at the idea before discarding it.


Turning to his meal he inhaled it, washing it down with the pitcher of juice in his rooms.  He gave silent thanks to the Duties, their tenacious upkeep making life damned comfortable within the fortress. 


Ulric had some rare time alone, there was still some five or six hours until he was to meet with Bald'rt for the "strategy dinner".  He was still somewhat thrown off by the earlier meeting, he needed to recenter and refocus. 


"It's been a long time since I overloaded on people."  He laughed at himself.


The first months were total isolation, which pretty well agreed with his constitution.  Meeting Brighteyes had introduced company but on a small scale and the kid was agreeable, if snarky.  The two of them had got on great, matter of fact.  Then there was the introduction of the Irielhos folk and his immersion into Elvendom.  That was less great, too much social shit, not enough context. 


It was stressful as hell not knowing the rules to interacting with the locals, but he was dealing with it.  All the exercise helped him decompress, and, for the most part, he had to admit that he liked these folk.  He was integrating better here than when he'd moved between cities in his old world.  The Iriel'en were fairly down to Earth, when you realized that they had basically internalized struggle and made friendly competition into a social infrastructure.  He supposed it served as a survival mechanism, they pushed each other to improve, to grow, throughout their lives.  Probably, that saved a great many from being killed by some monster or another through under preparedness; he would lay coin or bark chips, or whatever the fuck they used for money around here, that the pressure to compete also got more than a few killed when they overreached. 


His old society did the same kind of thing but it was way, way more materialistic.  Who owns the better house, who has the better job, that kind of thing.  These folk were like that but with a far greater emphasis on your personal skills, the ability to fight, to forage, to process game and forest goods, the proficiency with mana or depth of class progression, that sort of thing. 


At least he hadn't lived in a time where people cared about something as ridiculous as what mechanized coach you took to work.  Half of humanity was using trains and trams exclusively, it was somewhat rare to need a car and the things were manufactured to be uniform and, mostly, automated, you didn't really drive them anymore.  You could, but, why bother?  He had been amazed to learn about the vehicle fetish that emerged in the mid-twentieth century.  Apparently major global automobile giants produced a new run of all of their model lines annually.  Every.  Single.  Year.  A new look, new manufacturing, new parts, all produced at inconceivable scales.  No wonder those idiots collapsed the ecosystem.


Anyway, best not to dwell overlong on the mistakes of the past.  Ulric was working his way through his unanticipated social withdrawal. 


Bound to happen, he supposed.  He'd always been running on a limited budget for social graces.  It didn't help anything that he and that nut brown die Schöne sewed to his hip were locked into a battle of wits and wills, neither one giving an inch.  Ulric didn't mind her prodding, she was keeping him sharp and, in a way, it was like training to interact with the rest of her people.  Just, you know, most of them were less abrasive.  But, even though he could admit privately that he enjoyed sparring with Geyrt, their interaction did draw energy from him that would normally be spent on maintaining interpersonal interactions.  At the end of the day, Ulric was going to have to get over his reluctance to engage. 


"Suck it up, buttercup" Ulric told the walls of his room. "You aren't just some nobody materials engineering punk anymore.  You aren't even a forest hermit, a wannabe Merlin on his hidden plateau.  You are a Lord and that's got baggage.  So, either you gotta run for it, drop everything and hide, or you gotta put your face into the wind and go fucking be [Lord of the Ancient Glade].  These Elves don't do shit half way, they won't tolerate some wishy-washy nonsense." 


A realization came to him while he scolded himself.  The Iriel'en had good reason to grant him some leeway, he'd built up a certain amount of good will with them.  But not with the rest.  Kind of the opposite really.  By making friends here he'd created enemies elsewhere, even if no overt ones.  If those Zelussin were anything to go by, there were deep currents running.  If Ulric didn't get his act together and take his role seriously, some Elf Lord was going to smell weakness and cut his throat.  It might not even be personal, it was just the way of things on this little corner of Varda. 


The Lord's Instinct was buzzing now, it was coming, sure as the tides rolling in, there would be another challenger and, Ulric's lizard brain was telling him that it wouldn't be a blustering soft skin next time.  The next time he was caught in that kind of public trap he had a feeling the attempt would come from an older Elf with hard edges, looking to make his play for a new kingdom or advancement of his or her house.  They'd be hungry, driven, willing to risk their lives against an opponent who was now known not to be just some weakling human, but a real threat. 


When that happened, Ulric would be forced to fight again for his life.  Not in an ambush with a bow, but right up front, in direct conflict.  And his opponent would be, potentially, hundreds of years older than him and steeped in the blood and conflict that pervaded this land.  The instinct whispered ultraviolence.


Ulric felt a sudden tiredness, a sort of ennui with the whole thing.  Weakness.  That's what that was, and it would get him killed.  Life has given you lemons, Ulric, he told himself.  Sour as hell lemons that might be hiding razor blades.  It has also given you a great big ass juicer in the form of knowledge from a world about a thousand years more technologically developed, a body literally from the gods, and power beyond your wildest dreams in magic, if you can learn how to use it.  So, with this second chance, I am going to make lemonade like nobody's business, Ulric told himself.  He might be a soft human raised in a world of peace, spoiled by comfort but, to everyone else, he was [Lord of the Ancient Glade], the slayer of the old terror and a scary sonofabitch.  It might not be true, but the old phrase "fake it till you make it" came to mind.


He'd been happy to accept his new lot as a budding woods witch, with rather limited ambitions.  Ulric wasn't a man with a great deal of ambition, he'd always been happy so long as he could pursue his own interests.  Being crippled and born in an unfortunate time had mostly voided his interests, once upon a time.  This go around, Ulric found that he had an incredible opportunity to explore, to roam, and to discover what oddities this vast world hid up its sleeves and, his new status provided for that as well.  If only he could figure out how to leverage this whole [Lord of the Ancient Glade] thing to carry it off. 


That all started with not getting his ass slagged by the first asshole who wanted his seat by the fire.  Which meant he was wasting time here. 


Slapping his face with both hands a couple of times, Ulric got to work.


First, The Dance.  Christ killed three [Polar Weasels] in a couple of seconds and didn't get touched.  It wasn't an accident.  Christ was able to do it because he was a better fighter than Ulric, because he was applying the lessons Idra taught as they were intended.  Ulric decided that his exercise needed a new focus, not just on what his body was doing but on what the movements were supposed to achieve.


Entering the Undan ready, Ulric envisioned two [Polar Weasels] in front of him.  The first had charged him directly, the second had leapt for his head, low and high.  They'd attacked in the same way against Darla.  Keeping the memory of their attack fixed in his mind, he began to work out a response.  First a sidestep, the animals were fast in their charge but had not demonstrated great agility, their movements were all downhill, rushed aggression. 


Ulric's stance shifted into branch side step, putting the two imaginary lesser beasts into line.  He transferred his weight to the branch foot, his extended right leg, and lunged forward with his left leg forward, letting the right leg drive him, imagined thrust of the trident catching both of the animals in its widespread tines.


He shook his head.  It was sloppy, the transition was slow and off kilter, even he could feel it.  His subclass, warrior, seemingly at work with its emphasis on armed combat, [Battle Rhythm] assisting his feel for imagined foes and the pace of the conflict.


Resuming his ready, he repeated the process.  Ready, branch side, lunge and thrust.  Still off.  Repeat.  Ready, branch side, lunge, fuck! it's not right.  Something was off, Ulric could feel it, even if he couldn't put the feeling to words.  There was something missing in what he was doing.  Each time he'd tried that routine, he could feel the same outcome as his real encounter.  Even if he dealt with the first beast, he was too out of position to deal with the second.  It was the same problem as with the [Heckler Monkeys], and it cost him a broken arm when Goldie caught him off balance.


Ulric relaxed and tried to sort out what he'd seen of Christ, Idra, and the other experienced warriors when they sparred.  He'd been paying attention mostly to their blades, not their feet, which, he realized, was a mistake that would have earned the blademaster’s ire.


After a few moments concentration regarding Idra's drills, the Elf’s insistence on absolute perfection of even the most basic of movements, the way the Master warrior made everything out to be a process of continual progress against the enemy that was one’s own incompetence and realized that he was ignoring one of the fundamental concepts.  It was a Dance of One Thousand steps.  Not three or four.  He felt off balance, slow, unstable, because he was trying to do too much at once.  He was shifting his weight and trying to step forward at the same time and it was killing his posture, weakening the motions, removing crispness from everything.


This time, with the senior-most of Bald’rt’s elite’s drills in mind, Ulric envisioned the weasels again.  This time he decided to go slow, take it one single, small, deliberately chosen, step at a time.  Breathing deep, he fell into himself and concentrated on the vision of that aggressive charge, and how poorly he'd responded, how easily the monsters had gotten on top of him.  With that image secure he started.  Undan ready, hold. 


The lead beast was now four paces away, the trailing six, he had two seconds, at most, before they were on him.  Breathing in, and out again, he moved, root side step, hold, he shifted to a deep rightward lunge, his posture and balance as they were when he was being tapped into position by his pointy eared instructors. 


The [Polar Weasels] were now three and five paces away, Ulric, eyes closed and brow furrowed in concentration, shifted to Fyir ready, his weight distributed seventy percent on his right leg, knee bent, and felt the freedom, the power gathered there to move.  Imagining the trident in his hands, he moved again, root forward, hands thrusting forward, he fell into the forceful lunge and new in his mind's eye that he could have speared the weasel squarely in its side, before it could gather itself to turn.  The trailing monster was still three paces away and had to divert its course to match Ulric's new position, granting him time.


Hands rotating Ulric brought the imagined trident around, the harpooned beast still caught on its barbed tines, as they had caught the [Heckler Monkey] before, as he assumed the Undan ready again, bringing his weapon in line with the now leaping monster.  Ulric retreated into the back branching step, pulling his chest and exposed head away, even as he brought the metal shaft in a vicious down stroke, the blow would have caught the beast's head cleanly, spiking its skull on the pointed metal endcap, killing it instantly. 


Ulric breathed out, letting the simulation play out again, and again through his memory, trying to find holes in his balance, weaknesses in his position, or clumsiness in his attacks.  He found none.  Gone was the wavering in his step and the openings in his position from before.  Instead of three movements full of flaws, Ulric had broken the counter attack into six crisp, clean steps of the dance.  Each with a purpose, each without error.


Undan, root side step, Fyir, root forward thrust, Undan, branch back step down swing.  It took two seconds, when he moved at full speed.  This was vastly superior to his previous effort, this line both cleared him from the angle of his attackers, slowing their assault, and put him in position to actually utilize his weapon's reach and two sided striking potential.  Idra'se was correct, the battle was won with your feet.  No surprise there.


Why hadn't he used his training before, when it mattered?  He asked himself, quickly providing his own, painfully obvious answer.


He hadn't done it because he'd panicked.  He lacked the experience.  He lacked focused intent in his training.  Every practice session, from here on out, he would do this shadowboxing.  He put that thought into action immediately.  Instead of just moving his feet and body, he imagined a scenario playing out in front of him.  An ambush, a fired arrow, a thrown knife, a stabbing sword, a sweeping cut.  Each time he moved he would do it with an enemy in his sight.  His own brain killed him a good many times in these scenarios.  


That was how his Shadow found him, some hour and a half later, dripping sweat as he mentally dueled [Heckler Monkeys], [Polar Weasels], and was drubbed over, and over against imagined Christ.  Even in his head he didn't dare face Idra. 

            

    
        Chapter 81: Finding Where You Stand

    
    
    
    
                Ulric didn't hear her arrive.  She claimed that she'd knocked.  Nevertheless, she looked, appreciative?  Curious? Something anyway, at what she saw, even if she said nothing.  Ulric was too caught up reviewing the lessons he'd learned from this self-study to worry about it, and went to the washroom to dry his face.  His simple braid was fraying, so he undid it and rewove the thing to keep it out of his way.  He was retying the band when he heard the woman's lilting inquiry. 


"What are you doing in here, Glade Chief, why is the furniture against the wall?  And why do you appear to have poured the water pitcher over your head?" the smooth melodic voice washed over him.


Stepping back out into the room, Ulric looked at her a moment before answering.  It seemed, vaguely, childlike to him to say it out loud.  However, given that his Shadow would fault him for something regardless, he might as well tell her and make it this.  It might be stupid, but it had, somewhat, worked for him.


"I was shadowboxing.  You know, training through movement drills but with an imagined opponent, to work out the kinks in my form and get used to doing it under attack.  Sort of."  Ulric told her unable to hide his embarrassment completely. 


It sounded way, way dumber when he said it out loud, he decided.


"Oh.  This is…this is surprisingly wise coming from you."  Geyrt said, eyebrows raised, making her glittering almond eyes even more captivating.


She paused, frowning slightly.  Ulric watched her chew her lip a moment, as if in silent debate.


"Forgive me, I did not mean to say it that way."  She apologized, which shocked the hell out of him.


"I meant to say that it is good for a warrior to practice with their foes in mind.  Using their movements, their attacks, the memory of their timings and habits, these are excellent tools to refine your own abilities and prepare for future battles.  Young warriors do not normally realize the importance of imagined combats on their training.  I can help you in this, if you want.  I will offer you attacks in different angles and approaches, so that you may sharpen your responses.  If you want.  Your training regimen is your own, of course."  She said, with more uncertainty than Ulric was used to.


Normally Geyrt spoke in blacks and whites, the woman had all the deft touch of a thrown rock.  He must have really thrown her off kilter.  Seems to him like that might have been a very good thing or a very bad thing, depending on how he looked at it.  He figured he might as well choose the best-case scenario, and take a dub on the day.  Gods knew he needed one, after this morning's fiasco.


"Your help would always be appreciated Geyrt, of course.  And it's fine, I know I'm not the most ah…how would you say, natural, fighter around."  Ulric said, laughing lightly.


Now the woman really was confused, her head tilted and her ears twitched sharply a couple of times.  Dead giveaway with her, that was. 


"That is not true Ulric.  At all.  You are one of the best raw talents for a battle mage that I have ever seen.  You bested me, your superior in nearly every way, even if I was throwing away near all my advantage from anger.  You have killed experienced fighters and monsters that have claimed many of our kin, with almost nothing in the way of training.  A bare few weeks, at best.  From the way my brother described it, and from what I have seen of you, your intuition for controlling the pace and spacing of a fight is far in excess of what would be expected for one of your age and experience."  She said disbelieving.


"No, you are clearly young.  Definitely inexperienced.  And mostly untrained, that is true.  But you have instincts for battle that are second to none.  With time and continued effort, you will be a threat to even the most seasoned Iriel'en warriors, and we count ourselves among the best Aesvartheim has to offer."  Geyrt reasoned.


Ulric pinched himself lightly.  Then hard.  Nope he was actually still awake.  Ulric was completely without words. 


Geyrt Iriel had offered him a glowing praise, completely without sarcasm.  This was the second time in a single day.  There wasn't, like, a sniper somewhere feeding her lines or else they'd pull the trigger right?  He closed his mouth and examined the floor, peeling his eyes away from the Shrine maidenesque resemblance of his Shadow.  Was he blushing?  Maybe.  Was she?  He quickly glanced over at her slightly frowning face.  Her ears twitched but he couldn't tell if they were reddening, not without getting caught looking and returned to his contemplation of the wood grain in the floor.  He was definitely not used to hearing her say such unquestionably positive things, normally even her compliments were backhanded.  Now he felt guilty for suspecting her of plotting to make him miserable with her Uncle. 


He ran his hand over his braid giving it a light pull, to brace himself before returning his gaze to his multi-layer white robed Shadow.  She also appeared conflicted if that distant look and the way she cupped her jaw fingers tapping lips were any indication.  His [Shadow Panther] senses were tingling, something was going to go wrong.  Soon.  Abort!


"Thanks, Geyrt.  I'm sure that vote of confidence is hard to come by, I appreciate it."  He said awkwardly. 


There!  Now she was blushing.  What in the hell was going on here?


He needed to change the subject, this was getting weird.  She might combust if she says anything else nice. 


"So, what do you think your Father wants to discuss this evening?  We got a couple of hours before then but I'd like to go in somewhat prepared.  You know how he is, and all." Ulric asked.


Fortunately, his Shadow was as uncomfortable as he was and allowed herself to be led.    


She tossed her hair lightly before answering, clearly glad to move on to a different topic. 


"He will want to discuss the results of the information obtained from our scouting party and to chart a course with you for the future.  Winter is in full force, snows will soon fall deep and the temperatures will drop such that movements from Prespang will be unlikely, especially now that we are on to their breach in defenses.  The deep winter storms will kill any caught out of cover in them, even weather wards are hard pressed when the frozen winds drive ice like sand and erode the barriers.  I doubt that we will be returning to your glade or scouting any more until the thaw."  Geyrt predicted, her tone serious.


Ulric was slightly surprised.  The Varda seasons were longer than Earth seasons, five months instead of three, which meant that the years were longer as well.  But he had been thinking that they had experienced the worst of it already.  If Winter grew even more bitter here, in what the maps he'd seen showed as the middle latitudes, what in the hells were the northern climes like?


That made the region far north of the inland sea they called Vatyn, labeled the White Wastes make a great deal more sense.  He'd figured that, with people being tougher here, by a large margin, than on Earth they would be able to cultivate a much wider range of habitable zones.  Apparently Varda's climate was also more severe.  It would take a huge amount of work to store food for a season approximating a Northern Canadian Winter that was fifty percent longer.  Yeah, Ulric thought to himself, that would make a place with a shorter growing season completely untenable.  Food would have to be imported and stored for way, way too long to be reasonable for most civilizations at the level of what he had seen so far.  Even magic only went so far. 


Some of Prespang's aggressive tendency was made a little more clear to him as well.  The Orlethrem encompassed the middle and southern reaches of the continent, the more verdant and arable parts of it.  Prespang comprised the middle and northern reaches, which were far and away going to experience harsher climates.  Wider swings in daylight hours, shorter growing seasons, less biomass generally, unless they had the kind of untouched Taiga that was, in the old times, typical of the northern climates on his world.  Even then, those coniferous forests really were green deserts, monocultures that were fabled for their inhospitality towards animal life. 


The beasts that roamed those kinds of places were always larger and more ferocious than their Southern cousins, too.  The long extinct Polar bear was a great example of that geographic polymorphism, Bergmann's rule he vaguely recalled it being named in his old biology texts.  Then these Northern folk would naturally tend to want to encroach on the richer lands of their Southern neighbors.  They would have good reason to desire the safer, softer, more hospitable climates.  A healthy dose of institutionalized racism, massive cultural difference, and a couple thousand years of bad blood would just be icing on the cake driving these peoples into conflict. 


Bald'rt had his plate full then.  He was, for all intents and purposes, locked in with what information he had on hand, and that information was not good tidings.  His enemies had, somehow, established movements outside his vision, for purposes that were, so far as Ulric was aware, unknown, if undoubtedly nefarious.  It was a situation that would make a general's teeth itch.  Knowledge was, without question, power and they didn't have enough of it.  Even if, as the Elven King had said earlier, the loopholes in the defenses of Orlethrem and Iriel were closed, that didn't necessarily reveal the depth of the penetration.  Ulric had a hard time believing that traitors were a possibility in Iriel, he was with Nahl'ir on that one.  Geyrt was also correct, however, it didn't take a willing participant to be a mole.  They might have revealed sensitive information in confidence, which was then intercepted. 


Ulric wouldn't have traded all the privileges and powers of the Crown for Bald'rt's spot right now, he could barely keep his own shit together, let alone a nation of tribal city states.  This here, was the kind of times when it was not good to be king. 


"Hmm…I see."  Ulric said, brain trying to sort the information he had.  It was like a giant jigsaw puzzle, this thing between Prespang and Orlethrem.  He had the edges, and he knew what the overall picture was, those were pretty well spelled out, but he was missing too many pieces to be able to complete it.


"What role should I play in all this?  I am grateful to your kin for housing me in Winter, for providing the opportunity to learn from your peoples Geyrt.  Hell, I like a bunch of them already, and I don't make a habit of liking folk, not without knowing them for a year or two."  Ulric asked her earnestly.


"This…" he said indicating the room and the comforts generally "This is all fantastic.  Beyond my wildest expectations.  But I don't know how I'm supposed to fit in, or what I'm supposed to do.  I want to help, but I don't know how.  Or when.  Or even if I can.  What do you think?"  he rambled.


Geyrt's demeanor solidified, in this, at least, she was on firm ground. 


"You are not Aes'r, you are not beholden to Orlethrem.  You bargained fairly for your stay in Irielhos, for services rendered and knowledge that is of great use to my people.  If you speak more of metal working with Uncle Uldin, as I suspect you will, he will go on to elevate Iriel'en craftsmanship to even greater heights and already he is closing the gap with the Svartalfin.  As your Shadow, I must inform you that you have rendered a great boon to my people in showing them possibilities with magical prowess and in the arcana of substances, and been compensated not at all equally for revealing these advantages, closely guarded secrets that they would be in many nations.  So, in this regard, you truly do not owe my kin anything.  You are a guest, and a friend of the Royal family.  My Father may ask you for your assistance come the spring but, know this Ulric, it is truly an ask; you do not have obligation to make war against your own kin."  Geyrt said emphatically.


Ulric shook his head at that last point, with more regret than he'd been aware of in his voice as he corrected her.


"They are not my kin Geyrt.  Not at all.  I might look like them and the Akashic record might have categorize me with them, but even that spooky All-Knowledge put an asterisk next to it.  For better or worse, I'm one of a kind." 


That was something that rarely bothered him.  He'd known since his Reforging that he was a freak.  An anomaly.  The Watcher, for reasons that only it would truly know, had introduced a glitch into the matrix.  All that stuff about soul origin and whatnot might be true, but none of that was necessarily the real motivation for his second chance.  The only thing those superstitious clowns of the Cross Cult got right was that an entity so far beyond a human existence would operate beyond the ability of a human to comprehend, for reasons of its own.  His own existence would then be a mystery to the peoples of this world.  They'd be suspicious, possibly fearful, maybe even hostile if they knew the truth, which was but a single [Scan] away.  He didn't think much on it, but, even he had to admit that it was a lonely thing to be the only one of your kind.


Geyrt held him fully in her attention now, contemplating.  He knew not what strange Elf thoughts passed but, whatever they were, they didn't indicate on her face.  For now, she was serene calm.  A still lake, unsurpassed for its grandeur.  He clamped down on the impulse to stare at her.  Eventually she settled whatever debate she had held with herself.


"Then you will be your own people, someday.  As [Lord of the Ancient Glade] you will, inevitably, should you survive, give rise to children.  If, as has been the case with other Reforged, your line breeds true, you will almost certainly spawn a new clan of men.  It is how the Frostmir, the ice giants and their descendants, are said to have emerged.  A single overwhelming entity conquered that land and their blood ran strongly.  So strongly that their interbred offspring always favored the original ancestor.  It is my duty Ulric, to see the Heartwood of your dynasty grow strong, with deep roots.  Perhaps it will not always be the case that the humans living on Aesvartheim will be enemies of Orlethrem.  But, for now, they will consider you an enemy if you declare yourself a friend towards Iriel."  Cautioned his Shadow.


Ulric hadn't considered his offspring, that possibility being so remote as to be a non-issue.  It wasn't though, was it?  Not anymore.  Unasked for, he'd been granted power of sort.  Territory.  A status as a ruling force over some domain unclaimed.  It wasn't beyond the pale to think that, someday, he might settle down to the extent that some lass would want to start a family with him, and he her. 


He'd chew on that later, he decided.  His original goals hadn't changed and, whatever Bald'rt had to say this night would only probably reinforce the budding decision he was coming to.  Best not to overthink things, Varda had a way of fucking with him any time he laid plans.  He'd just have to play it by ear. 


Speaking of which, he decided to pull the trigger on something that had been kicking around the old noodle for a hot minute now.  No time like the present.


“You know, Geyrt, I think I’m mostly accepting that I’ll not be able to get rid of you without one of us dying.”  He winced, that didn’t sound like what he wanted it to, and she quirked her mouth at him, hands on her hips so that the wide sleeves of her robe hung loose, making her appear to fill a space far wider than her figure would allow. 


Like a bear with its fur up, she was more intimidating than usual.  He had to hurry up before he lost his nerve, he’d save washing the taste of his own feet out of his mouth later.


“And, as a matter of fact, I’m sort of glad you’re around, especially back there in the canopy; You probably pulled my—I mean, saved my life a couple of times, not even including the [Polar Weasel] you shot before it could tear into my leg. I’d have to admit that, when I think of the perfect Elven Huntress, you’re pretty much what comes to mind.  So, I’d consider it a favor and an admission of reciprocal trust if you’d give me permission to scan you.  I know it’s a personal thing, and you don’t have to, totally voluntary here, but I’d sort of like to know who you are a little.” Ulric sidled into it awkwardly, before eventually making his request.


“Is that all?”  She said with obvious suspicion.


“Well, yeah.  Brighteyes made it sound like [Scanning] people unasked was a good way to make enemies.” Ulric confirmed.


“I was fearing your twisty spiderweb of a thought basket had something worse in mind.  What Heir Lumyt’seit said is so, in most cases.  It is different between us; as your Shadow, you are always entitled to examine my status, the better to put me to use on your behalf.  It is good you did not ask this in company, they would think you slow.  Asking to see your Shadow is like asking a mirror if it will show you your face.” She explained, somewhat relieved.


At least she stopped with her superman pose.  She did that in a way that said her heels were dug into the bedrock and moving was straight out.  Whenever she got like that Ulric had not yet successfully convinced her to reverse her position.  Ulric didn’t even mind the light sarcasm, that was to be expected.  Par for the course.


“I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable is all.  This Shadow stuff is awkward enough for my taste and I wouldn’t have it said that I treated you like less than a person.  Even if everybody else seems to think that way.” Ulric clarified. 


It was important that he left her whatever freewill and dignity he was able, Ulric knew she chafed at being tied down.  Bald’rt hadn’t sentenced her to death for oath breaking, violation of Guestright, and dereliction of duty, but he’d come pretty close and Ulric knew for fact that she would take her frustrations out on him whenever she felt overly coerced.  Or even just mean, Brighteyes’ sister had a streak of ill temper about a furlong wide.  Anything he did that irritated her, which turned out to be many things that he did, provoked her into finding some way to get payback.  Most of the time he didn’t know what he’d done to set her off.  Sometimes, he suspected, she just did it for the hell of it, like waiting until he was settled into a nice cozy think before dropping a non sequitur on him.  That shit infuriated him and she knew it.


This then was, maybe, turning out better than he’d anticipated.  He had expected to have to cajole and maybe resort to some light extortion.  More likely, she’d set her feet and put her head down and he’d, you know, just accept no for no and leave it at that.  Still, she seemed completely fine so he wasn’t stepping on any toes.  That he knew of.  Yet.  You know what?  Best to be sure.  Like picking blackberries was dealing with Geyrt. 


“Alright, just so we’re both on the same page, you’re completely fine with me dropping a [Scan] on you right?”  He double checked.


Now she scowled at him, “I have said so have I not?  You do not need to ask.” She snapped.


Ulric was on the point of biting back at her but he held his tongue.  It wasn’t worth it, just let go.  Ye gods, she was an artist at pissing people off.  He was nearly impressed.


Unable to repress a frown, he concentrated on her person, taking in the details of her face, her clothing, the feel of her, as his mana reached out.  He didn’t practice this particular magic, he’d only done it once before with Brighteyes over a month ago.  It took longer than he recalled. 


[Scan]


He grinned immediately.


            

    
        Chapter 82: A Not So Careful Study of Taipans

    
    
    
    
                They were headed to the baths. It was only a couple of hours before they were due to meet the [Lord of the Deep Wood] and Ulric had worked up a considerable sweat in his two or so hours of solo training. Geyrt, was just glad to visit the baths. Anything, he supposed with another chuckle, to distract herself from the events ten minutes prior.


His Shadow was a right Elven thunderhead she was. He couldn't see the steam coming out of her ears but he could feel the anger in her footsteps, which had lost a little of their usual grace. The aggressive swish, swishing of her robes were as good as a string of curses. Another giggle rolled through him uncontrollably. Yeah, she might as well be stomping the ground. Her sniff, audible most of the way down the hall from behind him, told him that she was aware of his amusement.


Her status was a bit of an eye opener for him. He'd only seen two of those fucky glimpses into the nether: his own and Brighteyes'. Both of them were, for lack of a better term, vanilla. He had a few bells and whistles on account of his titles and the Watcher shenanigans, atypical markers for the relatively large splash that he'd made in the world in a relatively short time, if he was being honest about it. But, overall, fairly cut and dry.


Geryt was different animal. Her base stats left him fairly impressed, especially that dexterity, good goddamn, no wonder she moved so smoothly, and her modifiers were solid, expanding on her base performance in a rather well-rounded way. Ulric was dead certain that was probably a similarity shared amongst all the long-lived warriors: dedicated practice honed their coordination to an incredible degree.


He’d seen the refinement of the Iriel’en fighting classes in action but now he had a number against which to judge how vast the difference between he and they. He’d witnessed first-hand that most Aes’r were far better at moving than he was, more coordinated, fewer wasted actions, that sort of thing. Even so, it was telling to see numerically where he fell short of the inhuman mental and physical grace of the long-lived races. Fortunately, the other aspects of Geyrt’s status weren’t as imposing. Her titles and whatnot were also kind of unsurprising. Well, with one exception. Just thinking about it pulled another giggle from him, that he quickly staunched, before he lost himself to uncontrollable fits again.


No, her status was impressive but not completely out of line until he saw her classes. Holy shit. She had two advanced classes, expanded and refined towards her individual predilections and talents. They were both spooky as hell. Where Ulric had simple, broad skills and traits, hers were both more focused and of incredible immediate potency. And he hadn't even seen the half of them in action, it turns out.


Her Nightblade class was almost strictly, as the name implied, nocturnally based and he'd never seen her at play in the witching hours. By the way those traits and skills read, he actually wouldn't see much at all when she had her game face on. The entire class was devoted to being an assassin wrapped in darkness. As edgy as that sounded, it was literal truth. She could pull in shadows around her to form a cloak that masked the disturbances she made in air as she moved, muffling sound or air currents that were dead give aways since most creatures did not see well at night, thus their other senses, hearing and touch included, were amplified.


It also made her fucking invisible.


He'd have to see it applied, to examine the skill and to play around testing the limits of its action. Was it thermal too? Or just optical stealth? Did it respond to physical interactions like dust? So many questions. The old bag of flour trick was firmly in his mind as he thought about it. And that was only one feature of the class. She could also make hardened shadow out of her mana; Ulric didn't have any clue how that would even work. It wasn't physically possible in his brain. There were near to a dozen other similar, exceedingly powerful components to her classes.


In a substantial break from Ulric's own status, Geyrt had, essentially, zero spells. She, instead, relied on active skills that consumed mana to utilize. The real divergence, however, was in the sheer breadth, the scope of her passive enhancements. Geyrt was fully loaded. In the deep forests, the shadowed groves, the Young Miss Iriel was a force to be reckoned with. He'd always assumed she was dangerous. Now, though, now he really knew the depth of her advantage out there.


He felt a brief flash of annoyance at her when he thought back to her attack on him on their first meeting. She'd underestimated him to the point of treating him like swatting a fly. She'd put, essentially, zero effort into her attempted assassination. If she'd come at him in the dark, he'd have been dead, D. E. D. dead, zero questions. She hadn't even used her skills, except for, maybe, her ability to put arrows on target in quick succession, though that might have just been her normal archery ability. With agility and dexterity as high as hers, it wasn't unreasonable. Actually wait, he was no longer annoyed, he was purely thankful. He could have kissed her for holding him in such contempt, it saved his life.


None of that was the source of his amusement though. No, indeedy, that was in her titles. Most of them were appropriately spooky and intimidating. But, there, almost hiding, was the title that brought him real joy. He wondered when she got it. It raised all kinds of questions about how the Akashic record and the imprints left in the Vardic quantum web by the sentients that occupied it interacted. Ulric bit his knuckle, choking back another round of chuckles as he recalled the imposing woman's status.
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All very appropriate for the eldest daughter of Bald'rt Iriel, an accomplished and respected huntress, bane of those who would trespass into her domain, especially if they hailed from Prosper, the home of her blood enemies. Except that, right there in her titles, was an outlier. A delicious joke.


One of her titles was Taipan. His nickname for her when he survived her ambush and the most appropriate way that he could think of to refer to her, especially at the time after she’d poisoned him and snapped relentlessly at every single move he’d made. Word had, evidently, gotten around about what the term meant, between his telling of Brighteyes and the trickle down from the warriors in attendance within Bald'rt's throne room when he'd recounted it. During the abortive scouting trip back to the glade several of the scouts, referred to her by his apt label, for which she had, of course, lashed out at him.


He'd long ago stopped using the term, out of an attempt to generate a more congenial rapport between them. It wasn't enough. No, she now carried the label in that most honest of magical reflections of one's self, her own status. That the appellative had resonated so hard it registered in the All-Knowledge gave him no end of amusement, and not only had an apt description it was a source of empowerment to her. Nay, not amusement. Full blown hysterical belly laughter. He'd laughed until tears streamed down his face back in his rooms. He'd laughed until he thought he might suffocate. Even now he couldn't help the intermittent sounds that forced their way through his attempts to regain composure.


Even better, when he couldn't restrain his laughter, she couldn’t help but bitch at him, demanding he stop mocking her. That only made it worse, which she quickly realized, mouth clamping shut and eyes attempting to peel skin through force of will as he doubled over, barely keeping his feet under him. She couldn't remain silent for long though, to her own detriment and Ulric's intensifying merriment.


"Yes, yes. Very rich, Glade Chief, very droll. You call me Taipan and now it sits here in my title. A grand joke you have enacted to bring me shame this way. What is this description!? How-I have never seen such utter tripe in a title! It is not so, and you should be ashamed!" She ranted, her bitter tone turning ever more acidic.


The irony of her complaint about the title being coupled to her clearly increasing anger brought Ulric, who had nearly recovered, back to uncontrollable horse laughs.


Her attempts to paint him as being childish were, similarly, to no avail.


"It is not funny!" Her remembered shout echoed through the apartment. "You have, have desecrated me for all to see! This juvenile, adolescent, insufferable naming of yours is going to follow me forever, you shameless human ape!" Her screech reached a higher octave at the last.


"Please! Please, no more, I can't. I can't breathe." He begged her between gasps. His howls of laughter continued for another five minutes before he was able to choke them back, wiping the tears from his face. When he raised his eyes to meet hers again, for the first time since she'd sent him into this downward spiral of hilarity. Her face was carved from ice, her eyes glittered malice. Since then she hadn’t said a single word or acknowledged him in any way.

Ulric saw how it was going to be when they reached the entryway, the mostly empty drawers evidencing the relatively small population in the baths at this time of day. Geyrt made no move to disrobe, waiting instead for Ulric to stow his gear, and said nothing when he went ahead into the steamy haven of heated water.


He settled himself down into the water and it wasn't for another few minutes before he noticed his Shadow reclining into the pool in a distant pocket across the room. She was definitely pissed. Not that he blamed her, necessarily. Most of her life's problems could be laid at his feet, even if they were a direct result of her own choices. It was an avoidance, a scape goat, but it was an easy enough leap to make if she was keen on deflecting. Which, judging by her refusal to be in proximity with him, was exactly the case.


Ulric was, by this point, greatly familiar with his Shadow's moods and mannerisms. Normally, she clammed up when he managed to score a point in their jousting. She had a vast assortment of coughs, eye rolls, and other assorted ways to demonstrate her displeasure or exasperation with him, even grudging respect. Her demeanor now, was none of those, it was more akin to the way she'd treated him in those first few days, which was odd. He hadn't even taunted her, hadn't said even a single word in jest. No, it was the laughter that wounded her. Her features, her body language, her distancing, everything said that he had given her some great insult.


She was actually hurt, he decided, as the heat of the water settled into his bones, not just faking indignation, chalking up another mark on her invisible tally sheet to "get even" with him. He could only assume that he had damaged that incredible pride she carried around by laughing at her. Which confused him greatly. He'd gone well out of his way to poke fun at her before, they had traded barbs almost as a matter of routine and none of it had slipped under her armor as much as his amusement at her title.


It was confusing for the social nincompoop that was Ulric. Elves mocked and teased in private and, to a lesser extent in public. She was well used to her own people’s japes. Or…no maybe not. Pulling the pieces together, all those sideways mentions about the woman he’d gathered during his time in Irielhos, Ulric realized they’d all been pointing to Geyrt not exactly fitting in well with the rest of her kin.


He ducked under the heated pool and stayed until his breath ached to escape. When he came up, he drew deep breaths and had a hunch.


Somehow, somewhere along the way, this woman had developed a sensitivity about her own perceived worth, was Ulric's conclusion. She wasn't completely without humor. They'd established that early on. To be honest, beneath the thorns, was a fantastic straight man and a dead pan wit with sarcasm so dry it could slip past undetected unless you were really paying attention. It had become exceedingly clear to him that she wasn't above setting up subtle pranks or jokes on his account, though he might not always catch them because they were so deeply steeped in Elven cultural mores that they didn't find purchase. And, he found that his rebuttles were taken more or less on the chin without this level of anger.


Then it wasn't that she couldn't take being on the receiving end of a joke. More like, there was some bone deep insecurity which made her incredibly soft skinned about her place amongst her kin. That was baffling to him. And incredibly amusing to the asshole part of him, Geyrt’s inability to see the intense irony of it. Here was a person blessed by the fates to have a noble birth, the advantage of untold supports and resources, incredible physical ability, perfection of form, and massive talent. And yet, somehow, she could still be so easily wounded. What had created such fragility in her ego? He had a hard time imagining how she had avoided having that eggshell self-esteem crushed amidst the sometimes quite pointed japes of her Father or the cutting observations of her direct Mother.


She was spoiled, Ulric decided. As crazy as that sounded to him. And probably more than a little racist, which was a tougher pill to swallow. He’d thought himself finally past that with her.


He would bet that this all was a result of the death of this elder brother he had been told about. Her attitudes, her obstinate pride, he couldn't see it unless she'd been pampered by Bald'rt and Vedyr, those being unwilling to bring her further pain after her loss, he hypothesized. Maybe they'd been running from their own pain, in their hunts for the killers, and in being over protective of her. It wasn't unheard of for parents to overcompensate through their own grieving.


His own parents had tended that way. Ulric had heard nary a sideways word from his dad, who could carve tool steel with his tongue when he was irritated, after his sister's tragedy. That lack of corrective advice, delivered from a place of love, hadn't done Ulric any favors either. In spite of his having trouble seeing either of the Iriel’s as helicoptering gentle hands in their parenting, it wasn’t impossible. Especially in response to such traumatic loss. Hmmm…Ulric hummed bubbles into the water.


Whatever the case, Geyrt evidenced a severe lack of emotional robustness, an intolerance of real criticism or of being viewed with condescension, especially by a lesser human. Brighteyes was the only one he'd seen really jump her, at least until Vedyr had most recently gotten involved more directly and his Shadow's complaints, uttered with a hesitant check to ensure Vedyr was not nearby, suggested this was a recent development. She certainly viewed it through the lens of being an additional punishment though, not the attempt of a caring parent to rectify failings of their relationship.


If he was understanding the context of things, the young girl had latched on to the sympathetic crutch of her Uncle, who had also treated her with velvet gloves. That explained the incredible docility he'd seen in her there, Uldin was her safe place, her bastion of support. The Smith's kindness and tenderness towards the normally foul tempered woman was obvious. She didn't feel threatened in his presence, which was why she was so calm.


So, what the hell is eating at her that she stays so damned defensive all the time with him? There had to be something, it’d been, what? Seventy some years since her brother’s murder? Surely she wasn’t still holding him in some kind of one sized fits all Humans Are All Bastards box.


Ulric could be pretty tone deaf sometimes, and he wasn't above admitting that he could be an awful reader of people, maybe he was totally wrong. It didn't feel like it, though. Normally he just missed things, was completely unaware that some byplay was occurring. Whenever he actually recognized a situation, he, generally, was fairly spot on with interpreting it. This here, this was some kind of classical broken grieving, dependence, and emotional trauma. He wasn't sure how the situation had been allowed to fester.


Perhaps that was why her Mothers were pulling her aside all the time. They were trying to correct her and, if the bruising was any indication, she was stubbornly resisting their efforts.


Fascinating. If it wasn't happening right in his face with potential to blow up on him.


It occurred to Ulric that he was, in no small part, responsible for his Shadow's well-being. That included her emotional and mental status too. The need to intervene and straighten her shit out wasn't just for her own good, Ulric had a vested interest in his Shadow's psychological well-being. It would be up to him to assist in shoring up whatever frailty was causing her to be so sensitive, somehow. Dammit Jim he was an engineer, not a shrink!


Regardless. As she was, Ulric was now convinced that Geyrt was more or less useless to him in the upcoming conflicts.


She was too volatile, too easily tunnel visioned. Like a bull she would be relentless and powerful when she had a specific target, but a sophisticated enemy would exploit her emotional weakness and pull her apart. Like he had. He had no doubt that whoever was behind the attacks on Brighteyes and the Orlethrem in general would be aware of her shortcomings. The defining feature of their enemy so far was their seeming access to incredibly deep knowledge of the Elves' inner workings and the key personalities involved.


His mind jumped tracks suddenly at that thought. The assessment of his Shadow's wonky psychology, and its exploitability rang out a parallel to the conundrum of the strange attack being played out against the Elves as a whole, a mystery that had been turning over for weeks in the back of his mind. Ulric had the sudden inspiration that they were dealing with a Machiavelli. A deep strategizer willing to play a slow, incredibly cynical game. Whoever was leading this offensive against Orlethrem was utilizing the same kind of philosophy as Idra's Dance of a Thousand Steps. Incremental advantages built up to secure a certain, overwhelming victory. With one big difference: They wouldn't mind sacrificing potentially thousands of lives to create an opportunity for an opening in the Elves’ defenses, where the Orlethrem wouldn’t spend a single Elf without cause.


Increasingly, Ulric was becoming certain of it, the wheels in his head shifting into higher gear as he organized the disparate pieces of information into a more cohesive whole. It was a strategy, a way of thinking that was so completely foreign to what he knew of the Elven thought process. Each of them valued the individual with a near religious ferver. They lived so long that the loss of a single life represented the loss of hundreds of years of companionship, knowledge, and skills. Hell, the Iriels still sat a place at their dinner table for a relative dead a hundred years.


Bald'rt's eulogy of Serlic revealed that, while the Iriel'en accepted that loss was a natural part of life, an Elven life was never spent in vain.


The people of Prespang did not seem to share that reluctance to trade lives. The Humans and Beastkin of that nation, all lesser lived races, they didn't hold such value to individual life. When you only have a fifty to a hundred years, at most, an individual was a drop in the bucket. Especially for an ego driven set of sociopathic Oligarchs, which seemed to be who was calling the shots over in Prosper. It probably wouldn't occur to any Elven leader that a Human King would see his people as completely disposable if it gained them advantage.


Yeah, that fits, Ulric told himself, fingers snapping absently at his thigh, sending ripples up to the surface. Whenever he'd heard Bald'rt or one of the others speak of the wars with humans they always sounded confused. They didn't understand why those people refused to preserve their own lives, why they continued to throw themselves at the Elven tribes with such frequency. It was alien to them and they couldn't help but look down on any race that held its own people's with so little esteem.


Ulric's home world had known military strategies that involved spending lives like pennies for incremental gains of ground, until they had depleted the enemy's ability to supply their troops with the means to kill these suicidal pushes. It was like beating a wood chipper by shoving your arm so deep it clogged the blades. Unthinkable to anyone who valued anything but their own will.


If Ulric's instincts were pointing in the right direction, he had to tell Bald'rt that they were almost certainly missing the key thrust of the enemy. Whatever the Iriel'en had identified as the threat or target was, to Ulric's churning mind, a feint so callous as to be inconceivable. The Elves were going to butcher a bunch of sacrificial pawns while checkmate landed somewhere else.


But where? That was the part that Ulric couldn't figure out. That and how the Ancient's Plateau was involved. There was a connection somewhere but Ulric couldn't see it. He was missing something vital, something big.


He'd lost his good cheer completely now. Again. Fuck. What a rollercoaster of a day it'd been.


He hoped Bald'rt had some good news. Or, at least, could tell Ulric that they had already figured all this out and he was spinning his wheels for no good reason. He was a professional problem solver, his brain would chew itself apart until it found the solution. Currently, that meant identifying the constraints of the operating environment more completely. The problem was ill defined. It was like solving a partial differential equation, when the situation is complex, you can't make a predictive model absent the boundary conditions. In this case, that meant knowing what the end goal for the enemy was and what tools they had to achieve those goals.


What exactly did they want? What was the point of this stupid war? Thoughts roiled as his feet kicked idly in the water, his eyes closed as he let his conscious mind roam. He jumped from one idea to the next, as he tended to do, trying to make connections, when he was lost.


At some point in his meandering, Ulric realized that he sympathized with his angry, guarded, misguided Shadow. They were similar people, in many ways. The main difference was, he'd already killed himself avoiding reality once. He'd forgotten how to laugh at himself in his old life and that rigid refusal to change, grow, or entertain doubt had locked him into a death spiral. That wasn't something he would do again. Maybe he could help Geyrt figure out how to avoid it for herself. Probably not, he wasn't sure he'd ever make her actually listen. But he owed it to her to try.


He grimaced in anticipation of pain; you don't handle a Taipan without getting bitten.


Then again, he was a [Snake Charmer], wasn't he?


            

    
        Chapter 83: Self Inflicted Wounds

    
    
    
    
                Briefly, Ulric lamented his own lack of emotional honesty. Being aware of your own problems was different from finding the proper way to work through them. There was a reason therapists had a job. He wasn't equipped to be the best person to help this scarred Elf through her issues. Perhaps though, there were times when a blunt instrument was the most effective. More than one stubborn machine had returned to order after a severe kick to the housing. He put a pin in that thought.


Deciding that he'd never truly relax given this current state of affairs anyway, Ulric rose from his place and made to leave. A few eyes trailed him from the Elves in their pockets of social circles. Those same eyes flicked towards his Shadow, he noticed, before returning to their own conversations. They knew what was up, to some extent, then. He was grateful for the Iriel'en proclivity to Mind One's Own Business. That would make things easier, Ulric hated being involved in a public spectacle.


He left the baths and their beautiful bathers to enjoy the steam and the peace and toweled himself off in the dressing room. All too aware was the only Human in the room of the other occupants, each carefully avoiding questioning looks towards his person, or rather, the absent one who should have been with him. Watcher’s tits, this was awkward as a break up with an office coworker. Why was he so uncomfortable? Too self-conscious old man, don’t worry about it. Besides, you aren’t going out with Geyrt, you aren’t even going to attempt to lay a hand on so much as a strand of that fabulous hair, let alone the more than fabulous rest of her. She’s a…a bond slave of some fucking kind.


Fuck, Ulric commented in his head. That summarized his general disposition as he stood holding a rumpled, damp towel in choking hands. Reluctantly the disgruntled man let it fall to the floor, as it wasn’t able to properly suffocate and make him feel any better.


Steadfastly refusing to hurry out of intense desire to get the hell out of there, Ulric redressed in what had become his norm: the thin silken/fine wool clothes that warriors wore underneath their armor. His own armor was stashed in his quarters, his trident propped up next to it. He was nearly finished braiding his long hair by the time his aggravated body guard stepped into the room. Ulric averted his eyes, no sense giving the woman any reason to be further aggrieved of him. Now he was in a conundrum: to wait out of courtesy, or to ignore her?


The decision wasn’t exactly difficult, at the end of the day. He was the guy in charge, it was her job to keep up with him, not his to placate her childish pride. Some reptilian part of him sensed when a power game was being played and decided to inform his waking brain that waiting was a show of vulnerability where one should not appear to be vulnerable. Without glancing at the finest of Iriel’en skins, Ulric left the dressing room. Hal’et’s warning rang loud in his thoughts: Don’t ever let her think you weak or you will suffer for it.


Hurried footsteps uncharacteristically lacking in their usual silent tread announced his Shadow catching up to him some three quarters of the way back to his apartments. Still, she said nothing and Ulric decided he wouldn’t either. Not like he particularly had anything to say in the first place, if his Shadow wanted to be that way it was her problem. Gods how he hated it when people played games with him though, it was half the reason he’d stopped bothering to socialize. Always someone wanting to play a game whose rules they were making up that, invariably, were designed to make themselves feel better at someone else’s expense. Other than the political maneuverings of her father, for reasons he felt were fairly justifiable, and the misguided attempt by the Lordling dickhead to install themselves as new [Lord of the Ancient Glade], which had resulted in homicide, there had been precious little of that sort of nonsense in Iriel. Until now.


An aggressive whisper reared up before he quashed it. No, brain tiger, the recalcitrant former engineer scolded, now is not the time for that. This is a matter for diplomacy. Sort of. His life was made harder by the fact that he couldn’t just get up and leave the source of his troubles behind, like he normally would. In the Before, his solution to people that he judged to be problematic was to refuse to engage with them. It worked too. Their attempts to fuck with him were very similar to attempting to hit a pinata that was made of gas. Swing all you want you bastards, there’s nothing to hit. Here, that was not an option; his problem was going to stalk behind him hatefully until the heat death of the universe.


What would he even say? Sorry for you being kind of a bitch? Apologize on behalf of all humans everywhere, again, for crimes he’d had nothing to do with, that had occurred while he was on another planet, before he’d ever been born? Ridiculous. He sighed as he entered his room, anticipating some relief from the hostile presence behind him. Abrupt contact almost made him stumble as Geyrt Iriel brushed roughly past him to launch herself into her side room. Ulric gazed furiously at the door that had just slammed closed and gritted his teeth.


“Oh, you utter bitch.” He whispered to the sylvan architecture around him.


It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that he was totally at a loss as what to do. Once again, Ulric resolved to try to find some way out of this situation. Maybe he could fake his own death and sneak away. No, wouldn’t work, now she has that tracking spell she could probably trace him. Damn.


Damn. Damn. Damn.


His heartfelt chant brought no divine insight and the man stared long at the walls of his room trying to think of some way to shed his bond servant without insulting a nation full of people that might kill him for the insult. In yet more unwelcome news, a duty knocked to inform him that emergency requiring his pointy eared majesty’s attention had drawn him away and they would have to cancel their planned meeting, leaving Ulric to brood in silence. Night found him without answer and he went to his sleep disturbed.


What followed were some of the least pleasant days Ulric Einar, Twice Born of Earth had ever experienced up to that point. He’d put in a word with a duty to hold a meeting with Lord Bald’rt Iriel to pass along his suspicions, not necessarily because he believed he had the inside edge on anybody around these parts but, maybe, he was coming at it from an angle that was new. His background had produced thought processes that were distinct from his inhuman neighbors. Bald’rt was, unfortunately, not available, having left the citadel to conduct business with the Orlethrem. His Lordship was due back shortly and would meet with Ulric when he had the time. Fair enough. Whatever had come up to cancel their dinner plan was likely heinous in nature and Ulric had all he could handle, currently.


Training was as he had come to expect: dismal, grueling, and painful. That it was now also being done with a silently judging gaze laden with outright disapproval was just icing on the cake. There was, however, indisputable progress. He’d gotten good enough at the basics of moving that Idra would not disallow sparring matches with the other guardsmen. That went about as well as he expected, and his bruises soon had bruises. It wasn’t maliciousness, he was just slow to react and bad when he did. Getting less slow and less bad, but still.


At least Gother had remained consistently boring, if eminently informative. Learning herbology and cultivation of alchemical reagents from a guy that was probably around when the techniques were invented was nifty. Ulric’s time in chemistry coursework were well spent, he had a feeling he could see the connections between bioactivity in various oils and herbal treatments and the nature of the molecules participating in them. How those components married to magic was still nebulous.


He saw the reasoning behind this herb, [Moonlit Silverbloom] being profoundly neurotoxic in high doses, its symptoms indicated a strongly voltage gated sodium channel blocking chemical profile, paralyzing the diaphragm and sudden cardiac arrest being prevalent, ala good old Tetrodotoxin, but lacked a way to draw parallels when it turned out that herb, in lower doses and compounded with this other one here, would facilitate a temporary but potent increase in mana regeneration. Why? Did it make a core draw harder on ambient mana? Process it faster? And that was one of the more normal effects described by the withered Elf meister.


Even more fantastic, when Gother demonstrated a plant that manifested a fiery cloak around the petals of its flower that could be rendered to produce agents that healed burns with stunning alacrity, as if consuming the destroyed flesh to regenerate it, he saw no way to internalize the mechanisms behind so potent a biochemical process. [Phoenix Orchids] was the apt name of that particular plant and it was thoroughly magical in nature. Another, [Frostvine] gave off an aura of cold so intense it brought fog into the room when removed from its sealed container. It bore fruits that rendered one nearly immune to the effects of exposure to subzero temperatures. How? No fucking clue. Something, something, consolidation of the manaweave within one’s body to reflect Infrig ambiance.


His time with the Dragon Ladies was similarly productive, if exhausting mentally. Shor was tightening his grasp daily on manaforms and the abstractions of what he was doing with his spellwork. Trying to reconcile Elven mysticism with his knowledge of physical mechanisms regarding energy and matter was enough to give him headaches. The struggle was pouring water on fertile ground. He understood far better now why certain manipulations were necessary and Vedyr was quick to then translate those whys into hows, strengthening his casting. [Cinderpearl] was the culminating achievement of that study, no new spellforms came clear to him, but Ulric felt like he was edging around a breakthrough regarding multiple elemental interactions.


Bathe continued her efforts to teach him how to cycle and concentrate his magic through his body, and the effects were starting to bear fruit: Ulric was definitively tougher and his stamina recovered faster than before, with no change to his status. His core was actively strengthening his body, like training your lungs made you a better swimmer. The body magic was still in its infancy but he was getting there. He’d better, this was key to surviving his core’s eventual awakening according to the Elf Queens.


The ladies informed him that they would be departing, each had a task that required her particular gifts and Ulric should continue practicing cycling and infusing mana, if nothing else.


It was, by now, clear to all that there had been some sort of falling out between him and his Shadow. Absent her parents’ presence, his Shadow grew even more overtly hostile. Still not speaking to him but using every other means at her disposal to demonstrate her displeasure with his insistence on existing. If he’d known this was what would come of laughing at her status he’d have gagged himself with his belt. The other Elves were circumspect, at first, and somewhat amused later.


He had detected heavy notes of disapproval from the Dragons and Idra however, mostly directed towards the former Princess, though they clearly thought he was failing to handle the situation properly. Mostly because he was, damn it. Nobody was saying anything though, and Ulric still didn’t know how to broach the situation without being an angry bastard about it, that being his natural state. What would an Elf do? He resolved to ask Bald’rt when the Iriel’en King returned. It was his daughter and his fault for saddling Ulric with her hateful, if sumptuous, ass in the first place.


One thing was sure: This couldn’t last. Neither of them was the type to leave things alone forever. He shouldn’t have been surprised when the wheels came off, even though he was.


Stance work. He loved it, he hated it, and it was Idra’se’s passion in life. Here, at least, all his problems vanished for a few precious minutes, buried under the focused exertion. Ulric completed his last repetition under the smoldering gaze of the serpent behind him who had long since stopped offering suggested improvements, happy to make his spine itch with her eyeballing. It no longer made him chuckle when one of the Royal guards observed how hot the suns seemed to beat upon his back. This round was of particular difficulty, full of crossing steps and half step retreats, motions that Ulric knew would prove useful should he ever have the need to dodge buckshot at close quarters. He actually looked forwards to the inevitable strikes he was going to take from sparring partners. At least his knees wouldn’t feel like pretzels. Per usual he quickly went 0-2 against the experienced Elves.


Raising himself up after a painful reminder that livers did not like practice swords hitting them, he saw his partner give a salute with their blade. The Elf, Sinna, elder sister of Hal’et, praised brightly “That was a fine ripost, Glade Chief. Too slow coming, but the intuition is building. I think your body has started to gain a feel for the rhythm of the Dance.”


He cheered up a little at the first good news in a while.


“His riposte was harmless to any but a child. Not even that.” Came the incisive voice of his Shadow, the first time he’d heard it since their spat.


“And his movements remain clumsy beyond reason. At this rate, he will use his sword for a cane before a proper weapon.” Added Geyrt with open contempt.


Ulric was at his breaking point. He knew this was some kind of set up. That she’d chosen to break her silence now and in front of the rest of the warriors. Don’t let her think you weak, whispered Hal’et’s warning.


“Good of you to deign to share your thoughts, Geyrt.” Ulric rejoined, tersely, “Though I cannot help but notice that they offer nothing useful, as has been the rule as of late. Why don’t you piss off somewhere else, since you don’t feel like doing your duty, rather than interfering with those who do?”


It was a hard dig. The Iriel’en didn’t have much use for slackers, this bunch in particular. Worse, it was true. A Shadow’s role was well defined: Do all in your power to serve the interests of your Honor. The tall drink of water over there had done nothing but glare at him for nearly a week now and everybody knew it. He was past caring about embarrassing her now, not when she was being a snit while he worked his ass off over here.


Ulric figured he’d worried just about enough about her feelings. You don’t like where you’re at, what you’re doing, or who you’re doing it for? Tough shit. Do your job or go the hell on. It was time to force her to get her act together.


Ears bounced once and stilled and Geyrt’s expression went dark.


“I would be glad to show you what you lack, Glade Chief. If but you had roots long enough to stand the storm’s blow.” Came the Huntress’s challenge.


This here was what he’d been warned about. The former Iriel’en princess and notorious [Blood Thorn] of a woman was doing what she always did when someone slighted her, or she thought they had. She was going to try to shame them publicly. Either he could take her up on her offer and, most likely, get his ass kicked, or he could step aside from it. Neither option was good. No matter what he did here, he wasn’t going to be salvaging his dignity or fixing what was broken between him and this resentful Elf. One of them though, would cost him the respect of the warriors with whom he’d trained. That made the decision simple. Simple isn’t the same as easy.


Under the considering eyes of the sparring guardsmen and Idra who was keeping a show of disinterest while overseeing the courtyard Ulric did the only thing he could do.


“You’re out of line Taipan, but it’s fine. Unlike some, I’m not too proud to learn what is needed to become what I wish to be.” Ulric accepted, his use of her title setting her teeth to grinding.

 

Green-flecked eyes glittering, the Paragon Iriel’en snatched the training weapon from the grasp of Sinna, whose own expression tightened and the set of her jaw promised the slight had been tallied. Ignoring the guardsman, his Shadow took up a ready stance, lithe form fairly humming with eagerness.


Ulric knew better than to think she’d make the mistake from before though. No overextensions this time that he could use against her. No linear advance, absent guard. This time, he knew the Elf was going to use every single advantage of her training and heritage against him. And he couldn’t use any of the tools his core offered, like fighting with one hand behind his back. He didn’t have a snowball’s chance. But that wasn’t the point then, was it? All he had to do here was let her know he was here. Winning only mattered if you died when you lost. Defeat was like finding out your experiment disproved your hypothesis, it just showed you another opportunity to become better, a new avenue of research, not an ending.


Carefully, as precisely as he could, Ulric assumed the Undan ready, his sword held in a one-handed grip, soft wood blade slanted across his body to close attack angles and point aligned with the face of his opponent, threatening.


He regripped the wrapped handle, sweat cold against his palms. Geyrt was on the move before his fingers finished clinching.


Ulric tracked left following the sidestep, he half turned and took a half backstep and managed to parry the blurred stab at his heart, awkward in his motion because it had come from the opposite side he expected. Somehow, Geyrt had managed to slide to the other direction while he was watching the tip of her sword come in. Clever girl. Retreat was the only option, he worked the practice sword desperately, warding away precise thrusts that always targeted a weakness in his stance or a gap in his defense. Hip, root knee, offhand shoulder, neck, branch knee, neck again, chest, it was all he could do to pivot and step out from her attacks while the wood of his sword cracked against hers.


A stab turned into a cut without warning, the point coming back, like a magic trick, to her shoulder even as his attempted parry turned his sword wide. He caught the whistling blade under his sword arm, the impact slapping ribs and bruising the flesh instantly.


“Mmmgh! Fuck!” He grunted, wincing hard.


Maybe it was a difference of opinion, but where she looked smug about the hit, he was feeling pretty good about it. It had taken her all of about ten seconds to land the strike, and that was five longer than he thought it would take. He was doing twice as good as expected!


Her blade lowered and he watched her sneer at his obvious pain, “So easy. Is there even a point to you being here?” She asked.


He thought about Christ, throwing himself into Idra’se’s jaws on a daily basis. He remembered setting the chess a.i. to grandmaster when he learned the game. It was the same mindset. That was the attitude of people who wanted to go destroy their limits. Beating somebody worse or even was just doing what you’re supposed to. It was expected, of no value. There was no point beginning if you weren’t willing to lose against an enemy beyond you. That enemy was always going to come, eventually. Finding victory against someone better than you was always the taste of ambrosia to him. There was nothing weak in standing up to someone you knew you couldn’t beat. It wasn’t smart. But it wasn’t weak.


“You wouldn’t understand if I told you.” He told her, surprised that he couldn’t be angry with her anymore.


She wouldn’t. Born to it, she was. Doubtless, Geyrt Iriel had devoted herself to her craft but he doubted if she’d ever actually struggled, especially not when her family had been able to provide the best for her, to lift her up from below. Pitting herself against her lessers was the norm, not the exception.


The only thing Ulric Einar had ever been given was his name and an honest god given second chance. A chance he wasn’t going to let come to nothing because he was afraid of getting hit a few times.


He got back into his stance, keeping his legs looser this time.


“Whenever you’re ready, Princess.” He told her.


On she came. Without the smile.


            

    
        Chapter 84: Bull in a China Shop

    
    
    
    
                Over the course of a half hour, Ulric got beat most ways you can in a sword fight, but not by the same way twice. Without using any magic, minus the bolstering of his class abilities, just using fundamentals of fighting mostly learned here, he gave his best. It wasn’t good enough to do much more than make the slaughter take a little longer.


Geyrt lived up to her reputation and he never got close to a clean hit, even if he made her work to get around them on occasion. He was picking himself up after getting his bell rung by a real tricky circling cut that came from a parry on the downstroke that he’d been certain was going to land. He reached up and felt a gnarly goose egg forming just above and behind his ear. More than a little blood he wiped off on his pants. Scalp wounds always bled like crazy. Nausea tickled his stomach and he wasn’t totally certain what day it was so he might be slightly concussed. But he wasn’t going to let ole Pointy Ears McBitch over there know it.


He resumed his Undan, this time with a two-handed grip so he didn’t drop the damned thing. Holding a sword correctly while trying not to vomit was harder than it looked. So was getting your feet right, especially when there were four of them and you couldn’t be exactly sure whose were whose.


Geyrt must have felt like his refusal to quit was another kind of insult because she came in for murder. Ulric watched the wooden blade wave, mesmerizing as it darted forward in a slash there was no way under the Twinned Suns he was ever going to block. To his surprise, a wood blade appeared and caught the strike cold, the report of the blades sounding like a gunshot.


He had to check his hands, confused. Nope. Not his.


Ulric felt a solid, if not quite dainty hand on his shoulder and looked over to see Christ beside him. Was a good dude was Christ. Both of him.


I do believe Geyrt tagged me harder than I thought, concluded Ulric, genius that he was.


Geyrt’s surprise at having her fun interrupted was replaced with fury. She opened her mouth to protest and Christ cut her off in a tone that was overly casual.


“Shadow, your enthusiasm motivates me beyond words. I find I cannot help but join the both of you. Please do give me the pleasure of a round.” Requested the youngest of the elite Elves.


Idra had come from his position of oversight. Scrambled though his brains were, Ulric was pretty sure he looked displeased. Well, more displeased than usual during training.


Ulric let his own sword fall to his side and just concentrated on being upright.


“I would also like to see your growth, Shadow.” The swordmaster announced, as he strode up.


The other warriors cleared away instinctively, giving the scarred Elf space. He had that kind of presence did old Idra. Ulric realized the others had gathered to watch the events proceeding.


“It is hard to see the finer aspects of form, when you spar so vigorously against a trainee only days into being allowed to exchange blows with his seniors.” Idra said, so evenly that he might as well have shouted.


It was a bit surprising. Ulric had accepted his ass kicking as necessary to stand up to Geyrt’s attempts to shame him in front of the soldiers. He wouldn’t have thought that they’d feel it necessary to intervene, not against one of their own. A fuzzy part of him reminded “She isn’t one of them anymore, not really.” He frowned. The point was to show her he wasn’t afraid of her. Which, maybe he had already done. A less mature, machismo voice said to him “I don’t need anybody to protect me from the likes of her”. Rational forces rallied momentarily and rebutted “You’re maybe leaking brain juice and beat to shit, of course you do.”


While he argued with himself, Christ stood with ease, the point of his sword low, hands loose on the hilt, like it might slip free any moment.


Geyrt seemed to wither a bit under the scrutiny of her peers, even though, so far as he could tell, this was what she’d wanted. He was confused. The concussion wasn’t helping. Hadn’t the cohort looked down on the visitors who stayed in the sparring ring with Idra far beyond the point that it was clear they didn’t belong there? Ulric shook his head and regretted it when things kept turning even after his head had stopped. Maybe it was because they saw honor in refusing to be downcast. When it came to that, he’d never seen a guardsman be anything but supportive, in their barbed, frequently unpleasantly blunt manner, towards another.


Heedless of the goings on, Ulric decided he was going to sit down. He turned and made it a few steps before being guided by a calloused palm to a bench seat. Idra himself took a seat next to him and gestured with his chin towards the sparring ring.


“Brittle trees never stand the test of time.” Opened Bald’rt’s right hand man, suitably cryptic.


“They always break. Strong though they appear, withstanding without bending all that comes against them, sooner or later a wind comes from an angle that turns their strength to nothing. Then they uproot and their flaws become clear. Heartwood is only hard when it has to be, else it is flexible as [Jade Willow].” Continued the Elf.


Ulric was certain this was related to something, but, for the life of him he couldn’t tell what it might be. Maybe he’d been talking to Instructor Gother, every other word out of the wizened teacher’s mouth was roots this, leaves that.


“Idra’se, no offense, but I’ve been hit in the head too many times recently to have any idea what the fuck you’re talking about.” The battered man confessed.


The hideous scar at the corner of the old warrior’s mouth tweaked upwards as he smiled for a moment. Then the grin vanished and he turned a grim gaze on the sparring circle, its wood inlays demarking the roughly four-meter diameter area where combatants would be allowed to go without being considered in flight or pressed so hard they were overmatched.


Christ hadn’t moved since assuming an almost sleepy Undan, his sword still held loosely, its tip almost touching the planks of the pavilion. Geyrt was in her usual precise stance, like a hunting cat making ready to pounce.


Ulric didn’t know how they decided to start the match but he knew that he didn’t see Christ’s sword before it rose to hit the bottom of Geyrt’s hilt precisely enough to send the training sword skyward, torn free of her grasp. The younger warrior flowed forward without pause and Ulric did see the sword come down hard in a two-handed stroke against her collar bone. Yeowch. Except that the blow touched like a feather, perfectly controlled violence of motion.


His Shadow lacked nothing for courage, she hadn’t blinked when the seemingly brutal blow fell. She was, evidently surprised when it did not land with said power. Her lips pursed, like she’d bitten into lemons, as she went to retrieve the sparring weapon, but when she readied herself for another round, that changed. Christ turned and left the ring, saying only “I have seen what I needed.”


It must have been some kind of insult. Had to be. The tall woman scowled at the ground intensely enough Ulric was suspicious it would catch fire. A moment later, Sinna took Christ’s place in the circle.


“I too wish to see your growth, Shadow. Show me what you have learned all these years hunting Otherkin from the treetops of the wilds.” Demanded the shorter, darker Elf, her tone clearly sarcastic.


Geyrt was even less well pleased than she had been a moment before. But anger was being displaced by something else.


They both assumed their stances. Sinna was textbook, absent Christ’s informal ease. Then the Elves came together in a rush, blades crossed near each other’s throats. Evenly matched. But only for a moment. Sword weaving through complex cuts, stabs, and parries, Sinna began to run through what looked like one of Idra’s exercises, steps and half steps coming fluid rhythm. Slowly, at first, then faster, the elder soldier, by increments and subtle edges of advantage, drove Geyrt back, pushing her into a defensive posture. He knew his Shadow was trying, was searching with her sword for a gap in the attack. There simply wasn’t one, and the senior soldier came on, faster and faster. After a minute of relentless pressure, Geyrt’s retreating foot broke the ring of the circle and Sinna’s thrust made a humming sound as it drove to lay softly against his Shadow’s neck.


The female warrior withdrew her weapon and left the ring saying “I have seen what I needed.”


Ah. Ulric saw the point now. They were doing to her what she had been doing to him. Christ through his sheer intuitive talent for fighting. Sinna with superior mastery of the Dance. Only they weren’t going too far, were restraining themselves to send their message and withdrawing with dignity, without gratuitous pain. Under the watchful gaze of Idra, these greatest of their kin were trying to teach his poor Shadow character. He wondered if she even realized it.


The Royal Guard were nothing if not thorough. Each one took a place in the ring, each mirroring some variant of the opening “Show me what you have learned.” And then, each proceeded to soundly thrash his Shadow before leaving the ring saying “I have seen what I needed”. By the end of it, Ulric knew the woman felt worse than he looked.


The guardsmen hadn’t so much as left a bruise on her flesh. No, the beating was all inside her head. Speaking of which, his was a mess. Fortunately, a Sano mage, a healer, had come over to do a little laying on of hands. The cold wash of healing magic ran through him, leaving particularly chilled sensations where the bruises had gone deepest. So, more or less all over his sides, chest, arms, and head.


He realized the extent of the injuries he’d received once the cleansing artistry of the Sano Magus cleared his mind. They departed as swiftly as they’d come, satisfied that all was handled, leaving him to his musings. Geyrt had whooped him proper, not just defeated she’d gone out of her way to hurt him. But he hadn’t given her the satisfaction of backing down. And he never would. He would, however, make sure he didn’t underestimate the lessons the Royal Guards had to teach again. All the lessons, not just the ones with weapons.


There wasn’t much to be said after that. Idra ended the practice with reminders to “Observe well that determination without experience leads to defeat and strategy without strength leads to embarrassment.” A not so subtle dig at both he and Geyrt, who were, in a way intruding on the normally closed grounds wherein the Royal Guards honed themselves.


Ulric caught the scarred Elf’s eye and nodded that he’d received the message not to bring his problems into the training grounds again. He owed Christ a beer, or a snort of Elf coke if they did that, or whatever he could scrounge up that the dude was about, for catching that last swing before it mashed his face. Healers did good work but he wouldn’t be pretty anymore after that. Speaking of, the most illustrious Geyrt Iriel was doing her best to pretend that nobody else existed on the planet. It was another bed of her own making and Ulric was no longer inclined to feel too badly about her lying in it. His sympathy was gone about three blows to the noggin ago.


Given that his magic instructors were gone, he had a notion to retire to his bed early after a quick raid on the mess hall. He spotted the not quite chastened former Hunter on her way to do the same thing. After a few calming breaths he decided he needed to go make plain his thoughts on the matter at hand. It was well past time he dealt with this.


"Sit, Geyrt, we need to discuss some things." Ulric said, gently as he was able, which wasn’t much.


When his Shadow turned and made to leave his heart hardened substantially. Angry or not, he wasn't going to permit rudeness from her. He was no longer under embargo from using his magic and he’d encase her in ice if that’s what it took.


"Shadow, I did not ask you a question, I did not permit you to leave, and I have already made clear I will not tolerate disrespect from you. Now sit the fuck down before you bring even more embarrassment to your people." He commanded.


Her eyes widened before narrowing to that face ruining glare. But she sat.


"It seems not even taking food will I be given peace from you Glade Chief." She whispered harshly. "Surely there are others for you to look at, you may as well stuff me into bed and be done-"


"Get over yourself woman.” He cut her off, pulling this thorn now, since she’d offered it, “I'd sooner put a [Heckler Monkey] in the sack than you, they're less annoying. I'm going to say this one godsdamned time and you better remember it: This," Ulric growled gesturing with his hand up and down, "Isn't worth dealing with the awful person behind it." he declared with finality.


"Now that we've got that out of the way, let's get back to what I really wanted to get through your head." Ulric continued, determined to have this nonsense out before he met with Bald'rt.


One less thing to have on his mind while he talked with the grownups.


"I'm about to commit to going to war as an ally of your people and, from what I can tell, you're absolutely useless to me." He berated her bluntly, which drew her up short.


"Out in the wilds, as a scout against the beasts? There's no single person I'd rather have backing me up. No one. You're everything I could ask for in a comrade out there.” Ulric told her, honestly.


She seemed surprised that he would admit it, as if he’d been unfair to her at any point, which he hadn’t, other than their first meeting where he’d responded less than charitably to her attempt at feathering him. But he wasn’t finished yet.


“In a war though? Against a thinking enemy that knows how to push belligerent Elf buttons? The first time someone figures out that all they have to do to turn you from your task is to get under your skin, it's over. They'll draw you out into a trap and that'll be it, only you'll be hanging me out to dry alongside you. Soldiers in a unit need to rely on each other, they need to trust each other to do their part. I'll be honest with you Geyrt, I don't. I don't trust you at all to forget your pride and do what needs doing. To me, you're an arrogant child who needs to grow up." Ulric let her have it.


Then he really came in swinging.


“And, you know what? I’m not the only person who thinks so, your kin just aren’t willing to tell you on account of who you are, or were. You wanna know why your folk have a problem with you? It isn’t because you’re a pain in the ass, Bald’rt Iriel is walking proof that your people love an asshole, it’s because you’re a waste of potential. You have everything, you’ve got the total package. And it’s wasted on you. You could’ve been a hero to your people, instead, you spent a half century on a grudge and threw everybody that doesn’t have pointy ears in along with the ones who earned your resentment.”


"You insult me, you have no right to say these things!" She hissed at him, getting in his face.


She was furious denial incarnate. And Ulric wasn’t having any of her shit.


He jabbed a finger at her, "Bullshit. Tell me I'm wrong. Go ahead. Lie to me." He challenged.


Her mouth worked soundlessly. She started to object several times, to voice a denial. Each time she had to stop. He wasn’t saying anything she hadn’t come to suspect, wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t know, only putting it under the light of the Twins so others could see. Still hurt from his laughter at her status, at being branded by his pejorative, from her shaming in front of the warrior elite of her clan, and now from this haranguing that cut too close to what her own Mother had been flogging her with in recent weeks, she wanted to lash out.


Ulric ignored her brief floundering deciding he’d come to the end of his rope.


"I've tried with you, I really have. I’ve tried to understand, I’ve tried to see it from your perspective, but I’m out of patience." He said, riding over top of her strangled protests


Now he came to the heart of it, and he found he was angry about this next bit, “All of this? Over a joke so funny the entire fucked up planet went along with it? I got the feeling that you got so pissed when I laughed at you because what you really think, deep down, is that I'm some kind of lesser creature that had the gall to find you amusing. And, for that? You can kiss my Human ass."


Geyrt sat back at that and her face was carefully blank. Which was as much an admission as he needed.


Disgusted, Ulric decided he was pretty much finished dealing with this situation.


"Normally, I'd tell you to go pound sand, because I'm not willing to tolerate much in the way of other people's nonsense. But. I promised your father I'd take care of you, and that is what I will do. So, once and for all, what exactly is your fucking problem?" He put all his cards on the table.


"My problem is that I am slaved to a contemptible an-" She cut off when she saw lightning in Ulric's eyes.


He'd told her once, long ago, that if she called him animal again, he'd kill her. She could see him already preparing to do it, could feel the mana warping around him. She knew that, if she finished that word, she'd die. The last time she'd actually felt mana twisting like this, was when her father had disintegrated a Prosper ambassador for directing filth towards her little brother in court. He'd done it without so much as a word. Just a flash of crimson light.


Ice poured down her spine when she realized how close she'd come. Fear. In her? Of him? It made her angry all over again. But she didn't finish the word.


"I think I've had enough of the sight of you for a little while Geyrt." Ulric told her feeling tired now.


"Go back to your rooms, stay there until I send for you. Say nothing. When I have time and the desire to be around more unpleasantness I'll call, but, just right now, you're making me sick." He ordered softly, barely above a whisper.


She rose again and he didn't bother to look.


So much for charming anything. All he'd managed to do was unload on her, drive her into a corner, and then, nearly kill her for being too upset to think straight. Gods she pissed him off so bad. And now he'd fucked it up. Probably for good, all because he’d laughed at her.


"I'm such a fucking asshole." He told the table quietly.

            

    
        Chapter 85: Ashfall

    
    
    
    
                Ulric was, for once, utterly defeated. He was, in fact, quite finished with this day already, and there was more to come.


On the one hand, he was glad to have put his issues with Geyrt out in the open, if in the worst way he could have managed. Go figure. On the other, he had, unfortunately, confirmed that most of the problems were either in her head or his. This meant that there was rather little he could do about the situation unless he found some way to reconcile his humanity, her fucked up situation, and his own absence of ability to not be an objective bastard when he was uncomfortable.


He was mostly alright with being viewed as incompetent, that part would, eventually, go away. If it didn’t leave him buried somewhere first. No, it was definitely the racism that stuck in his craw. He’d actually thought they were passed that shit. Ulric wasn’t used to being let down when a person turned out to be kind of awful. Normally he expected it, at least a little. It was then, all the more off-putting that he could feel disappointed in her, even if he really had no basis for that. She'd been pretty consistently down on humanity since their meeting. Nothing he could do about that, he wasn't lying when he told her he was trying. Fitting in with the Elf folk, learning their language, patiently adjusting to their odd culture, even trying to adhere to as many of their norms as possible, even where they were vastly different from anything he’d experienced in his home. He'd given it his best shot, but the interplanetary traveler had to admit that he didn't have what it took to convince her that humans were worth a second look. Ulric wasn’t even sure he could blame her, all things being equal. Not much indicated that humanity was worth that chance, no matter how little he himself had to do with the creatures that shared his form on this world.


Fed up with all of it, Ulric drug himself back to his apartments and fell onto the bed. His thoughts raced, his guts twisted. After running himself around in circles for a few minutes thinking about what great fun it was going to be to have the woman hovering around again in the future, Ulric tried to refocus on the budding understanding of what the hell was up with this inevitable war.


Ulric was onto something with his grasp on the game being played by his soon-to-be enemies. Part of him wondered if he even really had an enemy in those people. Did they even know he existed? He had a hard time believing they were totally unaware of him, which meant they would also know that he was the one who had intercepted their kidnapping attempt. So, yes, probably there would be no friends or allies abroad when he left Orlethrem. He had essentially been committed from the moment he'd let that first arrow fly. There was nothing for it though, they had made their bed by hurting a kid, he'd do it all again in a heartbeat.


The missing piece was the win condition. Ulric didn't know what the enemy considered their strategic endpoint. Was it genocide? A border adjustment? A depletion of the Orlethrem military power to win renegotiation of trade rights? Assassinating a few key leaders to weaken the Elves' leadership and create a power vacuum? He didn't know. Mostly because his rational mind struggled to accept that there was any goal worth causing the deaths of hundreds or thousands of people in violent conflict.


He'd have to ask the crafty Elf King he planned to meet in another hour. Fuck. Probably word had already reached that one’s overlong ears and he’d be subjected to some form of needling on the matter or another. Maybe it was finally time to ask for tips dealing with the man’s daughter. Surely, if anyone knew, it would be him.


There would be time enough for all that later, Ulric decided. First, he had to take a piss. As he did, he grimaced at another fresh bite out of his self-esteem. Geyrt had beaten the honest fuck out of him and he’d been doing well not to be laid out on a stretcher. He’d played by all their rules, spotting her maximum advantage against his lack of the only real weapon he had in his magical firepower. That was enough to earn praise from the Dragons and herself. Begrudging, reluctant praise, but honest. He had to wonder how much of that was because he was doing just so well, for a mere Human. Those were the kind of thoughts that were just a kick in the teeth. He stopped in the doorway to his apartments and shook his head. It saved his life.


The windows turned to white fire and Ulric was thrown violently through the back wall of the bathroom as his balcony evaporated. Frozen air rushed into the room, washing away the scorching heat that remained of the fire magic.


Ulric struggled to raise himself. He was on his back. Maybe. Something fell and hit his face and he was pretty sure, in spite of the ringing in his head and the flashing lights in his eyes. Up wouldn't stop turning into down though. Grabbing onto the remains of some piece of broken furniture in the adjacent room he struggled to leverage himself up, his left arm wouldn't work right and he couldn't feel himself, like he was numb. He pulled himself up and promptly fell back through the hole his body had made, distantly feeling another set of abrasions against the broken heartwood of the wall.


Ears ringing, room spinning, Ulric fought to his feet and saw what was left of the room. Half of it was simply gone, burned away. The other half was destroyed by force and flame. What hadn't been burned was thrown against the back wall, as he had been. His bed was still on fire. He liked that bed. Sweat dripped into his eyes and he absently wiped it away, the sight in front of him refusing to make sense.


Looking at his hand he was surprised to see that his sweat was red now. Hadn’t he seen that before? That wasn't right. He looked up and staggered forwards, away from the bathroom wall, entering the remains of the room and looking out into the air. He breathed for the first time in what seemed like a while and was surprised to find that it hurt, badly. His eyes moved away from the blood on his hand, streaked with black, like a sweeping tribal tattoo, to his arm, similarly blackened, to his, barely, clothed chest and swept down to the floor, taking himself in.


Smoke still coiled away from his singed inner clothes, the outer ones had mostly burned away and hung loosely from the singed, belt around his waist. The [Forest Lord] leather of the belt was the only thing that had escaped the blast unharmed. He could see his shins through the fragments of his pants and they looked like he'd been rolling around in a charcoal grill. Ouch.


Sound came back suddenly, but there was only the roaring of his own blood in his ears. That and the crackle of a remnant blaze in his room.


Wind suddenly rushed strongly into the room, sending him off balance to lean against a turned-over dresser, his rags fluttering and whipping against the gusts.


Where there had been blue sky and distant vista was now a stranger, a human, which penetrated the haze over his thoughts. Ulric hadn't seen a human since…he was having trouble placing it. There was definitely something wrong with him, his mind wouldn't focus on what he wanted it to.


The strange man was middle-aged, face deeply lined, and hard angled. Eyes of a deep amber pitilessly bored into him. Ulric took in strange robes, like a military trench coat, all charcoal grey.


Ulric realized that the man was also flying, standing weightlessly in the air supported on a small pillar of flame. His attention turned to the man's upraised hand and his deep gravelly voice boomed with contempt.


"You should have stayed in your hovel, and out of the way, traitor. Instead, you are ended."


Flame blossomed from his palm, blue-white and the sphere grew rapidly until it was a half-meter globe of roiling destruction.


Adrenaline flooded through Ulric's body, pushing away the confusion, the shock, and his injuries. He had no armor. No weapons. He'd left everything behind with Uldin, like a fool. Varda punished mistakes. Time slowed and Ulric cast as rapidly as he could.


Ulric reached for his saturated core, felt the strength there drawing warmth into his body as his will drove mana into the form of a barrier of insulating air. He layered two more behind it, building a set of incrementally smaller, stronger shields to prevent the air between them from superheating as they resisted the spell and twisted the Caelum into Incendere, as Shor had shown him, to immediately form a shield of spinning jewels of pure combustion behind these to absorb whatever remained of the magic of the man attacking him. Or his instincts were wrong, it would do nothing, and he would die.


[Skyshield]


[Skyshield]


[Skyshield]


[Cindershield]


The ball of flame lanced out into Ulric's shields dispersing the first into an iridescent plasma, before the second boiled off then shattered, and hit the third which simply broke apart as the fireball dispersed, washing over the shield in a hemisphere of coruscating flame.


[Cindershield] took in the remaining flame, pulling the heat into it to drive the three whirling crimson pearls of Incindere to greater brightness, iridescent diamonds of heat. The temperature of the air skyrocketed for a brief moment and Ulric screamed as he felt his already burned skin exposed to this newest punishment until the whirling gems of his mana drank it away.


Barely registering the stunned expression of the floating man, Ulric turned loose his shield, sending the three burning jewels at his enemy without a word.


[Cinder Pearl]


The streaking comets, amplified, greater than any he'd cast on his own, slammed into an invisible barrier and erupted, the heated shockwaves reigniting the charred edges of his apartments.


The man's expression calmed and he examined his defenses with forced casualness. He mumbled to himself and one eye twitched.


"That was a near thing. They didn't mention that you were casting adept rank spells, I will be collecting an additional payment for that oversight. Hmm…I did not expect another pyromancer. Perhaps…What are you doing?"


Ulric hadn't stopped casting since he'd started. Even while his [Cindershield] was absorbing the last bits of the mage's spell he hadn't stopped channeling his core. Gripped in his hand was his belt knife, a carved [Forest Lord] fang, and he was pouring every last bit of himself into the spiral of Ceraun linking his will to the knife. He needed some time. Just a few seconds.


Piss him off Ulric, it's what you're good at.


He yelled with as much biting sarcasm as he could, "I'm killing you, you fucking idiot! What do you think I'm doing!? You wouldn't mind telling me who I'm going to kill next would you? I am so very godsdamned curious who would have sent you all this way to end up a grease stain."


The older mage's eyes narrowed.


"Killing me? You? A jumped-up peasant fresh from shitting in a hole? Oh, that's rich. You'll regret that blood traitor. You're weak, barely standing, but this time I'll turn you and this Knife Ear's nest into ash."


The man reached into the upper body of his robe and drew a gnarled wand of black wood. He started doing something that made the air between them shimmer with heat. Ulric's skin flared in pain at the touch. Whatever he was doing, it was a doozy. And also, too damned slow.


Ulric's overcharge finished, all the mana left in his being tuned to the Ceraun screaming through his core, a tempest forced into servitude. He hurled the knife as hard as he could, sending it spinning towards the mage, polished bone glittering in the evening sunlight.


The mage smirked his contempt at the slow-moving projectile whose handle burned away to smoke as it entered the region his Incendere was turning to a firestorm and the blade, simple bone, drove more deeply into his barrier than he would have thought possible. His grin vanished when he saw the brilliant arcs begin pouring off the half-roasted upstart he'd been hired to slay. He tried to trigger his spell. Too late.


Forcing his eyes to stay open, the hand that loosed the knife clenched into a fist and Ulric freed the magic.


[Lightning Javalin]


The world vanished in searing light and a roar of sound that drowned out his own desperate rage.


When he regained sight, he realized that he was looking into a blue, blue sky, fingers of whispy cirrus gliding as they traversed the horizon. The twins were in a different place than they had been when last he'd seen them behind the bastard who had tried to kill him. Of that individual Ulric had a feeling there wouldn't be enough left to bury in a match book. He'd never overcharged that spell; it seemed like massive overkill. He would have laughed, if he could.


He was on his back probably. He couldn't actually feel much of anything, not even the burns. When he tried to move nothing happened. Ulric was distantly aware that he might still be breathing but he was just too tired to care. Something blocked the fading sunlight, an abrupt shadow. Ulric found his consciousness fading, the ringing in his ears that might have been shouting pulling him under as he dove into a peaceful abyss.


***********


Waking was a gradual thing. He drifted for a long time, in a place where thought didn't exist, only a vague awareness of existence. It was nice. Nice things don't last, of course. As soon as thought returned there was also pain. Pain all over him. Inside, outside, it didn't really matter. He must have made a sound. It probably wasn't the sort of thing he'd have been proud of.


A strange Elven face loomed abruptly over him, red eyes flecked with bronze. Remarkable. They were all so beautiful, these folk.


They were saying something but Ulric must have passed out again because it was a different face now. Concern painted these features, and the lips moved, their musical voice filling his ears. Ulric couldn't make it out for some reason. He heard sounds but they didn't mean anything.


Was he on drugs? The buzzing in his head said, adamantly, "You bet your sweet ass you are".


It was a good thing, was drugs. Very nice. Mellow. Marshmallow. Gods Ulric was hungry for some smores. He started to ask for some, before he remembered that it was, without a doubt, impossible for there to be marshmallows. He was going to invent marshmallows. Just mix some gelatin, syrup, and sugar, cook it down, and whip with a mixer. He'd have to make a mixer first. No problem, a motorized version of his brace drill, easy. Mmm…drilling for marshmallows.


Oh yeah, he was so damned high.


Hands placed on his cheeks turned his face towards the voice that was talking gibberish. Some part of Ulric's brain decided to get off its ass and work to make languages happen.


"..nd me? Ulric, can you understand me? I need you to tell me if you are with us yet." the voice said, so pretty. A pretty face and a pretty voice. He wouldn't mention the face though, that would be rude.


"Huummm, mum, muumm" He tried before realizing he needed saliva in his mouth.


He swallowed a few times and tried again "Yeah, I'm here, I think, Pretty Voice. What can I do you for? I got animal skins out the yazoo and, like, a bazillion trees. Oh! I can magic too! You wanna see some fucking magic?" Ulric was excited to show this awesome stranger some magic.


"No, no, no! Please, Ulric, not right now. I don't need to see any magic right now, thank you." Pretty Voice said, startled, for some reason.


"You have been asleep for a few days, you might be confused, do you know who you are?" She asked carefully.


"I'm the new [Forest Lord]. Do you want to make marshmallows with me? I think I can do it with magic, so I don't have to make a blender. Wind blender! It's pretty great stuff, marshmallows are. Like eating sweet air. Ahh yeah. It's been, like, forever since I had marshmallows. You'd like them." Ulric assured the Pretty Voice.


"Thank you Ulric, yes, I am sure that I would but we need to check on you first ok? Can you feel when we do this?" the voice asked, her eyes blinking rapidly for a moment like she hadn't understood him and immediately there was a prick somewhere on the bottom of Ulric's foot.


"Did you just stab my foot? Because yes, and that’s not real nice Pretty Voice, you're supposed to ask people before you stab them. Or, maybe, yeah, you need to duel them first. You shouldn't duel me Pretty Voice, I'm sorry, but I'd have to kill you pretty bad and that makes me sad. A sad lad." Ulric informed the voice, already bracing himself for another tragedy.


Pretty Voice looked up at someone else across the room, alarm on her face.


"It's ok, Grendha, he's not violent, just confused." the owner of a different voice said.


She looked relieved and turned her attention back to him, still holding his cheeks in her hand so he couldn't turn his head to find the newest voice.


"It's ok Ulric, no one is stabbing you. We are checking to see if your wounds are recovering and if you have regained feeling. You were burned and we had to heal you while you slept. Everything will be fine, just let me know if you can feel the poke." Pretty Voice, Grendha said calmingly, if still cautious.


That was ok with him, as long as he wasn't being stabbed. And, even better! He didn't have to kill anybody! That was nice. He'd have to start killing a whole bunch of people in a little bit. Like that mage. And whoever paid him. And whoever paid them. Yep, old Ulric was gonna have to go kill a heap of people. Not now though.


He let them know when he felt the pokes as they traced their way up his legs onto his stomach, which tickled, his chest, neck, and even his face. Ulric realized, that the hands on his face were touching his bare skin, he didn't have a beard anymore. As the poking continued, Ulric realized that he didn't have hair anymore.


That sonofabitching mage burned his hair away! Ulric tried to get angry and failed. He was so glad he'd lightninged that dick-ass, pedophile-coat wearing mage into vapor. The poking continued. Just how much skin had he lost? It was a good thing he was high as a giraffe's ass or he might have been upset about it.


Eventually, the prodding ended and, judging by the creep of a pronounced ache into his bones, some of the drugs were wearing off. That was going to absolutely ruin Ulric's happy fun time. Burns were not a great experience. Ulric thought briefly about Harvey Dent, his erstwhile coworker who'd taken a steam jet to the face. Old Harvey. Now there was a guy with a sense of humor. Life gave him lemons and he said "Fuck it, gimme the whole barrel, and who else wants Whiskey Sours!?"


Ulric grunted as the ache became a more pronounced throbbing that was, more or less, everywhere. He felt like he'd had a belt sander run over him but in a distant sort of way. He couldn't see himself while Pretty Voice was holding him. He was only vaguely worried that she didn't have to try very hard to keep him still.


"That would be the medication running its course. He's going to be in some discomfort but, if the feeling has returned, I believe we probably have managed to heal the worst damage. It is always a difficult thing with burns. This must be done slowly, it will take some time to recover his strength. We will need at least three more sessions until I have cleared him. A blood infection is still a risk, as is secondary Drowned Lungs." Said the other voice in dry clipped tones pronounced with a certainty Ulric could only attribute to a doctor.


Grendha nodded and turned back to him. "Did you hear that Ulric? You understand, yes? Good. Rest now, and sleep, if you can. I will give you more food and water in an hour or so." she said, releasing her hold on him. She strode away and Ulric saw that she wore simple white robes, at least, they had been white before someone bled all over them. He really hoped that wasn't his. It might explain how tired he was though.


"That was not nearly so bad as I thought it would be," Pretty Voice whispered conspiratorially, "I did not think he would survive with so much of his body charred, most of him was at least slightly burned. You have done a fine job Yes'ri, a very fine job."


Oh, by the Dancing Twins, the doctor was named Yessiree! That was one of Ulric's favorite sayings. He was probably going to have some fun with the Elf when he returned, if Ulric was awake and not septic. He was really starting to feel that pain, like his whole body was bruised and raw. He also realized that his left arm was in a sling. A sling! They hadn't just healed it away. That was probably important but he couldn't say why.


He looked around at himself with bleary eyes, but the motion cost him an unbelievable amount of effort. He was mummified in some kind of dark brown cloth that was similar to cotton, just woolier. It didn't feel wooly though, Oh! There was a silk layer underneath it all. He was double-wrapped, for freshness.


The doctor had pronounced bags under his eyes. To be honest, the Elf looked like he might be about ready to collapse. Ulric was about ready to collapse too, he laid his head back before the room went too crazy.


They must not have known his hearing was rather sharp or they'd have whispered more quietly. Charred? That was, what? Third-degree burns and then some? He actually should not be alive, char meant deep full thickness burns and he was a toasty boy. He must not have inhaled the fire. He was so smart, only lava fish breathe fire.


"The credit does not belong to me, as much as I would enjoy basking in your esteem Grendha." The doctor smiled at the nurse, who was smiling back at him. Get a room! Ulric wanted to shout but the medicos continued on "He has freakish life force for one so young. I am not completely convinced that he would have died of those wounds. There would have been terrible scarring and great pain, of course, but I think he would have yet lived. The story goes that he killed the Assault Mage in that state, Grendha. Terrifying strength is it not?"


The pair of them clasped hands as they exited the room, "It is Yes'ri. I thought I might flee when he started talking about dueling." the woman shuddered, closing the door behind her, "I cannot believe Lord Iriel has allied so close with a monster like that."


Suddenly Ulric wasn't feeling so charitable about Pretty Voice. He hadn't done anything to her, had he? Probably not, he'd never even seen her before. Maybe she didn't like marshmallows. Blasphemy, Ulric, do not even think such a thing. Hmm…but none of the warriors or royal guards thought he was a monster so that was good. Maybe soldiers tended to disregard the fine details when they were puking, struggling, and suffering together. He had trouble worrying about it.


Oh! Wait! Geyrt thought he was a monster too! Or, maybe just an animal. Yeah, that was what she said, wasn't it? He was Curious George, the magic monkey. He tried to giggle and failed. Oh well, hue hue internally. They really had loaded him up, he couldn't think very well. And he was starting to hurt now.


Outside the door, he heard, some muffled voices. More clearly, Yessiree gave the go-ahead "You may enter but be quiet and do not excite him, the drugs are suppressing pain and stress will erode their effect."


Uh oh. But he loved stress! It was his seventh favorite thing. Right next to justifiable homicide. He wanted to see who came in to visit him but he was too busy passing out.


**********


Ulric wasn't high the next time he opened his eyes. He knew that because he was immediately in an absolutely breathtaking amount of pain. Literally breathtaking, he'd instinctively gasped before his jaws locked so he didn't scream.


After a few seconds of full body vibration, some part of his brain turned off and he wasn't hurting as much. Now he was just back down to a nice, layered, agony. The effort left him panting, feeling wrung out.


Immediately he flashed back to the hospital room in which he'd learned that his legs wouldn't recover, that he would be an effective cripple.


Ulric suppressed the urge to panic. He'd been burned, not crushed, he still had all his bits. Skin would regrow, eventually. Probably? Did the Elves know how to do skin grafts? Or, you know just magic stuff. He could live with magic stuff, grafts were a messy prolonged thing that took months to heal.


"Self-assess Old Man." Ulric told the room.


He was alone. His entire body was bandaged, except for his head. He must have covered up by reflex. One arm was in a sling, the entire shoulder area felt not ok. Probably the one that had broken through the heartwood wall of his bathroom. That shit was denser than oak, it was a wonder he hadn't been pasted.


"Bless you Watcher, and both of your perfect boobs." He prayed.


From there down, bandages. He was, as he had realized while thoroughly stoned, double-layered. First some kind of silk, probably to reduce the aggravation to his ravaged tissue, and then in a more insulating cloth. He had no clothes. At least the blankets were nice and soft, what little of them he could feel.


Mostly, he was exhausted. Deep down exhausted. And in quite a bit of pain.


With an effort of will, Ulric summoned his status. The news was not good.

[image: image-placeholder]

He was pretty fucked up. Since his Reforging, he hadn't been this badly injured, ever. Not even close to it. The depth of his physical trauma was reflected in the fact that he wasn't regenerating stamina at all, which explained the constant physical tiredness. Bruising, general. He would have chuckled if it wouldn't have been excruciating.


What really caught his eye though was his mana value, it was flickering constantly between around ninety-seven and one hundred percent. Normally, at mana saturation, his mana was sitting capped at 110%, and wouldn't his old sports coaches have just yucked it up at that? Now though, it would appear that his core was, somehow, utilizing the excess mana to funnel it into supporting his damaged body. Maybe it was even speeding up his natural healing.

Neat. He was even more grateful for this not quite human body, he totally should have been dead. The explosion that destroyed his room was definitely enough, it had turned his furniture into kindling. Same thing for the second fireball, that kind of scorching could flash fry a normal person. Somehow, he'd absorbed the residual heat into his [Cindershield] a pretty neat trick that, and something to keep in mind, mana could interact with other mana in ways he hadn't considered. If he weren't so completely drained, he'd love to examine it.


Best not to do anything mana related. A niggling little Something told him keeping his core saturated might be the only difference between being awake and alert and being a vegetable.


What a massively shitty day that had been.


Ulric hoped Bald'rt hadn't minded being stood up on account of he was busy being a smoking ruin.


His brain clicked, and he whispered "Holy shit. They went after Irielhos, attacked it directly. They got through the wards. No way it was just that one asshole. How did they get in without Bald'rt knowing? Did they go for anyone else? Did they go after the Iriels?"


Questions raced, slipping away before he could leverage any purchase. He made himself dizzy and had to relax. When the lightheadedness faded, he slowly tried to put the events in order.


First, his room got blasted. Then, somewhere between half a minute and a minute later, Captain Firecracker was floating where his balcony had been and tried to fireball him. Maybe half a minute later, Captain Firecracker's ghost was telling his ancestors about his new lord and savior Thor. After that, Ulric had no idea what might have occurred. So, maybe two minutes, tops, from first strike to sublimation.


No way could that kind of precision have been an accident. Mutterings of the recently departed pyromancer suggested that Ulric had been the target, specifically. They knew where he slept. Worse, Captain Firecracker had known where he was, in real-time. And, here he'd been unsure if he was a known quantity.


Which brought him to his next question: Who else had been attacked? Nobody risked this kind of assault unless they planned to make it stick, whatever vulnerability they'd exploited would be closed. No way, this was a one-shot deal that had to make it count. Ulric had fucked up one of their goals, sort of. He might not be dead but he was definitely not going to be dancing anytime soon. So where else had they struck? Bald'rt. Had to be. They wouldn't have done all this for just him. But a play to take out the Blood Moon? That was worth it.


His mutterings and half-coherent ramblings were interrupted by the door opening.


Geyrt entered the room stealthily, with a look that suggested she had done this several times already. He could tell because her eyes didn't scan the room layout, she already knew where everything was. She froze when she saw him awake and looking at her, totally deer in headlights. A moment, and then her usual grace reasserted itself and she closed the door. Gliding, silent steps took her to the chair near the bed and she sat stiffly. She'd been crying. Not for him, he was sure, so things were bad.


"Who else did they try to assassinate Geyrt?" He asked evenly, freezing her again with the question.


It took her a few moments before she was ready but he wasn't pressing. He didn't have the strength to argue with her or to deal with any of her usual nonsense. It didn't look like she did either though, and not because she'd been wounded. Unless there was something underneath her clothes, which were back to her Hunter's gear, full combat readiness, she was unharmed.


"There were six definite targets we know of. Other casualties were almost certainly of opportunity, just a case of maximum harm in minimum time. Father, Youngest Brother, Idra'se, the Hunter's Headquarters, the Smithies, and You. One Adept Assault Mage for each target, except for father; they sent twelve for him, led by an arch Cryomancer." She said, devoid of emotion.


"Heir Lumyt'seit was in the presence of his tutors who fought and were slain, though they took their attacker with them leaving him unharmed. Idra'se slew his opponent within moments and went to the aid of my father; he cut down the Cryomancer but was badly wounded and will be bedridden for weeks. We do not know if he will ever be able to fight at full strength without both of his eyes. The Hunters Headquarters are gone, nearly a third of those gathered there are dead or too badly wounded to continue on as Hunters. Iriel has lost an eighth of our total Hunters in the attack. The Smithies are a total loss with at least a dozen of the craftsmen themselves dead or crippled. Father scattered the first seven of his attackers in the first moments of the attack, until the archmage was able to restrain him temporarily. He was able to free himself and destroy the remaining adepts but not before one cut him with a weapon tainted by Aes'r Bane. Bald'rt Iriel, Crown of Orlethrem, [Lord of the Deep Wood] is not expected to survive the night, unless the combined efforts of Bathe, Shor, and Vedyr are able to purge the Bane from his body and mana." She recounted in that same deadened tone.


Ulric closed his eyes and wished he could do the same for his ears.


He didn't want to watch his Shadow weep.

            

    
        Chapter 86: Burn Unit

    
    
    
    
                Ulric had fallen asleep or fainted, or some combination of the two while his Shadow tried to sob quietly.  When he awoke, she was gone.  He didn't see her anymore after that, and he was glad, for a variety of reasons.  Mostly because he didn’t know what in the Hell he’d ever say to her.  Or how in the Hell he’d ever make up for his failure to be a decent person.  Regret tasted about as bitter in his mouth as the ashes that made up his former apartments.


The coming days fell into a rhythm that was, to virtually all of Ulric's sensibilities, Protean.  And not the giving of fire part, the liver torn daily from his flesh by an eagle part.  He was in pain all of the time, especially in his limbs, which had been least covered and had the greatest surface area exposed to the explosive Incindere spell that had destroyed his apartment.  Only pharmacology preserved his sanity: the pain was heavily mitigated by a concoction that Ulric would call "The Morphinator".  He didn't know what was in it but he was going to start producing it at an industrial scale as rapidly as possible.  Even that didn't completely remove the hurting, it just kept him from being in so much pain that he inhibited his own healing by doing aggravating little things like screaming himself hoarse. 


Second to the destroyed tissue was the ailment of being bedridden.  Not only did he have to experience, again, the misery of persistent pain, but he could do nothing, could go nowhere, could speak to no one.  The boredom that accompanied complete inactivity was not mind-numbing, that was the drugs.  No, the paralysis of his injuries left him with nothing to do but think.  Stew.  Marinade in the profound suck that was current existence.  He couldn't move without depleting himself, the first two days.  Small, minute adjustments of his limbs took concentrated effort.  His jaw had lead weights in it, turning his head was an effort.  Needless to say, he was being spoon-fed a thin gruel, twice daily, though he could drink as often as he could summon the strength to raise a small glass, which his keepers kept full, though he wasn’t sure why they bothered at the moment.


Iriel’en medical care for his burns was thorough, efficient, and, as rapid as the gene treatment and tissue scaffolds used in the Before.  Sano mages proved their worth, Ulric now had them weighted as Iridium.   As the worst of the damage was healed away, still his strength wouldn't increase because it was being consumed to quicken the rest of the healing process.  Ulric slept as often as possible, more to escape tedium and regressive depression than from a desire to rest.  The usual quickness of thought, the racing connections that made up his normal existence was muted, sluggish, and tended towards fantasy.  The Morphinator did not assist in this regard.


His treatment was simple, straightforward, and the most stupendously awful thing to happen to him in either of his existences.


The bones in his upper body had been set cleanly.  That was sort of like having a tooth pulled, a jerk, a pop, and a wash of sharp pain that dulled quickly into a background ache.  That happened on the second day, before any of the rest.  No magic, until the setting was done and then to facilitate the mending so that it didn’t come apart.  Sano magic dulled pain, as it happened.  More like, the Lifeweavers knew how to turn pain off so that aggravated nerve endings remained silent as they were stitched back together into the nervous system proper. 


Most all of the healing mage's time, one Doc Yessiree, was spent on the burns.  And, what burns they were. 


This Healing was different than the broken arm from earlier or Brighteyes' bites.  Burns destroyed the tissue completely, such was the reason pyromancy was a choice for offensive magics.  There was nothing to heal, those parts were just gone, transmuted to charcoal and dead shit.  And that dead shit had to come off, before anything else could be done.


The first time Nurse Pretty Voice came in to debride him was a horrifying memory that would stay with him forever.  She unwound the bandages, the brown cloth unspooling from his limbs and body easily enough, and, in its absence, left him extremely chilled.  Turns out skin is mostly what keeps you nice and insulated. 


Then she removed the silk which was actually a bunch of thin strips aligned linearly down the long axis of his limbs and torso.  These did not want to come away, they were adhered to the mangled tissues beneath, weeping coagulants and blood.  Think a full body wax, but, you know, without your skin.  Yeah…let that just settle in nice and deep like.


The only saving grace for this process was in that the silk had been treated with a wildly powerful analgesic.  As a matter of fact, one of the herbs in his former room proved to be the base for this salve. Most of his belongings had survived by virtue of being bundled into a [Steelwood] sled wrapped in [Forest Lord] hide tarp.  As such, these were almost completely unharmed by the destruction of his room.  A duty salvaging what could be salvaged came across it, knew what they were looking at, and made an executive decision to toss that shit into the war effort, which made it directly to Ulric's wounds promptly.  He could kiss whoever found it.


The herb was rendered down to oil and this oil mixed with the body matter of a variety of monster made up of congealed Aquae mana.  [Amoebians] they were called.  Ulric listened to the descriptions and immediately knew what they were called in his lexicon: Slimes.  So, with the painkilling herb oil and the powdered slime mixed into a paste, the slime acting as a bonding agent, both physically and magically, they could then treat the silk applied to wounds. 


The silk itself, a product of a wasp pupa that was, apparently, farmed in a combination of beekeeping and silkworm cultivation, drank in the body's mana from damaged mana vessels and redirected it back into the body.  It also stimulated coagulation so it was doing double duty on keeping your inside things from turning into outside things.


Incredible stuff, those silk bandages, they definitely kept him from succumbing to the initial burn shock.  That's what kills you first, from major burn trauma, just a simple loss of fluid volume as the various capillaries and interstitial fluids sort of just seep out of you, to say nothing of the blood.  He still hated them.  Hated them with his entire being.  They had to be removed every single time his wounds were treated and that was twice daily.  He couldn't actually feel the flesh coming away on them but he could sense the…pressure…he could see the bits of himself stuck to the silk, and it drew bile into his throat. 


Next came the actual debriding.  With a stiff hair brush wielded with a callous heart and an iron grip, Nurse Pretty Voice scrubbed his burned flesh, her face set like a serial killer, pitiless. 


Ulric could no longer bring himself to see Nurse Pretty Voice as anything but an existential threat and would, for the remainder of his life, avoid her like a nuclear waste barge.  The dead and dying tissue had to come off, it couldn't be healed.  It was just in the way.  A Sano mage could repair damaged parts of the body and, by that same token, their magic could remove those parts that were beyond repair.  But it was exorbitant from the perspective of a Healer's mana capacity.  Yessiree was already working himself to death, along with the other Medicos and they weren't going to risk losing any lives just so Ulric could be saved a little, or, actually, more like a fucking lot of, pain.  So, on come the brush and scraped away the surface layers to find the healthy tissue beneath.  He understood why it had to be, but that didn't make it any easier. 


The Morphinator tried, tried so hard but the debriding turned out to be beyond even its capabilities.  Especially on those charbroiled areas.  His chest and back weren't so bad, second-degree burns with the odd third degree in places, where an especially energetic stroke of mana had impacted through his clothes.  But the fourth and fifth-degree damage on his limbs…Ulric shuddered, remembering those first few days.  He probably said a lot of things he didn't really mean about Nurse Pretty Voice, her family, and her speculative relations with livestock though he remembered nothing specific between the first stroke of the brush and the last.  All was pain between.


When that was done, when Nurse Pretty Voice's terrible, terrible work was complete, Doctor Yessiree came in and laid hands.  The Sano mana was literally rebuilding him, one layer at a time.  They did it slowly, he was so weak when they started that trying to do the healing all at once would just kill him, pulling away resources his body didn't have to try to close the wounds. 


Magical fire wounds were particularly nasty because, in addition to the sheer physical damage, they impeded the Sano healing process.  Something about fire being a purifying force that destroyed the memory of what the matter had been before it was burned.  Whatever.  The end result was that healing fire damage was a sonofabitch. 


Yessiree's mana washed over the wounds as a crystalline mountain stream, bone cold but incredibly refreshing, calming irritated nerves and giving rise to new growth.  By necessity, these operations had to be done in sections, the coverage was too great.  Whenever that soothing Sano left his body, he was, in piecemeal fashion, restored to an approximation of health.  The Doctor pushed his recovery to be similar to what his wounds would have been if he'd merely been dipped in boiling water for a moment.  Unpleasant, but survivable for one with his vitality.


They must have put the project that was Ulric at the first on the list and last on the list, to give Yessiree time to recover in between his more minor healing efforts throughout the day.  Another reason the treatments were taking so long was that, other than rendering Yessiree unable to help anyone else for an entire day, which would kill more than one Elf who needed him, Healing the wounds in a single big jump would also cause a much greater degree of scarring and loss of strength.  Orders from on high had come down to see to it Ulric was returned to his condition before the assault.  He didn't know who was calling the shots now that Bald'rt was out of the picture.


At least Ulric wasn't in some typical white hospital room.  He'd been moved to the Arcaneum on the second day.  Apparently, he wasn't the only one who noticed his mana values jumping around and, Yessiree being a pretty sharp guy, reached the same conclusion that Ulric had: his body was accelerating its healing with ambient mana, which meant, the more saturated his environment was, the faster he would recover.  Doc Yessiree immediately stashed him in the place with the greatest concentration of mana in the fortress, the auditorium stage floor of the Arcaneum, where he had learned magic from the Dragons of Iriel. 


He noticed the difference immediately.  Subsequent healings made greater progress and, on day four, they stopped using the debriding brush and treated silk strips.  In what Ulric would have described as a medical miracle, his horrific wounds were closed and soft, pink, hairless skin was standing in sharp contrast to the tanned bristly skin around it.  Ulric's beard and braid were gone, sacrificed bravely during the attack to save his cheeks and head from worse damage.  He was bald but, at least, he hadn't come out of this like Vader, Sithian Lord of the Dark.  Everything would grow back, given time.


The Morphinator disappeared into the sunset, his job done and Ulric bid him a fond fair well, wishing that they could have but another day together.  That was mostly just a soft chemical dependence talking.


It was another two days of less intensive healings and bed rest before Ulric was able to move around for more than a few minutes before becoming subject to intense dizziness and nausea.  For six days he had been virtually paralyzed.  Ulric had only once gone this long without moving, when his legs had been smashed in his car and the surgeons thought that a series of operations to install pins and rods might salvage them.


He had also been, outside of treatment, alone.  It turns out, normal Elves cannot handle the kind of mana density found inside the Arcaneum for very long.  They get mana sickness, like he had when he was first Reforged.  That little nugget of information put a different spin on who had been selected to join him on his journey to his glade home.  Only Elves with a more well-developed core could withstand that kind of mana concentration for long.  The end result was then that no one who wasn't directly involved in seeing to Ulric's wounds would even enter the place.  He hadn't been alone in a long, long time now. 


He'd forgotten exactly how much he missed not having to concern himself with another's thoughts, feelings, or perceptions.  Especially not a spiteful She-Elf intent on circling him like a wolf checking to see if its prey was wounded.  It was relaxing.  He found himself missing Hal'et though.  An easy laugh, a gentle touch, and, sometimes, a wild, exuberant lay. 


On the seventh day of his recovery, after the chokingly sweet Docter-Nurse couple flirted their way out of the Arcaneum, Ulric forced himself out of bed, to stand next to it on the Auditorium floor.  There, he struggled through the set of balance exercises Idra had prescribed.  He stumbled.  He fell.  He did his best rendition of a newborn gazelle, with legs that didn’t know the meaning of the word support.  It took two hours.  But he finished it, all ten repetitions, sweat pouring off of his body, soaking the thick, soft fabric of the white robe he'd been given once the brown wraps and silk hell strips were done away with.  Ulric grinned, triumphant on shaky legs.  He could do no more for hours but repeated the routine that evening, and it went no better.

            

    
        Chapter 87: Caught

    
    
    
    
                The next day, Yessiree told him he could start some light exercise, with a warning not to over-exert himself or he could take sickness.  Which is why he did his balance routine slowly, ignoring the ache of muscles fatigued from yesterday, and an hour later, he completed his pushup routine, at half the pace and double the struggle of a mere week prior.  His shoulder throbbed mercilessly, while his collarbone insisted that it was made of knives.  Once again, Ulric found victory over himself and sat panting on the bed, a pale mockery of the glorious bed he'd had before its tragic demise in the attack.  That soft, perfectly supportive mattress would be avenged. 


The stretching routine and stance work, Ulric decided to forgo.  He wasn't ready yet.  Already the shaking of his body and twitches of muscles said that he'd gone too far.  That was fine, he'd needed to see what he could do.  Ulric left his core alone, choosing not to expend any of that strength.  He had a feeling that core saturation was doing heavy lifting at the moment. 


Without windows and in a state of mind that could only be described as questionable, Ulric had no bearing on time other than that he was fed and treated twice daily.  He'd been fed once so it was still the seventh day following the assault on Irielhos.  The seventh day since Bald'rt had been, maybe, killed.  Ulric had received no word, no news regarding anything outside this room.  Yessiree was surprisingly rigid on not giving Ulric reason to be excited or disturbed, "When you are released from this room you may find out for yourself all that has happened outside of it, and not until." had been his final words on the matter.


Absent any remaining stamina, absent any reasonable way to learn what transpired outside, and incapable of concentrating for very long on his mana without trying to touch it, Ulric laid down for a nap.


When he woke, Geyrt was sitting next to his bed in a chair that had not been there before he slept.


He reacted as anyone would.


Jerking from unexpected proximity, Ulric's body twisted to stand.  Clothing that he normally eschewed in bed tangled weirdly with the blankets and, in his weakness, caught him to send him spinning to the floor, netted thoroughly by his own bedding.


It took longer than he would ever admit to a sentient soul to extract himself from his imprisonment.


When he managed to climb to his feet, disheveled, he was greeted by the ghost of a smile and an upraised eyebrow from the most physically beautiful creature he'd ever seen.  Beauty hid a lurking evil, a heart blacker by far than her acorn-brown satin hide would suggest. 


Geyrt Iriel, the Taipan that put fear into any mortal that found itself in her envenomed path, was exactly who Ulric did not want to see.  Not for all her vivaceous curves, accented as she sat in her chair primly, one leg crossed over the other to bounce lightly.  Not for her midnight braid of finest silken hair.  Ulric realized that his thoughts were wandering again and that he'd spent longer than the correct amount of time noticing her breasts.  Fuck.


This was why he didn't want her around, at least partly.  A man needed time to be ready to face that kind of thing, not have it sprung on him from out of nowhere.  He had to find inner peace before she just appeared like that and he was way too scrambled from his recovery to be exposed to those wondrous orbs unshielded.  Both the ones on her chest and the ones with which she leveled a piercing gaze on him. 


Briefly, Ulric pondered whether or not the Morphinator had returned to take him away to wonderland before he decided that he wasn't high, he was just really, really horny and kind of tired, and now that he thought about it a little, more than a little sad.  He’d tried really hard not to think about this fey creature at any point in his recovery.


The last time he'd spoken to this woman he'd said some pretty awful things to her.  Accurate things, things she'd been unable to refute without resorting to an untruth, but still awful.  He wasn't proud of it, though, perhaps it had been necessary to force issues left too long under the table into daylight.  He was a hammer, and sometimes the problem was a nail, but not always.  Sometimes the best thing you can say is nothing and that was what Ulric decided he was going to do now.  Instead of checking to see what the dirt here tasted like, freshly marinated between his toes, he settled himself down onto his bed to wait her out.


What he wasn't prepared for was for her to square herself up, draw her knife and extend it towards him.  She was about as relaxed as he'd ever seen her.


"You may kill me now, Glade Chief, or you may have another do it, at your leisure."  She said smoothly.


What?  He must have said it out loud.  His eyes took in the offered knife, not actually hers, but his own knife, which he had last seen buried in the mage's barrier, just before the Ceraun blew him away.  It was warped slightly, and blackened, but still sharp.  He looked up to hold her eyes, confused.


"I failed." Geyrt answered simply.  "In the only task I had left to me, the only reason I had to continue to exist, I failed.  When an enemy appeared while you were vulnerable, I was nowhere to be found.  While I raged and pouted and wished you death to avoid having to do my duty, you were attacked and nearly were killed before you could destroy your attacker.  And I did nothing to prevent it.  Nothing."


Shaking her head she refused to meet his eyes any longer.


"Worse than nothing, really.  You were found without your armor, without the Helite weapon, either or both of which would have rendered you capable of defeating your enemy unscathed, because I arranged to have them left for Uncle Uldin to be able to examine, to stimulate him from his ennui.  My selfishness actively pruned away your defenses and then I left you to your enemies, who I knew were likely to be able to observe our movements from afar.  It is as if I had been working for them, no better could my actions have served their purposes."  His Shadow stated bluntly. 


Not that Ulric could ever censure her for that, it was his own fault.  He made his choices.  He'd been too bothered to think about the fact that he'd left behind all his weapons and protections, he'd been spoiled by how safe the fortress seemed.   And he'd also sent Geyrt away, too angry and bitter to consider that he might need her around.  He'd forgotten that Varda punished mistakes.  In any case, if she’d been in the room, it was damned good odds she’d have been incinerated.


When he tried to object to remind her that it was his command to specifically be gone she whipped the knife violently to the floor, burying its tip into the Heartwood.


"I will not let you carry blame for this Ulric!” She shouted at him.


The Elf girl was serious, every line of her said it.


“My own hand tied this knot!” Geyrt spat, angry, but not with him for a change.


She was up now from her chair and pacing, stalking back and forth like a jungle cat testing the limits of its enclosure while she raged more quietly.


“This is what I have been told by all who had love for me for weeks and I was too stubborn, too coiled up in mine own ass to listen.  Always they spoke words I did not want to accept.  Every day Vedyr yells into my ears 'Hate blinds the eyes and leads the feet astray.  Hate is how the Hunter loses the way.' and every day I treat her words as mud to be stepped around."  Geyrt said reproachfully.


Without a single change of inflection, she hit him with another surprise.


"You are a [Saw-toothed Agony Briar] of a man, with a mind that creates bridges to nowhere for no purpose but to see the sky there, but you did not treat me unfairly, even when I had earned it.  And I did hate you for being Valin, Human, an injustice that should not exist between us.  Not for one who has proven they not only hold no ill blood towards the Aes'r but also embraced the Elves as they would their own kin.  Who placed themselves against their enemies, and almost died for it.”


The woman raised her voice angrily, again and he was glad not to be the target of her ire, "Hear me now, Glade Chief, I have thought long on my failings these days past.  I have listened as you screamed pain I allowed to be caused, by an enemy made because you refused to stand aside and let my people suffer."  Geyrt announced, her voice echoing in the auditorium.


"I am your Shadow, now and forever more.  I am not Geyrt Iriel.  I am not a daughter of the Elves or a Huntress guarding their lands.  I am a Knife in your belt and a shield on your back.  Nothing more to Iriel." 


Before he could say anything, before he could object, her own belt knife flashed and her wonderfully complex tapestry of a braid fell to the floor.  She looked like she might cry again but the steel in her viridian eyes held tears away.  Her knife blade shook, so unlike her normal control.


"A name is a thing of power and my Father told me true when he said that I did not value my own.  Since I made it worthless, I will wear the one you have given me instead.  I am Taipan now.  A better fit for one such as myself, and a reminder to value that which is granted to you by loved ones."  Taipan declared, immutable in this.


Ulric knew, knew it in his bones that if he looked at her status now it would, from this moment on, read Taipan.  She'd chosen to accept his name, had chosen to leave her old life behind.  Ulric might be a thick bastard, slow on the uptake, but he knew better than to attempt to countermand her.  He was certain that if he tried to turn her away now that she'd spill herself on the floor. 


Grief has a way of doing that to you.  Sometimes it clouds, when the hurting is all you can see.  Frequently though, it clears away the debris, and makes a way through all the noise to show you what matters most. 


Taipan was proud.  Incredibly, utterly proud.  Not of her form, which she was aware of and which she found pleasure in, but of her will.  She was proud of her commitment to serve her people.  She was proud of her choices to neglect pomp and ceremony and the soft life of a doll at court to become a weapon for her kin.  It was a blow to that pride to have dulled herself through arrogance, to have cast aside all of her efforts and become less by stubbornness.  She had made herself useless and that killed her inside.  Now, she found that throwing away the broken and corroded pride allowed her to become what she'd wanted to be again, a sharpened blade, honed by purpose.  Taipan was reforged.


Just when he was certain he'd seen it all she threw him another knuckle ball.


"I am sorry Ulric, for not being there to help.  I am sorry that I deliberately tried to bring you discomfort, above and beyond what is appropriate for comrades.  And I am sorry that I tried to treat you as less, just because of your race.  You are a good man, Ulric, even if I do not understand you.  Will you accept me Glade Chief?  You can still kill me, if you want though.  No Shadow should be allowed to behave as I have, a strapping is the least you owe me."  Taipan spoke hesitantly, clearly expecting the worst.


He'd considered beating her on a couple of occasions.  Not that he thought he could mind, not without finding out if that little asterisk in his status meant his organs had, like, fucking glitter or something on them, or some Vardan mystical nonsense.  He'd also considered spanking her, though that had a completely different connotation and was in a seedy black box in his brain marked "Repressed Id, Nothing to See Here".  More recently he'd more than considered killing her, he'd been standing on the edge of a cliff to actually do it.  Or, you know, probably trying and failing, and dying to her.


But here and now Ulric found himself unable to muster that hostility.  Brighteyes' sister had poured her bitter, jaded heart out to him.  He had a soft spot for women, especially ones that were hurting, and that apparently applied even to one that caused him so much aggravation, frustration, and outright enmity.  It was a weakness his long-lost sister had exploited time and again, when she wanted him to do something she’d known he wouldn’t like.


Hmm…C’mon Ulric, not even a little strapping?  Just a one or five strokes of the belt sort of thing?  Clamping down on it, Ulric decided that it was best to just move on.


"It’s…fine.” He told her, even though it hadn’t been even a couple of minutes ago. 


Letting go, for him, was always the hardest part.  But he had to.  It would be good for the both of them not to hold grudges against a dead woman.


“I don't need to beat you, and I won't kill you unless I warn you I will first.  Welcome to the team.  For real this time."  He told her, with resignation. 


A great part of the gloom left her then, a weight being shed.  She looked way too happy about being a slave.


Just when he’d thought himself free of her, had decided to cut her loose somehow before the fire and the what followed, the fierce Taipan had her coils around him again.  Tighter the binding squeeze for her choosing the commitment herself no less.  Worse, Ulric couldn't even resist.  Many things had changed in his rebirth, within and without.  What had, unfortunately, not was that he remained a sucker for a pretty girl with sad eyes, especially when they were being directed at him like a gun emplacement's targeting laser.  Maybe he was just a sucker generally, getting himself wrapped up in the problems of fae folk on the basis of an exchange of favors, Winter housing, and an inexplicable growing admiration for them, odd as they were. He didn't owe it to them.  Not anymore, certainly, given his involvement had just godsdamned almost punched his ticket.  Only he couldn't shed the feeling that the twisty-minded aliens of immaculate beauty, living in unity with the nature around them were worth championing.  Nothing he'd yet seen of men had suggested they were, that was for damned sure. 


Fuck.  He was caught.  They had him by the feels.  Ulric Einar didn't catch feels.  What the fuck was wrong with him, actually liking people now?  Maybe souls get a little bent when they pull through the fabric of reality.


He sighed, surrendering to the pressure of the Taipan's metaphorical weight around him, too tired to question it further.  No point, Ulric.  Just accept your fate.  He really wished the Tiger in Elf skin over there would stop looking at him like that, all smug contentment, bad enough he was coming around to the idea of having her joined to his hip.  No need to rub it in that she'd had her way against his better judgment.  Again. 


            

    
        Chapter 88: Beware of Breaking Down Walls

    
    
    
    
                In the hundreds of imagined ways that this meeting with Taipan would go, this particular series of events was not even remotely on Ulric's radar.


He'd expected yelling, vehement denials from a sketchy perspective, and some pretty personal name-calling. None of that though. She'd offered nothing but a mea culpa. To an extent that Ulric would not have thought she owed. People make mistakes, and, yeah, hers were pretty bad all things considered. However, Ulric had never once, in that entire nightmare of a week, blamed her for his being there. If you can't take responsibility for where your own two feet land you, you are a child, no matter your age.


Clearly, Taipan didn't see things that way, and Ulric chalked it up in the growing pile of oddities labeled "Elf Shit". Personal tragedy, failure to live up to her own ideal of herself, failure to live up to her people's expectations, and, above all, a deep and abiding Pride that forbade her from continuing on as she had forced her to either change or be destroyed. Like metal fresh from a forge, it either quenches true or warps. The steel in her was good.


His eyes drifted magnetically to the intricate braid lying dead on the floor. He liked that braid. But he could see why it had to go. He almost smiled when a random thought flickered. Taking in Taipan, he held her emerald and bronze flecked eyes and said, with as little inflection as he could possibly muster "Just because I am bald, I do not expect you to also be bald."


Her eyebrows drew up in confusion, then downwards angrily. Her lips parted to explain to him that that was not the purpose, before it caught up to her that he was joking. The thin line of her compressed lips, her narrowed gaze, now that was her Mother Vedyr all over.


He couldn't stop the grin from sneaking across his face while her features flitted from one emotion to the next.


"You have the grace of a [Crimson Bull] and the shame of a Prosper spice merchant." She libelled him evenly.


Ahh, now he had her back, there's her fighting spirit. Ulric didn't think his reality could hold together if she didn't have that pepper to her. He did apologize though, she wasn't wrong.


"I apologize. It is a reflex born of almost crippling inability to deal with intimacy or empathic connections to people." He told her truthfully. She'd been honest with him, after all.


That seemed to catch her off guard. She had the cutest confused expressions, with that elegantly slim nose all scrunched up, thin eyebrows furrowed, and those lovely lips pursed like she'd bitten lemons.


Sighing out her resignation, she bent down to pull his battered [Forest Lord] fang knife from the floor, telling him with her mother hen alto "I had already learned this Ulric, but thank you for offering me trust. You must not tell other people about such weaknesses, Glade Chief. They would use this to manipulate you into compromising positions, to keep your balance uneven while they outflank you, or set entrapments. As I did. Frequently."


He took the offered knife, hiltless bone like polished ivory in his hand, though it now sported blackenings down its length, and patted the flat of the blade into his hand a couple of times while he considered her advice coupled to a confession. It was sound, but he didn't need her to tell him not to reveal flaws in his personality. Ulric was not what you might call an "open" person. More like a vault door with a self-destruct hidden inside its mechanisms.


Ulric tilted his chin to acknowledge her though, "You got it Taipan." he said, and that was sufficient to satisfy her. He didn't comment on the other bit, she'd clearly already reflected on it and he was willing to let bygones be bygones, if she had truly decided to try to be a better person.


Holding grudges was a lot of work and he'd prefer not to, a substantial divergence from his attitudes in the Before. Here, he'd just rather kill the offender and move on with life, also a divergence from the Before.


He endured a somewhat lengthy examination from her then. Was there fever? Where was the residual pain? Was he regaining flexibility and stamina? The sort of questioning he'd already lived through with Yessirree. He didn't interrupt her though. His was the role of consummate patience. Eventually, she ran out of invasive questions.


At the end of the interrogation, his Shadow stared at him with a hawk's focus.


"Strip." She ordered.


"Eh-Excuse me?" He stuttered.


"Strip. Remove your clothes. I would see you and know the extent of your recovery." Taipan commanded patiently as if speaking to a slow cadet.


"Oh. Oh, uhm, well alright, I guess." Ulric replied, slightly flustered. He wasn't sure why though; he'd been naked around her plenty and her him. Not a big deal.


He undid the ties on the robe and pulled himself out of it, laying the plushy thing on the bedside. He wasn't as chilled anymore as he had been when he was missing about half his hide. He had to admit, perhaps his reluctance was that, currently, he made for a fairly comical sight.


He'd lost the vast majority of his body hair, it had singed away to nothing, but that wasn't the rather amusing part.


Ulric was a three-tone zebra. Lashes of direct deep burning flame, the surrounding flash burns, and the, tragically rare, unburned flesh painted him in stripes and whorls. The regrown flesh was a bright pink, not yet having faded completely to his default lightly tan color. The secondary burns retained some hue from their angry red and were still moderately painful to the touch. His deep tan was mostly limited to parts of his face, and sections of his torso and thigh that had been facing away from the blast.


"Hmm…" Taipan considered him without apparent emotion.


After having him turn around a few times for her to examine him, she instructed him to rerobe. Ulric was willing to admit, he might have found her scrutiny entertaining under different circumstances. He could sense that the extent of the injuries was a sore spot for her though, and declined to crack wise. She was trying and his lingering misapprehension towards her was, while entirely warranted, not something he should allow to poison this attempt at a fresh start.


"The Eternal Gaze has truly blessed you, Glade Chief, in multiple ways." His Shadow said without sarcasm and Ulric choked back a startled "What!?" as she continued.


Taipan told him, disbelieving "When I found you, I did not think there was any hope, not after parts of you were coming away in my hands as I carried you to the Healer's branch."


Eew, gross. He couldn't keep from grimacing at that image. Ulric hid a breath of relief, for a second there he'd thought she was making a double entendre. That would have been a little awkward.


His mind flashed to the shadow that had blotted out light before he lost consciousness. There would have been more than a little irony to have expired in the shadow of his Shadow and he was glad Varda wasn't so poetic.


"Without your vitality and strength, you would have died immediately from such wounds. Without your optimized core you would have succumbed quickly thereafter. I have a hard time believing that you still live, yet you are nearly recovered." His reformed tormenter declared.


Ulric was about to butt in that he didn't feel so damned recovered but she plowed on, bit between her teeth.


"I had wondered, how it was that you managed to survive in the choking heaviness of the manafield found in the Sacred Grove. A field that dense would kill all but the hardiest, their bodies corroded by the excessive mana. Do not think the days spent on the plateau were easy on those who journeyed with you into your glade, we were all struggling under the weight of so much wild mana. This 'core saturation', it is miraculous. This past week, I have learned of similar traits, in Sano Adepts particularly, or in those with tier three cores who have mastered mana manipulation to an unthinkable degree, such as Mother Bathe. To pull in the raw mana around you and feed it into your flesh is an incredibly potent trait. No wonder Yes'ri relocated you so soon." She shook her head at his cheating ways, her cutoff hair flying freely now.


"You know, Ulric, this is the second time you have chosen not to kill me when you were justified." Taipan told him earnestly before quirking her mouth. "Many would see this as a vulnerability to be exploited, especially vultures like Lordling Morion that have reason to hold a grudge against me. There are…not a few I have left without reason to see me harmed, in some form or another. As you said to my Uncle, 'I am a [Blood Thorn] and everybody knows it.' That has not changed, even if I will try to exclude you from my sharper inclinations." the tall woman told him, her hand going to her missing braid, fluttering around in the bobbed remains of her hair.


Ulric suddenly realized that she was being way, way too talkative. Far more than he was accustomed to, far beyond her usually reserved self. Far more, even, than her new outlook justified.


Unable to hold the question he blurted it out, "Taipan, are you high?"


A widening of almond emeralds, and a sudden refusal to meet his gaze answered for her.


No way. Not once, not a single time, had Taipan showed any evidence of being anything less than at her full wits. Her armor had to remain impenetrable, adamantine against whatever perceived threat drove her to maintain her endless vigilance.


So why now? And what was her flavor? As a recent convert to the glory of Elven pharmacy, he was intensely curious about which substance should join the confounding nectar that had permitted him to come through the burn treatments sane in his pantheon of chemical bliss.


After a minute of measured delay, trying to put her altered state of mind and the previous half hour's behaviors into context, he decided that he didn't mind if she needed to be a little fucked up to face him. Under the circumstances, he'd have wanted to take a couple of shots of liquid courage to do the same.


"Taipan, I'm not angry. I just want to know if I've gone worms in the head." Ulric said seriously, revealing his lack of judgment.


Her eyes snapped back up and he saw her teeth flash in a flicker of the rare smile she hid with the devotion of a monk.


"You have." Taipan giggled. Giggled? He really had lost his shit. "But I am also high.” She confirmed.


“I found the toadstool in your belongings, along with the medicinal herb that we used to deaden your ruined flesh. I did not think you would mind if I used it, since you were probably going to die, or I would" She admitted with greater certainty in that statement than Ulric would have preferred.


"Forgive me my weakness Glade Chief, I have been unable to sleep or find rest since the attack and I was not sure I could keep my composure when you decided to kill me for failing you. Rather than shame myself further, I turned to the [Fruit of Paradise]. They are powerfully euphoric stimulants. I took one just before you woke. At first, it was merely calming, but now, it is accelerating aggressively. Would you like to try one? They are, technically, yours." His Shadow offered, pulling a tablet from one of her belt pouches.


It looked like dry dog food, a pale brown pellet with a grainy texture.


"The potency of the foliage in your glade is beyond what I have encountered before and I do not indulge in altered mind with frequency. This…was beyond my expectation. I find I cannot guard my tongue as I would like. Do you see? Even now my words run freely. I should have stopped speaking at least two thoughts ago. Now three. Oh no! It does not stop!" Taipan exclaimed, becoming slightly panicked as she realized the depth of her inebriation.


Ulric found himself unable to withhold an amused cast to his head. At least her words weren't slurring. Good to know that her initial apology was, mostly, untainted. Casting his mind backwards through the conversation he tried to pinpoint the moment when she started to really lose it but the entire encounter was too outside his experience to place it. If pressed though, he'd have bet she wouldn't have asked him to take off his clothes if she'd been completely sober. Actually, unless he missed his guess, the lass was well on her way to being proper blasted.


Reaching for the Pellet of Righteous Goodness, Ulric took it from her outstretched fingers delicately. He wasn't sure how wise it was to be getting smashed on Glade Coke. He was, after all, freshly indisposed from life-threatening injuries and a devastating tragedy. Which, on further inspection, was maybe the perfect time to call fuck-its and get hammered. Down the Hatch!


The pellet tasted like dog food. Or maybe like dried cow vomit, he wasn't sure, not having tried either but being nevertheless convinced the truth was somewhere between them.


He realized, at that moment, that he hadn't been eating very much the in this last week. Just small quantities of tasteless gruel, mostly; his system hadn't been able to tolerate much more than that.


Uh oh.


If Taipan was any indication, he was on the clock now. Well-reasoned thought was going to be in short supply in about thirty minutes if he was lucky.


"I'm not sure if now is the time for a status update but I have just realized that I may not have long before I join you in the Wild Ride. Can you tell me Taipan, what has transpired since my wounding? You spoke to me, just after, but I want to know what's happened after and Doc Yessirree won't tell me anything." Ulric asked.


Her flighty expression dimmed but she did not break and, soon, she was sunny again.


"I will not tell you anything until Healer Yes'ri has granted you permission to leave this place Glade Chief. He was explicit about this: you are not to be given undue stress. I judge it enough stimulation to have offered you my life this afternoon. Any more and you might grow too disturbed to be able to find rest. You need rest still Ulric, your wounds are well on the way to mending but pressing too hard will retard their full recovery. My responsibility to see you taken care of is not held lightly anymore Ulric, I am going to prove myself. You should eat more though, you have lost weight, your rump was flatter than normal. I should eat too, even if my bottom is not flat. We both should eat, I will get food." Babbled Taipan.


Rising abruptly, the Elf woman stood and started to stride away. In the typical fashion of one who makes the mistake of being in a sitting position while making the transition away from sobriety, she tripped and fell immediately. Clambering to her feet and patting herself off, like a cat that refuses to acknowledge when it has displayed a lack of grace, the proud Elf resumed a more studied amble up the Auditorium stairs in pursuit of grub.


That had to be one of the most ridiculous transformations of a person that Ulric had ever witnessed.


Was she always like that amongst friends?


He considered what little he actually knew of this conundrum, wrapped in a riddle, and dipped in broken glass. Not much, he realized. Everything he'd learned, both by association and in reference from her little brother, father, and others, said she was an overproud, single-minded devotee of the Iriel'en warrior cult, obsessed with her vendetta to the point of rejecting most of the rest of her people's usual norms, while also being an abject pain in the ass. The only time he'd seen any reason to think otherwise of her was the fondness of Brighteyes for his sister and her behavior back in Smith Uldin's workshop-abode. It was possible she didn't know herself, so wrapped up in all of the rest had she been. Tunnel vision was a hell of a thing. So was obsession. The two went hand in hand to hide a person from themselves. Personal experience, that one. He'd earned that little nugget from dying.


Wacky.


Ulric wasn't sure when, but he realized that he didn't feel any of the remaining burns. His body was sort of floaty but not with the detachment of the earlier drugs. In fact, his mind was considerably sharper, better focused than it had been since he'd been charbroiled. Holy shit, that was some aces stuff Taipan had brought. He laughed briefly, noticing that his shoulder and ribs didn't even twinge. The lingering tiredness from his forced exercise was gone. Yeppers, Ulric was going to start exporting Glade Cocaine. If there were enough people still alive after the war to sell it to, which reminded him, he needed to figure out who sent the assholes who'd attacked Irielhos and introduce them to his [Lightning Javalin].


Even that brief flash of morbidity couldn't penetrate his artificially heightened mood. Euphoric, indeed. He was definitely coming under the influence. He stood up from his bed, learning from the mistakes of his, normally, effortlessly graceful Taipan. Ulric wobbled briefly before his brain recalibrated to this new reality and he stabilized. Hah! He still had it.


Hard drugs had, mostly, been a thing of his twenties. Graduate school did that to you. There had been a brief period when he'd flirted with a few compounds designed to accelerate the mental acuities and attention but those had been too harsh on their come down for his liking. Intense psychedelics had proven too wild and disorienting; his trips normally ended up in some variation of him in a bathtub full of cooling water, wondering why the heat death of the universe was taking so long. Molly made him too fucking hot. Later on, of course, had come the booze of which he had certainly made a detrimental habit. This though, this hit a nice spot for him.


Now he understood Taipan's runaway mouth, his brain refused to stop rolling, one thing leading always to another.


He relived his entire life since Reforging in the twenty or so minutes in which his Shadow was gone. Waking up naked, charging the Giga Bear, scratching his way up the protohuman tech tree, meeting Brighteyes, journeying to Iriel with the lad, meeting Taipan, beating Taipan, his first night in Iriel, shenanigans with Bald'rt and the Iriels, days spent training and learning with the Elves, a duel at dinner, his return to the glade, and the tragedy that shortly followed thereafter. It had been some ten months. Not even a year. If all the seasons were as proportionally long as Winter, then around half a Vardan year.


Oh hell, it just hit him, these people were all way older than he thought. Earth years were twelve months. Vardan years were more like twenty months. Holy fuck. So…mental maths…Taipan was one hundred thirty-seven years old by twenty months over twelve months, which meant she was more like…um…two hundred twenty-eight and change? Sweet Watcher's Tits! She was fucking ancient!


When the door to the Arcaneum hall opened, Taipan the Elder came bearing gifts of the cornucopia. A dish of some grilled meat, real appropriate there Lady and sauced vegetables was cradled in one arm, the other holding a bowl of jam fruit and some blueberry-looking little apples. On her head was balanced a jug of some liquid. She sashayed down the stairs at near the speed of Ulric's full-speed walk, not a drop spilling, in an act of coordination that defied reason.


He really had not given Taipan enough credit for what a marvel she was. To do that while completely blitzed was a miracle of equilibrium.


She reached the bedside and Ulric took the dish containing the main course. A small side table, which recently had been occupied by a bucket containing ragged strips of silk with dangling bloody bits of him, now held dinner. The first real meal since Captain Firecracker had ruined his shit.


"Thank you Taipan for grabbing food, it smells great. You really should have told me how old you were when we first met though, even though you didn't have any way to know" Ulric said nonsensically.


"Ulric, what fresh madness is coming from your mouth?" She asked, which he deserved.


He explained to her the difference in their planet's orbits and the resulting age discrepancy.


She was quicker on the uptake than he was. "Oh! That is why your status reads two ages! Ulric you are much younger than you appear, you deceiving Valin you." She poked him in the shoulder, repeatedly as she delivered this statement with uncharacteristic mirth.


She was right! He quickly brought up his status and saw that the age had actually reverted to show only a single number, the lesser one. The fuck? It changed because he realized the one and the other were equivalent, and the unnecessary information got pruned? Fucking Akashic goofiness. Ulric was Twenty-seven years old. He was actually younger than Brighteyes!


Wait. Did that make Hal'et a pervert? No, Ulric, do not even go down that road. Different species, different rules, you are a grown-ass Human adult.


Taipan diverted him effectively, pulling two sporks out of a belt pouch, and handing one of them to him before starting to eat out of the pan containing the grilled dish. Ulric asked her where the plates were and she promptly informed him that she forgot them and she wasn't going back for them either so he could join her or watch her eat. Which was fair, really.


They cleaned the table rapidly. Had food ever been this good before?


He sat on his bed, his pale imitation of what true beds were, satisfied. A full body buzz lit him. The dense mana felt like a warm blanket, comforting.


This last seven days had been unthinkably unpleasant. But, just now, all was good. He locked away any consideration of the future, that demon would be slain when it arrived.


An itch down the back of his neck made him turn to see Taipan, who was scrutinizing him intensely.


Frowning, he checked himself for spilled sauce, or blood, or something.


Abruptly, her predatory observation was curtailed.


"What's up?" Ulric asked.


She sighed sadly, her hand waving back and forth to underline the tragedy.


"I owe Hal'et a sword from Uncle Uldin." Taipan said, her tone heavy with regret.


"Oh, wow. That smarts, what'd you do?" He inquired, curious about how they knew each other.


He was ruminating on that cheerful Elf's words of wisdom, which had implied that she had known Taipan well. His meandering was destroyed by a flash of movement.


Ulric barely tracked the missile of Elven beauty that hit him. Her face pressed against his, lips warm, her scent poured into his nostrils and eight hands ran over him while he lost track of most of the rest of the universe. He couldn't feel her weight on top of him, even if he felt most of the rest of her, and, gods, what a feeling.


He was trying to figure out how Elven belts worked when she shrugged out of her coat, somehow without breaking contact with his mouth. She was wearing nothing underneath, and his hands were lifted to the glories that rivaled the gods. They were everything he thought they would be.


***********


The auditorium door cracked open, Healer Yes'ri, investigating a wild claim from his lover and compatriot, Grendha, entered the heavy mana of the Arcaneum’s sanctum with heavy skepticism. Surely not, it was unthinkable. As his eyes scanned for the impossible source of the noise he'd heard outside, he froze, eyes wide. That…they should not be doing that. Yes’ri was a little impressed, the man had been mostly dead not long ago. Sounds carried clearly from the stage below and he heard, easily, the impressive range of his liege’s daughter, who was clearly in charge down there. Yes’ri backed out, slowly, trying to avoid catching attention, even though, he would later admit, he was certain that he could have marched a procession through the auditorium and they would not have been noticed. He nodded, allowing himself a small bit of pride. He'd done his finest work, on a near-hopeless case, and his services here were, unquestionably, no longer needed.


            

    
        Chapter 89: For Every High a Low

    
    
    
    
                Ulric woke first. Consciousness returned with immediacy, nigh on urgency. He couldn't quite remember why until he felt the sensation of soft skin against his, and a gentle rise and fall of breath that wasn't his reminded him.


So. Not a dream, after all. Not a fantasy or a final gift of heaven just before he snuffed out. Tentatively, just in case the perfection of form next to him was made of smoke and this was all an illusion of some sick, sick mind, he let his hands explore. Hmm…no…this was all too real. Firm over here, defined muscle. Soft over here, a lush bit of padding over top of the iron beneath. And, here, true softness.


No fucking way Old Man, you’re in a simulation, Ulric told himself with certainty. You’re a brain in a jar, this was all some kind of computer-generated landscape designed to train A.I., and someone is monkeying with the dials for their own cruel amusement. Just to spite whatever monster was watching, Ulric decided he was going to enjoy himself to the fullest, and their predictive models for his behavior be damned!


"Aahhmm. MMmm. Wait, Ulric! What are you doing!? It is first thing. At least wake me before you start." Complained the illusion, though not with any ire.


She was so real though, so immediate. What if, by some chance, he wasn’t in a simulation?


Ulric wasn't quite ready to admit that this was real life. It definitely needed more testing. Roaming touches elicited correct auditory responses and he observed the quickening of specific anatomy that was indicative of a very sophisticated physiological modeling, fraught with pertinent details. His fingers drummed lightly and he felt the simulacrum's hands grab his, its eyes open now and staring hungrily at him.


"Very well, Glade Chief, but just remember that it was you who started this, and I am not responsible if you delay your recovery." Proclaimed the lilting voice.


Just what a simulation would say, Ulric thought, as she pulled him on top of her and tried to strangle him with her mouth.


******************


The pair of them finally managed to achieve clothed status. If it wasn't one, it was the other. He was now aware that Taipan found his morning warm-up routine, which was almost always done nude, absolutely enthralling. She learned that, if she wanted to wear underpants she was going to, very nearly, have to put them on while he wasn't watching.


Ulric asked her when she'd managed to remove said pants the day before and she admitted, shamelessly, that she hadn't been wearing any the entire time. Commando. The Elf girl commando going commando. Concentrate Einar, you baboon, she's talking now.


"I fully expected you to choose to take my life, Glade Chief. When you chose to do so, I was going to seduce you and kill myself afterwards and pants seemed like a small detail at that time. I'll admit, I only really brought them in my pack so that you could grant me some final dignity after all was said and done." Taipan explained, her ears reddening slightly.


Hell's bells! Just when he thought he had her pegged she came up with a new surprise.


"Oh! So…just so we're clear, that's not still the plan, right?" Ulric checked.


"No, Ulric, that is no longer the plan." She confirmed, more than a bit cheerfully.


Good! Good. If she'd had him and then offed herself, in addition to the tragedy of that situation, great enough on its own merits, mind you, Ulric was absolutely sure that his self-esteem would never recover from that mortal blow. He’d more or less have her blood on his hands to the end of his days. Fuck! What a thought, He noted to himself.


He recalled a thing she'd said just before things had gone, so wonderfully literally, tits up.


"You owe Hal'et a sword from your Uncle, eh?" He grinned. "What was the bet?"


"She bet that, inside of Spring's first flowers, I would have taken you to my bed." Taipan said without embarrassment. "If I did, I would owe her a commission from Uncle Uldin out of my own holdings."


"And what did you bet?" Ulric prompted, with some smugness.


"I bet that, within the same span, I would have murdered you out in the deep wood and hidden your body so effectively that all would believe you had run away of your own volition. Then she would owe me a new quiver, enchanted with perpetually fresh [Three-Step Spider] venom for my arrows." She replied, also without embarrassment.


"Oh." Ulric said, all smugness vanished.


It was a thing to keep in mind, Ulric told himself. Taipan was still Taipan. He was very certain that had not changed.


"Damn!" Ulric blurted out. "I said I wouldn't bed you! Now I'm a horse's ass."


Taipan shook her head though correcting him promptly. "You did not bed me Ulric, I bedded you. There is a difference."


She seemed oddly insistent about that point and he wasn't going to argue it, but she continued anyway.


"And besides, you told that to Geyrt Iriel and that person is dead and gone. You have made no such promise to Taipan and, if you know what is good for you, you will not say something so foolish."


Ulric was a guy who liked structure in his life. Boundaries. Clearly defined limits on relationships. Which was why he didn't mind it that his Shadow had, more or less, threatened him if he veto'd sleeping with her. Her level green eyes, flecks of burnished bronze shimmering in the dim light, were completely without humor so Ulric knew not to push her on this. Not that he minded the current situation.


He grunted his assent before looking around. He felt like he was missing something. Wasn't there supposed to be something happening? Oh! The doctor!


"Hey, where's Doc Yessiree? I was so distracted I forgot he was supposed to stop by for treatments." Ulric asked Taipan.


She tilted her chin in that way she had of indicating that he was being slow.


"He came to check in yesterday while we made love. He left. You did not notice?" She asked with skepticism.


Ulric chewed air for a few seconds. "What do you mean he came in!? Like, into this auditorium came in? You know, while we were, uh, busy? Why didn't you say anything?" Ulric demanded.


Now she definitely thought he was slow.


"Because it would not have changed anything. Are you saying that you would have stopped if you'd noticed?" She said with a slight barb on her question.


That is a Trap Ulric Einar.


You were not saying that, don't you dare say that. "Of course not! I was just…surprised that I did not notice that you noticed!" He said quickly hoping to remove the springs from this particular catch.


She smiled then and he inwardly sighed his relief. "He was discreet and left immediately. And you were being enthusiastic about keeping me occupied. Delightfully occupied." Her tone increased the temperature in the cool hall by about five degrees.


He couldn't keep an idiot grin off his face at the memory. "Yeah. You were pretty awesome." He told her without shame.


Ulric realized that they were being like a couple of teenagers on their first romp. In Ulric's defense, he'd long, long ago made clear that this Elf woman was a manifestation of perfect female form to him. Her response though was something of a mystery.


Taipan's own assertiveness had been a bit of a shock but Ulric was starting to get the feeling that that was just how Elves rolled. She was definitely more open with him, like she'd shed a layer of the usual armor she'd kept over her emotions. Sitting here like this, the atmosphere was lighter, easier to breathe. If he was being honest, it made her a little more like her father, and just a little less like her mother. Which was going to be disturbing if he invested too much examination into it because she already shared far too much physical similarity with the Elf King and Ulric was going to creep himself out.


Ah. Damn. He'd made himself sad, thinking about Bald'rt. Now that it had come to him, he needed to know. He couldn't just sit here and pretend nothing was wrong out there.


"Hey, Taipan, I'm sorry to ruin the good vibe but, I gotta know. How is your dad?" He asked his voice heavy with concern.


Her mood fell, plummeted really, and she scrubbed her hand through her abbreviated hair, still unused to the absence of her long braid. He didn't rush her, giving her whatever time she needed.


Minutes passed. Ulric tried to imagine how he'd have felt if it was his old man but couldn't. Not truly. The old geezer had never even had a colonoscopy and his Mam had promised to have him buried alive if he didn't hurry up and start dying. He missed them both fiercely at times like this. For Taipan, all he could do was wait and do whatever he could to help.


"He lives. Barely. Shor, Bathe, and my Dam returned to Irielhos in time to halt the Bane from corrupting him completely and they continue, even now, to try to prevent its effects from deteriorating further." She told him, voice leaden with despair.


"What do you know, Ulric, of Bane poisons?" She asked, still despairing.


About her question, he knew nothing and he told her so. She paused for a moment to collect herself before she was ready to discuss it.


"Bane poisons are unique. They are targeted towards a specific race and, towards the members of that race, are ultimately lethal. They do nothing to any other living creature. The odds of survival against a Bane are so close to zero that I don't know of any Elf that has ever truly escaped death from it. The poison infiltrates the flesh, and blood, then it enters the core and infects the victim's mana itself." She said, hate for those who had used this against her father radiating off her.


But Ulric didn't get it. How was that different than any other poison? Hell, she'd poisoned him the first time they'd met and he had a feeling he was missing something, something that separated this Bane from a regular poison.


"Alright, so tell me why this Bane is so much worse than, say, the [Striped Bark Snake] venom you were using." Ulric prompted.


"Because, worse than the immediate influence of the poison on its victim, it turns the body of the target into a poison of equal potency to itself. A single drop, smaller than the eye can see, is sufficient to begin the corruption, turning blood and mana to poison inside the body, rotting it from the inside out. When Banes are used, they must be eradicated completely, the very ground scrubbed and buried deeply, far away, to prevent continued infection. Their use is a declaration of intent to commit genocide, and violate the accords of war between any and every species Ulric." She said gravely.


He was stunned. That was…horrific. It was a level of awfulness that he found hard to imagine. As if contaminating wells with mercury or something. Worse. It was, almost, like nuclear weaponry, in a way. It destroyed when it was used, and then it just kept destroying, over and over, tainting the land.


Taipan saw his shock and was convinced that her Honor saw the depth of the menace that was the Bane.


To ensure he understood she told him of the even greater sin, which was the creation of this atrocity. It was a better world before she told him.


"Race Banes do not exist in nature, Ulric.” Taipan began, slowly, “They must be manufactured and their ingredients are the bodies of the members of the race for which the Bane is being created.


Her features grew menacing as she spoke, muted rage twisted in intense loathing as she described this fresh horror.


“The process is simple: torture a person until, in their insanity, their hatred for their own existence grows so great that it warps their core, turning their own mana into a destructive force to end them. Then that tortured core is refined into a liquid with various alchemical agents and, once purified, you have obtained your Bane. The challenge is in that most do not live long enough through the torture to become corrupted, most die long before they can be rendered. On average, it takes a thousand victims to produce a single Bane core. The stronger the person was before they broke, the greater the concentration of the resulting Bane."


Ulric's instinctive response was total annihilation. Whoever would do this did not get to live. He would not allow it, not on his world. The instinctive humming violence that had been sleeping soundly in his skull was awake at this existential threat.


He realized that his fist was shaking.


They had done this thing to Bald'rt? To someone who had offered him kindness? To a man who lived for his people and the happiness of his children?


"Unverzeihlich." He whispered.


"Is there anything I can do, Taipan? Anything at all?" Ulric offered.


She shook her head slowly, trying to remain calm. "There is nothing that I know of. The problem is that the corruption must be rooted out, all of it, at a scale so infinitesimal that it defies imagination. No amount of medicine removes it, and, even though you can heal the flesh and blood it just continues turning the body to more of itself. Great as they are, unparalleled within their own domains of skill, even my Mothers have limits in the face of Bane."


Ulric sighed, thinking about the awfulness of this toxin. In many ways, it was similar to heavy metal poisoning but worse. The stuff collects in the fish, kills the fish. Then another fish eats that fish, and, once enough collects, kills that fish. Then it kills the human that eats that fish. Then it gets into the soil and sits around waiting to kill another. Back in the Centuries Below, when humanity hid beneath the ground, metal poisoning was a disaster that had nearly wiped out colonies in which the particular elements were common. They'd had to, eventually, chelate their drinking and agricultural water, just as a matter of course.


Wait. Chelation? Binding agents?


"Taipan, how do you find the areas that have been contaminated by those infected by the Bane?" He asked, cautiously, not wanting to become hopeful.


She quirked her eyes. "It is an easy spell, Ulric, to identify. All Bane are identical, no matter what individual is used, the result is the same, only the concentration, the end amount, varies. It is a simple thing to recognize the precise location of Bane. If it weren't, most of Orlethrem would have already been eradicated, there was a mass attack some five thousand years ago. Those people do not exist anymore." Taipan said, the edge on her voice clearly indicating her preference for the current people responsible for her Father's state.


He had an idea forming. If you could find it, maybe you could bind it. If you can pin it down, maybe you can then remove it.


"Are there any metallic compounds that are capable of bonding to Bane?" He asked. He needed it to have a metallic component, that was the only way his plan worked, mostly because that was how it worked back on Earth. An organometallic chelator, a metal binding agent, sequestered the heavy metal atoms and allowed the body to then process them.


"I do not know, I don't know why you ask either. What are you plotting Ulric?" She asked seriously.


Ulric told her reluctantly, he did not want to feed her false hope, but nor did he want to withhold an idea that might save her Father, and, perhaps, who knew how many others down the road.


"There was a thing very similar to what you describe back on my home world, only it happened naturally, on occasion. A substance could accumulate silently in the body, causing sickness and death. That body would then also be poisonous and taint the ground in which it was placed, which could then re-enter another person. We had a way to deal with it, but it required a substance that would be introduced that specifically binds to the poison. Binds to it so that you can induce the poison to be able to be extracted from the body. I think I can do something similar, if there exists a compound, or magic, that will bind to the Bane. At least, that would stop the decay." He finished outlining his theory.


Taipan stood aggressively, grabbing his hand and hauling him up the stairs at a rapid walk. He was too surprised to resist and only just kept from tripping as she drew him along. Ulric felt the vague chafing of his nearly healed burns but ignored the discomfort. It hadn't stopped him from having fun and it wouldn't stop him from helping a maybe friend.


He must be onto something or she wouldn't have responded so. He had no idea where she was going but let himself be led. Instead of complaining about useless things and being rendered unconscious so she could just pack him, which is what he was convinced would happen, he spent his energy trying to refine the budding idea. It sounded insane to him. But, then, all magic was slightly insane to him.
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                The problem with this hair-brained idea was that he had no idea if it would work. He wasn't a doctor. He wasn't a chemist. He only knew that chelation therapy had saved his great, great, grandmother and his grandmother, bless her iron heart, had told the story every new year's holiday. She was a great believer in declaring the gratitudes of the past on new year's was his Gran. Even if they had been covered, at length, ad nauseum, for the last half-century. It existed and he knew the basic mechanics of the procedure from his education but that was like saying that you know how gravity and fluid dynamics of moving gases works so let's make a plane. Details matter.


Taipan marched the two of them out into the hall and down a stair he'd never used before. They weren't leaving the Arcaneum?


The stair spiraled gently, way too large a radius to be doing anything but going round the trunk of the [Heartwood] pillar onto which Irielhos was built, or grafted, or grown, however you want to think about it. Ulric noticed that the mana density, much decreased outside the amphitheatre of the inner Arcaneum, was growing again. The pressure on his skin grew heavier with every turn of the stair and they simply did not end. He was certain they had descended some twenty flights. His stamina was still recovering, his legs burned with the extended climb down into what had to be the very roots of the great tree. The air was leaden now with wild mana, they had surpassed even the plateau's ambient field.


"Taipan, where the hell are we going?" Ulric asked, unable to restrain his curiosity any longer.


She didn't turn, but kept a hold of his hand and continued their descent as she answered.


"We are taking you to see my Mothers and the Healers. I do not know enough of what you speak to understand if it can help Father but that does not mean that they don't. Perhaps Shor will see a connection between your homeland's technique and the Bane and will be able to utilize the knowledge."


She paused in her speech, momentarily, as if debating with herself. By the way her shoulders squared she made an assessment.


"You asked if there is anything you can do, and I believe there is, which is why I am taking you to a place of which you may never speak, which you will, even if you must commit the sin of untruth, hide from the knowledge of any not in this place we are about to go. I am serious Ulric, you will be killed if you reveal this location. To even speak of the door we entered above is reason enough to banish you. None who are not members of Father's inner ring have ever been here or know that this place is more than a myth. I should not even know about it but there was no greater target to practice true stealth on than Father so I heard things that were beyond my station." The graceful woman told him, as serious as she had ever been.


"I am assuming a place like this would not be unguarded, do they know we're coming?" Ulric asked. Seemed like a good thing to know. If the Iriel'en were protecting an ultimate secret, showing up unannounced was a good way to get arrows in you.


"They do not, Glade Chief, which is why I am going first. They are less likely to shoot me out of hand but a human, any human, would be killed before announcing themselves." Taipan clarified, solemnly.


Good thing he'd checked. Ulric felt like he was a fairly egalitarian dude but something felt slightly off about hiding behind her, just in case they started taking fire from antsy guards. It was what she wanted though so he didn't complain. Or so he told himself, he still wanted to complain. What really stopped him was that his bitching would have been not only pointless, but also humiliating; currently, thanks to his weakened condition, Taipan was strong enough to just manhandle him if he got out of line.


Following with forced docility, and, not a little unease, Ulric observed the surrounding passage and they continued their wide, downward spiral. The corridor had changed drastically if so gradually as to be abrupt when one noticed the contrast between the smooth, clearly civilized hand that had made the entry way far above and the natural texture of the living flesh of the [Heartwood]. Similarly, the stair below his feet had transitioned from smooth, even planks to this grainy oaken texture of rough timber as though the tree had created this passage intentionally for the Elves. And maybe it had. Magic, wooooohh Ulric hummed to himself in a spooky voice.


The air was heavy now, not only with magical force but also with humidity. They had carried no light source with them, yet the corridor was lit evenly, a green-gold light that permeated the passage. Ulric saw, clearly now, growths of fungi, lichen, and moss that were creeping up the walls of the natural corridor, though they shied away from the stair itself. These clinging plants were the source of the light. In bulk they produced a soft, prominent glow.


Surreal, the climb had become something out of a true fairy tale. They were entering the realm of the fae now, the domain of Titania and Erlenkönig.


Upon the next turn the corridor leveled out, stairs, like too conveniently shaped roots, become flat, if textured, floor. This "hallway" was fifty meters long and lit dimly with that same soft light, those same mosses and fungi were now larger with ferns and vines accompanying growing from every surface of the round tunnel, the ceiling included.


You know when you're deep underground. There is a feeling of pressure, of the weight of the stone above. Ulric felt that but magnified. It was as if his presence was known by the great tree and it could choose to simply close itself off, erasing this space and all within it. He wasn't sure if that was the influence of the incredible manafield, denser than anything he'd ever felt. His core could nigh unto taste the unearthly weave of Sano, life mana, Deyndro, tree mana, Terra, earth mana, Aquae, water mana, and Germen, growth or plant mana. It was unlike anything he'd ever felt before.


He looked at his Shadow in amazement to see how she was responding to this astronomically sublime manafield but was disappointed. She appeared not to even notice. That wasn't possible, Ulric told himself. Maybe this was another case of Ulric being a virtual child, so naïve to the miracles of this world.


What Taipan did notice was that their appearance in the corridor had not gone unnoticed by the score of Royal Guards at the other end, each with their weapons at ready in front of a round metallic door of that same bluish metal as his trident had been composed.


Smith Uldin had called it Magebane Adamant, or, more formally Ektylis Atzal, the Unweaving Metal. It had the distinctive property of destroying spellforms with which it contacted. Natural mana it did not effect, mana shaped and manipulated into a spell it destroyed, making it a fantastic material for Spellbreakers and antimages, hence its more common moniker as Magebane Adamant. A door made of it was virtually impenetrable to magic and would take a good goddamn long time to cut through by conventional means, the stuff was wicked hard.


Ulric noticed the She-Elf in front of him freeze and did the same. His eyes followed hers, not nearly as effective in the low light, and it took him a moment to make out the distinctly hostile posture of the guards. There were, at least, twelve arrows nocked and aimed at the two of them and zero cover.


"We are no threat! It is only Taipan, once Bald'rt's eldest daughter, and her Honor, the [Lord of the Ancient Glade]! We are here to help! Ulric may have magic from his homeland that can counteract the bane and save my Father!" His Shadow boomed, really putting in some bass.


She wasn't actually threatening them but she also made her declaration of aid to be more like warning not to get in her way. Not the play Ulric would have made but, you know what? Taipan do Taipan things.


To their credit, the guardsmen didn't move even a little bit. Discipline had been the underpinning of their training and they did Idra proud. One of them, an Elf Ulric hadn't seen before, took charge, moving to the front to speak without actually being in the way of any of the bowmen.


"We know you, both of you! What I need to know is, how in the Treeless Hells did you get down here? Who spoke of this place? I will know, and they will water the roots for revealing it! Speak, Taipan!" Commanded the captain with a strong, rough, for an Elf, voice.


Taipan didn't take offence, or show any surprise at this welcome. Which was nice, Ulric felt like any sudden movements or surprises were going to quickly be followed by an Unfortunate Accident. One he was positive he wouldn't survive.


"I entered through the unspoken door in the Arcaneum, and I know of it because Lord Bald'rt gets too deep in his cups and runs his tongue when he takes Mother Vedyr to bed!" Taipan shouted.


Ulric's expression turned to mild horror. Taipan was spying on her Father when he went to shag her mother? Gross. Super-mega-ultra gross. He wasn't a prude, but the thought of walking in on his old man and mam bumping uglies was unpleasant in the extreme. They weren't as pretty as the Elven royals, but still. Yikes.


Taipan noticed the look he was directing her way and rolled her eyes.


"What? I was tailing him through the fortress, how was I to know he'd start drinking in the mid-morning and canoodle my mother into making love in the audience room? He shouldn't be speaking of such things in a chamber made to carry voices from the dais anyway." Taipan whispered reproachfully.


Really now? Bald'rt, you dog you.


Ulric kept his face carefully neutral. Best not to show his appreciation for the sheer brass of that great man here. Later, if things turned out well, Ulric would share a discreet fist bump of praise with the Elf King. Right now, don't get killed by his guards before you can try to save his life.


It would appear that Taipan was not the only one who was aware of this sort of failure in security. The lead guard covered his eyes for a moment, whispering foulness that drew looks and caused some degree of ear twitching in the ranks before he drug his hand down a face wearing an incredibly put upon visage.


"Be that as it may," the Elf shouted, struggling to maintain gravitas, "You should not be here! I know of you Glade Chief and I know you are in good standing with Lord Iriel which is why we have not fired on you. But the Ladies Iriel have told us to guard this door with our lives and that is what we shall do!"


Ulric decided it was now or never, "I am only just now recovered enough from my injuries to be of any use to your Lord. My Shadow told me the nature of the Bane and I am certain it carries similar properties to poisons for which my people had found panaceas. The Ladies could not know of these remedies but they must be applied as soon as possible, before the damage is too widespread. This delay could be killing your liege! Go with me, send as many men to watch me as you like, but I need to tell Shor what I know for her to have any chance of removing the poison. No one survives the Bane, you know this! Please!" Ulric emplored.


It had already been a week. Even now, he didn't know if anything could be done, if this heinous shit was as nasty as Taipan described. But the fact that these men were still down there said Bald'rt was still fighting and Ulric would do whatever it took to give him a chance. He didn't know how many of these guardsmen he could neutralize without killing them but he had a fair suspicion that Taipan could go through them like a scythe through wheat. Shadows were abundant here in the near dark of the tunnel.


The leader turned his head and whispers faster than Ulric could follow from so great a distance shot back and forth between the anxious guards. Eventually, love for their Lord won out. The Leader turned back to them.


"Very well! You are already here, too late is it to weep over waters run down stream. The issue of my Lord's impropriety can be delt with later, if ever the chance arises. I will go with you myself, and whatever happens thereafter will lay on mine own head. Sina! You have the lead until I am returned or another appointed." declared the hard edged guardsman.


"Come." He addressed Ulric, indicating that they were allowed to approach.


He and Taipan quickly covered the distance through that unearthly tunnel. The door, a portal the same diameter as the tunnel, was opened, swinging open slowly and soundlessly. Ulric choked slightly on his own spit when he saw that it was actually a thirty centimeter plate of Ektylis Atzal bolted to a [Heartwood] core a meter thick that, to Ulric's eyes fed back through one another through the half meter bolts, composed of some silvery metal with which he was unfamiliar, but that, to his mana sense burned brightly, creating a channel between the metal and the wood core. They fed each other, the Magebane into the Heartwood and vice versa. Ulric knew intuitively that the door would heal itself if attacked, the metal somehow granted the regenerative properties of the underlying magical wood, and the whole thing guarded from targeted magics that would try to undo them. It was the next thing to impregnable. Gods blood, these people weren't fucking around down here.


Through that grand barrier, they entered into a space that was different than any other. The dim green gold glow of the spiraling corridor was gone, replaced by noon day bright gold light like a sunrise, given off by the gnarled wood walls of the ovoid chamber. Large as a cathedral, the walls sloped upwards, curving towards themselves, the ceiling soared up, and up, towering at least sixty meters. Hanging there, far above was a crystalline tower, a prism of greens, browns, and gold enshrouded partially by vines and twisting roots, extending from the walls of the chamber like a great spiderweb.


He was looking at the naked core of the [Heartwood], the beating heart of Irielhos and the lynchpin of Iriel. No wonder he'd felt the manasphere thickening down here. No wonder the Iriel'en were so on edge about anyone knowing about this place. Ulric felt again the sense that the very flesh of the chamber was aware of him and would destroy this space rather than allow harm to come to that crystal.


The [Heartwood] wasn't just alive, it was sentient.


Deep currents, like long, slow notes played just outside his range of hearing swirled in the mana field. Ulric turned to Taipan his eyes wide. She looked like he would imagine a man might who was seeing their god. Which, in a way, she was.


He would have remained frozen there, would have lost himself to the ponderous currents that whispered of ages past, sunsrises uncountable, and the motions of stars beyond the comprehension of mortals, had not Vedyr broken his rapture.


Unseen, unnoticed beneath the grandeur of the core of their great tree, was a bier surrounded by three Elven figures of incredible, peerless beauty. The bier contained a shrouded form, thin, emaciated, unconscious though racked by agony nevertheless. Threads of gossamer light bound the women's forms to the figure on the bier. One looked away from her task, a rictus of fury on her face.


"What is this!? How have they come to the core of Iriel’s patriarch? What are they doing here Choric? We hang on by a thread and you would interrupt!?"


She sounded angry. She sounded tired. She sounded desperate. She sounded like he would imagine a wife might, who was watching her husband die a slow, agonized death.


The guardsman, Choric, remained calm. "They are here on my life, Lady Vedyr. The Glade Chief was told of the Bane poisoning, he says there may be a way to stop the Bane. I judged it worth a try, they had already found the core chamber."


Vedyr looked between her guard leader and Ulric, eyes narrow, dark rings under them and haggard features detracting somewhat from her great beauty. Whatever was going on here, she looked like she'd aged a decade. Her thoughts were plain enough, despair, confusion, a twinge of hope suppressed.


"Speak to Shor, I must return to my task, we are on the edge now." Vedyr said, pain in her voice.
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                Ulric's gaze was drawn undeniably towards the bier, where lay Bald'rt Iriel [Lord of the Deep Wood], as near to a corpse as a living creature could be without being so.  Distracted as he had been by the astonishing living core of the [Heartwood] above, by the tapestry of energy woven by the three wives who attended him, Ulric had not seen the spikes of silvered metal driven through his form into the bier, into the flesh of the great tree below.  Twelve slender rods of metal pinned the Elven Lord to the Heartwood and, up through those magical connections rose the strength of the vast being that surrounded them, channeling its own power into the Elf. 


Whatever they were doing, whatever ritual they had enacted here, it burned with puissance.  His mana sense could barely see the edges of it.  Like watching a storm roll across the ocean horizon, even as vast as the sight, the reality was still vaster. 


Vedyr turned back to her focus, taking up reigns of some enchantment beyond his ken.  Shor, turned from her task to levy crimson eyes on him.  She was as aged as her sister wife, as drawn by the effort of their labor.


"Tell me what you have come to say Glade Chief.  I cannot spare much time.  We will fail here, but I will not surrender while life burns in him.  Quickly now."  She demanded, voice heavy with loss even as she struggled against it.


"The Bane is a targeted substance, with a very specific composition, a very specific signature both physically and magically, yes?" Ulric asked, trying to make sure his guesses were correct, so that the bounds on his theory were defined.


"It is so.  The Bane is a revenant, a shard of the All-Knowledge warped to destructiveness and given physical form through the core of the victim."  Shor told him, clipped tones impatient.


"You can detect the presence of the Bane through magic, spells that recognize its distinct signatures, even down to the last mote of it, yes?"  Ulric asked, keeping his voice steady.


"This is also so.  We can find any and all of the Bane.  I can feel it now in each part of my husband's body, in each piece of his core as it destroys him."  The exhausted Wife of Bald'rt said, hurrying him.


Ulric wasn't certain, he had not the magical expertise nor the familiarity with these matters to know if his ideas could bear fruit, but the basis was sound.


In the background. a pulse of thrumming energy pinged off his manasense, even though that was nearly useless in this chamber.  Being here was like staring against the glare of a noon-day arctic snowfield, washed out with light but for that combination of physical and magical that made up his own arcane nexus.  The core chamber was saturated with the elemental power of [Irielhos] and the most recent pulse was merely a crest in the surf that was the roiling energies.  All of this, just to stave off the corrupting influence of the abomination that had been used to assassinate the [Lord of the Deep Wood].  They weren't even winning here, just barely hanging on.  Focus Einar.  Solve problems.


"Then is there an herb, a metal, a soil, a creature, some form of material that will bind specifically to the Bane, to all of it, no matter how small or secreted in the body?"  Ulric asked, now trying to pin down the existence of a chelator.


Shor's eyes widened, some of the life coming back into her.  "There is.  Heartwood ash, mixed with Elf blood, distilled through a cooled flask.  Mix it with the one hundredth a volume of acid of [Silverbore Beetle] and cool it again to near freezing, pouring off the liquid.  A few other substances are added but they are stabilizing agents and help to separate the desired product from the rest of the solution.  This alchemical liquid can then be mixed with powdered Aes'r bone and, dried, it will bind to any amount of Bane, no matter how small.  We use it to ensure that we have removed all of the toxin from an area, and to be certain that the land is safely decontaminated."


Brief though it was, the budding hope fell out from her eyes and her gaze was drawn indelibly back to her husband's fading life.


Exhaustion and grief mingled again in her voice, "But this does not help him.  In this form it cannot be delivered to the insides of a living being without binding the malevolence within his veins, stopping his heart's blood from flowing.  It would kill him.  And, even if you administered it, all it would do is attack the Bane inside him, it wouldn't remove it."  She said, frustration welling, hope diminished.


"But does the poison have the ability to spread when it is bound so?"  Ulric pressed


The Crimson Sphinx's mouth worked before she closed it, her eyes went vacant.


"No.  No it does not.  Even though it tries to corrupt the flesh and mana, the Elf blood in the purifying reagent binds, while the bone component isolates, even the magical component of it.  That does not remove the Bane from the body though Ulric, we would already have tried that.  What is your point, Glade Chief?  What do you have in mind?"  Shor said, still not convinced but slowly starting to open her mind to the idea.


Ulric chewed his lip, his fingers popping at his thigh.  They had a chelator!  A damned good one, if they were so certain that no further contamination would exist after the cleanup.  This just might work.  He was never certain about being able to make such a thing, he wasn’t a chemist, well sort of, but not a pharmaceuticals puke.  Even so, if they had one, he might be able to figure out how to help them administer it.


"One more question Shor, and then I think I might be able to give you a solution.  The binding substance, the chelator, does it still work when it’s dissolved in water?"  He asked, hopeful.


Now she shook her head, waves of crimson slashing limply.  "The powder does not dissolve Ulric, that is what I have said." She was getting short, and he didn't blame her, "Else we would use this 'chelator' of yours to help in the treatment." 


Shit.  Magic and material properties were doing weird shit in tandem.  Perhaps this wasn't some Vardan fuckery though, plenty of things weren't soluble or miscible in water.  Perhaps there was a chemical explanation.  Something simple.  Hell, what if it was as easy as the chelator had a hydrophobic component, a strong one?  How to solvate it?  He pushed his brain back through thirty years of physical properties, solubility theory, kinetics, and pharmaceutical delivery tricks.  This shit was known, he'd known it before, he just had to figure it out.  While the clock ran closer and closer to zero.  Not helpful Ulric.


Ignore magical shenanigans, concentrate on the chemical process.  Wood ash made the substance alkaline, reacted with the slightly alkaline blood, probably related to the carbonates, a heavy fraction of wood ash composition, along with the various organic alkanes and aromatics, particularly those benzene rings.  Unless it was a low temperature burn making the ash heavy on three to seven carbon alkanes, and shifting the carbonates towards calcite instead.  Fuck.


"Shor, does the ash come from a hot burn or a cooler fire?" He checked, ignoring her confused expression.


"The [Heartwood] must be burned in a forge that is already lit to create the ash, Glade Chief." She told him, still fixated on her husband but curious at the seeming randomness of the question.


Alright so calcite, benzene, small fraction of potash, mixed with the blood, it makes something organic, that whatever is separated out by distilling.  The result, acid washed then mixes with bone powder creates a bonding agent keyed physically and magically to the Bane.  Fair enough, it sounds like hocus pocus, but he'd heard of worse in a synthesis.


So we have this complex organic compound.  Then it gets reacted with acid to partially neutralize the solution, drive out the oxygen from the metallic complexes that have to be in there, thanks to the blood, denature the proteins to allow those heme groups to shake loose and, probably, react with benzene to create some kind of cellulose/blood matrix stabilizing the molecule.  Metal-organic frameworks were an old tool for removing pesticides and toxic substances.  The cooling further stabilized it, maybe helped it separate out from less volatile components whose freezing points were much lower.  You got a liquid, a distinct, separable liquid fraction, so probably a low-weight organometallic sugar.  Piss.  Those things loved water, that can't be the final substance, but then you mixed it with bone?


Why the bone?  Bone powder…mostly collagen and mineral salts?  Carbonated hydroxyapetite, predominantly calcium and phosphorus, phosphates...Hey now!  Bunch of metal phosphates fucking hate water, Ulric Old Man, they precipitate instantly.  That was it then, almost certainly.  The end product was going to do some funky pseudo-mana chelation but it was also going to tie up the physical component of the Bane.  Hmm....he went back over the concept, looking for holes.  It seemed sound.  But what about the solvation later, to make it work inside somebody without killing them?  It had to be forced into solution, it had to be.


No neutralizing agent added past the acid and no titration?  They couldn't be eyeballing it, Shor was specific about the volume of acid.  Wait, maybe that was only before the substance stabilized.  Maybe the resulting chelator could be acid washed and diluted into water?  Maybe?  No, the acid would be too likely to break apart whatever complex is being formed from the metal-catching oxygen binder, Ulric would bet his liver that there was an iron binding heme group involved in tying up, not oxygen in the chelator but Bane molecules, fragments, evil spirits, fucking whatever.  Fantasy magical bullshit on a different world or not, some things just worked and biology loved efficiency. 


Magical bullshit poisons.  For the first time in nearly a year Ulric felt like he needed a drink to cope with the stress.


A Drink? Ulric's head jerked up, his fingers froze. 


A drink!  Ulric needed a drink, holy shit!  Not acid, alcohol!  You got lipid and phosphate solutes by polarizing them and you didn't need an acid that destroyed the complexes, you needed an alcohol wash.  Fuck!  They needed booze!  They needed that godsbedamned head splitter of a hootch.  It'd work, it was a classic technique for solubilizing intractable oils and phosphates and it didn't touch the binding component of the molecule, it just massaged it into mixing with water. 


"Shor we need to whomp up some of your Bane binder, I know how to administer it without killing him.  Probably.  But I'm going to need your strongest spirits.  If we can get the chelator into him this way,  I think it will be able to pull the poison away from the rest of him, stop it from creating new poison, and without causing his blood to harden and kill him.  Best of all, if this works like it does back in my world, his liver and kidneys can interact with it, break it down for elimination from his body.  The potency of this maniacal shit is how it corrupts Elf matter into more Bane, if we can stop it from doing that, I think his body will be able to process the chelated poison, given time.  Time and whatever the fuck you guys are doing that feels like wrapping him in sunlight."  Ulric told her, absolutely certain he could make this work.


Ulric wasn't a chemist and he was the farthest thing from a genius, but Humanity had been riding on the backs of giants for some thirty-five hundred years and they had a habit of writing shit down.  Just in case somebody came along who could connect the dots.  Twenty years of a classical education for the win!  He owed his mother an apology.  She always said he'd thank her someday for insisting and here he was. 


Thanks mom, I might be able to save a friend.


Shor's eyes bored into him, dissecting out every secret he'd ever held.  Whatever she found there made her decision.


"I will make the Bane Purification Powder, and then you will save my husband.  If you fail, and you have taken the time and energy from me that I could have used to keep him just a few days longer, I will tear your heart out.  Do we have a bargain Ulric Einar?"


It would have been scary if he'd had any doubts. Wait…no, never mind, it was still terrifying.


"Done.  Can someone else make the Powder and allow you to go back to helping them do…whatever that is?"  Ulric said, gesturing wildly at the circulating power around the other She-Elves and their fading Husband.


"No.  It would take them too long and then they would have to transport it here.  No, I will do it.  I have the reagents at hand.  For when all hope was lost."  Shor admitted, profound pain bleeding through her control.


"The spirits I will send Choric for.  Choric!"  She snapped.


The Elf appeared, as if pulled by strings.


"Yes, Lady Shor!  Your will?"  the dedicated guard asked.


"You will go and obtain the Amphora of Vanished Nights, the good one, the one I keep hidden from Lord Bald'rt.  You know it?"  Shor asked.


"I am the one who has changed its location since the last time you commanded it retired, Lady, and the twice more hence, when Lady Bathe and Vedyr each ordered it holed-and-cornered upon discovery.  I know it."  Answered Choric, who then fled at top speed. 


Ulric did not envy him the climb.


That was…an interesting image.  Had Ulric stumbled into a domestic conspiracy?


"Even if this works, it will only delay the inevitable Glade Chief, there is still the Bane inside him."  Shor said, weariness bending her posture.


Ulric nodded, he was aware.  They needed a way to destroy the Bane's influence on Bald'rt's mana, it was this corrosion that led to the corruption of his core and the generation of fresh poison. 


"Alright, this is where I am afraid that you Ladies will be of far more use than I.  Here is the theory.  The Bane is some kind of Anti-Aes'r construct, almost a malicious soul given physical structure, but it is, fundamentally, a magical creation, right?  Which means it's sort of like an elemental Anti Elf mana.  It interacts with normal Elf mana, and inverts it into itself.  Sort of like a mirror flipping the image of whatever is cast in it."  Ulric tested.


Shor thought it over, tapping her chin.  Ulric could see her fighting through the days of whatever this ritual had required of her.  The other two were so deep into their concentration that he could barely tell they were alive.  They barely breathed.  He couldn't fathom the kind of willpower it took to maintain that for a literal week unending.


Eventually, she gathered her thoughts enough to speak them. 


"More or less, Ulric Glade Chief.  More or less.  It is certainly true that the mana signature to find Bane is a near mirror to the one I would use to make, say, a [Hunter's Mark] for any of the Orlethrem or to bind a curse to the Aes'r in general."  She admitted almost casually.


A curse to an entire people?  And somebody had tried to assassinate her husband?  Whatever happened here, those people were boned.  Ulric imagined Vedyr ghosting around their cities harvesting souls, Bathe crushing their armies in the field like a rampaging beast, and all the while, Shor crafted creeping death.  He put the imagined vengeance that would roll out from this place out of his mind. 


They used a Bane.  Whoever "They" was had it coming. 


"Alright, Shor, then I think we might have a way to interfere with the Bane's mana signature.  We can create a mana pattern that matches the Bane in such a way as to force it to resonate, just like you told me unaspected mana resonates with everything.  We force the Bane to resonate destructively with itself, so that it destroys its own mana inside Bald'rt's core, even while the chelator binds whatever poison has escaped into his body or will while you do...whatever." He explained, vaguely, describing his hunch and pointing to the ritual.


Shor blanked.  She was gone, buried so deep in her own mind that he had stopped existing.  It creeped him out.  One second there, penetrating gaze with her full attention on him, the next, she might have died.  A few seconds, three of Ulric's somewhat quickened breaths, and she was back, laser-focused.


"It is done.  I have the resonance spellform.  This was a remarkable idea Ulric, where did you learn this?"  the Elf asked, distracted for the first time from her husband's ordeal.  Or maybe just multitasking so hard it seemed that way to a guy with Ulric's limited hardware.


Done.  Just like that.  From a poorly outlined half-theory, half wild-assed guess to a functional Bane-destroying spell, if only it could be kept from contaminating Bald'rt's physical matter?  In a couple of seconds?  And they had the nerve to say Ulric was freakish?


"Oh.  Ok.  Umm…geez.  I guess we should get started on the chelator?"  Ulric said uncertainly.


She rejected that idea instantly, "No.  You are still weak from your injuries and I will not risk your clumsiness ruining the process.  You will explain to me this process to modify the, chelator you say? in as fine a detail as you are capable of, and I will implement it.  Then you will leave this place and take Vedyr's daughter with you before she finishes collapsing from mana sickness."  Shor told him flatly.


Mana sickness? 


Ulric looked to Taipan who had gone somewhat pale and was sweating profusely.  He scanned her quickly and saw that she did indeed have mana sickness at its initial stage.


"Sweet Watcher's tits, Taipan!  Why didn't you say anything!?"  He cried.


She looked affronted that he would even ask.  "Because you are here and if you are here than I am here with you.  I had thought that I had made that clear yesterday.  And then again this morning.  And then twice more." She said with familiar sarcasm lightened by a smug grin, in spite of her complexion, and no blushing at all in her ears.


Well, Ulric certainly was.  Being open and having her talk about her, call it, athletic prowess, in front of her parents was a different thing.  She really was acting more like her Father, ever since she'd stopped blaming everybody else for her problems.  He liked this new her, even with the fangs.


He looked over towards the bier, resting underneath that shimmering colossus of a core, the whole place illuminated by golden fluorescence.  He really hoped he had helped save her dad.  He owed that wily Elf this much and more. 


Shor had assembled a set of alchemical equipment while he was distracted and was organizing everything with efficient, tidy movements.  You know the look of an experienced tradesmen when they were doing their thing and it was just best to stay out of the way, anything you did to help would just cost them time when they had to work around you.  The rest of the room disappeared from her mind and he could have juggled chainsaws without getting her attention.


Ulric's brain popped.


"Hey!  Who the hell is in charge of this place if you guys are down here?"  Ulric inquired.


His Shadow tilted her head, as if slightly confused.


"Did I not mention?  Heir Lumyt'seit is acting Chief of Iriel until Father can resume his duties, if he ever can.  Until the war is over, all of Father's titles and responsibilities are his to dispose.  There will be a moot, once the war is concluded, to choose a new leader, but until then Lumyt'seit is Crown of Orlethrem.  He is doing very well already."  Taipan said, pride in her voice for her youngest brother.


            

    
        Chapter 92: To Create Solutions

    
    
    
    
                He stared at her. She had to be making this up. Brighteyes was a kid. A sharp kid, a great kid, but a kid.


He's older than you are, Ulric, in whichever world you want to think about, his traitor brain whispered.


"Is…he ready for that kind of responsibility? I mean…he's pretty young to be ruling a nation, isn't he?" Ulric checked.


Taipan considered that for only a moment, deciding that this was more of her Honor being unused to the ways of this, his new world.


"None are ready for the mantle of Kingship Ulric. They can prepare as they like, but to feel the weight of your people's lives on your every word is not a natural thing." Said his Shadow.


That was…a surprisingly wise thing to say. He forgot, at times, thanks to her nature and her appearance, that the lovely lady had been around the block a few times.


"Fair point, Taipan, fair point." He conceded.


"Brighteyes is in charge then. How safe is he? I don’t know about any of you but I thought Irielhos was untouchable. The way I understood it, your kin would know an enemy was coming for a thousand kilometers. That dick bag mage caught me with my pants down." Ulric probed.


He'd actually almost literally had his pants down, he'd done up his belt a couple of seconds before he got his shit roasted.


Now was that hateful scowl on Taipan's face, but not directed towards him. Blood, pain, and death spiraled around in her emerald eyes, shimmering metallic flecks seeming to flash in her irises.


"The beasts of Prosper used an artifact. We found its remains on the Cryomancer archmage who led the attack. It had been burned through, its powers destroyed, but our Loremasters identified it. It was old, from the time of the Ancients, and it cloaked those near it from our wards and detection, in the mundane and in the magical." Taipan revealed, the shock of their veil of safety being broken still lodged in her heart.


"They used the artifact to break the wards on Irielhos, the shields that guarded it against the elements and magical attacks. That was not the intended use for the device, the energies consumed it, but it worked. The forces that conspire against Iriel used it, for years probably, to weave in and out of our protections. They created channels, hidden paths of safe travel through our wards to move undetected. That is why they were on the Plateau. They were setting up a base of operations, to be able to hold a high ground from which to launch attacks through the Ancient's Gate." His Shadow explained, disbelieving.


"My mothers, your Dragons, found the anchor points for these invasion routes and destroyed them, along with the ones facilitating their creation. Twenty-seven agents for the Merchant Kings, bought for gold and paid with death for breaking the peace and making war against Orlethrem." Taipan said, an evil set to her features.


"It was this closing of the gaps in our defense that triggered the attack. They saw their window to hurt us closing and were forced to spring the trap before it was truly ready." She continued, laying out the full scope of the conspiracy.


"In the spring, when they intended to launch their attack, the intent was to have this assault accompanied by their ground forces, moving into Orlethrem and bypassing its defenses to strike us from multiple angles from positions that should have been impossible. It would have been a catastrophe. The Orlethrem are strong but much fewer than Prespang. Always we have used the space to punish invaders, to funnel and control their movements and thus spare most of the population from danger. This plan, had it worked, would have had us pinned into corners from the beginning. A great many Aes'r would have perished, even if we were able to find eventual victory. More likely, Orlethrem, as it exists today, would have been shattered."


Ulric whistled softly. That was, more or less, the worst case scenario. The mage assault would have decapitated the Orlethrem confederation's leadership, crippled the predominant force projection of the Elves, the Iriel'en, and delivered a mortal blow to the morale of the Elves while carving them up with superior numbers.


Total war, with a sprinkle of genocide. Humans really did seem to be the same wherever you found them. All it took was a couple of sociopaths wielding the power of nations to inflict horror on the rest of the world. A song of many names, and a dance with the same eventual steps.


"What changed, Taipan? From what I've heard there has been a peace, uneasy though it may have been, for hundreds of years. Why now?" Ulric asked, not even certain if it mattered.


His Shadow shrugged, clearly of the same mind.


"Who is to know the minds of these people Ulric? There is a reason the Otherkin are not welcome in Iriel. We simply grew tired of trying to understand why they brought their evils to our lands, why they did as they did. It was enough to know that they would, eventually. I painted you with that brush, unjustly, perhaps, but not entirely without reason. I regret that immensely, but I hope you can understand now some of it." Taipan pled.


It didn't taste good, no sir. Could he truly blame her for her attitudes?


Yes, he decided, yes he could. That was the point, after all. Every man is responsible for his own actions, and only his own actions. Every individual is given the right of being treated as they deserved, instead of being treated as the worst of their kind. There was no wrong in hating someone, some people deserved that contempt, some people earned it. But it was important to hate them for their choices, not for who their parents happened to be or for where they were born, or what they looked like.


"I understand it Taipan. I do. It doesn't make it right, but I do." He offered. "Unfortunately, my home world had records detailing, in painful detail, the excesses a man might commit against another man, for no better reason than he was different in appearance, or had resources they wanted, or prayed to a different cosmic ghost."


Old drowned Japan came to mind. They'd essentially declared their lands off-limit towards foreigners, and went almost ninety-nine percent pure isolationist. It didn't solve the problems and eventually boiled over into a global crisis. They'd done things that didn't bear mention lest it recall the ghosts of the victims. That was just a little slice of what humanity could offer to itself. Later, other peoples had done worse, punctuating it with the burning of the world with radiation.


"I was onto something, a hunch, before the attack Taipan. The pieces were starting to fall into place, and I meant to tell your Father about them when we met that evening. Then…you know…everything happened and I never got the chance." Ulric told his Shadow gently.


He walked her through his thoughts, his conjectures, his best approximations of what was happening. The appearance of a concerted, long-term strategist, a guiding hand that was moving the normally too disjointed Prespang forces into a united, and, worse, subtle, enemy.


Taipan considered him with fresh respect. Her Honor was many things but he had not impressed her greatly with his disposition towards war and tactics. This, though, this was a scenario so plausible that she was surprised none of her Father's inner ring had considered it.  Except that it was nearly impossible to even conceive of a multigenerational strategy from the changeable and far more ephemeral races.  Still, enough pieces seemed to fall into place that it represented a potential blindspot, easily seen from the perspective of an outsider.  Then he surprised her again.


"What are the odds it isn't a human at all calling the shots here Taipan?" Ulric said suddenly.


"You fae folk always take the long view, you criticize the Valin and Jormun for their short-term approaches, and, from a strategic framework, that's valid. They get outmaneuvered because you Aes'r can afford to draw things out beyond the lifespan of any single human, and they get impatient. So, what if someone who lived as long as you do, who had the time to play the long game from behind the curtains, moving the leaders of Prosper in a predetermined track for several generations was really in charge?" He mused, mind spinning down new trails.


Taipan looked like he'd swatted her between the eyes with a brick.


"Impossible! None of Orlethrem would do such a thing. Not even the meanest Zelussin pig!" She nearly shouted, clearly disturbed.


He was a natural tenth man, willing to play devil's advocate until a topic was nailed down to be as airtight as possible. He might not be the sharpest tool in the shed but he was sharp enough to force the rest to defend themselves properly or be cut.


"Yeah, but what if? Maybe the long peace wasn't a peace, it was a slow draw up. They were letting their forces multiply, getting their supply lines established and fortified. They were setting up a decisive move with a lot of little conflicts like feinting with jabs so you can load up an overhead that comes out of nowhere." Ulric hypothesized.


"I'm sorry Taipan, but if your folk have one weakness it's that they look down too much on us short-lived people. Properly organized, outfitted, and mobilized, they could bury you under sheer numbers. Especially if they got the jump on you, which is what they were trying for here. To a certain extent, the gamble paid off. Bald'rt is out of commission, even if we can save him, he won't be ready to spearhead the counterattack in the spring. Idra is laid up too. We lost a big chunk of infrastructure, and, a bunch of your best warriors are gone." He summarized, brutally honest.


She didn't like it, not at all, but she didn't complain either. He could see her making the same conclusions for herself.


"What if we do the same to them?" He asked abruptly.


Taipan blurted "What?!"


"Well, yeah, you guys are all about being defensive and everything, and you do it pretty well, but what if we just send a couple of real crackerjack Hunters to wipe out their leadership?" He proposed.


She made that cute little scrunched-up thinking face. Eventually, she tossed her shortened hair to dissent.


"It will not work. Elves are too scarce in human lands to avoid attention, especially Iriel'en. We do not leave our borders to any real extent. Even what trading we do is performed through intermediaries with the Zelussin, the Aktinian, or Lagranel. The river, the sea, or the plains, these are the only contacts we have with Prespang, and none of them direct. Iriel'en Hunters would have to pass through a very great distance and would have to do so completely undetected, the first whisper of Iriel'en would put them on full alert. They haven't forgotten what happened when the Blood Moon rose over Prosper, even if they didn't learn anything from it." Taipan countered.


"Yeah, I get that, so why don't I go?" Ulric asked.


"What?" She replied, completely baffled.


"Yeah, I look like a human, I'd blend right in. Hell I could probably walk right into Prosper, knock on the door, and they'd just let me in, and, you know, boom goes the dynamite." Ulric proposed earnestly.


She was still reeling from the previous question when he dropped that on her. He gave her a minute to digest it. Her lips parted a few times to counter him but closed, her having answered her own argument.


Eventually, she managed to work herself out.


"Why would you volunteer to do this, Ulric?" She asked, not suspiciously exactly, but genuinely curious. Which seemed silly to Ulric, given the circumstances.


"Hello? Earth to Taipan? They tried to kill me and got closer than I like to think about to doing it right. I'm on their hit list already. I owe them about seven kinds of hell and I got this little voice in the back of my head that is whispering just sweet, sweet, awful shit that I'd like to do to them. Besides which, they sponsored child abuse, genocide, and hurt my friends. I'd MDK them all for, like, half of that." Ulric said flatly.


"What…what is this Em Dee Kay?" Taipan asked.


"Murder-death-kill, it's an Old Earth thing, means killing them as hard as physically possible. Suffice it to say, the only thing I'd like to do more than get my hands on them is put my hands on you." He told her honestly.


She blushed furiously. Blushed and smiled at the ground! All of this, and that's what gets her knees weak? Sometimes he forgot how hardcore the Iriel'en were. They liked peace and quiet and carving beautiful furniture but piss them off and no daisies were these Apache-spirited bush hippies. Underneath their love of life was a cold iron will to destroy anything that threatened their people or their lands.


He was of a mind with them, and more so by the day. Odd that he could find more in common with these frequently bewildering grove tenders than he ever had most of the humans in his old life. Maybe that Watcher hadn’t been full of shit with its talk of souls mixed across worlds.


The two of them were silent for a while each buried in their own thoughts.


Shor bustled, her glassware coming together, her ingredients sorted neatly. A small, ornately carved box, like a cigar box, of ash, mixed with sawdust. The fine particles within shimmered with that crawling mirage that accompanied near to invisible movement. The sawdust was trying to heal. To form a solid piece. To revive itself. Ulric couldn't believe the sheer vitality of that stuff. By most metrics he could come up with, [Heartwood] was, effectively, immortal.


Next to the box, was a vial of what was clearly blood. The bubbles and a small bandage on Shor's arm, indicated that it was freshly gathered. The vial she emptied into a container that held water, but with the optical refraction of brine, a saltwater bath? Oh! A hypertonic bath to extract water from and lyse or break open the blood cells! The diluted blood swirled in her hand evenly. Shor looked intently into the glass, seeing some sign that Ulric couldn't discern, and poured the fluid back into the vial through a funnel that held a layered cloth filter. Ulric had no idea what was in that cloth but as the red dripped through into the vial, only three-fourths the original volume, the cloth turned into what Ulric could only generously refer to as a scab. Clotting cloth. A selective filter that had removed coagulants. As some natural materials did, apparently the Elves knew how to generate battlefield trauma hemostats.


Shor discarded the cloth and filtrate, literally dropping them to the ground, only they burned to ash halfway. She didn't even glance towards the smoke that drifted upwards, focusing instead on her vial and taking up the box of [Heartwood] ash and dust.


The normally expressionless Elven woman mixed these into a clear, crystalline, glass bottle, vaguely Erlenmeyer flask-shaped. First, the filtered blood was poured into the flat-bottomed glassware to sit around a quarter full, next came the sawdust and ash, mixed vigorously as it was poured using a stone spoon. Soon a thick almost paste had formed.


Shor did something with mana and the air around the glass shimmered with heat. The concoction began to bubble almost immediately. The stirring did not stop. For five minutes, the heated mixing continued. Another piece of spellwork, so fast, so precise that Ulric couldn't feel it, and Shor released the spoon, which continued to stir as she assembled the distillation apparatus, which had many of the familiar though unexpectedly sophisticated shapes of glass, with which Ulric had worked before.


A set of bamboo-looking scaffolds to which all the pieces were anchored with fine cord, hopefully thermotolerant. The three-way adapter, a still head, was secured such that the bamboo frame could simply be lowered onto the reagent flask to begin the distillation proper. A spiraling tube inside of another tube, which was incredibly similar to a Graham condenser, was connected to that still head. A smaller wide-mouthed collection flask mated with the condenser in its neck, through a port that had a rubberish, gasket to seal the pieces together. The top of this collection flask was sealed.


Shor cast again, a spiral of water running through the outer tube of the long double tube device, the inner spiral of glass remaining empty. It was a Graham condenser! Carefully, whispering to herself she moved her hands along the condenser, and frost collected on its surface. She was using some kind of Infrig spell to cool the water, maybe even super cool it, to catch every bit of the vapor coming off the distillation flask. This guaranteed that even the most volatile of the gases would be forced into liquid phase to fall into the collection flask. Similarly, the collection flask got the frost treatment. Whatever she was making, it must be volatile as hell to need that much cooling.


Thus readied, Shor extracted the stir spoon and mated the distillation head to the reagent flask, and plugged the top with a simple glass column the third neck of the head got another rubber plug, this one contained a device with markings with which Ulric wasn't familiar. He would have bet his underpants it was a thermometer though. This setup was too finessed, too refined, to be operating without a specific temperature range.


No wonder Shor hadn't wanted his help. She'd left out a lot of the details of her synthesis.


Moving to the reagent flask she did something to increase the temperature, watching the pips on the thermometer glow in increasing number. Once it hit a certain value, whose exact nature Ulric knew nothing of, it could have been just water boiling temp an even hundred Celcius, it could have been triple that, all he knew was that the thick sludgish, dark brown mixture was at a rolling boil and had begun to go a darker grey.


It appeared that the timing was not accidental. The initial time was a cookoff to drive off the water in the blood. Instantly bubbles of a red-gold liquid had begun to form in the spiraling tube, condensate. These built until a flow was established, at which point the condenser began to drip into the collection flask. Fascinating. Ulric hadn't expected to see semi-advanced chemistry but here it was.


A quarter-hour, maybe more, and the reagent flask had cooked down to a very thick black sludge, carbonized remnants. In the collection flask sat a heavy, viscous red-gold liquid. And there was a serious bit of magical fuckery going on here if he was looking at what he thought he was looking at because that was NOT how distillation was supposed to work.


You can't distill blood cells, really. They carbonize and burn up, what should have been in that reagent flask was the destroyed organic goop of the blood and sawdust. The only thing that should have been in the collection flask was water. Not whatever the fuck he was looking at, which he was at least somewhat certain was a type of spirit tree cellulose organo-metallic Elf magic complex keyed to Bane poisons through mechanisms he doubted he'd ever understand.


Suddenly he wasn't so sure about his plan to use alcohol. There were other things going on, other interactions, probably thanks to mana, that made the rules different here. Not all the way different, clearly, but different in ways that made it impossible for him to predict the ways that substances interacted.


Sorry Taipan, looks like Shor gets to kill me he thought morosely.


Still, he couldn't help but observe the crimson-haired woman in her surgically precise workflow.


To the cooled flask she added a black liquid, from a teardrop-shaped ampule she'd pulled from her belt and which she broke as if it contained nitroglycerin. A few drops, no more, down into the red gold liquid. As the droplets fell through the liquid they swirled violently black and then, somehow, silver. Shor seemed relieved so he guessed that was supposed to happen.


She placed her hands on either side of the now silver mixture and Ulric watched as ice crystals thickened on the surface of the flask. The silver mixture separated, a pale yellow seed growing on the bottom of the flask, expanding fractally as it did. The crystal of whatever the fuck soon occupied the bottom of the flask, a much smaller, maybe two-thirds of the silver remained.


Shor swiftly collected a darkened glass, its smoky charcoal-amber color nearly impossible to see through, and decanted the silver liquid into it. With a relieved sigh, she drew out a pouch and dumped what could only be powdered Elf ivory into the mixture. It did something fluorescent inside there, and, from what he saw through the obscuring glass, turned into a marble-white liquid, still viscous, though less so, if the swirl of the mixture as she shook it was any indication.


Placing the smoked glass bottle on her bench top she looked up for the first time and held Ulric's eyes.


"Thus is the Bane Purifying Powder created. In a few hours it will dry finer than the finest chalk and can be spread to neutralize the remaining Bane in an infected area. What it will not do, is mix with water to be administered." Shor said, slightly reproachfully, as if she already knew the outcome.


"We will see." Ulric said, though unable to keep a small hesitation from his voice.


That entire process was both extremely similar to things he'd seen and done and also so wildly different as to be completely alien. But he was committed now. He just had to hope that the general idea was sound. Physical principles had translated pretty well so far, at least as far as fundamental forces went. He just had to hope that the emergent properties associated with mana being infused into matter on this wild land called Varda didn't completely scare off core chemical interactions.


About that time, Choric limped into the chamber, bleeding freely from a half dozen cuts and missing the sleeve of his left arm. There were chew marks on his armor. Cradled in his arms was the clay amphora of spirits. Where exactly the hell had they hidden that stuff?


"I am arrived, Lady Shor. The Vanished Night was where I left it, beneath the menagerie floor. The [Shadow Panther] did not care for me digging into its bed but I was able to retrieve the amphora. The [Shadow Panther] will live, minus a few teeth and half of its front left leg. The bastard." Choric nearly punctuated his statement by spitting on the floor before he remembered where he stood and swallowed it.


Ah…that Elf had climbed some thirty flights of stairs to fight a Greater beast at the end of it, salvaged a clay bottle, and got back in time to see the end of Shor's little chemistry project? His estimation of Choric went up several notches. So too did his concern that such lengths had been gone to, to keep Bald'rt out of it. What in the name of all that was holy was that stuff? Moonshine that would get god shit-faced? Not important Einar, so long as it's proper alcohol it'll work. He hoped.


Now, all the materials were in place. The great working underneath the [Heartwood] core was ongoing. Bathe, appeared to be struggling greatly. At Ulric's glance, Shor informed him that the golden-haired She-Elf was circulating Bald'rt's mana for him and also destroying the Bane in his core as it formed, so that it did not escape to continue to poison him. Doing both of those things, at the same time, for a week without pausing was considered to be, impossible. Only the support of this place, bathed in the mana of the Irielhos allowed it. That and the fact that Bathe was Bathe.


They waited.


An hour turned to two.


Silence settled into this place, only the thrumming of the living wood around them said that time passed.


Shor stood without warning, startling everyone in the room, except for her sister-wives, who were too engrossed with their task to be aware of anything else. She inspected the darkened glass container and poured a small amount of glittering white crystals, like diamond dust, into her hand, a small satisfied twist to her lips. A difficult chore completed to perfection. Her eyes took him in and she nodded solemnly.


It was time. To live or to die, based on the half-remembered science of a dead world.


"Hey, uh, Shor. Since this might not work and all, do you mind if I…uh…you know. Take a sip? Seeing as how you're gonna kill me if it doesn't and all." Ulric proposed.


She hummed briefly tapping her lips with a long fingernail. A fingernail he hadn't noticed earlier being shaped like a vicious claw.


"I do not see any problem with this, no. But just a sip Glade Chief, and I hope that you work swiftly, the Vanished Night is quite potent and exceedingly abrupt with its effect."


"Gotcha, gotcha. Thanks, Shor. Okay, do you guys have any intravenous drip bags? Like a water bag but with a small tube and a hollow needle, to deliver fluids into the blood of a wounded Elf that cannot drink?" He checked. They could probably get the stuff into Bald'rt without it but it was good to see if there was a better way before you defaulted to a worse.


They did not. Typically, a syringe was used to put fluid down the invalid's throat. Damn. Fine.


Ulric then explained his need and, by his description, within half an hour was there a water bag, sterilized, which was filled with pure water, and a long, flexible, hollow vine, also sterilized, fitted with a dart for the administering of poison, because of course that's what needles were used for around these parts, and it too was, you guessed it, sterilized. Ulric worked a hole into the bag and fitted affixed the vine in firmly. He applied a sticky resin until no more water seeped from the bag to vine interface. Whammo! One Sylvan intravenous bag!


Taipan dubbed it a "Sleeper's Drink."


Three more were constructed, to provide a steady supply of chelator, for as long as that proved necessary.


Soon, the I.V. bags or "Sleeper's Drinks" were placed before him. He was as ready as he would ever be.


No sense in risking losing any product by transferring it. Ulric lifted the Amphora to his lips and took a great swallow, feeling an intense rush of molten metal down his esophagus and then a blissful nothingness.


Then he poured the amphora, every remaining drop, into the smoked glass with the Bane Purification Powder. He shook it vigorously, seeing the tiny glitters of crystal refracting what little light made it into the container. He looked over at Shor while he did.


"You'll need to mix this with pure water and then cook off most of the remaining alcohol, reduce it by about half the volume; at least, that's how it's down in my world. If it works, you'll be able to hook up the I.V. bags inside an hour and start delivering the chelation." He told her, just in case he lost his ass from the night, night water.


Hopefully, if there was enough similarity between this world and his old one, the alcohol would dissolve the crystals without destroying them, creating a solution that was then capable of being miscible with good old-fashioned pure water. Such was the art of the chemist, a simple idea, just rinse with alcohol, based upon exceedingly complex interactions of electron densities and who the fuck actually knew what else? The idea was, to make the powder able to save Bald'rt's life, it needed to be able to diffuse into his body to reach all the infected tissue and bind the Bane poison, all of it, stopping its damage and preventing it from renewing itself as Vedyr, Bathe, and Shor worked to eliminate it with their spooky tree ritual. In other words, the spirit booze would allow the powdered magical bullshit powder to do the thing with the magical water on the King Elf.


"Oh," Ulric said, suddenly confused. "That stuff hits like a truck."


He blacked out.


**************


Once again, Ulric woke to stare at a strange ceiling, a state that had become far, far too common for his liking.


Say this for the Elves, each room was immediately recognizable for the unique reliefs and carvings that decorated it. Each chamber of the fortress was its own little monument to the love of the Iriel'en for their forest homeland, its running rivers, its wilderness, and the critters that they shared it with.


Ulric sat up and immediately regretted it when some invisible jerk-wad put a railroad spike between his eyes.


Fortunately, the murderer rethought the error of their ways and replaced the spike with a nice kick bass, set to the metronome of his own heartbeat. Considerate bugger, for a brain murderer.


He opened his eyes to the too-bright room. The pace and timing of events somewhat eluded him. He'd been "escorted" which was a way of preserving his dignity rather than say drug helplessly like a child, to the secretive heart of Irielhos, the chamber of light and magic, unlike anything he'd ever experienced. He'd seen the ritual being carried out by Bald'rt's wives in their desperate bid to save the life of the [Lord of the Deep Wood]. After finding out more about the nature of the remedies for Bane poisons, the magically targeted Akashic poison of a torture-corrupted soul, he had gone out on a limb to create a slight modification to the binding substance they used to turn it into a true chelator that could be administered. He'd taken a swallow of the exceedingly potent liquor, the alcohol source for the final step of the chelation synthesis, and then….nothing.


He wasn't actually sure how long they'd been down there. Or how long he'd been here. He felt somewhat rested, despite the hangover. There was a sort of shallow crick in his neck that he tried and failed to massage out.


Though his body might have rested, it wasn't recovered. He couldn't see outside so he remained in a foggy nether place as it regards to time. His instincts said it was a new day, but where inside that he was absent any clue.


Ulric laid back down, letting a comfortable downy comforter envelop his chest. At least, whatever had happened to him involved the acquisition of a new bed. This one was as fine as the one in his former, now destroyed, apartment. The perfect blend of firmness and softness, his body sought to become one with this mattress. The silken fabric of the sheets, somehow always remaining just ever so slightly on the cool side made his eyes close with tactile joy.


If a man just had to die in bed, this was the bed he ought to do it in. No telling the difference between here and heaven, Ulric told himself with a small laugh. He doubted very much that heaven would exist, which made this bed an even greater promise of reward than that fiction. Yes. I will start the cult of the bed. And Lo! We will all of us, brothers, go to our just reward, the space between its sheets if only you dedicate your bodies, your very souls, to my orders! Repent! Cast off your masters and slave yourselves to this, the only Lord who brings you eternal rest! And I, the Speaker of the Pillows, will guide you to the promised land!


They would rule the world, if only they knew what they were all missing here, he lamented.


His budding religion was cast aside without warning when the heavy door to the room swung inwards and a marvel of feline grace, sensual power, and feminine beauty entered the room. She replaced his bed as his new god because she had donuts. Glazed donuts. He smelled the sugar, the crisp exterior, the oven smell. And her. She had her own spice to add to the bouquet.


The Angel of Donuts approached, her arms cradling a large tray of the incredible smelling glazed, fried, bundles of doughy joy. He didn't cry. He only wanted to.


As she settled the tray on an end table he observed her hips, noting the curve and subtle geometry. Was it wrong to touch that which was made for holding? No. No that could not be right.


"Eyaah! Ulric, you! You! MMmm. Alright, fine, have your fill." She strangled before mellowing. Turning, she pushed her hip against his stroking hand.


He closed his eyes so he could focus his existence down to that one appendage and its little attendant appendages. Such softness coupled to strength. Shaped just so, a miracle of form and function. Perfectly balanced, with its mirror on the other side of her.


Ulric came to the slow realization that he was actually still smashed. Distant reason jotted down a note as to why the bottle was hidden under a vicious animal's bed.


His eyes opened and he saw his Shadow, unclasping her belt. He also noticed a wall-length mirror that he'd, somehow, missed earlier. The crick in his neck was identifiable as a series of bruises that matched suspiciously with the even rows of neat, pearly teeth smiling hungrily at him right now. Aha! Now the mystery was solved! Donut Angel had gone to keep herself from consuming him in her eternal hunger.


Forgive me donuts! He screamed internally as her coat and shirt descended hatefully to the floor, promising cold futures instead of prompt consumption of the treats. His hand came away as she performed a minor miracle of balance and flexibility to pull off the thigh-high boots while standing, arching backward like a ballerina with her leg extended upwards behind her. She repeated this feat with the other leg and shimmied out of her coarse, sturdy trousers. Turning to him he saw primal energy in her eyes and a challenge in the set of her stance. Or he was simply extremely hammered and she was just her normal, naked self, which caused his hormones, in concert with the loss of frontal lobe activity, to project his own needs onto her. Potaytoe. Potahtoh.


Ulric threw aside the covers and beckoned her on.


Come on thou predator! Take what you may to fill thy gullet!


Some few minutes later, Ulric was finally starting to sober up. Possibly thanks to not having any liquid left in his body. Panting gently, he turned to the dark woman next to him who was humming a merry tune.


"I understand now, why your Mothers hid the Vanishing Night from your Father. That stuff…It's dangerous." Ulric admitted, somewhat apologetically.


Taipan was, for her part, smirking at him and did not seem unpleased.  This was the second time he had evaporated a night with an otherworldly beauty by way of near brain death.  I will not find excess in my cups again, he decided.  The loss was simply too great.


"It is for special occasions, Ulric, or for when they wish to spoil themselves. For anniversaries, Birthdays, Full Moons, that sort of thing." She explained.


"Father used to like to slip it into their cups as a prank, after everyone had already gone and they were in private, of course. I believe that is what is responsible for three of Shor's daughters." Taipan continued, her disappointment in her Father's behavior obvious.


"Vedyr caught him in the act, once, though, and beat him viciously. He swore to never be caught doing such a thing again. I am not sure if that meant he would not do it again or if he would merely never be apprehended. Father Bald'rt is never one to say a single thing when he can squeeze more than that into a single utterance."


He had learned something new. About his host, about himself, and about the ancient crone next to him.


The drumbeat in his skull eased up as they sat abed devouring cold donuts. The past two days were as near to paradise as he'd ever come. He knew it in his heart.


That suddenly reminded Ulric that he hadn't so much as thought about protection.


"Taipan am I knocking you up?" He asked.


She patted his leg comfortingly, once she had him explain what that idiom meant, "No, Ulric, you are not. Elf women come into season once every other year, for a period of around two weeks. You would know if that time had come. Either she goes into isolation, if she does not wish children, or she drags her chosen sire into her chambers and he is not seen again until that time is done."


"My season was early this past spring, and, of course, I was in isolation. In truth, I was in the deep wilds evading a [Gilded Queen's Rose] that had my scent. It had been eating Harvesters and was near ready to blossom. A good Hunt." She recalled to him with pride.


"Your dad suggested I go get the core from one of those once. How bad an idea is that?" He asked, hoping she'd go into further depth on her escapades. She really did like to recall her time in the wilds, he knew it was where she'd found happiness.


"Very, Glade Chief. You see, the petals are slathered in toxic dust that confuses the senses and triggers powerful hallucinations, the barbs on the vines contain an acid that will melt bones and flesh in moments, the trick you see is……" Her excited voice rolled over him as he lay there.


He hadn't asked about Bald'rt. Or how things had turned out. But she seemed more relaxed than at any point before, as if a weight had gone. Part of him knew she had been using him to comfort herself, as a balm to soothe her pain at losing him. If that was how she intended to use him, go ahead and sign him up for the full package. For himself, he was glad that he had a…whatever they were, and that she wasn't trying to shove needles into his eyes at every opportunity.


At last, when she'd exhausted her, admittedly incredibly comprehensive knowledge on the hunting, killing, harvesting, and revenue-generating potential of the [Gilded Queen's Rose], Ulric stepped into the pause with the idea he was tossing around.


"So, Taipan, I think it's about time I took this whole learning to kill people stuff a bit more seriously. I'm not one hundred percent yet, but I feel the strength coming back pretty quickly. I'd like it if you started teaching me every way to kill a man you know about." Ulric requested.


"We don't have that long, but, until the spring, I will show you everything that you can do." Taipan promised.


Good enough.


            

    
        Chapter 93: Cold Forging

    
    
    
    
                Air brushed across his face, tickling the stubble of his scalp as the blade passed within a few millimeters of his temple. 


Ulric pushed forward, stabbing, trying desperately to take this hard-earned advantage and press it for victory.  He'd spent thirty steps angling for this opening, and now that it had finally revealed itself, he meant to kill.


His knife blade surged forward towards the almond brown skin, soft flesh over the heart ready to be parted.  He lost his balance slightly.


His target twisted, turning out of line with the stab, victory vanishing like smoke, as he felt his wrist seized, pulled, the rotating body stealing his momentum and making it into a weapon against himself.  His leading ankle, ever so slightly out of alignment, was not stable enough to resist the sweeping foot that cleared his leg from under him.


The world rotated violently and his back hit the ground hard enough to blast the breath out of him. 


"Haugh!" he grunted.  A booted foot stepped on his wrist and a blade flashed over his throat even before he bounced back to the floor.


He died.  Again.


"Fuck!  I was so close!" He told the room in accented Elvish, disappointed in himself.


Taipan released her hold on him and reached down to pull him to his feet. 


They were both topless, small ribbons of red scored their skin in a web.  The "knives" were a type of soft, pliable wood wrapped in some thick moss that bled a sticky red sap when crushed.  They showed every stroke that made contact in vivid crimson which would not come off until treated with soap.


"You were close, you forced a disadvantage on me.  My slash was all I had to ward you away and you evaded it to find a killing blow.  Then you wasted it through over-eagerness; I should not have been able to throw you like that, not if your Root forward step was done correctly."  Taipan explained his failing.


She was right.  He'd dicked it up.  A gap in defenses, as rare as frog fur, and he'd lost his composure.  And been "killed" for it.


He sighed his frustration away.  It was still progress.  Three weeks ago he'd never even have known there was a gap in her defenses.  Two months before that and he'd have never been able to create it.  Taipan moved like her namesake, fast, decisive, and aggressive.  She came on with eye-blurring strikes that found holes in his guard like sand finds pockets in your shoes.  And just as hard to keep out.


In the two and a half months of their "git gud" training, this was the closest thing to a victory Ulric had squeaked out. 


He was getting better.  To an extent he would not have believed.


Idra'se had told him that his feet were finally moving independently of his hands, and in coordination with them, a few days ago.  It was a high watermark for Ulric. 


The swordmaster and once head of the Royal guard had come through his wounds relatively sound.  Minus an eye.  Plus a few more scars to his already impressive collection.  His maiming hadn't slowed the old Elf noticeably to Ulric.  To the man himself though, he'd been hurt badly enough to have passed on the role of leadership of the guard to an Elf named Choric, to assume a more predominant role in training of the next generation of Iriel'en warriors. 


His people had need of him.  The loss of the Hunter's guild, and those brave souls within, had hurt badly.  All through the Winter, the fortress had seen a dramatic focus, like a held breath, as the Elves poured themselves into their preparations, as they strove to reach greater martial heights to offset the loss of their brethren.  Ulric had thought them in high gear before.  That was a pale thing compared to how they were now. 


Training literally never stopped.  Every hour of every day, the pavilions of training dummies sang out a staccato of blows against imagined foes.  Where before they'd been sanding off the rust, they were now intent on grinding away every iota of softness from themselves.  The attack on Irielhos without warning, an unthinkable assault on the heartland, goaded them, drove them headlong into a frenzy.  They threw themselves at one another on the practice floor with a violence that inspired awe.  Pecking orders amongst the warriors were redrawn from scratch as talents that had merely lacked proper motivation exploded from apparent hibernation.  In particular, was the youngest royal guardsman, a fast friend to Ulric named Kryr'st, whom Ulric had dubbed Christ for his gluttony for punishment.


Christ was carving his way up through the ranks, one bruised, frustrated opponent at a time.


Ulric had gotten his ass handed to him at least a couple of dozen times by the young warrior.  No longer the friendly practice sessions, Christ didn't have time to humor Ulric's lack of skill.  He went full throttle, right from the start, no more sandbagging from that kid.  Anything less was a loss to his people of a warrior who could have grown stronger but held back.  So, Ulric took his beatings like a man, and Christ gave him a pat on the back and an 'attaboy' and returned to kicking the shit out of everybody who stood in front of him. 


Idra'se considered it a good thing for everyone involved, even the more experienced fighters who managed to hold the younger swordsman off.


"None there are who learn faster than those with a razor at their necks." was the old master's summary.


Bald'rt lived.  Barely.  The once vibrant Elf, a picture of the Iriel'en prime, was a shadow of his former glory.  His wives were also depleted, having given much of themselves to hold off the Bane, long after most would have written off his life and turned to vengeance.  It spoke volumes about the relationship between the Ladies and their Lord.  The very fact that they had risked being destroyed by the Bane themselves was telling.  The insidious stuff corrupted its victims into more of itself which would then go on to infect others, meaning just being in proximity to Bald'rt had been incredibly dangerous to them.  But stay close they had, and continued to do so.  Rarely had they left the convalescent Lord of Iriel without at least two in attendance.  Ulric had been able to meet with his Royal hosts on a few occasions.


Weak, sickened, and frail though he was, Bald'rt had lost none of his humor.


"Ulric!  So good to see you!  I would rise from my bed to greet you, but I hear I had better not or you'll stuff my daughter into it before I could return."  Had been the Elf's first words to him on their meeting.


Vedyr turned to Bathe and whispered loudly enough for the room to hear, "I told you we should just let the Bane have him.  Just cast the dust and be done with it I said, it will, at least, be quieter around the fortress."


Brief though it was, it was heartening to see Taipan's father alive and on the mend, diminished though he was.


Shor had assured Ulric that the Lord of Iriel would recover his full strength, it was only a matter of time.  Unfortunately, as it was, frequently, with the Elves, that time could easily be measured in decades.  Iriel was still vulnerable.  The four pillars that held it above the fray were reduced, fragile, and unable to sally out to bring ruin to their enemies as once would have been the case.  Ulric had to wonder if the enemy had known that Bald'rt's wives would show such dedication to him as to weaken themselves in a nearly impossible attempt to save him.  Or, perhaps, they had hoped to catch all the royals together and employ the Weapon on all of them.  That seemed…optimistic. 


Whatever the case, it didn't change the final outcome.  War was coming in a few short weeks.  It would largely not be affected by the actions of the Iriel'en royal family, the most potent individuals that the Orlethrem could muster.


Brighteyes estimated five to six before the snows melted back to allow army movements in the plains and lowland forests, the most likely attack angles.  Travel up the Zelus was closed, the Zellussin had fortified the banks of the river and turned it into a death trap.  Floods in the spring turned the river into a nightmare for transport anyway.  Tree trunks and other flotsam, carried in currents unlike anything Ulric had ever heard of, would turn barges, rafts, and even warships into kindling. 


Hunters abroad and scouts from the allied forces of the Orlethrem confederation had observed movements of the outermost towns and strongholds of Prespang.  Movements that suggested something had gone wrong.  The influx of supplies was halted, redistributed, and troops were being deployed with a suggestion of confused orders.  A wrench had been thrown into the plan.  Ulric liked to think his name was on that wrench but was aware that was probably him being overly egocentric.


Brighteyes had his work cut out for him, a child leading a nation into war.  A gifted child trained his entire life for this moment, but a child still.  He had, however been handed a great lever with which to turn the situation to his favor.  The attack on Irielhos had, ironically, weakened the position of the aggressors.  What was intended to be a decapitating strike that accompanied a coup de grace of overwhelming military might in strategically advantageous positions was, instead, a glorified assassination attempt.  A failed one. 


The Golden Crown, as he was referred to by his people somewhat humorously, though respectfully, had revealed to Ulric the depth of the flaw in their enemy's decision to launch the raid.


"They spent fifteen of the seventeen mages sent against us.  Fourteen Adepts, and an Archmage died to achieve what amounts to a bloodying of our nose.  Father is hurt but lives and they shiver with fear knowing that the Blood Moon will return.  Not to mention, my Mothers will have their strength back in a few more months and I have never seen my Dam so angry.  I have heard rumors, from relatives when I visited her homelands in Melond, that she was called the Golden Beast.  I have never seen that side of her, but there have been none who were willing to withstand her.  Thanks in great part to you, Glade Chief, we have broken the greatest part of their magical power and deprived them of the artifact that allowed all of this to be undertaken."


Just as Ulric had failed his thrust against Taipan, so had Prespang failed their attempt at a mortal blow by being too aggressive to balance their attack.  They took a huge hit to their most potent mage corps and gave up the utterly crucial advantage of their ability to circumvent Orlethrem's counterintelligence wards.  With those back in place, Orlethrem was, once again, a black box, impenetrable.


Ulric's declared intent to take a counterstroke to Prosper, made known to the Royals, was greeted with support but not necessarily enthusiasm.  Brighteyes viewed it as unnecessary and too great an extension, Idra thought he wasn't ready, and Bald'rt feared that the absence of the ruling Lord for too long would cause even more instability in the creatures roaming the plateau.  The canopy seethed, according to scouting reports.


Taipan deferred her judgment, saying only "I will go where you go."


Breaking away from his musings, Ulric clapped his hands loudly, announcing to his bodyguard and trainer, "Lunchtime!" before reaching for his shirt, tossing the tall, lithe Elf her own clothes as well.


They dressed, Ulric in a replacement for his destroyed robes.  Taipan was in her normal Hunter's attire, as she had been every day since the attack.  It would seem she had decided that she would be ready to intercept assassins at all times now.  It was some kind of comforting to Ulric, knowing that she was on her toes.


Ulric considered briefly his own mottled hide before he pulled the shirt on and donned the overrobe.  The scars, not so much scars as completely regrown skin, had faded to the pale default of his natural tone.  The more minor burns had healed without further intervention, eventually peeling to reveal healthy flesh beneath.  Hair was growing back in, finally.  His stamina, drained substantially by the entire process had recovered to full over the first weeks following his "release" from the Arcanum.  Every day since he'd spent training, at least ten hours each day.


Mornings he spent getting his ass beat by Taipan, afternoons he spent in study with an unexpected tutor of the arcane, the very Instructor Gother who had led his children's classes in Iriel'en culture, trade, and custom. 


True to her word Taipan had shown him most of the ways she knew to kill a man.  Some hundred Vardan years worth of practice killing monsters and men she drilled into him.  Nothing was off limits.  In throat jabs, eye gouges, some way of hitting the liver that sent slivers of molten pain through him, kidney punches, and more, Taipan instructed him.  Mostly through direct experience.  She started at the top of the list of dirty tricks and went through it alphabetically.  He had to wonder at a mind that contained so many diverse, creative ways to inflict pain and mortal injury.


Then she introduced him to knife work.  A nasty business, as he'd suspected ever since seeing Brighteyes bloody to the shoulder in monkey guts.  The stripes of red on their bodies, now hidden by their clothes showed the reality of a knife fight.  When two combatants were of approximately the same skill there were rarely winners, just different times of death.  It was good to learn though, it taught Ulric the power of extreme aggression and sleight of hand.  To overwhelm the opponent with violence, inflicting savage wounds through small, efficient, highly leveraged movements in the places that bled most heavily.  To hide the true angle of attack behind a feint or distraction.  Against his armor, many of the techniques were not as effective, but against a less heavily protected enemy a dagger was incredibly dangerous.  It was also easily concealed and quickly drawn, capable of inflicting a mortal wound in a single moment of lapsed attention.


An Iriel'en combat drill involved an eight-by-eight square grid of warriors standing at attention, hands to their sides.  The trainee walked into the grid and had to retrieve a colored strip of cloth that was tied to one of the grid member's arms.  Every ten or so seconds the grid shuffled to rearrange the positions of the warriors.  Of the sixty-four warriors, eight had blunt wooden knives secreted on their person.  They would attempt to murder the trainee by surprise as they maneuvered through the grid, and were not gentle with their encouragements that you pay attention.  Sometimes the person with the strip on their arm would be one of the eight, sometimes not.  It taught you to keep your head on a fucking swivel real quick. 


Taipan made no bones about her true combat role being silent murder from stealth.  She elevated moving into a blind spot and staying there, even when the objective was moving and searching into an art form.  When she was on her game, not distracted or underestimating her enemy to a criminal degree, Ulric could see why her former brethren respected her.  Speaking of those, gone was her awkwardness around the other Iriel'en warriors, gone was the longing to join them.  She had thrown that away when she committed herself to her new role, to her new name.  They were more comfortable in dealing with her too.  No longer was her moniker a source of veiled insult or a thing for joking.  She wore her name as proudly as she had her old one, in some ways more so; this name she had earned herself.


He considered his time spent with Taipan as they strolled towards the cafeteria on the sixth level of Irielhos, the location of his new apartments, after his old had been more or less turned to ashen char. 


Taipan had a gift for hunting Humans, for better or worse, and she tried to impart to Ulric, with mixed success.  He wasn't as bonelessly agile as she was, he lacked her coordination and flexibility.  What he could do was move faster, in a straight line.  Where she might weave between pieces of cover, he would, in a single linear dash, cross the intervening distance.  She had told him, with some pride, like a teacher praising their student's growth, that he had a frightening instinct for when to close a gap, becoming suddenly threatening.  He took advantage of this to shift into and out of ranges, to feint and invade the space of his opponent, unbalancing them. 


Ulric would never forget the terror-inspiring charge of the [Forest Lord], raw power moving with incredible fury to crush its prey beneath it.  He let that image guide him in his developing combat style.  It also played into his other strength: battle magic.


Ulric was one of the rare beings that could use aggressive spells in the heat of a fight.  It gave him the flexibility to pressure opponents at range and in close quarters, finding and exploiting their vulnerabilities from a wide variety of directions. 


He had learned that it was vanishingly uncommon to be gifted at both.  Most had to choose, develop the body, channel their core's power into their skills, and mature their combat abilities, as was the case for most melee classes, or, learn the lore, the techniques to externalize their mana into the elemental spellforms for evocation, as was the case for mage classes.  Ulric had both types of classes.  His body was already naturally weaponized, and his core was as potent as could be expected of an unawakened core.  The learning and experience of his previous life filled the gap in his knowledge to allow him to utilize magic as a mage with far more experience would.


Taipan assured him that, while developing both talents was going to be time-consuming and difficult, he would eventually hybridize his classes into a battle mage class, depending on his specialization and emergent style.  It hadn't happened yet.


For two and a half months, ever since being nearly killed by the assault mage, Ulric had strived single-mindedly to grow these various skills as quickly as possible.  As he'd learned this morning, despite his failure, Ulric was turning a corner.  He was becoming a problem, even for drastically more skilled opponents.  All he needed was time.  Sadly, he was nearly out of that.


Spring was on the horizon.  As his steps absently mirrored those taken at nearly identical times for over sixty days unbroken, he noted the lack of daggers in the Winter air.  The grip of the season was weakening.  All too soon and Ulric would get to see what the revival of the Deep Wood had to offer.  If he was still around to witness it.


When the snows melted and the torrential downpours of the early part of the season of rebirth ended, making roads passable, it was almost certain that war would come again to Orlethrem.  Iriel would spearhead this conflict.  The Deep Wood was dripping bloody thoughts.  Ulric shared them.  He thought to move out before the snows were gone, to get a jump on the hostilities.


What Ulric wanted to accomplish was what his enemies had wanted for their own campaign: to destroy the leadership.  He wanted to infiltrate the territory of Prespang and find whoever it was that was guiding events down the inevitable track they had followed.  Some force had seized control of the Northern City States, and had unified the Otherkin into a cohesive force.  That same power had maneuvered Prosper's Merchant Lords into funding the effort and into utilizing their resources to obtain a war chest to attempt to crush the less numerous forces of Orlethrem. 


The fucker had also attempted genocide with a "dirty bomb", the Bane, and had a hit taken out on Ulric, resulting in his own self being halfway to charbroiled.


So, yes, Ulric had taken the conflict personally.

            

    
        Chapter 94: Awakening

    
    
    
    
                It was a curious thing, he pondered, sitting at a table with his Shadow, other warriors attending their meals as well in Iriel'en customary silence, the twists and turns he'd taken on this journey in a new world.


He'd been convinced that he would be living in his forest home forever, five months ago.  He still did want that, in part.  It was just that there were people out there determined to be sonsofbitches and they wanted him dead.  The former engineer was not a naturally violent man, a bit inclined to be asocial, a devout enjoyer of peaceful solitude, but not a psychotic misanthrope bent on killing everyone around him.  So, his determination to find and murder an indeterminate number of people to death was an unexpected trajectory for his life to follow.  Events had their own momentum though.  They carried him along with an inertia that was too great to ignore.  He couldn't bury his head in the leaves of his forest home, simply because he was conflict averse.  He couldn't indulge that part of himself any longer.  Ulric was [Lord of the Ancient Glade].  He was a Person of Interest.


Inevitably, there would be those who believed him either an asset or an enemy.  If they were decent people, as the Elves of Iriel had proven to be, they would recognize that Ulric, fundamentally, just wanted to get along and make with the peaceful coexistence.  Some others would want his territory for their own.  Those got the instinctive need to protect and dominate all under his purview all hot and bothered.


The Lord Instinct.  A gift.  A curse.  A side effect of being recognized by the land itself as being a guardian of a certain domain.  Ulric didn't know how or why it had happened, he'd done not much other than just try not to get killed, to survive, in a vast wilderness, but it had.  Bald'rt had explained that there were conditions that he'd met, criteria that indicated to the land a degree of fitness.  It sounded to Ulric like metaphysical, magical horseshit.  But the Akashic Record, the two-way connection between beings who lived on Varda and Varda, the world itself, did not lie.  If the mystical status said he was the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] then, by the Twins dancing above, he was. 


Whether he wanted to be was irrelevant.


When some threat to his glade arose, some challenge to his rule over it, the instinct rose up with sweet whispers of savagery.  It drove him to be more aggressive, to meet his enemies with a ferocity he doubted he could have managed with a psyche molded by the softer, gentler upbringing of his prior life. 


Ulric had been Reforged, not reincarnated. 


He kept his memories of that past world, the kind people who'd done their best to raise him, the loving sister he'd lost, the few precious friends he'd managed to alienate with his self-destructive isolation and depression, the work that had come to dominate his entire existence, consuming him to the point that he'd forgotten why he bothered doing that work to begin with.  It was not the sort of life that prepared the mind to be immersed in a mystical land of mages, Greater beasts, and warriors of impossible ability.


There were other alterations in his disposition.  Sitting in his status were traits like Warrior's Instinct, a manifestation of the changes in him caused by his kill or be killed life in the glade.  Beasts up on the plateau had turned out to be larger, stronger, more lethal variants of their brethren in the forests below.  Contending with them had spurred Ulric's perceptions and tendencies to adapt to that environment. 


Humans were nothing if not adaptable. 


Thanks to that trait, when things got rough, Ulric's brain went all liquid-cooled.  He didn't panic, as he would have in the Before, he didn't lose focus.  Instead, the world went all hard edges and sharp contrasts and he felt like the happenings around him were underwater, slow.  His warrior class unlocking had indicated that it was a common class trait for the combat-oriented classes but, his already having it had unlocked a subsequent trait.  Sort of a fast-forward in progression.  He honestly didn't understand the classes, the status, or the Akashic nonsense.  He didn't have to though.  Keep it simple stupid.  You don't need to know everything, so long as you could make it useful, the engineer's creed.


As Ulric stood, his Shadow rose to join his side.  Together they strode purposefully through the fortress city of Irielhos, all clamor and bustle, to find the next catalyst of Ulric's metamorphosis: Instructor Gother.


With Bald'rt's wives unwilling to leave his side, Ulric needed a new teacher.  The only wrinkled, white-haired, and most tellingly, bearded Elf Ulric had ever met, had volunteered himself.  Gother was the Elven equivalent of a pacifist.  He did not believe in bringing harm to any sentient being, the destruction of a thinking being and the knowledge it held was anathema to the Elf in these days.


The Bane had changed that. 


When word had gotten out that their enemies had used the Forbidden weapon, the Akashic Soul Poison, many restraints had gone out with the dishwater.  Gother's refusal to contribute to the death of another had transitioned smoothly to "Here is how you mold Caelum to expand the air inside of a warrior's lungs and shred those lungs" overnight.  As Taipan was to the ways of infiltrating and hunting men in the dark, Gother was to the ways of shaping mana to destructive purpose.  The Elf had, previously, used this knowledge to instruct his students in the defense against such things.  Not any more kiddos, the gloves were off.


Ulric's lessons with the Dragons of Iriel were introductory primers, fundamentals of control, theory, and form for mana.  Gother's lessons turned those fundamentals into weapons.  Only the Elf's advanced age prevented him from being an absolutely unholy terror, as he had been for centuries in his youth.  Gother was the Blood Moon of an era bygone.  At a ripe nine hundred eighty-four, the near millennial Elf was unable to muster the stamina to wield his own power.  Or, rather, he could do so exactly once more, before the energies consumed his body.  Apparently, that was the fate of the Archmage, the wizardly version of "dying of old age".


Slowly, steadily, the ancient mage who had previously passed his twilight years teaching children the common truths of their sylvan world broke down Ulric’s casting approaches and rebuilt them into a more methodical, precise paradigm that drastically improved his efficiency.  Each of those base spells that was not at their final rank reached it, their Akashic indication of (V) demonstrating that each spellform had been lifted to its greatest potential. 


The wizened Elf frequently passed hours as he stroked his beard and watched as the far younger man struggled to adopt the cleaner, almost ritualistic mental routines of Elven casting.  Like creating a vast tree, first the intent, the roots, beginning the spell with its end foremost.  Next the trunk, the mechanics of the mana, its shapings and their connections to his core, the specific threads of purpose that bound it into a specific architecture, the spellform.  Lastly, the branches reaching high, energizing the framework with his core, and casting it out according to his will.  Slow going, but Ulric was a good student and the Elf a patient teacher. 


With a bemused smile, Ulric recalled how his lessons in magic with the wizened elf had begun. 


*******8 weeks earlier*******


Breath left Ulric's chest as his body drank in the heated water.  Steam roiling in the room, as it so often did, made a cloak of imagined privacy, cutting him off from the rest of the world.  There was only heat-soaked bliss.  Eyes closed, he reclined to his usual posture, preparing to lose attachment to his worldly concerns.


A disturbance in the water next to him marked Taipan's entry into the baths.  One eye gently opened to take in her soft curves and rippling musculature, flesh-made art. 


His languishing smile vanished when his senses were assaulted by a bony ass, coated in dried, shriveled leather, once browned skin sundried into a pale parchment, dotted by liver spots.  The drawn, wrinkled hide dropped into the water and Ulric suddenly found Instructor Gother, ribs standing proudly, shoulder bones jutting out from the water, beard floating, a scant half meter away from him. 


"Yeagg!"  Ulric's voice elevated as this insult to his expectations reclined.


On his other side, his Shadow lowered herself gracefully into the water chuckling.


"Glade Chief, you should sing higher notes more often, you have a lovely pitch!"  She commented.


The aged Elf, appeared as a corpse in his contented sprawl, arms resting on the smooth stone edges of the bath.  Water lapped gently at his withered flesh.


"I have considered events, Glade Chief."  the dry, pinched lips uttered, eyes still closed.  Like some sick necrophiliac puppeteer had taken over the time wasted corpse next to him.


"It would seem that the Crimes of our enemies are too great to ignore.  I am too far gone to take matters into mine own hands."  The Elf admitted regretfully.


"But you.  You have a surfeit of talent and, as you have proven, the will to strive to manifest that ability.  You also saved my Lord Bald'rt, my great, great, grand-nephew.  In light of this, I have taken it upon myself to offer my wealth of knowledge, my considerable mastery of arcane workings, beyond those of any still living in Iriel, to train you in magecraft."  Instructer Gother demanded.


Technically, it was an opportunity, a choice, but Ulric had watched enough Classical Hololives to recognize "an offer he couldn't refuse". 


"I see."  He replied without enthusiasm.  "Um…thanks?  No.  My apologies."  Ulric restarted, sincerely.


"Thank you for your generous offer, Instructor Gother.  It would be a privilege to accept your tutelage.  I will give my greatest attention to your wisdom."  Ulric said, pushing past his reluctance. 


His magic lessons with Shor, Bathe, and Vedyr had been curtailed.  They were recovering from their own depletion alongside their husband, and would not leave him in any case.  Too close had they come to the final separation to be willing to part from his company for any non-critical reason.


According to any Aes'r who spoke on the matter, it was universally agreed upon that Instructor Gother was an institution all to himself.  He was ancient, even by Elven standards.  Bald'rt had installed Ulric into the Elder Elf's lessons towards Iriel'en children partially as a joke, and partially because Ulric really was more akin to a child than to and adult, at least in terms of worldly knowledge of Varda, and Gother was the best, most knowledgeable teacher who could be found in Iriel.


That the time-worn Elf was dry as all the deserts combined was beside the point.


***************


He could laugh about it now.  The ancient bearded scholar had cornered Ulric while he was in the baths.  Ulric had barely sat down in the exquisite waters but before a scrawny, pale, liverspotted form slipped into the space next to him.  Like somebody had dropped a bearded skeleton into the water at his side.  Ulric had not screamed like a girl, no matter what Taipan had to say about it. 


Ever since, he'd spent his afternoons in the Arcaneum attending lessons on crafting mana into weapons and on turning aside those craftings, rendering them inert. 


Mage duels were a complex thing, every bit as fraught as a knife fight.  A mage could interfere with another mage's casting but not the internal workings of their magic.  Counter spelling had to be done after they had externalized whatever working they had prepared.  That meant that the defensive mage was always reacting, and was always a step behind.  In Idra's terms, you granted the opponent complete initiative, the first step, always, in dueling this way.  Instructor Gother had insisted upon Ulric's mastery of this skill, nevertheless.


"You are never guaranteed to have the advantage Glade Chief.  What opportunity had you to anticipate your assassination attempt not so long ago?  It is better to learn to turn a losing position against an enemy than to attempt to always have the initiative, an impossibility on the battlefield."  Gother scolded gently.


"By tearing apart your enemy's spellforms you steal from them their energy, you drain their reserves, at comparably far less loss from your own.  Counterspelling, Ektyl'rt, is analogous to a magical parry of physical weapons.  The point is not to hold initiative it is to turn aside a stroke that would slay you and, perhaps, create the opportunity to riposte.  Now!  Attend!" 


At which point the elder wizard had tossed Ulric across the amphitheater stage with a burst of wind, with not a whisker of a change of appearance. 


Instructor Gother didn't gesture, didn't speak, didn't so much as twitch when he cast.  Ulric never actually knew when the Archmage was casting.  It was extremely unsettling.  Especially when it became clear to Ulric that he could weave multiple spells simultaneously while doing something else, like showing Ulric how to inscribe ritual runes, without apparent effort. 


Ulric had, once, under extreme duress and without actually thinking about it, dual cast.  He'd managed to absorb the heat, the Incendere of that dickhat pyromancer's spell, sending back to him as a set of enhanced [Cinderpearls] while creating the flow of his guided lightning bolt.  Subsequent attempts caused both spells to fail.  Taipan told him such things were not uncommon, a warrior could perform feats in combat that were outside of their ability in practice.  Survival instincts were a potent force.  She went on to explain that Instructor Gother had taught Shor and was an order of magnitude greater in mastery than any of her Mothers. 


That statement did nothing to decrease his amazement when the wrinkled bag of bones in front of him conjured a globe of each basic elemental mana and then did something that wrapped them up together into a shield of pure magical force that shredded anything Ulric tried to do to penetrate it.  Seriously, at the smug old bastard's insistence, Ulric tried everything.  He couldn't even get the shield to ripple.


One of their first lessons together had seen Ulric demonstrating his small arsenal of offensive magics.  The frowning bearded Elf looked at them and declared Ulric to be a gifted child, and had praised him like one, just before showing Ulric a version of those spells that compared as a field mouse to a wolverine. 


Very good little Timmy!  Now see how the grownups do it.


Gother'd actually been far more impressed when he learned about Ulric's [Stone Wall] track and the multi-layered air barrier.   The first for its finesse, a degree of mana manipulation that was surprising for Ulric's comparative age.  The second, for its subtlety.  Many mages would have simply cast a single spell and poured more of their mana into it, achieving nothing when overpowered so greatly.  Ulric had cast the same spell multiple times, taking advantage of the small amount of air between each barrier that would further soak up energy as he spread it out with each individual shield.  Ulric's engineering background had come to the rescue there, he was familiar with how to disperse and spread energy, he'd been making egg drop devices, shock absorbers, and heat shock-proofed metallic glasses since he was in upper school.


Two months of dedicated struggle saw Instructor Gother telling him he had graduated from "talented incompetence" to "marginal".  Ulric had grinned from ear to ear at this declaration, right until he had a heart attack.


One second, Ulric was on cloud nine, the next a twinge of something profoundly wrong cut him short.  As of this last round of practice, five hours of grueling concentration, like enduring the engineering certification exams, in which he'd used every last iota of skill available to him, he'd earned Instructor Gother's begrudging acknowledgment.  Just about the time he was ready to turn to Taipan and boast, the first ripple went across his chest.


He looked down at his shirt in surprise, looking for the switch that hit him just below the sternum, and saw nothing.  Just then, another stab of pain radiated outward.  As intense as a literal stab, his core felt like it was trying to punch its way out of him.  His hand unconsciously went to grip a handful of his clothes, fabric twisting in his hand as he fought the tears out of his eyes.


"Fuck!"  He yelled, surprising the two Iriel'en next to him.  His face probably described the situation better than his words, he was screwed up in pain as the next wave of pain rocked him.


"Mega fuck!  Something's wrong, my chest is exploding!"  He grunted trying to stay calm.


Taipan got it first.  Her eyes narrowed as she turned to Gother, explaining while Ulric focused on staying upright.


"It is his core.  He has not awakened his core and it has reached the limit for condensing unaspected mana.  He is beginning to suffer mana resonances."  She explained. 


Gother had never scanned him.  For some reason, that whole pickle had completely slipped Ulric's mind.  Shor had warned him.  Vedyr and Bathe had warned him.  Progressing in his talents for magic would naturally force his core toward critical mass.  He'd taken himself right to the edge of what could, potentially, be a deadly transformation.  The old man's crinkled eyes took on an unbelieving cast.


"You were not awakened?!  How was I not told this?!" cried the wizened instructor before he took hold of himself.


Taipan looked shaken, it hadn't occurred to her that, at some point in the intervening months no one had ever thought to mention that Ulric's core might go boom.


"Shall I be [Scanning] each pupil to ensure that they aren't hiding necessary information now?"  He muttered sarcastically before he got himself in order.


"Ulric, this is critical, you must begin circulating mana, immediately, cycling it through your core and throughout your body.  Lady Bathe has taught you how to do this.  Do it now or you will burn yourself from the inside." Instructor Gother ordered.
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                Unquestioning, Ulric began to do just that.  The pressure in his chest went away instantly and the waves of pain stopped, as if he'd imagined them.  He had not godsdamned well imagined that.  It hurt like the mother of all heartburn.


"Did the waves of pain stop?" checked the Elf, his arms crossed angrily.


Ulric merely nodded.  He was getting his breath back from the constricting, flaring waves of core resonance.


"Good.  Be aware, this is a temporary measure, a stopgap.  Once the mana instability has started it cannot be halted, your core is already at its limit for compressing and refining unaspected mana safely.  What you are doing now is buying time by diffusing the mana throughout your body.  That will not stop additional mana from being pulled into your system.  Come!  We must leave the Arcanum and you must not return to any place with a heavy manasphere until you awaken."  The Archmage said, hustling him up the stairs.


Taipan supported him from the other side, somewhat unnecessarily.  He wasn't weak, physically, he just had to concentrate to keep his mana cycling.


Outside the amphitheater, away from the dense manafield inside, Ulric immediately felt the difference.  He continued to cycle his mana but it no longer felt so urgent.  He released a deep breath of relief.


"That was far more abrupt than I was prepared for."  He told the Elves with forced levity.


Neither was amused.  Taipan was making an effort to remain steady but Ulric could see the small signs of her distress.  He tried to suppress his own worry. 


"I cannot believe none thought to inform me that the Glade Chief was still unawakened.  How?  I have been near dozens, hundreds, of Human mages.  None of them have your capacity or regenerative power.  What in the Deepest Dungeons is going on here?  Never mind, Glade Chief, Ulric, excuse me but I need to [Scan] you."  Gother said, brooking no nonsense.


His eyes flashed white and his expression shifted slightly. 


The old Elf's hand started stroking his long beard absently, eyes distant. 


"Mercy of the Ancients."  Gother whispered, a small chip in his steady disposition.  A considering glance took Ulric in. 


They always did that.  Whatever they saw, Ulric didn't have enough context to understand what it was that was so disturbing.  Gother got over it soon enough, his businesslike aura returned.


"You are truly gifted by the Goddess of Eternal Watchfulness, Ulric.  That gift may be your undoing.  You are deeper into the crisis than I knew; with so much mana running through your body, your core is under greater pressure than normal.  Please, tell me that my pupils have taught you about core awakening, since none of them bothered to inform me that this was on the horizon."  the old Wizard implored, thoroughly miffed at being left out of the loop.


Here, Ulric could give him good news.


"They did, Lady Bathe focused most of her instruction on diffusing mana into my own body and in regulating the flow of mana through my core, in preparation for awakening.  The circulation exercise is, more or less, exactly as she said it would be during the crisis.  For the rest, it's been explained to me.  I just wasn't prepared for how, heavy, the pressure would be."  Ulric explained, feeling the need to defend his tutors. 


Gother nodded dismissively.


"Indeed.  Very well.  I am afraid that, now that the moment has come, you must make a decision Ulric.  Your core cries out for a direction, a manaform into which it can attune.  Just as a Greater beast metamorphs into one of several varieties, so too must those who develop their arcane capacity be transformed.  Have you considered which harmony you will choose to attune?"  his mentor probed.


Ulric had.  He'd thought long and hard on it.  He'd had little else he could do while he lay in that bed considering every decision, every action that had led to his being there.  He wouldn't change a thing.  This, his second life, was to be a riot of joy, violence, conflict, and struggle. 


"The choice was made long ago Master Gother.  I'm not sure that it was ever entirely mine to make.  Such is life.  I will go out into the wilds today and challenge the storm."  Ulric told the formerly pacifist Archmage.


He saw understanding in the eyes of the Eldest Iriel'en.  Here was a man who had witnessed loss on a scale Ulric could not fathom.  Could not begin to appreciate.  Instructor Gother was a man who did not need or want others to have that appreciation, he knew the cost and had lived his life to try to ensure that none of his people would ever pay it again.  Ulric felt sympathy for the older Elf and hoped he could do as the old man hoped: protect his children.


"Today is best. To wait longer gains you nothing and risks much.  Very well, Ulric Glade Chief.  May the Heartwood protect, the skies provide, and the roots guide as you become a true mage.  Remember, the mana is a thing that is but nothing must necessarily be.  All is possibility.  Your will, that is what creates the future.  As seeds become saplings I hope to observe your growth on the morrow."  Spoke Gother, the words sounding like something of a ritual.  An old one.


The old mage departed then, unwilling to drag things out. 


"I am going with you."  Taipan declared.


That was not an option.  Call it a premonition but Ulric had a feeling in his guts that any living thing close to what he was about to experience wasn't going to make it out alive.  That didn't comfort him greatly since he wasn't going to have much better odds himself.


"Sorry Taipan, this is a solo run.  Don't worry about it, I sort of did this once already, and turned out just fine.  You guys never got to see the awesome scars I used to have in the Before."  Ulric joked, carefully not mentioning that he'd been legally dead for a hot minute.


She was going to argue, because of course she was, but Ulric stomped on it.  The last thing he needed was worrying about her safety while he was up to his eyeballs in whatever the hell was about to happen.


"Taipan, this isn't an option.  If you're around I'll lose focus and that will be the end of that.  The best thing you can do is be safe and sound while I bring this Watcher's gift to order.  You've done a near complete one-eighty in the last couple of months, you're not gonna blow all that away now are you?"  Ulric asked, being unfair to her.


Sometimes you have to play dirty, especially when feelings are involved.


She knew it too, going by her scowl.  He'd seen far less of that of late.  This time though, her discontent wasn't based on his humanity or her own perceived slighting by the world itself.  She was angry because she cared.  He wasn't so sure how to deal with that.  Maybe they could sit down and figure it out when he got back.


He gave her his most confident smile, "I'll be back late, don't wait up.  We'll clear tomorrow morning's schedule though, eh?" he wagged his eyebrows up and down to exaggerate the implication.  It was her father all over, which drove her nuts.


Scoffing, she rolled her eyes.  "Fine.  But I will not be getting your breakfast for you.  You will walk with your own legs, I am a Shadow, not a dinner cart.  Ancestors Watch over your path Ulric."


He was proud of how well she hid her unease.  Truly, she'd grown as a person.  Ulric had lost his hesitation about leaving his back to her, he trusted her completely now.  Which was odd for him.  Maybe he'd grown as a person too?  Unlikely, he was still an asshole.


He turned then and strode from the hall, out into the pavilion.  Once in the cold air of the fading Winter afternoon, Ulric broke out into a jog.  He hadn't been fooling around with Gother, he really had already made this decision.  He didn't know how he'd managed to forget this day was coming, blame his tunnel vision on trying to prevent ever ending up in a hospital bed again from a random pedophile coat wearing mage's fireball. Regardless, his mind had been made up long ago about which direction to go.


The fortress blurred around him as he ran.  Daylight was running out, he had to get out of the city.  What came next had to be where no one else could get hurt.  He started to weave through stalls, hurdling carts, and jumping thicker crowds, using the building walls as springboards to traverse the usual city hustle of wartime preparation.


He came to a balcony rail, beyond which was the forest far below.  He jumped the rail, snagging it with a hand to redirect his momentum, swinging down onto the pavilion below.  His feet hit together and he rolled stealing the impact to reduce the strain on his knees.  He did it again, jumping the rail, swinging to the level below, and then again, and then again, until he stood in the abandoned Elven capital, her people hidden away. 


Now Ulric turned on the speed, racing away through arboreal sky bridges.  He knew where he wanted to be, he'd spotted it from high above.  There was a bluff that overlooked a small lake.  It had a great view of the forest around, the distant mountains, and, through a small window of leafless branches, the curve of a sliver of the Zelus river.  It was a fine place.  Not too far either, only a half an hour's run.


Ulric took a small chance jumping down from the city built into the trees, falling some twenty meters to the soft forest floor below.  He crouched as he landed, his legs absorbing the fall, knees bent.  Easy.  He'd always wanted to do that.  Taking off at a dead sprint, Ulric blurred between trunks, suppressing the urge to laugh.  He'd never have been able to do this again in his old world.  He'd gained so much since coming to this world.  It was a gift, was Varda. 


Nothing was perfect though.  As he came to the top of the bluff, granite beneath his feet grey and grainy, broken stone at the base marking the passage of time, he considered the problem, panting as he recovered from the intense run. 


The problem was the people.  More specifically, the problem was the people in charge.  Ulric had no doubt that most of the folk of Prespang were honest, decent people just trying to live their lives.  Just like the Orlethrem.  Somehow, a sequence of events had been set into motion that had conspired to drive these peoples into conflict.  Someone had something to gain from creating grudges that lasted generations.  The current situation was like a boil, and infection that had to be lanced, to draw the worst of the sickness out.  That didn't treat the cause though.  No, for that, a deeper medicine was going to be needed.  Ulric had decided, lying there screaming through the stroke of a brush on ruined flesh, that if no one else would do it, he would be the cure for what ailed this world.  At least, for what he was able to fix.  A small group of wealthy, powerful men, leading others to sacrifice them at the altar of their own greed?  He could sleep well at night if all it took to stop so much meaningless suffering was to turn those few into ash.


Peace, unfortunately, wasn't in the cards.  Not for him.


If he'd wanted peace he should have minded his own business all those days ago, should have let those animals take a beaten Elf child to do who knows what?  He couldn't.  He couldn't ignore the pain of a child.  He couldn't ignore the war of annihilation carried out against a people who loved life so much that they'd devoted an entire subculture to becoming the swords and shields that would defend the rest.  He couldn't stand aside while these Deep Woods folk, who had shown him kindness, him, an ages-old enemy of their kin, now grieved over the slain.  Friends and lovers of centuries were murdered in their homes, crippled by the scores by an attack of incredible savagery.  He couldn't forgive the Bane. 


No, Ulric had thought about what he wanted from life, about what he was prepared to do to live as he saw fit.  Ulric had decided what he needed to become.  He suppressed a smile when he thought about those foolish children running through the storm, daring the skies to punish them.  An insane gamble, bravery born of ignorance, and Ulric had drawn the joker all those years ago.  As he seemed destined to do at every cut of the deck.


There'd never been any other choice had there?  It had always been the lightning.  Ulric Einar was drawn to it and it to him. 


His mind relaxed and he circulated his mana feeling the unfamiliar weight of it.  There was a resistance now that alternated with wildness.  At times resisting his pushes, at others moving as if driven by a buffeting wind.  As he'd been told to do Ulric began to attune his core to Ceraun, the mana that reflected the electromagnetic force of this strange world.  Both the same as his old world and not.  The essential ideas were similar.  Similar enough that it came to his call easily.


Ulric's core rippled as the unaspected mana within began to resonate with the concentration of lightning inside him.  He closed his eyes and brought his focus to bear.  He was tired, both physically and mentally.  This would have happened at the end of the day spent training.  Not fresh after breakfast, nooo sir.  That isn't how the dice spun for him.  But it wouldn't matter.  This was a matter of willpower and concentration.  He had those in spades.


Ceraun chased itself endlessly.  Always dissatisfied was Ceraun, always seeking a balance that was ever so slightly never to be found.  Ulric could sympathize.  He'd spent one life on dissatisfaction.  The trick was to enjoy the imbalance.  To ride the currents as they came.  He couldn't control the waves, they would roll in uncaring whether he was there or not.  He had learned instead to only worry about how he was going to ride them, to take them as they came.  Ceraun could learn a thing or two from him, he thought humorously. 


The next step was to form a shell of his own mana, expelling it even as he controlled the flow inside.  Lessons from Vedyr in controlling elemental forms helped him direct the energy to his mental image of a sphere around his body, isolating him from the wild mana around.  At first he felt nothing, the shell of energy was incomplete, slowly he closed the gaps, molding it, spreading Ceraun into an even coat.  For some reason, imagining a conductive metal shell, the Guassian flux equations dictating the interaction of the field to cancel itself within the shell, assisted his concentration greatly.  There was a violet flash as the shell manifested and Ulric stopped feeling any of the gradually adding pressure, as the external world was being held at bay by his barrier. 


Thunder rumbled distantly.  Ulric's eyes snapped open.  Thunder?  In the Winter?  He couldn't stop now.  Concentrating Ulric began to cycle Ceraun from his core into his body, making sure it remained completely internalized.  He had to replace all the volatile unaspected mana within his body with Ceraun.  He suffused his body with it.  Pushing the electrical magic into his tissues, forcing unaspected mana to either match this frequency or be ejected.  He had that oddly not quite hurting but not right sensation of holding an electric fence radiating through his bones and forced his eyes shut again.


As the shell completed, a cold gust blasted into his body forcefully enough to cause him to take a step to regain his balance.  Rolling thunder shook the ground.  Ulric concentrated harder.  Slowly his muscles drank in the energy he provided, then his organs, then his very bones.  So slowly, he replaced the resonant mana with Ceraun. 


He'd disposed of quite a bit of wild mana in the process.


Brightness greater than the falling Twins flashed his closed eyes.  Sound filled the air immediately, a sizzling crack that was followed by a boom that shook his body. 


More wind now.  Coming from unpredictable directions.  Ulric's eyes opened again.  Nobody had mentioned this.  Shor's description said the awakening process was completely an internal thing, a matter of focus and training, like juggling. 


The skies had blackened, thunderheads raced high above.  Silver lances crossed the clouds.  Their cries followed them, tolling the atmosphere with spent power.  Ulric watched as one bolt became two.  Two became a dozen. 


As the cycling energy inside him built, became purer, unified itself in an eternal chase, so did the frequency of the lightnings above grow. 


Ulric felt it, way up there inside those clouds.  Ceraun.  Wild.  Unlimited.  Free to race back to itself.  It beckoned to the force inside his core.  Called to itself.  It challenged and his resonating core beat a pulse in harmony with it.  The arrogance of a mortal creature to call lightning and try to remain separate from it.


Ceraun reached for him, to take him into its flow.  An arc as thick as an oak tree parted the darkened sky and dropped on top of him.  Sound vanished.  So did sight.  Ulric was nearly scoured from existence.  There was only the raging torrent of violet light, driving against his shell, circulating, diving into his core, trying to shatter him.  Trying to take his feeble irrelevance and make it as brilliantly powerful as itself.  Trying to help him.


He was a child again, running between the safety of a shelter and the tree.  He felt the touch of the storm, felt it's hunger.  It didn't understand this weak, lonely creature.  Nothing was ever alone, all the universe came paired.  Here.  Come and see.  Without feeling the any passage of time Ulric was, somehow, looking down on this strange new home of his.  Clouds spun, or at least, they would have had not the whole world been frozen.  There, above the clouds, reaching into the eternal dark of space, was a vast web of lightning, it hummed a sound beyond the understanding of a human.  Ulric knew he was looking at Ceraun itself.  Not the name for a form of mana.  No, he was looking at the god, the sentient force that was the consciousness of that mana.  A great sprite, connecting eternity to the flesh of Varda, it danced, bridging the cosmos.


He felt it, across every storm, weaving through every cloud, sometimes incandescent, mostly invisible, riding fields of might be's the potential for things to join together, the pain of separation, Ceraun was all of those things.  It was beautiful.  He burned to be part of it.  To BE it.  But he had things to do, people who needed him to hang around.  He had connections of his own, now.  It hurt, having to turn aside from this unity, to remain separate.  Hurt like nothing he'd ever thought he could feel, inside him.  Not yet.  One day he would come back.  Not yet.  Images flashed through him, faster than he could consciously grasp but instilling themselves into his fading will.  Of Brighteyes holding the mask Ulric had carved, joy on his childish face. Of Idra'se, hard-faced but gently guiding him through his failures to walk.  Of Bald'rt smiling with his wives.  Of Christ grinning as they strove to improve.  Of Serlic's stern gaze, the Hunter who'd given his life to guide his kin into the unknown.  Of Taipan, her scowling emerald eyes hiding her concern.  Not Yet.


Memory flooded back into him and he stood where he had been from the beginning, atop the bluff.  His senses had returned.  Clouds were dissipating above.  He smelt ozone.  And fire.  Looking around, Ulric saw what came of rejecting the flow, of separating oneself recklessly.  Ulric witnessed the folly of trying and failing to chain lightning.  Trees obliterated, smoking.  Blackened scars on the granite in some places.  Glowing glass in others. 


The shell he'd created was gone.  It had served a purpose when he'd made it but it was trying to isolate him and Ceraun did not isolate, it bridged gaps.  Ulric felt the mana inside his core, the living pulse of it racing endlessly in its need to find itself.  Gone was the uncertainty, the desire of his mana to become something, now all was lightning.  He'd awakened.


An unsteady breath escaped him.  This wasn't how it had been described.  Never a religious man, he had no trouble whatsoever reconciling what he'd seen with what he felt.  That…thing up there.  It was real.  He felt the faint edges of it.  And it knew of him.  It had welcomed him, had embraced him to bring him into its existence.  Ulric knew that if he'd accepted that, he'd be an elemental.  A being of pure, conscious energy.  It had been close.  He'd never felt so…part of everything in his whole life.  So close.  But not yet.


On shaking legs, Ulric started to make his way back to the fortress city of the Iriel'en.  He didn't know what he was going to tell anyone.  The experience had the feeling of one that would only be understood by someone who had been there, up above the clouds.  He knew one thing: he owed the Elves his life.  If Ulric had been taken up into that flow as he'd been before, isolated and alone, he'd have gone with it.  Nothing of his humanity would have remained.  He'd have joined the rest of Ceraun, part of the eternal lightning.  There had been that truth in its existence, all things are connected or will be, to reject that and become separate was to be destroyed. 


Sooner or later. 

            

    
        Chapter 96: Uncertainty Principle

    
    
    
    
                Weary steps carried Ulric along through the frozen forest floor. The last glimmers of the Twins were disappearing, the dancing binary stars themselves having fallen below the horizon of barren treetops. Dark would be on him soon. That information was, mostly, useless to him. Just something to keep in mind as he dragged himself through the snow.


Despite everything he'd experienced in this world so far, mystical beasts, a primordial forest populated by skyscraper trees out of myth, magical people, and the mana in his own body, he'd never anticipated anything like the vision that had torn him from his body to see the world from space.


Was it a dream? A hallucination born of the incredible stress of the moment? Possible. Maybe even likely, in part. Ulric was a career skeptic, he believed in nothing that did not show evidence of itself. This was why he couldn't dismiss the entity that had crackled and branched, its arcing violet light spreading, like a great tree itself, roots of lightning connecting the world to the empty vastness beyond the atmosphere. He could still feel it. Where his core used to beat with a hot, cold, rhythm, now it hummed. The quiet force of its pulse reminded Ulric of powerlines, a feeling, more than a sound, of energy barely constrained. That thing was real, and Ulric was tied to it by the threads of its power that he'd taken into himself. His core was now a mirror, well, more like a shard of a mirror larger than he could imagine, of that entity.


Ceraun.


The god of lightning and electrical force potential. Ulric had seen the world through its ephemeral eyes, just a moment. Enough to nearly scour his mind empty and turn him into an elemental. Was it like that for every awakening? The Elves had downplayed it then. Hard. Maybe to keep from scaring him shitless and making him fuck it up from sheer terror. The wreckage and ruin around his feet when his mind returned flashed into his mind's eye. Massive hundred meter trees turned into used matchsticks. Pools of glassed stone, still glowing, radiating the aftereffects of being touched by the attention of the prime elemental.


If the Akashic record had *ping*'d him in the middle of all that he hadn't noticed. He couldn't have noticed. You go see god and keep track of a little bell in your head. Nobody ever mentioned that the elemental forces, the inflections of mana, had manifestations. Or was the correct word Avatars? That thing had a will, an ego. It was inhuman, with nothing even approximating a mind as Ulric knew it. But he'd felt clearly its desires, its instinct to cross distances untold, to connect all things.


Ulric laughed silently to himself as he plodded. He'd always wondered about that. What do you mean the electromagnetic wave is infinite range? Doesn't that mean it would fill all the universe? The answer, as it happened, was yes. Yes, it did. And it was happy about it.


A shiver having nothing to do with the cold rolled up his spine. So close.


Nothing is silent like a winter night. As the last light faded, the still air became stonelike. The only movement belonged to his own body. The only sound was his boots crunching on the snow. His thoughts spiraled as he tried to wrap them around what he'd seen and felt while in the grip of the mana. When the great living fortress reared up above him, the fortress named Irielhos for that was the name of the [Heartwood] from which it was created, Ulric realized that he'd seen something similar to Ceraun before, though on a smaller scale. Irielhos, heart of the deep wood.


There was a parallel. He'd been inside the core chamber of that ageless colossus. He'd felt of its mana, a warmth, a desire to grow, to be hale inside it. The tree was another greater than mortal existence. It wanted to protect the Elves, it had spent its own vital energies to aid Bald'rt, to help keep him from being consumed by the atrocity inside his body. Ulric wondered how many of the Iriel'en knew that their fortress city was akin to a guardian diety. Maybe all of them. It was possible that Ulric had been the last to figure it out. They played that kind of thing close to the chest. With good reason.


No running around jumping for him, Ulric was exhausted. He rode the lift up to the entryway to the lowest level of the city. From there it was all a sightless blur, an impressionist painting on his every sense until he fell into his bed. He didn't feel the Elf woman throw a blanket over him.


*************


Ulric woke slowly. Otherworldly dreams of lightning faded from memory, evaporating as the frost beneath the Twins. His eyes were opened but the relief carved ceiling had yet to take on a meaningful image. Gradually the impressions of a wild pond hidden in a deep forest depression, and wild things coupled with the pond's waters filled his sight. Rise and shine.


Sitting up Ulric looked around. The now familiar apartment 2.0 surrounded him comfortingly. Sylvan wonder in furniture form, tapestries woven to depict scenes across Orlethrem, all of it a splendor of incredible artistry, right down to the wood-turned water jug that showed him bees wandering across a field of flowers. Elves.


Ulric missed his window and balcony. Being able to rise with the Twins and watch them ascend over the horizon had been a true joy. That had been ixnayed on account of he'd been one of the specific targets for assassination. The Elves were determined to keep Ulric alive out of sheer spite towards Prespang, if nothing else. Now it was an inner room with at least three layers of Elven warriors around it. Ulric didn't have a detachment of guards per se, it was just that anywhere he went there tended to be a couple of pretty hard-looking Elves hanging around like, maybe, they wouldn't mind someone trying something stupid.


He could live with it. Spend a few days having your meat scrubbed off and regrown and the rest of you boiled and you'll appreciate a couple of dudes chilling out in case something foul came a knocking.


Of Taipan he saw no trace, but a tray of food was on the table in the middle of the room so she'd been around. It was probably later than he normally rose. Ulric stripped out of his soiled garb, smelling of dried sweat, the earthy forest detritus, and, faintly, ozone.


Naked, Ulric took breakfast. He had not regained any of the modesty of the Before. If anybody wanted to come inside his rooms unannounced they were welcome to gaze upon his, formerly hairy, ass. Now they would get to see what looked like some kind of dairy cow pattern of pale skin and deep tan. Courtesy of Captain Firecracker.


As Ulric brought his breakfast sandwich to his mouth his eyes caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. The bread and meat slices scattered across the tabletop, falling freely from his deadened hands, forgotten.


His scars were back. The Lichtenberg patterns of webbed tracery had run from the back of his neck, running down the outside of his left arm, down the side of his torso, terminating in his left heel, in the exact same orientation as in the Before. He knew those scars intimately, had seen them every day for some thirty years. So. It would seem that not all of his out-of-body experience had been a hallucination. This was, strictly speaking, impossible. There was no realm of possibility in which the same exact path of current, from two different lightning bolts, could produce the same set of scars. Which meant that, somehow, he hadn't been hit twice. He'd been hit once, in two lives.


Now that's some magical fuckery for you.


Ceraun was a being of connection. Maybe it had been offended by the thought of the same existence being separated by two worlds. Ulric had to wonder how much of his life wasn't, somehow, a quantum anomaly. He was entangled, at least for that one moment in time. Was this some kind of Watcher's shenanigans? Long had he been suspicious of the circumstances of his waking up in the [Plateau of Ancients].


Didn't matter. Ulric stopped worrying about it. If the Impossible wanted him here, then here he would be. If some godlike living sprite wanted to play a joke, then fine. At least, he had a memento of his old life, no matter what else changed.


Ulric reformed his sandwich and downed breakfast. The affairs of immortals was cast out of his concerns, he had more pressing problems. Like how to explain to Taipan that she couldn't come with him when he went to Prosper.


She wasn't going to like that. Not a bit. And Ulric didn't know that there was anything he could actually do to stop her from simply following him around, probably without him even knowing she was out there, if she chose to remain hidden.


But Ulric couldn't see a way around it. He couldn't take an Iriel'en into the lands of the Otherkin. He especially couldn't take the daughter of their mortal enemy, herself not a minor threat who had been reaping them for half a century. His strategy involved remaining incognito. He couldn't fight an army. If he could just blend into the rest of the populace, however, he wouldn't need to. Doing that with a living work of art like Taipan at his side would be, more or less, impossible as far as he could see.


Maybe she'd see reason.


************


"I am your Shadow, not your mother, Ulric. I will break both of your legs if that is what it takes to keep you from killing yourself." Taipan's lovely, sultry voice whispered to him from across the short distance of water separating them in the baths.


Yeah. That was about what he'd expected.


He sighed and scrubbed his face with his hands, trying to push his stupid, stupid brain to think of some way to re-explain why, for the hundredth time, it would be a catastrophically bad idea for her to travel with him into the heartlands of her generational enemies.


Some overly optimistic fragment of his psyche, since banished to relive the most embarrassing social gaffes of his lifetime in penance, had honestly believed that this might be easy. Her initial smile of levity had been promising. Then she had realized that he wasn't trying to be amusing. And here they were.


Ulric took the threat under due advisement: She'd fucking do it.


Searching the mist roiling through the baths for clues, he tried, again, to outline the situation.


"Look, we are both aware that there is no way a Deep Woods Elf, just strolls into Prosper. There is definitely no way that, amongst all the Iriel'en who walk this rock, that YOU will stroll into Prosper. If I am to be able to take a shot at the sonsofbitches who are leading this war, I need to be able to blend in, go generally undetected, and not create a shitstorm by carrying around little Miss Black Rose, the reaper of Prespang." He said through clenched teeth.


The damned elf had the nerve to look smug about those labels.


"They will no longer be able to turn their eyes into Orlethrem, Glade Chief. How will they know that I have even left Irielhos? I have cut my hair and there are many other ways to alter my features to be so different as to be indistinguishable from any other Elf. I can alter my skin color to appear to be as pale as Lumyt'seit, or to have hair as crimson as Shor. Few there would be who even look twice at simply another Aes'r slave girl being towed along behind a barbarian from the outer reaches." She countered.


Ulric opened his mouth to tell her that was stupid.


But was it? That braid was some kind of familial thing, it was unthinkable for her to cut it. Geyrt Iriel would never be seen without that braid. If she could alter her other features, who was to know that she wasn't still inside the fortress? Not like their enemy could just scry it anymore, those holes in the magical protections of the confederation were gone. Irielhos itself was thrice guarded, the fortress city had never been as thoroughly impregnable.


Wait, had she just called him a barbarian? Focus, Ulric, not important.


"Ok, let's say you change your skin color and all the rest. How are you going to prevent some mage from doing some kind of screening for Iriel'en that neither of us know about? Surely someone, in the last couple of hundred years, has worried enough about being killed in their sleep by you or someone like you, to think to put up wards and alarms." Ulric reasoned.


"Delicate workings as you describe must be held or they fray apart, it would be, literally maddening for a mage to attempt to hold onto it perpetually. A catalyst imbued to maintain so fine a warding would burn out in days, and even Prosper's Merchant Lords could not keep replacing them." Taipan countered.


Her tone became grimmer as she further shot down his somewhat ad-hoc resistance.


"Besides, it would be mostly useless given the numbers of my kin that Prosper enjoys using as slaves in their palaces," his Shadow reasoned, "We will have more trouble evading conventional sentries, no expense will be too great to keep their own hides safe. There will also be experienced warriors as guards and elite mercenaries, deep in their classes, hired. The cowards living in their iron walls in Prosper would hold them close, afraid for our counterstroke. Exactly the kind of counterstroke you are planning, which makes it a foolish idea in the first place." Taipan countered.


Well, okay, she sort of had him there.


"I no more look as I did the last time they scried me as you do. I had hair then, and a beard. And now I have scars. Totally different, down to the core." Ulric defended himself.


"Indeed you do." Taipan said, taking him in. "Have I mentioned before how fetching those scars are? Tracings of Ceraun etched into your flesh, the storm's dance itself…it is…impressive." She purred, throwing him off.


Maybe she had mentioned them. Maybe she'd come in shortly after he'd finished his breakfast, taken one look at him sitting there nude, and jumped his bones. Maybe she had.


Gah! Get thee back temptress! Ulric ordered his lower half to stop stealing his brain. His lower half could not immediately comply, it was being encroached upon by her hands, causing him to jump and retreat into the deeper water of the great pool.


"L…later Taipan! Twin's above, people are watching!" Ulric choked, warding her hands away, before she started a battle she'd win, and stared mild outrage at her.


More than a few smiles were glistening around the room, Cheshire cats, marinading him in their attention. Iriel'en simply had not one fuck to give sometimes and he never knew when that time had arrived. He suspected there were no rules and they just did whatever they thought they could get away with depending on nebulous social standings. Or, whatever, fucking Elves.


She sat back, with a fake ass pout on her lips. She was doing that to draw his attention to them. He was on to her games. That didn't make them work any less, just he was aware of them. Ever since she'd realized she could bypass approximately forty percent of his mental defenses with her cleavage she'd become a far more fearsome opponent.


He wasn't sure what had gotten into her, normally she was more reserved in public.


For that matter, he still wasn't sure why she'd decided to start sleeping with him. He hadn't exactly parted with her on great terms before the attack. Something had changed in that period, she'd come to some kind of resolution. He was afraid to ask, it might be some kind of weird Elf shit and, so long as he could pretend ignorance he didn't have to wade into it. That didn't mean that he could leave things totally ambiguous though. Ulric had never been the type of person to take people's emotions for granted. It was too hard for him to make a connection for that to be possible. He had failed too many times to turn a budding relationship into something meaningful.


There was a whole ass possibility that he was her booty call too. Ulric was not a pretty man, but she was certainly a pretty gal. What if he was her way of "slumming"?


He didn't mind that thought as much as he initially thought he would. Maybe…


Later. Gods’ blood, later. For now, get your eyes off her and get your act together man!


Carefully finding a nice, harmless stretch of water, Ulric continued trying to convince his Shadow why her going with him was not going to work, and, furthermore, that he wouldn't let her do it.


They toweled off, heat-soaked flesh relaxed and clean.


            

    
        Chapter 97: You Don't Say

    
    
    
    
                His negotiating prowess had paid solid dividends. Taipan would do exactly as she wanted to do and there was nothing he could do about it. Additionally, she had revealed to him that she had a vial of some pinkish sludge that, when he'd voiced his suspicions, she confirmed proudly was the reagents necessary for her [Hunter's Mark] ritual to be able to locate him anywhere he ran.


*Cough* All of the reagents.


"Just keep that in your belt pouch then do you?" He'd questioned with some irritability.


"Yes. The other three identical vials I keep elsewhere Glade Chief. You will not find them. But I will find you wherever you go. I wish you to remember that, whenever idiot notions of leaving me behind roam through that worm eaten slush you keep inside your skull. Remember also what I will do to you when I catch you, Ulric." She'd threatened, smiling.


It was not a good smile. Not a friendly thing at all. More a baring of fangs, intended to let the prey know that its final destination was upon it. She was every inch her namesake when she smiled like that. Cold, calculating, vicious, and capable of immense harm without hesitation. Ulric had a feeling that smile was the last sight of many an enemy dying at her feet.


"Fine. Fine I said, you win. I'll find some way to convince you how awful an idea it is for you to accompany me." He gave ground.


"Maybe your parents will have some way to put you to rights." That last was muttered, a half thought.


"Mother Vedyr fetched Father Bald'rt from Prosper when he lost his mind and drug him back, paralyzed from the neck down by [Broad-leaf Yellow Star] poison. She did not allow him to move from his rooms for three months, until he swore he would never do so without her again, and only with the full strength of Iriel at his back. Who is it you think I take after more, Ulric, my powerful jester of a father or the Heartwood Spear of Iriel?" Taipan asked rhetorically.


He didn't bother answering, they both knew.


Back in the new apartment Taipan told him that Instructor Gother was ready to receive them at the normal time and place, if Ulric was up to it.


Ulric looked at her with surprise writ full across him, she must have gone out before he awoke to tell Gother Ulric hadn't exploded or gone elemental, the two most common fates of a failed awakening.


"Oh! Thanks, Taipan. Umm…okay, yeah, I've got questions. I know we haven't talked about what happened out there but I've still sort of not gotten my head all the way around it. Maybe the two of you will be able to tell me if I'm just off my rocker." Ulric said, his voice going distant as he thought about the events on the forest bluff.


"This 'rocker' of yours lies on the bottom of the deepest trench of the deepest Svirtalfin mine so long lost you will sooner find the heart of a dungeon than rumor of it." He was informed by his Shadow.


"[Harpy]." He libeled her in return.


"[Addled Drake]." She bantered.


He was certain she'd made that last thing up and so declared himself the winner. Not that it mattered. Certainly, it wouldn't be the case that he had a long running mental tally of the results of their verbal spars. A mental cross went across a set of four imagined chalk marks to indicate a fifth victory. He'd count the rest up later.


Anyway, he was stalling. Time to go talk to the old mage and see what he'd done to himself.


Easy silence followed them through the halls, pavilions, and walkways of Irielhos. The clangen and clamor of Elves were mere background noise now, barely registering to him. Truly, a guy can adapt to about anything given enough time.


Ulric held his questions, Taipan had previously demonstrated enough lack of interest or particular wisdom on the matter of magery to render herself immune to his questions. If he wanted to know how to set an ambush for Otherkin or how to deceive a pack of [Shadow wolves] into taking poison, Taipan was your one stop shop for volumes of knowledge. As soon as he veered away from that, however, he was swiftly buried in noncommittal shrugs and "I have heard it so's". Best to see a mage about magic.


In a few minutes, the twirling suns having crossed well past their zenith, Ulric found himself once more standing on the amphitheater floor with one Instructor Gother, eldest Aes'r of the Iriel'en.


The old elf stroked his beard as Ulric descended the stairs, murmuring who knows what Elf gobbeltygook.


As Ulric presented himself respectfully, awaiting the elder Elf to have first say, a courtesy of the Iriel'en he'd come to adopt in his months of training, the Archmage looked him over with sharp Gold and green flecked eyes, bushy brows drawn down in study.


"You are not a changeling. Nor an elemental. I can smell no sign that your core will undergo supercritical resonance and annihilate you where you stand, killing us all. Then it seems, against all odds, that you have lived. Good. I am always disappointed when a promising student scatters himself across the forest." Gother said, without inflection.


If Ulric thought he had a dry sense of humor, Gother was the unmatched Atacama of wits. At no point had Ulric conclusively determined that the wizend Elf had made a joke, but some of his statements were a little too on the nose to be accidental. Soldiering on, Ulric had to accept that all of those listed possibilities were real events, not contrived for the sake of entertainment.


Damn. They had completely undersold the whole awakening event. Ulric figured now was the time to just go in feet first.


"I don't want to alarm anybody but I think I met god. One of them anyway." He blurted.


Two pairs of fine, Elven eyebrows rose, though none spoke.


"I went through the process, as Shor explained it to me and as Bathe and Vedyr instructed, cycling my mana, attuning the my core as purely to the lightning mana as I could, as wholly Ceraun as I was able, and then began to infuse my flesh, purging the unaspected energies. As this progressed, more or less as described, I began to build my isolation shell of Ceraun. At that point, some real fucked up stuff started to occur around me." Ulric recounted.


"First of all, the unaspected mana inside my body snapped into attunement with the rest, in a way that's never happened. I always had to sort of force it along, massage it into the right wavelength. Not then. As soon as the shell started to come to completion, boom, the internalized wild mana phased in with the mana I was holding in my core." He continued, noting an appearance of concern on Gother's features and confusion on Taipans.


So. That part was atypical after all. Neither said anything though so Ulric moved on to the spooky bit.


"As the shell solidified, so did all the purged mana, and I was sitting in a pool of pure Ceraun. Sometime in there a storm gathered out of nothing, in frigid winter, and lightning started firing between clouds and falling to the ground around me. Something with sentience reached out of that chaos and grabbed me. I felt or saw or imagined, something, a massive bolt of lightning carry me into the sky, beyond the sky, and there, I saw a massive being of pure mana sitting in space."


Gother was now in shock and Taipan seemed convinced that Ulric had been hitting the Morphinator again. Nothing for it now, he had to finish.


"We called them sprites on my world, manifestations of the solar wind colliding with the electromagnetic field of our planet. It looked similar, but that thing was aware. It tried to connect with me, some part of it wanted to, I dunno, save me or help me or something, only it didn't know how. All it wanted was to…connect everyone to everything to everywhere. It was, I don't know, as if it didn't want anyone to be alone. I almost went with it but held to myself and it let go. When I gained awareness of myself again, the entire area was a lightning ravaged waste land and my shell was totally gone. My core was also awakened and I swear to you now, I can still feel that whatever the fuck it was up there, waiting. I…think it's Ceraun. You know. Like. All of it." Ulric said, losing his concern for being potentially insane.


At this point, he just needed to know what he'd seen up there. If it was a delusion born of temporary nuttiness he was totally okay with that. If it wasn't, he had to reorganize how he thought of the upper limits of what he considered possible. His quote of Shakespeare to Taipan so long ago rang ironically in his head. More in Heaven and Earth indeed.


It was Gother who eventually broke the spell. He was as severe and serious as Ulric had ever seen him.


"What you have just told me, you should never tell another soul as long as you live, Ulric. No one. Ever. There are debates thousands of years old on the natures of the elements, of the gods and their forms. If some of the orders and cults that occupy Aesvartalfheim hear what you have described they would kill you. Either for blasphemy or to raise you as a saint of their order. There are writings a bare handful of the most ancient and learned Aes'r and Svartalfin, myself included, can read. They describe the existence of Prime Elementals, gods, who are the desires and will of the elements made whole." The wizard said, grimly.


"Few there are who ever make contact with them, not and remain whole. I believe your contact with the Eternal Gaze put a sort of safety net around you, a buffer of its own will, else you'd have been consumed. None who awaken experience this thing though, this is a matter for archmages." He continued, still not quite believing.


"It is that freakish thing inside you, that godtouched core. Never should you have had so much raw mana sitting around inside you. When you awakened it, you pulled so greatly on its energies that you called Ceraun, the prime, you held its attention for a moment. Catkin are said to have a dozen lives but you have burned through a score of them to be here now." Finished Gother in a stunned whisper.


That was enough to properly scare a former professional geek into submission. Meeting a god went right into his Tell No One box with a nice fat padlock to see it buried in his subconscious.


"Then I'm not crazy?" Ulric checked.


"Oh, you're crazier than nine [Berserkir Hornets] in a jar of [Evernight sap].” Gother the Wise told him in the first break of that Elf's composure that Ulric had witnessed.


“But you aren't delusional and, that is better than you are allowed to ask for Glade Chief." Concluded the Wizard more calmly.


Ulric rubbed his temples at that judgment. Whatever happened to his dreams of living in a shack in the woods? How did this turn into some kind of…trip down the Odyssey? It hadn't worked out so very damned well for Ulysses and Ulric wasn't geared for this kind of godshit. Terrestrial nonsense was already doing a number on him.


Focus Einar. What of this can you use?


"Alright, alright, before my Shadow explodes from holding herself in," Ulric began, directing a pointed stare at the ever so slightly shaking form of his beautiful Huntress bodyguard, "What does this mean for the awakening process? Did it work? Is the crisis over now?" He asked, stressing that last part.


He dearly needed to check off some crisis boxes.


The bearded Elf nodded simply at that, giving Ulric some good news, at last. "The awakening is complete, you will not kill yourself from mana resonance now. Later, it is within the realm of possibility that you are disintegrated by Ceraun's direct touch, but such is the eventual fate of all Archmages. I myself cannot draw on my reserves too greatly or Deyndro will make a statue of me, or perhaps, a sapling of the [Heartwood], if I am worthy."


"Does that happen to everyone? This…elementalization?" Ulric asked.


A definitive cutting motion of the wide sleeved arm killed that notion.


"Absolutely not. Most mages never come close to the root of their powers. Even Weavers, masters of their art, are mostly too distant from the truth of things to find the attention of the Primes. It is possible that those classes that are ultimately refined may come close to it but I have not witnessed it or been handed evidence sufficient to convince me that it has happened. Those classed so are all too grounded in reality to properly lose themselves to the substrate of existence. Finding a Root Anchor in your classes is virtually the only way to imprint oneself into the world in such a way as to prevent your eventual annihilation." Explained Gother, as if that clarified anything.


He'd lost Ulric about half way through that but Ulric had firmly decided not to probe any more into it. Every time the old Elf spoke, he added existential horror to Ulric's life.


"Allllrriiiighty then. Sorry I asked, a bit. What's changed, for me? How does this process, impending doom aside, alter how I use magic or manipulate my core?" Ulric asked, trying to get this conversation onto a useful track.


"Finally, a pertinent question." Commented his Shadow from the side.


You know what Taipan? Ulric bit back a retort. Focus. She's decided to fuck with you now. Probably comeuppance for the plan to leave her behind. Deal with her later.


Even Gother glanced at her, a not so subtle suggestion for her to butt out if she wasn't going to contribute.


Ulric resisted the absolutely inane urge to offer the skeletal Archmage a high five.


"Let us find out directly Ulric." Suggested Gother, raising his hand and a three meter tall pillar of solid wood from the floor that fairly radiated strength.


"Now that your core is attuned, to Ceraun I am assuming, that is the native form of your mana. This does NOT mean that you are limited only to this one mana form, a failing of many Adepts. Just because you are now stronger and swifter in the use of this mana you should not neglect the use of others. You mentioned that Shor taught you to oscillate through mana forms. This is a good thing. Let me first show you a practice methodology for relearning how to do so. Now that your mana is naturally attuned you will need to go through the process of unattuning it, reverting it back into the raw waveform, to be shaped anew to whatever purpose you need." Lectured Gother, back in his element.


"Attend."


Damnit. Things always got difficult when they said that.


True to form, a gaseous sphere of greenish brown mana solidified into what appeared to be a billiard ball of oak. The ball dissolved to become an enormous water droplet. And again to form a shard of ice. A ball of blue flame. A globe of lightning. Gother transmuted the mana from one form to the others. Seven elemental forms and not a drop of sweat on his brow. From there, the old Archmage displayed, instead of something merely incredibly difficult, an act that was nearly impossible. The globe of mana became seven smaller globes each spinning in a large circle. As they crossed before the golden irises, flecks of emerald catching the light, they became one of each of the previous elemental forms, until he had all seven orbiting in a circle before him.


"The first exercise you will begin immediately. Refining your mana to unaspected and then reattuning it, so smoothly that the reversion to raw form is without pause. It is critical that you learn to do this quickly or you will struggle to use most of your powers in an actual combat and become one of those failed Adepts, cripples who will never become Weavers, let alone Archmages." Spoke Gother with a deep contempt of any who would not seek to master this basic manipulation of their own mana.


"And the second?" Ulric prompted, perhaps unnecessarily. He could tell the Old Boy was having him on a bit now.


"You'll pick it up in a century or two." Answered the Elf drily.


            

    
        Chapter 98: Marching Orders

    
    
    
    
                For two days, Ulric did little other than attempt to manipulate his magic, to use the spellforms that he’d trained to mastery.  Under tutelage of Shor, Bathe, and Vedyr he’d found some measure of aptitude for magecraft, had applied the principles of his Earthen science to hone their mental algorithms so finely polished and mana flows refined to perfection, as denoted by the Akashic’s bestowal of the coveted rank V moniker for true comprehension. Nothing was working correctly, even when it did anything at all.


Once more, Ulric drew heavily on his awakened core, the ever moving mana racing through him unlike the placid forms before.  He focused his will on the eternally self-searching Ceraun and pulled it into unaspected form the neutral mana from which he could then shape Infrig.


Hardening his will and keeping the image of the frozen blade clear in his mind he failed completely, again, to cast [Ice Blade].  A drawing up of ice, only for the crystal to shift and shatter, diamond dust glittering in the air, drifting, as the spell unraveled.  This was the third time in a row.


"Seven hells!" Ulric yelled, frustrated.


At Gother's prompting he'd begun manipulating his mana, reverting it and then reshaping it to make his standard list of spells.  It was exceedingly difficult and far slower than he was accustomed.  He felt almost like he'd taken a step backwards in his magical prowess.  He hadn't been this slow to get these mental algorithms rolling since he'd initially taught himself the magic way, way back in around his campfire lit evenings in the glade.   


If he'd had this much trouble when that mage attacked him he'd be a dead man.  Hell, he probably would have struggled to cast well enough to kill the [Heckler Monkeys].  This sucked.


"This sucks."  He told the room, speaking to no one in particular. 


"Is awakening your core supposed to be a good thing?"  Ulric asked sarcastically.


"Your core, the instrument of your connection between Varda's manasphere and your will, has been rebuilt entirely.  It is the first days, give it some time."  Suggested Taipan. 


Instead of saying "You give it some time." like a juvenile, Ulric merely thought it.  Like a juvenile.  Damnit, he was feeling inadequate now that one of his greatest weapons had been pretty effectively neutered.


Breathing deeply a few times to recenter, Ulric broke down and asked.


"Okay, what am I doing wrong?  The spell feels like it's…falling apart, somehow.  Like it vibrates as the mana forms." 


Gother stroked his beard and waved a hand as if it was to be expected.


"It's to be expected." He said.


Ulric very carefully did not spit on the ground.


"Your core is attuned to Ceraun now Glade Chief.  Ceraun, by its nature is in motion.  It is heavily composed of Motis, the primordial mana form of movement.  By contrast, Infrig has a most predominant component of Desidia, unmotion.  These two are incompatible and your attempts to revert your mana are failing to purify the mana completely.  Think of it in this way, your mana is Vanished Night but you are trying to create pure water, even the slightest imperfection of your distillations is going to cause the Motis left behind to contaminate, breaking apart the Infrig matrix."  Gother said, in the most drawn out way to say "Git gud" possible.


Ulric sighed.  At least most of his other spells were fine.  A little slow, but still potent.  [Stone Wall] didn't want to fine down like he'd done to make the track on their wild ride back to Irielhos from the [Ancient's Plateau] but he could live with that.  Not having access to an entire element was different.  He'd have to live with it a while though, Gother had suggested that it could be years before he was back to full speed with his other than lightning magics. 


"Too much bitterness ruins the Kav tea, Glade Chief."  Instructor Gother said, with a loud clap of hands that nearly pulled a jump from Ulric as he wallowed in his own incompetence.


"Let us instead, demonstrate the advantage of the new Adept, unable to effectively multitask, over the Apprentice with their flexible, but less focused magics."  the Elf suggested, "Use your most potent Ceraun spell, to see how it has changed.  Allow your newly awakened core to truly flex its might."


At this point, Ulric was down for some wanton destruction.


Ulric drew one of the small throwing knives he now had strapped on over his pants, a practice he had neglected since going unarmored in the fortress but now resumed since he'd recovered from the attack. The armor itself was still in the possession of Uldin and that was on Ulric's to do list.  The burly Smith had been swamped with trying to make up the shortfalls of a dozen or so of his colleagues being murdered by the shitbird mage hit squad. 


Ulric had decided to just let the man work, fucking with artisans was a good way to have your stuff done sometime next decade.


"Alright, here we go." 


Ulric sent his mind down the familiar pathways, the mental circuit to produce the flow of charge and found that he was wasting his time.  He didn't need to do that anymore, Ceraun was moving already.  All he had to do was suggest that it should move faster and it did.  Power cycled from his core at an alarming rate.  A random arc of violet light leapt from the hand holding the knife to burn a scar across the floor before it jumped to track another wriggling line of char.  Ulric had to clamp down on his mana, to harden his control over the flows.  He'd hit breakdown so fast he hadn't realized he was there yet.  It was so…natural.


A casual throw of the knife sent it spinning to strike the wooden target, damaged slightly from the earlier practice.  As the hilt bounced from the dense wood, Ulric released the torrent that had been building at an alarming rate. 


[Lightning Javalin]


HISS.  BOOOOMM.


The wooden pillar exploded into kindling and flaming shrapnel, scattering small torches across the amphitheater. 


Ulric was stunned.  That was even stronger than the overcharged version he'd used against Captain Firecracker.  The same mage who'd basically shrugged off his best shot using juiced up [Cinderpearls]. 


Taipan had covered her ears, prepared for the incredibly disorienting blast of sound, especially for sensitive Elven hearing. 


Even better, at the moment of release Ulric could feel that he could do much, much better.  He didn't have to fight the mana any longer, it moved at a whim, rather than being driven.  The real problem was keeping it from lashing out at random. 


Gother looked at the smoking wreck of his pillar and glanced towards Ulric.


"I had heard that you were able to join with the flow of Ceraun but I hadn't believed it.  Surely, they mispoke.  But no, there is no doubt, you are indeed touching the energy even as it turns loose its destruction.  Perhaps you did not draw the Primordial's attention by accident at all."  Hypothesized the Wizard.


This was just knowing what electricity is being put to work.  Applied fundamental theories of physics, that's all.  And, if it was now so easy to manipulate the movements of charges and fields, he was going to start figuring out how to do the fancy shit.  Electromagnetism.  Lasers.  Radar.  The stuff that would put him in a new weight class as far as his offensive and defensive spells were concerned.


Try ambushing me when I've got a goddamned heart beat sensor field that extends a half click out you bastards. 


Ulric was still holding a grudge on account of the burning.  The maddened whisper of rage and murder that liked to occupy his brainstem urged him to go forth and share that grudge before he stepped on it.  It could be distracting, going on like that.


"Now, let us see the spell that was the end of the last Guardian of the Ancient's Plateau."  Requested Gother.


This was an oldie but a goodie.  The twice evolved spell had begun as something he had to be touching to use and had metamorphed into a devastating single tendril of power that extended some two or so meters away.  Ulric had considered it to be something of a trump card for melee combat.  Not much would stand up to having a souped up arc welder applied to it.


Easy as thought he called up the flow of energy, mana eager for release.  Directing it was the problem.  It had a natural tendency to reach out towards things he concentrated on, fortunately or he'd have never been able to use it without risking killing everything around him.  It similarly had a tendency to reach towards other things after those first things were destroyed unless he shifted his focus.  Just letting it run loose made it ground against the floor nearby.


Ulric started to release it, but held his hand.  Wait a second.  A shifted focus, a new target.  Why only one?  Why not many targets?  And why did it have to start with him, Ceraun carried power with it like a bucket carries water.  It's not like there wasn't enough power to do it either, he wasn't even noticing this strain on his core.  What about…one target after another, in series.  He was pretty sure he could do it now that he didn't waste so much effort with mana harmonization and generating the flows.  His core was running like a supercharged generator, spinning up energy on demand. 


Just right now he shelved the idea, he'd be experimenting with this later though.


Reaching out with a thread of mana he allowed the pent up Ceraun to pour out


[Voltaic Riot]


Blistering violet light tore into the base of the pillar that had been ruined, chewing deep scores out of it, accompanied by an intensely angry buzz, like all the hornets in the world.  Redirecting the flow he pushed it towards another piece of broken wood, which was torn apart by the current, and then to another, and another, snapping the arcing light like a whip between targets.


He realized he was burning through his mana at a ridiculous pace and cut off the flow.  Watcher's Tits, that spell was almost alive.  Hungry. 


There was a draw-back to this kind of power.  It was too easy.  There was no resistance to any of it, the mana just flowed out of him, eager to bring its crackling touch.  Ulric could drain himself of his entire mana reserve in a couple of seconds.  He could make a lightning bolt as thick as his torso and face mana exhaustion with a bare thought. 


This was a good way to atomize himself, if he didn't learn to control it.


"Well?"  He asked the attending Elves, hopeful.


Taipan wagged her hand tilting it back and forth in a gesture that said "So-so"


Gother was even more ambivalent.


"It's a start.  You're burning through your reserves so quickly that it's impressive.  And wasting so much mana that would clearly kill lesser classed warriors and beasts a half dozen times over.  It's…sloppy.  Unrefined.  We will do better."  Gother said getting interested in the project as he spoke.


Here it comes, Ulric thought.  Attend, he told himself.


"Attend."  Spoke Gother.  The lesson got even harder.


************


Ulric felt like a wrung out mop.  In a somewhat strange twist, he wasn't exhausted from any physical or even magical perspective, his newly tuned mana construct was cranking along nicely.  No, he was plain, old fashioned, brain beat. 


The mental exercises for adapting his old methods for spellwork to include the initialization by reverting Ceraunic mana to unaspected mana was demanding.  It required a dedicated bit of attention or contaminating influences ruined the workings.  Unlike before, when he'd failed to properly attune a manaform, getting close enough was fine, because where he was successful in generating a specific elemental mana, it would sort of automatically resonate with the unrefined mana around it, pulling that along with it to grant him what he needed for his spell to operate.  Without the crutch of unaspected mana harmonizing itself for him, he was struggling. 


His old core had been like having training wheels.  The awakened one was like being handed a super car with paddle shifters.  It demanded a degree of skill from him that he didn't quite have.  Except for utilizing the native element, that is.  So long as it was Ceraun, Ulric could cast with a speed and power that were exponentially greater than he'd ever managed before. 


This was Gother's trap.  The failed Adept, never learned to utilize their previous abilities, they leaned into their awakened core's attunement.  It resulted in a pretty drastic magical power spike.  A big ooomph.  But it was brittle growth.  Ulric was with the aged Elf mage on this one.  It sucked super hard to have to relearn to use his magic.  It felt bad to be bad.  However, intentionally choosing to throw away the other manaforms just because it was inconvenient was a huge mistake.  He would be, effectively, choosing to forget all the knowledge and theory of his prior life that empowered his casting to be greater than was normal.   Unacceptable.


His musings were interrupted by the same older gentleman, the Duty who had accompanied Halet so long ago to "invite" him to his training lessons.  The grey haired elf wasn't near so ancient as his curmudgeonly magic tutor but was definitely…well marinaded in life.


"Glade Chief, it is a pleasure to find you well.  You are invited to attend upon young Lord Lumyt'seit.  At your earliest convenience, of course."  Said the liveried Elf with the gentle calm of a mountain face.


Translation: If you ain't dyin' get your ass over there.  Orders received and obeyed, my good Elf!


"Thank you Duty, I will see what need the Golden Crown has for me."  He said, hunting for a tenth the poise the older man possessed. 


They must practice that in front of a mirror for a couple of decades or something.  Smooth as fresh goose shit.


"Let's go see what's going on with your little brother Taipan.  He probably wouldn't call unless it was important, the kids got problems enough without wrangling my cranky ass."  Ulric tried in his improved Elvish.


"Very well, Glade Chief.  If you need carrying let me know, you appear worn by the day's efforts."  Teased the Sylvan goddess. 


He was just about whipped enough to call her bluff.  It would serve her right for her lip.  And he'd be able to fondle her while she walked.  Bonus.  No, Ulric, that's just the tiredness talking, letting your hindbrain take over.  Down, Simba!


Ulric started walking before he unmanned himself by asking for a piggy back ride.  Taipan fell into step just behind him.  Neither slowed until they had reached the upper most level of the fortress, the seat of power in Irielhos, buried amongst the crown of branches at its apex.  Through a massive set of wondrously worked bronze doors, which opened as lightly as if made of balsa wood, sat the audience chamber, a combination of throne room and great hall.  In the back were the personal apartments of the Iriels.


In the seat that had, until recently, been occupied by one Bald'rt Iriel, until his near assassination by Elf Bane poisoning, sat Brighteyes, Interim Lord of Iriel.  A golden haired, fair complected Elf child with piercing emerald irises flecked a deep gold.  Hence his nickname from Ulric, levied upon their first days together, when he'd tired of calling the then nameless child "Boy", Brighteyes.


Lord Brighteyes Iriel was the picture of his mother, one of the highland Elf tribes, the Melond.  He was also an Adept mage at the tender age of twenty-eight, a prodigy.  A sharp kid was Brighteyes.  He'd need it all, he was in the cookpot up to his neck. 


When they presented themselves before the throne, Child King sitting on his father's too large place, Ulric could tell the kid was having a tough time.  He also had the grit of his sire and dam in him.  Iriel was in good hands, young though they might be.


"Good evening Brighteyes, what has your knickers twisted?"  Ulric asked, with their customary casualness with one another.


"Thank you for coming so quickly Ulric, old age is hard on short-lived joints, or so I am told."  Returned the not-quite child.


A running gag.  Ulric couldn't help but think of himself as an old man at times, the attitudes of his former life creeping in, even though he wore a youthful body in its prime.  In nearly all other ways that mattered, he was amongst a people who could very easily call him a child.  His age in this world was less than that of the Elven boy king on the throne.


"To business Ulric Glade Chief.  You need to depart on your mission immediately.  Tomorrow even."  Said Lord Brighteyes, stunning Ulric.


Brighteyes had been one of the most vocal opponents of Ulric's stated goal of taking a giant, flaming shit on the Prosper thugs that had ordered the attacks against Iriel and the Orlethrem nations in general.


Now he was not only in favor but suggesting Ulric basically just take off?  What changed?


"Alright little buddy, dish.  What have you learned?" Ulric prodded.


Brighteyes scrubbed his face briefly, letting the guise of an unflappable ruler slip for a moment.  Cute kid.  Soon enough though he pulled his shit together and looked the part of the Golden Crown, proxy ruler of the confederated Aes'r tribes.  The biggest swinging dick the Elves had while in war time, which they were.


"Not very much, and yet, I am following one your 'hunches' Glade Chief."  Brighteyes admitted.


"All of this time I have listened to the reports given to my Father.  I have sat while my Mothers debated and charted possible courses with him.  When your reports of the actions in the [Forest of the Forgotten] were shared I began to have suspicions.  Your hypothesis of a long-lived guiding the enemy through several generations of their rulers struck the final doubt from my mind."  the young Oberon declared.


"Our actions so far have been taken with the full wisdom of our people.  We have acted in accord with the age-old strategies and perspectives of our kin before us, that have led us to victory time and again.  In doing so I feel that we have become predictable.  Our enemy is wise to our ideologies and has predicted our movements.  Even now, doctrine says that I should marshal our troops along the borders of Orlethrem, to capture the Prespang forces like a net and draw them into Elf lands to strangle them, as we have done for generations.  The conventional dogma says to send Zelussin attack fleets upriver to control movements East and West across the continent, and drive a stake into Prosper, sieging their capital."  The golden-haired elf said, his eyes distant, as if playing the scenarios out in his mind. 


Which he probably was, the lad was trained by the best his kin had to offer and had natural talent.  Precocious, his status said.  The Akashic record told no lie.


"This," Brighteyes continued, "is why I will do none of these things except to send a diversionary force upriver to burn out the Prespang fortifications that have too long encroached, unpruned by the Zelussin for fear they would eat their profits in retribution.  Well.  There will be no river trade while I am King, and not until I am convinced that we do not feed vipers to strengthen their venom." Scoffed the boy, in a tone very unlike one you'd expect from a child, more like a fed-up soldier.


"Until the fangs are pulled I will choke Prosper with the threads they sought to use to bind the continent to their will.  Trade.  I will leverage the combined forces and infrastructure of Orlethrem to create trade routes that beggar the merchant kings in their golden thrones.  And I will close those trade routes to any who would send goods or buy them from those monsters.  All will soon know that they have used the Bane, the Aktinia sail already to guarantee this, risking the Winter storms to bring word to all ports of call.  Soon, it will be common knowledge that trade with Prespang is war against Orlethrem."  He announced.


The kid was thoroughly on a roll now, his demeanor bespeaking the fury of the losses incurred thanks to the attentions of Prosper, from the murder of his friend to the deaths of his tutors in the attack and all the kin wounded and killed that same day, to say nothing of the sorry state of his parents.


"For the armies of Orlethrem I have a different task than receiving the forces of our enemies.  Instead of a net I will employ our warriors and Hunters as a bullwhip.  I will strike deep incursions along the borders, raiding and destroying infrastructure.  We will poison their wells.  We will burn their villages and kill their livestock.  Nothing that can be eaten will be left, as locusts we will strip the lands.  Then we will withdraw, before a counter force can be mustered.  The greater part of Orlethrem's armies will remain in reserve, guarding the Sanctums and new trade routes, and will posture to raze Prosper should they combine their armies to push deeply into Elven territory."  Promised the young Lord of Iriel.


"Our enemies wished for a war and they will have it, but on our terms.  My terms.  I will not offer them a single engagement in the field, if they want to fight Elves they will do it on the run.  We will not fight a single battle, and they will never be allowed to draw down.  When they withdraw I will advance, when they advance I will withdraw to another target.  Their incursions into Orlethrem will find empty fields and abandoned villages, we can afford to vacate these lands and turn them into a waste of their supplies.  This I will do for a generation of their kind, without rest.  Any village, fort, or township within two hundred leagues of the border with Orlethrem will be culled.  When their people realize that they cannot hide behind their slow armies, and that they cannot eat their arms and armors, then perhaps they will realize the foolishness of attacking the Aes'r."  Brighteyes, Heir Lumyt'seit of the Iriel'en, burned with cold fury.


Welp.  That settled that, for Ulric.  He'd always suspected that fucking around with the Elves was a bad idea and now he knew it for true.  If whoever was responsible for all this horror thought they'd made their lives easier by getting Bald'rt out of the way, they were badly mistaken.  The apple falleth not far from the tree in Iriel.  They were really going to regret not killing that lad when they had the chance.


Which begged the question, why was it suddenly that Brighteyes wanted him to go out there?


"Alright Brighteyes, I'm with you so far.  You're talking my language for going all scorched earth on anybody that would attempt to use dirty bombs.  My question is, why is it that you want me to get a move on now, rather than in the three or four weeks like I'd planned?"  Ulric prompted.


The striking gaze levied on him served to remind Ulric that, in a very fundamental way, Elves were not Human.  They had a completely different mindset.  Their similarities were only that, similarity.  Not sameness. 


"It pains me that I would treat a friend so, but I will not lie to you or deceive you, Ulric.  I want you to go now so that you can be my gauntleted fist, striking my enemies between the eyes while I arrange my forces.  You will divert them.  Likely hurt them.  Maybe, you will even be able to do exactly as you intend and find a way to drive a knife into their leadership.  But, even if not, you will have their attention.  By the time they realize that I have no intention of using conventional strategy and that you are an independent actor, I will have my positions entrenched and my raid teams dispersed to inflict the maximum harm on them until they can group enough forces to stop them."  Confessed his little buddy.


"Is that all?  Brighteyes, you don't have to feel bad about that."  He told the youth.


Surprise painted the childish features, cutting into that bloodthirsty mindset that had settled into him. 


"I do not?"  He asked.


"Nope. Not at all.  I'd be glad to go sucker punch those assholes for you.  It'd be my pleasure."  Ulric told the Elf honestly.


It really would.  He'd do just about anything to shut up the hateful imp screaming retribution in the back of his head.  That shit hadn't let up for over two months.  As long as Ulric even subconsciously thought that an enemy was plotting some kind of aggression or incursion against his home in the glade, the Lord Instinct that had become part of him on taking ownership of the mantle [Lord of the Ancient Glade] would not cease urging him to destroy that enemy.  Preferably from behind, before it could feel his breath on its neck.  It was that kind of thing.


Honestly, the extra few weeks were just him delaying the inevitable because Ulric had not, at one time, been a fundamentally violent person.  He just mostly wanted to be left the hell alone.  Only these dirtbags weren't going to allow that and he discovered in this world that he actually did sort of have a knack and inclination for settling things the old-fashioned way.


You'll kill people just following orders if you do this Ulric, people who never did a thing to you, he reminded himself. 


Krieg ist die Hölle.  Tough shit.  They made their choices and Ulric was going to be their consequence, they didn't have a right to regret it later.  Ask the bits of him that had fallen off while Taipan carried him to the Medicos for sympathy.


Of course, that had been before his core had gone critical.  Now, he really could use the extra time to rebuild his spellforms.  Hmm…can't I just do that on the road?  After I spend the day hunting, at night, by the fire, just like the old days.  He wouldn't really have to worry about being attacked in the evening, not with Taipan around.  She was far, far more dangerous than he was in the dark.  Mostly during the day too, but he'd closed that gap significantly and would even more so once he got his magic straightened out again.


His first friend on Varda blinked a couple of times before smiling.


"Thank you, Ulric Glade Chief.  I was worried that I sent a friend into harm's way against their wishes.  I would not do that to you if it were not a thing I considered necessary for my people.  Would you share a meal with me?  It may be the last we have together until we meet again in Ony'ro Varden, Varda's Dream."  Offered Brighteyes.


"I'd be glad to lad.  I've been busy lately, let me tell you some stories.  Ohh! I'll tell you about the time I kicked your Sister's ass using a [Stone Wall] and a pouch of grease."  He said getting excited about the memory.


"He did not 'kick my ass'. It was a dirty trick and it did not work again."  Denied his Shadow fervently.


Her eyes when she realized she couldn't pull her bow string or hold weapons with grease all over her hands and the way she'd skidded across the slick floor still brought a smile to his face.

            

    
        Chapter 99: Best Served Cold

    
    
    
    
                It was time to go. 


Irielhos had been good to him.  The Elves had been good to him.  But he had to leave the nest and get out into the world for a while.  He would rather it have been to enjoy the marvels of a foreign world as a tourist or visiting scholar of sorts.  Instead, he was going to be doing it as a predator with a very particular prey that liked to disguise itself as people. 


But people didn't use horrors like the Bane.  They didn't attack a group of people trying their best to be left the hell alone or send assassins aiming for children. 


Ulric was saddened to find out that humanity seemed to have some of its flaws baked into the hardware, so to speak.  All it took was a few madmen.  Just a couple of these monsters, wearing Human skin, in the right place, at the right time, with a motive and the power to execute it. 


Grim thoughts accompanied Ulric through his morning exercises, the usual peace they offered denied him this day.  A reformed Taipan went through her own routines for facing the day.  In mostly silence, they packed their gear into travel packs, a little on the heavy side to provide protection from the Winter's fading grasp.  It was starting to warm up out there, but the air still had a considerable bite to it, especially when clothes grew wet from the ever-present snow. 


Modern textiles were non-existent, of course.  No specialty waxes or hydrophobic treatments to create bomb-proof cold weather gear.  It turned out that the Iriel'en knew of an astounding number of different animal hides that offered ridiculous protection from the inclement weather, however.  They were frequently as heavy as they were resistant to the elements.  There were exceptions.


Notably, the cloak Ulric wore made of [Forest Lord] hide was one.  It weighed about what a nice leather duster would have in his old life but shed water and the fur, turned inwards, held his body's heat incredibly well. 


Taipan had her own bit of Elven Winter tech, a thick overcoat that was made up of two animal hides sewn together.  The outer layer was some kind of giant river otter the size of a walrus, totally waterproof, while the inner layer came from something similar to those jumped-up wolverines, [Polar Weasels], that was heavily insulating.  Tents?  Check.  Snowshoes?  Check.  Weapons?  Uh oh.


Ulric realized that he had never spoken with Smith Uldin since their disastrous first meeting. 


A meeting that had been engineered by his lovely Shadow to be as uncomfortable as possible, with the Smith playing along as a fine example of Iriel'en humor.  They just loved to dick with people, the longer they could keep the ruse going the better.  Taipan had rolled on her Uncle one night when Ulric had jokingly threatened to break up with her for an "Elf with proper shoulders and who could provide for his household's needs".  She hadn't done so because she thought he was serious, merely to fulfill her promise to "put in a good word" for her Uncle who enjoyed the company of a man of Ulric's general shape and disposition.  When Ulric confirmed that he had no such interest, but thank you for the compliment, she relaxed.


It was no exaggeration to say that her Uncle Uldin was considered quite the catch.  If he hadn't kept himself cooped up, buried in his projects and obsessions, he'd have been a big hit on the dating scene.  Ulric could sympathize.  He wished the Smithing savant well in his romantic pursuits but, unfortunately, Ulric found nothing appealing about the male form.  That stance got slightly confused when he saw Bald'rt Iriel who was a dead ringer for his knockout daughter, but with a decidedly masculine bent.  It still creeped him out a little, although he was getting over it.


In any case, Uldin's personal life was not the problem.  The problem was that he still had Ulric's armor and had promised Ulric a sword, made using the captured weapons of a Beastkin and Human in the party that had taken Brighteyes.  Weapons whose metals were of a rarity and quality that was at odds with the half-bandit scum bags from whose corpses he'd taken them.  Given his lack of re-mastery of his full arsenal of elemental magics, he was going to need those more brute-force solutions to problems.


Glancing up from his travel kit and at his notably better-armed traveling companion, Ulric decided to mention the obvious.


"I'm gonna need to fetch my armor back from Master Smith Galen Uldin before we go." 


Taipan frowned a touch.  She knew better than anyone the finicky nature of her effective 'godfather'.  He was a perfectionist by nature.  When he finished a project that meant that it was of a quality and craftsmanship unparalleled by Iriel'en Smiths.  The problem was that any perceived defect or imperfection relegated the item to the demanding Elf's refuse bin.  Weapons that would be considered masterpieces elsewhere the Elf had tossed into a hodgepodge barrel to be used to bang around and test different ideas for more worthwhile projects. 


It had been over two months since the Master Smith had taken on this project for Ulric, bribed by being able to study Ulric's replica Roman armor.  First, the Lorica, a set of overlapping plates of [Forest Lord] bone, fastened to a leather jerkin from the same creature.  Over this could be worn a set of large pauldrons of the same.  An armored skirt, simple vambrace, and greaves completed the set.  He'd never figured out how to shape a helmet.  Nor had he properly been able to do boots.  He wasn't going to lie about it, the Elven cobblers had been a gods send, he was not a fan of his rough bush boots.


In any case, the techniques and concepts of a foreign civilization had been an inspiration for the touchy Smith and he'd accepted Ulric's order on that account.  That and to help keep his "Little Girl", as he referred to Taipan, from having Ulric drag her down at a critical moment.  The question now was, would there be a weapon?  Or, had Uldin gotten sidetracked, bogged down by his compulsive nature?


They left today, with or without the weapon, so he had to hope.  Off to see Uldin!


Ulric took some comfort knowing that the two of them had been deliberately fucking with him.  Otherwise, he would be forced to admit that he had the conversational skills of a squirrel, a deep suspicion born of insecurity and neuroticism in his former life that he'd thought himself past.  As they passed through Irielhos the small shops, stacks of materials, and carts being hauled on rickshaws, everything fairly well vibrated with activity.  Elves bustled past, too busy to stop but he met eyes with a good few of them and many fleeting greetings were thrown his way. 


The former Smithing Guild was a sad reminder of the loss of life during the mage assault.  The debris was gone and the charred sections of foundation had healed, courtesy of the living [Heartwood] of which nearly every building in the city was constructed.  Scaffolds were raised and Elves with the agility of spiders were climbing them to reassemble the superstructure.  An enterprising team of three was roofing with some kind of slate shingle, one of the few nonwooden materials used.  Made sense for a smithy place to want some improved fireproofing. 


Especially after the attackers had clearly intended to use fire to burn the fortress to the ground.  The only reason they hadn't been successful was the insane durability and innate resistance of [Heartwood] to fire.  There was a heavy Terra component to the mana signature of Irielhos, the great tree from which the fortress was made that lent the Tree Guardian and possible pseudo-diety, resistance to flame beyond what anybody not Iriel'en would suspect.


The odd couple of Human and former Elf royalty moved along through the hustling sights of the city to find a somewhat out-of-the-way corner overlooking the forests below.  A sprawling ranch-style home with an attached smithy that belched smoke from an internal forge fire.  Uldin was working, as usual.  Smith Galed Uldin was something of a hermit, who buried himself in his work and study of the materials and techniques of his craft, an Elf after Ulric's own heart. 


Ulric deeply regretted not being able to spend more time picking the Smith's brain.  The attack had put a great many things to waste, his chance to learn Vardan metallurgy, not the least.  Not near the top of the list, mind, too many lives had been lost or devastated for that to be true, but Ulric could have probably helped Uldin figure out some neat tricks if they'd gotten to sit down and trade pointers.  The metals of this world were beyond anything he'd ever seen with their bizarre combination of traditional alloying and physical grain structures and synergistic mana fields that amplified properties or conferred entirely new ones.  


Sighing at the loss of such a magnificent opportunity to pick up a part of his former life that he'd loved he knocked on the thick wooden door, noting reinforcements to the hinges and latch.  A metal frame as well. 


Ulric smiled, recalling kicking in this door when Uldin had made him wait an hour outside, part of Taipan's ploy to fuck with him.  She knew he hated being made to wait without reason. 


He gave it a moment.  Odds were, the Smith was working in his smithy, a place resistant to sound by necessity, thick stone walls were a good idea when you were dealing with forge fires, metal sparks, and white-hot bars of stock being shaped with tong and hammer.  Ulric knocked again.  Add to the soundproofing of the stone-walled smithy that, if Uldin was working, that the roar of the forge fire, and ringing of metal would be quite loud. 


They waited another five minutes. 


Ulric was beginning to chafe.  Wonder how sturdy that frame is?  He questioned himself, not rhetorically at all.


Taipan glanced at him and pushed a nondescript decorative carving in the wall.  A carving that had blended into the background of the rest of the reliefs.  Now that her finger was on it, Ulric saw that this broke the natural motif, this carving was of a large timber framed bell, like one that might be found in the old antique churches of his pre-collapse world.


Ulric heard a loud clang from the smithy, the sound carrying as if a bronze bell was struck solidly. 


Taipan studiously ignored his pointed glare as they heard shuffling through the door and a series of locks being manipulated with heavy clicks.


"You never asked." She commented as the door swung in.


Ulric was prevented from suggesting several feats of inhuman flexibility by the rush of a huge body that nearly knocked him from his feet and the refreshing squawk of his Shadow being buried by the form of the largest godsdamned Elf Ulric had ever seen.


Well over two meters tall, at least six centimeters over even Ulric's head, and he was quite tall compared to the Iriel'en, the Smith lifted Taipan easily.  The deeply tanned arms, corded with muscle crushed her easily against a massive barreled chest and shoulders layered in ropes of mass that was imbued with strength greater than the iron he worked, tightened around her, choking off her protests with a strangled "Ghak!" that was deeply satisfying to Ulric.


"Liiiittle Giiirrrl!"  Cried the disturbingly high melodic voice of Taipan's "Uncle Uldin".


Burying his face in her side, Taipan was subjected to an intense nuzzling of the burly Elf's face into the material of her coat over her stomach. 


Muffled but still beautifully melodic, the Master Smith scolded, "You did not even visit me!  All it takes for you to forget about your Uncle Uldin is a new toy, I knew I should have visited him first, before you set your claws in him.  Now I do not get to see either of you!"


Welp, Ulric was now reminded why he'd run away the first time.


Taipan adopted the detached dignity of a cat ignoring its owner's overzealous attentions to manufacture a reality in which it was not being manhandled.  Eventually, Galed Uldin had his fill of snuggling his "heart sworn daughter", near enough to the godparent practice of some of the more old-fashioned cultures of his prior world, and set her down.  He didn't release her though, instead holding her to his side and smiling at the top of her head as if she were a child of six and he her mature uncle, rather than she a well over hundred-year-old huntress of eminent skill at murder, and he a half millennium old master of arcane metallurgy. 


Everybody should have someone in their life that loves them the way Taipan was loved by Galed Uldin. 


"Uncle, we do not have time for this!"  Complained Taipan, unable to escape her Uncles clutches, "My Honor and I depart today, at the request of Lord Lumyt'seit, to take vengeance on our enemies!" 


"And the wind blows through the leaves!" Dismissed her Uncle easily.


"I have seen no fewer than three wars with Otherkin, and this one will end similarly.  Even if not, if I am not to be allowed to spoil my Little Girl then I do not care to see that future."  The Smith announced proudly.


A few passersby on their way to complete some grim task of war paused long enough to grin at Taipan.  One of them shouted "You must collar your pets Uldin, else someone else will take them in!" drawing a gesture Ulric had been led to believe was incredibly offensive from his Shadow towards the departing back, still shaking with its laughter.


"Come inside, the both of you!  I will make tea.  It is good to see you again Glade Chief, glad I am that you survived your wounds.  I heard there was some doubt on that account in the first days." Uldin said, chivvying the both of them easily into the cozy chaos of the inside of his home.


Ulric allowed himself to be moved, having accepted that there wasn't much he could do about it that didn't involve knives, and took in the scenery.


It was, largely, the same, in the way that a room can be so messy that, just because nothing is where it was, it still appears unchanged.  The average position of the objects strewn about was all that mattered.  Bars of metal, scraps of leather, scales, various types of twine, jars of colored dyes or enamel, or something that gave off an acrid odor were scattered around.  One of Ulric's cores was fastened by braided wire to a gnarled staff of some type of wood with which Ulric wasn't familiar.  The core, a [Bladefern Elk] by the looks of it, pulsed threateningly.


Of Ulric's armor, there was no sign.


Taking a bite of patience, he summoned a significant portion of will to endure whatever nonsense Smith Uldin was going to throw his way.  And he kept his face studiously blank to avoid tipping off Taipan.


A teapot came to a boil in the fireplace, scattered parchments too close to the coals to be anything but a massive fire hazard. 


"How many times have you burned this place to the ground?"  Ulric had asked the question out loud accidentally.


"Six."  Answered Uldin without hesitation, "It is easier than cleaning.  Whatever doesn't survive the fire doesn't deserve to have my attention anyway."  Declared the Elf with exactly zero uncertainty.


It occurred to him that Taipan's Uncle might not be entirely stable.


"Ah.  I see." Ulric lied gently.  He did not see, but it wasn't his place to judge how another man chooses to live his life.


"Thank you for your concern about my health, Smith Uldin." Ulric said, plowing forward, "It was a rough patch but I came out alright.  Better than many, better than I probably had any right to.  I owe a great deal to the Medicos and his assistant, Yes'ir and Grendha.  They did as well as I imagine could be possible under the circumstances and I am most grateful to them.  You and your shop were unharmed yes?"


Uldin nodded briefly, pouring a battery acid strong tea into wooden cups to serve as he did.


"That is so.  I was located too far away from the guild hall to be included in the attack.  Doubtless, the attackers thought I would be located there, the fools.  Many of my brethren were not so fortunate.  It has been a challenge to take up so much of their work, to keep things on track.  I spend more time outside my own smithy than in it, as of late." Uldin said with heavy regret, both for the losses and for the necessity of his being pulled into a more, involved, position than he'd had in decades.


"I retired from the guild long ago, to follow my interests.  The attack changed that, of course.  All hands are needed and I cannot indulge my whimsy while I can help my people.  Speaking of which, rumor has reached my ear that you were instrumental in finding a way to save my dear friend Bald'rt from Bane poisoning.  If you had found me earlier, I would have kissed you soundly, whatever your preferences.  Alas, it seems my Little Girl has claimed you and I would not be so tactless as to poach.  Especially not when she so rarely finds a lover to hold her interest." recounted the Smith. 


He had a funny way of mixing the awful and the embarrassing, as if the contrasts served to balance one another in his mind, did Uldin.  It was an idiosyncrasy that probably served him well in his craft.


It was like verbal whiplash to Ulric.  From the bitter to the sweet without transition, he was thoroughly unbalanced.


"Th-Thanks, I mean, I'm glad I could help." He stammered.  "Wait.  Exactly how many people know about me and Taipan?"  He asked, mildly flummoxed that his personal affairs might be a topic of discussion.


"The entire fortress knows and a collective sigh of relief has gone through its peoples.  If my Little Girl did not find an outlet soon, we were afeared there would be blood in the streets every time someone spoke to her."  Joked Uldin.


Taipan's unamused sniff indicated that she did not agree with the assessment.


"That is enough exaggeration from you Uncle.  I have had lovers whenever I wanted them and I saw none interesting enough to keep me from the wilds."  Argued his Shadow vigorously.


"Oh?  When was your last?  Was it that sketchy Aktinian captain, the one with the shoulders and the [Razor fin] teeth marks down his leg?"  Prodded Uldin nonchalantly.


Now Ulric was curious.  He hadn't asked Taipan about her romantic past, mostly because it was just that, and he wasn't the type to demand a laundry list from his interests.  Seemed sort of…narcissistic. 


Taipan was frowning.  Ulric had to know now.  If she was this expressive about it then it must be a juicy tidbit of gossip; potentially, it might be something he could use to tag her with when they were trading insults or setting traps for one another.  That hadn't stopped since Taipan had decided against being a hateful dickhead towards him, it had just reverted to the normal Elven social lubricant of teasing one another.  According to Brighteyes, it was a particularly Iriel'en custom.  They were relentless about it and no one was safe, except for the Duties of the fortress towards whom none would direct any form of insult.  Many of the other Elven tribes considered them obnoxiously difficult to be around.


Refocusing in his Shadow, Ulric waited for her to rise to her Uncle's challenge.   


She hesitated, glancing at Ulric briefly before taking the bait.  The woman was almost biologically incapable of refusing a barb.


"There was nothing wrong with Olith'rn, Uncle.  You just didn't like him because he said your Smithy smelled like rotting eggs." She replied, as if forced.


"I seem to recall that, when you stopped seeing him, you called him a 'Web-footed Slackwit, who could not take a joke'." Uldin jabbed, catching her off guard.


"That!  I may have said something unkind in passing…any way that was eight years ago why would you bring up such a thing now?!" She cried.


"Because if I can show your Honor how vicious you can be I might have the chance to win him over.  It is not poaching if he runs away on his own, yes?  I have my work cut out for me though, you were so busy bedding him that you could not find time to visit me once in an entire season." Declared the Smith shamelessly.


Ulric held in a laugh.  This was going about as well as last time, only he wasn't the object of the peculiar Elf's humor.  It was becoming clear now, how Uldin and Bald'rt had become friends.  Talking to them was like juggling cobras. 


Taipan's ears were beginning to turn red as the words of her Uncle, once so gentle and considerate, rolled over her.


"Anyway,"  Ulric interjected trying to put the brakes on this train before it derailed.  He should have known better, all he'd done was earn himself the burly Elf's attention.


"Not that I blame you for this, Glade Chief." Uldin said, as if afraid to have implicated Ulric in this indiscretion.  Which was a little off-putting, as if he'd had no say at all in any of it.


But Taipan's "Uncle" wasn't done yet.


"My Little Girl always has had a fascination for a tall, broad-shouldered man.  I knew she would not be able to help herself, even if she tried to pretend otherwise.  Though she was, *cough* overly harsh in her subterfuge.  I apologize, Ulric, I could have warned you about this, had you not been forced to go elsewhere in such a hurry last time.  Her Mother was the same way, she would look sideways at a lover for a year before she got around to tackling them.  It is good that you have put a glow in her cheeks, otherwise, she would make your life-"


Master Smith Galed Uldin was interrupted by a half-empty cup flying towards his head at high speed.


He dodged artfully, slight lean that might have been by accident except he had kept a carefully studying eye on his adoptive daughter, judging her increasing unease with a tiger's awareness of a lame leg.


"Little girl!  What is wrong, did you trip?"  Uldin inquired innocently.


"Glade Chief, I am going to stand watch outside.  Please, take whatever time you need to put your affairs to order."  Announced Taipan with a studiously wooden tone.


She rose, stiffly, and strode from the room without another word.  The twitching of her ear tips as she did spoke volumes as to her pulsing rage.


When the door closed behind her, violently, sending a reverberating crash through the room, Ulric turned to the muscled Elf.


They took each other in for a moment, measuring one another carefully.  Ulric offered a fist to the air.  Uldin raised his own larger mitt to lightly tap their knuckles together.


"It was beautiful, Uldin.  A masterwork.  I don't think I've ever seen her that angry, and I literally got her to try to kill me.  You are rival to Bald'rt at fucking with people." Ulric told the Smith quietly.


The artisan sat back with a satisfied grin and finished his tea. 


"Truly, it was my pleasure, Ulric.  Just so you know, she hates being compared to her mother, even though the two of them are [Carza Nuts] sharing the same husk.  Also, no doubt you already know this but she can be strangely shy at times, it is a vulnerability you should exploit when you wish to imbalance her.  These tips I give as compensation for our previous meeting.” Advised Taipan’s wily Uncle.


“I would have apologized to you, had there been an opportunity, in these months.  My Little Girl came to me with such a heartfelt desire to "play a little game" with her keeper.  I did not know many of the details of how such a thing came to be, not until later.  And besides, it was a very fun distraction.  Just the thing to shake off the boredom I was feeling.  It does you credit that you would look past it to set a trap of your own, using the same blade with which you were cut without her detecting it."  The Smith praised.


Ulric had conjured this up over a month ago and gave the signal that the plan was a go yesterday evening, with a palmed note to the elderly Duty that escaped his Shadow's notice.  To the grey Elf's credit, he didn't bat an eye when he surreptitiously read it, the brief glance of the text, the fleeting glance at the Elf woman behind him masked perfectly.  And the message was passed to its intended, who devised the torture himself so that Ulric could not ruin things with his terrible poker face. 


All according to Keikaku.

            

    
        Chapter 100: Uldin's Renaissance

    
    
    
    
                Ulric was about eighty percent certain that Taipan would forgive him for the prank, given a few days to cool off.  They were getting along swimmingly ever since her change of heart.  Frequent bonking didn’t hurt.  In any case, he had found that he couldn’t resist one last bit of getting even before they left the fortress and, as he’d mulled it over, he’d come to believe that Uldin was just the man for the job. There had been only a little doubt in Ulric that the eccentric smith would help him.  


Two pieces of information gave him reason to think Taipan's sometimes guardian would be willing to lay an ambush for her, one whom he loved so dearly.  The first was that the Smith had been all too willing to ruthlessly mortify what amounted to a visiting member of Royalty, or at least a Great House, that is to say, one Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade], on first meeting.  The second was that the man was claimed by Bald'rt Iriel as a friend close as brothers and anyone who held such regard from that Elf was a soulless jackal pretending decency to lure victims.  Which is to say, of course, he'd love to drive his goddaughter bananas.


"Honestly?  She took it better than I thought.  You were really laying it on thick.  She's gotten a much better hold of her temper." Ulric admitted.


"Ahh, yes.  My Little Girl has grown up, at last.  I am grateful to you Ulric." the older man said, serious now.


"We had let her go too long, had failed to step in and direct her until she had become set in her foundations.  I do not know how it is that you convinced her to let go of her vendetta, her destructive hates but I thank you."


Ulric waved his hands gently, "I don't think I did anything.  That part was her, all I did was yell at her, to no good end."  he told the Smith.


"I think…maybe it was Bald'rt being hurt more than anything.  She saw just about everybody she cared for almost killed.  She saw her home damaged.  And she hadn't been there to stop any of it because she was sitting in her room nursing her pride.  Of course, I am to blame for that.  But even so, for Taipan, being useless while her kin are hurt is probably the worst thing she could ever experience.  Whatever the case, I'm not sure I'll ever know why she decided to let go." Ulric concluded, without conclusion.


He'd mulled it over many times but had not discussed it with anyone.  This Elf, who unquestionably, without reservation, held Taipan in the highest regard, seemed a perfect choice.


The Smith poured himself a cup of the whiskey he'd drank last time.  Ulric couldn't help a raised eyebrow, it wasn't even mid-morning!


"In truth?  It does not matter.  All that does is that she no longer shames herself by being less than she could be." Summarized Taipan's Uncle. 


He raised the glass in salute.


"Sanos!"  the Elf toasted him, downing it easily.


"Would you like a cup for yourself, Glade Chief?  I would be glad to pour for you, who have been such a boon to my family." Offered Uldin sincerely.


"No, thank you, and I mean it, but I really do have to leave today.  Brighteyes explained the lay of the land yesterday evening and I agree with him.  I do believe that little guy is going to be hell on wheels for those war-criminal jackasses who started all this." Ulric declined, just as sincerely.


His next question could be construed as rude and he genuinely did not want to offend the baffling Elf who had his Shadow’s regard and a talent beyond mere words for metalwork, but he just had to know.


“I don’t mean to disrespect you Smith Uldin, so feel free to disregard this question as ignorance of a Human savage, but, do you…ya know, act like this all of the time?”  Ulric tested, gingerly.


Uldin smiled brightly, which allayed Ulric’s fears that he’d stepped on toes.


“Not at all Glade Chief, Ulric, as a matter of fact, I am normally quite reserved.  But you are pretty, Bald’rt speaks the world of you though you are young, and you bring my Little Girl around, and that changes things.  Besides, there is some fun to be had in making peoples who take themselves too seriously very uncomfortable.” the Elf man revealed with a somewhat less flamboyant attitude than before.


“Mark me well though Ulric, I would not tease you were I not also serious.  That would be in poor taste.  Now, I am afraid we must get onto the matter of which you are here, aside from the friendly trapping of friends.  Time follows the Twins.”


With a slight regret on his features, that they had to come to business and leave the teasing and japes at the wayside, Uldin got down to it.


"I have finished your weapon…and the armor.  I apologize, Ulric Glade Chief, I know you made it for yourself, and that is a thing that attaches one to their creations, but I could not allow you to leave wearing it.  You will grow your craft, in time, but, for now, I have taken it upon myself to ensure that the thing is done with polish and with all the skill I could bring to bear."  The master craftsman apologized unnecessarily.


No part of Ulric could disagree with Smith Uldin's assessment.  Ulric was a complete novice, reliant on many failures and the half-developed skills of a previous life. 


"Come, to the smithy, I had just finished putting my maker's mark on them.  I know you have wanted to see the inside of the shop, would that we could have had time to discuss the arts with more depth.  Perhaps when you return?  Perhaps over dinner?"  Asked Uldin casually.


Ulric rose and followed the Elf, answering as he did.


"I would be honored to share a meal and trade knowledge with a master of his craft.  But I won't sleep over.  As wonderful a specimen of Elf kind as you are, Uldin, you were born with a set of danglers and my own is enough for me to handle."


A wave of his hand and a subtle turning of fingers shared disappointment and also acceptance.  The Elves did a lot of that kind of thing with their hands.  You could miss half a conversation if you only listened to what they said.


"Think on it again, if my Little Girl breaks your heart.  But!  Enough of the jests, we are here.  My workshop, my beating heart."  Said the Smith.


It was clear that he wasn't overstating that last bit.  Where the inside of the home was pure chaos, the smithy was crystalline order.  Racks, anvil, hammers, tables, troughs, all of it in perfect placement to optimize the Master Smith's workflow.  Everything just so.  The heights of the tables matched perfectly Uldin's figure, the lengths and diameters of the handles the stroke of his arm, and the grip of his hands. 


Worn smooth were the paths the craftsman's feet had padded untold numbers of times through the centuries.  All of it felt…correct. 


And there, on a table by a high polish grinding wheel, still coated in blue-silver dust, lay the commission and the gift.


The commission was…a work of art.  The hilt appeared to be of woven saplings, a third of a meter of green wood grown together into a solid piece, the grip appearing knobbed but quite even, if grainy to the touch.  Ulric had laid his hand on it without a thought.  It rested comfortably, almost pleasantly in his hand with his fingers easily around it.  The wood wouldn't slip, not even covered in blood, water, or mud.  Up towards the top, the hilt grew into a wider base with curled projections that formed a subtle guard.  Four "leaves" metallic projections sprouted up the crosspiece onto the blade. 


"It is wonderful, Uncle." Whispered a soft feminine voice behind him, making him twitch.


Taipan had returned from her fit of temper, mollified by the obvious passion of her adoptive Uncle, who looked like a father showing his favored son to his relatives for the first time.  She stood behind him, her gaze as rapt on the wonderous show of skill as was his.


That blade was a hand wide at the base, tapering gradually up its meter and a half-length, longer than any sword he'd ever seen in a museum, except for the great claymores.  As Uldin had suggested it was shaped as a cutter with a distinctly recurving base up towards a sharp gently backward curving spear point.  Ulric thought it was single-edged, at first, the obvious cutting side ground at a gradual angle near to the midline of the broad sword.  The reverse side, shaped straighter though with gradual recurve to mirror the cutting edge, looked blunt in profile, but a careful eye noted it had a very aggressive chisel edge when viewed at a different angle.  Hidden, almost.  The metal of the blade was a deep midnight blue, far darker than had been the lighter cyan trident, only the polished cutting edge had that lighter azure color.  Inset into the base of the blade, inset with jet-black metal of unknown origin, was a strangely familiar symbol, the trefoil knot.  All along the secret back edge ran a series of runes in a language Ulric did not know.  The blackened metal they were inset with very nearly hummed when he held the weapon.  


It was art.  But it was a weapon meant to destroy.  He could feel it in the weight balanced forward of the bottom third of the blade, as if to throw itself into a cut.  The tip sharp down both sides to penetrate deep into a Greater beast or to find the gaps in armor.  Even the pommel, at first holding the appearance of nested leaves, each proved to be razors, a strike with that would lacerate deeply.  Ulric felt joy.  Then sadness.  That a man of Galed Uldin's gift would have to use it to make such things.  That so beautiful an object would, ultimately, create carnage. 


Well.  If some people's kids would stop being sons of bitches then maybe people like him wouldn't have to go kill them and people like Uldin wouldn't have to make things to go kill them with.


Ulric marveled at the commission, its balance, weight, heft, and reach were immaculate.  Perfect.


"Did you name it yet?" He asked the Smith, who shook his head to indicate the negative.


"I thought you might want to, Glade Chief, some prefer to name their own weapons."  replied the Master.


"They are fools then.  Name it Galed Uldin, you have earned more than that right by making something like this.  Even someone like me, who’s never seen let, alone held, so fine an instrument knows that."  Ulric told the artisan, who smiled, as if that was the correct answer.


"Then it is named Xef'tocht.  The Glade's Smite or Glade Wrath, depending on how archaic the form.  Not many even know the language well enough to be pedantic about it."  Uldin complied, conferring his greatest work a name befitting it.


Ulric held it reverently.  He couldn't make fun of Taipan for sleeping with her bow anymore, even though she hadn't done that in a while, mostly at his insistence.  She moved around in her sleep and clubbed him with it too frequently.


"Anything I ought to know about it?" Ulric asked pointedly.


This weapon was hiding secrets, he could feel it. 


"For starters, the back edge is sharper than the front, though I played a few tricks to hide it.  If you hold it as you should, your enemy won't know they fight a double-sided blade until it's too late.  That said, there is an enchantment laid to prevent the backside from cutting you so you can palm and work the blade as a Sath, though it lacks the length.  It isn't quite a Drak-Sith hybrid, point's too broad for it, but it'll stab nicely enough, better than most other weapons like it."  Said the smith smugly.  A two-sided cut and thrust sword that looked like a one-sided slashing blade was a mean trick indeed.


 "It's alloyed from your old Magebane trident, and the curved Sath you brought which had me shitting myself when I melted it down to find True Steel hidden by a coat of silvered iron.  Whoever those men were, they carried a small fortune in their sheathes, not that it did them good in the end.  The True Steel I alloyed with the Magebane.  A delicate process, demanding perfection in the smelt and the forge.  I may be the only living Aes'r who could do it and the Svartalfin won't, not for anybody but their own." Uldin informed him, this time beaming with real pride. 


"The result is Afthar'ts Atzalis, the deathless metal.  Rare, Ulric, more than rare.  It resists external mana while conducting it internally.” Taipan’s godfather commented, running his hand along the dark blue metal, sharpy accented with its cyan Hamon line, the wavelike patterns found on some far Eastern pieces of historical swordcraft.


Uldin’s hand glowed a soft, bright silver as he did, his magic rippling into the sword’s body and traveling up and down the edge for a moment.  He lifted the reverent hand away and created some kind of silvered disk of magic that looked solid, sharp, and dangerous.  The Smith brought that silvered mana construct back and then slammed it viciously against the side of his creation, where the construct shattered into hard fragments that pinged around the room’s furniture.  A couple embedded themselves into the occupants’ of the room's clothes and he and Taipan had to fish them out from their travel gear while side-eying the captivated craftsman in vain, as he was not paying them the slightest attention.  He looked up after another long moment of regarding the blade’s edge, smiling with satisfaction and his eyes flicked between them somewhat guiltily when he realized he’d forgotten about them for a moment.  His apology was limited to a shrug though.  If everyone else knew the weapon as he did they’d understand.


“The metal is hard enough to make working Magebane a pleasant pastime,” he told them smugly, “but flexes so that a gifted smith can make blades out of it.  I have not smelted personally this alloy before, but have held a small fragment, once.  It’s seldom made on so large a scale, the Magebane was precious hard to come by, and the True Steel more difficult to work with than worth the hassle of learning its tricks.”


He gestured with his chin to a bar of the dark blue alloy sitting on his Forge’s bellows.


“Some of the stock remains, I would ask your permission to keep it for mine own use, if you would allow me Glade Chief." Uldin requested, with far more humility than was required.


That was an easy one.  Anything like that was functionally useless to Ulric, he'd never be able to fabricate anything with it.  By the sounds of it, the only one in the fortress who could was standing in front of him.


"Done, Uldin, and with my thanks.  In fact, the offer I made you to use anything I brought still stands, be my guest.  If I'm not mistaken, you used [Heartwood] on this hilt.  That on its own is a kingly gift, the rest of it…is too great a piece for me.  That you would go so far on my account is…well…I can't say it properly.  Thank you."  Ulric said awkwardly.


The Elf brought his hand down on Ulric’s shoulder hard enough to set his feet stinging, his wide smile taking in Ulric and the smith guided his hand to the runes inscribed on the blade’s core.  Black inscription of some material that glittered menacingly from its inlay felt oddly warm to his hand.


“The rest of the crafting is superb, easily my best work to date,” Commented Uldin with casualness hiding his excitement by a whisker, “But this is what makes it yours and yours alone Glade Chief.  Push your core’s strength into the runes and keep your hands away from the edges.  You will not need the priming charge of mana in the future, it drinks the mana from the air.”


Ulric did so, feeling the lightning magic in his body rush headlong into the symbols, they flared violet before returning to their obsidian tone, one after the other, as if the etched signs were being read aloud through the mana.


Edges of the blade pulsed and Ulric felt a bodily hesitation to be close to those sharpened lengths.  This thing that Uldin had made was dangerous.  And it wanted to do harm.


He looked up at the Smith who radiated joy, even as he stood away.  Like a parent watching his child wed away happily.


“I did as you said that I could, and used the [Forest Lord]’s core to perform the anchoring of the enchantments.  You would not believe the malevolent violence that resided inside those facets, within the mana itself.” Ulric confided as if sharing a secret, “It tried to destroy me three times, even while I rendered it into the runes.  This weapon will not fade, its spells will not fail, and it will cut.  It will cut almost anything.  I could not find anything in this entire shop that it could not cut, even its own stock is scratched by the magic of the edge.  Truly it holds the Glade’s wrath inside it.”


Ulric shook his head in wonder at the working, unbelieving.  So this is how you use a beast’s core eh?  He couldn’t help but quietly laugh to himself.  Magical bullshit.  A faecraft sword imbued with a maddened fell creature’s spirit.  The first life he ever ended on this world, bound into a weapon to serve him.  Now this was something fantastic.


Taipan broke her silence, intoning “So the Old Terror died, and so it now lives again, its purpose returned to guard the [Forest of the Forgotten] from any who would intrude on its domain.”

 

She pulled her gaze from the Artifact on the table and held him with her intensity.  Her musical voice pitched low she told him “This is your House’s herald, its standard and symbol of your line, Ulric.  The [Forest Lord]’s core would have been declaration enough of your status but this, this Xef’tocht is far beyond a simple declaration.  It is a threat towards those who would put themselves against you and yours.”


Her lovely lips lifted in a wry smile.


“Do I need to tell you not to lose it, Ulric?” She asked drily.


He returned her grin with his own.  No, indeed.  The sword alone was a treasure beyond words.  A treasure that far exceeded the pittance of knowledge and material he’d traded for it.  Even the core that breathed arcane life into the metal’s enchantments was a far lesser thing than the whole itself.


Galed Uldin rubbed a finger under his nose and cleared his throat before he embarrassed himself before his guests.


“Before I unman myself, take a look at my other little project.  Ahh, now this was a bit of fun!” The Smith led them over to another spot in the smithy.  There on a wooden bust was Ulric’s armor.


Or, at least, it had been.  Somehow, the old craftsman had made a wonder that almost dwarfed even the magnificence of the sword.


Where Ulric had roughly cobbled leather straps, bindings, and crude plates of bone with his forest tools, the Master had shaved, shaped, and bound immaculate fittings of layered plates.  In a striking divergence, the bones were no longer bleached white but had been polished to a glasslike smoothness and lacquered black.


It was still a vaguely Roman-style cuirass, but far more…draconic.  Just as the overlapping fish-scale armor worn under Elven coats and plates was used to emphasize flexibility, now, so too did his bone plates, in larger, faceted, scales.  The much larger layers of hardened bone had been recessed so that they overlapped to close the gaps that had existed in his old design.  The whole thing appeared as a hybridization of Roman and far Eastern, perhaps, Feudal Japan, stylization.  Gone were his lacings, replaced now by rivets, to secure the thing to a sub-armor of peened links, chain mail, to close what few weaknesses there were over joints.   His Pauldrons had been given similar treatment, they now fitted in overlaps that would no longer inhibit his shoulders at all.  Underneath it all, the [Forest Lord] leather remained, offering that ancient beast's protection should anything slip past the polished bone plates.


The matching vambrace, shin guards, and armored skirt were likewise repurposed and reborn to suit Uldin's vision.  Lastly, wholly made new, as Ulric had lacked the skill, was a helmet made from the skull of the old terror.  Far too large to be worn in its entirety, of course, it had been reduced, truncated to mold to his form.  The lower jaw had been carved into a visor that could be lowered into place to cover the front of his face, giving the helmet the visage of a smaller version of that monster.  More chain mail draped from the helmet to cover his neck. 


The deathless metal Sith was a creation of menace and destructive intent.  This bone and chain set was art.  Elegant, practical, efficiently engineered art. 


Ulric looked to the large Elf who stood almost bashfully to the side. 


"Uldin…what were you thinking?  I can't take that armor.  That's…it's…you remade it almost entirely from scratch?"  Ulric asked, perplexed.  Awed.


A sword and armor, both gifts of untold worth.  Brighteyes had spoken of Dungeons and Artifacts, back in the Glade.  He'd whispered in a hushed voice of creations beyond what could be made by the races today.  Blades that never dulled.  Shields that drank the mana of magics directed against them.  Exotic devices produced eternal songs that lulled listeners into a timeless daze. 


Xef’tocht was one in truth, its potency and form left no doubt of that.  Ulric had a feeling that this armor was, while not as magically potent, it was in the same ballpark as those deep-delved items of yore.  A team of machinists couldn't have fabricated those plates with more precision or fitted them with such subtlety.  Ulric didn't have to put it on to know that it would fit perfectly, and would shed nearly any conventional weapon that it came across.  It would take a weapon as great as the blade the Elf had crafted to defeat it.


There was no way Ulric could wear that.  He'd turn heads wherever he went.  Rumors would fly.  His plan required becoming invisible, that armor would mark him as some kind of conquering Hero out of legend.  He couldn't accept such a thing. 


A sheepish grin took over the Smith's face as he saw his artistry appreciated.  His eyes fairly burned from excitement as his hand stroked the gleaming umber helmet.


"I admit that I got a little carried away.  But the ideas!  They would not stop.  I dreamt of the shapings of the plates!  I could not eat without seeing the lapping of riveted, faceted geometries that would turn sword, spear, arrow, or knife.  That thing drove me mad Glade Chief, and happier I have not been in forty years.” Exulted the Smith happily, beginning to pace manically.


He started fiddling with securing straps, demonstrating their bindings and adjustments and, for all that he gave his attention to the two people in the room, they might not have been there as he muttered, “I will make others like it, improving on it, using this prototype to outstrip it.”


Turning back to Ulric and his partner Galed Uldin said shamelessly of his artwork “Forgive me for saying, but that piece will be the least of the armors I make in the next few years.” 


Aaand he was gone again, inspecting the flawless plates, their polished surfaces, and articulating interfaces. 


Ulric heard the melodic pitch of the smith’s voice coming from around his broad back as he lifted it from its place on the bust, “And the enchantments!” the Elf said, stuffing his work into Ulric’s arms.


“I have not even been able to devise the proper runic layers and mana weave that will render it untouchable.  It is mundane.  A masterwork, but not quite an artifact.  Yet.  Return it to me, Ulric, when you are done with your journey this year.  I will finish it.  Right now?  It is merely my finest bit of armoring.  It is a child's toy compared to what I will do in a decade's time."  Assured the savant, pointing to his temple, where the ideas were still turning around breaking and reforming.


"If only the Svartalfin would have shown me their techniques!” Uldin moaned, suddenly aggravated and slightly sad.


“This thing you brought me, it used many of their concepts, and arrangements of material that I had never had the chance to see up close.  For giving me so great a passion again you will take this armor and your enemies will come to know it with as much fear as the Mad Guardian from whose body it was made.  And.  If you should come to the lands of the Svartalfin, underneath the Heaven's Reach Mountains, tell them that Galed Uldin made it and return to tell me of the expression on their faces."  Commanded Uldin with a look of supreme satisfaction.


Galed Uldin would not be denied in this.  Ulric wasn't worthy to wear something so precious.  His mission precluded its use, at least until a moment of utmost need drove him.  When that time came, he could imagine what beautiful horror he would enact on the bastards that had given him so much pain, had violated the sanctity of his forest home.  It was with an effort that Ulric pulled his thoughts out of a pool of blood, driving back the raging voice to its cubby in his hindbrain.  That thing got a little unhinged if he dwelt on it too forcefully.


It was with an air of Arthur receiving Excalibur that Ulric took Xef'tocht, the Glade Wrath, and belted it onto a clever half-sheath that fit across his back.  All it took was a pull to free a tensioning strap and a twist to unlatch the two sides of the sheath, freeing the blade.  Uldin showed him how to refit the sheathe to its blade and recommended a few hours of practice to commit the task to body memory. 


The armor Ulric wrapped in [Bolt Deer] hide, bundled so that it would not be seen.  That bundle went into the bottom of his pack.  He'd try it on, somewhere private to be sure he could don the gear in a hurry but he'd not wear it casually or until it was time to do a great deal of killing.  So not until later.  Maybe sooner than later. 


"Oh!  And Ulric?"  said Uldin suddenly, as if it had only just occurred to him, "Keep my Little Girl safe eh? You are pretty, but I will hold you responsible for anything that happens to her.  If she dies, friend of my kin or no, I will have to kill you." the Elf said, softly.


Soft as a velvet glove over a diamond fist. 


"Heard and understood, Smith Uldin.  Wish us luck."  Ulric said, with a salute that was not mocking at all.


            

    
        Chapter 101: Departure

    
    
    
    
                Ulric let the door close gently against its sturdy metal frame, the soft click announcing that it had latched.  He hoisted his pack up to his shoulder and found his Shadow standing near the railing, looking over the forest.


As he approached, she turned and, surprisingly enough, her features were free from anger.  Instead, she wore a small smile.  Ulric got a little nervous.  Taipan's smiles could hide razors. 


"It was a fine trap you laid Ulric." She announced, "I did not realize you had used my own arrows against me until I had found time to let the Twins dance a round."


A round was the name the Elves used for the tendency of the binary stars to rotate around each other somewhat rapidly.  They changed positions often in the course of a day, a mesmerizing dance of solar majesty. 


It would appear that she wasn't angry.  For now.  He'd find out if that were the case truly later, when she put charcoal in his dinner or something of the like.  Good.  She was taking the prank in the spirit it was given, a little mild harassment.


"I had thought I had sufficiently spooked you away from Uncle Uldin to prevent you getting your heads together to make my life miserable, but it would appear that [Bitter Tiding Crows] will murder regardless of how they peck one another.  Tell me, Glade Chief, how much did you plan in advance?"  Taipan asked with uncommon good nature.


Ulric figured he had little to lose by telling her. 


"Almost none.  I established the idea long ago and gave the Master Smith a notice yesterday that we would be by so he could spring the trap.  I did not wish to have too great a knowledge for fear of spoiling the fun."  He admitted


"Mmm.  Yes.  That was a good decision."  She confirmed.  "You carry secrets like a sieve carries water.  Now, unless you wish to drag me through the streets with my ears pinned to my shoulders, shall we depart?" 


Her ears pinned to her shoulders?  That would almost certainly have to hurt, even if it was just barely physically doable.  Her ears were exceedingly sensitive.  Don't ask him how he knew.


"Aye Taipan, let's go.  I couldn't handle another good bye, Brighteyes was almost too much."  Ulric told her.


They'd shared a breakfast early that morning with the kid.  So serious was the lad, burdened with the weight of his father's concerns.  Speaking of the old boy himself, Bald'rt and his wives surprised everyone with a brief pop-in.  Rare was it for any of the women to be seen anywhere else these days, they spent most of their time in the royal apartments tending their Lord and recovering their own spent vitality. 


Bald'rt still had the gauntness of a cancer survivor.  But he was alive, and on the mend.  It had been a poignant thing, departing from those decent souls so badly mauled compared to the first time he'd seen them in that same room, in their full glory.  They traded gentle jabs and bid each other a meant farewell.  Bald'rt extracted from Ulric a promise to return to Irielhos when he was done with his journey and before he went home to his glade. 


It was, overall, the most he regretted leaving a place that he could remember in either of his lives.  He hadn't felt that sort of reluctance to be gone from a place since leaving his parent's home for engineering academy.  No, maybe not even that much, he'd been too excited to leave back then to have regrets.  What awaited him now was no doubt worse than what had come before.  Ulric didn't know how many lives were going to be lost between now and when he returned but he had himself a feeling that it was going to be measured in bunches.  His among them, if he wasn't on his toes.


However, there was a job to do and Ulric had always been a diligent man.  A cold, lonely bastard and a bit of a thoughtless jerk, but diligent.  Some of those things were no longer true.  He left it up to everyone else to figure out which.


The pair walked in silence through the bustle of Elves now double timing to war.  There was a distinct focus in the atmosphere around Irielhos since the attack, an intensity that leveraged the movements of its denizens.  Ulric felt a little of it bleeding into him as they exited the fortress. 


Few would have known that the fortress’s resident Valin guest intended to leave so soon, he'd only just yesterday been moved to fast forward his plans.  Still, many waves or "Good huntings" accompanied them out.  To the Iriel'en, all who left the fortress and entered the forests below were on a journey that risked life and limb. 


The Deep Wood was not a safe place, not even for the Elves.  It was part of the reason they were so hard a folk.  The monsters, venomous insects, lethally poisonous plants, and constant threat of attack from ambushing predators cold forged them into steel-hearted fighters, even the ones who never swung a weapon in anger.  Short was the life of the unwary or careless.  Strong was the arm and fast the strike of even a humble herbalist.  A harvester's shovel split [Bark Weasel] skulls as easily as a warrior's sword. 


As Ulric and his hunter-clad Shadow descended into the snow-laden forest, some of the excitement of his early days came back to him.  Ignoring the purpose of the trip, he was, at last, going to see a little more of this fantastic world.  Stepping off the lift, Ulric paused to watch that wooden platform draw back up into the tree tops, until it was hidden from view.


That was it then.  He was away. 


"Fancy a walk or a jog Taipan?"  Ulric called out softly into the late morning light.


A shivering wind sent branches into motion and lifted the finer crystals of snow into iridescent streams across the forest floor, weaving with the air's path.


His Shadow took in the surrounding cultivated lands and sniffed the air, as if sampling it. 


"We will push out today as far as we can, with as much speed as we can." was her answer, sharing some of the coltish energy that permeated their leave taking.


"For now, our enemies are blinded to our movements but I do not know how long that may last.  It would be best if we are across the border before the snows are gone, they will limit the movements of scouts and dull the senses of those keeping watch for long hours in the cold."  Assessed Taipan.


"Would you like my recommendation Glade Chief, for what path to take to find our way to Prosper?"  She asked, almost as if daring him to refuse.


Not a trap he was going to fall into.  When you hire a professional, you listen to their advice.  Or, you know, when said professional is bound into your lifelong service by an Elf King's decree or whatever.  Life is weird, if he was gonna get hung up on the details all the time he'd be as bad off as in the before.  


"Go ahead Taipan, I trust your judgment.  My only suggestion was to be that we avoid the territory of the Riverfolk.  As you are aware, I have somewhat recently killed one of their noble's scions and I am sure that one is going to be salty about it."


Taipan smiled fondly at the memory of the parting of her distant kin, a reminder to Ulric not to think of the Elves as a monolith. 


They were, at heart, tribal peoples with distinct cultures and hierarchies entirely separate from the one into which he'd manufactured favor.  The rest would be neutral, at best, or hostile for any number of reasons, not the least of which was his status of Valin, Human.  They would carry grudges against one another for slights and scuffles ages past or for maneuvers for the betterment of their own Houses and clans.  Many of them would have, for personal reasons, cause to view his Shadow in particular in a negative light as she had, reputedly, been somewhat unkind to some of their number over the years. 


Ulric briefly wondered exactly how many would be Romeos the woman had publicly shamed and left to cultivate bitter resentment throughout the decades.  Considering her attitude for the majority of the time that he'd known her?  Scores.


He was drawn from the warren of tangled worries by his Shadow's voice.


"Ulric?  Are you listening?  By the Roots below, we are not even started and I despair of keeping you alive.   Tighten the straps on that bird you keep in your skull, flittering here and yon, and attend me!"  Hissed his pet viper.


"I asked you, what do you mean 'salty'?  You are using words strangely again." the frowning Elf addressed him.


Carefully keeping his face neutral, it would not do to laugh at your bodyguard when they scold you for inattention, Ulric focused on her question.


"It's another one of those speech patterns from my old world I told you about.  Being salty means highly aggravated and inclined towards opportunistic retribution."  Ulric told her.


Her marvelous eyes went widely considering at this.  She repeated the world softly to herself a few times "Salty.  Salty.  Salty."


Dear gods, she had a word that nearly embodied her dominant personality trait.


"Salty.  Yes.  This is a good word, Ulric, I thank you." Taipan applauded, "But I think I prefer its taste in my own tongue.  Jarltyn.  Yes, they will be quite Jarltyn about the way Sam'sav Morion shamed himself at the Year's End Festival.  Savaged by an upstart brute of a Human, no offense intended, Glade Chief."  Taipan said, rolling the j smoothly as she fondled her new favorite word.  Yarl-tin, in her crisp Elvish.


"Um…none taken?"  Ulric offered her, not quite certain how to take that. 


He still found it a little off-putting at how happy the woman was about that Lordling's death.  Taipan had a hard-on for murder regarding that asshole.  It was, perhaps, just a bit hypocritical of him since he had himself known a sensation of satisfaction beyond anything rational when he’d smashed that arrogant face against the ground and stood over the broken corpse.  In his own defense, he had what amounted to a little [Forest Lord] in his brain yammering at him through his Akashic connection to his title as [Lord of the Ancient Glade].


"In any case, we will not be passing through Zellussin territory.  The river is still frozen but it is the most direct passage to Prosper and the most heavily guarded.  There will be no stealth if we go that way, even if Lord Morion didn't have some plans in place to cause trouble, and that one will have many.  Morion will give you trouble for the rest of his life Ulric, and will use his House's considerable influence to do it." Advised Taipan seriously.


The Lord Morion of the same Greater House of the Riverfolk was, apparently, the Bill Gates of Orlethrem.  Richer than god and known for playing dirty to secure his interests against competition.  A dangerous enemy once his empire was no longer threatened by Prosper's naked aggression.  So, not a problem for today, probably, but a real goddamned headache for tomorrow.  His Shadow had continued on so Ulric got his head back in the game before she accused him of woolgathering again.


"No, better to go directly North.  We can move fairly discreetly through the lowland forests, Iriel'en scouts are not uncommon there, although you will need to take care that you do not reveal yourself often.  Valin are not so common amongst the Celestin that they will not take note of you, especially if we travel together.  I am unlikely to be recognized easily but it may still happen, I have Hunted through those lands for many years, and your presence will draw attention to us both for greater scrutiny."  Summarized the woman, her eyes grown distant as she plotted an imaginary route.


"From there we can blend into the trade caravans of the Plainsfolk, Otherkin are frequent enough to be unremarkable, especially in the company of an Aes'r handler.  I am also far less known in those lands.” Taipan narrated the hypothetical journey, while the splendor of  Iriel’s snowy forest served as backdrop.


Emerald eyes scanned relentlessly as the seasoned Huntress led them and she continued to walk him through the planned approach, “We can move with some freedom through the Lagranel towns and roads and enter Prespang from the North-West wildlands.  So long as we are cautious, I believe I can guide us through the Western reaches to the Southern shores of Vatyn.  Passage along with the guards for a trader's barge will get us to Prosper from the Northern banks, which should allow us to disappear into the capital city itself.” 


Without pausing her explanation, Taipan climbed a tree easily, jumping from limb to limb with feline grace, her melodic voice continuing unbroken.


“There are tens of thousands of peoples, of all kinds, mixed together there and our movements are less likely to be noticed.  You will pass for a wildling barbarian from the North Vatyn regions and an elf slave will not draw eyes.  I doubt many will even bother to spare a second glance for a savage with his property." Taipan conjectured, scanning the surrounding wood from her new perch in a branch some thirty meters high.


That was…a suspiciously well-thought-out plan.  When she returned back to the forest floor to rejoin his side he decided he might as well find out why.


"Taipan, how long have you thought about getting into Prosper and murdering its leaders?" Ulric asked, wanting a confirmation for the estimate rattling around his noodle.


"I have had this particular route in mind for around forty years.  Every five or so years I go as far as the docks of southern Vatyn to confirm the details of the infiltration."  His Shadow explained, as if it was entirely normal to spend nearly half a century planning an assassination.


"Ah.  Silly of me to ask, really."  Conceded Ulric, who'd been off by a solid twenty-five years.


There he was with his pitiful Human concerns about spending most of a mortal lifetime figuring out how to get payback.  This was Taipan, after all.  If anything, forty years plotting an enemy's demise was…wait.  This route?


"How many different ways into Prosper did you have?"  Ulric asked, driven by morbid curiosity.


"Nine." His Shadow answered immediately.


"Two by the Zelus, three by coming in from the East, from the highlands of the Heaven's Reach mountains, three along similar lines as the North-Western approach I just described, and one involving paying Svartalfin miners to dig me a sapper's tunnel into the city fifty leagues long to come in from below.   The cost would be dear and I loathe the thought of a month crawling through a tunnel an [Ironhide Badger] would find stifling but I keep the money to fund it in reserve."  Detailed Taipan, ticking them off her delicate fingers.


Few sounds accompanied this conversation other than the soft crunch of his own boots on snow, Taipan made next to no sound whatsoever.  They were still walking somewhat sedately, the sleeping forest around them only becoming wilder as they moved through the lands more intensely cultivated by the deep woods Elves.


"Just because I need to see this conversation through to its bitter end, why have you not already made an attempt to get into Prosper?" Ulric investigated, too far down the rabbit hole to stop now.


Taipan scowled.  Not at him but at a memory. 


"Father.  I wanted to go after them as soon as I came of age but Father had already killed the ones who were alive in those days.  I wanted to go and cull the children of those who Father had spared, who would have been grown by that time, but he stopped me and put me with the Hunters to train my abilities.  It was a distraction, I realize that now, but then I thought he was helping me to prepare, which, I suppose was also true, in the way of Bald'rt to layer his stratagems." Professed the dark beauty, scrubbing a hand through her abbreviated hair as she did.


She'd cleaned up the edges of that shortly after cutting free her braid, and with it her identity as Geyrt Iriel.  It now hung in loose tresses, in a carefully unruly pixie cut.  Ulric found that the short style made her look much more in line with what he thought of when he pictured a Hunter in the wilds, even if her braid had been a lovely thing. 


Certainly, she'd lost none of her impact.  Darkly Persian skin, a figure that contained the perfect blend of athletic strength and feminine curve, piercing eyes that glittered emerald green with burnished bronze flecks, and a fierce presence that animated that flesh, like an Amazon of old.


She continued her story, letting the scowl go.  It was an argument had and lost decades since. 


"When I was formally adopted into the Hunter's guild I hung those plans from the branches for later.  By then, scouts, poachers, and opportunistic fools were becoming a problem again and I satisfied my duties to Iriel and my own grudge by finding and eliminating these incursions.  Just as my Mother had before me.  I was ever busy.” Lips turned upwards in fond reminiscence as she described her life spent tracking enemies through the bush to slay.


A meaningful glance towards him implied that it was not a small number of men that she’d pursued as her quarry.


“That is largely how I spent my time, up until Heir Lumyt'seit was taken.  Then I was sent to deliver Father's decrees to the Aktinian and Zelussin.  I felt young Brighteyes return to Iriel and you know the rest, Glade Chief." Taipan trailed off and they lapsed into silence.


Ulric let her tale marinade while his eyes absently scanned the forest.  He wasn't consciously looking for threats but months in the glade had taught him habits of being aware or suffering the consequences.  His white oiled canvas overcoat melded into the snow, while the charcoal robes underneath remained largely hidden, their thick layers keeping him warm against the blunted cold of waning Winter.


            

    
        Chapter 102: Running Head Long

    
    
    
    
                Once or twice, he started to say something vaguely stupid before stopping himself.  If he wasn't careful, she'd think he was trying to figure out a way to leave her behind.  No telling what she'd do then.  Ulric wouldn't put it past her to simply disappear and follow him from a short distance without him being able to do anything about it.  It galled him slightly but out here in the wilds of her homeland, Taipan was his superior in most ways that mattered.  At least, it bothered him until he remembered that her potent self was watching his six against a comedically dangerous environment and an untold number of eventual enemies.  That was a far greater comfort to him these days, especially now that she meant it and not merely as a begrudging duty.


As was the usual, when he was allowed to relax, Ulric started to drift.  It wasn't a good habit, but what was the point of having an Iriel'en scout with you if you were just going to do what they were, but worse?  Leave the lady to do her thing and work on figuring out this magic shit a little.  Deliberately trying to turn inwards, Ulric concentrated on the feeling of mana within himself.


The awakening of his core had given him one unmistakable advantage.  Ceraun, lightning magic.  According to Instructor Gother, it was among the more deadly and rare attunings, being so difficult to concentrate in one location without being actually hit by a lightning bolt.  Especially for the mages of this world who were unable to join themselves properly to the flow necessary to wield the magic as it was intended.  Ulric now knew that wasn't just his arrogant opinion, the colossal elemental sitting up there in the upper atmosphere of the planet had made its own viewpoint clear to him in that singular moment.  Connection was necessary to make Ceraun work.  Mages keeping themselves isolated lost a greater part of their potential, hah! Get it?  That they could wield using this magic. 


Ceraun had the penultimate determining factor of a conflict: speed.  It was fast, nearly instant, so far as living things could react.  What was the ultimate king of conflict you ask?  Range, of course.  It didn't matter what you did if you couldn't reach your enemy while they could reach you.  Ulric could think of a few ways to cheat, such as tying the spells to nodes as he had done with his [Lightning Javalin].


Maybe one day he'd found a school of magic built around the laws of his old world, the Ohmic school.  Or should it be the Maxwellian?  The Ohmaxic school?  The Ohmaxic. 


Chuckling to himself about the inanity of it he returned to his meandering.  Ceraun.  He was newly awakened to it but already he knew his limits had changed vastly with regards to this power.  The horizon was much farther away.  And just beyond that horizon sat the creature who shared a name and a source for this elemental energy, calling.


Pulling gently from his core, Ulric gathered a small piece of that power, just a whisper.  Immediately he held a potent force waiting for release.  He held it in abeyance, feeling it.


Now occupied fully he left his surroundings to Taipan, trusting her to detect any problems.  Meanwhile, Ulric sent his mind back to that first day with the Watcher, back to the flash of insight given to him into the nature of Varda's mana, into the nature of this entire very possibly parallel dimension.  Ulric had never had reason to believe that he'd remained within the same effective universe of his prior life.  Subtle differences kept cropping up.  Take magic, for example.


The magic of this world had been described to him as a field, an ever-present distribution of energy.  Ulric envisioned the primordial mana types as being the four wave generators, the background radiation of the world, and everything else resulted from the interference pattern of those waves interacting.  Everything, the dirt lying below the snow upon which he trod, the air he breathed, down to his own body, it was all a harmonization of those four firmaments, each consisting of an opposing pair.  Eight pulses of existence. 


Lumen and Caecus, the light and the dark, Vita and Mors, the life and death, Motus and Desidia, the moving and the still, and, finally, Res and Nihil, the matter and the void.  It didn't gel with the physics of his old world, not as they'd been described.  Gravity, Electromagnetic, Nuclear binding, Nuclear unbinding.  That was essentially what his old peoples had boiled the universe down to.  Even those were thought to be merely the separations of a greater field, a unified force that had broken down.  Nobody had managed to crack the code on it though.  Some of the mathers said they had it figured out, hidden dimensions accounted for the discrepancies, and held the missing pieces of the puzzle.  Mathematicians weren't to be trusted.  Any time that sort ran into problems, they just invented new dimensions into which they could hide their mistakes. 


Were they wrong?  He confessed to not being able to follow them through their arcane definitions and proofs spanning chalkboards.  Mana might have been hiding somewhere in those scribbles all along.  Here and now though, it all boiled down to the FIELD, as the Watcher had called it, the interaction of those eight primordial waves.   


The lovely insanity of waves was how they liked to mix with one another.  They interfered, building here and destroying there.  The patterns of their interaction is what produced tangible reality, a weave of intangible interferences that built the tangible universe.  When you rode the ocean you sat on top of the sum of a great web of energies that coalesced into the wave that lifted you up.  The only difference that mattered to him between his old world and this one was that he had different names for the sources of those energies. 


That, and that here, in this world, his core could touch that web, draw the barest whisper of it into himself to reach out into it.  Ulric had never been able to suppress a childlike awe at this fantastic connection between the creatures of Varda and the world itself.  No wonder some manifest construct like the Akashic record would exist. 


Ulric decided that the first thing he needed to do with this magic was to refine his control of it.  Currently, it was actually too easy to move.  The normal mental routines that he'd used to harness his energies were too rough, they drew too strongly on the mana and Ceraun rushed headlong, on the edge of his ability to guide it. 


The source of his current difficulty was the same reason as he was currently unable to use Infrig:  Ceraun moved.  The magic surged in an endless waltz of positive joined to negative trading places as they tried to unify.  Ulric was currently unable to convince the mana to rest, which meant his attempts to revert it to unaspected mana were constantly hindered by being unable to balance the Motis and Desidia.  Always too much motion to his energy.  And he was fucked if he knew how to stop it. 


Maybe that was why mages crippled their own growth, refusing to pass through the critical point of awakening their cores.  They were able to access the purely balanced mana, the ultimately flexible form of magic.  Sure they'd never be able to cast with the raw power and speed of an awakened core.  But they could draw on all the elemental forms with equal ease, so long as they had the conceptual knowledge to construct their spells.  Ulric almost giggled at himself then.  Yeah, sure he told himself, all you have to do is know everything to take advantage of not awakening your core.  Easy peasy. 


There it was then, the mistake of choosing to forego the danger of awakening.  A mage could choose to have it all, but weaker, slower, and requiring far more training to actually leverage that flexibility.  It was a good choice if you were omniscient.  For everybody else?  You got steamrolled by a half-trained adept who could crush you before you developed a counter. 


A little like he had against that pyromancer.  If that arrogant fucknuts hadn't let himself get distracted, had just followed that first fireball with another one, Ulric wouldn't have been able to do anything about it.  It may have been that his counterstroke wouldn't have been able to cut through that odd shield the mage had deployed that soaked up his [Cinderpearl]. 


Ulric pushed the little fragment of Ceraun to move and it did so instantly.  He imagined it swelling into a sphere and, once again, it reacted immediately to his will, before it fizzled out.  Curious, Ulric summoned another bit of mana and tried to guide it into a gradual swell.  It died out around the same time as the last.


He slapped his forehead, drawing a small shake of Taipan's head.  As she would say, he was letting the worms in his head do all the thinking.  There was not a small concern in his periphery that an actual brain-eating worm existed in Vardan ecology that could drive its hosts mad.  Dismissed. Einar, focus on impossible magical bullshit before you kill yourself.


Magic required intent, understanding, and will.  He was basically just hovering around the edges of two out of three here.  He didn't actually have a direct intent, just a vague idea coupled with a near lack of understanding about what he was actually trying to do.  Alright.  Something concrete.  Think of it like writing code, and the spellform is a program.  It demands precision and specificity to run correctly.  Uncertainty, poor definitions, and open-ended concepts were going to lead to problems.  Using this mindset was one of the keys to Ulric's spell potency and efficiency, he visualized his spell castings as algorithmic routines with context-sensitive adaptations and subroutines to smooth outcasts.  The first spell he cast would be messy and, potentially, slow but the subsequent ones would be refined to near automatic.


Ulric changed his methodology.  Instead, he envisioned forming a very thin shell of Ceraun, sort of like the one he'd manifested during the awakening.  This one wasn't hardened though, he intentionally left it whispy, like a cloud.  Ulric was trying to use the shell of energy like an extra skin, he could feel the movements of the energy he held, and, if he concentrated, he could feel its response to the outside world, instead of closing himself off from the mana around his body he was making himself sensitive to it.  Ulric concentrated on this field, oscillating it to increase its resolution.  His core facilitated the connection, wrapping the Ceraun around himself and transmitting fluctuations in the sinusoidal wave to bring the world to life around him as a man blind so long he does not understand sight when it returns to him.


The spell locked into place, mana snapping to a rigid bubble.  Suddenly Ulric's skin was awash in a flood of new inputs, awareness flashing over him.  It was like being covered in ants.  He yelped, then again, slapping his hands over himself and dropping the spell.


*PING*
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"Fuck!" Ulric cried, startled again by the bell tone in his brain.  He dismissed the Akashic update instantly and canceled the spell before his skin peeled itself off and ran away, or so it felt.


Taipan jerked, spinning to scan her environment and an arrow suddenly appeared in her somehow already-drawn bow.  That was impressively fast.  The former Hunter had gone from a ready to a nocked and drawn arrow in about half a second.  Fucking spooky.  Ulric swore again on the Watcher's mysteriously perfect boobs to try not to find himself on the receiving end of Taipan's bow. 


Finding nothing requiring immediate death Taipan directed her startled gaze to Ulric, eyes narrowing as she did.


"Sorry." Ulric apologized sheepishly.  "That was my bad.  I tried a spell to detect the shapes and positions of things around me with magic.  It feels weird like you wouldn't believe." 


Taipan relaxed the draw slowly staring wordlessly at him the entire time.  She did not let up her glare as she shouldered it and placed the arrow, poisoned, of course, back into its specially prepared quiver that kept the toxins coating the large spear points fresh.  Point taken, don't scare the scary lady while she's scaring other scaries. 


His Shadow apparently arrived at some new conclusion based on this information.


"Glade Chief, you are doing it again.  I see it in your sinister gray eyes.  Mine ears can hear the pulleys and gears spinning in your skull.  We will run now, and, perhaps, give you something to concentrate on that does not involve startling me into shooting you on accident." Declared Taipan evenly.


With that, Taipan set a hard pace, her long legs carrying her effortlessly across the snow.  Ulric had little choice but to extend his own stride or be left behind.  He could have just kept walking, she would have stopped, probably, but he couldn't fault her.  They really did need to get a move on.


The pair of them jogged a solid quarter kilometer per minute, a nice cruising speed.  Taipan was about twenty-five meters ahead and kept that separation for a half hour.  Say this for her, she knew how to keep a body from getting too contemplative when she had a mind to.  Ulric's body settled into the run and he took in the frosted wilderness, tamed, for now, but growing ever wilder as they moved away from Irielhos.


Ulric picked up his pace to close the distance to his Shadow and she sped up to prevent it.  Ok, well, perhaps he should have let her know he was going to experiment.  Putting on some more speed Ulric pushed to shrink the distance as the terrain began to whip by.  Again Taipan accelerated and, naturally, the two ended up in a full-tilt sprint as Ulric refused to let her win and she was determined to force him to catch her.


Taipan was insanely fast.  Ulric was, in a straight line, ever so slightly faster, once he got up to speed. 


The weights of their packs, barely even noticed earlier began to tell on them as they ran a pace to make an Olympic gold medalist sprinter weep. 


Ulric was gaining on her.  Slowly.  Painfully even, his legs burned under the effort and his heart hammered.  Deep, steady breaths kept him flush with air but he was outstripping his ability to keep up with the demands of his body. 


All thought vanished, and his focus narrowed on keeping pace, on placing his feet to avoid eating absolute shit on the snowy path that curved, rose, fell, and turned as they ribboned through the forest at breakneck speed.


After near to three minutes of his absolute best, he was starting to flag, his rhythm unsustainable.  Taipan was only a few steps ahead.  She must have heard him approaching because her ears twitched and she turned her head to look back.  A rare mistake from the Elf.


She missed the near-invisible rise of snow that indicated a hidden root.  Her toe snagged on it pulling her leg up short as she flew past.  The graceful elf hurtled forward, hit the snowpack on her side, and careened off the curving trail into a snow bank blasting a cloud of powder into the air to mark her demise.


Ulric slowed to a light jog and was just pulling up to see if his Shadow had survived the crash when a hidden foot lashed out, hooking behind his heels and jerking him off his feet to tumble into the bank on his back.


Laughter like a chorus of bells escaped the snow bank as Taipan rose from her own wreckage unphased.  Ulric watched her dust herself off and found himself entranced by the unbridled glee on her face.  It was a rare thing that this guarded Elf let anyone see her unbound by propriety.


He found himself joining her laughter as he rolled to his feet and slapped the snow from his clothes.


"There now Ulric, that is how it is supposed to be!  Only the here and now when you rove out.  Every footstep is the one that hides a [Bronzescale Krait]!  Let yourself free of your own mind and enjoy the moment's gift."  Taipan declared, hands on hips, a wild grin plastered on her face, standing as if the conquering general on a field of battle.


She was probably the most beautiful creature he'd ever seen.


Ulric saluted hand to his forehead and at attention.


"Aye, Aye, Admiral Taipan, goddess of the forest folk!  This one hears and obeys!"


She took his mocking salute as her due and waded out of the waist-deep snow back up the slight rise onto the trail.  He followed in her trail and the two recovered their breath from the exertion.  A good few minutes bled from the day before either offered a sound other than their own trail-breaking in the snow. 


It had been a long, long time since he'd had that kind of run.  Probably not since he'd raced through the trees with Brighteyes forever ago.  He felt incredible, like a lit furnace.  Melted snow escaped from the short crop of once-dark hair that had regrown silvered.  At least his facial hair was the old dark brown nigh unto black.  He was lucky he'd been able to regrow hair at all given the extent of the damage.  He'd just have to live with looking like a well-kept grandfather now.


Taipan leveled an appreciative glance towards him, her green eyes drinking him in.  There were people who would kill for that look.  Ulric had a sneaking suspicion that he might be one of them, which made no sense, he was about as far from a beating of the chest Übermensch as a man could get.  Still.  Vavoom.


"It still bothers me that you are cheating like this Ulric.  You should not be able to keep pace with me." Taipan whined, rehashing a topic they'd already discussed.


Ulric lifted his chin to the sky, to allow the rest of the world to bask in his glory.


"Behold!  The greatness of Eternal Gaze's workings are upon my flesh Taipan.  I will accept your praise as it is only right and proper.  This chest.  This bloody chest.  These immaculate shoulders.  Taipan, I do not want to alarm you, but I have the finest ass ever put upon a man of this world." Ulric gloated playfully.


There was a nonzero possibility that that was even true, so long as he didn't compare himself to the almost alien beauty of the Aes'r.  He could take no credit for the fuckery enacted on his being by the Impossible during his reforging, but he would gladly accept the gift in all its meaty goodness.


Taipan scoffed softly at the brag before readjusting her pack.


"If you are so proud of it, then why do you never let me play with it, Ulric?  You are keen to busy your hands with mine own rump."  She noted.


"You know why, Taipan." Ulric declared in mock severity.  "Some things, no matter how appetizing, are not to be bitten and your teeth are, like, crazy sharp."


The bleeding had taken nearly a minute to stop and he didn't doubt there might be a scar.  Henceforth he had declared that her privileges were revoked until he could be guaranteed that she had learned her lesson.  From him.  With a great many examples.   


"Fine.  Be that way, selfish Glade Chief.  A few joy scars are nothing to a warrior, you will learn this in time." Pouted the Elf.


Her own hide was, Ulric had observed, distinctly free of markings.  Clearly, she was a slight sadist.  Which he already knew.  It would always bear keeping in mind that way, way back when, Taipan had known she'd used a poisoned arrow on him and had decidedly not mentioned that fact at any point until her little brother had demanded an antidote for it, as she had been hoping he would expire before anyone realized.  It was just the way she was built.  Maybe [Snake Charmer] was doing something after all, she caught him off guard less frequently and he sort of stayed on top of navigating her various quirks.  Or, you know, it might have been that he'd spent more intimate time with this Amazon Elf than any one sentient being since his own family.  He thought of himself like an experienced river kayaker.  Just because you knew where the dangerous rapids and rocks were didn't mean you'd avoid them forever. 


Ulric had passed beyond the point of obsessing over the future.  He was here to ride the wave, not worry about the weather. 


"Uh huh, you just remember that next time I get a wild hair to put a ring of scars smack in the middle of your butt cheek.  Say, what made you decide it was a good idea to start bumping uglies in the first place?"  Ulric asked, before he could think himself out of the question.


"Bumping uglies?"  Taipan inquired, with a tilt to her chin that suggested he might be playing with fire.  Not literally.  This time.


Ulric had stymied her with euphemisms again. 


"Ah, uh, sex, fucking, you know cause you sort of just er…mash stuff together down there gopping all over each other until everybody's a worn-out wreck." Ulric said, in what Varda would have regarded as the best attempt a man ever made at never doing a thing he described doing again, if a planet cared to pay attention to the things crawling across its surface.


Taipan was now aiming the pointed consideration her eyes took on when she was making a particularly tricky bow shot at him.  She did not actually have her bow off her back so he wasn't immediately concerned but his socks had been finely marinaded this day.


"Glade Chief, firstly, it is well that I know this habit of yours to attempt humor through gross exaggeration and irony, and that your comment just now is just that, as I would otherwise be tempted to put another arrow in you for referring to my sex as an 'ugly'.  Which it is not.” The Elf informed him calmly.


“As you had better know if you ever plan to see it again."  Growled his Shadow warningly.


Back to her overly casual tone she continued reining him in gently, "Secondly, it is also well that you have not ever attempted lovemaking in the way you have just described or I doubt Hal'et would ever have let you walk from her boudoir with all your fingers attached.  For myself, I will simply remind you that we are alone in the wilds and no man, woman, or beast will ever find you should I decide that to be the case." 


"Yes ma'm."  Ulric apologized, having no doubt whatsoever that out here, after dark, it would be unlikely he'd ever actually know from what direction he'd been killed in cold blood. 


Taipan was a formidable woman all day but it was when the Twins faded that she became truly frightening.  Nightblade was a rather narrowly focused class built around assassination from the shadows and she'd been practicing its finer aspects for around thirty or forty years. 


"Good, Glade Chief.  It is just as well that you are so attentive in the act of sexing me or I would be less generous and you less full of blood."  Said his Shadow without a single indication as to whether or not she was joking.


She had a certain history with regard to that latter part and a poker face that a Senator about to cut corporate tax rates would weep for.  Such was the danger of snake handling, you always took a chance when you handled them, no matter how comfortable the two creatures might be with one another.


However, she had let him off the hook so Ulric would not look this gift horse in the mouth.


"You are wise and merciful and beautiful Taipan.  Your sexy bits are not ugly, are in fact biological art sculpted by the hands of the gods to reflect the magnificence of your line and I will treat them with the respect they are due for all of mine days." Ulric capitulated, choosing the path of the only hope for valorous men to die of old age.


A simple acknowledging nod and a shimmy of hips intended to remind him of his place in this world were all the subsequent sign that Taipan was willing to forgive Ulric's poor jest.  Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose.  He refused to stop playing the game though, her laugh was worth the risks, a magic all its own.  Ulric almost failed to note that his Shadow had very adeptly sidestepped his question to leave his curiosity unsatiated.


It was a funny old world was this Varda.  On the one hand, a man was surrounded by mystery and splendor and sights fantastic.  On the other most of those mysteries were actually wyrd riddles designed to test the mettle of all who encountered them, the splendors were contested over with metal, blood, and fire, and the sights fantastic frequently hid traps to slay the unwary. 


Ulric wouldn't have it any other way.


            

    
        Chapter 103: Contemplations in the Deep Wood

    
    
    
    
                Taipan led the travelers through the wilds of her homelands with the familiarity of a man tying his work boots. She didn't even need to look at the ground, always her eyes were up, scanning the trees, the rises of hills, the surrounding snow for signs of dormant predators arising from their winter hibernation. There would be a dangerous season soon as the Deep Wood came alive and did so with a cavernous hunger.


Ulric let his less potent visual attention shift constantly from the snowy trail beneath his feet, to the denuded brush to his left, to the grasping branches on his right, and then a quick check of their six, or rear, before repeating the pattern. He didn't do it because he had doubts about the ability of his Shadow but more from a habit developed up on the Plateau.


The two of them had lapsed back into familiar silence and a chastised Glade Chief focused on keeping the half-scabbarded sword on his back from tripping him. He'd always kept his spear or trident in his hand and used it as a walking stick. The long covered blade on his back was new to him and liked to clip things along the sides of the trail, being near as tall as he was. If Ulric had seen a person with a weapon like that back in his home world he'd have told them they played too many games and had no idea what they were even going to do with that much metal. Out here? Just from the things he'd seen already, not to mention the various horrors that he'd heard tell of, you wanted as much distance between your arms and the things you were trying to fight off as possible.


Once, when the men who had kidnapped Brighteyes had stopped to make a little cash from the corpses of two nearly killed Greater beasts locked into a lethal draw, Ulric had seen a [Shadow Panther] on death's door bite a man's arms off, the large scimitar in his still gripping hands falling to the leaves while his life blood poured out of ruined forearms, in a snap that made him think of scissors trimming fingernails. No sir, he was now aware that the long blades were not for killing men. They were for killing things higher up the food chain.


He'd seen an Elf named Cleaver, named in Ulric's head for the massive two-handed blade like a butcher's cleaver for giants, carry the instrument like a carving knife. According to the Royal Guardsmen and his partner Taipan, Hunter triads almost always had at least one member who was versed in the use of a similarly beefy weapon for scenarios in which the more reserved tools of the scouts were not sufficient to handle.


Ulric had long since had his assumptions about the right-tilted average physical ability of the peoples of this world confirmed. The average bar out here was higher, perhaps dramatically so, compared to his old vanilla humanity. Granted, the Elves had somewhat skewed his outlook by having already pulled the vast majority of their noncombatants out of their city and into hiding, leaving behind only the fighters and the support elements for those fighters.


Taipan, gliding along the snow up there like a human-shaped serpent, with boneless grace coupled to impossible flexibility, was even worse for his perspective. Even amongst her peoples, she was a freak, her status had a title that read Paragon, the embodiment of her race's potential. Ulric, wearing a gods-crafted meat coat, was only just able to outrun her and overpower her. He came nowhere near her in terms of sheer fluidity of motion and coordination. Stats in the status weren't something he understood, intuited, or even wanted to think about but he knew now that anything in the thirties was well outside what he thought of as possible for a human. The elite Elven warriors made him think of the old folk hero of drowned Manhattan, the Spiderman, reacting almost as if precognizant. and with an agility that was awe-inspiring.


There was not a little anxiety in Ulric for meeting creatures that were to Taipan and himself as they were to the more normal peoples of the world. Something like an [Stonecrest Ogre] which could rip tree stumps out of the ground with its brute power. Many of the Greater beasts had such characteristics, and that was outside of the host of spell-like abilities and traits they carried courtesy of their awakened cores, each manifesting according to their magical natures.


Classed peoples were another consideration. Classes somehow enabled a warrior to tap the Akashic pool of experience of the world to draw on the collective knowledge to grant them heightened ability than they possessed by birth. The deeper their commitment and experience in the class, the more in tune with that class they became, the greater they could tap the Akashic connection to grow in power. Ulric was a newbie he was fresh on his path and so his classes were extremely basic, foundational starting points really. His Elementalist class was just a bit obscure since many mages preferred to focus on individual mana forms, lacking Ulric's decades of formal instruction into the natural world, but not to a great extent since older unawakened mages almost always learned to handle enough manaforms to access that class.


According to Christ, his young, for an Elf, sparring partner and friend amongst the Royal Guard, advanced classes enabled a relatively average baseline individual to do superhuman feats such as fight without using their eyes, or throw a javelin through thin stone walls, or imbue their weapons with flame to burn, even as they cut. Ulric was almost certain to encounter such opponents on his mission to decapitate whoever had instigated the coming war and ordered his death. He did not currently have any such benefit of the Akashic propping up his abilities, it took experience and training to develop those skills and he was simply too lacking in real-world application of his abilities. Other than his magic which had progressed in fits and starts, but that Elementalist class was an odd one, subtle and passive in its enhancements, for the most part.


What Ulric had, that few others possessed, was competency in magic to accompany his raw physical stats. Battlemages were rare. Combining the manipulations of energies with one's core and academic training with proficiency in weapons and movement was difficult. Most who did so cheated on this, their class making up the shortfall and sort of giving them a leg up. Ulric was a natural. He'd need to leverage his core's potency in the coming days which meant he couldn't neglect relearning to harness his power now that his core flavored all of his mana with Ceraun.


The Twinned suns were falling in their spiraling dance, shadows throwing long from branch and brush across the dusted landscape when Taipan pulled up and called for a halt. The temperatures, consistently subfreezing, were dropping to their nighttime lows, cold that would drive even Ulric's tolerance to its limits. The two of them established camp swiftly, poles driven into snow then enshrouded by the hide shelter, followed by a fireplace laid atop of woven [Steelwood] bark mesh, to act as a sort of mobile hearth. The flame-resistant bark wouldn't last forever but would allow them to get a fire going on top of the snowpack without having to dig down. Iriel's winters included enough snow to have them, at this time of year, sitting an easy two meters above where the actual ground lay.


Taipan had a fire going in a matter of a few minutes, faster than Ulric could manage it, somehow, and he was collecting dead limbs from the trunks of trees with his bone camp axe. The one-time cripple couldn't have imagined attempting to carry back a load of wood he shouldered currently and his Shadow declared the bundle sufficient to last the night. Water boiled in its pot, the smokeless fire driving it to turbulence. They made a traveler's stew of dried rations and ate in customary silence.


Ulric had been glad to find that, for the most part, Elves didn't need to fill silences to be comfortable socially. It was a habit of his own people that tired him mentally, having to keep up with a steady stream of word vomit and pretend engagement with uninteresting babble. Not that he didn't enjoy the occasional bullshit session mind, but just that they had to do it All. The. Time. None of that shit with the Elves, Taipan was happy to go entire days without saying a single unnecessary word. Brighteyes had been more garrulous, but he was also a child and they were given to be more explorative, especially in the company of a novel experience like a world jumper living in a place no one had been found for thousands of years.


So it was that the evening passed in tranquil silence and the pair were neither of them dissatisfied by its being undisturbed by circumlocution. They retired to the dense fur bedrolls and Taipan forgave him his ill-fated attempt at humor. The bumping of uglies was retired to a previous world's usage, and he paid the price of a new scar for suggesting her uglies were any such thing. Life had a way of balancing out.


Morning rose on the two to find all parties awake and plotting their course. Ulric had no reason to dispute Taipan's suggested route but insisted on a detailed description of the intended bearings to obtain a mental map of their journey. If and when all their best-laid plans went to hell Ulric wanted to have enough of a background to be able to readjust on the fly. Just because he didn't obsess about the future anymore didn't mean he didn't consider how best to deal with it.


Varda punished mistakes. It was a mantra he held close to his heart.


It fell to his Shadow then to outline their planned ingress into the heart of the Otherkin merchant empire of Prespang, the fortress city of Prosper.


They had made around forty kilometers along a roughly North-East track the prior day. They were to take the due Northerly trade routes an additional two hundred and fifty or so kilometers from Iriel into the realms of Celestin, the low lands forest Elves. They would rest a pair of days in the Celestin city of Trachn'ir. From there, it was another four hundred and fifty kilometers, about a hundred leagues, of Northern roads to cross the territories of the Celestin to reach the great plains of the Lagranel Elves, whose royal family had been murdered in the previous season by assassins believed to have been hired by Prosper directly.


Taipan was sketchy about stopping in many places where she might be recognized and thus, somehow, tip off their foes to their movements so she planned to rough it through the Lowland forests as much as was possible. Once in the plains, the nomadic plains tribes of Orlethrem were a different problem.


The Lagranel were the border folk, their lands most at risk in a direct conflict from the armies of Prosper and also the least likely to suffer actual damage from them. The Lagranel lived in mobile cities and were fully capable of simply disappearing into the plains. They would poison the wells and springs behind them and thus force Prespang to carry water the entire path of advance, stretching supply lines all the way through Orlethrem. It was a tried and true tactic of previous wars and Ulric was certain it wouldn't work this time. The enemy was playing a different game, they were wise to the Elves strategies and Ulric had a feeling that plans had been laid to counter this old ploy.


There was no guarantee of actually meeting a Lagranel settlement caravan but odds were good and Taipan was fairly confident that she could recognize the signs they left to guide one another to the normal meeting points. In any case, it was another three hundred kilometers East North East to reach the Prespang border town of Kilok, a major trade hub.


Kilok would, in normal times, see the passage of incredible volumes of goods and people. Now? Taipan wasn't willing to commit to a confidence level of being able to enter the town under her own lead, Ulric would likely have to take charge of their party. If Taipan was to be believed, and he had no reason to doubt her, Kilok was the center of an astonishingly prosperous slave trade. Elves captured in border skirmishes and raids, Beastkin from the outer reaches, Humans, even some prisoner Svartalfin, all were enslaved and transported in volume through the trade roads of Kilok on their way to the other cities of Prespang. That would give Ulric and his Shadow cover to move between townships, a barbarian with a quality slave to sell to the flesh merchants of Prosper wouldn't draw much attention. At least, that was Taipan's planned approach.


Ulric gave that a coin toss to actually play out as she intended and tried to favor a flexible mindset.


In any case, Kilok lay a mere hundred and fifty kilometers due East of the port town Bartala, whose ports on the great inland sea of Vatyn would see Ulric and Taipan on a trade ship directly to the docks of Prosper, some two hundred leagues mostly South, whose fortified capital guarded the tangled delta that emptied the Zelus into Vatyn.


All told, his Shadow's planned journey would take the two of them most of the way through the civilized portions of the continent, staying well South of the Barbarian lands where savage tribes of Beastkin and Humans were known to make for dangerous travel towards those who had no direct connections with the tribes to certify safe passage. It was some 1,150 kilometers of overland peregrinate, followed by a five hundred kilometer seafaring. Taipan estimated they would not reach their destination of Prosper until mid-spring, near to three months after they began their journey, if all went well.


It was a journey about half as long as the infamous Northameric Trail of his homeland. He'd made that trek once, in segments. It had taken him two years. The only saving grace was that the terrain would be gentler as they moved towards the plains toward Vatyn.


Ulric sat back in the shelter and took in the enormity of what he was attempting. This was different from his little jaunts back and forth between Irielhos and the glade. This was a true trek, whose scale was beyond what Ulric could really internalize. It was an adventure, but with a slightly more malevolent bent than most. After all, at the end of this trip was going to be very, very intentional murder of whoever had tried to have him incinerated and had used magical weaponized Elf cancer. His companion instinct murmured vague sibilance in the back of his mind as he considered the people who had invaded his home, for reasons still unknown, and declared themselves his enemies.


"Holy fuck, what a haul Taipan." Ulric summarized.


"This is so, Honor. But, if we succeed, it is a death knell to the enemies of Iriel and Orlethrem." Stated Taipan simply.


"The Merchant lords rule with an iron fist, they are the ones who have brought this down on the heads of their own kin. Without their coin, without their influence driving the city states of Prespang to a united front, they will shatter against Orlethrem's combined forces. The Aes'r will carve them apart and the war will end. If we cannot do this thing, it is likely the war stretches years, if not decades. Many thousands will die. Mostly them, but enough Elves to soak tragedy again into my kin. You do not owe my people this Ulric, but I will gladly go with you to see it done." His Shadow confirmed, gentle voice not hiding the steel in her will.


Ulric had been over this with her already. Just as she refused to stay behind to guard her little brother and her home, Ulric could see no way to hide behind his thin claim to humanity, to ignore the insult given and the harm brought to a bunch of people that almost made him hopeful about not everybody being selfish assholes.


"I might not owe it to your people Taipan. Maybe not, though you know my arguments to the otherwise." He paused only long enough to fail to completely suppress a simmering rage that had burned in his soul since he'd woken to find himself half-charbroiled.


"But I'll be thrice damned if I don't owe it to theirs for what they pulled." Ulric reasserted grimly.


Any hint of the pacifist in him was gone now.


Ulric had come to a realization while under the influence of a cocktail of Elvish drugs and racking pain, a new perspective on his role in this new world. For better or worse Ulric Einar Twice Born, [Forest Lord] Bane, was now the guardian of that beast's former realm. He was the new [Forest Lord] and if the old one had inspired such fear as to prevent desecration of the jewel of the Ancients, so too would he.


A supple hand placed over his unconsciously clawed mitt pulled him from murderous contemplations.


Small ribbons of arcing violet light dimmed away from his form, his core having summoned power without his notice, something that had not happened before. So in tune was he now, it responded to his emotional state. Violent wrath desired an outlet. Ulric saw his own Shadow's determined anger and her expression that said patience would bring them to it, inevitably.


Ulric took a deep breath. Then another three. Finally, he pulled himself together and the two wordlessly set about breaking down camp in the predawn gloom.


Taipan set off at a silent run, taking no visible note of the weight of her pack and travel gear. Ulric fell into step behind her, less obviously effortless. Maybe that had to do with the extra thirty kilos of weight to his gear. Lacking his Shadow's sheer agility and refinement of motion, Ulric was, nevertheless, leaps and bounds more powerful. If only he wasn't so clumsy he couldn't properly employ that strength. Time and adherence to Idra'se's regime of training routines would remedy that.


Someday.


For now, the man plodded along behind his guide, deceptively fast behind her obviously light step, the two devouring the snow laden terrain. Ulric, trying to take his Shadow's scoldings to heart, kept his eyes and, most importantly, mind, on the woods. His attention rewarded him. He saw every variation of tree Iriel had to offer and that was legion.


The Deep wood was rich in timber of a staggering array of diversity. Smooth barks, striated, ridged, whirled, and knobby, all on display without the masking of verdure to hide them. Sometimes trees grew limbs that reached outwards in radial, straight patterns of stunning symmetry, others were merely tidily regular in their branches, while still others embraced the chaos of random tangles of limbs without pattern. The surprising variety of evergreens in the Deep Wood kept the pallet of brownish-grey barks interspersed with dim blue hues and even a smattering of faded reds and oranges. In addition to the trees were more flavors of mosses than Ulric could have ever imagined; tangled [Svartalfin's Beard], spidery silver draped from limbs, blue-green carpets almost completely hiding the hard stone beneath rough outcrops or small bluffs, and a host of others in a bryophile's wet dream.


Even in the depth of Winter, Iriel was exotic sylvan beauty in every square meter of it.


One step became two, became decameters, became kilometers transforming into leagues. Gentle bounce of gear securely rigged to bodies beat a steady rhythm of time turned to distance. The only pause was a brief respite for a midday meal, cold dried travel food consisting of some kind of Elven nutbread, a jamfruit spread, and a jerky of [Stone Plate Boar]. Ulric had to smash a hole in a small creek to refill their water bags, the only significant sound either of them had made all day.


            

    
        Chapter 104: Emergant Properties

    
    
    
    
                There was something almost eerily tranquil about rucking in silence, as if each of the travelers was on a totally separate mission, which, oddly enough, was more true than not. Ulric was carried forth on his mission of vengeance and to curtail a war of aggression against a people who wanted nothing but to be left in peace to tend their groves and the game that flourished therein. Taipan was fully immersed in her role as Shadow, an extension of her Honor's will and household, bent on the advancement of his purposes and safety of his person. Despite the bygones and webs of decisions that had led to the two being on this trek, their tracks paralleled now and neither regretted the course nor its projected end. Such was the mindset of the soldier: Violence was needed to preserve peace, go to deliver it wholeheartedly for if it is done well enough, peace would come the sooner.


Monotonous vigilance has saved more warriors than armor. This was born out when Taipan froze and halted him with a gesture. Ulric statued behind her, not even putting down the lifted foot with which he'd begun to step. His heart hammered in his ears. Heat washed down his limbs and he felt the movements of air across his clothes and shortened hair with incredible clarity, all the gifts of adrenaline given to keep him alive against all odds.


His eyes scanned the forest, narrowed as he tried to decipher what signs had brought the keen Huntress to a halt, resisting the urge to move or fidget under the effects of the fight juice. Iriel was dangerous, Elves lived an age, but few ever explored that dottage. Ulric had seen exactly two Elves with white hair in his months in the fortress.


There, eight meters away. Even as her gesture, two fingers towards the eyes and then towards her two-o-clock, informed him he saw a slight shuffle of snow just off the trail.


Slowly, with uttermost care, Taipan backed to where he stood.


She whispered so low that he had to more read her lips than actually listen to her voice.


"[Snow Wraiths], Ulric, just there.” She pointed ahead to a snow drift, one like a hundred they’d already passed by without drawing his attention.


In careful, hushed tones, she outlined the situation to him, “They burrow in drifts, next to trails. We are far enough from the cultivated lands that I expected to see sign of them, if not so soon."


Taipan's lasered focus told Ulric volumes about the danger such a creature posed, so he wasn't surprised when she continued to unravel the bad news.


"There are between three and five of them, they dig a narrow den and come out in single file, masking their numbers in one another's silhouette. Fast. Very fast, like an arrow shot. Their form is similar to that of an Eel, but with scale plates made of hardened Infrig and razored like your [Ice Blade] spell. If they bite you they will inject a bitter cold venom that chills the blood in your veins, slowing the muscles and dulling the mind, so do not let them bite you.”


He was in the act of asking if there was an antidote for the poison, as she carried a variety of them for her own personal use as well as panaceas for some of the more common toxins found in the Deep Wood, before she read his expression and shook her head “no”.

“I do not carry antidote for it,” Taipan said quietly, “Mostly, it is not necessary. The effects are temporary and not lethal. Besides, the body's warmth soon renders the antidote and the wraith venom itself, impotent, so, if you are bitten, try to stay alive and moving long enough and it will be neutralized by your internal heat." Taipan advised.


“If you are not eaten by then.” She immediately clarified, to his dismay.


"Can we not bypass them?" Ulric asked, surprised that Taipan would risk an engagement that could be avoided.


She paused only a moment before answering, "Perhaps, Glade Chief, it is not too late for that. But the creatures are crafty and, if they have indeed already detected us, if they have our scents, no good will come of leaving them be.”


A slight frown crossed her features as the Iriel’en paragon, steeped in the ways of the beasts of her home considered, “In my judgment, they have detected us. it is why they gave themselves away, moving inside their den to ready their attack. If we turn from our path they will burrow deeply under the snow and trail us until we sleep. We must rid ourselves of them here and now, while we know where they are."


Ulric thought about that for a few seconds.


"Are we trying to be quiet right now?" He asked.


"We are always trying to be quiet, Ulric, but not with any specific purpose other than avoiding prompting the wraiths to charge, at the moment." Taipan answered.


"Cool. Get your bow ready in case one of them lives." He recommended, an idea coming to him, and an opportunity to stretch his arcane legs.


Ulric had absolute faith in his Shadow's ability to cover him. He wasn't going to risk getting close to the creatures, not when he didn't have armor on or a bow of his own to sling arrows into them from afar.


The awakening had been a boon and a bummer at the same time. His old spell casting methods were compromised by requiring that he denature the Ceraun his awakened core naturally produced now before utilizing his previous methods. The process had to be perfect or residual harmonies would contaminate the spellforms. Some types of mana played nicely enough together that it wasn't an issue, Caelum and Incindere being particularly tolerant of Ulric's flawed technique. At least they had in the practice routines, he had to admit he hadn't spun up anything at full blast since the awakening. No time like the present to take off the training wheels.


So. [Snow Wraiths] don't like fire? Perfect. Time to bring back an old favorite.


One of his first spells, a simple gathering of flame, fed until it chafed under his will. This should be an easy one.


Ulric held the magic in his mind, the essence of fire, combusting, feeding on his mana and the air to burn. Imagined circuits, directed the mana inside his core. He could no longer mange the transformation of one mana directly to another, the lightning in his core was sticky, clinging to everything he touched. He redoubled focus, keeping the shifting shadows of the drift in sight as he crafted the spell, channeling it, allowing his core to build its potency to the limit of his control.


Months of developing fundamentals with practiced mages paid dividends, Ulric's image was clear as was his intent. Magic surged and Ulric initiated the trait of his core that he so rarely exercised, [Core Capacitor], opening the conduits of his body to unleash the fullness of his mana in a single wanton burst. His core responded to his will and the lightning mana surged.


A moment of almost panic came as the budding mage realized that, despite his best efforts, he was unable to reset his mana to a completely pure white, unaspected form before converting to Incindere, not with so much magic at once.

Oh shit oh shit oh shit, Ulric chanted silently while concentrating harder on scrubbing the mana cycling through his core even while he formed it to fire's aspect and fed it into his working, all simultaneously. Too much. The taint of Ceraun held onto it, creeping into his spellform. Just before the working came apart though, he felt an odd twisting in the magic in response to his distressed attempts to wrestle the spell under control, as if a gentle hand of overwhelming strength gripped his bucking magic and wrangled it into line. He wasn’t sure how he made it but the combination of willpower and months of lessons kept the magic together.


The almost dizzying manipulation, alongside his somewhat desperate attempts to hold onto the spell with every trick the Dragons of Iriel or Archmage Gother ever showed him, slammed the magic into place, mutating it even as it sprang forth. A brief flash of panic surged icily up his spine as he felt the thing squirm free of his control the full weight of his core behind it and the form new, unplanned, and riddled with potency. Like an arrow loosed from its string, he couldn't take it back and the magic roared to life.


Sometimes though, you fail upwards.


[Flame Crash] Override [Stormfire]

 

*PING*

[image: image] 


Ulric dismissed the damned flashing window before it distracted him, even as his magic took form.


The normal fireball, writ large, ate itself in a violent explosion of sparks and leapt away reborn as a roiling violet cloud of fire webbed with ball lightning, tearing through the air along its intended flight, creating an ion channel as the sheer heat of Incendere paved the way for Ceraun to pull charge from the air itself into the spell. Incredibly, the working was consuming that ambient mana even as it generated it, and fed itself as it traveled. Slowly, at first, the fulminating orb as large as a refrigerator aggressively accelerated into a screaming streak, growing enormous as it did.


Ulric tackled Taipan to the ground on instinct and covered her while tucking his face down into his arms.


The hybrid calamity hit the [Snow Wraith] den and snow flashed to steam, a great white gout of obscurement, blocking view of anything except the rapid flashes of violet light that flickered inside the cloud. An unearthly wailing sound rose, high pitched, grating like nails on a chalkboard mixed with a wolf's howl, dying wraiths, abruptly cut off by an explosive roar as the spell continued on through the drifts boring a path through compressed ice until it hit the solid earth twenty meters past the den where it detonated.


Heat washed over Ulric's back and wind like a giant ran its hand over him, mashing the pair of them down as the blast wave tore past as a sheet of almost solidified snow cleared from the forest floor.


As the cloud dissipated, there was a massive melted path through the snow banks leading to the cratered impact site, snow blasted away to the bare earth below which still steamed with heat. The terrain had spared them the worst of the effects, the rises in terrain lifted most of the shock over them guiding it high.


Of the wraiths, there was nothing to be seen, not to his senses anyway. Except for a vague outline, like a shadow painted against the cleft of rock in the shape of a tangle of ridged eels where the den had been.


Ulric lay there, shock and stark terror at what had just occurred layered on top of the sudden mana exhaustion weighing down heavily on his mind.


Wow.


That was kind of a shitload of destruction over there. Just fuck that entire area in particular.


He glanced at his Shadow, who had retained far more poise and dignity in this moment than he did, even as she lay on her back with his weight pressing down on her. Lifting himself up, Ulric tried to gather himself, helping the Elf woman to her feet without looking at her lest he reveal that he'd done anything unexpected. He dusted the powdered flakes off his clothes, slightly more vigorously than perhaps called for.


All according to plan, just be cool Ulric, if you say anything right now she'll know you bolloxed it all the way-


"You did not intend for that to happen did you." Taipan stated, completely deadpan.


Ulric briefly considered a small white lie but decided his dignity wasn't worth her trust.


"I did not, Taipan. I did get a new spell though so that counts as a win right?" He hedged hopefully.


"You might have put us inside whatever hellscape happened over there Ulric, so, no, it is not a 'win'." She was approaching the site of what had been a den of monsters with a little more caution than was strictly necessary at this point. Or maybe not, clearly Ulric had misjudged a few things.


Kneeling, she rubbed a finger through the almost artistic imprint of a carbonized [Snow Wraith], rubbing the ash between her fingers consideringly. She looked up at him with fresh alarm in her features, a bit like a chemist expecting some organic solvents but finding the package wrapped in flash paper.


"It was impressively destructive, especially for how close we were to it."


There was just the faintest hint of accusation there, if he wasn't mistaken. The seasoned Hunter rose to inspect the cleared zone where the explosive force had cleared layers of compressed ice and snow with ease.


"Those creatures might be weak to flame but that was more than simple flame. It should not have sped up, where did it gain such power? I would give up meat to have Mother Shor here to explain this." She muttered darkly.


"Have you any idea what fuckery you have enacted?" Taipan inquired, a rare bit of profanity escaping her, which revealed the depth of her discomfit.


Taipan didn't normally resort to foul language, it was considered beneath her station. And she preferred to be more personal in her attacks, rather than use the low-hanging fruit of simple cursing. Ulric, of course, had little to no compunction about spicing up a conversation with a little colorful language. As rattled as he was right about now, he wouldn't be surprised if his mouth got away from him.


"Jury is still out on that one. If I had to guess? I think, somehow, the lightning magic buried inside my construct self-catalyzed it. I'm pretty sure the sheer bastard heat of the Incendere destabilized the mana in the air around the spell, ionized it, and then, Ceraun drew in the unstable charge, empowering itself as it moved until it hit the snow and blew the absolute piss out of everything. I'll get back to you when I've had some time to play with it a little more." Ulric said.


Taipan covered her face briefly, shaking her shortened hair before turning to level a somewhat direct gaze on him. He was beginning to feel like a child caught nicking sweets.


"Please. No, Ulric. I know mine words are thrown to the sky in vain but, for the love of the Roots and Leaves, please promise not to conduct ill-informed experiments with horrifying amounts of energy behind them." Implored the Elven beauty.


Ulric gave that due thought. Nope, can't do it he decided.


"Rejected. Sometimes scalability is a key factor to manifest certain properties, Taipan. Kind of like how I never got this result from the small test casts of [Flame Crash]. But. I will take your concerns under advisement for when I am about to do something possibly both of us will regret. I have to practice, I don't have years to improve I've got weeks. This new core is doing all kinds of fucky things to my magic."


At her frown he did offer a concession that should help satisfy her.


"Tell you what, no more [Core Capacitor] amplifications until I get things dialed in a little…ok, a lot more. Deal?"


The Elf ignored his forced cheerfulness to return her attention to the scalded crater. A moment later, she showed the first sign of trepidation, which was a moral victory for Ulric.


"Is it too late for me to return to Irielhos to guard mine brother?" His partner checked before sighing away his shenanigans.


Thusly reminded of the sheer stupid danger of Vardan magic, Ulric resigned himself to a bit more of an incremental approach to relearning his magical algorithms. It really shouldn't have worked that way, not from what he'd been taught by the so-called professionals. Then again, his magic was weird, carried an odd sort of flavor compared to the conventions of the Elven traditions. Perhaps a Human mage would be able to explain some of the, call it wildness, of his magic.


As the two of them took off again, at a slower pace now in consideration of the wicked headache and general malaise inflicted on Ulric as punishment for depleting his core's mana reserves, Ulric couldn't help but review the sequence of events.


He thought he'd had it nailed down, everything seemed legit. Just like his earlier practice, it was the initial scrubbing of mana, retuning it back to an unaspected form that was tricky, but he'd thought he managed it. That damned spell had worked just fine earlier, so why the sudden mutation? It had to be like he'd described to Taipan, an emergent property once some hidden threshold was crossed. Maybe even just traces of lightning flavored energy added to the spell's mana as his core passively generated it during the casting.


Shit.


That meant he would have to do like during the awakening process, actively harmonizing the mana even while it was being used to cast. He couldn't do things in sequence, they had to be actively maintained, simultaneously. It was incredibly difficult to split his attention like that, like juggling and saying tongue twisters.


Suppressing a sigh, he pulled up the new status panel and investigated it again. The details on what it was were there but nothing on the how. Damn.


Well, alright, he'd just have to see if he could reverse engineer the process. At least his hypothesis regarded why it grew and accelerated in power weren't too far off the mark. According to its description the spell really did feed on the surroundings rendered into plasma by its heat.


That right there was a fucking problem, he decided instantly. Ulric didn't want that thing anywhere near him, it was a live grenade. If that disasterpiece orb of fire and lightning got all juiced up and exploded next to him there was no way he got away unscathed. Worse, he didn't understand how he'd made it. Magic sort of ingrained itself in your brain, you could fairly well repeat a particular spell, if slowly, until you had mastered it. Making changes thereafter was also possible, refinements and minute adjustments that elevated its potency or utility as adroitness with the spellform increased.


Here though, Ulric truly had not tried to make this magic. It was spontaneous, a result of contamination. He'd had unintended outcomes before, but never in the actual process of casting a spell, only afterwards, when it was released and began to interact with the world around it. Ulric wasn't sure how he was even going to start manipulating that spooky cloud of fiery doom. He'd have to cast it again, with less energy this time, and dissect apart the weave and flow of mana as he did.


The training he'd gotten from the Ladies Iriel and Gother was going to have to pull major weight, Ulric wasn't even remotely prepared by his prior experiences in life to deal with this shit. What even the fuck was [Stormfire]? Self-catalyzing magic. He supposed it was similar to the [Wind Blade] he'd created in that the spell had a built in way to amplify its potency, a property baked in by how it interacted with the environment. Only, this here was an order of magnitude more hazardous. The scorch marks on the ground indicated that, in addition to the flame, there were potent electrical discharges as the super-heated air and vaporized matter ionized, kind of like how a volcano produced wicked electrical storms due to the charged particles in the pyroclastic clouds.


Why the hell hadn't it done this when he'd practiced his spells earlier?


            

    
        Chapter 105: Ravenous Skies

    
    
    
    
                Damn it.  Ulric truly did not need this added complication to his powers.  He'd thought that all he needed to worry about was getting the mana scrubbing down, not that there would be, as a suspension bridge with a specific frequency, unintended harmonics that could cause the manaforms to create hybridizations with which he had no experience or desire to create.  Any good researcher knows that consistency and reproducibility are king when it comes to an investigation.  This failure of casting due to his inability to control the purity of manafoms was a serious damned problem.


What next?  He'd cast a [Water Jet] and get an arc welder?  Wait, no, that sounded too much like an invitation for the irony gods.


For all the love of the Watcher's marvelous chesticals and my own Shadow’s baller knockers, please do not listen to me universe, Ulric pled, hoping he hadn't inspired whatever muses out there whispered disaster to his fortunes.  Getting his magic back on the rails was mission-critical, he needed as much luck and potentially metaphysical help as he could get.


Putting aside his failure and or success, they were coming to a river, the steep banks sharply declining to a frozen sheet of ice of indeterminate thickness.


Taipan descended the three-meter bluff confidently, her skipping feet keeping perfect balance until she stood on the layers of snow and ice that had blanketed the river.  Ulric slid, skidded, and generally barely refrained from sliding down to join her on his ass.


He was readjusting the sheath strap across his chest for the eightieth time since they'd started their journey when the gorgeous Elf took began a light jog straight down the middle of the once-flowing water.  Seeing no reason not to join her he upped his pace. 


"We in a hurry Taipan?"


Keeping her gaze ahead she replied without inflection.


"We are.  I am becoming concerned Ulric." The woman admitted, in a rare tone of apprehension.


"The absence of game, birds even, there is something fell in the air.  I smell it.  Always the Deep Wood teems with life, but I have seen nothing other than the [Snow Wraiths].  I fear that this is a continuance of the ripples your killing of the [Forest Lord] initiated.  Ever since, a movement of beasts has begun, a flux in the habits, patterns, and territories of creatures whose ranges were as constant as the stone before.  Especially the Greater beasts." 


"You're talking about the monsters that have awakened cores right?" Ulric checked. 


"This is so.  Like the creature that killed Surlic, evolved variants of the usual denizens of the wood, themselves a threat to the unwary, these beasts are lethal in the extreme.  Most are obvious in their natures, marked by destruction, roars of challenge, and the corpses of prey.  Others can be as intangible as evil spirits, melding with their surroundings and taking victims almost without notice.”  His partner said, scanning the surroundings with that piercing viridian gaze.


In a low pitch, she voiced her concerns, “Of the two, the possibility that an ambushing type is skulking in the area is becoming greater by the league.  Something has scared the forest, driven its children into hiding."


"I would have us well away from this area, hopefully without attracting the attention of whatever has been stalking out here.  We may travel faster along this frozen river, though it does not run in the direction I prefer.  Also, there is no cover to mask the approach of some creature." Explained Taipan nervously


So saying, his Shadow managed to sufficiently take some of the starch out of Ulric's pants and, when she accelerated to a harsh pace for his throbbing head, he did not so much as whisper a complaint.  The demon bird that had slain Surlic had done so without the experienced Hunter's even being able to lift a weapon in defense. 


Ulric had no illusions about his capabilities to detect threats compared to that gifted Elven woodsman, or his own Shadow.  Months spent in the glade didn’t compare to roving out in the Deep Wood for a century.


The Twins were setting, burning reds and golds marking the horizon of their evening resting place.  White snow starkly contrasted to the darkening hues streaking the sky.  They had not paused for several hours and Ulric was feeling it.  He knew his guide was struggling as well.  Her lithe form, so unfailingly graceful, was starting to drift in her intended direction, the unconscious bias towards her stronger side coming as she pushed hard against her limits of endurance.  On they went though, pushing into the falling night for distance and, if his legs felt no better about it, at least the mana exhaustion faded.


Suddenly, the woman pirouetted smoothly on one foot her form as perfect as a dancer, the bow on her back had flickered into her hands as if by witchcraft, an arrow head a handsbreadth long flying towards his head.


"Gack!" Ulric threw himself to the snow, panicking, trying to figure out why she'd decided now was the time she wanted to murder him.


Chuck! 


The arrow found its mark, its thumb thick shaft buried to the fletchings from the raw power of the layered composite stave, his gift to her.  The creature that had been about to rend Ulric's head from his shoulders buried itself halfway into the drifted snow next to him and did not move, other than to twitch, the arrow driven into its head between ghastly stretched skin where eyes should be.


A gigantic mutant bat, that's what it resembled most, as Ulric examined it from his sprawl in the snow.


Fangs longer than his fingers projected from a massive underbitten jaw, recurved to hold its prey.  Spouting from the upper jaw were four grotesquely large fangs.  Its leathery wings were almost as wide as a school bus.  The rest of it held an almost skeletal thinness, corded muscle on thin, sharp-clawed legs, ribs standing proudly, and a lightly charcoal fur that had navy blue mottling, a pattern that made it invisible against a night sky. 


Ulric had heard nothing.  Had had no idea the thing was nearly climbing his back.  Taipan had, somehow, detected it and pulled a snapshot to its noggin nearly in the dark, without hitting him thank you very much. 


What a gal.


"Holy shit Taipan!" Ulric exclaimed, at a slightly higher decibel and pitch than he'd intended.


"What a shot!  How in the Sweet Merciful Bosom of the Watcher did you even know it was there?" He asked, pushing himself to his feet.


His savior was backtracking to him her emerald eyes almost glowing, like a tiger's, and she never stopped scanning, even when she smiled at the praise.


"I felt its wing beats disturb my hair.  A pressure that came from no air current that should have been there." She said, as if that was something that made sense.


Looking down at the thing she'd slain, she spat into the snow.


"It would seem we have not found the favor of the Ancestor's on our path.  It is a [Bloodstarve].  They travel in swarms, broodlings born to a single mother, as bees to a queen.  Not Greater beasts, thankfully, but bad enough.  They are why the forest is quiet.  The foul things kill everything they can catch, haul them back to a brood queen who drains the blood to make more of them and the cycle repeats until they have annihilated all life in the area.  It does not stop until the brood queen is slain, or driven from her territory by another creature more dangerous than she."


That did not sound good.


"That doesn't sound good, Taipan.  What the hell are we gonna do about it?  Escape?" He asked, doubting it would be that easy.


"Varda has not been merciful today," his guide noted, "There is no choice, Ulric Glade Chief, not anymore.  If the [Snow wraiths] were only maybe a threat for dogging our footsteps, these [Bloodstarves] are a certainty.  We will have to kill the brood queen or her broodlings will continue stalking us from the skies.  We are in luck in this, however, I know these woods and there is only one place where she could hide herself from the Twins' light, which is as poison to them." Taipan declared.


"You will put on your armor now and we will hunt together." She said, her tone warming, as if they were going to play a favorite game. 


Which, he supposed, they were.  Hard ass Elves.


Ulric dropped his pack and opened the clever clasps on the bottom of it, allowing him to access the wrapped package on the bottom of his loaded gear.  He unrolled the thin leather to reveal the majesty of Galed Uldin's craft.  Dark charcoal Bone plates, overlapping perfectly and fitted with the precision of a neurosurgeon. 


Without delay Ulric pulled the cuirass over his travel clothes, the thick robes acting as a gambeson now.  He pulled the leather straps tight, only three along his body necessary to affix the body armour securely.  He was wearing a second skin, so well did it fit.  On he pulled the vambraces, pulling a tightening lace and buckling it.  The plated skirt went next, belted on and hanging lightly over his thighs.  Shin guards slipped over his boots protecting the fronts and sides of his lower legs, along with the top of his foot.  Next, he pulled the overlapping scales of the pauldrons, fitted to protect his shoulders and upper back and attached to a set of ingenious hooks that would allow the things to be removed or secured rapidly.  Last, the helmet, a scaled representation of the old horror from whose bones it was carved, a replica of the visage of the [Forest Lord], final bestial guardian of the [Plateau of Ancients]. 


It was odd, Ulric had been somewhat skittish a minute ago.  Now though, now he felt…invincible.  No fucked up vampire bat was going to get through the artistry of Iriel's greatest smith. 


Ulric's vision was only minimally impinged on by the helmet, even when he closed the "lower jaw" visor that protected his face he found himself with most of his peripheral vision, some miracle of contour and design allowing his vision to take in the dark shapes of trees, the dead monster in the snow, and the eager grin of his Shadow. 


Taipan nodded her approval.  "Come.  Stay close to me and ready your blade.  They prefer a vertical attack angle or a low rear angle as did the one before.  I will cover the front and skies, you will guard my rear." 


"Oh, your rear is all mine lady." Ulric said cheerfully, trying to squeeze humor from the situation as best he could.


She deftly stepped away from a lecherous hand and scolded him, "One track is your mind but you will focus now on killing your enemies, Glade Chief." 


Her Elvish lilt held no heat though so he knew she wasn't angry.


"Besides, we shall see whose rump is whose.  Would you care to wager on it?  Say, the most monsters slain gets three forfeits?" She asked with a casualness that screamed TRAP! to Ulric's sensibilities.


"Oh, you would like that would you not?  You with your seeing in the dark and your killing flying monsters at range?  No deal.  Instead, let us make the mark the Brood Mother.  Whoever takes its life's blood gets the forfeits." Counter offered Ulric in his own improved Elvish.


"And you will not be playing games with my butt!" He demanded. 


"How boring.  Very well, I have been thinking on a few things that you will find…distracting." She threatened.


Oh, goody.  He was unable to tell if that would be net positive or a net negative, Taipan could be a little…assertively rough.  Ah well!  Skin regrew and a man's jaw eventually went numb.


He put thoughts of later aside and felt that almost giddy fury-excitement that now accompanied thoughts of bloodshed.  Bald'rt had been right.  He was, slowly, getting used to the Lord's Instinct.  Warrior's Instinct countered the budding aggression somewhat, focusing his thoughts and letting him concentrate better in a fight as he pulled the long blade of Xef'tocht free.  Ulric felt that gentle hum of latent strength, the inlaid black metal seeming to radiate heat.


It was time to hunt.


His hands gripped the grain of his weapon tightly, probably too tightly, but he wasn't quite used to something so large, nor the adrenaline that was taking him along for a danger ride.  Tiredness of a few minutes ago was left behind.  For now, at least.


The figure of his Shadow stalked in front of him, steps placed to make no sound, balance even.  Ulric recognized the precision of the Thousand Steps Dance in her movements, the angles of her body adhering to the half steps with which Ulric was only recently obtaining a minimum of competence.  It was a reminder to him to watch his form, to maintain the integrity of his footing, as Idra had insisted.  Battles were won by position, position was gained by the relationship of the feet to the body's weight. 


Recalling the eyeless muzzle of the [Bloodstarve Broodling], Ulric whispered, "Taipan how is it that these things fly in the dark without eyes?  How do they home in on their prey?"


Without turning his Shadow confirmed his suspicions, "By sound, Glade Chief.  The monsters emit a chirp higher than our ears detect, though some Wolven Beastkin claim they can hear it.  They brag about everything though, so I know not if that is truth.  In any case, the pulses somehow paint an image to them, as good as a hawk's eyes.  You can blind them temporarily with a loud sound in close quarters."


"Can't they hear us whispering like this?" He checked, figuring it for a bit of a silly question.


A short laugh ahead of him confirmed his too-late caution's inanity even before she commented "They can hear our hearts beating Ulric, do not worry for your whispers."


Oddly enough, that actually settled his nerves a bit.  Echolocation, just like the bats of his previous life.  Sonar.  Reflected and interpreted patterns of sound, capable of precise resolution on moving objects, even small ones, like insects.  Jammable though, with the right frequency of sound.  Ulric's engineering came back to him, sinusoidal voltage patterns produced by alternating current sources could make distinct pitches, tunable, a frequency of sound dependent on the half frequency of the source.  Could Ulric maybe jam these fuckers using a simple Ceraun fluctuation?  Theoretically.  No…he remembered the clear buzzing of his [Voltaic Riot].  More than theoretically.  All he had to do was raise the frequency of oscillation and he'd be able to do it.  Probably not before his awakening, he hadn't managed that kind of control.  Now though?  Now his synergy with that mana was astronomically greater.  How to test it?


"Taipan, this is going to sound a little crazy, and I don't think we can test it without an injured [Bloodstarve], but I think I can blind them.  Any of them that get close to us, anyhow.  It's going to take a bit of mana though and I'm still recovering from earlier.  Let's not take any chances, but, if the opportunity arises, I think it might be worth a bit of an experiment." Ulric ventured, recalling her request to let her know before he started playing around with the forces of the universe.


Her voice was not without a hint of doubt, "If opportunity arises, with a creature crippled beyond ability to threaten, you may have your fun chasing [Bark Weasels] Glade Chief."


Permission to experiment get!


Restraining his enthusiasm was as easy as remembering that all he needed to do was bring down a flying carnivore bigger than a man, that moved faster than a horse, completely silently, which could tear a guy's head off in a mere moment of inattention and do it without killing it.  Somehow.  Easy peasey.


It didn't have long before he realized his plans were doomed to amount to nothing as it was damned near impossible to actually take one alive.  Firstly, Taipan didn't take prisoners.


They were only a few minutes farther along in their course before next contact.  A half-seen flicker of movement from his four o' clock was all he had before the Huntress in front of him released an arrow, followed swiftly by a second, then a third.  Three whistling bolts impacted on the fleeting silohuette, almost at eye level and only twenty meters away and it cried out a high-pitched shriek of mortal injury, dropping to the ground in a broken heap.


The Elf retrieved her shafts from the beast, giving the fletchings a quick inspection and a wipe on the monster's thin, patchy fur before returning them to her quiver. 


They had gone another fiftyish meters before she repeated that feat, dropping another broodling with two arrows to the face and chest as it closed in a vertical nose dive.  These arrows were ruined as they broke when the corpse smashed into the snow in a grisly ruin.


Ulric kept his eyes up, scanning constantly.  He hadn't seen the second monster but his Shadow was adept, they were fully in her element now.  Honestly, these things, were they not allergic to sunlight, would have been better off to try this in the day.  At night, Taipan was at her most deadly.


A shape flittered past the impression of branches on his left.  Turning Ulric was greeted by a fanged maw barreling down on him.  Instincts trained for months at the merciless hands of Idra'se, Christ, and Taipan took hold, guiding Ulric's motions, the thousands of repetitions turning them into instinct. 


His feet moved smoothly, Root side, to shift his body from the path of those teeth, Undan Ready, his arms raised in a semicircle to bring the blade high over-head and he brought it down smoothly his stroke parting the oncoming wing from the thin body.  The force pushed his wrists slightly, an almost gentle resistance, but the metal parted the limb so easily that it might as well as have been cutting through a balsa branch. 


The beast passed by, blood freely flying through the air and crashed into the snow, trenching the snow.   It started to rise, scrabbling unevenly, keening.  Ulric had already started sprinting, judging the trajectory of the monster's crash.  His legs churned, tiredness forgotten, propelling him at a few meters a second.  He leapt, three meters away from the thing, driven by intuition, his high jump carrying him into the air to fall on the beast's back, blade secured downward. 


Impact bent his legs and he felt the hilt jar against him as the sword impaled the creature, his full weight smashing against it, with all the momentum he could muster.  Down his body leaned until the cross guard slammed into its fur, digging deeply.  Ulric wrenched the blade viciously back and forth, tearing the flesh and organs before he ripped the long blade free and hewed downwards again.  And again.  A hand on his arm broke the murderous spell.


His eyes shifted to the side, blade still held high, ready to enact carnage, and he saw Taipan there at his side.


She shook her head gently, short tresses rocking.  "It is done Glade Chief, you have killed it.  Very much killed it." She informed him gently.


Letting himself be led away, Ulric took in the pile of gore that had been the broodling.  Viscera steamed in the air. 


Okay, so maybe he didn't quite have a handle on this whole fighting monsters thing.  A war drum of murderous impulse beat in the back of his head, the Lord Instinct fully roused.  Adrenaline put the ultra-violence on loudspeaker.  He pushed it down a little, just a little, and got his breathing under control. 


Whatever.  He could see the use for it.  There was a time and a place for cultivating peace and gentleness.  This wasn't it.  Varda in general, did not seem to be conducive to passivity.


            

    
        Chapter 106: Something Wicked

    
    
    
    
                Their march continued, led by the high-booted steps of Taipan.  Only a kilometer upstream of the normal flow of the channel, Taipan turned to the right and made for the tree line.  They came to the river bank, each watching the other's back as they made their way to the brief, if steep ascent in deep powder over ice, a treacherous footing to climb the five or so meters through slipping snow. 


Ulric went up first, climbing carefully under the watchful eye of his Shadow.  Once at the top he braced himself to lift her up and she stowed her bow on her back, took a two-step run, jumping high and planting her feet to almost run up the seventy-degree incline, before she buried her hands into the bank and threw herself up the final meter, catching Ulric's offered arm and topping the bank easily.  Cheater.


Under the cover of the tangles of branches they were marginally safer, the direct overhead angle of attack was far less likely, even as large as these Iriel'en trees were.  There was simply too much variance in species and size, the canopy was a more diffuse thing out here, unlike the monolithic bottom of the canopy stratum of the [Forest of the Forgotten] upon those mega arbors.  Absent the freedom to abuse open skies, the [Bloodstarve Broodlings] lost a significant degree of potency especially given they were up against their natural enemy: An Elven Hunter, master of archery.


Twice more, Taipan took down an attacking broodling.  Not an arrow missed its target.  The creatures possessed a fatal weakness, they were fast but not agile.  Too heavy.  Once they dove, they surrendered the ability to change course except by gradual degrees.


Ulric was the weak link and several tested that link. 


A third beast tried for Ulric's blind spot, just behind the crown of his head.  He heard Taipan's shouted warning and just barely turned to face the beast that had been coming from his high eleven-o-clock.  He got his sword up, braced across his body, reversed blade enchanted not to cut its wielder and glittering edge in the way as the monster tried to tackle him.  He got his feet planted as it hit and the genius of Smith Uldin became starkly clear.  The mass of the beast parted before that vorpal sword, two halves pitting the snow and ice to either side of him, cut cleanly in half under its own rushing weight.  Ulric rocked back from the force but kept his feet.


He stared dumbfounded at the deep blue steel of Xef'tocht, black runes glittering with a sinister cold light, sky-colored bevel painted deep crimson by the broodling's insides.  The cloven bones had scraped past his armor leaving nothing but smudges of gore as he stood in shock. 


Good Goddamn. Sharp didn't even start with that edge.  Swords weren't supposed to work that way, he ought to have been knocked onto his ass.  He was strong, but [Bloodstarves] massed the same as a heavy Elf and moved fast enough to get a ticket in most city limits. 


Taipan had turned to see what caused the wet slapping sounds, she'd killed a pincering broodling whilst he'd been distracted.  Realization rang out to Ulric that that was the first simultaneous attack as the She-Elf bent down to examine the bisected corpse, she was professionally fast at removing the cores from the things.  Those coin-sized crimson orbs went into her belt pouch as "travel funds".


"Uncle Uldin has created a sword worthy of artifact, Glade Chief." She said proudly, "I think he may have enchanted the weapon with an aura of cutting, it projects its edge forwards of the metal slightly.  Enough to begin severing before the edge actually contacts its target.  He has not crafted a thing like this in over a century, Ulric.  Perhaps never has he made its equal.  His inspiration has returned to him in full, it would seem."  


"Do you think I should make him a necklace out of the monster cores?" Ulric asked, jokingly. 


"Killing the ones who murdered his colleagues and kin should be sufficient." She said grimly, reminding him of the purpose of their journey.


Ulric was glad she was around to keep him focused, he had a tendency to either wander loose or tunnel vision completely.  She was getting better at doing it without being incredibly abrasive, just as he was, mostly, getting better at getting her to smile at his offbeat graveyard humor.  They weren't here for pest control. 


The sword wasn't made to slay giant mutant bats, it was made to eradicate a special breed of warmongering assholes.  Best he kept that in mind.  They were only hunting these winged beasts now because they had to, the real monsters sat in a room somewhere plotting genocide and his sword was a plow designed to part the forces that stood between him and sowing vengeance on them. 


The pair moved on, deeper into the forest, away from the established trails of blazed by the Iriel'en Hunters, towards a den wherein lived the horror that spawned these broodlings to feed its own bloodthirst.  As they did, the attacks increased in pace and complexity.


Taipan lost another four arrows to the creatures, shafts broken as they either smashed into a tree in their aborted flights or during their death throes.  She was down to a fifteen arrow supply and Ulric could tell she was starting to become incensed at the loss of these shafts. 


When her most recent victim took her broadhead with it, flying away mortally wounded and poisoned, but still capable of flight, her pique was revealed as she cursed "Eat your guts and die, you rat-furred sons of diseased leeches!", yelling at the dying form as it faded into the night, careless of revealing their position to its broodmates.  Not that they weren’t already revealing themselves by virtue of making sounds like breathing or having heartbeats.


Ulric's own weapon had claimed two more of the creatures as they'd attempted to ambush from the rear using the distraction caused by a small group that attacked from high angles at the front, only to be taken on the wing by his able Shadow.  That tactic seemed to be their favored one but the absence of verticality made it a turkey shoot for Taipan and gave Ulric a relatively easy target for the long reach of the ensorcelled blade. 


Knowing the edge was projected explained a great deal; Ulric's cuts were parting the flesh even before any of the momentum of the monsters could be transferred to himself, which was preventing the things from overwhelming him through sheer mass.  Unless they actually hit him he was able to keep his form, ready to engage the next attacker.  The Dance, Idra's blessed footwork, was making that event a non-issue.  The Elf Swordmaster had been absolutely correct, combat was won by position and angle.  The placement of his feet was everything, the strokes of his arms were almost afterthoughts against the simple mindless aggression of the broodlings.


An hour of hunting, sometimes desperate sprinting to evade or engage a small group of foes, sometimes digging into the snow, hiding deep enough to avoid detection by thicker patrols of the monsters, took the two of them well into deepness of night and into the heart of the [Bloodstarve] swarm.  Ulric was, of course, totally lost, he had no idea where they were in relation to anything.  More than that though he could no longer see well enough in the dark to properly track the fast-moving flying monsters.  At this point, all he could do was trace disturbances that marked a movement against the backdrop of the forest.  Taipan was a beacon radiating confidence.  She knew this land like she knew her bootlaces. 


In a turn of events that had him first angry, then incredulous, and then deeply concerned about his future prospects, Taipan also had tricks to deal with the inordinate hearing of their echolocating enemies that was far more low effort than Ulric's idea about a buzz jammer: a set of bells.  During a brief stop and rest, she'd tied them to her hair so that they jingled, soundlessly to Ulric's ears, but she assured him they had been crafted by Iriel'en meisters with a subtle working that masked the minute sounds of their hearts beating and would confuse the sense of anything that used sound to see at close range.  They were, she told him while he very nearly vibrated in frustration, considered standard travel gear by experienced Hunters, who regularly encountered monsters that hunted by listening for those subtle life sounds. 


When he asked, in a harsh whisper why she only mentioned them now, she informed him that she had wanted the monsters to know where they were so that they would come to them, not the other way around.  This led him, in no uncertain terms, to order that she should ask before using them both as bait.  The insane Elf actually had the nerve to give him a playful cuff on the leg and suggest that he shouldn't be so boring.


Elves!  Unbelievable.  Why in the hells did she want the creatures to be able to find them then but not now?  He was more or less in the dark, both literally and figuratively, on this occasion.  Probably it was some weird Iriel'en hunter culture thing that he wouldn't understand unless he'd been raised there.  Aggravating.  But his Shadow was the expert so maybe it was just a him problem.


"If you wonder why it is that I should use the masking bells now, it is because we are closing in on the most likely place for the den to be.  Farther from there we would only face one or three of the broodlings at once, no real threat, and good practice for you.  Closer, there could be a dozen returning at any given time and that is not something I would expose us to." Explained the seasoned veteran of Varda's wilds.


That was not especially comforting to him, but he said nothing.  Trust the process, Ulric, Taipan teaches you the Taipan way.  Just don't die while you learn, that's all.


After another hour or so, Ulric couldn't keep track of time precisely anymore, Taipan brought them to a halt.  This time she kept them both in low profile, guiding them slowly and gradually towards a bank that sat in a deep hollow between two hills. 


They were currently crouched in a tall evergreen bush full of prickly leaves, similar in form to holly, if holly bushes also carried a thorned bulb on their limbs that pumped dilute acid onto whatever brushed against it.  The [Blistergreen] was an effective barrier, in addition to Taipan’s bells hiding them effectively from the sonic vision of their target, a [Bloodstarve Brood Mother], that lay just ahead in a small cavern. 


If there was any doubt in Ulric's mind it was removed by the hideous stench that rolled out from the mouth of that cave with the breeze.  Rotten flesh, putrid droppings, and, of course, the metallic twang of blood. 


For a few minutes, the odd couple simply watched, broodlings flitting around the opening of the cave proving that a direct assault would have been unwise.  If they broke cover they'd be mobbed.  Taipan was an absolute killer but there had to be twenty of the things at any given moment in the vicinity of this den, between the guarding beasts, the ones bringing savaged corpses, and the ones leaving from having, according to Taipan, fed by suckling enriched blood from their brood mother.  Disgusting.


Leaning close, the Elf put her lips to his ear and almost sub-audibly whispered, "The den is found now we must kill the brood mother and get away swiftly, before her broodlings swamp us." 


Ulric mirrored her actions whispering as quietly as possible directly into her long ear "Exactly how in the sweet fuck are we going to pull that off?"


A smile flashed, almost invisible in the darkness, before she unshouldered her pack slowly and extracted a clay globe.  Gesturing to it she explained her plan.  Ulric would have had her declared criminally insane if she hadn't proven so disgustingly competent up to that point.


The "plan" went as such: 


Step one, use the clay globe, a poison bomb that released a noxious burning smoke whose compounds caused severe internal bleeding to drive the creatures out of the den.


Step two, pelt the brood mother with an ungodly number of envenomed arrows and magic in quick succession.


Step three, run like absolute hell because the brood mother would raise a call that summoned all her broodlings in range of hearing, read, two kilometers square, to her side each in suicidally murderous fury. 


Quietly, but with as much emphasis as he could muster Ulric demanded "Tell me you are not serious.  Watcher's tits!  You have to tell me that isn't the best plan you could come up with."


Reproachfully she grabbed him to remonstrate, again, very quietly, "And why not?  To enter the den is a ludicrous risk." which Ulric found to be pretty rich, coming from her.


Without pausing, though she frowned at his expression which said what was on his mind well enough, she continued to outline her strategy, "We can drive the brood mother to us in a few moments, kill her, and slip away in the confusion."


Inhaling the sigh that tried to escape Ulric explained his reasoning as gently as he could manage "Because it's crazier than giving a [Shadow Panther] a suppository, that's why!”


Alright, that wasn’t so gentle, but he was getting a little tense.


Slowly reasoning with this madwoman, Ulric outlined why her somewhat footloose strategy was, to use an appropriate phrasing, batshit crazy.


“You might be able to see in the dark and be invisible but I can't do either.  The only reason this has worked at all is because I can almost sort of see the outlines of moving things and you’ve kept the numbers low.  As soon as we take off into the bush with a horde of those critters, I'm going to trip over a godsdamned bush or root or fall into a creek and get killed, or get you killed for fuck’s sake!  Odin’s balls!" he cursed.


Her eyes widened, "Whose balls?  What do balls have to do with this?  It is not the time for you to indulge your perverse-" 


Ulric clamped his hand over her mouth and glared.  "Vetoed.  Now be quiet while I come up with something that doesn't get us killed to death."


At which point she bit him, not gently.  He retorted with a rather cold-hearted purple nurple that brought tears to her eyes.  The knuckle she drove into the corner of his elbow probably did some kind of nerve damage and he was preparing an Indian burn that would damned near deglove her forearm when she flashed the hand signal that meant surrender.  Reluctantly he released the limb he had been about to savage.  That they were engaging in the antics of under-school children had not escaped him, but pressure does things to you.


"Enough!” Came the hiss into his ear,  “Glade Chief, we will settle this later.  For now, since my plan is not good enough for your towering wisdom, what do you suggest instead?" Taipan demanded harshly but near silently.


That settled him down a little and he staunched the slight bleeding of his hand against the leather of his armored skirt while she studiously did not rub her chest.  He saw her hands twitch upwards a few times but she kept them firmly on her bow stave.  Served her right, his pinkie was still tingling.


Ulric thought about the situation for a few minutes.  It was tricky.  They needed to kill the brood mother to stop the hunting of her children so that they could move on.  They also needed to keep her from calling her little babies over to feast on Glade Chief and a side dish of the bearer of the world’s greatest ass and also the biggest pain in every other ass that walked this rock. 


Poison really was a good idea.  That figured, since it was Taipan’s and she generally knew her business, except for the habit of clearly forgetting that not everybody else could also be Taipan in the Deep Wood.  He wished he could just funnel some smoke in there and close the door to the cave.  Carbon monoxide poisoning would just send it to sleep and none the wiser. 


Wait.


"Taipan, do you know how deep that cave goes?" He inquired quietly, firming up the budding plot in his head. 


It was pretty slick, if he did say so himself, but it hinged on that cave not being too large.  He was pretty sure he could get the monster without pissing off her little vampire kids.


After giving the exposed roots of the bank and the rocky exterior of the den a cursory examination as well as that of the surrounding thicket, she blinked slowly before informing him, somewhat chastened, “I have forced several hunts to conclusion in this very one, Glade Chief, yes.”


Mumbling, “And what are the odds?” she paused only briefly before he could offer her statistical bullshit on the likelihoods based on estimates of the number of caves per square kilometer and the time spent within any one of them.  But she saw him winding up and hushed him quietly.


“Never you mind, what are you planning, Ulric?"


"Depends, that cave very deep?" He whispered.


"It is not, only four or five chambers that could fit a beast like the brood mother and the small tunnels are sealed off now, to keep the [Jewelfanged Kraits] from nesting there, the main reason I have had to come to this particular crevice in the past forty years." She replied, still skeptical.


"Will your little globe of heinous shit be enough to deadify everything in the cave if none of the gas escapes?" He followed.


"Yes.  And five more times again.  But it cannot fill the cave if the opening is not closed and we cannot collapse the opening without alerting the brood mother.  Are these questions leading to an answer for how we are to kill the brood mother that is better than my plan?" She asked sarcastically, which showed that even his Shadow was feeling the pressure.


"Yep, that was the last piece of the puzzle, pretty lady.  Gonna use your poison but without us needing to run blindly through the dark with a ravening horde on our asses, if it's all the same to you." He said drily. 


Taipan's eyes narrowed, "And how do you propose this?" She asked, losing some of the heat of her tone.


He had her curious now. 


"You'll see.  All I need you to do is fire an arrow into the woods to draw those ones near the den off for a few seconds.  I'll do the rest.  Best part?  They'll never hear dear mommy expiring inside and we can be well the fuck out of here before they figure it out." Ulric said, lightly.


He had an idea for an even more refined version of this trick but kept it in his hip pocket for now.  For now?  Simple was best.


"Very well." She acquiesced mildly, "I still believe we will end up fleeing for our lives through the dark of the wood and the horde 'on top of our asses' as you say, but it is at least worth seeing what you have cooked up in that [Borer Beetle] nest of a mind."


She would see.  Those forfeits were his.


The fuse he'd do with the lightest touch of Ceraun at his finger-tips, a [Voltaic Grip] so minimal it should barely even make light.  He gripped the clay globe carefully, his legs underneath him ready to slip out of the bush, minding the wicked thorns, so's to deliver the payload.  And the trick.


He patted her back lightly, with a whispered, "Go!"


She drew a dummy arrow, one meant for small game that had a blunt tip, and let fly.  The arrow whistled loudly through the air, drawing the attention of the broodlings who immediately cried out and gave chase, following the arrow's flight into the wood.  Because his Shadow was a cheating cheater, it didn't hit a tree and, instead, made a long trajectory into the woods. 


Ulric summoned his arc, lit the fuse in a breath, and broke cover for a mere second, before he slung the clay globe in a sidearm throw into the mouth of the cave. 


Now for the trick.  Concentrating on a minimum amount of mana this time, to prevent contamination, wrangling it with difficulty, Ulric focused his mana, purifying it, and then channeled Caelum, air magic, to deploy three separate barriers of air, thin but completely covering the entrance, each creating a sonic dead zone of vacuum between them as he pulled the air between the shields into their formation.  He slipped back into the [Blistergreen]'s dubious protection.


A dirty grayish-orange plume pushed soundlessly against the barrier a few moments later as Taipan's poison bomb fumigated the cave with lethal smoke.  Not a whisper of sound escaped the cave.


The stumbling, skittering form of a stupendously ugly creature that could only be the [Bloodstarve Brood Mother] shambled into view.  It was huge, five times the size of its offspring, foul, bloated, with blood and putridity caking its fur.  Its mouth was gaping wide with drool, bile, and vomit spewing.  Clutching forms of broodlings hung dead from its body, having locked their claws into her fur in their dying moments.  It was, on balance, the most sickeningly awful sight of Ulric's life thus far, in terms of sheer uuugh factor.  The beast never made it to his shields of air, falling to the stone floor a few meters shy of the cave mouth.  Quivering tremors of its limbs marked its dying and it soon stilled.


Taipan was shaking her head at the genius of his maneuver.  She wasn't the only one who could cheat, after all.


He grinned roguishly at her, and wagged his eyebrows.  The abject look of horror that came over her features as she realized he'd won their little wager was a little hurtful but-


The blood drained from her face and she turned Ulric forcefully around to the den before she whispered fearfully "Ancients preserve us, it is a [Mindworm] holding the brood mother thrall and there is a clutch ready to spawn."


Ulric's eyes took in the unreal. 


The grotesque. 


The brood mother was dead, of that there was no doubt.  But, previously hidden on the back of its neck, was a pulsating red goop of frog eggs, and, now, a large set of thrashing tentacles emerged from the corpse’s spine to wave ominously.  The tentacles were two meters long, longer even, and reached for the limbs of the dead brood mother, penetrating easily through dead flesh, and the limbs began to shuffle and squirm unnaturally.  It was hijacking the slain host's nerves directly, now that the central command center was toast.  It was also, evidently, completely immune to the effects of Taipan's poison.


The corpse drug itself forward, jamming against the thin barriers that had not been designed to withstand a large force, only to seal the cave.  The first cracked easily. 


Ulric jerked back around to his clearly horrified partner.  "What now?  Do we run?  Engage it?"


Taipan took hold of herself, restoring her apparent calm.


"It is a Greater beast.  We must kill it, and all of those eggs with it or it will create a ravening that makes a [Bloodstarve] swarm a child's game.  Ulric, I want you to do that thing that you did earlier.  The stupid thing that burned and flashed." She said, unable to keep the shake from her voice.


"Do it now, with all the strength you have left.  I will carry you through the night if I have to." She commanded grimly.


Good enough.  Ulric spun it up immediately, recalling the form of fire laced with lightning, the Incendere framework that was oddly, yet almost naturally synergized by Ceraun.  He poured the rest of his core into the spell, gathering mana.  It wasn't enough, he wanted more, needed more, and began instinctively reaching out into the air around him with his core to pull the mana into feeding the [Overcharge] of this destructive cloud.  


The last of his [Skyshields] broke and whisps of gas escaped.  The [Mindworm]'s flailing tentacles turned towards himself and his Elven guide, detecting them with its own senses, which he couldn’t begin to describe.  Its pirated body lurched, clumsy, breaking its own joints sickeningly, limbs at angles that defied sanity as it made for them.  The zombie was faster than it ought to be with such ruined limbs.


"Now Ulric!" Taipan shouted.


Ready when never.


[Stormfire]


The fireball yet again consumed itself, a spray of sparks announcing the hungering reach of plasma for plasma, it drew into itself and shot at the pile of malevolence heading towards them.  Far lesser than his earlier attempt, with so much less energy at its start, the volcanic orb of Ceraun supported Incendere flared into a malevolent beachball by the time it hit the brood mother corpse in the face and exploded.  Lances of violet lightning spasmed throughout the pluming flame, ricocheting through the roiling Incendere.  The pillar of fire destroyed the night around the cave opening and threw the forest into torchlight reliefs.


The shockwave washed over the pair's hideaway and they had to hit the dirt to avoid being pierced by the thorns above or torn by the lashing leaves. 


Ulric almost passed out, this was the second blast of mana exhaustion in a single day after strenuous exertion for the entirety of it.  He was out of gas, mentally and physically.  He had tried to get up, to climb out from under the hiding place but found himself back on the ground, somehow.  Strong hands grabbed his arms and pulled him up, dragged him out from under the grasping leaves of the [Blistergreen].  Taipan lifted him to his feet and urged him "Run, Ulric, for both our lives!" and he did.  Weakly, clumsily, but adrenaline kicked in and his legs firmed, his feet found balance, and he was stumbling along faster with his Shadow's support under his arm.  She was only half carrying him.


He didn't see the [Mindworm], couldn't turn to view the results of the spell without losing his balance again and maybe killing them both by falling, so he let Taipan haul him along and prayed to whatever gods might listen that his strength lasted long enough to get them the fuck out of there. 


They listened. 


Or maybe they just didn't care enough to send any fresh hells his way.  Either way, he was deposited like a sack of grain against a tree some indeterminate time later and his pack looted for the hide that made their shelter.  It was simply thrown over top of him and the warmth of his Elven companion huddled next to him in the winter cold.  Probably.  Ulric had lost consciousness as soon as his legs stopped moving. 

            

    
        Chapter 107: Downtime Best Time

    
    
    
    
                Waking was slower than normal for Ulric, almost resembling the cycle of foggy not sleep interspersed with a blankness that characterized his old life's mornings.  It was a similar enough experience, in fact, to make Ulric jerk fully awake after a certain point, wondering if he'd been dreaming the entire time.


His senses filled him in satisfactorily.  The rub of armor plates and chain mail through leather undercoat, the fine texture of his travel robes, a sore hand from a certain ill-tempered travel companion, and the soft warmth of said companion next to his body, all served to swiftly remind him of his circumstance even as the exhaustion that had brought him down somewhat dissipated.


Memories fired off unbidden, the long run, the hidden den of wraiths, new, unbidden magics, and, lastly, the horrors of the [Bloodstarve] swarm with their infected queen.  He'd dumped every last thing he had into a spell to wipe out some creature called a [Mindworm] that had been awful enough to spook his normally fearless Shadow.  After that, things got pretty hazy. 


They must have fled, he didn't recognize any of the terrain, but, then again, he'd spent most of the night following Taipan through the dark and didn't have any damned clue about the lay of the land anymore, even if it had been daylight.  It was an odd feeling, being lost in a world in which he hadn't ever really needed to get anywhere in particular.  He almost got anxious, until he reminded himself that he wasn't wandering around alone and that, if there was one thing the dark-skinned Elf next to him was good for it was roaming the wilderness in relative good order. 


He must have stirred as he woke because the bronze-flecked emeralds turned from their vigilance to assess him briefly.  She almost smiled when she did and that was pretty nice.  Ulric admitted feeling a little comforted by having a companion who found his presence so, what?  Pleasant?  No, no.  Stimulating?  Probably better.


Soft light revealed that it was well past daylight, judging by the way the beams of light pierced through the webs of naked branches above them, casting sharp reliefs of shadow and brilliance around the frosted humps of undulating forest.  A small feeder creek nearby burbled audibly beneath its icy cover.  Ulric and Taipan were enshrouded by the large stitched shelter hides, their heavy weight holding the pair's body heat easily.  In spite of his general tiredness and the tree roots jutting rudely into his anatomy, he felt alright.


"Must have slept in.  Sorry about missing the watch there Taipan." Ulric greeted her softly.


She had no doubt kept watch for all that remained of the night, she had to be whacked out at this point. 


"It is no trouble, Ulric, you gave of yourself all that could be asked to put to rest a menace to the forest.  I cannot begrudge you a few hours of sleep." She returned.


"So…we got it?" He asked hopefully.


She nodded and then did smile broadly, "It is, as you say, compost, Glade Chief." she confirmed.


Her body shuddered slightly and her expression dimmed as she recalled the nature of the abomination that had produced a lesser infection in the wood of her homeland.  He felt her shiver and saw her face shift.


"What the hell was that thing Taipan?  Cause, let me tell you, it freaked me right the fuck out." He lead, knowing she wanted to speak of it.


Her features calmed, comforted by the calamitous riot of fire and light that had surely consumed the threat before she answered.


"You know how I tell you always that you have worms in your head?" She asked, rhetorically.  "Well, that creature last night is what happens when one of those worms undergoes awakening.  Normally, [Brainworms], they simply lead an infected host to a nicely damp patch of soil and eat the brain, killing the host so that it will rot and deposit eggs into the soil to infect some other scavengers or creatures that investigate.  Unpleasant, but, mostly harmless." 


She took a steadying breath before continuing the newest Vardan horror story that would steal sleep from him in the future.


"[Mindworms] do not eat the brain, they become it.  They take over the body completely and use the remnants of the mind they have stolen to replace it, infiltrating.  Once their eggs reach maturation they spread them into other hosts who do the same.  From there, the epidemic spreads.  Each [Mindworm] knows what the mother worm knows, each passes their own knowledge to their offspring, along with the single instinct to travel.  To roam far and wide, contaminating as many different creatures as possible.  All that saves the land from them is that they have very great difficulty with rapid movement, they are worms, after all, and flight is impossible for them." She revealed.


"Entire towns have been lost in a matter of weeks.  The creeping infection is incredibly difficult to detect. So long as the worms are not forced into sudden, violent motion they can pass almost perfectly for a person, using the memories of the host's own brain to infiltrate long enough to infect their kith and kin.  We were lucky here, the worm was using a [Bloodstarve] swarm to find prey, probably trying to get a thinking host, where its powers were best used, rather than a monster."


Gods' blood, it was invasion of the body snatchers.  Who'd have thought he'd trip over classic Pre-Collapse cinema in Wonderland?  Given all the rest of the myths that had expressed themselves in this reality, he probably shouldn't have been surprised. 


Ulric remember the shambling zombie, driven by tentacles inserted into the limbs.


"Wait, so killing the host doesn't kill the worm?" He asked, with growing alarm.


Her hair tossed softly, as she affirmed the negative.


"It does not.  [Brainworms] die with the host, after laying their eggs, but [Mindworms] are not parasites Ulric, they are predators.  They can violently take a new host just as you saw, by activating the nerves of the deceased host to move.  It doesn't even take very long, just a few tentacles at the base of the spine are enough for the abomination to destroy the host's will and achieve a takeover.  Among the fearful creatures of Varda, they are considered one of the most insidious." She declared finally.


Fucking hell.  That was a kind of body horror he could very damned well do without.  They weren't just lucky, they were gods blessed to have encountered the thing in a monstrous host.


He released a breath held as the nature of the Greater beast was made crystal clear to him. 


"Are you sure it's dead?  Should we go back and, you know, just burn everything around there down to be sure?" He asked, dead serious. 


If it took all week he'd sterilize that cave and its surroundings with fire. 


Her gentle shake, the bells still tied into her short hair jingling soundlessly, to him, declared it unnecessary. 


"It is dead and gone, Ulric.  [Mindworms] are not dangerous because of their physical prowess but because of how hard they are to recognize.  We will return though, after the both of us have rested.  There are cores to collect.  That brood mother's core, to say nothing of the damned worm, will fund our journey in its entirety.  An open bounty of One hundred golden royal crowns stands for a [Mindworm] core.  No one cares where it came from, either, just the act of submitting one is enough to pay the bounty, and gladly."


He was far happier knowing that the creature was put paid but he couldn't help but note that she'd said nothing of the broodling swarm.


"And the [Bloodstarves]?" 


"They are without their brood mother.  They will, as their name suggests, starve within a day or two without her enriched blood nursing them.  Time enough for us both to recover our strength and for me to fletch a few arrows to replace the ones lost to them." Answered Taipan.


Damn.  They hadn't made it half a week away from the safety of Irielhos before they'd gotten stopped by some walking nightmare or other. 


"Is the Deep Wood always this dangerous Taipan?" He asked, almost certain as to the answer. 


There weren't many old Elves, after all, despite their long lifespans.


"Iriel suffers not the weak Glade Chief, and culls us of the incompetent or the unfortunate, with regularity. It is the way of our people and the burden the Hunters bear.  We live to reduce these threats from the crafters and harvesters." She answered, radiantly proud of her former comrades.


"You have been remarkably unlucky though, I must admit." She exclaimed suddenly eyes narrowing as she considered the sheer number of unfortunate events that had accompanied him.


"Ulric, I do not wish to alarm you, but you may be cursed." Taipan said, too deadpan for him to determine if she was telling a joke.


He did have to admit that he'd been living a fairly exciting life.  Meeting the [Forest Lord] a couple of days after waking up on Varda, fighting off beasts, getting stampeded, hunting kidnappers, meeting and living with wild-assed Elves, almost getting assassinated, meeting a lightning god that tried to convince him to join it through his core, and, now, fighting a horde of vampiric murder bats as large as a man before coming face to face with a Hell worm.  It was just enough to make him consider again if the Watcher was getting her money's worth out of Reforging him.


"You can accuse me of many things, dear Taipan, but you may never accuse me of being boring again." He rebutted.


A thought occurred to him though, of the previous night's journey into darkness.


"But, seriously, don't use the both of us to lure in monsters so you can kill them, you murder junkie!  There's a limit to overconfidence, sheesh." Ulric bitched.


Taipan scoffed good-naturedly, "Pfaaah!  If a [Bloodstarve] swarm is enough to deter you we may as well head South, to ride out the war on an Aktinian beach, sipping [Hora] wine while we dine on spiced and honied fish."


That did not sound bad, actually.  He hadn't even known it was an option, either.  But, pleasing as that sounded, there was business to attend first.  And.  She had left an opening.


"Look, Taipan, I'm not a jealous man but I'm not going to hand deliver you to your old boyfriend, just because I won't let you use me as live bait." He said, keeping his face straight.


Her ears reddened instantly, and she choked back a yell before restraining herself.


"You!  You- ahhg!  Galed Uldin I will stuff [Candela Ants] down your apron when I get hold of you!" She swore to the sky, fist shaking impotently.


"And you Ulric!  There is no such thing that will happen!  Firstly, I would not so much as speak to that humorless web-foot, call me a spoilt [Bitterjade] will you, you…" She trailed off there, muttering imprecations in Elvish that Ulric was almost certain had to do with an unlikely romantic relationship between spawning squids, grandparents, and pine pitch.  His Elvish wasn't quite up to handling that one.


She snapped out of it with a cutting hand gesture that more than suggested holding a knife to make unpleasantness out of someone's anatomy, before continuing her diatribe, thoroughly riled now.


"Secondly I am part of your household and may not have dalliance outside of it, this is common knowledge for the Shadow to Honor pact, which you would know if you were not an ignorant savage of a manling.  Thirdly, you are much better at using your mouth to-"


Ulric checked his ears. 


"Hang on a second there, Taipan!  Did I hear you right?  What do you mean you can't 'dally' outside my household?  I don't even have a household!" He interjected.


She'd dropped a bombshell on him.  Besides, she was about to start making him blush.  He knew there should have been an instruction manual with this Shadow bullshit.  


Taipan looked at him like he was slow, which, you know, if the shoe fits. 


"Ulric, we have been over this already.  I am bound into service to you as an extension of your will.  To go outside of your house romantically would introduce possible angles of compromise.  It is done to order a Shadow into arrangements with other households, as a way to cement ties or obtain advantage against them, and you will never do this or I will kill us both, but a Shadow may not seek out partners.  It creates a fundamental vulnerability and conflict of interests that is unacceptable."


Ulric took a minute to digest that.  It made a sort of Machiavellian sense, but he, honestly, wasn't expecting so sophisticated a sociopolitical angle on the whole Shadow business. 


"That…is both logical and awful Taipan.  Watcher's tits, I like this Shadow thing less and less, it feels way too similar to slavery for my liking." Ulric admitted.


She did smile a touch at that. 


"Why do you think it is the worst form of punishment, some argue the worst amongst the Iriel'en, Ulric?  Mother Vedyr spoke truly, by all rights, Father should have taken my life on the spot.  I violated no fewer than three central tenets: Guest Right, Abandonment of a Hunter's Post, and Withholding of Critical Knowledge with Intent to Deceive." She remonstrated, defending her father's decision.


He knew some of this already, it just failed to sink in properly.  Suddenly he jerked to sit completely upright.


"Wait!  So the only reason you sleep with me is because you literally can't with anyone else?"  He asked, horrified. 


His self-confidence was about to be in tatters.  Godsdamnit he should have known there was a catch out there. 


The universe threw him a bone, Taipan made the deliberate decision not to kick his legs out from under him and eviscerate his ego.  Even she couldn't muster that level of cruelty, even though she did, briefly, consider it.


"Do not be slow, Ulric Glade Chief.  I bed you because it is fun and because you make yourself worthy of my attention."  Taipan said lightly. 


Her eyes went serious then though and, despite her almost cheerful tone of voice he knew she was absolutely serious.


"Abandon any thought Ulric, that I do not choose my partners carefully and without full consideration of my decisions.  If I did not wish it, I would not share my blankets with anyone, you included, and any who would insist otherwise would not long live their lack of wisdom."


Oh.  Well.  That was fine then.  Right?  Some things a modern education and good parenting don't prepare you for.  His relationship with the Elf next to him was right there on top of the heap, as far as he was concerned.  Fuck it, ride the wave.


"Sorry, Taipan.  I didn't mean to suggest you were, somehow, coerced.  Just…you know…you had a pretty wicked hate boner for Humans and I was pretty sure I was included on that list with a little additional baggage due to the, call it awkwardness, of our meeting."


She shifted to lean against him a little more, which was nice.  She had a nice smell, sort of flowery, with a hint of earthiness.  Probably because they were both three days outside a bath.  He was vaguely wondering if she would smell better or worse a couple of weeks into this bushwacking and wasn't ashamed to admit the curiosity if anybody asked.  His musings were interrupted though by her next words.


"It is fine.  You were right to suspect this.  I spent much time debating how to have you killed in ways that would be untraceable but Father saw fit to provide watchers over you most of the day to make this difficult.  Later on, I began to resent you for not being the verminous deceiving filth that I had suspected you would be, most especially for conning mine little brother into liking you.  Then you kept earning respect from people that I respect, such as Idra'se and even Mother Vedyr and I was forced to acknowledge that you were not as your kin and that goaded even worse than the rest.  It helped nothing that you were pretty without clothes and act like Father Bald'rt's long-lost bastard brother." Taipan confessed casually.


There was a lot to unpack there but Ulric was going to just skip on past it to note that this was all as good as ancient history. 


"Uh, thanks?" He managed.


Smooth Ulric.  Real smooth.  Wit like that, that puts you right up there with the legends, you'll go down in history as a regular Casanova.


She nodded her acceptance though, as if that were entirely sufficient.  Shakespeare was onto something.  Brevity was awesome, especially when it covered for a lack of anything close to a coherent response.


"It is nothing to be thankful for, but you are welcome.  You were right about me, back then.  I did blame you for everything that happened, and I did find it intolerable to be made as a pet, even in the reckoning of the all-knowledge with your naming of me.  Which made it worse when we were attacked and I had spent so much time resenting my position instead of fulfilling it, that I was not of use to defend you or my people.  That life was a shame beyond words and I will speak no more of it.  Better this life where I have purpose and meaning.  It is not so bad, being your Taipan."


That last she said warmly. 


"Besides, if this keeps up we will one or both of us be dead inside the year so we had better enjoy ourselves while we may." She concluded, unnecessarily.


Cheerful lady.  Super-mega cheerful.  She might be onto something though.


"Yeah, about that, are we, you know safe here?"  He asked. 


Probably a silly thing to ask, but his Shadow had thought nothing of inviting attacks on them both by bloodthirsty monsters when they could have been far more conservative.  They, evidently, had different definitions for what qualified as risky.


"If you mean from immediate harm, then yes.  I scouted before you woke and found no sign of danger.  The [Bloodstarve] swarm has at least done us the favor of clearing out this region of most roaming threats and the broodlings have returned to their mother to join her in death.  For now?  We are free from threat." She reported.


Cool.


"Tell you what?  You hang out here and rest, I'll set up camp and get a breakfast rolling.  I brought a little of your favorite [Reaperfern]." Ulric offered.


He had her attention now, at the mention of that fiery herb.


"Oooh yes, please." She moaned, scrambling free of the hide despite his suggestion she take it easy.


"Up with you Glade Chief!" she commanded her outstretched finger pointing at him and her other hand on her hip, power pose complete.


"We will establish our base camp and take this day to recover while the broodlings starve out.  Tomorrow we may collect our harvest and be on our way." Taipan ordered, enthusiasm for the day growing. 


Bemusement painted his features as he extracted himself from the warmth of their impromptu bedding and got to work setting up the shelter under her orders. 


It was surprising how the mind adjust to repeated stresses.  Ulric sat next to his cook fire, much as he'd sat next to similar fires many months ago in his old home in the Ancient Glade.  Despite the recent battle, despite the strange terrain, and despite what eventualities lay ahead, he was, in that moment, content.  Tongues of flame, swaying in the gusts of wind were accompanied by the soft crackling of wood, the popping and hissing of damp logs drying, and the roil of boiling water all served to wash away the harrowing desperation that accompanied last night's battles.   


Taipan was asleep, buried in her bedroll in a power nap while he cooked.  Once the shelter was finished and Ulric assured her that he would not leave the camp for any reason or forget to wake her for breakfast, she was dead to the world within moments of lying down.  Occasional burbles of sound escaped her as she slept, unusual cuteness for such concentrated evil while awake. 


Ulric stirred the pot, satisfied that the boiled water was ready to add ingredients.  First, a cubed chunk of dried meat.  It's origin was unknown to him but he'd long since stopped worrying about the source of meat amongst the Elves.  They hunted most things that walked, crawled, and flew and ate all of it.  Next up he added some of the dried seasonings packed away in one of his sealed wooden tubes, a sprinkle to flavor the broth.  Fresher herbs and bulbs of tubers he went ahead and minced, ready to be added.


Afterward, he had to wait for the meat to reconstitute, time he spent practicing the detection spell, the aura of electromagnetic perception that had startled him so greatly the day before.  It wasn't even so much a spell as an extra sense, activated through his concentration on his core's lightning mana and the faint pulses of mana around him.  [Ceraunoperception] cost him very little in the way of mana, just a faint draw on his resources as he sent pulses of energy outwards. 


What it cost him greatly was his ability to interpret the information.  Like having his skin given a sunburn that did not hurt, but instead detected pressures according to the forms of things around him.  So light as to be almost impossible to distinguish for things like dirt, dead dry wood, or very small objects.  Far heavier pressure for minerals, especially magnetically active metallics, things containing heavy moisture content, like living trees and plants, and, of course, a definitive impression of living things.  His sleeping Shadow lit like a beacon against his side from where she slept.  The sensation was incredibly distracting and he only poorly was able to determine what the itches here or pinches there were telling him.  He'd have to immerse himself in this spell to ever make it into what he envisioned: proximity radar.


It would have been extremely useful to have had this going last night, instead of having to rely on his sketchy night vision.  Not to mention, he'd been mulling over some way to create a small moving fog bank, both to obscure vision and to gather dense charges to store potential charge, sort of a prepackaged lightning kind of thing.  That was a project that he was currently shelving because he didn't want to evaporate himself building a dense cloud in which contaminant Ceraun was already present.  If his warped [Flamecrash] was any indication, large workings were a bad idea until he polished his skills.  Unless things were already tits up, in which case, he'd be ready to explore desperation's dice rolls.  When he was able to pull it off though, he'd be able to steal his enemy's sight while retaining his own inside the cloud, a pretty awesome advantage.


Ah, meat's ready.  He scooped the minced produce onto his knife blade and added them to the pot, stirring vigorously.  Lastly, he tossed a few pinches of the molten hot spice herb from his glade.  It would be a thing used sparingly, to remind him of home so far away.  When the tangy smell of stew reached the smooth odor profile that said the fat-soluble spices had joined in gastric harmony with the water-soluble ones he woke his Shadow to join him in a meal.  They ate with gusto, having missed their afternoon meal in the insanity of the [Bloodstarve] hunt.


After partaking of the meal, his Shadow returned to her blankets and Ulric returned to his contemplation of magic and mayhem, wiping fresh tears elicited by the flaming hot meal from his eyes.  Very deliberately, he did not use any spells other than the [Ceraunoperception], saving his strength for any unexpected visitors.  It had proven to be a massively distracting experience having Taipan moving around and feeling it like someone dragging their finger down his hide as she did.  Yeesh.  He refused to let up though, this technique demanded constant fiddling to become useful and he wasn't going to stop just because it sucked. 


Sitting there with the heat of food in his belly Ulric reviewed recent history for his daily dose of self-criticism.


Yesterday's exhaustion highlighted the risks of using his core's ability to shunt its entire reservoir of power into a single spellform.  He left himself incredibly vulnerable afterward.  Depleting his reserves twice in relatively close succession had taken a massive toll.  Sheer adrenaline and the aid of Taipan had allowed him to keep his feet; on his own, he likely would have been unable to do much more than crawl and stumble a few hundred meters.  So, as great a weapon as [Core Capacitor] was, it was a double-edged blade.  Not quite so for his other core trait, [Overcharge].  That one was a far more efficient use of his mana, concentrating spell power to greater effect but without totally emptying himself on a single attempt.  The main problem with [Overcharging] a working was that it required absolute concentration to avoid a backlash and he couldn't do it sequentially, at least, he hadn't managed to do it with an acceptable success rate.  Yet.  Similarly to dual casting, working two different spellforms at the same time, he simply wasn't good enough to consistently pull it off.  Again.  Yet.


The lesson learned from last night's encounter was, unless things were absolutely dire, hold a little something in reserve.  Ulric, above anyone, could appreciate that there was a time to cut loose everything without regard for the next moment.  But Idra'se's philosophy of winning through inevitability also had strong merit.  Ulric doubted that the older Elf would have come out of the night even breathing hard.  Some things sheer experience offered that no amount of talent could reach.  All Ulric could do was learn from his mistakes and commit to improving daily.


Speaking of which, it was time to run through that national past time of his balance exercises and stance work.  Ulric's form was, to put it plainly, shit.  He was still tired, still magically hungover, and a few hours leaning against a tree wasn't going to fix that.  Even so, it was all the more important that he force his limbs into the positions and concentrate on keeping his balance through the exercises designed to strain it.  Ten times forwards and ten times back.  He struggled through it and the worst of the aches passed as he warmed up.  The stance work was, marginally, better.  Months of grueling practice had vastly improved his proprioception and coordination, even if it still lagged behind the more studied Elven warriors.


Ulric found that last night's combat had sharpened his practice considerably.  One of the tools he'd begun to use was to envision an enemy while he was going through the routines, trying to picture an opponent and his steps as a response to their attempts to cut short his Reforged life.  The [Bloodstarve Broodlings] gave that habit an additional punch this morning.  The sight of the fanged maw flying toward his face was nice and fresh in his thoughts.  He hadn't had the time to consider it then but he was more than pleased that he hadn't frozen up or bungled his fight against the creatures, other than allowing the one to close with him, being bailed out by the sheer heinous sharpness of his enchanted sword. 


That mistake was almost entirely attributable to the fact that Ulric could not see in the dark and that the batlike monsters made very little noise for how big and fast they were.  He didn't allow himself the excuse, it didn't matter that the monsters were unfair, that was just the way Varda spun.  If he wanted to keep seeing its turns he'd better fix his shit and find ways to work around his limitations or some nasty critter was going to turn him into feces. 


Keeping the image of the monster firmly in mind, the feel of its rapid approach, Ulric forced himself through ever faster progressions of some of Idra'se's more evil step patterns.  He even made himself use the tricky cross steps that he saw now were just the thing to let him turn his body rapidly, shifting himself out of the line of a head-on attack or changing the level of his body, lowering himself underneath a high strike naturally, without the bending that might compromise his center of gravity.  It sucked that he wasn't a natural at this but what was a guy going to do?  He'd been a damned geek with aspirations of becoming a mountain man for thirty years.  A new body and some tough love don't just change that overnight. 


So shut up and get good you asshole, he scolded himself, pushing through the next sequence and losing his throat to the fangs that would have brushed by because he wasn't fast enough to complete the backcrossing branch step.  It took three more failed attempts before he finally managed to clear himself from the imagined attack angle and successfully come away clean.  It was another half dozen before he managed that evasion and a counterstroke that would come close to hitting the creature as it passed.  How the fuck did Idra, or even Christ for that matter, make it look so damned smooth and easy?


About a decade of doing what you're doing right now, he reminded himself. 


Two hours of this passed, leaving Ulric both frustrated at the distance yawning between himself and his betters and satisfied that he'd ended practice better than he'd started.  When you're trying to improve a skill, better every day is the golden rule. If you have got the fortune to have enough days between when you start and when something kills you for your lack of ability, which was where running very fast came in handy.  The better part of Valor and all and Valor was Ulric's middle name.  That was actually an old joke from his previous life, when his few close friends noted a predilection for getting himself into trouble with superiors by being entirely unwilling to compromise on certain red lines.  Unwilling to compromise and not particularly nice about it.


Speaking of discretion, Ulric had exactly none wearing this armor.  Anybody who saw him would have no doubt that he was up to no good, this getup screamed "Murder Time" for all to hear.  Gods bless Taipan's Uncle Uldin, it was a thing of beauty.  As he removed the pieces and wrapped them up in their bundle, returning them to their place in the bottom of his pack, he felt incredibly exposed, damned near naked.  Not a good feeling while being up to your neck in a savage wilderness.


Then again, he had been naked in a savage wilderness for long enough that it wasn't so bad.  Just like old times, he laughed to himself, sweat steaming off his form in the cold air.  Air that lacked the bite it had held a scant few weeks earlier, Ulric noted.  Spring would be arriving soon.  And with it?  War.


Taipan's timetable had them trying to break free of Orlethrem right around when the snow cleared from the passes and the ground firmed up enough for standard travel.  Caravans wouldn't operate until their wagons, loaded heavily with the trade goods procured during the previous Autumn and Winter hauls, could traverse the trade routes without burying in mud or fording rivers raging with snow melt. 


Much had been made to him by all who had spoken of it about the state of the Zelus when the glaciers of the Heaven's Reach mountains bestowed upon it their springtime off pouring.  To a lesser degree, all such river portages would be dicey in the extreme, another reason that Taipan had them going the theoretically much greater distance of the northern track.  It would be a longer trip but shorter in duration since they would only be minimally impacted by the influences of the spring thaw. 


This Western side of the Zelus was far less impacted by the deeper snows at the foothills of that colossal mountain chain, between the influence of the Plateau grabbing moisture from the air as it lifted over those eternal trees and the mountains themselves forcing the air up over them, shedding most of its remaining humidity as snow before passing over their towering peaks. 


Ulric wanted desperately to visit the mountains.  In addition to their majestic beauty, they were the home of the Svartalfin, the dwarves renowned for their craft and for the sheer multitude of metals mined from beneath the bones of the range.  It would have to wait though, until after he'd handled the affairs of state.


Unbidden came the whispers of violence that accompanied any conscious thought regarding the conflict to come.  Another wrinkle that.  He'd felt last night the Lord Instinct keenly, its murderous rage spurring him forward.  He couldn't deny that it probably played some role in his willingness to be less reserved in his use of destructive magics.  Definitely, a thing to keep tabs on, he couldn't have instinctive rage putting him into poor positions when more measured decisions achieved the same outcome with less expenditure of energy. 


Nothing was allowed to be simple, he mused.


At some point, Taipan awoke from her nap and began to shuffle around.  Ulric was curious until she obtained a set of carving tools from her pack and began to cut small saplings of a tree called [Scroll Yew] for the use of its bark in paper making.  Turns out it was also exceedingly straight-grained and made for acceptable arrows, if not quite as sturdy as the [Steelwood] ones he'd provided her.  She compromised by making these substantially thicker.


It was fascinating to watch the near casual ease with which his Shadow split straight lengths of sapling down into quarters and then shaved them round with her knife.  Rounded proto shafts were then shaved with the edge, instead of whittled, the blade held at a ninety degree to the wood and lightly brought to a smooth surface.  It was methodical but swift, the application of thousands of hours of repetition.  In a mere hour, she was holding four new arrow shafts.  From a thin, narrow pouch on her pack was extracted a handful of long flight feathers, the fletches to be.  On the coals of the fire, she placed a stone jar holding glue to warm.  As the glue obtained its proper tacky sludge consistency Taipan drew a bandolier of sheathes, which held arrowheads, in a way that reminded him of a gunner's ammo belt.  The notches for the heads were carved in a mere minute and tied with thin bark wetted from her water skin, her fingers weaving with inhuman precision.  At the moment she finished tying the last head into place atop its shaft the glue was ready, this timing having been worked out decades ago.  The glue was tracked thickly over the strands of fiber holding the arrowheads in place, and cooled in a mere minute, hardening like wax.  When she flicked her finger against it though, it was hard as acrylic.  Damn.  That was pretty impressive, about as good as his glassresin.  Lastly, she applied a thick coat of the slightly cooled glue onto the end of the shaft and tied her fletches into place, before coating the feather quills again to secure them.  Once cooled, the finished arrows were slid into her quiver, its base slathered in a sludge holding a potent poisonous mixture that coated the arrowheads. 


The entire operation took an hour and a half.  Now that was impressive.


Ulric whistled softly in appreciation.  His comrade's eyes raised from her tasks to find his, curiosity clear in her expression.


"What is this for, Ulric?" She asked.


"Just you being super good at being you Taipan.  It took me half a day to make that many arrows and you go and knock them out like an assembly line." He complimented.


"What is an assembly line?" Her eyes screwed up in confusion.


"Just a really fast bunch of workers making things step by step."  He said, carefully not mentioning the fact that almost all assembly lines in his world were completely automated, machines building other machines at scales that would likely beggar her imagination.


"Oh.  Thank you, Glade Chief.  It comes with practice.  Your arrows were not of bad quality.  If you like, I could teach you." His Shadow offered generously. 


She'd be able to finish the task faster without him and he knew it so Ulric jumped at the chance to learn the trade from an expert.


"No kidding!?  Hells yes I'll learn to fletch the Elf way!" He said enthusiasm brimming.


She smiled, genuinely pleased that he was interested in learning the Hunter's methods, and rose to her feet.


"First, you must recognize the correct source of lumber for the arrows.  A poor choice here can waste hours of effort and make everything to come harder.  Here, see this bark?  See the striations?  These tell you that this is a good grain, free from knots or burls that will ruin your work.  That stand over there?  It is useless for arrows, the rough patches of bark show where it dropped limbs many years ago and healed over, producing the sorts of imperfections that will only make arrows that break when you loose them from a powerful bow." She taught, cheerfully.


The rest of the afternoon was spent with the former Hunter of Iriel instructing Ulric in the methods and tricks to Elven arrow-making.  She even commented on his lack of a bow and suggested that they should be able to replace it, selecting a sapling of suitable dimension but not cutting it, saying only, "Greenwood is poor for staves Ulric, it must season three Winters before use."


It had been a fortunate thing that he had had the materials available for a laminated composite bow.  Greenwood would dry and crack and lacked the power of a properly aged stave.  Normal wood did, anyhow.  Magical steel-strong wood grown in Fern Gulley and steeped in the densest manafield that could be found upon Varda's face?  Who the fuck knew? 


Ulric didn't question her, her expertise was obvious.  They ended up making another dozen arrows to fill her quiver.  And no, that wasn't a euphemism. 


Actually, the rather quiet afternoon of peaceful activity was refreshing.  If he didn't think at all about the future or recall the recent past he could say, without qualification that he was having the time of his life with Taipan.  So, when such thoughts reared their hydra heads he smashed them ruthlessly and had a wonderful day with his Shadow, another passable traveler's stew for supper, and an early repose, or so he thought.  The dusky beauty had other thoughts when she rolled over on top of him and cupped his hands over her bottom.  The not-so-early repose was certainly the more restful for its delay. 


            

    
        Chapter 108: Back on Track

    
    
    
    
                A cheerful humming pulled Ulric to awareness. It was an unfamiliar tune but the melody gave him the faintest impression of Green Sleeves, if it was written by Hans Zimmerman, the famed pre-collapse classical composer. It was said the man had written scores that entranced millions, easing their suffering through the initial phases of the collapse, buying them fleeting peace as they lived through the erosion of life as they knew it. Like a violinist on the Titanic, playing out the end.


This song was melancholic but, somehow, uplifting. It took Ulric a moment to realize it was coming from his Shadow outside, the connection being a little slow due to his morning brain. That and the simple fact that the woman did not sing, at least, she hadn't in his memory. Come to think of it, Hal'et had been humming the morning she'd departed. Maybe it was a She-Elf victory lap for sexing their partner unconscious? More testing would be required.


Chasing away the odd flickers of inane thought, Ulric pulled himself together to make ready to handle whatever nonsense Varda would throw them this day. He was tying his belt and fixing the sword sheathe on his back as he exited the hide tee-pee.


Taipan had acquired fresh meat. Something akin to a possum bred with a badger was roasting on a skewer which she rotated regularly over the low flame of the fire. If the coals were anything to go by, she'd been up for at least a couple of hours already. Hot damn, the lady was raring to go today.


"Good Morning Taipan how do the Twins find you this day?" Ulric greeted her in her own tongue.


She glanced up and favored him with a brief grin, a potent sign of good fortune to the day.


"It is well, Ulric Glade Chief. I discovered a [Bark Weasel] attempting to find a new burrow and it will make for a fine meal before we embark on today's journey. Sit and take water, it nears readiness." The woman returned, the sylvan language flowing like water from her tongue.


Ulric complied happily, rinsing his sleep-dried mouth with a swallow from the leather water bag. They would need to refill those before they departed the gurgling stream nearby.


"So, this is the much-maligned [Bark Weasel] eh?" Ulric asked.


The Iriel'en must loathe the things because they were used as one of the more common epithets for disreputables. No surprise that they'd still eat the ugly little buggers.


"Indeed, Ulric. The nuisances girdle trees near their burrows to cause them to fall, creating expansions for their offspring to use later. This one was in that very act when I went to make water. My knife throw was good and it could not return to the burrow before I managed to throttle it." She said, cheerfully.


Unbidden, the image of Taipan, pants around her knees, slaughtering the creature with her bare hands sprang to his mind. Yep, he'd just about bet it went something like that. What an animal. He was talking about the Elf woman, of course.


"As always, you amaze. Thank you for fresh breakfast Lady Shadow. Have you given thought to our course yet today?" Ulric inquired.


He'd be a little surprised if she had, she'd evidently been busy this morning. Barely had the suns begun their little dance through the Vardan skies but she'd hunted and prepared a meal.


She nodded affirmative though, while turning the roasting animal one more time.


"It is a slight detour we make this morning Glade Chief, to obtain the spoils of our victory over the [Mindworm] and its thralled [Bloodstarve] swarm.” Taipan grinned, anticipating a harvest of great renown, the true currency amongst Iriel’en hunters.


No greater coin did they exchange than bragging rights.


“The broodlings will be dead by this point and we should be able to make excellent time, absent concern for roaming beasts who will still be hidden or fled from their feeding,” The glowing lass reported, “I wish we had a sled now, the bones of the creatures are hollow and prized for certain artisans, who would pay well for them. We are already over-burdened for traveling swiftly though, and the cores will be enough.”


Her expression fell as she considered the spoils of victory that would be left behind, “The roots of the forest will claim the rest of them, I am afraid." She spoke, regretfully.


As any considerate hunter, she deeply regretted the waste of leaving prey unclaimed. The only consolation was that these beasts were particularly virulent and would have to be killed off no matter the circumstances of their journey.


"How far is it to the next village Taipan? Maybe I can whomp us up a sled, if you want." Ulric offered.


Her hands made the gesture for "not necessary". A swift, horizontal swipe of the hand, palm down, before balling into a fist. He was getting pretty decent at recognizing the secondary language the Iriel'en used to accent their spoken words.


"It will be fine. Our mission is more important. The nearest Celestin village is more than a day away, if we hurry. I have thoughts on that now, actually. I would rather not reveal the presence of a Human by my side, not so close to Iriel. By now, rumor of your position will have spread and there are plenty who will draw conclusions there. It is best that you remain out of sight until we are within the lands of the plainsfolk, for whom Human travelers are not so rare, especially in these times." Plotted the Huntress.


It was sound reasoning.


"I understand. It's fine to be too ashamed of me to have me seen in public." Ulric teased.


"Oh stop it." Taipan scoffed, "They would not have reason to take note of you until you opened your mouth and offended half the township within a few breaths." 


Fair.


"I'll have you know I get on quite well with your kin. Better than you do even." Ulric rebutted.


She dipped her chin in acknowledgment, "This is so, but I am a Taipan." She admitted without shame before continuing her argument, "You are a Lord of the lands and more is expected. Dignity, grace, nobility of bearing, a considerate and thoughtful countenance." 


Ulric didn't even have to think about that one.


"Uh Huh. And how do you explain Bald'rt Iriel?" He asked, eyebrow raised.


Her features soured immediately.


"Some rules do not apply when you are as ridiculously powerful as Father, which you are not. Besides, it is why he has married as he has, my Mothers handle most of the diplomatic issues which require…diplomacy. If you use a mason's hammer for anything but cracking rocks you will find a great deal more problems than you started with." Taipan said with an air of finality.


He couldn't really argue with that.


"Fine, fine. I'm just teasing you anyway. Feel free to hide me away in shame, I don't care to be your side nooky while we journey through the wilds of your kin." Ulric told her in mock seriousness.


That scrunched-up look she got when he confused her was so cute.


"What is this 'side nooky' of which you speak? Is this another one of your dirty jokes? I thought I made myself clear about referring to mine uglies." She said threateningly.


He raised his hands in surrender, answering her quickly before she decided to be angry, "No, no, not like that. Side nooky is, like, a paramour, a lover you don't talk about publicly."


Her menacing posture relaxed instantly.


"Oh. Well then, that is not so bad. Better than your last attempt at humor. Hmm…side nookie. Yes, you are allowed to be my side nookie while we are in Orlethrem. I will be your side nookie while we are in Prespang. It is a shame we did not have more time to prepare, I would have had a slave collar crafted. It is no matter, we will obtain one when we reach Otherkin territory. Slaves are common enough, even if Iriel'en are not. I doubt the peoples there will even be able to distinguish between tribes of Aes'r."


Ulric had heard her say something to that effect before.


"Is slavery really so common? And don't free Elves travel through Prespang for trade and whatnot, why do you have to pretend to be property?" He probed, trying to get a feel for the lands he was preparing to try to infiltrate.


He saw her expression turn incredulous before she eyed him a bit more neutrally.


"It is questions like those that remind me that you are not of this world, Ulric." She told him, some of her disbelief still evident in her tone.


"Slavery is one of the predominant practices amongst the merchant lords of Prespang, especially those monsters sitting on their golden thrones in Prosper. They run their farms with slaves, their trade ships, their mines, and their craftsmen. In some places, all of those not born into nobility or to named houses start as equivalent to slaves, competing to become freemen. A slave who is considered highly competent may be freed or may purchase their freedom when they have produced their own worth of goods or services." She spoke, as if it were common knowledge.


Which, he supposed, it probably was. Prespang sounded…awful. Like some kind of broken capitalism on steroids. He wasn't allowed to dwell long on that, she was already continuing her justification for her plan.


"Elves do trade and walk freely in the lands of Prespang, but they are always under observation and I will draw eyes.” Explained his Vardan Tour guide over breakfast.


“If I walk as a free woman there will be trouble, I would have to kill more than one for pressing his offer beyond reason. The local magistrates will then cause problems because they always do when an Elf woman defends her own person. I have seen and heard enough to tell you this with certainty.” She assured him, her tone telling him more than enough about what she thought about that state of affairs.


“However,” Taipan reasoned brightly, “If I go as your property, they will be insulting you by trying it. You will have to reject disgusting offers, but there will be fewer hard feelings and magistrates will not side against you simply because of the shape of your ears. As it is, it is almost a given that you will have to kill a few fools for making advances on my person that do not heed your objection. The others will realize then that you are not to be trifled with and we will be able to move in relative obscurity afterwards."


Yikes. He doubted her not at all, Taipan was far too matter-of-fact about this. She might as well have been describing her choice of socks. He was hoping that their infiltration plan was going to be a slightly less blood-in-the-streets sort of thing. At least until the end.


Could he just up and kill a man for being pushy? He banged a hand on his forehead immediately. Rephrase that, Ulric Einar. Could he defend a woman in his care from being raped by some stranger? Abso-fucking-lutely. In fact, just the thought of some bastard attempting to lay hands on his Shadow was enough to get the MDK whispers rolling through the back of his mind. As he grew more familiar with the triggers for the gift of the glade he was coming to understand that the bolted-on territoriality instinct did also extend to lovers and Shadows. And just about everything else that walked in what he could conceivably call his domain.


"Right. Gotcha. Let's just call it improving the breed then, a little thinning of the herd on our way to Prosper. Anybody garbage enough to try to push themselves where they aren't welcome just gets to pay the Vardan idiot tax." Ulric told his Shadow, who did not look displeased.


And no wonder. What she'd just described was a godsdamned nightmare. Why did people have to suck all over the universe?


He pondered it as he chewed roasted [Bark Weasel]. Actually? Not bad, could use a little vinegar.


That done they refilled water skins and took down their rudimentary camp. The Twins had risen a bare couple of hours past the horizon, they had nearly the entire day to make ground.


Taipan retraced the hazy steps Ulric didn't quite remember all the way back to the site of the [Bloodstarve Brood Mother] den. There, just outside the mouth of the cave was a sickening scene. Broodlings had returned to the den, many of them laden with corpses. They had discovered their slain brood mother and gone on a rampage. Trees were carved into kindling, stones gnashed by fanged teeth, and even the creatures themselves had been savaged in their fury. At some point, they had all weakened and died, some two score of them. He had to help his Shadow dig the brood mother corpse out from under a pile of the things.


It would have been tragic, had he not very clearly recalled the mindless bloodlust of the monsters as they swept out of the skies to kill him and his companion. As it was, the impact soon faded to obnoxious tedium. Those little buggers stank hard.


The incinerated body of the brood mother was basically reduced to a thorax, which made getting its core pretty simple. Ulric was surprised, although his Shadow wasn't, to see two cores in its chest cavity. One a crimson swirled with the rust of dried blood, about the size of a large man's fist. The second, larger, nearly the size of a rugby ball, was a sinister deep orange, with wormlike black ripples. Guess which one belonged to which.


"So, it hid its core with the host? Why not hide the eggs there?" He asked the resident expert on heinous ecology.


"The temperature is not correct, they like cooler environments. Also, the brood mother's blood was too acidic. It will etch milder metals if left too long on them. If not for the [Mindworm]'s natural resistance to poisons and acids it would not have been able to take such a virulent host. Here." His Shadow handed him the gore-covered cores.


He stood there holding them for a second. 

"Am I supposed to stuff them down my knickers or what?"


She rolled her eyes, "Clean them off while I harvest the others and then put them into your pack. Don't damage them Ulric, these are going to pay our way to Prosper."


"Aye, aye Captain! This one hears and obeys!" Ulric announced loudly to the clearing before setting to his task, goose-stepping to a nearby creek to rinse the gore from their prizes.


She laughed lightly at his buffoonery and set about cutting into the remaining corpses, passing the extracted cores to him to clean. Twenty more marble-sized cores went into his pack, alongside the larger ones. Apparently, a good number had already decayed, the crystalline matrix that channeled and focused the manasphere of this odd world having broken them down to worthless shards and dim, mushy chalk-like consistency. By the end of the harvesting, his pack bulged weirdly and, despite his best efforts, smelled like a slaughterhouse floor. Oooh Goody.


They left the manufactured clearing behind, the ruin of the hijacked swarm rotting on the forest's winter floor. Fortunately, that was the worst part of the day's journey.


Northwards they turned, linking back up with the more well-established trails, distinctly marked by their Elven wardens, though not in a way that anyone not of them would be able to follow. That was one of the other defenses innate to Iriel. They protected themselves through obfuscation. Much like the now sunken city of Kyoto, by leaving out signage, they defended themselves from outsiders. The only people who knew how to find their way in the forest were the ones who needed to. It was a simple, but effective, tactic.


An invading force would have no distinct highways to follow, no navigational aids to direct them, nor any indication that a particular trail did not dead end in a forest glade next to a commonly harvested mushroom farm. Iriel'en harvesters were as likely to use the lower limbs of the trees to travel as they were the footpaths so there wasn't even a guarantee that following the trails that looked more frequently trodden would lead to the denser regions of civilization. All was hidden in the deep wood.


Were it not for the fact that he was being led by the hand by what amounted to one of the premier guides through her country, Ulric would have been hopelessly lost. In a way, it was liberating. He had exactly zero chance of being able to find his way around so he didn't even try.


That concern being rendered moot, he was able to concentrate his attention on the sheer stark beauty of Iriel in its dormancy. Rises topped by humps of snow taller than he was, great trunks rising like stalks of corn from their mounds dotted the landscape, their branches scattering upwards to reach towards the Twins. Tangles of vines wound their way up some, creepers hung from limbs in curtains, too thick to be seen through. Absent leaves, Ulric was able to make out bundles of branches and detritus that had to be nests for some critter or another.


Delicious silence accompanied their trek. Not even birds sang, most of the non-dormant wildlife having been run off by the ravening spawn of [Bloodstarves], eager to sate their bloodthirsty queen. Neither Human nor Elf saw the need to violate the quiet of these tangled groves with frivolous conversation. Simple hand gestures were all that was needed to indicate a path to be taken or a minor obstacle to be cleared. Taipan led them surely, steadily, towards their goal.


Ulric's chief concern was that his skin felt like he'd coated himself in honey and sat naked in a rainforest, for all the scream-inducing crawl that was washing over his skin. He had his [Ceraunoperception] up. The damned pulses of electromagnetic force returned to him to impart their echoes onto his body, disturbances caused by fluctuations induced by water, minerals, and anything even vaguely electrosensitive were translated into touch.


It was overwhelming. There was no other way to train the skill though and he refused to quit. Ulric needed the ability to bypass his limited Human vision. This spell had the potential to not only offer him detection in the deepest dark, underground, or when dust or ash obscured, but also to see through barriers like walls. If he'd known that Captain Firecracker was floating outside his apartment, it was far less likely that he would have been blown to smithereens.


While he followed his Shadow's lead, he used her motions to help train his brain to accept the input of the spell and render it into meaning. Hours of this maddening experience translated to some small degree of understanding. He was starting to resolve the more distinct impressions into an almost visual idea of his surroundings, like an extremely grainy and pixelated computer monitor showing an impressionist painting of a park. There was the suggestion of a tree over there, an almost clear signature of a creek hidden by the ice here, and, loud to his budding sense, the form of his Shadow outlined on his skin. It was definitely a work in progress.


            

    
        Chapter 109: Ask a Stupid Question

    
    
    
    
                In a small glade, ringed by the straight trunks of deep blue [Azure Cedar], Taipan called a halt to their travel.  The Twins had perhaps a quarter hour left until they dipped below the horizon.  Inside this almost invisible patch of ground, kept clear mostly through the light blocking of the walls of interlaced evergreen branches of the surrounding trees, Taipan got them settled. 


The day had started out a little rough, his fatigue weighing down on him.  His condition had improved steadily though, mana exhaustion was the worst of it.  Recovery would have gone faster had he not been experimenting with training his perception of the detection spell's input, he had prevented himself from reaching Core Saturation, but he had faith in Taipan's ability to avoid any conflict that was dangerous to them. 


It wasn't until he watched her crawling into her bedroll, his having volunteered for first watch, that he realized that she had invited their battle with the [Bloodstarve] broodlings in direct contradiction to that assumption.  She was an experienced scout and had to appreciate the possible hazards of a mansized flying beast with a razor fanged maw.  Was it, perhaps, that she didn't consider them an actual threat?  No, surely not. 


He let his thoughts go back over the entire course of events, from the first realization that something was amiss in her wood to the brood mother's den, to their almost serene rest day not five kilometers from said den.  His eyes snapped to her instantly sleeping form.  It was.  That horde of flying nightmares didn't scare her at all, didn't even register as something being worth concern.  They weren't dangerous.  He rolled this epiphany around his noodle for a minute, as the gentle pop and crackle of their small campfire filled in the back ground noise. 


[Bloodstarves] didn't count as dangerous?  What exactly the hell did? 


No, stupid Ulric, do not ask. 


"Do you hear me universe?"  He pleaded softly in his head, "I take it back!"


There was no sign that the universe was listening.  He could almost hear an imagined subaudible chuckle from the planet though.  Silly questions deserve silly answers.


**************72 Hours Later***************


The pair of them dragged themselves into the Lowlands Forest Elf village, some seventy kilometers farther East and South of their intended stop in the Celestin city of Trachn'ir.  Their clothes reeked, a stench like rotting eggs marinading in corpse juice.  Ulric pulled a sled, a thin leather cord connected him to Taipan, who was using it as a guide to follow him as he set the pace and picked their path.  No way was he leaving the beast's body behind, not after what it had put them through.


Ulric looked to his Shadow, noting the haunted set to her face, even though he couldn't see her eyes at the moment.  Yeah.  Yeah, it was pretty bad. 


His robes, once so fine, so comfortable, had been utterly ruined by the creature.  Already, the outer layers were fraying, looking like canvas left too long under the sun.  His exposed skin still burned, even after much rinsing and rubbing of dirt.  Taipan had a bandage over her eyes, having taken a glancing hit to her lovely orbs.  She said the effects would wear off in a day or so but, for now, she was nearly blind. 


The Guards at the gate had smelled them coming for almost half an hour.  When at last the source of the disgusting odor became visible, one leaned over and spewed her lunch, having taken a direct hit to the nostrils from an errant current of air.


The male guard watched them approach the final half kilometer, assessing them as soon as they'd become visible around the bend, trail winding out from the final treed hillock between them and succor.  His duty partner recovered from her sickness and watched balefully as the source of her distress closed in.


Two bedraggled travelers.  One a comely, if too tall, Iriel'en, a hunter by the looks of her, and the other, a Human?  Now this was a thing nigh unto unheard of.  They had approached from the South, from the Deep Wood.  Humans hadn't been allowed entry into Iriel in nearly a hundred years.  The woman turned to her partner and voiced their concerns.


"What in the Treeless Hell is going on here?  An Iriel'en scout accompanied by a Lordling of Prespang?  And why do they reek as if they have been rolling in [Nox'is] dung?"


Her partner only grunted a noncommittal agreement.  He was more concerned by the bulging packs the travelers carried, the sled with a massive corpse strapped atop it, and the obvious signs of prolonged battle that were upon the pair.  Slight nicks on hands, bruising on knuckles, tears in cloth that bespoke bestial opponents' glancing claws, and dried blood soaked into their ruined coats.  To say nothing of the cloth protecting the obviously blinded Hunter's eyes. 


It was weeks before the trading season would begin, and, despite his partner's claim that the manling was a Lordling, something told the guardsman that he was not from the noble class of that place.  For one thing, Lordlings of Prespang did not hump their own gear.  No reason for his partner to know that though, she was young and hadn't done duty in any of the borderlands.  For another, he did not move as a soft foot, nor did he have the instinctive grace of the Hunter beside him. 


No, there was something else going on here and the guardsman's instincts said that it was outside of his paygrade.  Only one thing to do when a riddle appeared:  Call for Someone Else to deal with it.  The village guard beseeched his younger comrade, "Seralin, too much besides their odor reeks.  Go for the Village Counsel, tell them what is afoot.  I will hold these two at the gate until one better suited for making decisions is arrived."


She nodded, plainly happy to pass responsibility for whatever this situation was onto another.  Three weeks of gate duty did not prepare one for handling the unexpected.  And then there was the horrific stink.  She took off at an easy lope to find a Village Council member.


Ulric pulled his sled stoically, ignoring the digging of the hasty harness into his skin through his traveling robes.  He offered thanks to the heavens that there was still a thick snow upon the lands to ease the passage of the skids of the sled, else there would have been no way to pull it.  He would have been loath to part with their bounty, not after having paid so dearly for it.


All their best-laid plans in shambles.  All because of a jumped-up skunk.


*********Just Past Tempting the Irony Gods********* 


Let it never be said that Ulric Einar did not live a life full of adventure. 


Two days he and Taipan had navigated the frozen wilds of Iriel, heading towards the lowland forests.  Two days of rucking at a hard pace, straight after they had taken the [Bloodstarve] cores and that of the [Mindworm].  Taipan was not satisfied unless they had covered some eighty kilometers a day, even if that meant marching into the night.  Ulric did not question his Shadow's haste, they had a plan and were bound to make up the time lost waiting for the enraged killer vampire bats to die off. 


The rigor of the journey told on both of them and Ulric was struck yet again by the incredible physical optimization of the creatures in this world cultivated by the Impossible.  Even the squirrels could put up a fight, as they found out when a pair of the things tried to drop down on top of them as they passed beneath the little bastards' nut cache.  A rather unpleasant squirrel bite later saw the travelers encamped.  The bite was almost offset by a lovely dinner of sauteed tree rats with a side of roasted [Jin] nuts. Sort of a mix between a walnut and a chestnut, earthy with a hint of sweetness and none of the bitter tannins associated with acorns, even though they smelled like they should have those properties.  Whatever, magical nuts, they were filling.   


The next day’s travel saw a small group of creatures akin to [Heckler Monkeys] high in a particularly large set of Aspen-like trees straddling the path, descending on them when Ulric, too distracted on his spell practice with the [Ceraunoperception], tripped on a vine laid across the trail.  The little beasts used the vine to indicate their usual prey passing through and they dropped a somewhat sophisticated, and incredibly heavy, net on him.  Taipan had bypassed the vine as if by instinct and, of course, the monsters wouldn’t have attacked at all if someone hadn’t been incautious enough to trip over their trap trigger.  Nevertheless, the trap was sprung and the instincts of the little beasts led them to assault en masse. 


The resulting scrum had Taipan using a nifty trick in which she pulled her shadow into a set of small lances, impaling three of the creatures up to two meters away from her. However, the struggles of the monsters were sufficient to tear away the shadow stuff and they had to be finished with practiced jabs of her knife.  Ulric fared less well under the net, it was weighted with heavy stones and thickly woven.  Five of the creatures were jumping up and down on him, biting and scratching where they could.  He tried to drag his sword free and couldn’t, between the monsters and the net.  He started to go for his knife before he realized it would take far too long to cut free of the tangle.


Cursing, he pulled on his core and reverted its mana, his concentration challenged by the battering.  As pawed feet stomped and jarred and it took him all of fifteen seconds to condense enough Caelum to fire off a rapid casting of twelve [Wind Blades] that tore through both the net and the monsters.  In an interesting development, the traveling [Wind Blades] carried arcs of contaminating Ceraun through them, ineffectual in its randomness but it would set his mind to thinking later of the benefits of such a spell.


With their ambush repelled, their prey fighting back more than effectively, Taipan having started laying into them by arrows delivered with lethal precision, the remaining members of the monster troop fled back to the trees.  Taipan scolded him the entire while she made him process each of the little monsters.  He took it like a man, without bitching; this fuckup was all him.  And it was the second time in as many days that something had come out from the trees to start fucking him up, he was going to have to fix that. 


Damned [Ceraunoperception] was proving unwieldy, his useful range was a paltry five meters, the beasts had been fully forty up, well outside his detection range.  It also hadn’t picked up the dead, dry, vine across the trail.  He just didn’t have the perception to resolve low-conductivity materials like that yet.  They were there, but buried in the noise of his spell’s input on his flesh.  He’d have to suck it up and keep practicing, the spell hadn’t even matured outside of its first rank.


Taipan declared them well into Celestin territory when they rose that next morning, a mere half day's walk from the destination of Trachn'ir.  They'd get a real rest then, and a chance to finally dump off all the cores and scraps they'd harvested along the way.  The Twins rose beautifully that morning, reds and oranges slashing across the horizon, and the wind held a loosening of its chill, a hint of warmer weather coming.


Ulric pulled again on the straps of his pack, easing their press against his chest.  He'd have to consider adding a little pad or something if he was going to end up humping so much weight that the thing dug into him.  Their journey had been, so far, an odd combination of sedate and harrowing.  If not for the swarm of mutant vampire creatures he'd have called it peaceful.  That and the damned monkey things, little bastards.


He was about to comment on the oddly bimodal nature of their jaunt through Iriel when her raised hand brought him up short.  Dick, he swore to himself as his body locked. 


Taipan had the guise of a meerkat, extending herself to her maximum height, her senses concentrating to pick up whatever had triggered her instinct to halt them.  She slowly undid her pack and Ulric did the same, lowering them to the snow carefully.


Several minutes of this went by.  Taipan still wasn't moving, so Ulric kept his ass in place, she had drilled him over and over on this.  If the scout goes still don't you fucking move until they say so.  She'd said it more prettily but that was the spirit of the discussion.  He wasn't about to ignore tactical command from a lady who had been doing commando Elf shit since before his grandparents were thinking about how nice each other's ankles looked, or whatever the fuck people from that generation were into those days.


The snow bank fifty meters away exploded violently, a plume of snow and ice blocking sight immediately.  Ulric was readying his spells, a throwing knife pulled from the thigh sheath and Ceraun cycling through it as he prepared a [Lightning Javalin]. 


Taipan had her bow drawn, string to her lips, and envenomed arrowhead aimed.


The cloud of snow cleared in a wash of the loudest sound Ulric had ever heard, a roar whose sonic energy slammed the frozen cloud away before it hit them like a paddle across the ears. 


The source of this roar was a massive, pony-sized wolverine.  It had been chasing prey through a burrow and the prey had struck back, evidenced by the spray of blood and a torn muzzle, opening the side of its jaws to reveal the gums and wicked gnashing teeth within.  The creature that had so wounded the monster was a black armadillo, if armadillos came in the weight class of German shepherds and sported obsidian knives on their carapace.  Backed into a corner, the creature had lashed out desperately and was paying the price, snapped up as the predator's roar echoed, stunned, and was now held within the jaws of the wolverine beast. 


With a sickening crunch, teeth drove through the armored hide and the armadillo came apart wetly, strings of meat and organs holding it together only briefly as the predator used its claws to hold it while it ripped with its serrated fangs. In a matter of seconds, the chunks of plate were stripped of their meatier bits and a hollowed-out shell of blood-soaked black blades glistened wetly. 


Taipan had not moved and Ulric mirrored her.  They were far enough away that they had not yet caught the beast's attenti-


Here it comes, fuck.


The beast swung its head towards the travelers and roared again, this time it became clear that the monster was using weaponized sound as Taipan's arrow, released as soon as it moved to become hostile, was blasted away, a ball of visible distortion in the air, like a heat mirage, that traveled with incredible speed.  The speed of sound, actually.


It hit Taipan and knocked her flat. Ulric threw his knife and got a taste of that medicine, a ball of sound-compressed air socked him in the mouth, knocking the knife away easily, and disrupting his concentration on the spell even as he hit the snow, dazed.


His vision doubled briefly and his balance got scrambled momentarily, his inner ear shocked beyond its ability to orient.  The effect cleared soon but already the monster was taking advantage of its prey's incognizance closing on them in lumbering hops that might have been cute in a creature weighing fewer tons and less obviously trying to eat them alive. 


Taipan recovered and put an arrow into the air from her back before rolling to her feet and sending another into flight.


Her first arrow intercepted the beast's chest driving into furred shoulder and wou- fuck no it didn't.  The arrow caught in the beast's fur and slowed substantially.  It might have penetrated the skin.  The second arrow did better, burying half way through the creature's cheek even as it dipped its head and pulled up, charge aborted.


Ulric's brain figured out where up went, and he clawed his way to his feet, pissed. 


Adrenaline-soaked senses saw the beast's intake of air that preceded that sonic magic, a weaponized bullet of sound that stunned its prey, and Ulric saw his Shadow dive to the side, evading the attack sent her way to roll smoothly back to her feet to send another arrow in retort.


Never stopping, the Elf put on a display not unlike the one she'd given him on their meeting.  She had managed to turn her dodge into an attack, two arrows launched almost simultaneously snapping into the beast's shoulder, energy mostly shed by the dense fur but still biting it, especially the follower.  That was her skill then, [Archer's Cadence], granting her an enhanced follow-up shot that bored next to the first, disappearing into the fur, indicating a solid hit this time. 


The beast yoweled, and its claws, hand-long things, ripped up chunks of ice as it pursued its Elven tormenter.  Taipan didn't give it the chance, circling easily and putting another pair of arrows into its face, or at least, they would have gone into its face if not for another slap of sound that drove for her that deflected those bolts in its wake.


Ulric now had a broadside angle and wasn't going to waste it.  He drew again on his core a second knife pulled free, and cycled Ceraun to charge the projectile.  A second, then another, and as the beast attempted to close with his Shadow, Ulric sent the blade whirling end over end towards the monster. 


As the knife hit, he loosed the spell, and lightning crackled to life, flashing into its haunches. 


[Lightning Javalin]


The jagged lance tore into the massive thing and knocked it flat as the thunder rolled through the forest.  This creature wasn't a man though, it was tougher, meaner, and a hell of a lot bigger, and Ulric hadn't had the time to overcharge the spell. 


It lived.  A large patch of fur burned free, and having absorbed a surprising amount of the bolt's energy damn it, but revealed a deep wound to its back leg. 


A deep wound that did not stop the beast from scrabbling to its feet and charging him with scary speed, despite the ungainly gait.  Shit. 


Ulric drew the blade of Xef'tocht and readied another round of lightning.  This time he didn't bother with the knife focus, he wasn't going to need it, the creature was coming right at him, an unguided bolt would be fine on a target this big. 


Ulric's eyes took in the form of his Shadow, crouched and burning with concentration.  Darkness flowed up from her body, her own mana-manipulated shadow enshrouded her arrowhead, coated its head in a sinister black tar, even as the rest of the arrow began to hum with a dense blue glow.  Crying out as she released the empowered arrow.  The bolt flashed rapidly, faster than the bow alone could launch it, tearing into the lightning-scorched wound with an arrow empowered with a combination of skills: [Infused Arrow] to amplify the penetration of the bolt and [Shadowburn Toxins] to turn that mana cloaked arrow into a destructive poison that corroded the mana of the monster even as the infused arrowhead shattered inside its body, contaminating it with toxic fragments. 


The creature roared its pain, the staggering sound tearing through the combatants and freezing them lifting a cloud of snow from the area around the enraged beast.


Taipan's combination took a portion of strength, which was why she was caught flat-footed when the monster raised its stubby tail and hit her with a pulse from the glands by that tails base, a bolt of acidic musk that took her in the face even as she watched her arrow hit the beast to do devastating damage.  The burning fluid attacked her eyes immediately and she fell to the ground writhing, pain tearing into her as she scraped snow to stuff it into her agonized eyes to dilute the effects as rapidly as she could.  


The creature whirled again, this time committed to bearing down on its tormenter and tearing her apart.


It attempted another bolt of sonic fury and the condensed sound fizzled inside its mouth, its mana already too disturbed by Shadow toxin to utilize its weapon.  It charged.


Ulric saw the beast's intent and his stricken partner and launched himself into motion legs pumping to catch up to the thing even while he took the shackles off his core and let Ceraun loose.  He would be too late, he saw that.  His lightning bolt wouldn't kill it, not instantly, nor would the poison inside it.  [Stormfire] would kill it but it was a slow spell that took both time to create, and time to gain power and speed.  He wasn't going to make it.


Roaring, Ulric took two hands and heaved Xef'tocht as hard as he could, desperate, sending its glittering blue blade flying.  The blade bit at an awkward angle but that didn't matter as it continued to spin, ignoring for a moment the mass it cleaved, ripping deeply into the monster's back before stopping, hilt proudly standing up from above the buried length. 


The monster sagged as its spine midway down its body was severed, losing its hind legs and releasing musk as the organ's control faltered.  On it clawed though, nearly upon its target who it would devour before it succumbed.  Ulric leaped through the corrosive, stinking cloud, the foul musk undirected without its guiding muscles, and landed on the creature's back crackling violet arc of [Voltaic Riot] tearing whatever it could reach.


Half blinded by the burning musk, he fell to the bucking monster's back and held on with one hand buried in its fur.  Locked in, he guided the magic instinctively, turning streamers of Ceraun to the beast's skull and the dancing arc razored burning slashes through fur, meat, skull, and soon brain.  Steaming, burning meat assailed his senses and the beast jerked savagely below him before rolling over with its crushing weight burying him even as its limbs flailed and jerked.  An incredibly violent roll spiraled Ulric and he was disoriented by the sensation of weightless freedom for a moment.  His battered senses realized he was airborne as the surface of the forest rushed towards him, torn fur still gripped in his hand, and he hit the snow shoulders first to bury up to his thighs, thrown some twenty meters by the dying monster. 


Ulric came to his senses in an uncomfortable arch, most of his body beneath the snowpack and his legs above it.  His body heat must have melted the snow slightly causing it to compress around him a bit because he felt claustrophobic.  He briefly struggled before cursing and calming himself.  A more focused bit of digging with his hands had him backing his way out of the short snow tunnel, and, once he’d righted himself, he saw the monster corpse and his Shadow, who had made a rapid blind sprint away from the beast when she'd heard its rush.  She was still rubbing snow into her eyes and he heard her using language that would make a sailor blush so he knew she was alright.  More or less.


            

    
        Chapter 110: To Seinajok

    
    
    
    
                "Taipan, you alright?" He shouted, a little shakier than he'd have preferred.


Adrenaline down and the post almost-dying shivers were starting to come on. He had no idea where his knives had gone and didn't stop to look, jogging to his Shadow's side. She hadn't stopped rubbing snow into her face and Ulric was starting to become fully aware of the most intensely unpleasant odor he'd ever smelled emanating from his clothes.


"It burns like spirits in mine eyes Ulric! I cannot see! And the smell- YURK!" Her words cut off as she spewed breakfast's remains onto the snow.


That was the last straw for Ulric's stomach as well and he was forced to eject his boots from his mouth, hands on his knees.


Oh gods, the smell. It made the brood mother den smell like pine air fresheners. Acrid, dead meat smell mixed with some kind of too-sweet rotted fruit, and rounded off by intense ammonia, it pervaded their clothes, their hair, their very skin.


Speaking of which, his was now on fire. Ulric dropped to the snow to rub it on his face and hands and neck, all the exposed skin that had come into contact with the musk cloud. Blessings to all good things that his hair had grown back in.


It was fifteen minutes before the pair of them stopped scrubbing themselves with snow. Now, they were both soaked, chilled, and their olfactory senses had become, essentially, numb.


Taipan sat with her back to a tree trunk, breathing heavily through her mouth and in obvious pain. Her grimace when she opened her eyes made it clear that she couldn't go on scouting.


"I think I can't taste anymore," Ulric announced suddenly. His tongue burned slightly but there was not even a suggestion of taste or smell.


"How are the eyes Taipan? Anything I can do?" He asked.


She groaned out "They feel like they are covered in wind-driven sand, Ulric, how do you think they feel!?" she caught herself and calmed then.


"I apologize Ulric, that was not called for. I am not blinded, not permanently, but I cannot open my eyes for any duration. You will have to take the lead, and guide me. It will probably be at least a day before the worst of the effects clear." She said, softer now but still obviously pained.


Ulric patted her shoulder, understanding.


"It's fine, little lady, I get it. I'm gonna get our stuff together and start a fire, we can stop for the night here, I guess. Or, you know, far enough away from the stink ground zero." He told her.


She shook her head though, and climbed to her feet.


"No! No, Glade Chief, we should go on." She refused before explaining, "There is a village a short way away. It is small and only really visited by some niche traders or Hunters so we may not be easily recognized there.”


Grimacing against the intense chemical discomfort, she pounded a tree trunk with her fist before she calmed and finished her thought.


“It is not what we had hoped, but we can sell off our spoils and cores and take stock there. It is best we do not enter Trachn'ir like this. They will remember us, if for no other reason than the scent we bring. We are without choice now, you must enter the village with me and we will deal with any questions as discussed earlier.” The Iriel’en huntress gritted through clenched teeth.


He mulled it over. They were both cold but not freezing. It was still relatively early in the day, the Twins hadn't reached Midsunsrise yet.


"Alright, Taipan, if you think you can guide me blind, we'll do it. First sign you're struggling though, and I'm going to set you down and make camp. I'm only with you on this is because I'd rather get you somewhere safe until your eyes are recovered." He informed her.


"But first. First I'm gonna gut this bastard son of a mutant skunk and then I'm gonna make a sled to haul its ass to sell in town for whatever its worth." Ulric said decisively.


As a bonus, he tied the remains of the obsidian armadillo to the thing, those blades were scary sharp.


It was an afterthought, but he also tied a lead to Taipan's belt so that she wouldn't have to worry about wandering off the path or trying to open her eyes to find her footing. Those projects didn’t take over long and they were well on their miserable damned way before noon.


They trudged miserably through the snow for the rest of the morning, Ulric describing the local geography and the patterns on trail markers so that the woman, so familiar with these lands that, even blindfolded, that she could choose their route. It was almost eerie the way the young Elf managed to guide his course so precisely from memory of the signposts and landmarks. When they turned the final bend and saw the palisade wall of the village he breathed a sigh of relief, and then regretted it when his burned-out nose got a solid whiff of themselves. Recovering scent went away again, his olfactory nerves shot by the horrendous stench.


A few more minutes brought them trudging pitifully to the gates of the village, for which he was immensely grateful. Less so when they were met by a guard that had decided now was the time for jokes.


"Halt strangers! You may not yet pass into Seinajok, not until I have been given leave to admit you. I apologize, but these are not times for trusting strangers and, pardon my saying, something about the two of you stinks." Announced the remaining guard.


Figures. Ulric had wandered his arse all over the wooded reaches and the first village they trip across has its gate manned by the Lowlands Elf equivalent of George Carlin.


Ulric staggered to a stop, the sled continuing for a few moments before friction did its thing, and Taipan thumped into his back, not realizing he'd ceased his forward movement.


"Blasted man!" She bitched, rubbing her nose vigorously, "Warn me before you stop, or I'll start finding you with a draft beast switch!"


The guard glanced at his Shadow and Ulric rolled his eyes expressively. They shared a moment of commiseration. He understood how it went.


"I apologize for the suddenness of our visit." Ulric started, using Elvish to put them at ease. "We were not intended for your village but were accosted in the forest yonder. The beast on the sled is the creature that attacked us." He said, stilted, but with appropriate grammar.


"I have had no news in some time, what goes this part of the world?" Ulric asked, hoping to play the agreed-upon part of the roaming barbarian trader from the lesser-known tribes of the far reaches of Prespang.


Taipan had chosen this role based on his dress, indicating a successful merchant, his lack of knowledge regarding most of the finer customs or social norms, and, unbeknownst to him, his awful accent. Her Honor said Elvish bore resemblance to a land of his old world called Ice Land, wherever the hells that was, but he staunchly refused to pronounce double consonated words correctly and had no sense for tonal conjugation. As such, he would never pass for a local but was well suited for a disguise as an adept Northern savage with a penchant for making sharp deals. It was not unheard of for such to roam far and wide and many had a familiar, if pidgin, command of Elf tongues, not unlike her honor's own. So long as she was around to help cover for him, all should go well.


The guard, taking in the two and noting the heavily laden pack of the human man, his harness indicating he was the sole mover of that sled, and the overbearing nature of the Elven Huntress, decided quickly who wore the pants around here. As such, he ignored Ulric's question to address his Shadow.


"Forgiveness Lady Hunter, it has been some months since one of our Iriel'en cousins has passed through. Your kin have been flocking to the borders. Tell me, what brings you this far South of your brothers and sisters? And in such uncommon company."


Taipan, for all her discomfort and the slight curveball thrown by the guard, picked up right where they'd left off in their planned ruse for traveling disguises.


"Business, cousin. Always business. It has been many years since I spent the majority of my time in my Iriel’en home, but how goes Orlethrem? That my kin might be guarding the borders closely explains much. Times have become strange up North, less news comes across the borders in recent years and almost no word has reached us since Summers Peak." Taipan blended truth and misdirection easily, saying nothing untrue but not disclosing her identity at all.


Ulric had asked her how far she could lie about these things, when Iriel'en made almost a capital crime of lying in normal times. Her answer was simply "I need not tell an outright untruth to cover for most questions, and, besides, they are not blood kin, what do I care for their opinions?" which settled it for him. He hated falsehoods with a passion equal to the Iriel’en, but if the alternative was wading through corpses and never reaching his goals then he had to accept that you don’t always get to do what you want. Needs must when the devil drives.


"My Commission speaks truly, we came across a most uncommon monster for so close to Trachn'ir and it has left its mark on us. We seek lodging, meals, and an opportunity to set up a trade for his wares. My companion is a wilding merchant from the far reaches, newly arrived to these lands. He can barely speak without sneezing but his shares are split and we get on well, if you catch my meaning." Taipan continued, speaking as if he understood but half of what she said and nudging his arm with her elbow at the last.


It was an effort to keep his face still.


The guard appeared to take that fairly well in stride and gave Ulric a once-over. Likes them long and broad eh? Well, a pity, the lean man of typical Elven stature thought. Come to think of it, she's a tall one for her kin too, the guard mused before replying.


"I know not when last you heard, but there is war on the horizon, cousin. Prespang, at the bidding of her masters in Prosper, has carried out vicious acts of aggression, with particular ferocity against your kin, and for the Plainsfolk. They murdered the royal family of the Lagranel in their beds and, if the messengers carry only truth, made close attempt on the royal family of Iriel as well. Your Commission should be wary lest he attract…unpleasantness." the guardsman warned.


The last thing the guardsman needed was a small riot, followed by a brief lynching. Good merchants were already hard enough to come by.


Taipan didn't need to fake her outrage much.


"Truth!? No exaggerations now cousin, you are certain? The Golden Thrones have let their dogs slip leashes to bring war again? Did they not learn how things stand the last time the Blood Moon rose over their city?" She wondered rhetorically.


The guard shook his head. That the Huntress was upset about these tidings was clear. Her partner looked none too pleased either. No wonder that. War was bad for business, unless you were robbing battlefields.


"It is true, and worse the news for your kin I am afraid. The current Lord Iriel is a child, a competent one, or so they say, but the previous Lord Bald'rt Iriel is slain, victim of the bane employed by a suicide squad of combat mages from Prosper herself. There will be no Blood Moon to put the Merchant Lords down this time. This time, it will touch us all. You see now, why I must be fastidious in my duty? I hope, for your sakes, that you are headed North. This close to Iriel herself, you were fortunate the Hunters are mostly consolidated at the borders and making ready to turn Orlethrem into a death march for the armies Prespang brings. They lost kin in the assassinations and are out for Otherkin blood, especially Humans." The guard said, revealing more and gauging the reactions of the pair.


They did not have the look of Prespang assassins, but one never knew for certain, and it would be no less than the guardsman's life if he did not take caution.


Ulric glanced to Taipan. He didn't know how far news had gotten or how it had been shared or modified towards the interests of the Iriel'en. Brighteyes had, according to this tale, hidden his father's survival, a clever move to buy the Elf time to recover and to make Iriel seem weaker than they were, a move almost guaranteed to make their enemies more aggressive. Aggressive enough to walk into traps they might not have otherwise.


Ulric commended the little guy, and hoped when the war criminal fuckers found out Bald'rt Iriel was alive it was just as the crimson magic he wielded atomized them. If Ulric didn't get to them first, that is.


He fielded the implied question about where they were headed, best that he appear his role as the merchant in question, too fresh from the wilderness to know what goings on might be happening.


"Grave news, Guardsman, but you have my thanks for the giving." Ulric accompanied that with a small pouch of minted coins from Lagranal, a small stash of which Taipan had secured before they departed.


The counterintelligence expert amongst the two of them had planned well in advance for how they would infiltrate Prosper.


The guard glanced at the coin, a check revealing a modest sum of bronze and even a silver drake, second in weight to a crown. It was not a fortune but neither was it inconsequential. That told the guard the merchant was not inexperienced in the bribing of guardsmen. It was not a mark against, no merchant worth their salt hadn't had to grease a few palms and did it smartly enough to not lose out on the deal in the long run. He chalked that up in favor of the barbarian human being what he said he was. He pocketed it deftly, the village guards would drink well on him tonight, after the Village Council was handed the pouch and they handed him twice its weight in return. Standing orders. The guardsman of over a century evidenced no change in expression at this good fortune.


"Believe me when I say I want nothing to do with the Iriel'en for a good while, my former Hunter guide excluded. Never have I had good luck negotiating with their kind and the farther from their lands I may come in the next few days, the happier I will be for it. Already we were born farther South than I prefer, but the game was dictating our course." Ulric said earnestly, for that was the Watcher's own truth.


Between the [Bloodstarves] and this most recent fiasco, they weren't as far North as they'd planned and Ulric fully expected that he wouldn't speak to another Iriel'en until after they'd returned, a solid six or seven months at the best-case scenario.


"I would not have stopped so early in the day but events recent force my hand, I cannot make for Trachn'ir in this condition. As you can see, I must guide my guide until her eyes are recovered and the rest…well, I have had better days guardsman." Ulric announced.


A gentle breeze punctuated his statement, carrying the still fresh stench of musk into the guardsman's face. He retched briefly, wondering how they weren't sick from the…oh they probably couldn't smell at all anymore, he realized.


He was starting to feel badly for the travelers. They were clearly suffering and those travel robes appeared to be coming apart even as he watched. The pair of them must have gotten absolutely soaked in the emissions of that-


For the first time, the guard actually examined the heap of remains on the crude sled. Stars above, roots below! Was that a [Shrieking Ravager]? A big bull too. He looked back to the pair and his evaluation rose substantially. Two to kill that thing? And neither one was badly wounded for it, even though they'd clearly not known about the musk the bastard things released.


His eyes traveled over the corpse noting its injuries. Burned away fur and flesh on its flanks, a deep penetrating wound with signs of poison, the Iriel'en Hunters did love their poisoned arrows, and some kind of massive clean-cut wounds on the back. The head was a blasted mess, he could see sign that the bone was melted in places. So. The huntress was likely exactly that. The man though, something was off about that one. That sword might explain some of the oddities in the wounds, especially if it carried an exceedingly strong flame imbuement. The runes on that weapon he could see over the man's shoulder gave him a feeling of latent potency. It was not uncommon to go armed, only a fool, whose foolishness was only briefly suffered, entered the wilds unprepared to face a multitude of threats. Still, that sword…The wounds on the beast…A small test was in order.


"Clearly the two of you have endured a great struggle." the guard said, stepping to the side of the gate before continuing in Human, "I apologize for the suspicion but these are hard times, come, come. The village council will speak with you in a moment, but you should make yourselves comfortable."


Ulric was surprised by the sudden reversal but noted that the second guard was returning and a few rather exquisitely dressed members of her folk were sedately approaching behind her.


He glanced towards Taipan, still pained and unable to see, and decided it was just as well to get this show on the road. The faster he got her to a bucket of water and some healing salves the better. Out of habits beaten into him for months by his Shadow, and the royal guards in their damned drills, Ulric saw the guard's knife coming before it was halfway out of its sheath as he passed by.


He stepped into the guard's knife arm, just like Idra taught him, preventing the guard from making space, and jammed it back into its sheath with his leading palm while his other hand took the guard's neck in one of the more unpleasant grips Taipan had imparted him. A little pressure and a pull and he'd have the man's trachea crushed and the blood in his carotid arteries stopped. The Lord Instinct whispered its seductions, and he felt the man's heartbeat in his fingers, beating counter to his own, slow, even. Should he kill the man? He'd volunteered for it, after all, by going for the knife. Fingers tightened slightly cutting off the pulse.


Ulric held the guard's eyes, ignoring the shouts from behind the gate, and tried to decipher what would compel the Elf to throw his life away. Calm regard met his own, certainty in duty fulfilled. Well. Hard to blame a guy for just doing his job now wasn’t it? He noticed the face starting to go slack as the lack of blood stole his consciousness and Ulric released his grip and gave him a hearty slap on the back, staggering him.


"Hey there Chief! If you want to play games, I have a set of dice. You shouldn't pull steel even for a bit of fun, not unless you know me better. The lady back there is the only one who gets to have her knife on me and we set the rules for that a long, long time ago." He said lightly but loudly, holding the guard upright while he recovered his balance.


The knife stayed in its sheath. The guard did step away from him though and rubbed his neck where the finger indents colored the skin. The first attempt he made to speak croaked and he had to clear his throat to be heard. Strong bastard.


"Hold! I was testing comrades. Just a test to judge our friends here. All is fine, they are dangerous, but not, I think, to us." the Guard yelled.


Spears, short leaf-bladed swords, and bows lowered. A dozen fellows had come like termites out of rotten wood from the buildings near the gate. These people weren't nearly as sleepy as they appeared. Typical Varda. His comrades held the guardsman's opinion in high regard it would seem, they had relaxed substantially at his call.


Oh well. Ulric stuffed the Lord Instinct back into its box and ignored it. For now. He'd wait to see if a little MDK was going to be necessary but the next time they made a move he didn't like he'd just cut loose with [Stormfire] and [Voltaic Riot] and turn the village into kindling. Taipan couldn't defend herself properly and they'd had their one chance to play games.


It appeared that the Guard's words definitely held some sway, the additional reinforcements sort of diffused back into the village with casual stealth. Definitely, not a good idea to wade into a kill box, he'd stand back and set as much shit on fire as possible and let them come to him if it came to it.


Ulric directed his attention to the guard that had started all of this commotion. "So, you want to tell me why you decided to do something stupid friendo?" He said quietly.


The guard had stopped rubbing his neck and leveled an even gaze on Ulric.


"You are more than you say, even if you are not lying to me. I spoke no lie, these are dangerous times and I am responsible for my people's safety.” The guard told him, surprisingly up front about the whole thing.


“It would be a failure if I did not assess strange circumstances as are brought by you and your partner. For now, you could have killed me and chose not to, even if it looked like you wanted to for a moment. It tells me that you and your partner likely did, in fact, kill that beast and are not part of a Prespang death squad who slew it for you and slathered you in its juices to act as a cover. Such has happened before, but you are no coward, and barbarians are not without their reputation for fighting." the Guard explained, not remotely apologetic.


They were interrupted when the snazzily dressed dudes approached to stand behind their guards. Ulric wasn't sure how this was going to go so he decided to just be cool. Until cool wasn't going to be an option anymore.


"Travelers! You are come to Seinajok, of the Celestin Elves. I see you have been greeted by good Joldir. Please excuse him, he is a fine man and takes his duties seriously." The first part of that had the intonation of a ritual greeting and all the council members said it in chorus.


Weird. That last bit though that was the woman in the middle, the one with the little grapevine circlet.


"What business do you seek with us travelers?" Grapevine questioned.


Ulric was cut off when Taipan, who didn't exactly know what was happening but was reaching her boiling point regardless, started raising cane.


"I will make my business the hiding of every sap sucking one of you if you do not get out of the way and show me to a bath! Mark my words Celestin!" Taipan yelled venomously, beginning to lose her composure.


Ulric turned to see her striding past him and took her arm gently, holding her so that she didn't try to run over the village council, and tried to make peace. She punched him in the ribs softly enough to let him know her displeasure but without the extended knuckle that would make it hurt. Well, hurt badly, he grunted reflexively when her not so little fist struck him.


"It has been a long road, I apologize for my guide's temper.” Ulric pacified, though he was not exactly a happy camper either just right now, “You must understand, we are both of us at wits end and she gets…cranky…when she feels slighted. We told your man before, but we are here to recover from our encounter with the monster on that sled behind me and to, if you are willing, trade for some of the supplies gathered from the less tame regions of the wilds. We did not intend on coming this way at all, but my fair Huntress guide said that a kindly village would be far closer and I tire of hauling this beast." Ulric declared again.


The villagers looked to one another and the odd pair of travelers.


"Joldir has declared you mean no ill. Will you abide by the laws of this village while you reside and leave us in peace when you depart?" Asked grapevine, the last bit chorused again by the rest of the council.


That there's some real children of the corn shit, they gotta stop doing that Ulric thought.


"Thrice I say and done: All we want is lodging, and to lighten our packs. And, I suppose, new traveling clothes if they may be obtained. Ours have been rendered unfit for further use. A shame. The trader assured me that the Iriel'en fabrics were passing rare and charged me in that vein, but I am afraid that they are quite ruined by this beast's fluids. We will abide by any tenants my guide assures me are appropriate and will leave you the better for our passing through, unexpected though this stop was." Ulric declared.


"Joldir?" deferred Grapevine to the guard Ulric had choked.


"Let them in, Counselors, before the Huntress starts declaring blood debts and swearing she'll stitch our skins for a bed roll. Besides, if they slew that [Shrieking Ravager] we'll lose more stopping them than if they'd just left on their own. I'll keep an eye on them, if it gives you comfort." The Guard answered, somewhat generously.


"Then you are welcome to Seinajok travelers. May you find repose." Intoned the Counsel before turning to leave the odd pair standing at the gate.


Ulric was putting this day second in Worst Motherfucking Days Ever. Right behind getting Burninator'd.


Gods' blood he was tired.


"Gods' blood am I tired. Taipan, hang out next to our gear and I'll get us an accommodation. We'll get you something for your eyes as soon as we can." Ulric commanded his Shadow, slipping back into their old habit.


"And don't cut anyone, I know you're in pain but we're still kind of under the radar here." He said, quietly, as he left.


"Don't cut anyone he says." She grumbled before shouting at his back "Mine eyes will be fine! What I want is a damned bath and rid of these stinking clothes!"


"Ihr Wunsch ist mir Befehl, Madam" Ulric called loudly enough that he knew she heard, even if she didn't know what he said.


He'd repeated that particular phrase often enough to her when she was being imperious that she probably had some idea what it meant but was too proud to ask for a translation. She knew by his too polite tone that it was something sarcastic.


Now, to find an inn. It was, according to Taipan, customary to hang a sign from an Inn with a painted caricature of the name of the establishment to indicate that it was a traveler's abode. Other shops and businesses would likewise be indicated by symbolic signage above their doors. He was still working on reading and writing in Elvish and these different folks had dialects, even some of their pronunciation sounded off in his ears when they spoke, so used to Iriel'en was he. So it was that he roamed through town for a good few minutes before he found a sign post indicating the correct establishment, noting that the guardsman had followed from a respectful distance. His sidekick had remained behind to keep an eye on Taipan.


As Ulric stepped inside he was reminded again of the Elven tendency to lean into curving organic architecture. The low roofed interior, wide beams supporting slats that were roughhewn, was cozy. A hearthfire burned cheerfully in the surprisingly large common room, beckoning him to its smooth river stone to bask in the radiant heat. Four or five sturdy tables of some hardwood were occupied by Elfin forms, many with food and drink at hand, and a few games of chance were being enjoyed from the smooth sanded wooden floor. The decoration was less…profligate here he supposed, slightly less baroque, but the simpler carvings and embellishments were no less meticulously done. All told, he rather liked the laid back atmosphere.


He stepped up to a sturdy, wide, counter with gleaming polished top, and a different color and pattern of grain, indicating a lumber not common to Iriel. Manning the counter was a She-Elf who was the shortest he had encountered yet. She barely rose above the counter top and her impassive gaze stared up at him from around his sternum. It took him a moment to register her and he was convinced she was a child at first until he noticed that she had the regular curvature. She cleared her throat. Loudly. Ah, oops.


"Err, excuse me, Missus, I have need of a room for a couple of days, can you provide?" He asked, trying to be as harmless as possible.


She took him in briefly and immediately covered her nose.


"Not stinking like that, I won't." She declared before jerking a thumb towards her other guests, many of whom had turned to find the source of the olfactory disturbance.


"There's baths but I'm gointa have one hauled out by the stables and ye'll rightly scrub whatever the hells ye've been rolling in afore ye set further foot under mine own roof." Announced the woman, high pitched voice businesslike but nasal, since she had hers pinched shut.


He struggled to keep his expression even and to not sigh.


"Yes, thank you, a bath would be wonderful, I have a partner, she also requires a bath, would this be possible? I will pay for our stay up front, we only plan a day or two, at most, to recover from our journey and refit before we're on our way. How does three days sound? To be sure?" He offered, hoping the extra coin would perhaps mollify the diminutive Innkeep.


Her eyes considered the coin laid upon the counter top for a moment before she scooped it up with practiced ease, disappearing them into her pouched apron. He'd overpaid, as Taipan had suggested. Haggling could be risky, might only force him to reveal his ignorance and increase the likelihood he fucked something up. Also, he was desperate. The less said the better.


It would appear that the proprietor was satisfied, she stepped from behind her too tall counter and gestured towards the stairs.


"Rooms up there, yers is the front hall, third on the right. Two beds, nay sitting room, we ain't that sort of establishment here, and I'll have ye burn whatever ye're wearin afore ye enter, eh?" She said merrily, with as thick an accent as he'd heard yet.


Great. They were deep in the boonies of Orlethrem. He was actually sort of excited, he'd been thus far only spending time with the uppity up of Elven society, he wondered how the more usual folk fared. Hopefully, not too xenophobic, the point was to lay low while they traveled, not leave a trail of rumor. It was comforting that they were far enough in the wilds that people had a distinct accent, that indicated they didn't travel widely and, thus, news was less likely to get here with speed or out.


Of course, that plan was somewhat trashed given they'd entered town midafternoon reeking of whatever demons bathed in and dragging a mangled corpse behind them. Fuck it, they were doing their best with what circumstances were available.


"Of course, Innkeep. It would be my greatest pleasure to be rid of this foulness, believe me. My gear, I am lamenting that it was also given similar treatment, would you have a rather large amount of soap that I might give it a clean? It will stay outside, but I would rather not drag this smell around behind me if I can help it." Ulric asked, hopefully.


"Eh. I'll see what I can do, ye're as likely as not to be pulling the Ravager stench from ye're gear afore it falls to pieces but ye can do no less than try." the Innkeep advised briskly.


By the proprietor’s words, the beast was a known one around these parts. He'd have to ask Taipan about it, she hadn't shouted any warning about either the sound weapon it used nor had she expected the concentrated dosing of putrid substance. It was possible there'd been no time, the blasted animal was mean as its Earthen corollaries were written to be, back when there were any left in the wild. Just when he'd almost gotten over the incredible similarity between the old Earth flora and fauna they highlighted their critical differences. Mostly size and strength and, frequently, aggression, to say nothing of the magical horseshit.


"Can you go ahead and have those ready? I'll be along shortly with my companion. My thanks for your hospitality." He said, withdrawing reluctantly from the comfortable warmth inside.


He and Taipan had fairly well frozen their asses off all the way here. They'd had to scrub themselves with snow and it had proven to melt quite happily into their clothes, wetting them enough to allow the still fierce cold to strip their heat away.


The Innkeep waved away his courtesy and got on with her job, shouting for somebody named Gregor to see about a tub.


Good enough.


Ulric turned and made his way back towards the gate. It wasn't a large village, maybe thirty structures in all but it sprawled fairly widely, which made that palisade wall much longer than it really needed to be. It seemed in keeping with Elvish sensibilities to spread out though, they didn't like being packed in close together, so far as he'd been able to determine.


Every building shared the same overall sort of pattern, a low stone foundation, distinctly different from Iriel's almost determined avoidance of stone, and cobbled base that made up the first meter of the ground floor of the buildings, everything else was timber. They liked rough cuts on their exteriors, rather than the carved and finished wood of Iriel, surely a deliberate choice. Also different, they used what appeared to be fired clay tile on their rooves, curved to guide rain and snow off them, which worked, none of the rooves bore snow.


They must have shoveled the entire town free of it, come to think of it, because Ulric didn't see more than a dusting of the stuff inside the palisade.


He noticed that the windows were narrow, paned with thick smoked glass, not the stylistic wooden meshes that favored an arcane barrier against air to hold in heat. So. Lower magitech reliance in the wilds? Too poor? Too backward? Too few mages around to maintain them? He didn't have enough evidence to validate any theory so he left off of hypothesizing too much.


All in all, the village was pleasantly rustic. He wouldn't mind a couple of days here to rest up, if fate allowed it.


He found his Shadow deep in conversation with the other guardsman, woman, whatever. His own tail strode up behind him as the two women glanced up at their approach, abruptly quietening so that the approaching men couldn't hear the discussion. The pair of them had a conspiring air about them and he’d never known it to be a good thing to be the topic of discussion between ladies when they didn’t want you to know what they were talking about.


"Fuck." Ulric said.


"Meyrt." Joldir chorused.
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                The two men looked at one another again, sharing a moment of certainty that whatever was going on over there boded ill for them. Nodding resolutely to each other, they advanced upon their respective partners ready to face whatever the women had conjured up between them.


Ulric made a conscious effort to pretend he had not noticed the “woman talk” and his Shadow did him the favor of pretending she had not noticed him noticing. Such was how Varda spins, sometimes, to the good of all. Ulric then broke the news to his Shadow using Human, not with an intent to hide their conversation but just to speed things along.


"I have us a room Taipan, rented for three days and paid in full. Wrinkle is, we gotta take a bath outside first and burn our clothes." He informed his comrade in stank.


He picked at the fabric on his shoulder deliberately and the pinch of cloth tore free like char cloth, crumbling easily between his fingers.


Heaving a heavy sigh, carefully without inhaling through his nose first, he regretted again the encounter with the monster. He really had like those clothes, and they were a good long ways from Irielhos now so there was little chance of replacing them.


"It is as well, Ulric, I cannot bear this for much longer.” Taipan lamented, “Let us be on our way then, the sooner we have done with it, the sooner I can drink myself stupid and pretend this day did not happen." Taipan said doggedly.


If she was ready to day drink she was definitely in some pretty ferocious discomfort. His Shadow wasn't quite a teetotaler but she did not have a habit of imbibing anything but well-watered wines or her more common teas. Except for that one time with the mushrooms, but that was a special case.


"I get it Taipan, I'll grab the sled, and we'll be on our way. We're going to need new clothes, you got any clue where I need to go to handle that?" He asked, getting the harness settled.


She considered it briefly, her eyes hidden beneath the wrapped cloth covering most of her face. It was hard to track her thinking when he couldn't read her expression. Fortunately, one need not be a mind reader to know sheer misery when its caricature was before them.


"A tailor will have the symbol for 'silk' over their door, I have taught you this character before yes?" She checked.


Hmm…he had to think about it for a moment. Cloth, cotton, bags, sewing, silk…Silk! Okay, yeah, he remembered that one. Illiterate pig, the man cursed himself again, vowing to learn proper reading when he was allowed to settle down for awhile without war fuckery on the horizon.


"Yep, I remember it Taipan.” He answered, feeling a little badly that she’d gotten hosed so thoroughly pulling his bacon off the fire when the monster stunned the two of them with that sonic attack.


“Tell you what, you get first dibs on the bath and I'll try to get any old thing to cover us and you can accompany me tomorrow to find some real replacements for our stuff,” Ulric offered, before sharing some of his doubts on the matter of their equipment and its functionality going forwards.


“I’m worried mainly that the packs are going to be a no go, in addition to the travel gear. My smell isn't completely back yet, but there's still this background…feeling of it being fucking awful. Plus, we'd probably drag in any predator for leagues if we went out there like this."


She only briefly considered that before accepting gratefully. Just a bit before she’d have been unwilling to turn him loose on his own, unescorted through Celestin townships where he could say or do something silly from ignorance. Her quick agreement was further indication of her suffering.


When he started to pull the sled, he felt an additional weight on it and noted that his Shadow was sitting cross-legged at the front of the thing.


Frowning, he had to inquire "And what exactly in the hell are you doing there?"


To which she responded, "Getting what I deserve.”


Gesturing forwards like Godking Xerxes from the slave born throne she commanded “Now, pull you great draft oxen of a Valin, pull for your new Aes’r Lord of Stench."


He wasn’t sure if the locals spoke human well enough to know the extent to which he was getting sassed. Any thought to a master-slave relationship ruse was out the window with queen brown bosoms of the Amazons sitting there on the sled expecting him to haul her around. He looked around briefly to see to what extent his indentured servitude was being observed.


Both the Guards were leveling raised eyebrows towards the two of them. Damn. If he didn't get the hell out of here, she was going to start embarrassing him, he could feel it in the playfulness of her tone. Her sense of humor was almost entirely consumed by the need to ruthlessly tease and discomfit through overly casual observations that a decent person wouldn't voice aloud. Blasted woman. It was fun playing the game though, he’d just chalk this one down in his Black Book to get her back later.


Ulric leaned into the harness and pushed hard with his legs to get the sled moving, hampered slightly by the additional luggage of his Shadow. She was a tall lady for an Elf, and, with her physique, not exactly light. Nothing for it, he knew better than to put up too much resistance when she got like this. In her own way, she was worse than Bald'rt, combining her mother's incisiveness and her father's blatant disregard for social mores or decency whenever she chose.


Chugging along with his burdens, he nevertheless heard the conversation between the two women as the guards had been relieved at the wall to "escort" their visitors.


It was an odd experience. Normally his Shadow was so standoffish that even her own kin rarely spoke to her, unless they were warriors trading pointers or insults. Here she was though, just going all BFFs with this strange Lowlands Elf guard. Ulric was…happy for her? Maybe she was starting to open up a little bit. Watcher's tits, he hoped she hadn't stumbled across a spirit kindred to herself, the world wasn't ready for two Taipans.


The guard, trying to ignore the more pointedly ribald aspects of the discussion going on behind him focused on Ulric. Nobody offered to help with the sled, of course. Assholes.


"Forgive my saying, Ulric? Ulric, but you have a good command of Elvish, with a distinct Iriel'en note to it. I take it you have learned from your guide? Or should I say partner?" Joldir asked, still feeling him out.


Ulric didn't mind, he and his Shadow had spent considerable time discussing their plans and cover stories and he wasn't afraid of this level of scrutiny catching him off guard.


"This is so, Guardsman Joldir." Ulric started, before the guard interposed a fast "Just Joldir, please."


"Joldir then, forgive me, my people assign ranks to each other in conversation out of habit, unless they are amongst friends. It is a habit of many years I have not yet lost in my travels. The distant reaches have many clans and few of them are entirely friendly. Courtesy is a boon for avoiding unnecessary troubles." Ulric said, keeping in character and not answering the guard's question.


He was trying to play a careful game here, pretending to get sidetracked in conversation to see which things captured the guard's attention and which leads he would follow more intently. It was important to determine if any information had gotten out about he and his Shadow's departure, which was why they'd decided to use their real names, such as Taipan’s was these days.


If those were out here in Orlethrem, their plan was shot anyway, because that meant that word had escaped Irielhos and if it was loose from the fortress, it was probably a lost cause to be totally incognito. In that case, they’d have to keep to the hazardous wilds between settlements and hope that the speed of their travel bought them breathing room to evade notice. There couldn’t be people watching absolutely everywhere for them, after all.


The only time such word could have escaped was during the Festival of Year's End when the bigwigs of Orlethrem had visited and Bald'rt had introduced him. When he'd had to duel a jumped up Riverfolk lordling and murder him for being a colossal dick, and for trying to kill him and steal his shit. That said, the Iriel'en were unlikely to have loose lips and so it fell to the visiting Lords and Lordlings to be responsible for spreading that kind of sensitive information. Only the father of the dead idiot was a likely candidate, one Lord Morion, who was definitely nursing a grudge.


Better to find out now that they were compromised than later, closer to the border and Prespang's forces or Prosper agents.


Joldir had taken a moment to think over Ulric’s fairly innocuous statement, turning things over for himself patiently. He was in no hurry, the two travelers weren’t going anywhere soon. The guard nodded as if the explanation made sense before continuing his investigation.


"Indeed. It is of no import. So, tell me, how is it that a Human goes in the company of an Iriel'en Hunter? You may not be aware of this being of the short-lived races and not greatly familiar with the politics of these lands, but Iriel is historically no great friend of Humans. Bad blood, much of it spilled to the forest floor, on both sides." Joldir led.


Ulric fielded that one easily enough. He more or less told the truth.


"An odd tale, as such things often are, Joldir.” Ulric began, using his barroom story telling voice, “I was escorting precious cargo, worth a king's ransom I tell you! Then, from out of the trees come a half dozen arrows!”


He made a gesture of surprise with his hands as he continued pulling his cargo before telling the mostly true tale, “It is all I can do to keep myself alive but I am fortunate, and, if I may boast a little, a fair hand in a fight. I closed on my attacker and managed to cripple their bow by cutting its string. Then, what do I see before mine eyes but the utter vision of a beauty unmatched, glaring murder at me.” Ulric said, thumbing back over his shoulder to indicate the Iriel’en girl on her seat of honor.


Joldir and his comrade followed the gesture and took in the blindfolded but still very clearly stacked specimen of Elvendom and nodded their agreement with the assessment. Yes, indeed, the Elf on the sled did indeed possess an uncommon robustness of form, even amongst the almost universally attractive Aes’r. She did also give the indication of a somewhat cutting disposition.


Ulric continued and dropped his tone to a conspiratorial whisper, “It turns out, my cargo was under the protection of an Iriel'en of notable reputation who had sent a Hunter to escort the prize to their domain.”

 

Louder now, and not bothering to hide his chagrin about how that meeting had gone, being shot at from the trees without warning and all, something he still gave Taipan a hard time about even to this day, he told the now enthralled Joldir, “The only problem was, the noble person who was to receive this particular prize had not notified their Hunter as to who exactly it was that brought the goods. Being an Iriel’en, of no particular love for Valin or Otherkin generally, she who sits upon my sled right now took exception to my presence so close to an Elven city.”


A loud snort came from behind them, and a lilting “Hah! Serves you right, wandering the Deep Wood.”

 

In a conciliatory tone he carried on the story, “You see what I have to deal with? Even so, she was not entirely to blame, I had not known in my youthful folly, that it was not done to simply roam the wilds as you please, especially for a manling. But it happened that the cargo was found damaged upon its delivery and my host was surpassingly furious. The Elf Lord demanded satisfaction and, when she could not provide suitable answer, she was assigned to my person as reparation for the damage.”

 

Joldir and his female partner nodded at that, it was not done to leave debts unpaid amongst the Aes’r. If one could not come up with means to make whole the injury it wasn’t uncommon to use one’s own service as restitution.


“We traveled widely together after that, mostly through dangerous lands and, after a fashion, became comfortable with one another. Enough so that she decided to continue on, even when my journeys were to take me outside of Orlethrem into the reaches of Prespang. That is where I seek to return now, it being near to the start of the trade season.” Ulric concluded the rehearsed cover story he and Taipan had agreed upon.


It was almost entirely true, if slightly skewed. Brighteyes had been worth a King's ransom, being a King's son, and he carried his skin with him always, making it delicate cargo. That Taipan had nominated herself the one to go investigate Brighteyes' return was not necessary information. Minor adjustments to the tale just served to mask his origins more than anything else.


The Celestin guardsman interjected, seeing a chance to pry without seeming to, “And now? What has you so far inside of Orlethrem in these cold days, this many leagues distant from the Outer Reaches of Prespang?”


“I winter in the South these days. It is far more comfortable than enduring the blizzards of my ancestral home. Truthfully, I do not get on so well with the tribesmen as I ought. I mostly prefer the wilds and only the company of that sharp tongued wench back there." Ulric answered immediately, looking over his shoulder and grinning at the seated Elf.


Taipan stuck her tongue out at him and made a chopping motion with her hand. Take that Missy!


The village guards were suitably impressed.


"Aye, now that is a tale. I admit I haven't heard its like, but it makes things clearer. Ever are the Deepwoods folk sticklers for their pride and a debt unpaid would not pass. A fair hand in a fight you say…You are over modest, youth of the tribes, it is a rare thing to see a Ravager bested with so little price paid." The female guard, Seralin he thought, praised.


Joldir very carefully did not mention that Ulric had defused his "assassination" attempt like a professional. Young, but not so naïve.


Whatever places the Valin had been were not trifling, his response had been swift, decisive, and showed evidence of experience dealing with such attacks. Joldir didn't eliminate the possibility that the pair were Prespang spies or killers but it was increasingly unlikely. Firstly, it was unheard of for one of the Deep Woods folk to consort with Otherkin, let alone their historical enemy Prosper.


Secondly, those agents that did make it this far into Aes’r lands simply didn't wander around Orlethrem as if they owned the place, like these two did. Joldir was exceptional at detecting untruths, his [Stalwart Guardian] class gave him insight into such attempts. The man was either lying with such incredible ease or telling too much truth for it to be the difference to register to his senses. Either way, he was near certain that they were not in his town to cause trouble, merely caught up in unfortunate circumstance.


Still. The sooner he got rid of them the better, in his eyes. He hadn't come out to this flyspeck to wage wars, or sniff out Prosper’s agents. He needed to pry whatever answers he could from these two.


To all evidence, his partner was engaged in a deep discussion of textiles with the Huntress and they were right now debating the merits of wool against waxed canvas for travel coats. The true intent of Seralin was to determine if she could catch her conversational partner in some kind of ignorance or slip that might unveil more to their nature and intents. That talk led to the female guard lamenting the destruction of their clothes, whose cut and quality were uncommon as Iriel did not freely trade in bulk for such things.


The She-Elf associate of the supposed trader turned that aside, making intimations that she preferred her partner outside of his clothes. Perhaps the barbarian tribes were far more open about these things than was typical of many of the oddly conservative minded Valin clans. Seralin was now walking herself down that rabbit hole with her Deep Woods cousin, in rather more flagrant fashion than even he was used to. To his credit, the man didn't appear to be disturbed by the bald remarks. For his own part, the guardsman surely wouldn't have cared to be described in such detail to strangers, even if it was high praise.


Fucking Taipan, Ulric yelled to himself, keeping his expression studiously clear.


He wasn't modest about his body but he didn't go around telling everybody every detail either. If he leaned over and started telling the guardsman about her various odds and ends he was positive she'd be taking issue with a sharp instrument. Never mind, it's fine, you'll never see these people again, let her say whatever she wants if it keeps them from thinking too much Ulric reminded himself.


Instead of concentrating on the women, he returned his attention to the conversation with the clearly still probing guard Joldir.


"This monster here, it is common to your region?” Ulric asked.


“Not at all, Ancient’s mercy, not at all,” Denied Joldir fervently, “This variant beast is one of the few that has plagued the surrounding forest for the last few years. We’ve lost a few merchant trains to it and a group of bounty hunters that went out towards the end of the trade season to end it never returned. Why it left its normal domain and approached the outskirts of Seinajok is strange, and, no doubts worrying.”

 

Ulric didn’t doubt that one bit. Seeing such a monster close to home would give him the willies too.


“I am afraid I cannot take too great a praise in the beast’s death.” He told the pair of Celestin coppers, “It was a great deal more fortune than I am comfortable admitting with the creature, this [Shrieking Ravager]? I have encountered similar beasts but this one lived up to its name, its cry stunned a smaller prey and revealed the nature of the threat before we engaged it.”


Without exaggeration he indicated Taipan and gave honest praise where it was due, “In truth, I give most of the credit for the kill to my Hunter friend. She is as skilled with her bow as her people's reputation would suggest, and put several shafts into it, blunting its attack. Her poisons did great damage to the beast and it was well on its way unto death without a single action on my part.”

 

Ulric couldn’t keep the self-recrimination from his tone now, as his mind drifted back over the events of the attack, “On her own, I have little doubt that my partner would have simply disengaged and run the monster in circles until it succumbed. My presence though forced her to face it directly, for my own safety. While I can defend myself, unfortunately, we neither of us were prepared for the creatures hindquarters weapon. I would not again like to encounter such a monster." Ulric told the guard, neglecting to mention his role in the fight to shift attention to Taipan.


All according to plan, and, again, almost entirely true.


"Mmm. Yes,” Seralin agreed, “The Iriel'en have a reputation for being fierce combatants at range.”

 

At this, Joldir found his opening to inquire, “I noticed, speaking of weapons, that not all the wounds were from arrows and that you carry quite the blade on your back. It fairly radiates its potency. Who made it?" Asked the guardsman too casually.


The guard knew very damned well who had crafted that sword, its maker's mark was shown in tales of legendary victories for the Orlethrem, especially where Iriel'en heroes were involved in the recent centuries. What he wanted to know was how under the stars a Human had come to own it.


His sword was a topic of great debate betwixt him and Taipan on the way to the village. Ulric had anticipated the question. The wounds of the beast would be seen and hiding his sword was nearly impossible, so best not to cause other questions by outright denial. He figured though that it would be best to put the investigations to rest by simply telling them that a Svartalfin made it, given Smith Uldin's description of the metal work being similar to their own.


Taipan disagreed, suggesting that an older, experienced Elf would recognize the work of Iriel'en smiths, especially her Uncle's lauded craft, given that his maker's mark was easily distinguished upon the blade. In the end, Ulric decided to trust his Shadow's experience. Just as well he had, so that he could spin her suggested yarn.


"It was bought at dear price, though far less than its true worth. My partner called in a dear favor for the opportunity to have it from its owner, who was no longer inclined to leave that redoubt of the Iriel’en. They do not welcome outsiders, as you well know.” Ulric answered carefully.

 

“Without my dear Taipan acting as an intermediary there is no doubt I’d have ever got my foot in the door with such a one who then held it, outside kicking the door in,” Ulric sidestepped, not mentioning that was exactly what had happened.


Taipan’s quiet laugh from her perch was taken as just indulging in the image, rather than the memory.


“I did not know the reality of the weapon, its powers or its value until well after I’d acquired it. According to the lovely lass up there on her sled throne, the blade bears the maker's mark of a legend of the Deepwoods folk, one Master Smith Galed Uldin, whose art has not been seen in generations. He never sold his craft to non Iriel'en so I knew I had something precious. It has lived up to its maker's reputation." Ulric praised easily, not needing to exaggerate that last statement in the slightest.


The Guardsman grunted like he'd been kicked so Ulric knew he'd thrown the man for a loop.


"Forgive my saying, trader, but, even now, you do not appreciate the true worth of that sword if, indeed, it was made by Galed Uldin. It is a wonder that none have tried to take it from you." Joldir said, leaving the suggestion open.


"I never said that they had not, had I?" Ulric said quickly, "It lives up to its maker's reputation." He repeated.


The Elf accepted that readily enough. He had first-hand experience that more than suggested a would be robber would have no good end trying to take that wonderful sword from the Human who pulled the heavily laden sled with apparent ease, not straining or breathing with difficulty, though they'd come most of the way across the village.


Far stronger than most of his kin, the barbarians in those reaches must be impressive. And fast too. He'd planned to put his knife on the man's chest to see if he flinched and had not expected to have his draw snuffed or the killing grip put on his throat before he could react to the move. Those grey eyes had without a doubt passed his death through them and decided against it. That was the gaze of a man who had had blood on his hands and would again. Something to remember.


Joldir had data enough to clear them of most of his suspicions though. Not all the mystery was solved, however, but then, whenever was it? There were still the burns and the clearly liquified or glassified bones on the head but he'd probed enough and found nothing out of place except that the two themselves were such an unlikely couple. That they were was clear enough. They moved in the way that two long in one another's company did, comfortably and naturally around each other. The Hunter was clearly one of her kin's image, ill-tempered and with a tongue like a dagger but she gazed fondly on her partner's back. And spoke far too candidly about his rear. For his part, the barbarian took her jabs patiently, well trained to her habits. He wondered if the man knew he wasn't running the show or if he simply didn't care.


Ahh well, he was over curious. A good trait in a guardsman but it got him into trouble occasionally.


"Here at last." Ulric announced, coming to a stop at the inn's modest stable. "If you don't mind, Joldir, I have to tend to my partner's wounds and see to our baths. We aren't allowed inside until we dispose of these foul clothes so I must acquire some temporary garb as well. Needless to say, my troubles are not yet over."


Ulric had got in some quality people watching on their way in, between his first trip into the town and now this slower paced one. Of note, these people were not fighters, mostly. For the first time he was getting a look at what the commonfolk of Orlethrem had to offer, at least in this region. Of the Iriel'en, he'd seen only the Royals, the combatants, the Duties of the fortress, and the accompanying craftsmen immediately necessary for supporting the warriors. Here, he saw far more variability in dress. Due to the season, heavy coats frequently accompanied the outerwear, of a similar sort of cut to a trench coat, but in flannel. Those coats looked uber warm.


Interestingly, there was a distinct lack of pants, which the Iriel'en favored. Here they seemed to prefer thick wool dresses of just past knee length, with some kind of tall furred boots that covered their calves. Both the men and the women wore these not quite kilts. There wasn't a whole lot of dimorphism in dress, the men and women shared virtually the same dress to his eyes. Truly, there wasn't much beyond the obvious to distinguish the sexes other than that the women kept their hair in various braids and buns, while the men wore short cropped hair. Since Elves were mostly smooth featured and comely by default he had some trouble telling people apart.


It was, just as before, at the Festival, that their belt knives served to distinguish individuals most easily. Each with a different hilt, sheath, and, frequently, style of blade. He'd had it explained to him that those knives were indicators of the profession and standing of their bearers but the rules for that went so far over his head they were experiencing different weather.


The guardsman bid them a temporary farewell and gave report to his superiors, leaving his far younger partner to keep watch from a discrete distance.


Ulric saw that, in an empty stable stall, a large wooden tub was already filled and steaming. On its outer rim was a hook where hung a sturdy scrub brush and a puck of soap on a string. The water would cool quickly in the cold air, so Ulric hustled his Shadow off the sled and assisted her to the side of the tub. She stripped off easily, uncaring if any saw, because such was the way of Iriel'en bathing. They enjoyed common baths and were not shy of their bodies under those circumstances.


"How are your eyes Taipan, still pained?" He inquired.


She nodded, "Improving, but still I cannot have much use of them for at least a few hours. Take ease Ulric, the worst of that is past." She answered.


"Now go! Shoo! Find for us something to wear and be not gone long, the water cools rapidly and I'll not have you complaining about a cold bath." She chivvied him away.


Likely she just didn't want him fawning over her. He scoffed. As if. He was no mother hen and she was far too grown to be a chick. He left her to her scrubbing, hurrying away the faster to join her in ridding himself of this wicked stench.


A few minutes roaming down the wide packed dirt streets found the symbol he was looking for, a symbolic needle and cloth bolt that bespoke a tailor's shop. He knocked on the door, realizing that he'd win no friends carrying his odor into their shop. A few seconds passed and he was getting ready to knock again when the door opened quickly and a short male Elf glared at him, his fist ready to knock right around the forehead area of said Elf.


"Don't beat my door, now what do ye waaaagh!" the Elf retched, before continuing angrily, "Sweet gods above and below what hellish stink have ye brought to mine doorstep?"


"Good afternoon shopkeep, that is the reason I have knocked instead of entering your abode. I and my traveling companion ran afoul, quite literally, of a creature not so far from your town. We were both of us covered in its musk in the act of slaying it. I am here to make purchase of two sets of traveling gear for the both of us. For now though, I merely need any rough thing that may provide decency until you may have us measured. My partner is about yay tall," Ulric indicated with his hand, "and about so around." he finished measuring with his hands in a circle transcribing her imagined diameter at the thickest part of her hips.


The Tailor frowned but realized he was being offered a nice windfall, the trade season wasn't for some weeks yet and this would be a fine chance to make a little extra coin when normally he was slow enough to be entirely too bored.


"Aye, that is the rumor that has gone round. Very well, ye're in some luck, in the end. I have a set of working shirts and pants that'll do until I can fit ye tomorrow. Marken me, neither will be of any great quality, they are fer the stallboys who've nay deigned to pay. Yers will be too small unlessen ye remove the sleeves and the bottoms of the legs." the Tailor said, anticipating a profitable exchange.


Ulric nodded, that would work just fine.


"That is acceptable, what do you ask for the rough wear?" He asked.


"One Sil drake apiece." Said the Tailor, attempting highway robbery.


"I'll eat these reeking boots first. One eld crown for both." Ulric rejected immediately.


He recognized an insanely inflated price when he heard it and, if he didn't challenge it, his cover as a merchant would be instantly blown. He still suspected his counter offer was too high but he needed at least the appearance of being offended by the Tailor's initial number.


The Tailor smirked, knowing he had the upper hand, now that he'd gotten a too high counter offer. Witless barbarians, even if they were experienced hagglers in their own lands.


"Three eld crowns for both or I'll pull ye up a table and watch ye're dinner on those boots." Countered the Tailor, knowing he had the upper hand in this but not wanting to drive the man off completely, not for the amount of coin he'd make on the job.


Ulric grimaced, letting the Tailor know he wasn't pleased. "Done, though I may consider leaving future beasts to roam around your lands next time. You might try getting them to buy cloth." He said with heavy sarcasm as he laid the coins out.


The Tailor grinned as he pocketed his good fortune and went to the racks in the back of his shop. He didn't even need to look to find the finished but unpaid for work attire, this was a truly slow period for his business. Sturdy canvas and flax, nothing special other than holding up to a beating. Both in a dingy grey that wouldn't easily stain with oxshit, the most common beasts that were stabled, from farmers and trade wagons.


Ulric took them without further complaint and saw that he was definitely going to have to tear the sleeves off of the larger of the two, his shoulders weren’t going to fit a garment sewn for the normally slim Elves. Even the other was slightly too short for Taipan, her being a tall lady for one of her kind.


"My thanks, shopkeep. I'll be back around tomorrow and pray you've found some mercy in your heart for bedraggled travelers." Ulric said in parting, earning another grin from the Tailor.


Yeah, that's about what he figured. He was happier in the glade when money wasn't a thing.


He returned to the stable and saw that his Shadow was in the act of scrubbing some of his favorite places. He crept up slowly, planning a prank before he realized that his smell was going to give him away.


Damnit. Stupid skunk.


Defeated, he approached his Shadow and announced the results of his mission.


"This one has a report! Clothing has been acquired but this one must admit a robbery has occurred. I am sorry, I could not stop the heartless thug from making away with his ill-gotten gains." Ulric said before he narrated his shame.


Taipan giggled openly at his defeat and told him it was a time-honored tradition for the rubes out in the boonies to fleece strange travelers. She also informed him that he'd done better than he knew: it would have been even more suspicious if he'd gotten a fair deal.


That did take a bit of the sting out of it. Deciding that was as close to a win as he was going to get, he stripped out of the ruined robes one last time, lamenting their parting, and joined his Shadow in the large tub. She yelped and complained briefly, not expecting him to actually join her in it. Soon enough though they came to an arrangement; her settled on his lap and his arms resting on the sides of the tub. The water was still warm enough to be pleasant against the cool afternoon air above it.


Ulric breathed a long, relaxed exhalation of peace. At last, a break in the journey that didn't involve screaming or life-threatening harm. For a few minutes he simply was.


After that, he started getting curious. His partner was, frequently, a mystery to him, an enigma that begged to be solved, at least in part. For instance, Ulric had not been able to pin down where the borders for acceptable discussion might lie. Taipan hadn't had any problem at all narrating things he wouldn't have discussed aloud to anybody that hadn't been there. His earlier suppositions that she might tend towards prudishness were long gone, the woman was highly sexual when she wanted to be, just selective in the extreme, and, slightly, standoffish from over pursuit in her youth. When it was with someone she trusted, and whose company she wanted, she was quite liberal.


He tested that by letting his hands roam, earning another yelp from his Shadow.


"Aah! Ulric Gla- What do you think you are doing!? Unhand those!" She croaked.


"I refuse!" He denied her, being careful not to hang on too tightly but leaving her no room to dislodge him. "I could not help but notice some rather daring claims made as I pulled us through the village. Would you care to explain how you so cavalierly speak of our chambers to a complete stranger Taipan?" He interrogated calmly, punctuating his questions with squeezes that drew more sounds from his Shadow.


"Enough! We were merely discussing hypotheticals! I was expla-aaaaahhhmmm, stop that you degenerate, we are in public!” His partner argued semantics while under assault.


“I was only helping her to catch her interest, she pursues her partner in the guards and it would have been out of character if I pretended indifference! You must believe me, now stop with that…mmm…petting!” Ordered the well groped Elf, thoroughly chastised, and Ulric desisted with his investigation.


“Later, Ulric, and you may continue to your heart’s delight." Taipan declared him in a husky tone, growing keen on the idea.


"Promise?" He checked with a final emphasis.


"Promise. Now, focus on removing that horrific stench. You may scrub me, no fondling, and then I am going to escape so that you may focus on your own person, once I have done your back." Taipan told him unable to hide her smile at the anticipation of a good back scrub.


Following their exchange of cleaning services, the glorious woman left the tub to quickly rub herself dry on a provided towel before donning the rough working tunic and pants that were tailored for an Elf near a hand shorter than herself. Ulric was surprised to find that his Shadow had rediscovered capris. The shortened lengths didn't do much to protect from the bite of the winter's afternoon though, and his Shadow muttered imprecations against the slain beast.


Deprived of any toys to occupy his attention, Ulric took the soap and cloth and applied themselves without mercy. He was pretty sure that he'd sacrificed most of the surface layers of tissue before he extracted himself from the now too cool for comfort water, but the odor did not follow him from the tub. He'd sign any contract any demon had to offer had that not been the case.


While he had scrubbed, and lathered, and then scrubbed, and lathered, and prayed to anything listening to remove the smell from his hair, Taipan burned their garb. He could see the faint sadness in her expression; She'd been wearing those clothes since he'd known her, that same sturdy grey-green doublet, the same canvas pants, and her warrior’s black silks under it. The only thing that survived was her boots, too low to catch the blast of funk, for which Ulric was eternally grateful. He loved those thigh high boots.


For himself, he would also miss his Iriel'en travel robes, finer material he'd never worn and more comfortable to travel in he couldn't imagine, a blend of layers that resisted the elements without being too heavy to make moving anything less than effortless. He allowed himself a little materialistic regret, even though, all things considered, their clothes were a small price to pay for not being killed by the sound wielding creature, the [Shrieking Ravager] these people called it.


True to the tailor's claim, He had to remove both the sleeves and to create a small tear down the middle of the chest to allow for his much broader upper body to fit into the shirt. The pants were tight but he'd just have to live with it, for now, after he'd removed the calves from them. Taipan, through barely open and bleary eyes, told him to have tomorrow's pants use the exact same size in the rear as these he wore and he knew that he could do no such thing. It felt like he had a pair of hands on his finer anatomy and he was distinctly self-conscious as they walked around the stable yard locating the sled in an out of the way nook near the stable's small paddock.


Thankfully, they'd dropped their packs before the fight or those would have had to remain outside as well.


The requisite tasks complete, the two of them entered the inn and found a seat at a small table near the hearth of the common room. There they deposited the heavily laden packs, he put his sword next to the chair, propped against the wall, and, finally, got to enjoy a moment of peace.


A roaming barmaid came around soon and then they made an order of the Inn's dinner. Soon, both were able to wolf down a crunchy bread, slabs of mystery meat, which was delicious, and a preserved vegetable stew. It was heavenly. Hearty, salty, thick, and with a few novel items that had not been available in Irielhos. Plenty of mushrooms, some celery stalk things that were topped in creamed cheese or something.


Murmurs of villager chatter filled the low-ceilinged room, as did the mortared stone hearth's heat. It being the middle of the afternoon, village Elves wandered in, and those who had been already awhile wandered out, the even traffic having something of a beat to it. Smells of woodsmoke, drink, some kind of heady smoke weed from a few scattered pipes, cookpots in the kitchens, and the general odor of “humanity” pervaded the low roofed common room.


Ulric found this ambiance extremely cozy, wholly different from the sort of imperial court feel of Irielhos. This was much more down to earth, possibly because the inn was actually built upon the ground and not a magical tree fortress. Fewer relief carvings dotted the walls, in fact, he saw that the beams that made up the place were almost exclusively rough-hewn. Perhaps a sign of the relative youth of this place, compared to the centuries upon centuries of Ireilhos, and the city beneath it. He'd have pictured this kind of place if someone were to describe an old Viking longhouse or some such.


Now, if only he could be certain of the peoples here.


Speaking of which, their minders had likewise found a table and occupied themselves in idle conversations over a shared meal, or at least they kept a casual expression while they made heinous plots. Since Ulric couldn't detect any inclination towards their being up to no good, he was forced to assume that they might actually be honest folk doing their jobs. But maybe not. His companion knew him too well and detected his slight discomfit.


"Ulric, stop with your roving eyes, it is fine." Taipan chastised mildly, despite being unable to see him.


"Did anyone mean harm they would have done something already. I cannot see much, but I hear fine, all is as it should be. Order us an ale or whatever swill is available, it will take the edge off of your nerves and the burn from my orbs." Suggested Taipan from her seat across the small inn table.


He must have been too obviously eyeballing the room. Well, fine, so he was a little jumpy. Her assurance did put him at ease though, and he got up to execute her recommendation.


The tiny Innkeep worked her own bar and efficiently secured a couple of ceramic mugs, a dark grey clay by the look of them, from the grid of such containers hanging from pegs on the wall behind her counter. Oddly enough, the short Elf secured the mugs with a long stick. The ease of practice, hooking the handles and passing the mugs down the length of wood into her waiting hands, like a performance of some street vender, made it almost look like common sense to be unable to reach your own earthenware otherwise. Huh. Why had she put the mugs so high up that she had to use a stick to reach them? Mysteries will abound.


At least these were honest to gods steiner mugs, not glass, but close enough. Ulric was a little surprised to see so much use of stone or ceramic material in these folk, where it was virtually nonexistent amongst the Iriel'en. Interesting, the little differences between Elf clans. Still not much metal work to speak of.


He paid for their drinks, a few bronze servants each. Never a man to be profligate in his old life, he found that he had an almost hereditary reluctance to spend money. Which didn’t really make sense, given how little need he’d had for it in this new life.


As he walked their mugs back to the table, filled with a pale bitter beer in which he noted a distinct citrus flavor from his sipping off the tops of the heads, he was surprised that he had any attachment to the concept of money. It had been almost ten months since he'd even considered symbolic wealth. Some habits were well entrenched. His parents had preached conservative finances and, it seems, those lessons had stuck somewhere deep in his psychology. It was enough to put a smirk on his face. His old mam in particular had been a stickler for Living Within One's Means. He liked to think she'd be proud of him being moderate in his fiscal choices.


He had almost reached their table when he saw that, in the chair he'd intended to reclaim, sat instead a blond Elf of lightly tanned European complexion, the common hue of the Celestin, his silvered eyes lacking the metallic flecks so characteristic of the Elf tribes. The Elf’s build was that normal slim athleticism typical of these people but the ears were only a few centimeters too long and not as pointed as the rest of the patrons in the hearth room. Hmm…was this one a half breed? All the Elves he’d seen to this point had very distinct vibrant luster in those peculiar pigment flecks in their irises.


Was it some kind of sex-linked allele maybe? Or, maybe, just…wait, no, stop it, Ulric cut himself off. Later Ulric, worry about hereditary fuckery later. For now, the dude is in your chair and looking at your wounded Shadow like she’s something he’d like to eat.


The interloper in his chair wore garb that marked him for some sort of local soldiery, lightly armored leather jerkin, greaves, and vambraces. The usual long belt knife was accompanied by a short, broad spatha in a second sword belt, all plain dark leather. The boots were muddy and the gear ill-kempt enough that Idra would have been personally insulted at the lack of care given one’s field kit. The uninvited guest was also smirking and tossing his bangs while staring down the ill-fitting worker's shirt Taipan wore while he gobbled some sort of nonsense in Elvish, too far away for Ulric to make out against the background wash of the village folk in their cups and at their dinners.


Immediate irritation suffused Ulric’s expression, but they were trying to keep a low profile so he clamped down on it. Just when he took hold of his emotions, his hands took hold of the mug handles and he heard the distinct clicking of ceramic breaking, the handles snapping when he heard a particularly blatant suggestion towards Taipan’s person. Now he had to carefully keep holding the stupid mugs, if he relaxed his grip they'd fall to the floor. And he’d have to pay for the mugs and the ale. Fuck.


Ulric took a single long, deep breath in through his nose, held it for a long ten count and released it, slowly, through his mouth to get his temper in line. His steps became more measured and sedate, giving him time to relax as he approached.


Taipan, though he couldn't see most of her expression through the cloth wraps, was not appearing to offer much in the way of welcome for their impromptu guest. That didn't appear to register on the Elf's face, not that he was doing much observing anything above the neck by the way he undressed her with his eyes.


Ulric's teeth ground lightly and he set the mugs down on the table as gently as he could, managing not to slop any of the beer as he did. The Elf didn't do himself any favors in Ulric's estimation, giving him an exceedingly dismissive once over and a light Hmmph that seemed more like an invitation to being dribbled off of the floor a few times than anything else.


Iriel’en didn’t play games like this. Any Deep Woods Elf Ulric had ever known would have already been telling their antagonist to get their ass somewhere they didn’t mind bleeding and get ready to use said ass to cash that check their mouth was writing.


Steady lad, he told himself. Easy. Just stay calm and we'll take our leisure in the room. This sort had been a somewhat common occurrence in Ulric's experiences in the night life scene. Jackasses who liked to play fuck around and find out were a dime a dozen in the young folks’ bars, especially when the lasses were dancing and the lads were a bit soused. Just don't give them any undue attention and they'll take the hint. Withdraw, if at all possible, and refuse them the chance to garner attention and they’ll normally go somewhere else to find their fun. And, if you can’t make an easy retreat or they push their luck, you drill their nose, pull their shirt over their head and start laying into their kidneys so’s that next morning piss reminds them not to be a clown with strangers.


He'd only had to do that a few times. Normally he didn’t have to. His frequent bar room pal and interior decorator had his back. Gods, for a kid as disarming and laid back as Remy had been, he’d sucker punch a wiseass like a mousetrap slamming down on an unsuspecting pest. Ulric could use old Remy here right about now.


Forcing a smile, he addressed his Shadow with as much equanimity as possible. Stay frosty Old Man. Cool. Ice cold.


"Taipan, it seems the common room grows busy. Shall we retire?" He said with too measured casualness.


"Oh, it seems the pet has returned. A pity.” Blondie declared loudly to the room, projecting his voice to make sure the rest of the patrons heard him.


Yep. Ulric Einar was going to beat this Elf like a drum, that’s what was going to happen tonight. Perfect way to end the day, really.


“As I was saying,” the loudmouth interloper said, from Ulric’s chair, “I have another two weeks before the caravans begin running in the north, what say you ditch this boring ape and I'll show you more refined touch?" the Elf asked, as if Ulric were not there.


"I think not." Taipan said clearly, disdain dripping from her tone, “You have had your ask and I have no interest, as you would know if you were not a preening halfwit.” 


"Let us be gone Ulric, I think that I would find the quiet of our rooms more to my liking. This one’s presence fouls the ale." The former hunter announced, equally loudly for the room’s benefit.


She made to rise and the Elf's hand snapped out to take her forearm roughly, holding her in her seat.


"I did not say you were allowed to go, you Human's bitch!" He spat.


Ulric didn't see the Guardsman or his partner approaching from their seats, having observed the goings on and come to retrieve the Elf, a too late attempt to defuse the situation. Ulric didn't see his partner's other hand moving like a viper, drawing her belt knife to open the soldier's throat. Ulric didn't see anything except the slight grimace of pain on his Shadow's face and the creature who was causing it.


His hands locked onto the soldier, gripping the shoulder and chest and he lifted him from his chair, turning his body to sling the slight form away. A sixty-five kilo mass thrown four meters hits a sturdy hardwood table with plenty of force to break it, it turns out. Doesn't do the person that does the breaking much good either. Before the swearing soldier extracted himself from the table's remains Ulric grabbed his leather cuirass and pulled him into the short vicious left hook that dislocated his jaw. He lifted the Elf higher and slammed him back into the kindling and floor, drumming the Elf's head against it. The meaty thud was satisfying to something inside him, satisfying enough that lifted the limp body even higher this time and brought it down again, harder. He had to drop the Elf when a couple of Blondie's friends dove into his legs and waist trying to tackle him.


They might as well have tried to tackle Warren Sapp. He'd have laughed if he wasn't pissed.


Ulric made them regret their decisions immediately when he dropped a twelve to six elbow onto the back of the one trying to tangle his thighs, smashing something and dropping him to the floor before he wrapped his other arm around the one on his waist, a guillotine choke squeezing the neck. Hands groped ineffectually on his arm and he drove his knee sharply into the exposed chest, driving the wind from his victim who gave a strangled cry, so he could choke him harder. He was reaching down to take the Elf's head in his hand and twist it backwards when three more forms hit him and succeeded in moving his balance. He had to release the gasping, half unconscious Elf to stay upright.


His hand over a face, Ulric kicked the one of the attacker’s legs out from under him and shoved him into some neighboring tables, their patrons none too happy about having their meals and beverages turned into their laps.


A fist from somewhere caught his cheek, snapping his head to the side and he caught the next attempt, broke the offending arm, and twisted the bones for good measure. After that, things pretty well devolved into total chaos.


Someone drew steel behind him and suffered for it when Taipan cut the tendons in the would-be ambusher's wrist before knifing a kidney. Ulric didn't see any of that though, he was too busy laying about him. Punches came in and he ducked into them, covered them, or slipped them, taking minor damage before answering with greater evil.


Somebody broke a mug over his head and he kicked in their knee. After fighting free of another two trying to get hold of his arms he donkey kicked one of the assailants who'd come running in from behind, heedless, hard enough to launch the bastard backwards and then set about practicing every single act of violence he'd ever learned on the rest. The Iriel'en Royal guard were good teachers. Taipan was even better, for this nasty kind of fighting.


A pause left him standing, bruised, a cut lip, a bloody nose, and probably a black eye if the discomfort in his cheek were any indication, with his Shadow behind him, blood running down the edge of her knife from the couple of Celestin who'd thought to bring weapons into the fray. On the opposite side were a small group of new challengers. They didn’t look like they were having fun anymore and a couple fingered daggers but didn’t draw them after a hasty look at the blindfolded Elf who’d badly stabbed a couple of their comrades for pulling steel.


Only a few moments had passed in normal time. Sitting at their dinner’s, Joldir and Seralin had drawn their batons and warded away as many of the Inn patrons as they could reach before heading into the melee. The village’s guards waded in, cudgels swinging to concuss and drove their kinfolk back. They had the sense not to get within reach of Ulric and make themselves targets, instead, they prevented extending the rampage by providing new fuel.


When a minute went by without anyone getting close enough for him to grab, the blood red faded from his vision and Ulric regained some measure of rational, conscious thought. He immediately was glad to see he hadn't used magic. Or his sword. There weren't any obvious corpses, even though some of them wouldn't be doing much any time soon. He resisted the urge to stomp the groaning form at his feet.


At some point, his already slightly torn shirt had been completely ripped away. The lightning scars from his awakening burned a faint violet and he realized that, while he wasn't actively using his core’s power, Ceraun was cycling a hair's breadth away from being released, all his will had to do was whisper. That would have been very bad.


Joldir, red in the face, was screaming at the villagers "What makes you think this was a good idea, heh!? Think the bull Ravager on that sled outside just killed itself do you!? And for what? So Barsol, the idiot caravan guard nobody lets around their daughter, can put his hands where they are not wanted? What in the hells did you daft [Bark Weasels] suppose was going to happen, eh!? Mark my words, if any one of you takes another step forward, I'll wash my hands of this and we can just bury the lot of you tomorrow in the same hole!"


Oh, well, there was the voice of reason.


Taipan made her thoughts on matters plain as well, her lilting voice raised high enough that all could hear her, "My Valin partner is too kind hearted. From now on, you face me and he is the only one I have ever left alive behind me. I will kill as many of you dirt scrubbers as volunteers."


It was a clear enough statement of where she stood. He didn't doubt at all that, if anybody got cute, he was going to see his Taipan do some fairly awful things to their anatomy blindfold or no. She had that look about her at the moment. Ulric wasn't so sure he wasn't going to join her, even though he'd settled down some. Fortunately, the cause of all of this mayhem was unmoving where Ulric had left him. If he saw that bastard so much as twitch, he wasn't sure he had enough restraint to not go over there to correct that problem.

The villagers, the ones still uninjured anyway, looked abashed. Four out of the six worse off were also out of season caravan guards wintering there at the inn, familiar faces all, but not natives of the village. The other two were known drunks and troublemakers. So, really, no one who mattered greatly had been affected, right? Just two travelers who'd actually done the people a favor killing off a beast so close to their farmlands being accosted by some transient thugs, mostly. Some few nursed a couple of bruises, maybe a loose or missing tooth, but no real damage. None of their business at all really. Thusly becalmed, the villagers sort of mumbled a general apology to the air and departed, after they hauled the caravan guards outside under the fuming glare of Joldir and his partner.


            

    
        Chapter 112: Breakfast On the House, Triage Costs Extra

    
    
    
    
                "A fair hand, you say."  Joldir addressed him sardonically, taking in the carnage.


Ulric shrugged.  Fair to middling, certainly nothing to write home about compared to the curb stompers he'd been training with.  Any one of the Iriel'en royal guards would have cleaned that common room out, probably without getting touched.  Even Christ, their newest member and young as he was, would have fared better.  Of course, Ulric hadn't pulled his sword or used magic.  It hadn't occurred to him to do either one.


Losing his cool in a fight.  Bad news that, he needed to be better.  He'd been pissed before.  He'd been murderously furious.  But, normally, he stayed on top of himself and kept some semblance of control.  It was a friggin miracle he hadn’t grabbed up his sword and started laying about with it, or, worse, his magic.  He had a feeling that some unconscious consideration of his Shadow being caught up in the crossfire was the only reason this inn still stood.  He hadn’t been specifically trying to kill anybody but, as it turned out, he was pretty sure he might have cashed the tickets for at least two or three of these caravan guards.  Especially the one he'd kicked, that one had taken it square and he'd felt the body fold a bit.  Well, at least Taipan hadn’t gone off the deep end.


"Eh, I've seen better." He said honestly, in return to Joldir and his partner, "You're fortunate that my partner here is indisposed.  She takes less kindly to affront than I do and has a sharper response to it.  Part of why I keep her around, you know."  


"That and you would wander around in circles until you starved to death out here in the forest, you tundra walker." Chimed in Taipan cheerfully.


She was in a surprisingly good mood now that the fighting was over and nobody else took her up on her offer to commit assisted suicide.  He saw why when he took in their table with the two empty mugs.  The woman had drunk his beer while he was in the middle of all of that?  Slattern.


Joldir and his partner shared a good, long sigh. 


"Yes, well, I feel we have probably escaped from the worst that could have happened." the troubled guard intoned evenly, taking in the two travelers. 


He turned and called at the wall, "Minna, how are things on your side?"


Or, at least, Ulric thought he had called to the wall before he looked down and realized that the tiny innkeeper had knelt down over the guy he'd kicked.  Her hands glowed the soft green and orange of Sano, healing magic working on the caravaneer to repair the damage.


She must have already helped some of the others because they weren't moaning or bleeding anymore.  The one Taipan had knifed in the back was still pale and looked like he would have run from her had he had the strength.  At least one of them had survival instincts.  Ulric had to admit being impressed by the Innkeep, she was, somehow, incredibly hard to track, like some kind of healing ninja.  Or a reverse grey man.


"They are as well as could be expected, Joldir.  There wilt be a tab gross large ready for ye to enforce momentarily.  Fer the table, a set of chairs, the cost of sandin' 'n treatin' my floor to remove the blood, and the healin'.  Also, they are barred from my establishment.  The lot can find a shack outside of town to huddle in fer all that I'm carin'.  I run a peaceful place fer drinking away a day's toils, stuffing bellies, an' laying down o' burdens fer a night, not a battlefield medicos station." She announced, still working on the Elf with the flailed chest.


"And the two of ye.  Well, I cannot rightly be blaming ye.  Still, one more of these and ye'll find rest elsewhere, yeah?" She said, laying down the law.


"Yes ma'm." Both Ulric and Taipan intoned with sincerity.


The innkeep nodded her acknowledgment and returned her complete attention to her spellwork.  Catching all of the bone fragments out of the diaphragm, liver, and lungs was turning out to be a huge pain in the ass.


The female guard, Seralin, in the meantime, had gone to check on the source of all their woes.  She bent down and inspected the body before she slid a finger across her throat to indicate that well would remain dry henceforth.


Served the bastard right.


"Just as well." Joldir said, as his partner rejoined him. 


"Constantly at the women was he, we had more than one complaint but always his friends were backing him up, threatening any who would object down.  Anytime they pressed, we threw them out for a few weeks, but caravans are the lifeblood of this village.  They need the guards to pass through the forest in good order.  It was coming to a head, no matter." The much younger guard told them, not a trace of sympathy in her tone.


Taipan nodded her agreement.


"For some, stupidity is a terminal disease.  It is nothing to grieve when those manage to find their own way to feeding the forest.  Sometimes they need some small help and that is nothing to cry for either." She proclaimed, still with that cheerful lilt in her voice.


If he didn't have a volume of tangible evidence to the otherwise, Ulric would have been sure that his Shadow had the hardest ass on the face of the planet.  She had no chill at all, sometimes.


The guards looked to each other and muttered "Iriel'en bones for sure."


Ulric had to agree with them.  All signs pointed to the Deep Woods folk breeding them fierce down that way. 


Any doubts about that in the minds of the guards were gone, they'd watched the barbarian's huntress guard his back against a half dozen.  Any who came within her reach suffered for it.  And that was with the blindfold.


Well, at least things had settled down.  He was coming back off from the adrenaline rush and the tiredness of the long day before was amplified greatly now.  Post-combat highs had deep lows, he was thrashed.  That he'd just committed somewhat justifiable homicide didn't even register to him, Varda was a whetstone polishing the edges on its denizens.  Softness was not conducive to a long life expectancy.  Dimly he remembered Bald'rt's claim "I kill them and think little of it" and had to be slightly amazed at how smoothly that transition had happened. 


He yawned, caught off guard by his own heartfelt desire to sleep.  Taipan glanced at him and fetched their mugs, refilling them without being asked.  Ulric laid the same price as before on the wide countertop.


"I speak for no one else, but this day has gone too long.  Have you any further need of our presence here?  No questions, official statements, or anything like that?" he asked Joldir.


That one would have spit on the floor had not the Innkeeper Minna been nearby. 


"What is there to investigate?  I told all who stood at the gate the both of you were dangerous and you brought your own proof.  Barsol went out of his way to provoke a fight, with the both of you, and if you hadn't killed him, your partner would have, with just cause.  The village council will be glad to hear that the caravan guards have had one of their worst offenders removed and the rest chastised.  No, this is as clean an ending as could have been hoped for, in all honesty." the guardsman admitted.


"Those tattoos, or, no, Gods Above and Below are those scars?  I have not seen the like before.  What does it mean that they glow?" The guard asked incredulously, his voice suggesting that he had some idea.


Ulric hadn't ever seen that particular phenomenon before, and they'd faded back to their usual appearance now, but he knew how his core had felt, how the Ceraun was flowing like his own blood, and had his own suspicions.  If any of those idiots had ever cornered him or put him into a position that triggered his survival instincts, he had a feeling there would have been a lot more bodies.


"No good to anyone nearby, Joldir.  Let us hope there will be no need to find out." He deflected, unable to offer any better answer regardless.


It was good enough though, the guard had been around long enough to know that any more such questions were more than rude and a [Scan] would create more problems than it solved.  It was not uncommon for an uninvited [Scan] of another to result in an immediate reprisal.  There were some things one did not do unless great need drove.  He would not invite greater chaos to satisfy his curiosity.  An Elf didn't grow old being foolish.


Taipan returned with the beers and Ulric took up their packs.  He'd wasted perfectly good coin on that shirt.  He should've taken dickwad's coin purse, Ulric thought to himself. 


No, no, he told himself, you aren't actually a barbarian.  He shook his head as they climbed the stairs.  It had only been a year.  What changes would he have experienced in ten?


Frowning, he threw that aside.  Don't brood, Einar.  Not this time.  Just live for the here and now, do your best to be a good man, and forget all the bullshit that ever got fed you in your old life.  Here, the weak get eaten, there they just got penned up like cattle, to live out their days while they were milked their life's blood.  In nearly every way he had to measure, Ulric realized that he was a happier person here than he ever was there.  Here, it felt like he moved in lockstep with the rhythm of this world, instead of being always offbeat in the old one. 


Up the stairs they marched, and the room was a small but completely acceptable affair.  Two beds, reasonably sized.  A window of foggy smoked glass allowed the afternoon light to spill, diffused, into the room casting an amber glow on the furnishings.  Taipan set their mugs down on a small round table and Ulric sat heavily on the bed closest to that window, a groan of relief escaping him.


What.  A.  Fucking.  Day.


The funk of the beast that had necessitated this stop in the first place was near to gone, only the barest whisper remained on their packs and flesh.  Bad enough, and a reminder never to take for granted anything with regard to the monsters that populated Varda.


That reminded him, if his senses didn't deceive him, Taipan had done something amazing while fighting that monster.  She'd layered her skills. 


Sitting up from where he'd sprawled on his back, he saw that she was occupying a seat at the small table and grinding herbs from a belt pouch with a mortar and pestle.  A rather elegant clay pitcher, glazed and painted with wildflowers, was providing the water to create some kind of minty paste.


"Taipan, did my eyes deceive me, or did you use two of your combat skills simultaneously?  I thought I saw you use [Shadow Toxin], very awesome, by the way, alongside of an [Infused Arrow].  It fucked that thing up about as well as my lightning bolt and I noticed that it failed to use its sound blast after you did it." He asked, unable to keep the praise from his voice.


He didn't want to stoke her ego too much, but it was impressive as hell.


She smiled behind her bandage.  "You are not mistaken Glade Chief.  I can use two or even three of my skills at the same time, creating synergies between them.  It is a thing few can do and the mark of an advanced combatant.  My [Shadow Toxin] disrupts concentration of mana." She told him proudly.


"I have heard Idra'se can utilize six or seven different abilities and hold that for up to a minute sustained.  It is how he was able to slay the Archmage Cryomancer and live to tell the tale, only losing a single eye." She explained, the awe as she did so obvious.


As usual, just when Ulric thought his respect for Idra had reached the appropriate level, he found that the old blade master had gone even further beyond.  It had been a kingly gift that Bald'rt Iriel had given Ulric the opportunity to learn from that Elf.  If the fundamentals were, well, fundamental, then Ulric had been set up well to have a fighting chance since his had been built by the hands of a true master. His Shadow continued, explaining her technique.


"To use two skills layered is my limit, for now.  I can do three but it leaves me so weakened for a minute that it is not normally useful.  I feel myself coming to a breakthrough but have not yet reached the point of stepping towards the next level.  If things continue as they have, I should be there inside the month." She joked.


Even as long as she'd been serving as an agent of her kin, she still clearly had the hunger to improve, to expand her skills.  It was motivating.  He hadn't had long enough to really internalize the full scope of the Elves' Dance of One Thousand Steps, but he knew that he was moving easier than he had in the glade, his balance had become more sure, and his feet more decisive.  The difference in being in a winning and a losing position was a matter of centimeters, placed by degrees, in fractions of seconds.  Small details grew large in battle and he appreciated greatly that he hadn't had nearly the natural ability to come out into the world as he had been before his time in Irielhos.


Taipan had now given him another avenue to advance himself.  Combinations of skills, perhaps of spells.  He'd done a similar thing a few times, mostly in the middle of a battle, where instincts had led him and he hadn't been able to fuck it up through overthinking. 


Definitely would be something to consider but, for now, he was zonked.  He drank his beer and helped the Elf apply the poultice she'd been working on to her face.  The skin was flaking and angrily red and her normally lustrous eyes bloodshot.  He felt badly for her and couldn't help holding her head briefly.  She leaned into him for a moment, taking comfort.  They weren't frequently very clingy but this was a definite time for it.  Neither had admitted it yet but there had been a close call.


Varda was a scary place.  The creatures and plants that flourished all had weapons, some hidden, some not, and even veterans had no guarantee of being able to anticipate all the abilities of their foes.  Alertness, caution, focus, preparation, and fundamentals were the keys to staying alive out there.  To fail in one of those things was to be forced to lean on the others more heavily.  Failing too many and something would give out, placing you into a situation like that of his Shadow. 


He had no doubt that she could have kited the creature around forever if not for worrying about him.  But that was beyond her control and so she used what tools she had and the result was a victory, at cost.  Ulric had no doubts though that somewhere in her mental journal of possible dangers, the [Shrieking Ravager]'s abilities were categorized, annotated, and countermeasures established.  The second one, if there was a second, wouldn't so much as ruffle her hair.


A comforting thought that.  He was going to ask her more questions, something about classes probably, but she'd removed her clothes and he forgot what they were.


The second bed went unused.  They probably disturbed their neighbors.  Tough nuts to them.


They rose later than was custom.  The window faced the setting sun and the pair, used to the outdoors, slept until the daylight was enough to light the room. 


Ulric was woken by the moving of his partner, who'd already started tending to her injury. 


The poultice had done wonders overnight, when the athletic woman carefully removed the blindfold and face wraps.  Much of the irritation was gone, more like a sunburn than acid, and the light sensitivity was a thing of the past.  She blinked slowly a few times as the soft glow of morning bathed the room in a soft ambiance, taking in the first painless sight since she'd been hit by the beast's musk. 


Ulric was about ready to get his day started as well but Taipan's deep stretch, arms overhead, and back arched caused them a greater delay.  She should know better than to do that with him right next to her.  Or, maybe she did.  No matter, schedules were for suckers.


When they returned to the common room, the evidence of the previous afternoon's conflict was gone, except for the decidedly fresher finish on certain parts of the floor.  Appraising eyes raised to watch the pair descend the stairs.  Ulric noticed that these were a different set of clientele than had been there yesterday, but rumors had found their way around; it was inevitable in a village as small as this.


Ulric had decided that the thick wool blanket being worn as a toga or sarashi of sorts would be better than going bare-chested in over-tight shorts.  Damned caravaner grabby paws, may his bones bleach in an appropriate hell.  He might as well be working at a Chip n Dales.  Fortunately, he was following behind an actual gods blessed beauty in Taipan.  Most people had their eyes drawn to her regardless of their inclinations.  The lass was a verifiable hottie.  Absent her face covering, even with her reddened skin, she pulled attention to her.  He could sort of just coast along behind her in relative obscurity, the Human barbarian of no concern.  That part was according to their plan, in fact.  The fewer people who recalled him the better for moving into Prespang and, eventually, Prosper.


His partner evidenced no concern over the gazes directed their way, and he supposed that she had learned to ignore garnering attention as a member of the Iriel'en royal family and a woman of outstanding attractiveness, even amongst her incredibly aesthetic people.  Aes'r were, according to Ulric's tastes, a generally exceedingly sensual folk.  Even their men were pretty, which was a surprise to a thoroughly heterosexual man like himself.  But it was like being surrounded by actors and Olympic athletes, you didn't have to want to make love with them to recognize beauty of form. 


Taipan sat at the table they'd occupied the previous afternoon, empty again.  The same serving girl came by, noticeably more apprehensive than the day before.  That would happen when you observed two people more or less kick the dogshit out of a small mob consisting of your neighbors and regular customers. 


Regardless, his Shadow put in their order for a loaf of fresh bread, and slices of the mystery meat, which Ulric thought had a distinctly porkish flavor, if a bit leaner than the hog meat of his old life and the [Stoneplate Boar] he'd had previously.


They did not wait long, bread that steamed when it was broken made Ulric's mouth salivate.  The baker did fine work, it was a crunchy crusted loaf with fluffy insides and a smidgen of honey turned it into a fine breakfast alongside the pan-fried strips of meat, too lean to be called bacon. 


As Ulric shoveled food into his mouth his mind searched back and he came to the realization that part of his Shadow's standoffishness was probably related to the sorts of behaviors exhibited by the village's most recent corpse.  How many times had she been accosted by some Lordling or dignitary or some such who tried to push her into accepting their attentions?  A good part of her snappish behavior was easily explained by having to deal with that sort of behavior.  It also put his initial meeting with her into a better perspective. 


He'd given her a rough sort of treatment in that regard and it probably colored her opinion, rightly so, of him early on.  He regretted that now.  If he knew then what he knew now he'd have come up with some other way to mortify her into trying to murder him so that he could turn her planned ambush around on her before she really knew what she was dealing with. 


Well, it was a good thing to be reminded that you never knew entirely what motivated a person or what experiences skewed their perspectives.  They almost certainly had sensitivities about which you might never know until you stumbled across them.  In his case, at least his incredibly insulting approach had been entirely predicated on maybe killing her before she could put steel in his back and she was aware of that fact.  She'd admitted making several plans to that effect.  Which was pretty up-front on her part, if anybody asked him. 


Hmm…he probably owed her an apology anyway. 


Actually, damnit, she'd said he would end up killing a couple of people who wanted to test him through going after her.  He'd believed her, no thought of doubting her crossed his mind, but he hadn't expected it to start so soon in their journey. 


"You were right, Taipan.  I might have been underestimating the temptation of some of the worse elements of the frontier towns to give you a hard time or to push my boundaries.  It's something of a…I dunno, a revelation.  Let me know if you can think of anything I can do to prevent any future events like yesterday's."  He admitted. 


The former Huntress carefully kept her "I told you so" smirk off her face, though he could nearly feel it radiating from her despite her controlled features. 


"I am glad that you have learned to trust my judgment so easily, Ulric.  It only took a single killing and near massacre of a handful of backwards caravan dregs, but you still learned fairly quickly." She said, graceless in her small victory.


Always one to twist the knife was his Shadow.  He kept his voice low to avoid saying anything that might give hint as to their identities or purpose other than the one they'd stated openly.


"Yes, yes, fine, you were right." He said, allowing her to gloat.  "Problem is, we've made noise.  If we are to make it through the borders into Prespang without detection, we cannot very well be leaving corpses to mark our path.  What would you have us do?" He asked.


She leaned back, sipping a hot tea, to mull it over.  While she did, he dipped his delicious bread end into his cup of milk to sog the very tip of it.  Milk, as it turns out, was available from a wide range of herded creatures and only some of them resembled cattle.  There were Llama like critters, called [Vicun] a little smaller than their extinct Earthen counterparts but with a longer, thicker wool, whose milk flowed lightly yellow and carried a distinct vanilla note, which had sourced this morning's drink. 


There were also some more, unorthodox, sources, not all strictly mammalian, including a monitor lizard the size of a mini pony, known as [Gila], with incredibly powerful digging claws that was used in many Elven agricultural plots to till and fertilize the soil with its dung.  The creatures liked to create similar patches of turned, soft dirt in which to nest and had been domesticated for centuries.  That the females also produced a very sweet milk for offspring from cryptic teats, hidden beneath special scales on its underbelly, was a sizeable bonus.  Wild ones were notoriously venomous, the opisthoglyphous, or grooved rear-toothed monsters, chewing potent hemotoxins into their prey, which included most things up to a near-grown adult Elf.  These domesticated ones weren't nearly so toxic, not having their diets supplemented by the noxious insects that contributed to their gland's venom production in the wilderness. 


Ulric had not initially believed Taipan when she told him about them, not until she walked him out to a "stable" a fenced-in set of burrows in which the things lived in merry little communities of about twenty, below the boughs of Irielhos some months ago.  Absent their usual keepers, the gates to the fenced areas were left open for the creatures to subsist off the land, which they did easily.  They were too territorial to wander far from their home though, which made keeping them fairly easy.  Ulric had only had to run for a minute or two before they stopped chasing, the Elf woman running the limbs of the trees above easily, though almost slipping from tears of laughter blinding her.


He was pulled from his ruminations on animal husbandry when Taipan appeared to be ready to explain how they were going to stay off the radar, scrubbing her hair briefly before leaning forward over the table.


"The new plan, is the old plan." She stated simply, deflating him a bit.


"Our approach is a good one, the best that could reasonably be attempted, Ulric." She continued, softly, explaining, "What we failed to account for was that, thanks to the death of the [Forest Lord], and the pulling back of the usual Elven forest tenders, the wilds are wilder than normal.  Greater beasts are traveling, migrating towards the Plateau.  At the same time, things kept caged upon the Plateau are moving towards softer lands around them, especially the more dangerous variants of the canopy, in the [Forest of the Forgotten].  This means that we simply must be more cautious." 


Her fine eyebrow raised and she went on indicating him with a delicate gesture of her hand, "By we, I do mean you, Ulric.  You are much louder than me, and, though you are well practiced moving in the forests compared to most of the Humans I've seen, it is not as if you are an Iriel'en harvester or Hunter.  I can only do so much to prevent encounters with the denizens of the wood, if we cannot move with the stealth of a Triad."


Ulric didn't take that personally, it was simple fact.  While he moved pretty comfortably through the bush there was no comparison to how easily, and above all, quietly his Shadow did.  She took even more of the potential bite out of that statement by continuing to review the situation, a bit of uncharacteristic charity on her part.


"Coupled with our need to move quickly, I do not think even a veteran Triad could both cover the terrain as we have and remain completely cloaked from encounters.  The [Bloodstarves] alone would have forced an engagement, their senses are too well-tuned to finding prey from the skies.  The [Shrieking Ravager], a variant of several creatures with which I am familiar, I have not encountered before and its hunt of a separate prey just happened to bring it to us, bad luck that was unavoidable, though I admit that I slipped up and allowed myself to be disabled unacceptably.  As for the excitement last night?  There, I believe we may find a modest improvement."


"I'll say it plainly Ulric, you are being too soft.  Had you simply broken the idiot's neck from the very start, for the temerity of occupying your place, we would have had much the same outcome with less than half the riot." Taipan upbraided him, gently.


"There is a reluctance in you to initiate violence.  Once provoked you perform well, but you are too slow to respond, and too eager to avoid the conflict.  Others will take note of this and seek to push boundaries.  You have explained to me the nonviolence of your upbringing, the peace of your old life, but you must leave that behind you, it only invites aggression in those who have not learned to recognize the signs of a foe beyond them, hence your having to kill idiots like Lordling Morion or that one from last night.  Only one with a reputation for being unassailable may present a gentle front.  For the rest?  You must wear your potential for danger more openly.  Intimidation will save us more killings." Taipan advised.


            

    
        Chapter 113: Running the Numbers

    
    
    
    
                It made sense, in a weird way. Not being a belligerent asshole was one of the fundamental tenets of his upbringing. Civility, openness, and nonaggression, these were baked into his life in the Before. Ironically, these traits, while great for interaction with powerful individuals like Bald'rt, or Idra, or Taipan's mothers, who had no need to project their strength to assert themselves, failed to leave an impression of anything but vulnerability to the occupants of the frontier. What he viewed as basic civility and social lubricant could be construed as an opportunity.


Like a poisonous frog, bearing its vibrant colors, he needed warning mechanisms to make every low-life thug take heed and leave him the hell alone. Especially if he was hauling a catch like his Shadow around. Which did beg a somewhat important question.


"Alright, I see what you're saying, and I'm not disagreeing with you. Clearly, playing nice is not getting us the intended results. Before we get to finding a correction for that though, I do have to ask you why you didn't just kill guys attacking us? I know you could, I've seen you. You're easily the scarier fighter between the two of us, especially if I'm not using my core's abilities." He inquired.


"Oh, that?" She answered, a bit taken aback, as if it was obvious, " At first, I just wanted to see how you would respond to various forms of insult. When that [Heckler monkey] laid hands on me I was readying to end the drought beneath his feet but you threw him out of mine reach. For the rest? I judged it a good opportunity for you to gain useful experience without much risk."


"You are like a fresh warrior on their first rotation abroad. If I shelter you too much you will never learn the way of things and it will cause only more problems down the road, Ulric. You are growing up now and that means letting you make your own mistakes, where I judge that they will not greatly harm you." She explained.


Ulric frowned a little at that. That made it sound way, way, too much like parenting. Or, no, maybe it was closer to a senior NCO, a crusty old sergeant letting a green officer learn the ropes without holding their hand. Yeah, he could live with that a little better.


"Fine. I can accept that Taipan." He conceded.


Bald'rt had once described him as being "as a child of these lands" and, in many ways, that remained true.


"But try not to have too much confidence in me alright? Yesterday, that mook turned my Lord Instinct to eleven and broke off the knob. I don't really want to have to go around killing a guy every time we visit a new place, so maybe we ought to figure out a way to avoid similar happenings. I know you can take care of yourself just fine without me, but I'm probably physically incapable of not trying to MDK sonsabitches like that one. If that guardsman hadn't stopped the mob from getting close I'd have killed, like, everybody. Or tried to. And if you'd been free and clear from the room I'd probably have used lightning and it's hard to say how that would have turned out, but I'm guessing not well." He told her, seeing her eyes widen.


"Really? You were so angry for me?" She said, her ear tips reddening.


"That is one of the most flattering things you have ever said to me. I cannot wait to lord it over Hal'et, that randy she-goat. She might have got you first but she did not have you Raging over her." Taipan exclaimed, with a cheerful light laugh, so rare from her.


Before he could get over how pleased she was that he’d almost started a riot, just because some fuckwit grabbed her arm, she threw another wrench at him.


"Jealousy is not something I am prepared to endure, but I will be making sure you know your affections are returned later. Tonight. Perhaps this afternoon, too." She whispered, her voice taking on that husky tone that was entirely designed to put his libido in charge.


Ulric looked around briefly and had to clear his throat. If he kept meeting that emerald gaze, he was going to be too hot under the collar to think about much else. Yikes, she'd turned on some serious come hither. Even his busted social barometer could pick this up.


"Mmm…it would be best if we get started dealing with that beast outside or I do not think we will get much done today at all that doesn't involve ruining sheets." Taipan declared as she stood, a little loudly to Ulric's hearing.


Yep, there were a couple of definitely jealous hate beams coming in from a few sources, not all of them male, as Ulric rose to join her. He wondered how many would have remained interested if they knew the precondition for grabbing her attention was to avoid being murdered by her and maybe kill a bunch of people on behalf of her family.


Honestly, the longer they were together the better the trade that seemed, fuck those people.


It was slightly unfair that she'd employed her feminine weapons only to put the festivities on hold but she was both right and, he strongly suspected, letting the tension lead to greater payoff later. She could be devious like that. It was a consolation to know that she was switched on as well, though he'd not have put a murderous fury as high on her list of turn-ons. Which, he had to think now, should have been a little more obvious. Taipan was Taipan.


As they left the room Ulric's brain jumped a connection, something said almost in passing a long, time ago by the other Elf he'd shared a bed with, who Taipan had just mentioned with more than a suggestion of familiarity.


"Hey, Taipan, just how exactly do you know Hal'et anyway? She acted like she knew you, spoke of your habits and offered me a small piece of advice with regards to avoiding being weak around you, all of which ended up being pretty on point." Ulric asked, not knowing if this was dangerous territory or not.


Taipan's grimace said, maybe?


"That fat busybody should keep to her own affairs, it is rude to discuss a Shadow like that. I will go have words with her when next we meet." his partner said, her voice not quite angry.


He was betting there would be fewer words than her statement led on.


She didn't stop talking though, being content to answer his question.


"Hal'et and I are of a similar age. She and her sister Sinna, who you trained with alongside the royal guard, are of a notable house in Iriel. We all grew up together in the same class of children and competed against one another in all things. She grows thicker and fatter than most of the Iriel'en women and so draws the attention of many suiters who lean towards that preference, though she refuses to tie herself down. I suppose, if cornered by fire, I would admit that we are friends, sharing an inner ring, but that does not mean I approve of her in all things. Such as that donkey's bray she calls a laugh or her wanton flirting." Taipan continued.


He wasn't an expert, but that was either the sort of unflattering dragging that accompanied very close friends or jealousy. Since his Shadow was, for better or worse, one of the most confident women he'd ever encountered, he was forced to assume that jealousy was completely impossible and that Hal'et and the woman next to him were, contrary to the surface-level hostility, tight.


Ulric exercised all the self-preservation he had to avoid correcting his lover's descriptions of the prior as being fat with a 'ph' and thick with a 'cc'. Taipan was the prettier of the two, but Hal'et was definitely a bomb. He praised himself for this restraint, and for finally understanding that there was a difference between one woman saying another was attractive and you saying it. He did not understand why this difference existed, only that it did. Especially when you were discussing one of their friends. He’d made that mistake once. Once.


"Oh, I see." Ulric said mildly, keeping his tone completely neutral, "It is good to know that you had friends growing up. For some reason, I had some suspicions that you sprang full grown and hateful as a tiger with a bellyache."


She tossed her hair at that description, not taking it as anything other than a statement of fact.


"That did not come until I had reached my coming of age and grew tired of the attentions of such as you used to paint the floorboards yesterday." the woman said, sarcasm heavy.


Okay, yeah, that was fair.


"That was slightly impressive, by the way, Ulric." She complimented, from out of the blue, "I did not think you strong enough to kill a warrior, even a low-level, immaturely classed one in such manner. A blow to break his consciousness and two sharp slams to smash the back of his skull, it was well done, completely bypassing his armor."


He couldn't take credit for that. He couldn't remember it.


"Yeah, uhm…well…I wasn't really what you might call all there for that." He confessed.


She nodded like that wasn't news.


"If you were in a [Blood Rage] you would almost certainly not recall the incident. Some classes, such as berserkirs are able to concentrate their Rage and hold to thought but absent similar skills or traits, it would be unlikely for you to do so."


Hmm, Classes eh?


His had not changed significantly in some time. He supposed it was a matter of experience. He'd only really had a couple of actual nontraining life or death experiences since coming into those classes. It sort of indicated the lifestyle his Shadow had kept, and her age difference, that hers were so advanced.


They came to the sled, parked where it had been yesterday, tucked away in an out-of-the-way stall. He noticed that the other stalls were empty, apparently, no travelers were passing through the village. The two of them had come into the village at an extremely unseasonable timing.


The oversized wolverine, not quite as large as a horse itself, had been mostly disassembled when the town guardsman who had nominated himself to keep a watch on them, Joldir, wondered over casually. Ulric had noted him hanging out at a discrete distance, him or his partner, they apparently took turns, but he'd come over now, for some reason.


"Good morning travelers. I see you've been busy with the spoils of your battle with this monster." He said, as if he hadn't watched the entire time.


Everybody knew the subterfuge for what it was but it would have been rude to point it out.


"And yourself Guardsman, aye we've been busy." Ulric answered putting the sky blue and silver ribboned core of the beast next to the rows of teeth and claws they'd pulled free of the skull.


"How does the morning find you?" He returned, knowing exactly how the morning had found the guard. Still, the game needed to be played.


Joldir spread his hands, indicating a balance of ups and downs.


"It is more peaceful than yesterday evening, but still abnormally boisterous. The Village Council met and issued an edict for the caravaneers to pay the damages to Minna's business, which they grudgingly did. As well they had too, or there'd have been blood in the streets and none of mine." The guardsman said without humor.


"You and your comrade were declared innocent of any wrongdoing in the matter, as I knew that you would be, it was as clear-cut a case of defending one's self as could be asked. Barsol sealed his own fate by touching your comrade and his friends had no call to attack you to defend a criminal. The man you kicked lived, by the by. A friendly warning, that one has a reputation for violence, though we've never caught him or his comrades in the act, and has the backing of a minor house in Trachn’ir." Joldir said.


Ulric had to credit this Elf, he might actually be a pretty straight shooter, for all that he was a little too keen on trying to figure out what Ulric and Taipan were up to.


"That is good news, Joldir, and thank you for the heads up. Since you're here and probably the man to ask, I have some goods for sale, cores, mostly, from some of the particularly nasty varieties of beasts we encountered, would I be allowed to set up my travel shelter here as a stall?" Ulric asked, still keeping to their cover as a trader and his permanent guard.


Joldir didn’t need to think about the question, it was, actually, mostly up to him to regulate the actions of traders within the village.


"This is permitted, though many of the homesteads around the village will not stray far from their hearths, not for a few more weeks." Answered the guard.


Ulric nodded his acceptance of that. "No blame can I find for them for that. The season is far from over though I feel some warm currents that promise the worst of the Winter to be bygone."


Spurred by the conversation with Taipan earlier regarding the movements of beasts and the guard's fair treatment he felt compelled to give the Elf a warning of his own.


"Ware the forests this upcoming year Joldir, you and the villagers here. My travel has not been peaceful, though it has been far less eventful than if I did not have so skilled a guide. There is something afoot out there, the wilds are crawling in a way that I have never seen. It has my guide's back up and if she is nervous, then everyone else should be as well. Ware the forests." Ulric repeated, hoping he'd given enough warning without being able to say too much.


Joldir considered that. This was not the first he'd heard of something being strange out in the wilderness. Some of their better foragers had reported odd sightings. A couple of hunters had disappeared towards the end of the fall, experienced men who had run these woods their entire lives. The appearance of this [Shrieking Ravager] did not bode well for their fates. He'd put out a general call for caution, just in case.


"Thank you for the alarm, Traveler Ulric. You and your partner may have confirmed for me a rumor that the forests are unsettled. I am afraid I must pass this message along to the Village Council. My fellow guard, Seralin, will be here to see things remain peaceful, feel free to ask questions of her if you need." Joldir offered a short, sharp bow, more an inclination of the shoulders than anything else before he departed.


Ulric turned to Taipan catching her eye.


"What do you think? Was that good enough to let them know to keep an eye out?" He checked.


"It is." She confirmed. "If they do not take heed of an Iriel'en trained scout, even one who has severed ties with the homeland, then they are too stupid to help."


He probably wouldn't have said it that way, but if the shoe fits, wear it.


"Alright then. Let's set up the shelter here and put this stuff on display. What do you think we ought to charge for the cores?" He asked, realizing that he actually had no idea their value.


For all that he was supposed to be a merchant, Taipan had to explain money to him, again.


"Listen more carefully this time Ulric. You do recall the base metals used in coinage valuation?" She asked, slightly miffed.


"Yeah, Taipan, that part made sense to me. Four metals, each with a different base value and rated One thousand to one to each other, weight for weight. Bronze called Elds, Argentum, called Sils, Electrum called Aurs, and Orichalcum, called Tuns." He recited.


Of course, the metal part of that discussion had stuck with him. It was the weights that he had trouble hanging onto.


"I forget how the weights are supposed to operate." He said, drawing a click of her tongue.


"Each weight refers to the multiplier of the base value of the metal. The Servant is the single denomination coin, represented by a hand. From there, is a Squire denoting ten Servants, represented by a runed dagger. And ten Squires make up the Knight, whose representation is a blazoned shield. Then there is the Drake which is worth ten Knights and represented by a dragon's visage. Finally, is the Crown, composed of ten Drakes and represented by a royal circlet." Taipan said slowly and drawn out.


"Alright, alright, calm down Lady, I got a lot of balls in the air right now." He scolded lightly.


It clicked. Oh, okay, he saw how that was supposed to work.


"Okay, so you take your Servants to be one and then each weight is ten times the one before it, so it's a simple base ten with exponents for weights. Servant is power zero, Squire is power one, Knight power two, Drake power three, and Crown power four. But the metals are graded by thousands so it takes a thousand Eld Servants to make a Sil Servant, a thousand Sil Servants to make an Aur Servant, and so on." He summarized.


Taipan looked confused. Uh oh.


"What do you mean 'expulnant' Ulric? I have not heard this before. And powers? What are you saying?" She asked, genuinely befuddled.


Oh shit. He was using mathematics. He'd just assumed that was common knowledge. Damn it, that was a slight wrinkle. He mulled it over. How to explain this? His fingers snapped against his leg while he worked it out.


"Alright, this is worth laying out, Taipan, come over here and sit down." Ulric ordered.


The woman didn't argue at all, just came over and sat cross legged next to him in his blanket-toga. They looked like a couple of crazies in a homeless camp or something.


"Okay, so the way the number systems I grew up using work is that they operate on repeating cycles of tens, we call that the base ten system. Essentially you start by counting single values, starting with zero as the default, until you reach nine single values, at the tenth value you reset the numbers, using a value for how many times you have reached ten and the same nine numbers for each digit as you count, with me so far?" He checked.


She nodded, "Yes this is how we do counts in Iriel as well." She said, surprising him slightly.


What are the odds that base ten systems would be shared? There were plenty of other options. Maybe it ended up being a matter of efficiency or something. Selective pressure towards base ten? That's ridiculous Einar, stop it, he told himself.


As he chastised himself Taipan used her belt knife to inscribe each symbol for zero through nine. At ten she inscribed a unique symbol. Oh, okay, that was different. Apparently, the Elves used an expanded symbology for each place value and then used a base ten multiplicative in front of it to keep track of how many there were, sort of a factoring system. Interesting.


"Alright, yeah, so you've got the jist of it then. So, the way this works to keep track of really big numbers really fast we're going to just say that we have one of something and we're going to say that is ten to the zero power, just like you were counting okay? Think of it like this," he said drawing a one.


"There's a one and there aren't any zeros next to it right? But if we write ten, that's this," and he wrote a one zero.


"So one hundred is one and two zeros and one thousand is one and three zeros and so on, you got it?" He checked.


His Shadow was smiling, her eyes widened with excitement, "I do! So when you say power you mean to say times ten, yes?"


Holy shit. She actually caught on fast.


"Yeah! Yeah, that's exactly it. Wow, you didn't take long to figure that out." He praised, genuinely impressed.


She preened. "Mine Mother Vedyr always says that I wasted my mind chasing squirrels. Perhaps she was right, but I would like to rub her nose in this, she would eat her words." His Shadow exclaimed.


"Well, alright, since that didn't take long, then what I was saying was that the metal values are all power three, each Servant being ten to the third power of the Servant before it. Each weight though is a smaller difference, being only ten to the one of the weight before it. So, a Servant is one, a Squire is ten, a Knight is one hundred, a Drake is one thousand and a Crown is-" Ulric was cut off when the lovely lady sitting by his shoulder shouted


"Ten of one thousand!" in excitement, right into his ear.


"Right!" He said, still impressed.


He considered the soft bribe of Joldir yesterday. The silver drake then had been a pretty hefty sum, compared to the bronze crowns. He hadn't known the difference was so large, he hoped he hadn't blundered.


Quickly, Ulric inspected the coin purse that Taipan had insisted he be the one to carry, as a merchant or trader wouldn't let any other but themselves carry that.


Inside, he saw a healthy domination of Elds, mostly Crowns, a scattering of Sils, mostly middle weights though he spotted at least one Crown. There was a mere three or four Aurs, though each was a drake, representing more than the rest combined easily. Lastly was though, standing out for its almost iridescent silvery hue, a single Tun, a Knight, worth the rest of the bag together by far.


Gods blood. He wasn't certain but he was pretty sure they were loaded.


He looked up at Taipan.


"Taipan, correct me if I'm wrong, but are we rich?" He asked.


She ruffled his hair playfully before answering.


"Of course! What did you think my dowry was worth?"


The coin pouch fell from his nerveless hands, striking the dirt with a muffled chink!

            

    
        Chapter 114: Last to Know

    
    
    
    
                "What?" Ulric said dumbly.


Taipan was grinning from ear to long, narrow ear.


"It is not yet the season for catching flies Ulric, but I applaud your attempt." His Shadow laughed at him.


"What do you mean 'dowry' Taipan?" He asked.


Okay Ulric, just calm down, it probably means something different out here, what are the odds that a tradition like that would even exist out here?


She laughed then, loudly, not the light titters that typically accompanied something she was amused by, this was an actual gods honest laugh. She managed to control herself for a moment to explain.


"It is a common enough practice amongst the highborn, Ulric. Children who will not inherit the seats of power or controlling interests in their families are less desirable than the direct heirs and so they are given away with a dowry commensurate with their value, typically a sum of coin, to secure a worthy spouse." She instructed, telling him exactly what dowries were in his old world.


Oh gods, what the fuck? How did this happen? When did this happen? The expression on his face must have been worth as much as the purse to her, because the dusky Elf sitting beside him was all but laughing hysterically. Full on rolling belly laughing.


Ulric was too stunned to muster a response other than to watch dumbly as the woman enjoyed herself at his expense.


Wiping a tear from the corner of her eye, she managed to control herself enough to pick up the purse and put it back on Ulric's belt.


Finally, he managed to form some kind of response, "Aren't dowries for married couples?"


Real fucking genius Ulric. Just the biggest brain.


She grinned again. Oh no, he thought, there's some kind of nonsense Elven cultural fuckery about to go on isn't there?


"High borne in times of war, frequently due to the distances between them, offer three gifts to declare their intent to marry. You gave me my brother's life, you gave me my life, and then you gave me my father's life. What three greater gifts could I have been offered? And we are in times of war, are we not?" She said, driving the nails steadily into his coffin.


Yep, there it was, cultural fuckery spotted!


"Father said it was perfectly legal. Mother Vedyr said it would be unthoughtful to reject two proposals for marriage, if you recall the incident with the [Forest Lord]'s core. So, before my Mothers and Father, I accepted your offer. Father regrets though that there could be no wedding, since I abdicated my place in his household when I declared myself dead. Brother Lumyt'seit, Lord of Iriel made it official, and had the royal family trees updated accordingly. The dowry, father gave me to do with as I pleased, since, as he said 'This coin has no use to me now but to make me smile'." Taipan let the story unfold with obvious delight.


Bald'rt Iriel, you bastard! He'd got what he wanted after all, despite Ulric's best attempts to slip the net. Ye gods, He'd never had a chance, had he? And they did love their pranks, did the Iriels. He started to wonder how long she would have gone before telling him, no, before springing the trap.


"Exactly when were you planning on telling me that we were, with regards to your kin, married?" He questioned.


The cat that had the canary never showed so much satisfaction as his Shadow.


"When either you made an attempt to escape or asked me. I decided that this was close enough to an ask, you are thicker than Varda's bones." She laughed again at him.


The shock was starting to wear off. He supposed, it hadn't been much difference than being married these past two months, had it? She'd already been tied to him, dooming him to her company for basically forever. Or until he could be far enough from Bald'rt that that Elf didn't kill him for breaking his oath or finding a way to keep Taipan from tracking him with her [Hunter's Mark] voodoo. He hadn't even noticed a difference so…it didn't matter?


He glanced at the Elf and very deliberately discarded that thought immediately. If he said that out loud, he was pretty certain he didn't live to eat lunch.


Sighing heavily, he returned to organizing the inventory for their impromptu shop. For some reason he felt slightly more invested in its success now, and that was horseshit! Nothing had changed, they were still doing the same things, in the same places, pretty much without any difference. And, yet, he almost felt obligated to be successful at it now, where'd he'd almost been unable to care about it before. Godsdamned Iriel'en.


He briefly wondered how many people knew? Fucking all of them, if he knew how Bald'rt's evil twisty mind worked. All but him. It was too rich a joke for that jackal to resist.


Wait. All but him and, he'd bet his boots, one other, had been deliberately left out of the loop. The other victim though? Galed Uldin. Him, because it was hilarious for him to be running around married and not knowing it. Smith Uldin, so that he'd have to wait until Ulric and Taipan returned to Iriel to make a big deal about his "Little Girl" being wed. That was the kind of spiteful shit for which Bald'rt godsdamned Iriel lived to do to his closest friends.


These Elves wore him out.


Glancing up he couldn't help but observe to his Shadow, and, apparently, wife, "You know? It figures that your idea of a honeymoon is traipsing for months through monster-infested wilderness on our way to go murder a bunch of war criminals."


Taipan nodded in agreement but asked, "What is a honeymoon?"


So, Ulric was obligated to explain the practice of his old world for a wed couple to take a vacation just for the two of them to enjoy each other's company and, at least in the most ancient forms of the tradition, sire a child.


"The first we will do aplenty Ulric. The second, I think not for a while yet. I am another year outside my time in any case. For now, we are adventuring like the heroes of old Ulric! Bringing wrath and flame and vengeance on them, our enemies!" She declared, sounding so much like her little brother when Ulric had made the lad a wooden mask that it was scary.


"You know what? Fine. It's totally fine, more than fine. I'm married to an absolute ten out of ten tigress of an Elf? Sure thing, couldn't be better." Ulric declared, giving in.


"See? I knew you would come around. Especially because…" Taipan began and then started whispering things that Ulric was pretty sure used to get you arrested in some overly dictatorial theocracies.


She'd convinced him sufficiently within a couple of minutes.


"My question, " Ulric started, as the two of them sat in the doorway of the shelter with [Bloodstarve] cores, Ravager pelt, butchered meat, bones that Taipan was scrimshawing into various Elven luck charms she said Hunters favored, remains from the damned tree net monkeys, and the smaller pelts and cores of various small game the woman had hunted on their way, "Is why would you want to remain my Shadow, now that you're official? I thought that was supposed to sort of invalidate the whole lifelong servant thing."


Her attention didn't waver from the carving, her hands turning the piece and working the small, razor-sharp knife she kept specifically for that use when she answered.


"Because it's more fun.” She told him, still smiling as her hands moved the dainty carving knife.


Her expression lifted with her voice, lilting musically, “Why would I wish to remain behind in Irielhos while you go out seeking an adventure from story? Besides, all of mine life I have wanted vengeance against the ones who caused my family pain. Now, you are off to go do this very thing and I should stay back? Never, Ulric. I will go together with you and we will make the ones responsible for our suffering taste it in spades. What more could a Hunter ask for?" She asked and answered a series of questions that fairly well encapsulated for Ulric the sheer insanity of anybody making enemies of the Iriel'en.


These Elves were full throttle, and he couldn't really see anything wrong with her response. 'Cause I wanna was a pretty good argument in Ulric's playbook. Life was worth losing sometimes.


In addition to the sheer radical hazard of leaving the safety of the city walls, that come what may willingness to throw themselves into the world was probably what accounted for the somewhat lack of older individuals. These folk knew what it was to live a life, not to merely endure one.


All of this was just him trying to get over the fact that he'd gotten married without knowing and he now had to lament that he was no longer allowed to sip the sweet nectar of sin while bedding his lawful wife. When life hands you incredibly hot, athletic, uber competent sylvan princess wives, you just gotta make do, he told himself sardonically. There was little point to denying that he did not deserve to have her company and that he would have to try to be a better person because of it, a mindset that he'd struggled with throughout most of both his lives. Being a naturally slightly misanthropic personality did not lend itself to being a romantic very well. Struggle with one's own flaws was just a part of things, he supposed.


Now what really chapped his ass though, was that he'd gotten the feeling that his destiny was less and less his own ever since he'd gone to the Iriel'en fortress city. No, rather, before that, when he'd met the little princeling in distress. Yeah, all the way back then his conceit of living a calm, peaceful, witch-man life out in the wild was thrown off course. Never a man to blame the heavens for his fate, Ulric nevertheless had met a creature that claimed to be a god, and backed it up with tits that had to come from Paradise, and he'd witnessed a living storm that reached into space and spoke to him, in some kind of half-remembered way. It was possible there was a guiding force out there somewhere, pulling a few levers to push the odds in certain directions over others, just a few subtle nudges on probability would have been enough to make the difference.


The wisdom of using mental resources on such a problem was questionable. He simply had no way to know, everything felt like the logical consequence of a choice made. It made him think of some of the more bizarre treatises of quantum determination, how one state changing led to another state changing, leading to a cascade of events that resulted in macroscopic, almost pre-determined, outcomes. His decision way back then was to pretend that he'd never read that mind-bending text and to live his life. It was a good plan then, and, he figured, it was a good plan now.


It suddenly occurred to him that, if he'd satisfied the conditions of some archaic practice and freed Taipan from their bond, she could have left at any point those months ago. Which meant she was here all this time by choice. She'd said nothing though, not a hint. Not so's he could determine, though, as she said, he was thicker than a nuclear waste vault. It was an oddly understated way to declare her intentions, by doing rather than saying.


He was jarred from his ruminations when a villager, an older Elf with the faintest strands of salt peppering his short shoulder-length hair, stopped by their impromptu stall.


"Ey there, laddy, what're ye askin o those Hunter's charms?" He brogued.


It took a moment to parse the accent, but Ulric got there and passed a glance to Taipan whose eyes flicked down, leading his gaze to where she held three fingers discreetly by her thigh, then made a zero, followed by another zero and tapped a bronze servant, which was tied to a leather thong around her thigh, along with a servant of argentium and electrum. Ulric hadn't seen her secure the leather cord with its metals, an incredibly sharp move to pass Ulric prices.


She presented one of the two completed trinkets, as Ulric channeled over thirty years of exposure to advertisement crafted by expert head crackers to prospective customers crying, "Those finest examples of Iriel'en hunting charms are a mere three Eld drakes! Carved from the teeth of a savage beast killed only yesterday, they wear the blood of its last kill still! A fine selection, finer for the cost. They will only go up as my partner’s fingers warm up this morning, I can promise you."


The Elf looked even more interested, leaning in "Hooh now? 's that so? I am havin' te admit they carry a sort o' sense o' the beast in'm. Alright then, ye'v yer'self a deal!" He said, before he pulled two eld drakes and a crown from his purse, passing them along.


Ulric didn't know if it was intentional or a mistake, but he counted out change immediately holding it up to the Elf.


"Done, and with my blessings on your hunts good sir!" He declared cheerfully, as Taipan handed the carving to the buyer.


As the man wandered away, Taipan nudged him. He glanced over to see her frowning at him.


"What?" He asked.


She shook her head slowly, "Since when do you sound like a seasoned merchant hawking goods from his shop? You were even pleasant!" She probed, astounded.


How did a person even describe modern civilization and its pervasive exposure to advertisement? Best not to get into it really, he wasn't prepared to unleash that kind of evil on this sweet, innocent, planet.


Rather than go into consumerism and broken materialistic societies predicated on endless consumption he shrugged, "It is a thing you pick up in my homeland. Masters of trade are constantly shouting into your ear with their pitches, selling all manner of nonsense at all hours of day. Eventually it just sort of crawls into your brain and lives there."


"Really? You are being serious now, no jokes?" She asked, flabbergasted.


He nodded, not sure why she thought this was the oddest thing he'd told her about his past, what with all the marvels of flying, a rail system, electricity, etc.


"Ulric, that sounds…that is like a form of torture. I would not do that to my worst enemy, to offer no peace, no silence, to disturb their every waking thought with shrill nuisance…terrible." She said, with actual pity in her voice.


"It is no wonder you are worms in the head!" She concluded.


He couldn't even disagree with her on that one.


His parents had said it was much, much, worse back in the pre-collapse eras. Endless shouting, blaring, loudspeakers ranting about the latest this or the freshest that. Somehow, a few marketing strategists had survived the collapse and they bred like flies in shit. In his own time, things were more muted, there were decibel limits and enforced light pollution ordinances to prevent undue waste of electricity but when your entire world is connected to an information network, it wasn't hard to be nearly constantly exposed to some form of advertisement. Glad he was to have never lived pre-collapse, although, he supposed, there were still great forests then, at least a few.


"Anyway," He said aloud, breaking out of those pointless meanderings, "I do have some experience, through exposure, to the game of marketing."


It was not good enough for the woman. She had this matter like a dog on a ham bone, locked between her teeth for proper chewing.


"And that you were being nice?" She asked.


"What do you mean, I wasn't that nice. Just being a little energetic is all, you know, projecting a certain air of joviality for the customer." He defended himself.


"You could do with a little of that attitude more often." She told him, pointedly.


This from her? The member of a clan of Elves that was considered biting and unsociable even amongst their own, and she herself widely considered to be amongst the more difficult of their kin? Taipan was an asshole cubed. He did have to grant her, grudgingly, that he could be a little dour sometimes. But, C'mon, pot and kettle over here.


"Yeah, okay lady, maybe I could spend my energy being a little more happy-go-lucky, but I'll do that when you stop picking at my every flaw." He outlined his conditions.


"But… how else will you grow if I do not point out everything you do wrongly?" She asked, slowly, as if deeply confused.


"By calmly, and gently, and without most of the sarcasm, indicating what to improve on. Fewer insults, maybe slightly less gloating." He answered, as matter of fact as he could manage.


"But…how then am I supposed to enjoy fixing all that is wrong with you?" She asked, still confused.


Yeah. That's about what he thought.


"I am glad that we have these talks, Taipan. I truly feel fortunate to be able to get to know you better." He said, drily.


"You are welcome, Ulric. It is good that you are aware that you should be grateful for my company." Was her retort, equally serious.


Actually, by this point, he wasn't even sure if it was sarcasm anymore, or a genuine expression. It was a particular talent of the Iriel'en to do both at the same time and his brain hurt trying to parse it out.


He didn't have further chance to hurt himself in his confusion because another Elf, this one with an apron that suggested prolonged exposure to high heats, but with an earthy, floral odor, that indicated that they weren't a smith. Fine, close-fitting gloves indicated a need to prevent direct contact with things but a desire for fine dexterity. An herbalist or pharmacist?


"I see that you are in possession of some interesting cores there, Trader. Would you care if I inspect them?" Opened the Elf, her hair woven into a complex set of miniature braids, sort of reminding him of fancy dreadlocks.


She spoke very quietly, as if in a whisper.


He had no objection to that and told the prospective buyer thusly.


Her delicate gloved hands, the leather stained various colors, took up a [Bloodstarve Broodling] core with long fingernails on the thumb and ring finger of one hand acting like forceps from a slit in the glove material. She studied the core intently turning it around. Next, she extracted what looked like a small jeweler's lens and continued her examination. The core's facets and colors burned brightly in the morning light, crimson and rust, emanating from within. Eventually, the Elf appeared satisfied with the [Bloodstarve Broodling] and picked up the brood mother's core, giving it a similar treatment.


Her eyes flashed silver and Ulric knew that she was using an ability similar to scan, perhaps an appraisal skill, to dissect the core magically.


He considered that he might want such a skill himself. It would have potentially saved an incredible amount of tedium, along with some misery, in determining herbaceous toxicities in the glade. Mentally, he put a check box next to that one to follow up with Taipan later.


Whatever this examination revealed, the Elf turned her eyes to him with naked desire for the core.


"I would have this and all of the other [Bloodstarve] cores you have available for sale." She stated, softly.


"Can you tell me, if it is not against your business interests, where you located a swarm of these creatures? They are not common to these woodlands, are, in fact, quite rare outside of Iriel's darker forests and caves." Inquired the Elf woman softly, almost too quietly to pick up.


Ulric had already discussed these types of questions with Taipan and they'd agreed that it wasn't necessarily revealing anything that they'd encountered them near the border of Iriel and Celestin.


"About three days south and west, though I could not tell you with more certainty, my guide here does most of the navigating when we enter the less traveled trails.” Ulric reported.


“I cannot read the Iriel'en markings, and she refuses to reveal too many of her peoples' secrets, even after all this time. It was when we came across such markings that I even knew we had crossed over the border, drifting too far South to escape a blizzard. Still, there was a wide river, frozen, and the beasts were snatching up anything that moved. I am afraid you won't likely find any more, my partner here assures me that the creatures were far outside their ranges this far north, even as you say. It was this, buried in the body of the brood mother, that spurred them out of their normal territories." Ulric reported, telling the agreed-upon tale and revealing the, up to this point, hidden gem that was the [Mindworm] core.


The Alchemist, if that's what she was, went still at the sight of the sickly yellow hues. So. She recognized it instantly.


"A [Mindworm]!? Leading a swarm of [Bloodstarves]? I have never even heard of such a thing…are you aware of how fortunate you are not to have been turned into the parasite's host and become a vector for atrocity, Trader?" The Elf asked archly, but still quiet.


"Aye. I did not know of it, nor did my talented guide, not until we'd brought down the brood mother and the little horror came shambling after us, piloting the corpse like some macabre puppet. It was my guide who realized the danger, you have her to thank for ending the threat." He explained earnestly, the memory of jerking legs and tentacles vivid in his mind.


The Elf had reached for the core instinctively driven by sheer curiosity, but Ulric covered it with his hand.


"This one we're being a little more careful of, fair customer. We had planned to turn it in for the bounty, in Trachn'ir some day or two further along the road. Would you better or match their offer?" Ulric pressed.


If he could unload this foul feeling thing, he'd be glad to, but, according to his Shadow, it was going to fund their entire journey, which he was starting to suspect was going to be more expensive than he'd naively conceived at its outset.


The alchemist didn't even flinch, even knowing the cost. She rose back to her full height, characteristically short as her other kin, compared to the Iriel'en he'd come to familiarity with, and made to be off.


"I will return with haste, I did not carry so much coin on my person, who in their right mind would? You will hold this, and the [Bloodstarves]! I will return!" The woman demanded urgently, hiking up her pocketed dress to run full tilt.


He looked at his partner. "Well? What do you think?"


She wore a thoughtful look, but "A bit too skinny for your tastes." was her answer.


He blinked a few times until that registered. When he did, he ran his palm over his face, slowly, until he could figure out what to say that didn't involve cursing. She was right full of it this morning.


His mouth opened to object to her, as a person, when she cut him off with a laugh.


"I jest, of course, Ulric. If she has the coin to cover this, we should certainly sell all the cores we may. No one questions a trader carrying coin, but there will be many inquiries that accompany the presence of [Bloodstarves] and, even more so, [Mindworms]. It is best to unload these problems in a backwater like Seinajok, rather than a more prolific place like Trachn'ir. This serves our purpose well." Taipan summarized.


He was glad she'd found the time to give him a useful response in her busy schedule of taking the piss out of him today.


Well, it was fine. He probably even deserved it. Ulric was fully aware that he could be an utter bastard. It was one of his defining personality traits. Unlike him, who tended to respond to provocations in immediate history and obtain satisfaction in the moment, Taipan had a gift for gliding over perceived slights, like a small boat in the high surf, only to stockpile it for future address. The result is that he was never precisely sure what he was paying for, only that she was collecting on something.


Speaking of collecting.


"Alright, well I'm glad we're agreeing on that then. So, quote me a price for the swarm fiasco. Oh! No, wait, let me try to guess first." He demanded, trying to determine what a blood thirsty swarm of monsters and a mind-controlling parasite were worth.


Some amount of finger counting occurred, accompanied by mumbles of incoherence, but he arrived at the wild-assed guess of "It's right about one and a half Aur Crowns isn't it?"


Taipan smiled and gave him a pinch of fingers, indicating "close" before she tabulated the values.


"One Aur Crown for the [Mindworm], as I have told you before. Each [Bloodstarve Broodling] is a Sil Squire, of which we have twenty and five. A [Bloodstarve Brood Mother] is going for a Sil Drake." She listed.


Ulric started doing the math. Twenty-five Sils by ten was two hundred fifty Sil Servants add in the Drake, a thousand Servants and you got about twelve hundred fifty Sil Servants. The [Mindworm] was a crown, ten thousand Aur Servants. Nope, he was way off. The entire [Bloodstarve] swarm was just about one and a quarter Aur Servant.


Gods' blood! The [Bloodstarves] weren't even close. He was immediately confused. Why did they rate so little compared to the [Mindworm]?


His baffled expression must have given him away.


"You are confused?" Taipan stated the obvious in the form of a question.


He had to know.


"Why in the hell are those vampire bat monsters worth so little?"


Taipan waved her most recent piece of scrimshaw at him like an instructor's baton.


"It is because they represent vastly different levels of threat, Ulric." She replied, clearly enjoying lording her experience over him.


This is what he got for trying to explain radio waves to her, he thought. That had been a three-hour disaster and had ended up with her refusing to hear any more "witchcraft" from him. He'd nearly choked on the irony of hearing that from a woman who could track him by a concoction made up of his bodily fluids and thaumaturgic ritual.


"The [Bloodstarves] are simple creatures, almost without thought in their aggression, and whose signs of activity are very clear. Their dens are easy to find and, as you saw with my poison phial, easy to empty. Not only that, they can only act freely at night or in very limited capacities in shaded regions of the deeper forests, where few people would live or work anyway. So, easy to find, easy to kill, and of limited range, thus, not dangerous." Taipan summarized succinctly.


"The [Mindworm], however, is nearly impossible to recognize by its presence alone. Even [Scan] does not detect it within its host. That makes them very difficult to locate and destroy.” His worldly partner narrated gladly, always happy to talk shop.


“Additionally, they have an instinct to disperse themselves as widely as possible, and, because they carry the knowledge of their motherworm who extracts knowledge from her host, they can be exceptionally devious. They are also capable of killing and changing hosts very rapidly, jumping from one to another in but a few moments, thus, are highly dangerous to engage in close quarters.” His Iriel’en Wife, which still somewhat shocked him, continued to instruct, describing the horrors in detail.


The lass wrapped up her lesson on [Mindworms] and the Hunter economy.


“To summarize then, they are almost limitless in range, extremely hard to detect, and lethal combatants attacking from close range using the body of a friend or loved one to seed with their offspring," Taipan explained, reiterating some of her prior points and reinforcing the insidious nature of that creature, "Hence, the bounty of a single electrum crown, ten-thousand Aur Servants, to reward the eradication of this menace, before it can spread its taint and ravage an entire nation."


There was some spooky shit inhabiting this planet, he concluded.


"Wait, that's huge. That's a fucking huge amount of money." He said, confused for a different reason.


"How the hell does that random stranger in the middle of nowhere have that kind of money lying around?" He questioned.


Now, Taipan was pleased with him.


"There, Ulric, that is the proper question, the deep thinking. If, as I suspect, this woman is an Alchemist of high repute, choosing to remain in a remote place to hide her research, then she is likely very wealthy. Her research expenditures might even be covered by the Alchemist's guild, if she is ranked highly enough." She explained without sarcasm.


"It is such people that discover the means to create reagents for processing cores, imbuing materials, synthesizing antidotes, and creating elixirs. Unlike mages, who use their own cores to enact changes on mana, the Alchemist learned to use what is already there, to weave the magic of the world into new forms. Unlike mages, whose abilities largely die with them, the Alchemists guild leaves a legacy for all the future." Taipan told him, with a touch of reverence.


He was unexpectedly happy to hear this regard for, what sounded to him, like the first instance of a culture of modern science that he had heard. The smiths hoarded their secrets and techniques instead of sharing them, but the Alchemists seem to have gathered to regulate and share their art, even if they didn't exactly promulgate it publicly.


Neat.


He thought it was a slightly silly question, but he had to get more information on the state of scientific discourse and research in this odd world, "Why then does this maybe secret Alchemist hide her research?"


Taipan didn't comment on the question itself so maybe it wasn't so dumb.


"Because, until it is published officially by the Guild, it might be stolen and the accolades given to another who only perhaps fine-tuned a few steps or made minor modifications based on inspiration gained by accessing her findings. There have been cases of an Alchemist murdered by their colleagues, due to jealousy and greed, their entire life's work stolen along with their lives." Taipan said, clearly regretful about such goings on.


"A large amount of wealth can be attached to the discovery of a new way to heal wounds, or separate metal from ore, or to empower a core to survive awakening. I should mention now that you must never, under any condition, share your knowledge of how you cured the Bane from my father. I do not think even my family's aegis would shield you from that." She warned him.


Oh shit. He'd forgotten about that. Lurking around in his head were probably a few things that might be worth a man's life, even if he didn't recognize what they were. Damn. He'd have to be doubly careful talking about his old world's technology now.


The Alchemist returned then, with a somewhat larger pouch and a large crossbow hung heavily from her belt, he noted.


She took every core they had, all of them. He said nothing about the purchase, acting as if it was just every day that a transaction for the value of the village in which they sat traded hands, the vast majority of which came from that single yellow and orange core.


Thanking the Alchemist (probably) for her custom, he sat back a little taken aback.


"Taipan, is this why people make a living risking who the hell knows what heinous monsters out there? If you get lucky just once you sort of win for life?"


"That is part of it, Ulric." The dusky Elf agreed.


"For some though, it is for duty and love of kin. Many would be left naked against such creatures. The Hunters of Iriel donate the vast parts of their fortunes back to the coffers of the nation, keeping only the greater items of their careers to fund their lives. Some give it all away, content to live and strive against the wild, feeling never alive while in the safety of the tamed lands. I was never one to find comfort within the walls of a room." His Shadow answered, eloquently.


He wanted to confirm this next part even if it might hurt.


"So, you don't regret coming along with me on this little journey or getting stuck babysitting an ignorant Human that might get you killed?"


She replied instantly, "I am having the time of mine life right now Ulric. You are growing and I will grow with you. I feel that, if we survive, we will eventually walk every shore that Varda has to offer."


He felt a warmth that he'd never known before then, like a lamp lighting next to the thrum of his core.


That was nice.


            

    
        Chapter 115: Wrapping Up

    
    
    
    
                The rest of that day passed, more or less, in peace. Joldir and his partner, Seralin stopped by on several occasions to check in, ostensibly to openly spy on them.


They did nothing more nefarious than to slightly overcharge for scrimshaw, which, Joldir had to admit, were of a reasonable enough quality that he considered getting one for his somewhat obvious fellow guard to let her know her interests were returned. Other than that, they made for the near-perfect image of a nomadic tribesman fresh from the wilds hawking his goods under the watchful eye of a hired local scout. That the man was clearly using a blanket as a covering for his upper body, with most of his lower legs exposed to the brisk air, without indication that he felt the Wintery chill, only added to the veracity of their claims. Those northern tribes were said to be fairly robust against the colder climates that close to the Endless White, the sub-arctic tundra and coniferous wastes.


Ulric, for his part, did not actually mind the cold too much. His body had adjusted to the cooler air within half an hour and he was fairly radiating heat now. It was when he went indoors, and roasted, that he was going to be truly uncomfortable.


They sold out most all of their stock, by virtue of it being near the end of the long, five-month, Winter and some folks were running a little lean on supplies or just wanting to taste fresh game. The fur went quickly and Ulric decided to hold just a little back, enough to help line the cloaks they would need made. He had great respect for the toughness of the howling beast's fur, given that it had shed a massive amount of energy from Taipan's bow, Blinder, not quite deflecting arrows but making their penetration drastically reduced without a direct hit into the face of the dense pelt.


The bones went easily as well, having use in various ornaments, handles, and carvings for tools or weapons, needles, fish hooks, and the like; Taipan was not the only engraver of bone in the place.


The only things that remained were the uncarved teeth and claws, on account of Taipan wanted those to work on of an evening. She had begun to remember the enjoyment of a relaxed spell of peaceful artistry. Anything that destressed his Shadow was to the good, having her on a knife edge all of the time would be detrimental in the long term. And they were, for better and worse, in it together for the long term.


With the Twins about midway through their descent and shadows lengthening through the quaint village, Ulric and Taipan packed up their shelter-shop and made way towards the Tailor. The gruff horse thief of a craftsman gave a start when he saw Taipan, as well he should, and another when he saw the Lichtenburg scars tracing Ulric's own hide, since he'd decided to forego the blanket indoors. In this, his Shadow had been more than correct, if his scars suggested that some yokel should find something better to do than harass the strange folk then he was happy to wear them openly.


She went on to share with him one of the traditions of the Valin barbarian tribes, namely, ritual scarring. Mostly, it was a thing done by some of the more notoriously aggressive tribes and the more extensive the scrollwork on flesh, the greater was their standing in those lands. Ulric would have passed for a man with a fearsome reputation amongst those peoples. Of course, when one of their actual warlords found out someone was mocking their tribe's customs, that one would have ridden across the tundra with his entire clan at his back to skin them or, at the very least, test the one who made such a claim in their people's custom.


The tailor, likewise, was not aware of that, this being the back end of nowhere in the Elven Low lands forests, but he didn't want to insult paying customers any more than was necessary to part them from as much coin as possible. Especially when one was a Hunter from those notoriously surly Deep Woods cousins and the other had survived whatever did that to him. If he'd done it to himself, even more reason to avoid an offense, the man was barking.


What followed was a very matter of fact, efficient fitting, and a heavily accented declaration that he'd have the order filled in three days, the both of them being too tall to refit anything and requiring him to make to specification.


They settled on the price easily, at least from Ulric's perspective. Taipan led that charge and demonstrated, once again, that she could haggle a person down to their teeth and make them feel grateful for it.


Back outside, the reds and oranges and purples of sunset were starting to unfold.


"What do you think? Supper?" Ulric offered his Shadow.


She agreed readily and they strolled deliberately through the sleepy little village back to their inn. It was a picturesque place, with its stone foundations, its rough-cut timber walls, fogged glass windows, and clay-tiled roof. The rest of the village shared this theme, just writ smaller. The inn was the only three-storied structure to be found within the palisade wall and only a handful of particularly successful businesses boasted two stories.


The inside was as warm and cozy as he remembered from this morning. A clean smell, like dried cedar, filled his nostrils, accompanied by the savory scents drifting from the kitchens. He soaked it in, the lavish smells a reason for rejoicing after the walloping their olfactory senses had taken the previous day. It had been most of the last thirty hours but without being able to taste as fully as he should and to smell nearly not at all, even absent the musk's stench.


Shuffles of feet, the clink of mugs against the varnished hardwood table tops, and the omnipresent murmurs of hushed conversations filled the room. This was the "rush hour" for the inn, which doubled as a restaurant for the villagers. A hard day's work was rewarded with a cheap, rich meal, prepared by a practiced cook and a warm place to share that meal with their friends. It had the sort of vibe of a hole in the wall pub, Ulric's favorite places to go to find a drink, back before he'd gone completely off of people.


If a few more eyes followed them than the previous day he couldn't tell the difference. Certainly, nobody tried to bother either he or his travel mate at any point.


The custom of eating in silence did not transfer to these Elves, that must have been a particularity of the Deep Woods folk. These Lowlands forest peoples chatted happily, if quietly, amongst each other throughout the meal. They spoke with their hands, but not to the extent of those he'd observed in the fortress, who at times carried half the conversation, sometimes the important half, in sign and gesture. All told, it was a people watching haven was the inn's common room. Except for the trouble with the caravan guards, the Celestin were striking him as much more laid back, less intense, than their Iriel'en cousins.


When Ulric shared that observation with his partner, she agreed, noting "None of the other tribes of the Orlethrem are as driven to the militaristic traditions as those of Iriel. We are the final line in the forest, the Heartwood of Orlethrem. Our traditions reach back the farthest, back to the initial descent from the [Plateau of Ancients]. To preserve that which much not be tainted we must be harder than our neighbors." She said, without contempt for her cousins.


"They are soft because they are allowed to be. When needs arise they will show their mettle, though it will not be with the same depth as my own kin." Taipan concluded.


Fascinating. He was a little surprised that he'd been welcomed in Irielhos as he had been, given their reclusive habits and general disdain for Otherkin. None of that had been directed towards him, except from this dusky beauty herself, back before when she still laid her every personal grudge at his feet.


"Why was it that the only person in the entire fortress who hated Humans so blatantly was you Taipan?" He asked.


She only took a moment before answering, "You bought their tolerance by returning Heir Lumyt'seit to them. Had you merely stumbled into the Deep Wood forests and been met by a scout ranging about on patrol, had they not killed you immediately, they would have bundled you in a sack and dragged you to the border to hang from a tree. There you would stay, until someone cut you down before you died from thirst...Or not, but that would not have been the scout's problem." She said, seriously.


"And, when you met Father, you showed courage and did not flinch before him, which earned you some respect, especially when you were willing to trade barbs with him. Later still, my brother told of your acts in saving him from those who had him and against the [Golden Heckler Monkey] troop, which cemented in their minds that you were not of the cowardly ilk with whom they had been told comprised most of Prespang's Humans. When you actually took seriously your instruction, it settled things for most. The good word of the royal guardsmen went far towards the others accepting your presence, especially Idra, who said aloud that you were 'An ignorant youth but of a good sort, if we raise him correctly'."


That was a hell of a kindness then. Truly, he owed these people much. They'd sort of taken him under their wings, when they easily could have chosen to reject his presence on principle and history.


"And yourself?" He asked, willing to test those waters.


"All Humans looked like the ones who murdered my brother and it was only a matter of time before you showed your true colors, so that I could slay you. I thought it was Father's real intention, to place me close enough to keep watch on you and destroy you should you prove false." She said, admitting the not quite open secret between them.


Taipan's eyes narrowed, though not towards him, she must have come to a realization. Sure enough, she muttered "crafty old goat" before explaining herself.


"Which may actually have, in fact, been one of his primary purposes in the entire thing, aside from finally having reason to pull me from the front lines. Never think my Father Bald’rt simple, Ulric, even for how he carries on. While he does not care to give his attention to small niceties, he is entirely capable of casting a web of strategies to catch any who might mean harm and ensure their destruction. It is his purpose in life." The Huntress warned him.


It was not a bad thing, to be reminded that while Vedyr was openly threatening and clearly the one from whom his Shadow had inherited many of her mannerisms, it was her father, who was feared for his wrath. No pointy-eared Humans these and he would do well to keep it in mind, especially now that he had some of their scariest as the In-Laws.


Ulric gave his Shadow a thumbs up.


"Roger Taipan, this one hears and understands. I had my suspicions about there being wheels inside of wheels. Honestly, given that any one of about a score of your folk could pretty easily see to it I didn't live to see tomorrow, I never saw the point of worrying about it." He told her in return.


"I had no idea what I was getting myself into bringing Brighteyes home. In my stupid brain, I was just taking some lost rich kid home to see his parents. All the rest? Never saw it coming."


His Shadow patted his thigh comfortingly. "No one sees an Iriel'en coming, Ulric, especially not me. The good news is that you have lived through the experience, for now."


He finished his beer with a deep gulp and wondered how her trying to be nice could sound so close to a threat.


"Welp." Ulric slapped his thigh, "I think it's about time I take you upstairs and legal wife you, Taipan." He announced quietly.


Her grin was near enough as good a reward for her agreement as what followed. Okay, maybe not, but it was nice to get her to smile, that much was true. Taipan took his arm with hers and walked him up the stairs, leaning in close to whisper, "I think not Ulric; tonight, I am going to be legal husbanding you. Loudly."


*******************


Two more days they stayed in the village. Their supplies they were unable to restock, the village was itself awaiting the trade season, the end of Winter acted like a held breath on the Orlethrem. Come spring, its exhalation would bring dynamic life. Since they had no more goods of great value, the Alchemist having made away with their cores and the villagers having already picked through the items they wanted from the spoils of the monsters encountered on their way, which Ulric struggled to remind himself was only about a week and a half since they'd left Irielhos, they opened the shop in the mornings to sell Taipan's carved charms for modest sums. Their afternoons were free and they took the opportunity to roam the forests around Seinajok, mostly because his Shadow/Wife grew bored staying inside the walls of the village.


His Hunter counterpart despaired of ever teaching him to move without making noise but unbeknownst to her, what he was really doing was training his [Ceraunoperception] to pick up her signature as she navigated the woods. His sensitivity was increasing rapidly, the inputs across his skin starting to assemble into a more logical approximation of the environment. Certain parts of it, at least. If he closed his eyes, it was as if he saw a grainy static into which the edges of more conductive things had a dense white signature against the pixelated background. Something living, like his partner, stood out in a loud relief. Ulric liked to imagine this was rather similar to reading braille, but with all of you instead of just your finger.


When the spell's rank increased on the second afternoon, he was able to pick up a significantly better range, his brain adapting to the signals through exposure. Instead of his near point-blank five-meter range, he could now get a more or less precise feel for living things up to about twenty meters out. Not enough to have helped against the [Netting Monkeys], as he had dubbed them, nor the Ravager, but it would have served well against the [Bloodstarves] and any heads up that bullshit was inbound was most certainly to the good.


He still lacked the ability to resolve well any substances that had particularly poor conductivity. That dead vine trip wire would still have tripped him. He was starting to think it would require some sort of mental filtration, like, resolving those objects would require comparing them to the other objects he could pick up. It made his brain throb and he quickly abandoned that concept, it was simply too difficult. Better to improve the fidelity for what his spell was telling him than force it to do what it wasn't really designed to do. If he wanted true imaging, he'd have to refine this sense into some kind of pulsed radar. A sort of working theory for that was available to him but it would be a project for another time, when he could sit for a few weeks and hammer it out.


"Damnit Ulric, step with the ball of your foot and roll it down gently!" Taipan cursed at him, when an errant foot made frozen leaves crackle loudly.


She stomped over, deliberately loudly to mock his noise, and then, just as quickly walked away without a sound. He could sort of see the difference in what her feet were doing, and he might be able to do it if he went at a snail's pace. To do it as she did? At speed? Nope. He'd have to retrain his cerebellum, it was an entirely different gait, with a different balance.


"Sorry Taipan, but I'm not going to be able to do it in the near future, no matter how many times you show me." He admitted to her, not ashamed at all.


"It's not a matter of knowing what to do, it's a matter of getting my body to do it without my having to dedicate my entire attention to the operation. I can be quiet, and, effectively, blind. And friggin slow. Your body just does it now, mine is relearning to walk. It's enough that I am starting to get this whole using your fighting stances while moving normally thing down."


That had been a piece of advice from Idra'se, the master combat instructor for the Royal guards, Christ, Idra'se's young protégé and Ulric's sparring partner, and Taipan, a talented Hunter. Ulric had been trying, but it took concentration. Results came only gradually. The Swordmaster of Iriel had not been kidding around when he said Ulric had to relearn to walk.


Ahh, well, throw it on the pile, Ulric had balls in the air.


"Anyway, that's enough of your torture, Taipan. I have something to show you now!" Ulric announced proudly.


She lowered her brows at him, skepticism plainly embedded into her features.


"What now are you going to do to try to kill us both?" She asked.


The lady wouldn't let him live down that [Overcharged] [Stormfire] that had exploded next to them.


Waving his hands, he put her at ease.


"Nothing like that!" Ulric claimed eagerly wanting to show her the progress, "It's for detection purposes. I can find you by your electromagnetic signature, and sort of see without needing daylight, roughly. It only really works if there's a lot of water in the things that I'm trying to see though so I've got a few bugs to work out."


Ulric let the Ceraun in his core ramp up, increasing the power that he'd used up until then. He was starting to figure out that mana scaled aggressively, small quantities not precisely doing the same thing as large ones. His initial spells hadn't really cared about that, more was better. For the more complex things though, it was possible to overexert yourself magically, to produce an unintended effect. That was mostly how [Stormfire] had come into existence in the first place.


As such, he cast the [Ceraunoperception] and used the soft regular pulses as a benchmark. To his skin, the usual disturbing crawling pressure of sensory appeared. His Shadow, standing close to him, lit like a torch to his senses. Gently he increased the mana expenditure of the pulses, and, immediately, the crude image he was generating in his mind sharpened, edges becoming more distinct. He now had a rather precise outline of Taipan's figure, along with the nearby vegetation. The snow proved a somewhat confounding signature, a sort of washout effect that he had to tamp down, to mentally filter out, like ignoring the sound of a busy street as you listen to music.


With gradual increase in output, still nothing compared to his offensive spellwork, he extended his senses to envelope the area around them. He had to close his eyes to get a better feel for the wild array of information bleeding into his senses. There! He located what had to be rabbits burrowed deep beneath the snow.


Pointing to his four o'clock and low he announced, "Burrowed rabbit-like creatures, three of them, in a den about a meter below the surface of the ground."


Turning, he pointed upwards, towards the outer range of his perception, "And right there, a nest of those bastard squirrel things. Two, with a litter of three kits."


The benefit of this spell is that it wasn't blocked by objects that it didn't pick up, they just remained invisible. He could see through walls. And clothes. Hidden weapons, hidden limbs, anything like that, it couldn't hide from his magical electro perception. He was like an electric eel. This close, he could see the beat of Taipan's heart, the regular pulsing of bioelectric signals operating that muscle pump.


"Hoooly shiiit. You wouldn't believe how weird this is Taipan. It's like being blind and finding out you just had to take off the black goggles." He said, excitement loud in his voice.


"That is wonderful Ulric," Taipan congratulated, giving him a firm pat on the shoulder, "but, whatever you are doing, it is making my skin crawl so, please, stop it."


Eh? He looked over at the soft Persian skin of his Shadow and saw the raised gooseflesh along the entire length of her exposed flesh. Hairless, he might add, Elves didn’t grow hair other than on their heads and, once old enough, their faces.


"Oh. Oh! You mean you can feel it?" He asked, oblivious in his enthusiasm.


"My skin is like being covered in ants, Ulric, yes, I can feel it."


Probably excess charge causing a static build-up. Maybe he could just increase the frequency of the pulses and drop the amplitude, sort of build the image through its repetition. Hmm…slower resolution, it would take more pulses to generate the same level of input, but each would be less demanding on him and maybe wouldn't be as obvious. If someone knew what he was doing, a cloud of steam or vapor would, very effectively, blind this ability, at least temporarily. There might be ways to spoof it too, against someone who could use Ceraun to pulse as he was, that would be really loud to this sense. Even so, let's try.


Ulric made the adjustment, reducing the strength of the pulses. Immediately the somewhat crisp outlines of leaves, branches, water laden roots dimmed and his Shadow's outline blurred. He concentrated on increasing how rapidly his core pulsed and the image began to resharpen.


Fuck this is cool, Ulric told himself. Magic is so much godsbedamned cheating.


"How now, Taipan?" He checked, looking at her.


The gooseflesh was gone, yes, good.


"It is better now. There is…almost a vague itch, but I would not notice it were I not looking for such things."


"NAILED IT!!" Ulric yelled, before grabbing up his partner and whirling her around, ignoring the squawk she released.


"Ah! Put me down! You are a gifted wizardling, I get it, now stop swinging me around." She complained but not harshly.


Since she had declared his greatness aloud, he deigned to replace her upon the ground.


Grinning, Ulric summoned his status, the first time he had done so in a long while. It had undergone some fairly crucial changes, though most were subtle in their effects.


[Status]
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His dexterity at a baseline had increased, the mark of months of dedicated practice in the Elven footwork and in sparring with his betters. It was his classes though that were proving more interesting.


He hadn’t known when, probably in the middle of one of the more intense struggles in recent history, but his classes had changed slightly. He had a trait from his Elementalist class that explained much about why his magic was being all kinds of fucky and he had a feeling that he knew why the scars had shimmered while he was Raging, and how he’d taken comparatively little damage for how many opponents he’d faced in the common room brawl. Synergism was passively boosting his mana’s tendency to interact optimally in its different forms. That mostly explained the odd arcing chains between those [Wind Blades] and the fact that the [Overcharged], but thoroughly Ceraun contaminated [Flame Crash] hadn’t just poofed into randomly ionized static but had produced an exceedingly potent new spellform.


His magic was starting to compensate for his core’s evolution. At last. It would help greatly until he could master his core’s innate Ceraunic nature, at least the interactions of mana would be, mostly, bent towards a favorable outcome. An Akashic helping hand, that was.


[Surge] was different, this was an active ability, the first he’d gotten since [Battle Rhythm]. He could concentrate and effectively burn his core’s reserves of mana to heighten his body’s physical parameters. So, sort of a magical adrenaline, on top of the natural juice. He’d have to be careful with that, he could imagine very quickly beating the shit out of his own neuromuscular systems and muscle attachments with such an ability. Especially if it happened when he wasn’t in control of himself, like earlier.


That might be a little spooky.


It was gratifying to see how his spell list was coming along. He’d accumulated a pretty diverse repertoire, and now had a sensory type spell to go along with his offensive and defensive spellforms. Instructor Gother, damn his dry bones, was a Wizard in truth. Ulric had grown much under that aged Elf’s tutelage. But enough gloating.


Now, it was passed time to be continuing the journey. They returned to the village, it not quite being noon, determined to be on their way. Trachn’ir was not so far away, but they’d not reach it in time to get through the checkpoint at the gate before nightfall, even in this season. Taipan estimated that, even now, there would be enough traffic through the Southern trade hub of Celestin to warrant approaching in the morning hours. Late arrivals would draw attention and they’d already done too much of that.


Joldir, the canny guardsman who had kept to his word and held them under watch since they'd entered the village, stood at the same gate, alongside his partner Seralin, who, Ulric noted, wore the charm her senior had purchased from Taipan the day before.


"Go now in peace, Trader, and I wish you luck. Perhaps do not stray too deep into the wilds lest you be covered anew in foul stink." Joked the guard.


Ulric inclined his head, "My thanks for your advice, Guardsman, and for the hospitality of your village. I do not regret this detour." He returned politely.


It had been a fun little stay, after all was said and done. He and Taipan were dressed in their newly completed traveling gear, more akin to the common wear of the village locals, at Ulric's insistence.


Taipan had chosen not to indulge in the local fashion of adopting a kilt though, preferring her closer fitting pants, the spoilsport.


Their overcoats though were lined with the fur of the creature that had sent them to this out of the way little village and proved every bit up to the challenge of shedding the Winter's fading bite.


Waving, the pair departed the village and made way at a steady if somewhat sedate pace.


Seralin turned to her partner, "There will be no peace where those two are concerned, will there." She stated, more than asked.


Joldir met her eyes and nodded once. "None. They carry anarchy in their pockets. They are fine enough folk, but I am glad that they leave before any more of their fate finds them here." He uttered with relief.


            

    
        Chapter 116: Those That Hunt Tigers

    
    
    
    
                
With the falling Twins on their left, they headed along the wider ways, true roads these, which were made to handle wagon, carriage, or other traffic of considerable width. It was easy going and, soon after leaving the walls of their stopover behind, Taipan opened up her gait to bring them to a swift run.


Ulric soon was grateful for the lightening of his pack. It would seem that his comrade was, contrary to her earlier opinion, determined to reach the trade hub. Soon, a small river began to parallel their track, its frozen width ribboning softly back and forth between the low rises of the terrain. As they'd come North, Ulric had noted a distinct softening of the land. Gone were the abrupt bluffs, the sudden hills and steep drops. Even the pronounced rolling that had been typical of the Northern Iriel'en territory was gone, replaced by the gentle ripples of earthen rises.


As his breaths made a metronome, evenly in, held a moment, evenly out, in tune with his steady heartbeats and with the strong tread of his legs, the distant suns colored the skies with impending evening. A later evening than the one before, Ulric noted. Days had begun lengthening several weeks ago. If a festival marked the event, nobody in Iriel had made the time in their preparations for eventual war to celebrate.


They were following a wide, swinging turn in the road around a particularly dense stand of obviously coppiced trees, a lumber farm, the river having diverged to the other side of this slight rise. Just as they came to the gradual peak of this climb, Taipan's stride began to slow. He came abreast of her and let his softly burning thighs and calves finally find a chance to rest. They'd come far more than half the way from Seinajok to Trachn'ir, they had to have.


The Elf woman by his side confirmed that shortly, declaring "We are a stone's throw from the city now. As easy a run as could be hoped, Ulric."


He wasn't sure he'd call that easy. Doable. Not easy. Best not to countermand her over semantics though, especially not when it made him seem like a wussy.


"Whatever you say, Taipan. Here I was wondering if you'd go all the way to the walls before the suns fell. Are we getting camp set up?" He asked.


She smiled then, and it wasn't the fun sort.


"No, Ulric, we are going to lay an ambush for the ones who followed us from Seinajok." She stated with distinct eagerness.


Huh?


"Uhhhm, we were followed?" Ulric asked.


He hadn't noticed anything. Damnit. This was not a piece of news he welcomed.


"Indeed. I set the pace that I did because it allowed us to get well ahead of our would-be pursuers. They will be another quarter Round of the Twins in getting here. Plenty of time for us to have a welcome ready for them. It is almost certainly the caravan guards we encountered earlier, come to relieve the world of their thoughtless waste of air." She told him with unsettling casualness.


Taipan was gone full Taipan, he realized.


Ulric found the proximity to the city more than a little jarring for such a thing.


"Won't they be taking a great risk to attempt whatever they had planned so close to the settlement?"


She led him away from the wide trade road, gesturing to the negative.


"Not really. In all likelihood they have friends and allies within the city. Some of those might even already know what they intend, message birds sent ahead to establish a cover story and, perhaps, a meeting place to share the spoils. There are fewer guards out these days, most of the actual warriors will have been called to muster for the imminent Spring's hostilities. The jackals will be in full force to take advantage."


Ulric found himself reminded again of the harshness of Varda and of the openness of its peoples to conflict. So be it.


"What do you have in mind?" He asked, preparing himself mentally for what was coming.


"I think a pincer maneuver will work well. You from the front and right side of the road. I believe that they will expect to have, somehow, missed us on the road, unless one of them tracks better than I would expect from caravan guard dregs." She stated, eyes scanning the terrain, cataloging it for use.


"There is a very small dip in the road which will allow you to hide from their sight as they come up this grade. I will take a firing position in that tree, fifty meters back along our trail; it offers a beautiful angle on them at this point and they will have no cover." Taipan plotted.


"I will open the ambush by shooting into their rear, turning them and raising panic. You will then hit them with whatever spellwork is most devastating. I would recommend those sharp blades of air, they are fast, nearly invisible, silent, and you appear to be able to guide them, to some extent. Send as many of those as you may simultaneously, I noted about a dozen when you tore yourself free of the [Dropper Ape] trap." She outlined calmly.


Ulric thought it over. She'd probably be able to put five or six arrows into their enemies within a few seconds. If he was preloading those [Wind Blades], he thought he could get upwards of fifteen ready to go for a simultaneous casting. He'd be something like forty or fifty meters away, right around the optimal range for the spell to gain velocity enough to be fantastically lethal. After that, the spelled Caelum started to break apart, becoming brittle on impact, losing some of its punch.


Damn. It'd be like shooting fish in a barrel. Here I go killing again, he thought.


"Is there any reason you'd like an intact corpse?" He checked.


If she didn't need a body left over, he'd follow the Caelum blitz with [Stormfire], it would be fairly violent if allowed to travel so far before impacting.


"No." She declined, "If you can wipe them out before they recover from the initial volley do so. We are not interested in what they carry, only that they do not survive to trouble us further."


Cold as a mountain stream was his Shadow. Oh well, stupid is as stupid does and following an Iriel'en into the forests with notions of causing trouble was right up there.


"Gotcha. Make sure you keep well away then, love, I'm going to turn them into a memory on baked clay." Ulric confirmed.


Wait, wasn't he going to do something with those little arcs that seemed to want to jump between the [Wind Blades] earlier? No, no, calm down Wizard boy, he warned himself. Little did he know.


Keep it simple, this is serious. You can practice later; I dunno, on squirrels or something he promised himself.


Taipan nodded her agreement. Just as she turned, he took her arm and pulled her in to kiss her about as thoroughly as he knew how. You never knew.


The harshness in her eyes left for a moment when he released her. She put a hand to his cheek for a moment. Then all was death and dying again and her mana erupted, grasping liquid darkness that wrapped shadows around her causing her to vanish into an almost impossibly difficult to track form.


Sonofabitch, his wife was a spooky lady when she wanted to be.


Okay, Ulric, game face. He felt the stabilizing force of [Warrior's Instinct] settle over him, bringing a measure of calm, despite the creep of adrenal release into his system as he set himself into the small depression that his Shadow swore would hide him from their sight. She was the expert, so he lay flat keeping his face from peeking over the edge.


They waited a little closer to a half Rounding of the Twins and the reason why became obvious. Dudes were struggling. They had, all eight of them, tried for a while, it seemed, to keep pace with him and Taipan, pulling a small cart behind them. Big mistake. She could run forever and he was grown used to trying to keep up with the Iriel'en royal guard, he mostly failed, mind, but he tried, so his conditioning was top notch. These caravan guards had the appearance of not much more than thugs who had lucked into an easy gig. The poor sods. They didn't know it, but he was about to do them a favor. It was probably three months before they got torn limb from limb or eaten alive by one of the migrating beasts that were now roaming the lands freely.


There. It was the guy he'd kicked, wasting the time of the innkeeper to heal him. Wasting a second chance at life. Ulric sort of took that personally. He started weaving the mana cleansing that would restore some measure of his mana to an unrefined state that he could impress the essence of air and sky into it, Caelum, and then to ready the mental forms that would craft fifteen blades about the size of a butcher's knife traveling at about thirty meters per second. It'd be mostly painless. The [Stormfire] that came after, perhaps less so.


He heard Taipan's opening salvo by the pained yells, some cut off in that way that indicated the owner of the voice would not be saying much ever again. Ulric rose from his concealment to see the backs of five of the caravan guards. Three were on the ground, two of them very still, one dragging himself towards the side of the road.


Regret tinged his mind, somewhere around the edges of what he was about to do. He hardened himself with the thought of what these people would have done to him and his wife had the situation been reversed.


Hate flared.


Yeah, that helped. Anger and the song of the Lord Instinct pushed the mana faster, poured it into the spellform. The combination of calm mind guiding a seething malice purred to his core to add a little something he hadn't initially intended, and he felt the spell sort of twist, almost as if it snapped into the form it was supposed to have had in the first place. Elementalist helped to refine the weave of magic and his own will guided the roiling Caelum blades, towards a unity of purpose, binding them in threads of Ceraun to a central blade.


[Wind Blade]x12***OVERRIDE***[Galvanic Mistral]


*PING*


Ulric discarded the box to watch the evolved form of his basic spell. The original fifteen he'd planned had instead warped into something like twelve scythes tied by thin threads of crackling lightning. They swirled and rotated around a central blade that leapt forwards like a rifle shot. Ulric was coldly observing a common theme to the imbuement of his old elemental spells with his new Ceraunic core. They all of them gained an order of magnitude in their velocity. And, as Ulric saw the working unleash its fury on the turned Elves, in their violence.


The [Stormfire] he'd planned was quite unnecessary. Where before had been people, desperate, wrong minded, perhaps evil, but people none the less, there was now meat scattered in a rough oval about twelve meters in diameter. Like some kind of fucked up jigsaw puzzle that still bled into the snow-covered road. The pull cart was kindling.


He felt a little sick. This was a touch different than the kidnappers who'd hurt a child. It was also different than the duel with the Lordling who tried to usurp his position. It was certainly different than the enemy wizard who'd burned him. As for the asshole that had grabbed Taipan, he wasn't even really totally trying for that one. But this here, no, this was plain old-fashioned pre-meditated murder. Justifiable maybe. But definitely a whole bag of murder down there.


Idly, he looked at his status and noted that the experience had ticked up by another Two hundred forty. So. Six lives were worth about forty points apiece to the reckoning of the world. Nice that it had put such a round number to it.


Get your shit together Ulric, this is Varda he scolded himself harshly. Those fucks were gonna slit your throat and laugh it up with their buddies at the pub later. Who the fuck knows what they'd have done to Taipan. Oh, wait, die when she got hold of them, that's what, never mind.


He sort of almost saw the cloaked form of Taipan leap from her perch some fifteen meters up, roll, and come up running to rejoin his side, flickering ribbons of shadow falling from her as she released the skill. That was purely neat as hell, he thought distantly.


He called up the box that he'd dismissed earlier.
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Yeah, he thought. That's about what he'd figured, and then some. Interesting that it used dexterity instead of will, the first time that had happened. Probably because the ability to control the rate of that rotation was related to how well he controlled his mana and that was a dexterity related thing. Simple. Elegant. Awful. Just like all good weapons.


Taipan saw his expression and remained silent. She probably knew him well enough to speak his thoughts back to him but chose not to. He stayed silent for a minute, letting the natural gusts of air stir snow and dead limbs as he watched. There was a difference between killing monsters and killing people. There probably shouldn't have been so much, all lives were, ultimately, as valid as each other. That is to say, the universe didn't give a shit about any of them. But it was hard to not feel anything, even though the nagging animal that occupied residence in his hindbrain was just now settling down to a pleased sleep. Yeah, yeah, yeah, instincts are one thing, this was deliberate.


"It does have to be this way sometimes, doesn't it?" He implored.


Her hand found its way into his and squeezed.


"It does, Ulric Glade Chief. To master your destiny is to remove those who would end it." She confirmed.


Well. Alright then. He released a breath he didn't realize he'd held. So be it, he repeated to himself.


"Let's go, Taipan. I'm fine now, it takes some getting used to is all." He told her, forcing himself to be firm, even though he wasn't fine.


Not yet. A distant voice chimed in with forced cheerfulness, “Getting there though.” Gods help him, it did get easier.


She led on away from the site where eight of her distant kin made the mistake of underestimating her and her Honor. It had been a fearsome sight, he'd risen and a swarm of swallows made of air and lightning had flown almost too quickly to follow, tearing through the bodies of the unprepared would-be ambushers with incredible fury. It reminded her of watching a flock of the sparrow birds flit here and there after mosquitos diving and whirling.


Sometimes her Honor managed to show flickers of his real potential. It was exciting. And terrifying. If she cultivated him well, he would grow into his strength. If she failed, he would cripple himself, limiting his own growth out of fear. Taipan refused to allow it. She'd chosen him for that peculiar blend of sometimes incredible gentleness, and, sometimes, insane violence. Both had to be tended and the challenge was part of the fun; her wonderful monster of a husband was going to grow up quickly. The [Plateau of Ancients] deserved nothing less from its guardian.


As they drifted to a spot around the bend, some easy walking distance to the frozen river but far enough from its banks to be hidden amongst the trees, off of the road, Ulric busied himself with camp tasks. Chopping a night's firewood, breaking a hole in the ice to carry water, making a small [Stone Wall] firepit in which to build their conservative campfire, the usual. The familiarity helped to square away his mind which refused to stop turning over the sudden transition from peace to war that had presented itself this day.


As he pondered, he came to the slow realization that his Shadow had little to no buffer between these two states. In fact, in a way, he had to consider that there might not actually BE two different states in her mind. She'd strolled along for their run in much the same fashion as she had at every point since they'd started, it was only him that hadn't caught on. The more that circled around in his brain as he watched the easy movements of her attendance to their dinner, the more it made sense. There was no difference. She was on a hair trigger always, was ready for battle always. It was his mistake to not have internalized the reality that they were in danger, at essentially all times.


Ulric would have thought that getting the shit burned out of you in an ambush would teach you a little something but he was, evidently, slow on the uptake.


He stirred some coals and watched the sparks scatter, little cinders climbing to fade away.


It was an apt metaphor for living in general. A brilliant burn of intensity that, naturally, was bound to fade quickly. Especially when they threw themselves into a situation that they did not understand nor appreciate.


"Why would they have come after us, knowing that you are Iriel'en?" Ulric asked suddenly.


He needed it to make sense. It was stupid. It was the height of ignorance. He'd been around for less than a Vardan year and he already had learned enough to know that chasing a Hunter into the forest was just not going to end well for you. But no fewer than eight of these Elves, who should have known better, had done so.


"Me, I understand that. What's a Human youngling, after all, against all eight of them armed? Forget about the fact that they'd just gotten their asses handed to them by said Human, they clearly had the advantage if you discount magic. But to come after you? Their Deep Woods cousin? What would drive them to that sort of foolishness?" he continued.


Taipan poked the fire herself, and watched a moment, gathering her thoughts.


"It is a fair question Ulric, and I have thought about it some. The short answer is that I do not know." She admitted, sending short locks bouncing back and forth as she tossed her head.


"You are right, they should have had greater wisdom than to pursue a vendetta into the wilds. In the city before us? That I could have seen. But to so overtly attempt to trail an Iriel'en Hunter? And they themselves, barely seeing sixty years with no combat classes to speak of? It is beyond foolish." She determined.


Ulric chewed his cheek while he turned it over, his fingers absently snapping against his leg. No reason. No reason of their own maybe. But, possibly, a reason given to them, an opportunity to make it big, something worth the risk.


He looked to the crouched Elf, her high boots tucked under her thighs and her fingers trailing through her hair, "What are the odds they were looking for us specifically?"


Her finger stopped its idle roaming and slid across her throat, "Then they are the dumbest Elves in Orlethrem and we have done my peoples a great service in ridding the lands of them. I am not so very old Ulric, by the reckoning of my kin, but I am known, and not for my kindness. If they came into the forest after us in full knowledge of who I am, to say nothing of who you are, [Forest Lord]'s Bane, they would have brought thrice the number, expecting to lose half."


That sort of checked out. Taipan's classes and level indicated the degree to which she'd essentially lived for being a dagger in the night against the men and beasts that might threaten Iriel. They hadn't brought nearly enough to deal with even just her.


Hmm…He hummed aloud. This situation stank more than the [Shrieking Ravager]'s musk.


Okay, so probably not looking for us, not specifically. But for travelers in general?


"Think we should go check the bodies for some clue what might have spurred them on? It seems a little far-fetched they came on so hard for a simple bar fight, even if their buddy did cash it in during it. What I know of you people, basically everybody would have said that he had it coming and moved on." Ulric offered.


"It seems a fair plan, and costs us little time." Taipan agreed a little too readily.


"You were going to do it anyway, weren't you?" He checked.


She nodded, "It seemed better to bring you away to set up camp, you were too disturbed at the moment." She confirmed.


"You have collected yourself then?" this she delivered with a slight raise of eyebrow, suggesting that he should have.


Ulric sighed and gave the hand sign for "All is well", before answering, "It had to be done, they accepted dying when they chose to be there, and leaving enemies behind you is no way to see a great many sunrises." He said, reporting what he had learned.


Glittering teeth, pearly white and slightly sharp canines, were displayed in Taipan's smile.


"Good, then you are paying attention after all." The Huntress praised.


They let the matter lie for the rest of the evening, enjoying the silence and the proximity of their company and retired to their bedrolls early to rest.


Ulric spent the first watch with his [Ceraunoperception] up, watching the distant motions of small animals and birds, as they went about their nocturnal business. Late into the night he roused his partner for her turn and laid down in his blankets. The wonder of it was how easily Ulric slept.


A loud, cracking yawn, heralded the day for the Reforged man. A light scratch of the scalp and its lengthening hair, and some other places, preceded his rise to begin the day.


He left the shelter, noting that there was just enough light to see, predawn coming rapidly to true daylight. The moon, larger than its Earthen counterpart, was in a thin crescent phase and had nearly fallen, sitting huge and bright on the horizon. The accompanying moons of the trio were in their umbral phase, invisible against the coming day. While his breath fogged in the morning air he had to consider again that this world was a gift, its natural beauty a thing to be treasured for as long as he could manage.


To appreciate it longer meant he had to stay alive and, currently, staying alive meant figuring out what would motivate a group of caravan guards wintering in a sleepy little nothing of a village to follow a trader and his guide out into the forest to murder them.


Taipan had already rekindled a low fire and had even prepared a treat in the form of fresh camp bread in a small Dutch oven, one of the few metal items in either of their kits. It was easily the heaviest single item in the Elf's pack. He saw why she carried it when she wrapped dried rations in dough and produced a sort of stuffed bun that was incredibly good for how bland travel rations tended to be. She didn't bake often, preferring to conserve their supplies but they were soon to be able to restock and wanted the benefit of a hearty breakfast.


Ulric wasn't sure the wisdom of that when they were about to go review what had to be an absolutely grisly scene of carnage but trusted her judgment. He'd been shoulders deep in gore aplenty since he'd come to this world, what was a little more?


He refilled their water bags and topped off their canteens while his Shadow assembled the meal. The water hole was already frozen back over, though not as thickly, and his knife made short work of it. Fresh clean water, straight out of the river. That would have been unthinkable in his old world, a death sentence.


Upon his return, they completed their silent meal and readied to move.


Packs hoisted, the pair retraced their steps to find the disassembled caravan guards where they'd been summarily MDK'd.


Ulric grimaced. Yep. That was about what he remembered. Unlike many of his spells, which used fire or electricity, or even high-pressure water, the wounds made by the Caelum blades did not cauterize. They bled quite freely and the result down there was basically a crowd-sourced people soup, frozen into the snow.


He followed in his Shadow's wake, taking note of the surroundings that had made for such a wonderful ambush from their perspective. It would be a good idea to note when he himself was walking through such a place, to not find himself on the receiving end of a similar setup.


Taipan started reviewing the bodies and one thing became immediately clear. These were not the same men as from the common room, except for the one guy who'd gotten killed by Ulric twice.


"Okay, well that's odd." Ulric stated the obvious, which made his partner roll her eyes.


He smiled a little, needing the humor in the face of this. He knew it aggravated her when he narrated things that did not need to be said aloud.


"You recognize any of these mooks?" He asked.


"Mooks? Ulric you are making up words again." the investigating Elf informed him.


"A stooge, a tool, a moronic and expendable individual of ill repute useful only for fodder and following one-word directions." Ulric explained.


His Shadow nodded appreciatively, "That is a good word, Ulric. This world you lived in, I must admit they have a way of describing things with such elegance."


"But no," the crouching woman continued, poking through pockets, and inspecting soiled gear, "I do not recognize any of these, except for the twice killed mook over there."


Ulric grinned at her immediate incorporation of the word.


His grey eyes moved slowly over the scene, cataloging details, though he had not the experience as his partner.


There was one thing he found a little odd.


"Is there a reason they're all dressed exactly the same, with exactly the same gear?" He asked.


Taipan looked up from the corpse she'd been inspecting, eyes appreciative.


"You noticed that then, did you? Impressive Glade Chief." She praised, before ruining it, "Since you are proving useful, go through these and see if anything strikes you as inordinate." tossing him a couple of pouches she'd collected from the bodies.


He caught them easily but regretted it: they were not quite dry.


It was nice to be relied on, but volunteering earned you work. It reminded him of his mandatory service days, an unfortunate year and a half.


"Aye, aye, Captain!" He saluted, bloodied hand to his forehead, before pouring the contents upon the ground and poring over them.


Every minute or so, another pouch would sail through the air to land beside him. Before too long, he had a pretty wide assortment of items, mostly surprisingly free of the remains of their owners. Made sense, you didn't want your valuables getting wet, so water, and blood, resistant pouches were a smart move.


Ulric, indulged in his obsessive compulsiveness for a minute, and thus shortly had organized each of the contents in a grid, rows headed by a pouch and columns associated with each row, the different types of objects. Coins in one column, kept to their respective departed owner's row, as who had how much might be useful evidence, tools in another column, documents in another, etc.


Soon, he had everything laid out before him. He had not much clue what any of it meant.


Taipan sidled over examining the array of items. Recognizing the system he had in place, she placed belt knives with their owner's rows in a new column. Added into this, she laid two new documents.


Ulric couldn't read, not well enough to trust himself with this, and cursed himself mentally again for not finding time to correct that deficiency. He had improved to some measure of word salad comprehension, but he didn't want to risk a mistake when it might cost them finding out what the hell was going on here.


Alright, two things stood out immediately. First, Double Kill, was sort of well-heeled. Between the coins on his person and the rather ornate engraving work on his knife, which Elves loosely used as identification, he seemed disproportionately well off compared to the rest. Secondly, none of these men had packed for a stay in the wild. No tinder, no strikers to make sparks, no waterbags or shelter of any kind.


"What the fuck?" Ulric said aloud, earning a grunt of agreement from Taipan.


"Did they plan on sleeping in a huddle in the snow?" He asked sarcastically.


"More likely that they either have an alternative route into the city, which avoids the gates and guards, or that they have a hideout nearby, off the road. Celestin tend to be more agricultural and husbandry-oriented than my own people, and do not tend their forests as assiduously as the Iriel'en, Ulric. A small shack could go unremarked for years." She stated.


Tapping her lips in thought she wondered aloud, "But if they had a place to hide in the forest, they would have set a lookout and been ahead of us, not behind. No, they had a way into the city that would not raise alarm after the gates close."


That seemed sound logic to him.


"Alright, so they had friends in the city. They all dress exactly the same, like caravan guards in uniforms. One of them has a Sil Drake while the rest trade in Eld Knights. They are all youngish Celestin, of sort of similar appearance, probably from the same place. None of them have the sense to leave Iriel'en Hunters in the forest alone and wait until they are more easily caught in a township." Ulric summarized the knowns up to now.


"Those documents say anything interesting? Is there any chance they only meant to harass us rather than kill us?" He checked, hoping that would not end up the case.


It was much easier to live with killing somebody who meant the same for you. It went without saying that they'd have been forfeiting their lives just for accosting somebody in the wilds, the rules for that kind of behavior were clear amongst the Elves of Iriel and what he knew of the other clans didn't far differ in that respect.


Taipan had unrolled one of the documents, a small thing in Double Kill's pouch, and read briefly aloud, "Share the Valin animal's things amongst you, bring the Iriel'en to the usual place, alive. Same price as before."


His hands were gripped into fists, shaking slightly. Well. That took care of that.


Laying that one aside, she opened the one that had been in the coat pocket of one of the others. It was blood-soaked and Taipan took more time trying to make out the message.


She shook her head, "It is near to ruined Ulric but I believe it goes, 'Bring live catch crew, new meat, Seinajok, heads down."


Ulric frowned. Double fuck you people. What was going on here?


"What is going on here?" He asked his more experienced companion.


Taipan rose, scrubbing the drying blood onto her sturdy, once spotless, trousers. The first of many such stains, if Ulric had to guess.


"It would seem that there is some sort of criminal organization in the business of capturing traveling Elven women. They spring up, occasionally. Mostly they are eventually determined to be operating through contacts in Prosper to acquire new Aes'r slaves."


Taipan glossed over that little bit of terribleness with some degree of familiarity. Ulric unclenched his teeth, it wasn't like this was an unheard-of practice. That it was dead in his own world was not a consolation, people had enslaved people, using various names for it, for a solid chunk of their history.


"Fair enough. So, what? We bring this stuff to the guards in Trachn'ir, right? They gotta know about this horseshit; if I'm hearing you right, that letter said 'a catch crew' not 'the catch crew' so there are more of these assholes out there grabbing travelers." Ulric guessed.


Her lips pursed as she assessed the situation. Eventually, her emerald eyes met his and he saw the hardness in them.


"No. No, I think not." Taipan whispered, her tone promising evil.


"We are the exact sort of travelers these conniving [Rot Weevils] thrive on. Small in number, nameless, out of season, and easy to miss. If they are active so far South, then it is almost certain that we will encounter them farther to the North, perhaps even on the road out from Trachn'ir. This problem must be addressed now, before we walk into a trap organized from farther out than I can see." Taipan asserted.


"Whoever leads this troupe was probably based in Trachn'ir, judging by how quickly they were able to send and receive word. We were only stopped three days in Seinajok but they got word there and back to Trachn'ir and also deployed this 'catch crew' to the village. They cannot have been based elsewhere and have been timely enough to attempt this." She reasoned.


"That checks out." Ulric agreed with her assessment, rubbing the stubble growing in on his chin.


"So why not the city guards or whoever polices this area?" He asked.


"Because such as these operate out of places where they feel safest and most guardsmen have gifts to ensure the honesty of those nearby, or at least, become suspicious around duplicitous behaviors. These bastards probably have contacts in the city that will warn them of a break in their security. That they would even still carry these documents is a measure of how easy they've had it, they should have burned such messages immediately, were their brains not rotted rope." detailed the Elf, punctuated by spitting on one of the bisected corpses.


And, yet again, his Shadow proved that she was a seasoned hunter of thinking peoples, in addition to the beasts.


Ulric thought it over, feeling the rising of the Twins on his face. Contacts within the guards. An information network that transmitted orders fairly decisively and had resources to hide themselves in plain sight. These would easily have been mistaken for caravaneers, albeit a little hasty in their departure. That meant that these men would shortly be missed which would spook their handlers, perhaps even so much as to tie up loose ends and disappear.


"We're on the clock then, Taipan, if you have in mind, what I'm thinking you have in mind." Ulric told her.


He was pretty sure his lover was planning to track down the organizer of these goons and show him what his guts looked like.


"We are, Ulric. I estimate that they would be expected to have murdered you, grabbed me, hidden their losses, and reported their success within two rises of the Twins. Then we have that much time to teach them how deep the Deep Wood really goes." Taipan, gestured, cutting with her hand.


Attacked by monsters. A common room brawl. Waylaid by traffickers of people. So, this is what adventures were all about.


            

    
        Chapter 117: Covering Tracks

    
    
    
    
                The gate guards of the Southern Celestin trade hub Trachn'ir were so bland Ulric would never be able to place them in a crowd.  Their faces were neutral.  Their voices were neutral.  They had the same amount of personality as the sodden mud beneath his boots.  Even their fair, Elfin features, normally striking enough to catch his attention, even after all this time with the Aes'r, were unable to make these lightly armored and professionally bored men interesting.  


Speaking of mud, a steady flow of traffic into and out of this trade hub of the Lowland forest Elves had beaten the ground for a solid hundred meters leading up to the city's incredibly sturdy tree trunk walls, woven with living limbs like a fuck off huge hedge that would make a lumberjack sweat to contemplate penetrating, into a cloying paste that defied attempts to keep it from weighing one's boots.  So much traffic there was that it did not manage to clear the entryway procedures before another set of travelers made their way to the same entrance he and Taipan now stood beside.  They had arrived at the gate to find that there was a small line of peopledom outside.  A queue!  The first he'd seen in this world.  It gave him flashbacks of grocery stores. 


Ulric was relieved to see that he was not the only Human in the line.  There were two others and a cat featured Beastkin as well, a novelty for Ulric.  Brighteyes had told him that the Beastkin came in a somewhat wide variety but he'd thus far only met the one, a wolf-headed giant who was somewhat intent on harpooning him.  Ulric had stopped the dick head's heart with a lightning pulse across his meridians after blinding him with steam and still almost ended up skewered.  It was a good lesson on how magic was an incredibly unfair advantage against an enemy that could not wield the aether as Ulric did.


All of the individuals in the line were outfitted for long travel.  Great packs, heavily laden.  Cookwear strapped to the sides, bedrolls underneath, and many had a small pull cart to boot.  Near the front of the line was even a full-sized wagon, pulled by some rather burly oxen, horns sheared off or who knows how widely they'd have spread. 


Leaning over to his pixy-cut Shadow, Ulric asked in a hushed whisper, "Why don't more people travel with such wagons?  I have seen none since I came to this world."


Taipan glanced at him in surprise for a moment before answering, "Because you have been in the Deep Wood Ulric, the forests where there are few roads wide enough to accommodate such beasts or their burdens.  Besides, they are slow, they require attention and care, and they attract predators in the depths of the forests.  You would never get one of those things alive to Irielhos." Divulged the tall beauty with total certainty.


He let that sink in a bit.  It made some amount of sense.  He and Taipan had averaged some sixty to eighty kilometers a day on their trek.  That was a ridiculous pace according to his conceptions but, quite simply, the people of this world were just stronger than in his old one.  They were naturally heartier, more robust.  Even the purely average Joes and Janes would be considered definitely athletic to the standards of his prior life. 


Absent the convenience of mechanized conveyance, it sort of made sense that individual, non-commercial travel would be optimal on foot then.  Those pull carts with their two by three-meter beds and the great round wheels would have pulled nearly everything Ulric had ever had need of, with the exception of the lumber they'd loaded from his glade.  As it was, a few Elves and a man pushing in concert had made incredible time.  Granted, some degree of desperation had driven them, but still!


And he'd never even considered the fact that a lethargic herbivore would amount to little more than bait for the vicious creatures that made the forests of Iriel their home.  Just Varda things, Ulric supposed.


Ulric returned his gaze to the motley assortment that made up the line outside the gate, "So I won't look odd, being a trader that doesn't have a great big cart or anything?"


"No, Glade Chief." She said, adjusting her pack, "You will look odd because you are too young and too pretty to be a barbarian trader."


He turned to see her almost hidden smile.


"I thought I was a seven." He teased, recalling their conversation in the baths so long ago.


Her eyes canvassed the crowd, looking for any who might remotely overhear them or be paying them undue attention before she replied, utterly serious, "That was before you were wealthy."


It was, perhaps, the most un-Taipan thing Taipan could have said and he stared blankly until he realized she'd gotten him pretty good.  He'd taken entirely too long to realize she was joking.


"Point scored Taipan, point scored."  He allowed as they stepped forward with the moving line.


The line moved forwards the gate looming tall with equally towering walls.  It was a palisade wall, the way the Hoover Dam was a brick wall.  Each of the logs that made up this fortified city was about as big around as to be wrapped by three large men with arms linked, maybe a meter and a half in diameter.  They were none of them less than thirty meters high where they'd been trimmed to present a vertical face, the frontage tended to form a solid, surface, polished smooth.  Upon the living crowns, stone masonry was built into the trunks creating a sort of parapet that would prevent a climber from coming over the top without an inverted climb.  The base of the wall was defended by a wide moat, at least twenty meters across, actually a part of the nearby river diverted specifically for the task.  Between the unsteady roots exposed in the moat and the water and the sheer vertical climb it was a hell of a deterrent, was that wall.  Ulric had trouble fathoming the time it would have taken to cultivate the barrier trees into this kind of fortification.


This was what Ulric imagined when he thought of a fantastic wilderness city.  A little more Tolkienesque than had been the arboreal cityscape of Irielhos.  Of course, Ulric was willing to bet that a living god tree wasn't secretly shepherding this town and its people.  Irielhos wasn't the name of a place so much as it was the name of the colossal [Heartwood] that was the patriarch of all of the [Heartwood] trees of Iriel.  Ulric had been inside the core chamber of that massive entity, had felt its nourishing mana as it was actively taking part in the rituals to halt the Bane that was killing Bald'rt. 


Here, they were relying on the advantage of terrain and force of arms to keep their city protected.  Ulric had to admit that they'd made a good try of it, this wall was damned imposing.  It appeared to have been slathered in mortar a good third of the way up its height, to prevent easy fire from being applied.  The city itself made Seinajok look like a backward little hamlet, which, Ulric had to admit it probably was.  Trachn'ir stretched in a bilobed oblong ovoid, nearly three kilometers along its longest axis and a solid kilometer on its widest diameter.  One end of the city projected deeply into the river, its entrance sectioned off by a secondary wall and almost forming an island unto itself.


Ulric saw more buildings and structures than he could count, many of them of stone, rising four and even five stories above the ground.  A few towers rose here and there, which gave the impression of the Eiffel Tower, being made up of beams of wood to create the latticed structures.  By far though, most of the city had a similar style as their diminutive cousin in Seinajok, stone foundations with one to two-story wood walls, roofed by clay tiles, from what he could see.


The slight rise that preceded the long, flat approach to the city was sufficient to see over the walls a bit but not to get a true bird's eye view of the place.  Just a hint of what lay inside.  At the barbican gates, guardhouses to either side projecting slightly, Ulric was able to see somewhat into the city.  He tried not to gawp.


He got a cursory once over from the guards, who might as well have been made of the wood they stood next to, and Taipan got slightly more attention, abbreviated when she leveled a cold glare down at them, but, the two of them had next to nothing but their traveling equipment and so, were of little interest.  They were motioned inwards and the travelers, a pair of Saurian Beastkin, sidled up behind the two of them without regard for personal space, which spurred the two of them on through the gate. 


"I didn't know necromancy was openly practiced." Ulric commented offhand.


Taipan looked around, short locks of hair flying as she looked for the animated corpse, a rare showing. 


"Where?  Where do you see this Ulric?!  I have not seen a corpse raiser since I was a child!" She said excitedly.


He was both thrilled, and a little sad, to burst her bubble, "I was referring to those deadly boring men guarding the gates."


Taipan cuffed his arm, not so gently, scolding him "You should not get mine hopes up like that Ulric!  I was excited to see a rare practitioner."


Ulric accepted his penalty gladly, having recovered a point from his Shadow's earlier sarcasm. 


They traipsed down a wide thoroughfare mud clinging to their boots, the snow having been cleared by the sheer volume of foot traffic.  It was a clay-heavy, clinging blend that absolutely caked their feet, adding a solid three kilos to the ends of his legs.  Frowning down at the stuff he saw that his partner was no better pleased by the stuff than he was.


"We needs get off the main avenues Ulric.  The gates will be watched and, even if we are not recognized immediately as the quarry, there is no guarantee that they will not know who the intended targets are after they review the gate entry logs." Taipan informed him.


"So, what's the plan, disappear into the mass of the city, track down the known associates, capture them, and turn them in?" Ulric outlined, though he had his doubts as to the last bit.


His reservations were confirmed when his Shadow said, "Almost.  Just one difference." and drew her finger again across her throat meaningfully.


Yeah, he had a feeling that was what she had intended. 


"First, we need to visit an apothecary, or herbalist shop.  I have a few things that I am needing to pick up.  It is time that I stop wearing my heritage openly.  It will confuse our quarry if, instead of a Human accompanied by an Iriel'en, they only ever see a Human with a Narii'.  Those sort are common enough in places like this.  Also, I will obtain a wig to further throw our potential enemies, we will find a Tailor who can assist us in obtaining the requisite needs."


Narii' were the second nomadic tribe of Orlethrem, the counterparts to the Legranel, the plains Elves.  They weren't even truly a tribe so much as they were a diffuse collection of associated families who lived and moved according to precepts that they did not share with any not married into the clan or born to it.  In a way, they were of a kindred spirit to the Gypsy's of old Earth or, more appropriately, the Roma.  One of the distinguishing characteristics of the Narii' is that they did not have distinguishing characteristics.  The blending of blood lines, the constant movements of families, these precluded the normal strengthening of certain traits that had ended up making the various tribes of Orlethrem fairly distinct. 


Amongst the Iriel'en, Taipan was very nearly the representative specimen.  Actually, according to her status, she was exactly the representative specimen of her kin carrying the trait [Paragon Aes'r-Iriel'en].  She was as easy to spot in a crowd as could be found.  Ulric was interested in how she intended to mask herself.


He found out soon enough.  First, as soon as they left the entry pavilion to Trachn'ir, Taipan put on a scarf headdress that Ulric had seen worn around Iriel which was similar to a shemagh.  It thoroughly covered her hair, most of her face and neck, and left basically only her eyes uncovered.  Next, she led him a dizzying journey through the labyrinthian backstreets of the city.  They wandered from alley, to warren, to causeway, through no fewer than three different ghettos, and across most of the kilometer-wide region located closest to the Southern gate, known as the Mercantalia. 


It was with great relief that the city streets turned to cobbles off of that entry gate to the city.  Apparently, there were, in fact, cobbles somewhere down beneath the accumulated layers of what turned out to be a mix of straw, carried in dirt, and animal shit in that place, but the volume of traffic precluded their ever being visible or tread upon.  Ulric saw most varieties of people that Varda had to offer upon the continent.  Each of the five varieties of Beastkin, Humans of considerable diversity in ethnicity, none quite familiar with his Earthen brethren, and, of course, most of the tribes of the Orlethrem were represented plentifully. 


Notably, Iriel'en were scarce.  Taipan had initially drawn many glances from her cousins for her kin's rarity in these parts, at least until she hid her features beneath the heavy scarf.  Their curiosity was not the only she had to endure, not even close.  Ulric leveled an unending series of questions at her, trying to understand this trade city, the people they passed by in it, and details of which any native would consider to be common sense.  She answered his questions patiently, regarding this and that, and the seemingly unconnected spiderwebs of his logical associations as they roamed. 


With the wall looming high overhead this close to the edge of town Ulric knew they were on the paths less traveled.  He could distinctly smell the foul reek of a tannery nearby.  Taipan's searching brought them up and down the claustrophobic streets, frequently in too close proximity with their hard-eyed denizens, in her quest.  Eventually, they gained what she sought.  In three different apothecaries, they stopped, from each of which his Shadow perused their wares carefully, selecting out a variety of roots, herbs, and a particular species of toadstool which the proprietor of the shop refused to handle without tongs and heavy gloves.  That one went into a glass vial with a wax-sealed cap.  The shopkeeper had gone pale when Taipan uttered its name.  Ulric wasn't sure that he wanted to know for what she intended that little beauty, with its golden tendrils, finer than the thinnest hairs, and broad silver cap.


Upon leaving that last purveyor of the dank, damp, and mostly toxic, his Shadow crossed the street to enter a door marked with the now familiar sign of silk and a needle.  A tailor.  The smell of moth repellant was loud in his nose and they were met by a heavy set Human woman with a fairly jovial nature.  She smiled readily, gap-toothed but not without charm, and flicked her blond braid over her shoulder to take Taipan's measurements eagerly when his compatriot explained her needs.  Ulric was flatly stunned by the apparent success of this business compared to the seedy alleys outside.


Firstly, a long cotton dress in the familiar Celestin style, colored deep violet with verdant trims.  Secondly a pair of thin calf-height boots, not precisely cobbled but passable, and thick woolen socks of the same length.  Finally, she selected three wigs, in a variety of common Elven colors, a soft auburn, pale blond, and a black that wasn't so deep or lustrous as her own native locks.  Each of these was long enough to reach down her mid back, which Ulric supposed, gave her freedom to do in a variety of styles, the better to be capable of changing her most obvious silhouette. 


Unlike the village, with its rather short peoples, and limited clientele, this establishment had a stock that required only very minimal adjustment to produce an appropriate fit.  A mere quarter Round of the Twins saw them paid up and departing with a distinctly pleased Tailor at their backs who had promised discretion, though neither of them had asked for such.  What Taipan had planned with her orders made it clear enough what she intended.  Ulric had barely even received a glance, which, he supposed, was exactly what they wanted.


His agile Shadow-Wife darted through the city like she'd been born there, taking back streets and side cut-throughs, to bring them to an altogether nicer district, far more central within the city.  Ulric knew it was for the more successful merchants thanks to the cleaner gutters, the far greater density of carts, and the presence of several stables holding wagons, along with their teams of heavy oxen, but not, he noted, for the lack of trash.  Contrary to many dense packings of humanity on old Earth, there was no litter at all in the streets, whether the peoples be rich or poor.  Ulric had commented on it and his Shadow had revealed shock that anyone would care so little for their land as to scatter trash on it.  He couldn't very well disagree with her.


They came out from a particularly narrow little junction onto a wide avenue that led to a large square whose center was occupied by several mature trees planted around a central stone fountain carved in the shape of a Mountain giving birth to a waterfall that fell to a shallow "lake".  It was a lovely scene, with the picturesque buildings behind and around. 


From there, Ulric trailed behind and they were barely down another wide street but before Taipan strode through a door, marked as an inn.


Immediately the kitchen smells brought wetness to his mouth.  Something amazing was being prepared, meaty and rich.  In addition, he clearly detected the fragrance of sourdough bread, one of his favorites from his old life and which was not commonly found in Iriel. 


The innkeeper was a middling tall Celestin, a woman of similar indeterminate age as many of the Elven adults. They were virtually the same from around fifty to five hundred, at which point they began to show some small signs of age, such as crow's feet, or laugh lines, or even facial hair.  This particular specimen had a large bust, a rarity, and, even more uncommon, had it displayed by a generous cleavage in her plush frill trimmed kilt. 


Ulric was slightly thrown off by that, most of the Elves he'd seen in public went about in a rather modest dress, they almost never showed significant skin unless they were in the open-air baths.  He wasn't going to complain over much, the innkeeper was nicely put together, if lacking compared to his wife in several departments.  After a glance, his attention wandered to the source of the smells.  The one who truly had his heart at the moment was whoever was baking that bread.


He wasn't able to spot the artisan in question though, he had to obtain rooms.  The dark-haired Celestin woman behind the desk had a much lighter variant of the heavy brogue of her boonies kin.


"Welcome guests, to the Shady Brook Inn.  I will be taking care of you now, for however long you stay with us.  Rooms are paid daily and include two meals, one of which is being served now.  It will be an Eld Drake per night for regular rooms and an Eld Crown for our suites, which include a sitting room.  What may your pleasure be this day?" the Hostess asked with the practiced insincere pleasantness of a career in the service industry.


Ulric cleared his throat, not wanting to choke on his own drool from that damned delicious-smelling bread.


"One suite, second floor, if one is available.  I'm gonna require a large bathing tub, the mud of my travel clings something fierce." Ulric requested easily, purposefully not including Taipan in his request, as dismissive of her as they had discussed he should be. 


"Do these suites include a separate sleeping arrangement for hired hands? I've got business arrangements to be made and I don't need her underfoot all the damned time muttering her curses while I haggle.  Matter of fact, I've got a partner coming upriver before it breaks up, and I'd really prefer a servant's quarters for this one anyway." Ulric asked, jerking his thumb backward to indicate the scowling Iriel'en woman behind him.


The Innkeeper's eyes flicked towards Taipan and she frowned a touch, before her empty smile returned, "Of course.  For an additional Eld Drake, we'd be glad to house your guide separately.  The servant's quarters are on the fourth floor, if that interests."


Ulric agreed readily, as if glad to be parted, "Done and done.  Finally, I am free from her endless bitching for a while.  Gods above and below if they weren't worth the coin in the wilds I'd never put up with their company." He complained loudly.


That sentiment found more than a couple of nods of agreement from the various tables, Elves included, in the packed common room, much larger than the one in Seinajok's humble inn. 


With a raised hand and a snap of fingers, the Innkeeper summoned a young Celestin man in a rough tunic and pants, with a short apron, to escort him to their rooms.  Ulric entered the indicated room immediately, without looking back as the door closed, though he burned with the effort.  It wasn't that he was necessarily worried about Taipan, she could handle herself just fine.  More like this was the part of the whole thing where shit could go wrong in a meaningful way. 


He strode to open a window, facing a small alley that ran at a right angle to the one that had brought them to the front door.  From there, he dropped his pack on an admittedly comfortable bed, wide and long enough for his feet to not drape over the edge, unlike the one in Seinajok, which had clearly been designed for Elven frames, not his too-tall one. 


It was somewhat refreshing being in this city since he wasn't the most obviously tall person within sight.  Especially the Beastkin, who tended to be that much taller than him than he was to the Elves, most of whom came up to his chin.  Galed Uldin had been the largest Elf Ulric had come across, the Smith was an absolute giant of his folk.  Here though, he could much more easily blend into the crowd and move unnoticed by casual observation. 


Ulric had barely been able to do a quick examination of the suite's layout, his bedroom, and a large open sitting room before a knock called him to the heavy, wooden door.  He opened it to find a slip of an Elven girl, in servant's attire, hauling a great wooden tub that looked way too big for so slight a person to be moving it.  He stood free of the doorway and kept his face intentionally still when the attendant easily flipped the tub on its side and rolled it into the room, with the casual ease of thousands of iterations. 


As usual, the sort of easy strength of people continued to amaze.  That tub might not be so very heavy but it had elicited not even a slight sound to indicate effort in its moving from a rather small lady.


The tub was settled in the sitting room and he was informed that one would be along soon to fill it with hot water.  She laid a pouch containing soaps, a small jug that housed something floral, a shampoo?  Also included was a washcloth and a scrub brush next to the tub, gestured by the girl briefly before bowing herself out efficiently. 


Ulric was left standing there marveling at the level of room service he'd not have expected from a five-star resort back in his old world.


The sound of scrabbling coming from the bedroom drew his attention and he entered just in time to see Taipan rise to her feet, having climbed into the room from the open window.  This was why they'd chosen a suite on the second floor of this particular inn.  Taipan knew the room layouts, and knew this one could be accessed from the servant's quarters while staying in the relative obscurity of the side alley.  If all had gone to order, she was, so far as anyone knew, locked within her room indulging in joyous isolation, as many Iriel'en guides did when they deigned to take scouting jobs from merchants. 


All according to keikaku.


They both turned when they heard a shuffle of feet outside the door, and Ulric whispered, "Hide!"


His Shadow called her namesake, her mana shrouding her using the room's dense patches of candle-thrown darkness.  She rolled underneath the bed and became still as death as Ulric answered the door as soon as it was knocked upon, as if he'd been alone and expecting the interruption, which was false, and then true.


A third attendant came in, this one wearing much finer attire, and Ulric followed as this one, clearly an Aktinian, of the coastal tribes, began to use a spell to fill the tub with water from his own magic.  Then he performed another casting, this one with a set of complex hand gestures that caused the water to begin to emit a gentle steam.  The Elf wordlessly bowed himself out, closing the door gently behind himself, and left Ulric standing there next to the tub, alone.


He dipped a finger into the water and found it at that perfect temperature, bordering too hot. 


"Well damn my eyes, this place has some serious accommodations going on.  A private bath?  And magically generated and heated water?  Talk about service." He lauded.


Without so much as a how do you do, his Shadow rolled from cover, stripped buck naked, clearly calling "Shotgun!" and climbed into the tub to moan softly as its heat embraced her form.


Ulric wished, sometimes, he'd never taught her about this old-world tradition.


*************Sometime Later that Day*************


The soft sound of grinding and constant motion of pestle against mortar had been most of Ulric's existence for the last hour.  While Taipan exercised her victory rights via declaration of dibs, she instructed him in the manufacturing of her disguise.  First came the skin-toning concoction.


The already finely ground root, which had become a reddish brown powder, was sat to the side while Ulric processed three herbs together in the large mortar.  He was down to an almost talc consistency before the nude woman propped up on the sides of the tub declared his work to be at an end.  He listened to her instructions to combine the two powders and to heat them gently over a candle flame until the smell of almonds became detectable. 


Ulric passed the stone mortar over the flame, moving it slowly backward and forward to even the heating.  Nothing happened for a good few minutes until he was suddenly aware of the deepening fragrance of almonds. 


I'll be damned, he thought, hurriedly passing the mortar to Taipan, who had sat up to take the gently smoking mixture and unceremoniously dumped it into the tub with herself.  Ulric realized that he probably wouldn't be getting the bath he'd looked forward to when the water turned a soft orange color. 


Closing her eyes, Taipan submerged herself for two minutes, and balled up beneath the water before rising to take a fresh breath and repeating.  This extended submersion soaking went on for another twenty minutes before she climbed summarily from the tub and Ulric was shocked to see that every square centimeter of his Shadow was paler than himself.  Her skin was almost as pale as her brother's, a smooth alabaster expanse.  He saw now why she had to remain submerged, her ears and face had to match the tone of her arms and body.  Even the skin of her scalp was dyed to pale cream. 


 He whistled softly, in appreciation of the transformation.  And of what had remained unchanged.


Toweling herself dry, his now pale partner sat on the bed. 


"Well hot damn." Ulric began, "That actually worked way better than I thought it would when you described your plan.  How long does that last?"


Scrubbing her hair aggressively to remove the remnants of the skin treatment her muffled response of "Three weeks, or until my skin peels."


Oh.  That did not sound fun. 


"We must dispose of this water now Ulric, and do not let it touch you.  The dye will turn somewhat toxic once it cools." She informed him.


So that was why she looked like she was being so fastidious about the drying.  The used towel was sent soaring across the room to land in a corner, accompanied by a hissed "Do not touch it!", which implied that "somewhat toxic" may have been an understatement.  Ulric would burn it outside later, using his sword to pick it up.


The next step in her transformation was just as impressive. 


Careless of her nudity the now light-skinned She-Elf put one of the leaves into a cup of water poured from their water jug and had Ulric again steeping it slowly over candle flame while she worked a different set of herbs with the mortar and pestle.  When the herbal tea Ulric was holding had turned a deep blue, she decanted the top third of the liquid into the bowl of crushed herbs and instructed him to throw the remains into the bath water that needed disposal.


The paste Taipan stirred until it was thoroughly cooled.  At her request, Ulric left the room to obtain the next component of her alchemical miracle, a bottle of blue wine, not the green wine, and this she used to dilute the paste.  It got another slow cook over flame and, when it had reduced by half, the small cup of fluid she poured off into a vial stoppered with a dropper. 


He saw why after it was cooled.


Carefully, his partner put one drop each into the corners of her slanted eyes and blinked rapidly before holding them closed for a minute, small tears forming.  That must not have been pleasant but she made not a noise and, when she opened those wondrous orbs, they were a deep indigo with the bronze flecks strikingly contrasted.  The auburn wig went on in a few moments and then his familiar partner of four months stood striking a pose with hands-on flared hips, still in the buff, completely transformed.


Ulric's mouth dropped.  This was unreal.  She was unrecognizable to anyone who hadn't memorized her bones.  Long red-gold hair, pale skin, and dark blue eyes, there was almost nothing to remind of the prototypical Iriel'en. 


Taipan grinned, satisfied by her partner's suitable stunned response.  She had worked on the skills needed to produce such a transformation for years, learning the herbs, the techniques to process them, and the methods to create a near complete revolution of her appearance in a minimum of time.  Her reward was to be now almost a new person in the eyes of strangers.


"Wow." Ulric said, dumbly, "Now that is an impressive trick."


Donning the set of recently purchased local's garb she completed her disguise. 


"Thank you, Glade Chief.  This is how we are going to leave behind any rumor of our passage.  I have enough herbs to do this three more times and, by changing the ratios of them, I can adjust the coloration of my skin from this paleness to a tone more like that of your own hide.  The eye drops must be applied daily but I can make another dropper vial to create a lighter cyan.  Between these, and the wigs, you will be accompanied by a different Elf in every town, and our trail will vanish over the leagues between." His Shadow rightfully gloated.


Full of surprises was this wily Huntress.  He'd been right way back when, Taipan was a bonafide counterintelligence expert. 


"Should we do me as well?" He asked.


She nodded her affirmation, "Yes, but not now.  You are not as odd a sight as myself and it would be noted if you greatly changed appearance to the staff.  I am now your business partner. Your troublesome scout has retired to her quarters and refuses to answer or be found for the forseeable future.  It happens that Iriel'en will fulfill the contract and vanish without trace away from such confining cities.  None would think anything much of it." the changeling before him declared.


"No," Taipan instructed, "We will adjust your appearance once we have left Trachn'ir where none will have any reference with which to compare you.  So long as none see your scars, you are nearly invisible."


Fair enough. 


"Alright, this is way beyond what I was expecting.  I'm down though, what's next in your master plan?" He prompted, intensely curious.


"Now, I am going to take you out and have you memorize the city streets, as I have memorized them." his pale beauty of a partner promised.


"Damnit." He complained, hanging his head but following her nevertheless as she sauntered out of the room.


The glamorous part was over.  Now came the hard work part of being a spy catcher, the intelligence gathering. 


For the rest of the day, they canvassed this portion of the city.  Starting with ground zero, their inn, they circled outwards in a tight spiral, with his Shadow insisting he memorized every single entry and exit point of every single path a man could take.  When he failed to remember one she took a coin from his purse.  It was a purely psychological game, they both knew she could use whatever she wanted from the purse, it was the act of losing something though that gave the lessons teeth.  When Ulric mapped an entire district from memory, Taipan gave him a coin back.  It was a bizarrely effective method of learning the lay of the city streets.


That night, Ulric claimed one of the three owed forfeits.  It was incredibly odd seeing his pale Shadow dance in the moonlight, so familiar silhouette moving through familiar movements, the long wig feathering in turns as they stepped through the imagined music of a dead world's waltzes.


            

    
        Chapter 118: Nose to the Wind

    
    
    
    
                The hard, pebbled skin of the Ogrand smashed down against his table hard enough to splinter the smoothly finished hardwood surface.


Lifting his fist from the now ruined table, worth more than the peasants around here made in a year of scrounging the rivers for fish, he lifted the table easily, hurling it against the distant wall to crash against it, coming apart in shards of finely worked lumber.


The door opened hesitantly, the canine face of the attendant outside nervously peering in.


"Is your Grace in need?" the whining voice asked hopefully.


If something was needed then they would have an excuse to disappear for a time obtaining it, which got them out of arm's reach. Several secretaries had had less wisdom and were now rotting in whatever hell awaited for it.


The room's owner growled a throaty, gutteral sound, like an lion's growl, snapping his tusked jaws together.


After a moment of calming, the hulking creature, a seven and a half foot tall brute with obvious power in its frame, muscles printing against the contrastingly delicate fabric of his clothes, their immaculate cut denoting the wealth of their bearer on full display.


"I am not in need, Yorsin, but thank you for your diligence. No, wait, actually I need another table, delivered today. Of the size and approximate working of the one which seems to have suffered an unfortunate failure." The deep voice said, with a smoothness in direct opposition to the growl and sudden rage of a moment ago.


The attendant, a thin Wolven Beastkin, knew better than to second guess the owner of that office and ducked away without further words.


The text that had triggered its rage scrolled fire through its mind, one that was surprisingly sharp for all of its obvious physical strength. A surprise that had led to more than one of its competitors being put into situations where that strength could break them apart and further its agenda.


"There will be absolute Hells to pay when word reaches Lord Morion that his third daughter's husband was found cut to pieces." The Ogran man spoke to his pet monitor lizard, snugged happily on a sunning rock.


"That idiot had to go out with a catch crew didn't he? Well, it figures, Morion's spoiled git was pushing for a bigger role in the family business and who listens to me when I say he isn't fucking ready?" Bitched the imposing Ogran to his scaly confidant.


The urge to smash another piece of furniture boiled through him and he clenched his four thick fingers into a fist to avoid wrecking any more of his prized office. By the Stones, he'd loved that damned table. What a mess. How do you botch a snatch and grab for a single Brownie scout and a Human welp?


Growling deeply, the Ogran started penning a letter, scrunched uncomfortably over a side table meant for holding lamps. Lord Morion had to be told and he had to start looking for whoever it was that had set Gresen to watering the roots, as these Knife Ears liked to put it.


Somebody was going to pay dear for his table.


*****************Elsewhere*****************


"You win, Taipan." Ulric informed his Shadow-wife, despair complete.


Her unsmiling, yet incredibly smug expression reminded him of how easily she was able to express herself with only her eyebrows.


"And what is my prize, Ulric?" She asked innocently.


"Oh, I'll give you something all right, you galling strumpet of a murglefishin lurglsput" He started, trailing off indecipherably.


They'd been in the city five days now. For three entire days they'd beat feet, they'd pounded sand, they'd thrown shit at the wall made of teflon, and they'd burned time like a ninety year old man burns a furnace. All. For. Nothing.


Not a clue had they found, yet, for who had set up the attempt to kidnap his wife and have him murdered in the wild. Around and around, the two of them had gone in the confines of their room, trying to shake loose some detail or angle that would shed light on who had set up the pseudo caravan guards and why.


The why seemed somewhat clear enough: slaves were awesome, especially when they lived for hundreds of years.


According to the now pale-skinned beauty walking by his side, Prosper made a hefty percentage of their profit on the trade of slave-bonded sapients, of all races. Most valued though, were those of the long-lived races: the Aes'r, the Svartalfin, the Saurid Beastkin. These brought a pretty coin at auction for how long they could potentially last; sometimes three or four generations of a Human household could be served by a single one of these.


Slave collars, enchanted by what Ulric had determined was magic constructed by a Vardan equivalent to a Nazi, would ensure the obedience of the poor bound soul and prevent their attempt to self-terminate. The sickening practice was enough, on its own to have Ulric's hackles raised, but the practice of owning thinking beings was even more fucked when he was informed that the slaves were bred, frequently by their owners, and the children also enslaved.


It wasn't long before Ulric was firmly in camp Nuke the Bastards with regards to Prosper, as if he hadn't had reason enough to see the people running that place joining history's footnotes on evil bastards with too much power.


None of that, though, had helped to find out who was responsible for the group that had been sent out to do their awful deed. On the bright side, all of the self-loathing, dissatisfaction, and regret for giving in to his more bestial impulses with regards to killing the Elves in that group was gone like a summer rain on desert sand. They'd better hope he didn't figure out how necromancy worked, which, according to Taipan was a real thing, or he'd kill those sonsofbitches again. Slaver bastards.


He'd noticed it earlier, but the Lord Instinct didn't discriminate between people or things. Anything, anyplace, or anybody he viewed as being under his umbrella were HIS. Any man, beast, cloud, or what the fuck ever that infringed on that put themselves front in line to be scattered like dust on the wind. He literally couldn't help it, he'd as soon turn his heart off as make it go away. Bald'rt had said it was just a part of being what they were. He was starting to really understand what that meant now.


When he'd heard Taipan read that message, with its declaration that they were going to take her and kill him, his entire world had gained a certain degree of clarity. Somebody, or somebodies, needed killing. Their adventure, already a bit dour, already sort of set to a grim endpoint, had gained a special spice. Ulric's immediate concerns were now centered around hanging a human trafficker by their intestines from the nearest glowlamp, the magically lit five-meter tall posts with an enchanted globe of light at their tops, providing light to the city streets at night.


The former engineer had once been a peaceful recluse. That man was dead. Ulric Einar, Twice Borne, [Lord of the Ancient Glade] was going to make the rivers run red if that's what it took to keep his domain free from trespassers and his wife free from harm. He couldn't be sure, but he felt like his class was about to change. There was a…vibration…in him, in his sense of purpose. It was similar to when he'd accepted being a warrior back in the glade, in having to fight to make his way in this world.


That concept was evolving. Especially when he learned of things that made him sick, made him furious at their mere existence. The Bane. Torturing souls until they turned their own core, that miraculous connection to the ethereal, into a droplet of self-loathing that magically destroyed anything of its own species. Slavers robbing men, women, and children of their rights to a free life and then making that a generational curse. These were things that he did not believe should exist and, he was starting to feel like, if no one else was going to do anything about it, then he would. And they'd godsdamned weep for their sins when he got his hands on them.


He shook off the simmering rage that was threatening to derail him. Back to the matter at hand.


"Okay Taipan, I was wrong, there was nothing nefarious about the [Silver Rice] merchants but I still say those hampers would be the perfect size to transport a living person by ship." He said, defending his theory gamely.


They were, damn it. The merchants they'd investigated though, all five of them, though fiercely competitive with one another, had been clean of connections to their attempted kidnappers so far as either he or his Shadow could determine.


When Ulric had first seen those ships, incredibly, fitted with skids for hauling by oxen on the frozen rivers, and their containers of rice he'd immediately latched onto the idea that the traffickers were moving their victims by ship. It was far, far, more discreet than overland travel and far easier to avoid the complications of a prisoner that had to move under their own power. No, a ship was, by far, the most efficient, and therefore more probable, method of transporting live cargo. Thus he'd lobbied hard to investigate these obvious candidates.


Two days of surveillance had revealed nothing. The sailors moved their cargo with efficiency and maintained their ships with incredible alacrity, motivated by the shout of bosuns and the hoarse exclamations, riddled with profanity, that indicated none of the sailors had parents, bathed, were free of sexually transmitted disease, or were of value other than being processed to plug gaps in the ship's hull. Ulric had learned a great deal of Elvish that Brighteyes had never so much as hinted at in their lessons so long ago.


A day of pretending interest in transporting a wagon load of the goods had also produced no incriminating evidence, other than that, according to Taipan, the offices in which he'd discussed terms were slightly too evident of success to be explained by completely above board practices. Smuggling was a practice as old as trade though and didn't indicate that a merchant's operations were up to the level of inhumanity that would have been required to engage in slave trading.


As for the meetings with the merchants themselves, that likewise produced nothing tangible. One of the rice merchants flatly refused to do business with a Human trader, no matter their origin. Two others were only willing to allow him to enter their company headquarters when he successfully convinced them that he was not from Prosper or any land under said capital City of Prespang's thumb. That part was easy, Ulric really was, for all intents and purposes, a barbarian heathen of the wilds. It stung, but it was a useful reality at the moment. The other two were open to business regardless of his origin but had their own problems. The first was happy to sell some of their rice to a foreign trader but wanted a heavy bribe, a 'guarantee of productivity', to entertain negotiations, at which Ulric in not manufactured disdain declared them pirates in spirit, if not in outright violation of the laws of the land. The second suggested that a night of Ulric's business partner's company would do much to assure him of their friendly cooperation. That one lost a finger instantly, the wound cauterized in his own desk candle while his Shadow's other hand covered his mouth and she explained to him that his only hope for another tomorrow was to pay for it and leave the city before the suns rose. That he did and, though they'd gained no leads, they did gain an Aur Knight for their trouble.


They'd discreetly checked the storage warehouses the night of their business interviews, half the reason for those interviews being finding the location of the entrepot in the first place.


It was somewhat informative for Ulric to learn that his Shadow was, in addition to her incredible repertoire of skills in the outdoors, an accomplished lockpick. He'd gotten to observe that the simple internal mechanisms were not sufficient to stop her from disabling the lock within a few tens of seconds, and thus gaining them entry into the warehouses, before a sweep of hired thugs on patrol could determine that anything was amiss. They spent two hours in each depot searching for any sign of trafficking and found none. Actually, aside from a few stashes of a powder Taipan had said was an outlawed hallucinogen, of which they now had a sample for personal use, there was absolutely nothing untoward. Those five were rice merchants and that was it. Some honest. Some not so much. But rice merchants, to all evidence that the pair of them could obtain through three days of focused effort.


Which killed Ulric's theory and set them back to zero. Taipan had bet from the outset that they would find nothing. He tried not to grind his teeth.


"What do you want for your victory, besides satisfying the physical need to gloat?" He asked, putting the ball into her court.


Metaphorically.


"I will accept a massage, the good one where you start at my feet and work all the way to mine scalp. Mind my ears, it is not an excuse for you to be grabby paws." He was informed, with all the smugness his partner could muster.


Head hung, Ulric had no choice but to accept his penance for losing them three days. They were on the clock here. Not only was this detour costing them time they'd intended to be on the road, but every day also increased the odds that the missing catch team would be recognized as missing and a hunt for them begun in earnest. They were in a catch-22.


To leave the city without solving this problem put an enemy at their backs. To stay put them in danger of discovery and having that enemy converge on them. At least in the wilds, he could throw lightning and fire without worry about killing innocents and Taipan got orders of magnitude more terrifying when the city walls faded behind the hills and dales of the forests. The only reason Ulric was going along with this hootenanny was because his ever-competent Shadow-wife assured him that they would encounter more such teams if they did not successfully decapitate this trafficking ring, literally, and under worse circumstances, now that one team had failed.


"You were not completely wrong, Glade Chief." Taipan admitted, letting her downcast Honor off the hook.


"Our traffickers are using the rivers. They are also almost certainly using one of the ships in these docks as well." She added, bolstering Ulric's mood greatly.


"The issue," the now pale beauty mused aloud, familiar tapping of her lips at odds with her new appearance, "Is that they will not be running their victims through any sort of trade vessel, as these are too likely to be checked. No, this screams of a very tightly controlled, very highly coordinated operation run by a singular individual. The [Bark Weasels] that ambushed us were of the same immediate family, probably a lesser splinter of a greater house, one that has contacts enough to secure their covers and facilitate their movements. "


Ulric immediately jumped on that idea, "What about a Greater House with ties to the Zellussin? Or, maybe not a House, but a high-level member of Trachn'ir's governing body who would have those ties? Like, a magister or a tax collector or someone like that. They'd have access to all of the shipping manifestos and be able to hide their own shipments. This shit is all headed downriver to Prosper's gateway on the Vatyn, right?"


Taipan frowned at him slightly.


"Hhhmmm…Where did you come up with this idea? I do not know which I find more alarming, that such a thing would occur to you or that you are probably correct." She questioned, not even with the decency to pretend she wasn't surprised by his intuition.


Ulric shrugged, "I read a lot of history and my old world's pre-collapse governments basically operated by a combination of inertia and sheer, naked graft."


False crimson tresses waved as she looked at him with some amount of sadness in her now blue eyes.


"Everything I have heard of your homeland says it is a gift that you died young." The Huntress commented.


            

    
        Chapter 119: Distractions

    
    
    
    
                Ulric couldn't really say anything to that.  There were happy people back there, some of them.  In his generous moments, he could even think that it was possible that he could have been one of them if he hadn't been so withdrawn.  All it took to dispel that illusion though was to think again of that first pristine moment of waking, with the boughs of [Godtrees] towering over him and the smell of magic in the air.  Yeah, this world and this life had his old beat to shit, he thought.


"Which brings us back to our current topic: if we don't figure out who targeted us we both of us might be dying young.  I don't know about you, but I am far too pretty to be watering the roots." He exclaimed.


A very unladylike snort, preceded his Shadow's assessment, "Let us turn our attentions to those who have access to the shipping logs for Trachn'ir."


Next, she threw a real curveball, "It would be for the best if you stay behind in the rooms to await me.  I can blend more easily than you in the crowds an-"


"BUUULLSHIIIT!" Interjected Ulric loudly.  If they hadn't been walking down a narrow side alley that saw not much traffic, other than some disturbingly large rats, he'd have worried about upsetting the neighbors.


"You pull eyes everywhere you go, lady.  No fewer than three times I've had to make clear to some passerby that they are better served by fucking off to wherever it is they spend their time that isn't nearby.  The disguise worked to make you not look like an Iriel'en work of art.  Now, you just look like a merely stupendously attractive Aes'r woman, absent your kin's reputation for casual murder.  If you take off wandering around this city by yourself, you'll end up with more little incidents like in the merchant's office.  Aaaaand," He counterargued, "you said it before that we neither of us draw as much attention together as separate, not to mention being able to watch each other's backs."


She smiled at his assertions and made to offer her own but Ulric was not willing for even a second to relent on this.  Especially not when the only reason she was along in the first place was that she refused to be left back in Irielhos to guard her little brother while he was learning the ropes, after a previous assassination attempt had nearly gotten to him.


"Denied.  Negative.  Nope.  Nein.  Ain't gonna happen, Taipan." Ulric pronounced, cutting her off, stopping at the mouth of that ally's intersection with another, larger, thoroughfare.


"While the Twins are up, you don't go anywhere I don't go.  We are not playing into the hands of some jerkwads that want to do a grab and smash on you in the first place by having you sashaying that tush solo." He ordered.


His Shadow didn't take that lying down, "I could simply disappear into the city, leaving you behind regardless of what you say." She declared, weirdly set on this idea.


"You could, but you won't." He told the woman completely serious.


"Oh?" the lovely voice said, falling dangerously, "And how will you stop me, Glade Chief?"


She was bluffing here.  She was good at it, and she'd probably fool most people but he'd been around her long enough.  Besides, he had a solid counteroffer.


"I'll grab my shit and start walking out of this city is what I'll do, and you can follow, or you can hang around playing spy.  I won't just sit around waiting for you to get captured without my being around to cover you though, I'd rather leave you behind.  Mark my words Taipan." Ulric matched her tone to the T.


They stared at one another, neither moving, each with their own thoughts. 


The key to bluffing was to never do it.  Then, when somebody else tried, they inevitably backed themselves into a corner.  It was a little like entropy, they just naturally ended up losing. 


Ulric had learned a lifetime ago that you always got fucked when you played games others chose.  The failure to do that, to accept Elf games, had got him saddled with a Shadow in the first place, and now with a wife as well.  That they were the same person did nothing to take the sting out of the lack of agency he'd had in much of it.  He appreciated Taipan, now, after all of their time together, but he hadn't forgotten that it was her father's little gambit that had led to all of this in the first place and those decisions had been made with her good in mind, not his.


Well, he had to live with that part, he'd long since passed being able to simply tell her to fuck off.  He was committed, damn his eyes.  But.  Being committed didn't mean being subservient or allowing someone to do whatever they wanted when what they wanted was stupid.


There was only one way their little operation worked: he was in charge of it or he was not part of it.  He was ready to admit that he might love this thorny rose but he wasn't going to play second fiddle to her, that wasn't who he was.  Problem was, it might not be who she was either, and that was important to know.  A successful marriage demanded that there be partnership.  It also demanded someone be in charge.  The only couples he'd ever seen last were the ones where one person, with due respect, consideration, warmth, and involvement of their partner made the final calls.  When that went away, there came problems.  Things got complicated first, then ugly later.


If there came a time when his back was to the wall, he knew he'd trust his own instincts, his own judgment, and jump.  Taipan had to be ready to jump where he did, or she wasn't going to fit into things long-term.  Times like now, when she wanted to go one way, in direct counter to the stance she'd taken to be coming along in the first place, against his own better judgment.  Disregarding her, by now voluntary, role of Shadow, that had to be part of their relationship.  He trusted the woman to be competent, fierce, and knowledgeable with regards to some specific things.  But he didn't trust anyone to take the reins of his life and he'd never be able to change that, no matter what else had changed since his Reforging.  The nagging influence of [Lord of the Ancient Glade] didn't even have to whisper at him for this to be so, he was born this way.


Hal'et had offered him a piece of advice regarding his proud consort that had always proven sound: Do not let her think you weak.  It was in Taipan to rule a partner that was not strong enough to resist her, even if they could withstand her abrasive personality.  He could guess that was why none of her other relationships had ended well, that and she appeared to reject anything close to the traditional concepts of settling down to a family.  His Taipan was a hunter, a predator, and she would waste away in captivity.  Which is why he could do nothing but offer her freedom: to follow or not, as she wished.


It hadn't taken them long to come to this point but Ulric knew it was good for both of them to settle it now.  He wasn't an Elf whisperer but these Iriel'en viewed many aspects of life in terms of a challenge or contest.  Far be it for him to tell them that they were wrong, Elves weren't Humans and he didn't have any intention of trying to put their behaviors in terms of his old world, that place had long since lost any right to tell anybody how to live correctly.  One world ruined was plenty, thanks.


She had lost some of her obvious heat, had gone coolly considering.  He knew that it wasn't gone though, she was merely thinking it over for herself, revealing less overtly to him.  She did that when they sparred, to make herself harder to read.  He was going to make it an easy decision for her.  Yes or no.


Turning, Ulric started back to the inn where their travel gear was stored.  His stride didn't deviate when he heard the disgruntled shout behind him, nor did he look backwards.  He'd intended to go do this thing alone in the first place.  If this aggravating, distracting, wonderful Elf couldn't get with the program he wasn't going to hang around waiting for things to come apart.


He was firming up the straps on his pack when the scowling visage of his Shadow stalked into the room.


"You will not be leaving Ulric!  I will not allow it." She declared angrily, her posture blocking the door as she kicked it shut behind her.


Cold anger started battling calm at that. 


"You will not allow it." Ulric stated, as if tasting the words.


He shouldered out of the pack and let it fall to the floor.  Stretching as he did.  Rolling up to his toes to loosen legs.


"Very well then, Taipan.  Come.  Let us see whether you can stop me." He challenged.


Ulric had a feeling he knew where this was going.  He regretted the furniture that he was going to have to destroy, if necessary.  He'd learned much in his time in that arboreal fortress.  The best warriors in Orlethrem had trained with and against him.  All the while, he'd held the form of this Huntress in front of him in comparison.  The only enemy he hadn't really beaten.  This time though, he was going to go one hundred and ten, right from the start.


He saw his partner's expression shift from outrage to determination.  She took a step forward, accepting his proposition, her mouth shaping some cutting statement or another.    As soon as she did, Ulric let her have it, ignoring whatever she'd said.


[Warrior's Instinct]


[Battle Rhythm]


[Surge]


Time dilated and Ulric came alive.  His senses burned, his core pulsed to his heart beat, Ceraun empowering his limbs and his perceptions.  The edges of the room hardened and he could see the wooly fibers of his Shadow's clothes waving, disturbed as her weight settled forwards into that one step. 


The floor creaked ominously when he pushed off of it, bowing under the stress, and he rocketed forwards, erasing the distance between himself and his opponent in a single step, Fyir root forward, the Dance imbedded in his motions far more completely now than in the past.  As he closed, he saw Taipan's eyes widen slowly, her blued irises expanding, her pupils dilating with her own flood of adrenaline, or whatever passed for it in Aes'r biology.  The shadows behind her started to squirm, her mana controlling them even as he completed his step.  Too late, he thought, grimly satisfied.


He caught his enemy flat footed, his leg between hers and his hands secured to her form, her hands scrabbled weakly, ineffectually against his for a moment, her shadows too slow to manifest under her control, and he whipped her over his hip.  The womanly, if solidly built, frame of his Shadow, rotated easily over his center of balance, and hit the floor boards, back squarely absorbing the momentum to blow the wind from her lungs, in a gasp.


The shadows receded to the floor, absent their master's conscious control but Ulric had fought this opponent enough times to know that Taipan wasn't beaten until she was completely neutralized.  Before she could obey gravity's pull to fall back to the floor Ulric had his arms around her neck in what she'd called a "Death's Embrace" and what he'd known as an Ezekial choke, for some ancient warrior, his fore arm under her lifted chin, compressed against his other arm, locking tightly and shutting off blood flow through her arteries to her brain.  Stunned by the throw, he felt her resistance crumble and she was limp within a few more seconds, the vital circulation halted completely.  Against his strength, even had his opponent managed to duck her chin, that would have been a delaying tactic, perhaps enough to fight free, but probably not.  Absent those extra few seconds, he'd buried her.


Ulric stood over her form, releasing his combat skills, putting the tyrannical creature in his hind brain to sleep, and lifted Taipan gently to lay on the bed.  She'd be around in a few seconds and none the worse for wear.  He'd have had to be rougher with her had she not been hit like a thunderbolt by his bullrush.  Chalk one up for the Glade Chief.


The limp frame jerked and his Shadow rose to a fighting crouch on the bed, scrabbling for an opponent that wasn't there, before she realized that he wasn't fighting her any longer.  From there she dropped heavily back to her supine position and stared at the ceiling for a few moments, considering.


Throughout this process, Ulric stayed where he was, standing nearby in case she needed assistance, but very carefully out of knife range.  He decided better against saying anything.  Best to just let the last minute sort of simmer on the stove. 


"Next time," the melodic voice declared, without any of its prior heat, from her comfortable repose, "I will not answer your challenge with a door to my back and no room to maneuver." 


He nodded his agreement.  Yep, that had been a poor decision on her part.  Better if she'd set a time and a date, preferably outside the city to settle the contest.


"Also, Ulric, you have been, what do you call it again?" She hummed lightly a second before she found it, "Ah! Yes! Sandbagging.  You have been sandbagging me in our practices."


Again, he nodded.  He had very definitely not been giving her his fullest and best effort, that is true.  Partly because he anticipated such a day, long ago, the writing being in florescent, neon letters on the wall.  Partly, because he didn't want to hurt her when they were only practicing.  She wasn't coming after him with all she had either, after all.  He had also not had this newest addition to his class abilities, probably manifest by the combination of his core's awakening and the recent incident with the Raging.  [Surge] took what was already a high spec set of physical parameters and made them frightening.  His body dimly ached from the brief use of this skill.


Ulric hadn't even noticed the seventy kilos of her weight.  He'd crossed the space between them before she could even have her own skills ready, before her core could utilize its mana fully.  Even better, his perception had been amplified with the rest.  There was none of the potential mismatch between heightened speed of motion and his brain's ability to comprehend and direct it, which would have rendered him too clumsy to even utilize or coordinate the accelerated movements.  The result was that his Shadow had been entirely unprepared for how rapidly he could press his attack.  He'd also been able to control, to an incredible degree, the exact amount of force with which he wanted her to hit the floor;  Ulric had been able to take quite a bit off of it at the last second, or he might have done this lovely woman real harm, which was not the point.


It was a mild surprise to him, Ulric had very much expected slightly less grace from his normally so staunchly proud partner.  Even as well as he thought he knew her, she still periodically surprised him with her oddness.


Rolling to her side, Taipan propped her head up on her arm, and her features wore that gambler's mask, erasing what went on from behind her gaze from his sight.  Ulric maintained his silence, allowing the Elf to digest fully this experience.  He was self-aware enough to understand that anything he said could and would be held against him and he probably lacked the tact to not piss her off.


"Fine." Conceded his Wife, at last dropping her flat expression, and transforming it with the smile that made his ears burn, "We will remain together, at all times.  I will not leave you behind to investigate the city and you will not depart it without me.  You will lead our Dance and I will support you as far as I may.  Are you satisfied, [Lord of the Ancient Glade], husband?"


Ah.  Well.  Between that second part of her address, which still just got him rightly in the mood, and her tugging her dress down to reveal the softness therein, they did not accomplish much else that afternoon.  Nevertheless, Ulric felt that they had come over a dangerous impasse and more tightly bonded than before.  Elves can be a little strange, what could he say?


Thanks, Halet, he told the silence of the room, later.


The afternoon 'wasted' *ahem*, they made dinner in the common room a sedate affair, though free from booze.  Pillow talk had largely consisted of the two of them plotting on how to get their hands on shipping manifestos without being caught or how to isolate the ones that had penned those letters.  That it had not been the same hand was clear, the elegant lines, smoothly controlled, of the one Twice Dead carried was distinct from the stiffer, less precise hand on the catch crew thug.  If they could get a match on the authors of these two documents, they'd have a pretty solid connection.


After Ulric and his disguised partner stuffed their faces with meat and some kind of spiced cabbage, with a loaf of bread split between them, they solidified their plan of action.  Tonight was a night on the town.  They'd head to the docks and try to observe the movements of boats into or out of the city. 


Taipan was certain that the slaves would be most likely extradited from the city outside normal traffic hours, on personal vessels, not mercantile ones.  It was simply too obvious that merchants liked to smuggle goods, even the 'honest' ones.  And, on the smaller vessels, it would be easier to hide along small inlets or up tributaries too narrow for the larger ships to navigate, which vastly opened up the number of launch or unloading points such ships could access.  For the cost of a single Aes'r slave, a run of a single live capture would be more than adequate compensation to take the chances and run the entire length of the river. 


Ulric remarked on the incredible temptation for so lucrative a venture.  Taipan set him straight.


"Ulric, any person caught buying or selling a sentient being on Orlethrem territory is brought to the city street and flayed alive.  They are then slathered in honey for the insects to consume, all the while a medicos remains on station to keep them alive for as long as possible, and to reapply the honey.  Slavers are not suffered.  That my Celestin cousins are involved in this is sickening, rot has clearly infested the realms of the Aes'r.  Perhaps this war was necessary, to burn our lands free of corruption." Judged his Shadow, harshly, in a whisper.


That was a distinctly Iriel'en take on the situation.  Very all or nothing, no greys about it.  For a matter as heinous as the buying and selling of your fellow man, he couldn't hold himself in disagreement, however.  Some things shouldn't be done.  The rest of their discussion was mostly cover, discussions of the expected breakup of the rivers


It was a fortunate thing that the Elven peoples tended to socialize in very distinct, very tight nit social circles.  The relative isolation of he and his partner was patently unremarkable, almost no direct interaction occurred between tables.  Sometimes one member would drift away from their group to chat with another, but only rarely.  That was less the case amongst the humans or beastkin who were more open than their pointy-eared neighbors but still not exactly gadflies. 


Ulric's ears didn't catch much of the floating talk but what he did mostly centered on the effects of the expected hostilities.  It was, more or less, an open secret that war would be coming.  According to the floating rumors he could pick up, nobody knew that the strategy was not the same business as usual.  Good.  Lord Brighteyes was going to give the border cities of Prespang a proper kick in the pills and their armies were going to find out what it was like when the Orlethrem stopped playing defense.


To outward appearances, Ulric was a barbarian merchant hashing out the coming trade season with his local partner.  None who overheard their discussions regarding how long to reach certain villages, probable resting sites, dangers on the road, expected patrols, the odds of bandits, would have reason to think anything differently.  Before they retired to stroll amicably up the stairs, half that common room would only remember that the Human merchant had an odd accent and that his partner was clearly slumming to be with him.


They dropped quietly out of the window, long after the Twins had set, their bed arranged to make it look like two sleeping forms side by side should anyone enter to check, though they'd have to open the locked door to do so.  Agile crouches absorbed the momentum of their fall and they were off, down predetermined streets into the cold dark of the city to track down whoever it was that was trading in sentient lives at the docks.


Torches burned in sconces in the poor districts.  Glowlamps put off a soft yellow brightness in the richer ones.  The flickering, dancing shadows cast by the torches were far better for stealthy travel so Taipan led them along the narrow alleys through the more destitute parts of Trachn'ir.  They made next to no sound on the cobbled streets, their soft boots padding under deft steps.  Compared to trying to match his Shadow's quiet tread upon leaf litter and fallen branches, this was easy.  Absent her wig and wearing an imitation of the Iriel'en black warrior's underclothes over top of her travel robes, the former Huntress truly did resemble more a shadow than a person.  Ulric had not had a similar likeness made, it would have put up flags for a Human to be wearing the traditional garb of a Deep Woods Elf.  He was, instead, wearing the charcoal overcoat he'd had made and doing his best not to be drastically more visible than the woman in the lead.


Only twice did they catch notice of any as they made their way through the city.    Once, by one of the city's more proficient catburglars, on his way back from a haul along the rooftops, his practiced eye catching the motion of others of similar ilk to himself.  The two of them were obviously not guards and he had two more jobs before dawn so he returned to his rooftop run.  The second, by a duo who were active serial killers, impersonating a drunk couple and killing any would be muggers who came along to take advantage of the 'inebriated' pair.  The woman's eyes saw heat, a skill of her class, Ripper, and noted the flash of easy movements along parallel trails.  These were not the prey the couple sought though, they loved the thrill of turning an aggressor, so confident in their power into a weeping, powerless thing before savoring the end.  Neither time, were either Ulric or his Shadow aware of the attention.


So it was that they came to the docks, half a Round after leaving their rooms behind.  The scarves they'd wrapped around their faces caught the mist their breaths would have produced against the cold night air next to the frozen highway of the river.


There was a surprising amount of active transport going on despite the season.  It might not be a peak season but cities as large as Trachn'ir didn't sleep through the Winter.  Goods all the way from the Atun, Svartalfin for crystal, sea where a narrow inlet permitted birth of the Zelus, initially a salt river.  That changed drastically once it was fed by the myriad tributary rivers that poured off the Heaven's reach glaciers, year round flows.  Not far North of its birthplace in the Crystal Sea, the Zelus grew incredibly large, the salt flow diluted to near nothing by the fresh waters coming in from the Heaven's Reach Mountains to the East and the Plateau of Ancients to the West.  It was a strangeness to the geology of Varda that an ocean should flow towards an inland sea but there was, according to the Orlethrem, a deep trench that occasionally poured molten rock, Ulric recognized the signs of continental separation, that shifted the flows of water.  Whatever the case, deep keeled ocean going ships were able to travel from the warm clear blue waters of the Atun ocean, down the Zelus,  all the way to Prosper's gate at the Vatyn sea. 


For a Celestin city like this, food was of paramount importance.  This kind of a population needed large volumes of food, food that outstripped its local production.  The docks reflected that reality.  There were grain bins, crates loaded with bags of crushed or powdered cereals.  Rice in staggering quantities.  A surprising amount of fresh produce, kept under cover against the frost, but preserved by the cold of the season.  Ulric noted many fish barrels on the docks, the tang of salt in the air slightly foreign to him.  Iriel'en did not frequently eat fish, but it occurred there regularly in their communal eateries, mostly caught from the rivers.  There were exotic fish on drying racks, curing here and there, scales glittering silver as they caught the light of an enormous half-moon.  Yerial, the moon, stood high in her track across the night sky, making stealth difficult.  Guards patrolled here with regularity, in the shuffle of cold, bored, men and women wishing they were most other places that described guard duty across every world. 


Taipan had them crouched next to a few stacked crates of what smelled like animal furs until a particularly dense cloud draped itself over the bisected silver disk masking its moonlight.  Under cover of this new dark the pair of them whispered across the cut stone of the dock, flitting from cover to cover, sometimes on their bellies, crawling along in the shadow of a collection of baskets, icy stone pulling the heat from their bodies.


Their destination was an unadorned shack surrounded by torches, and with a single Elf guard, hands tucked under armpits against the chill air, in attendance.  According to Taipan's memory of arriving to Trachn'ir by ship, this is where the shipping logs would be kept under lock and key.  Copies of the reports were delivered to the powers that be, their numbers pored over by those who had a stake in making sure those numbers read profit for the city and its peoples.  The originals, however, were never to leave this shack, not until they were archived at the end of the year.  It was a new year, celebrated only a few months ago, which meant that he and Taipan wouldn't have boxes and boxes of documents to hurriedly scan through. Before they could scan anything though they had to get to that shack and break in without raising an alarm. 


The good news was, the docks were absolutely fucking massive and there weren't enough patrols to completely cover them.  That was by design.  Everybody had something to hide, especially the powers that be, and they had a vested interest in being able to make covert movements possible.  Impenetrable security hurt the interests of nearly everyone, which made Ulric grin when he considered it.  Planned incompetence was something that tickled every funny bone in his body and he was glad to see that some things were truly universal, multiversal, even. 


Naturally, his Shadow was more in her element, being able to see freely with her empowered night vision.  Ulric was basically as blind as the guards.  The good news was that he was deliberately not looking into those torches, ruining his night vision.  The Elf standing bathed in their light, and heat, the bastard, would have effectively no vision beyond their reach.  He stood looking into a vast abyss of dark, relying more on his hearing to pick up signs of disturbances than his eyes.  Or, he would have, had he not been nodding against sleep. 


So far, they'd been able to, over the course of a carefully considered, well planned hour, manage a completely undetected approach to the shack.  This next part was tricky and would require tight timing.  Several hours of discussion had gone into this, both sides arguing their cases and presenting refinements to the approach.  At the end, he and his long-eared comrade had come to an agreement: simple was best, and the simplest distraction was a bait and switch.  A good ol' Kansas City shuffle. 


Ulric was, of course, going to be the distraction.  He'd explained how he was going to do it and Taipan had refused to believe him.  "Believe me," He'd said to her, "Unless you grew up on my world, in the particular social environment of my home country, there's no goddamned way you see this coming.  It gets, literally everyone the first time."  And it did.  She fell for it, and he'd warned her it was coming.   It was like mind control.  He felt, more than heard, his Shadow's sigh as she retrieved a small vial filled with booze and handed it to him.


The rough stink of a single distilled raw brandy he slathered himself in.  Game time.


Ulric made his way without particular hurry from their place of concealment, his partner in crimes to be long departed to her planned location behind the shack, out of sight.  He strode with an uncertain gait, sometimes stiff, sometimes too flexible, the awkwardness aided by a large pebble in his boot. 


The uneven shuffle of boots pulled the guard from his stupor just in time to see a Human buck, a large one, stumbling into the torch light reeking of booze and with a glazed look in his eye that said he had no idea how he'd arrived at this point.  Rolling his eyes, the guard righted himself and checked his weapons, just in case, before he addressed the drunk. 


"What ho!  You there, what are you doing on the docks this late?" He tried, reasonably.


"Aye?" Ulric answered, his slurred voice drawling, "Havn't ta seen me'm any overclocks em?"


The stream of nonsense hit the guard physically.  Eyes scrunched in confusion he shook himself to approach the Human. 


"Look here, manling, you cannot be here at these hours, the docks are closed.  You're lucky to have managed to get here, rather than stroll onto the ice and fall into a hole.  Turn yourself about and be off!" The guard ordered.


The Human looked around suddenly, hands patting their coat, looking for the pocket that they kept barely missing, which proved surprisingly irritating to the guard to behold, but straightening made them lose balance and they caught themselves just before they fell into him.  His hands roughly took the shoulder and set the blurry eyed man straight and he heard a muffled, "Mmthanks, em, gut sirrah." as the man finally found his coat pocket and fished around.


Ulric had accomplished his goal, having gotten close to the guard and distracted him. Now, for the coup de grace.  He pulled his hand free of his coat, turning to sidelong to the Elf, and announced, with a surprised, "Dropped my pocket!", his hand forming a ring with forefinger and thumb, remaining digits fanned, and the guard's gaze was drawn like a lodestone to magnetic North, eyes falling into the ring.  He never saw the hammer fist that clubbed him across the back of the head but he did see the flash of light inside his brain that announced he'd been concussed, moments before he dropped like a sack of potatoes to the dock.  Quickly, before the next guard came at a pass he dumped the rest of the booze vial on the guard's uniform and fished into his coat pocket for a second vial. 


At the same time as his nonsensical, but indisputably effective, pocket announcement, Taipan left her own hiding spot, passed behind the both of them without so much as a flutter of air, and worked the door's lock, bypassing it about the time that her companion had propped the unconscious guard against the wall of the shack.  They had no idea how long he'd be out so Ulric administered a potent sleep aid, manufactured by herself that evening, the vile smelling liquid poured down the guard's gullet quickly so he didn't aspirate on it.  When the guard swallowed the concoction without spitting it back up Ulric threw Taipan a thumbs up and she entered the shack.  They had another minute, tops before the guard rotation brought someone in view who would see that the guard was laying asleep, as he would remain for hours unless a remedy for the sleep aid were applied.  Even if he woke, he'd be drugged into stupor, hence the booze on his coat. 


Ulric was counting seconds, he reached forty-three and was starting to get nervous that they'd wasted this one chance, there wouldn't be another after tonight, when Taipan exited the shack with an extra bit of padding to her chest and flashed the thumbs up, that announced it was time to make their getaway.  The lock clicked shut as she closed it and they darted into the night.  Thirty seconds later, the pair, huddled beneath an upside-down empty rice basket, heard the guard cry out, "Roric you fookin' louse, that's the third time!  They'll have yer ass!"  The guard, and his three companions who abandoned their posts to investigate and harangue their intemperate colleague never noticed the rice baskets that glided quietly down the dock.


            

    
        Chapter 120: Feeling the Burn

    
    
    
    
                The pair of them managed a somewhat uneventful retrograde to their rented room.  Hands nearly too cold to grip the masonry and timbers led to Ulric coming a moment away from falling off the side of the building in his climb but Taipan snagged him and hauled him up into the window.  There, they went over their haul.


Ulric couldn't make heads nor tails of it, until his Shadow indicated what the columns meant.  From there he realized that they had the dates and times of arrival and departure, loaded and unloaded cargo weights, names, mercantile or private ownership, captaincy, declared crew, all of it for every ship registered here in these logs.  Ulric whistled softly.  It was the motherload.  And this was the slow time of year, he couldn't imagine what a monstrous task they'd have before them if it was peak season.


Say this for the officials in Trachn'ir, they knew who was bringing what into their city.  Smuggling would have had to have been a slick operation to get through all this scrutiny.  Or.  It had to be an inside job.  Greased palms and purchased silence to let the smugglers route their traffic through this trade hub would probably fund a man, or Elf, or whatever, quite well. 


Now, they just had to search this haystack for a very particular needle.  Somewhere in all of that was the identity of the Aes'r slavers.  Doubtless, the theft of these logs was going to raise alarm bells in whoever the hell it was that was running this racket and Ulric was now without doubt that it was somebody higher up on the totem pole for the city itself.  They'd be taking too many chances with their own skin if they were some low-level middle management trying to squeak through.  No, this had the stink of somebody with the final say, with pull enough to be able to wash away any discrepancies to hide their activity.  As much as he wished they could get access to the documents scrubbed by their mystery ringleader, he doubted very much that would be possible.  If they were smart enough to pull this off, they were smart enough to cover their tracks.  The only direct connection he and Taipan would get to the bastard was likely the two handwritten letters, everything else they would have would be circumstantial. 


Good thing they weren't planning to hold a trial.


After an hour of going through their catch, the exhausted couple turned in.  They'd snag a few hours of well-earned sleep, then make the rounds through the city drumming up information about disappearances amongst the low-borne citizenry, the most likely local targets of their perpetrators.  There again, a smart player would be reluctant to shit where they eat, but simple greed would push them to graze lightly, even so.  If they were astute, and diligent, they'd turn up something. 


*****************Elsewhere, Twelve Hours Later****************


A second table died, where its brother had stood the previous day, smashed viciously into a heap of finely carved firewood.


"FUCK!" Screamed the Ogrand, eyes bloodshot, fury pulsing off his frame.


He stood over the wreck of his newest table, grieving for the smooth finish, the ornate carvings of fish leaping amongst sea spray, and the Aur Squire that had purchased it.  That table was a one of a kind.  A masterwork of a Melond furniture maker using decades-aged timber from the highlands that came from a tree at least two centuries old, one could tell by the whirled grains.  Gone.  Like the shipping manifestos.  All his enemies had to do was show those in comparison to the ones he'd been submitting and it would raise some very pointed questions from his colleagues in the City Governance meetings.


This time, the thin Wolven beastkin didn't risk opening the door.  He'd heard of one of his predecessors getting snatched that way, their head crushed to pulp before they'd realized what was happening.  He yelled through the door, "Your Grace?  Tell me how I may serve!" and his tail wagged nervously at the prospect of being ordered to present himself physically before his master.


The Ogrand pulled a small splinter free of his hardened skin, barely penetrating despite the intensity of the strike, and straightened his finery before he answered.  This sort of thing was beneath him.  He was NOT a savage brute lacking restraint, lacking poise, like so many of his kin.  He would NOT be murdering his attendant today in a Blood Rage and smearing the corpse across his walls. 


"There has been a theft.  A gross failure on the part of the dock security, one that will not go unpunished.  I will handle that later today, but, for now, I require you to send for my troubleshooters.  The ones I have instructed you to, up to this point, pretend do not exist." He called, respecting the wisdom of this newest attendant in not placing himself at hand. 


A smart one, was this Wolven.  The Ogrand was gratified to have reason to believe that his newest attendant would live long, if he stayed so cautious.  He heard the rapid scurry of feet and the scuffle of feet on stairs announcing that his attendant had gone to pass word.  Self-control was one thing, but if they were too stupid to have a sense of danger they only aggravated his desire to murder them.


First, he would have that guard flogged and run out of the city.  This was the third time the man had been drunk on duty and no amount of blabbered "Drunks with dropped pockets" would save him.  As for the thief, that was a harder decision.  The Ogrand bull was without a doubt, now, that the Iriel'en scout he'd ordered collected was in the city.  His agents had gone through the gate entries and found a Human and an Iriel'en, though neither had been dressed as his reports had described earlier, which meant they knew that they'd been targeted.  The same Iriel'en had been sighted entering an inn, she was distinctive, even in a crowd of her knife-eared cousins, with her Human partner, an oddity that, and had disappeared thereafter.  Neither had been recorded as checking out of their rooms but some promptly arranged break-ins found the rooms empty.  Between that, and now this clear attempt to run down information on his operations, he was going to have to take a more aggressive posture.


For now, the Ogrand had to lean on local muscle and wait for his messages to get downriver.  At least the ice remained solid, once breakup started, transport and communication would be dead in the water, very literally, until the large ice floes dispersed.  Those would punch holes through a hull and grind its crew to chunks with little trouble; most shipping companies decried the use of a magus to accompany their ships and keep the worst of the ice at bay.  At that point, he could not count on assistance from the Morion household arriving timely.  He would, however, now be expecting a significant degree of aid within the two weeks it would take them to make the traversal.  Lord Morion had ever been a prompt and competent master.  Generous when well served, too. 


It was times like this when the Ogrand's determined hold on his temper and baser instincts paid greatest dividends.  Most of his kin would have been far too proud, too self-assured to have sent such rapid request for aid and would have found themselves isolated, surrounded by enemies, and shortly thereafter destroyed.  Not him.  He had greater ambitions than being a vagrant chief, leading his harem through the plains and surviving in squalor as most of his kind.  No, his intentions were…grander.  This entire city would be his within a few short years, his ascent was rapid.  Taking hold of the worst elements of the city's crime infrastructure and bending them to his own purposes, plus the liquid capital injection from his slave smuggling operation, had given him a hold on his position that even the most determined political enemies found hard to break.  And, if they got a little close to doing so, then a timely mugging gone sour could be arranged to change their attitudes.  Trachn'ir was Celestin territory but they wielded soft power.  The Ogrand, in a nod to his own heritage, preferred the harder kind and used it like a scalpel.


Now, he had but to wait for his fixers to arrive so that he could make arrangements for dealing with this Brownie infestation into his affairs.  The Human was worthless, they didn't even justify the costs of transporting them to markets in Prosper.  The Elf though, now that was a catch.  Iriel'en were rarely gathered breathing and their scarcity on the slave blocks would guarantee he collected big.  Perhaps big enough to swing the majority council vote coming in the fall.  Revenue and Trades Master of Trachn'ir was a fine position, but Chancellor of the Exchequer, now that was better.  That would gain him the ear of the Greater Houses of Celestin and let him build his contacts within the aristocracy, a thing outside his natural grasp being but a lowly plainsborne Ogrand. 


The thought settled his anger over the destruction of his table as he awaited the arrival of his men.  One catch team had been ambitious.  A mistake.  Iriel'en weren't to be underestimated in their element.  Here, in the city though, that was his ground and his men would soon have the Elf driven to corner.  Where one team had failed, three would suffice.


Now…when his assistant returned, he'd see about procuring a table.  Perhaps something Svartalfin.  A well-braced number in etched [Truesteel] might better match his higher station anyway.  Yes, he'd commission something personally.  His coffers would be far more than adequate once this troublesome Knife ear found her way to market.  The thought of polished metal curves, gemdust inlays, and gold accents occupied him until his men arrived.


***********************************************


Ulric followed his Shadow's lead through the city steets, the pair of them had decided that they needed an additional angle besides that of the shipping manifestos.  There were, according to the intuition of his partner, six ships that were likely not on the up and up.  All privately owned, three from the same family, one lesser House Wicker.  These boats never registered cargo, they never brought anything in or out of the city, and, they were always gone no longer than three days, according to the dock records.  That each of these boats should leave the city, seemingly without purpose, in the depth of winter, and not be gone long enough to go anywhere in particular was atypical.   Taipan was of the opinion that they probably did not sail the entire length of the riverways to Prosper but instead acted to hand off their "catch" to another vessel.  It limited the risks that they took and kept their partner off of the registers of Trachn'ir.  To Ulric, it sounded exactly like the sort of handoff that drug runners had used back when cartels were running most of the Southern continents.


They had done a bit of sleuthing, casual comments dropped about a 'tragic loss of so many young' while perusing wares in various shops, during some explorative faked trade deals, and while stopping for lunch in various common rooms,  and, their fishing pulled in some interesting news: it just so happened that House Wicker was holding funeral rites for two of its own and four more close cousins of the house.  A terrible accident on the roads, just outside of Trachn'irm was the rumor.  Some monster or another had caught the troop, who had volunteered to help with securing the roads for the upcoming trade season.  The timing was impossibly similar.  What were the odds that a single household should lose an equivalent number of members as the number of failed ambushers? 


It didn't take long before they had a tentative confirmation.  A stroll down the docks evidenced that one of the Wicker ships had been made ready to cast off and its skids freshly waxed, as if to make journey.  The cold would make the wax coatings brittle and they would flake off, hence only ships that expected to make a run within the day would have such a preparation.  The ship left ready was the property of one minor House Wicker's a second son, recently departed, they had learned that afternoon.  Bingo.  They had an ID on Twice Killed. 


Arm in arm, the pair of them were on a wide causeway, the cobbled streets kept well clear of snow and with a mild traffic that Ulric had come to recognize as characteristic of the midday normal crowd.  There were even several familiar faces in and amongst the passing forms.  Their investigation had taken him across most of the city.  Taipan, seemingly, had an insatiable need to walk every street that the city offered which meant that he had been forced to join her.  His only consolation to the press of the buildings, the jar of peoples in his ears, was that his discomfort was shared by his partner.  Neither of them enjoyed the cosmopolitan atmosphere, though both hid it to keep up appearances. 


Ulric had changed in many ways since coming to Varda.  Likely only his parents would even recognize him.  His distaste for places where peoples flocked together to live on top of each other had not joined many of the predilections he'd discarded. 


Currently, he was taking solace in that the movement of peoples, the loose diffusion of the Celestin city, was excellent practice for his [Ceraunoperception].  In the wilds much of his problem was in having trouble picking up signatures of the woody plants, deciphering the minimal inputs across his skin to form a sort of tactile image of the surroundings.  The opposite was true of this budding perception; there were so many bodies, loud against his sensibilities that it made distinguishing them difficult.  His efforts had drawn him inwards, trusting Taipan to keep them on course.  That was how he determined that the two of them were being followed, a pressure had remained almost unmoving upon the back of his neck, a presence that matched their pace too evenly to be accidental and kept religiously to the blind spot of the pair of them and had done so for nearly a quarter Round of the Twins. 


Ulric pointed towards a stall, operated by a rather intimidating Sauri.  The smells that drifted from this stand indicated that a pungent, almost curry spiced set of kebabs were on offer.  Ulric decided that he'd put out feelers for the eventual exports that he'd be seeing from the Ancient glade.  His cover as a barbarian merchant wasn't completely for show.  At some point, if he lived long enough, he'd need to establish some kind of income flow from the gifts of his fae home.  No place to start like a kebab vendor who might be in need of a little extra something to put the starch in the pants of their customers. 


"By the way, Taipan, somebody has been following us for about fifteen minutes.  Did you pick up on them ?" He asked as they closed in and he caught the slitted eye of the vendor.


Taipan pinched his arm gently, "No, Ulric, and how are you sure of this?!" she hissed into his ear, but with effectively no other indication.


Interesting, so they were able enough to keep from being noticed by his very gifted Shadow.  She had abilities that gave her a sort of sixth sense about being tracked or ambushed so it was likely that the follower had some sort of skill or ability that masked them from such senses.  An arms race of detect and counter-detect skills facilitated by magical fuckery.


"Ho There friend!  Two of your spiciest!" Ulric greeted the Sauri, who grinned a terrifying reveal of sharp teeth guaranteed misery to whatever fell between those powerfully muscled jaws.


They grew them large, these lizardkin, this probably male one was about seven and a half feet tall and layered with muscle.  He was almost delicate in his handling of the strips of meat and the jars of spices that he used to prepare a fresh set of skewers, roasting them over a slow flame by setting them in a sort of holster on his tail that waved slowly over the fire. 


As the food cooked, Ulric turned back to his Shadow and smiled, whispering answer to her question and covering for their observer to think nothing was amiss.


"I've had my [Ceraunoperception] up since we left our rooms this morning, and there's been a consistent indicator that says somebody has been sitting on top of our blindspot, matching our pace, for too long to be coincidence."


He might as well have told his Huntress mate that Christmas had come early by the awed glee in her expression.


"This is so?  You can detect presences without needing to use your eyes now, even in this wash of peoples?"


Ulric didn't bother trying to hide his satisfaction.


"Sure can.  You wouldn't believe how aggravating it's been, like poison ivy that moves across your body whenever anybody moves, but I think I got it down now.  Hell, I can feel people and animals through walls.  No floaty mage fucker gets to blast me through my room again." He assured her.


He watched the wheels turn behind her eyes as she began to incorporate this new information into whatever machinery plots against her enemies automatically.  Their food finished before she was ready to reveal to him the place his ability had within her paradigm and he paid the Sauri gladly his two copper squires for the sumptuous things, dripping grease and slightly charred, as all good kebabs should be.  The smell that enveloped these spiced meat sticks indicated that their maker was a true connoisseur of the art of flesh and flame. 


They devoured the tender meats gladly, it had been a long morning of strolling and gumshoeing.  A potent burn began to develop halfway through the meal, and Ulric was reminded of the slow rise of the ghost pepper, which took its time ramping on his palette before delivering full heat.  Upon reaching the end of the skewer he was sweating lightly and fully believed that this Sauri was undercharging for such skill. 


The vendor expressed some interest in his customers' reactions.  He'd used the best pepper blend he had, a complex blend of four different fiery pods dried, ground fine, and mixed to produce a veritable bouquet of spice.  The Elf appeared completely unaffected though pleased, which was slightly ridiculous, while the Valin clearly enjoyed and suffered the heat of his skewers.  The Sauri took pride in his art, and it was a source of joy when it was as clearly appreciated.  After a minute of savoring their food, the Human, reached into a belt pouch and held up a small vial with some dark green powder.


"You are a gift to street food, that was the best I've ever eaten." Ulric praised the Sauri honestly, offering the sealed ceramic vial holding his [Reaper Basil] powdered herb, "Which is why I think I have something that will interest you."


The still novel facial features of this great beastkin were unknown to him, but Ulric thought he knew a man who was curious if he saw one.  A great, clawed hand took the meticulously sealed vial delicately.


"This is a product of my homeland, an herb that grows in abundance there and with a potency that I have not yet seen matched, though your spice blend does it a credit.  If you are not afraid of your own product, I recommend a small sample.  Just a bare pinch, please, if heat is not to your taste." Ulric told the vendor, with that slight challenge that chili heads could never leave unanswered.


A throaty bass humm, that probably would have sent a prehistoric rodent running for its life, accompanied the preparation of another kebab, the tail holding the skewer level with its face as it unstoppered the vial and took a gentle whiff.  The creature's muzzle turned to Ulric for a moment in disbelief before it tapped a generous portion of the green herb across the length of the meat skewer, practiced claws resealing the vial and returning it to its owner, who watched with intent as the skewer roasted; the Sauri's tail was, apparently, immune to the heat of the flame.


The Saurid shishkebab chef ate slowly of the, for it, small treat, letting the flavors meld inside its mouth, the earthy bitterness of the herb melding with oils, fats, and char of the meat, and then, the violent heat that ascended.  Eyes widening, the beastkin had found, at last, what he'd sought for years.  A piece de resistance.  Now this, this was a spice.  He wasn't entirely sure whether or not he'd been poisoned.  Or if he should care, if in this joy was how he was to pass.


Eyes closed, the pulsing burn in his mouth migrated.  From back of throat, to tongue, to cheeks.  Now, even the hide on top of his muzzle had heated.  Exquisite. 


Ulric watched to see how his prospective trade item was valued.  The news looked good, if tears of pain mixed with joy, falling from the corner of the Vendor's eyes could be taken as evidence.  Not hurrying to interrupt, he waited patiently with his partner and kept the sensation of their tail firmly fixed in his mind.  It had not moved in the entire time since they'd come to the stall, had not so much as drifted out of place, even though all around him he could track the motion of the nearby peoples going about their business in the Celestin city.  No doubt now, they'd been tagged somehow.  A problem to be solved later, presently, the massive form of the scaled Jormun rose from its blissful contemplation.


"What is this? And where can I get more of it?" the deep, mellow voice, rumbled softly.


Ulric grinned as he answered, "No name have I ever heard it given but the one I chose when I discovered it in the deepest wilds South and West of Iriel.  Quite by accident, you understand, the Deep Woods cousins of my partner here are no friends of Valin, not that I can lay blame for that upon them, but, nevertheless, fortuitous." Ulric bragged, not unreasonably.


"What you have tasted is the [Reaper's Basil] and you may find more of it at your own request when I begin its offer to markets." Said Ulric, slow rolling the Sauri deliberately.


"Consider yourself the first to know it, other than my seemingly immune counterpart.  I am on an explorative venture, testing the desire for this and some other goods for my enterprise.  You have an interest then." He ended, with a question that was made a statement by its inflection.


The kebab vendor turned its bulk slowly, reaching into the coals of the cook fire, extracting a Sil Knight and holding the cooling silver metal between its claws without notice of the heat of the metal or its hiding place. 


Rather safe keeping, putting your coins in a place where only you could get to it unburned.


"A Sil Squire for such a vial as you have on your person.  I could manage another three knights had you the available herb now." Declared the Sauri bluntly.


Ulric fist pumped in his mind but kept a merely pleased demeanor.


"This vial is, at the moment, the only processed herb that exists, to my knowledge.  I doubt that, even if they knew where it grew, that many would think it anything other than noxious.  The raw herb, if you believe it, has an even greater peak to its fire than does the dry." Ulric claimed, to the astonishment and obvious desire of the vendor.


"I will give this vial to you, free of charge, if you would use its contents to show your craft with your peers, to demonstrate how its greatness can be experienced if one has the talent to prepare it suitably.  And also, tell your customers and friends that a new export comes from the Iriel'en a year or two from now." Ulric said, evenly, the plan he'd made months ago coming to a fruition of sorts.


The trick to commerce was marketing.  Exposure.  His problem was that literally no one had ever seen this herb in its current form.  If it grew elsewhere than the glade, Taipan had never heard of it and she'd been everywhere that there was to be in Orlethrem.  Then what he needed was a demand and he'd only have a demand if there were parties like this Sauri kebab vendor who served a large enough population.  Hence, giving away the vial to ensure that it gained notice of the populace of an entire trade port was a no brainer.  Taipan restrained her grief at the loss of her secret joy.


The Sauri knew what game was being played.  He also knew that he had, Flame's Fortunes, been granted the opportunity to be first amongst his competitors to gain access to this revolution amongst spices.  After replacing the coin within his cookfire, he extended a clawed hand instantly, the offer too good to even attempt the traditional observance of haggling.


"By my eyes, it is a bargain struck." Exclaimed the vendor, impressive teeth revealed by its grin.


"Who is it that I must thank for this grand venture?" He asked.


"Ulric Twice Borne." Ulric answered, using the appellative he and Taipan had agreed upon.


Just because they should be completely unknown didn't mean he needed to make it easier than absolutely necessary for anyone to connect a barbarian merchant to the Valin that had recently become [Lord of the Ancient Glade]. 


"And in whose talented hands have I placed my fortunes to be?" He returned, his hand disappearing into the powerful claws as they shook once, gently.


The Sauri stood tall, his full height and girth even more impressive now.


"My name is Olivander Greytooth, and my hearthstones are yours to sit upon." The creature said, a rumbling friendliness in his tone at some odds with the literal words used to express them.


Ulric nodded, committing that to memory.  He'd just taken the first step to maybe not being a hermit living in a carved-out bush cottage for the remainder of his days.  It felt good.  After all, he had a wife to support and she had expensive tastes in poisoned arrows.


Actually, the reality was not lost on him that Taipan was amongst the least materialistic individuals that he had ever met.  She was perfectly happy to live in the forests sleeping under the stars or in travel shelters.  Other than travel supplies, he didn't know that she'd ever spent a single coin out of luxury.  If it wasn't sharp, wasn't warm, or wasn't going to aid in her past time of silently killing the enemies of her people, she mostly wasn't interested.


That idle thought brought a smile to his face almost as much as the good fortune of meeting this most remarkable Kebab Artisan.  With a promise to return in the following year with a far greater supply of [Reaper's Basil] he departed one Olivander Greytooth's stall and proceeded along their intended route through the city.


Now, they had to rid themselves of a certain tagalong.


            

    
        Chapter 121: Taipan's Sport

    
    
    
    
                Ulric was certain that they'd managed to sell their cover as traveling merchants fairly effectively. They'd played a near-perfect game the night before, accessing the port documents, even if they'd had to take the originals instead of copying them and leaving none the wiser. There was a virtue in having these real ones. If they could finagle a way to compare with the copies, there was an exceedingly high probability that some sort of doctoring had taken place of those to hide the abnormal tendency of some ships to never carry cargo and to take trips to nowhere with some regularity. No doubt the timing of those trips could be correlated to reports of people being abducted, if one could get an inside track on the city guards.


Civilization operated according to certain precepts and bureaucracy sprang up as a necessary byproduct of large groups of people coming together to exchange goods and services. Somebody was sitting on the information that would connect the dots, it was only that he and Taipan didn't have access to it. If they did, it would make their excising this tumor much more expedient. As it was, they currently had themselves an opportunity, if only they could take the individual following them alive. While they strolled, ambling between stalls in a large trade plaza within a few minutes' walk to the dockyards, Taipan revealed the plan she'd been working on to do that very thing.


"Our tail is almost certainly not alone, Ulric." the tall woman said casually, as if regarding the time of day.


"Teams of three are common, one to stay behind, one to stay ahead, and one to keep the flank. If I have not detected sign of them they are experienced and within their element here in this tangle of people. I do not think that I could lose them without revealing that we are aware of their presence." She summarized to him.


Ulric nodded, that made sense. He chewed on it as he haggled over a set of fangs from some kind of large serpent, their curved, hollow ivory color not quite hiding very fine serrations along the front and backs of the tooth. Three silver squires parted from him and he put the fangs in his belt pouch. He was certain he could do far better if he could manage to kill a [Venombolt Viper] without being forced to melt its skull. The bastards were pretty scary though; he'd seen one dissolve two men in armor with a single blast of acidic poison. Taipan would enjoy carving the fangs into some trinket or another.


"What about a trap?" He asked his partner as they huddled over a set of otter pelts.


"These were caught with poison Ulric, they are useless. They laid dead for over a day before they were skinned out and will be too brittle to tan or work without losing their resistance to water. I could separate from your side and remove the flanker who is probably coordinating the encirclement, if you will permit." She answered, fingering the hide with evident disgust.


Abandoning those pelts without another look and ignoring the tight-lipped stare of their incompetent seller, they moved on.


"Oh? Have you been able to catch tell of the others involved in this little play?" He asked, almost surprised.


Ulric had, of course, not been able to do any such thing. The ones in front and side moved more naturally through the winding forms and he'd only kept "sight" of the one behind them because that one stayed too precisely in place behind them. So. Technically skilled, but a moron.


"Of course, Ulric. Who do you take me for?" The bosomy Elf asked, faking a pout when he rejected a buy on some fine silk rope.


He had no idea what she wanted it for, but they'd come back around to it eventually. Better to sell the idea that they were being discerning in their shopping, it would not do to reveal the wealth he actually had access to. That little surprise had not completely worn off. Damned Elves and their practical jokes.


"No offense meant Lady Taipan." He apologized softly, "It was only surprising because we are in this absolute mess of fucking people and buildings. I barely recognize faces we must have passed a dozen times by this point, let alone some experienced thugs. Had we been in the wild I'd warrant that they never got within a league of us without your knowing."


Best to offer her compliments to go with the apology, he'd learned that much about his lovely Shadow. This proved true now as she sidled closer on his arm, offering a press of some of his favorite parts of her anatomy to reward his good behavior. So easily had he been trained. She liked to preen over her skill at the Hunt. Compliment her body as much as you wanted, that barely registered on her radar since she already knew she was beautiful, but praise her ability in the wilds and she was all smiles. And more, sometimes.


Ulric was slow on the social uptake sometimes, but he did learn. Particularly when he was constantly exposed to a surly Elf that liked to make her displeasures known though training exercises that made his bones sweat, all under the guise of "serving his future interests" and that only when she wasn't fingering her knife's blade openly. Most men suspected that their wives had plotted on them at some point. He knew his did, she'd admitted to it.


"Tell you what," Ulric offered his ultimately competent companion, "You have my permission to spend the next Round of the Twins in whatever fashion you deem. Anything you want, you're off the leash for a whole hour."


And now he was reminded again why this incredibly lovely woman scared the mortal piss out of him sometimes. She was smiling her special little murder smile even while her now indigo eyes fairly smoldered at him. He needed to have a word with Bald'rt and company about their parenting, that they had produced this outcome. Ulric coughed lightly into his hand when he recalled the Iriel'en Lord's pet name [Shadow Panther] for his daughter: A Greater beast known for being ruthless hunters of incredible danger.


Taipan giggled lightly and pulled him down for a peck on his cheek and a whispered, "Return to our first inn, the alley behind and I'll show you what I've caught then."


And then she was off, gliding down the cobbled street. Ulric thought he saw someone pull off from a nearby outdoor barstool to follow her rather sooner than they should have had they not been watching. They had barely even touched the mug they'd left behind. Now that was suspicious, nobody day drinks and leaves a full beverage behind.


He shook his head slightly. They were being followed by idiots. Judging by his Shadow's evident glee, they were being followed by very soon to be dead idiots.


Welp, he'd been given his marching orders. Ulric drifted out of the plaza, leaving behind the squawk of offseason merchants trying to empty their inventories before the rush of new goods. He didn't bother trying to see whether or not he'd picked up new minders, the one behind him had never left. The catch team they'd sent out before had had eight members. What are the odds that they used fewer on the second go around?


********Taipan******************


Her feet whispered almost without sound on the cobbles as she made her way quickly through the streets of Trachn'ir. Smiling, Taipan relished in her Honor's trust. He'd granted her an entire hour! Completely unfettered, completely at her own discretion. And that after she'd prompted their "debate" over separating.


What a surprise that had been. He'd been holding back during their spars, hiding his growth in anticipation of her challenge to his lead in their partnership. He'd gotten her angry enough to press her position when the environment limited greatly her mobility and had smashed her with unexpected ferocity, in a whisper of that violence that she knew he kept tightly reined. The ambush was a thorough success and it occurred to her that the man had twice now managed to catch her completely flat footed. It boded well for their future together. She had to appreciate that her partner was not a fool. Odd. But not foolish. He knew her strengths and had faith in them, if not so much as she herself did. Well, he was young yet, he would learn.


Turning suddenly down a narrow alley, only just barely wide enough to accommodate her shoulders, she immediately jumped upwards, two and a half meters vertical, and planted her feet and hands on the walls of the pressing buildings to throw herself an additional two meters on momentum. Planting herself again, suspended now more than half way to the roof of the second story leatherworker's shop that made the right hand building, she used her knife to work the window lock of the leatherworker's upstairs home, opening it quickly and rolled into the dwelling without sound, closing the swinging portal behind her. A mere three seconds after entering the alley and she had vanished from the streets, to look down from the cover of the curtained glass window without a sign that she'd ever been there.


The man who'd been following her, a Celestin, which twisted her lips sourly, appeared surprised. Two others joined him, a plain looking human dressed as a cart puller and a rather vulpine Lupid beastkin, his thick ruff and one torn ear distinctive as the front of the encirclement that had been keeping them hemmed in. The Celestin and the Lupid both wore the uniform of city guards. Perhaps they even were. It would matter little in a few moments, the Huntress thought to herself.


Her knife still at the ready, she gently pushed the window open as their would be pursuers passed by it, timed so that they would see nothing even in their peripheral vision. Her mana regeneration was crippled in these unattuned lands, her core still not harmonized to the mana flows of the low land forests as it was to her home territory of Iriel. Even so, she had not used much of her strength and could spare some here to guarantee the clean kill. Gathering herself, she dropped down on top of the trailing Human, opening him completely from throat to groin with the weight of her passage to the ground, her Deep Woods Ranger's [Silent Step], and decades of mastery earned by similar attacks, deadening the sound of her landing.


She rose from her momentum absorbing crouch with a hammer grip on the knife handle and a palm against its hilt, driving the blade cleanly through the base of the spine of the Celestin, not lamenting the loss of any Elf who would be in service to slavers. Her cousin's corpse hid her profile behind it and she felt her shadow mana condense with intent focusing into her blade, even as the sound of her first victim's fall turned the wolven head of her Lupid tracker.


[Fatal Thrust]


She jabbed her knifehand forward, over the shoulder of the falling Aes'r and the point of the immaculately cared for blade passed easily through the bones of the Lupid's thick skull, spearing through its forehead and killing it instantly. So potent was the concentration of mana in her strike she bypassed the integrity of the bone and experienced little of the expected shock to one's wrist, or sound, as might be expected when stabbing into the victim's brain case. A swift up and down jerk of the blade ensured that the Lupid was gone and she stood straight before the last of her three enemies had stopped twitching.


It had been too long since she'd gotten to Hunt properly.


Her husband had granted her a full hour, of which she had used five minutes. She exited the opposite side of the alley moving exactly as she'd entered it and turned down another busy street to circle the block. As she did a quick scan of the drifting citizens of the city her experience eye homed in on another of the would be hunters as they approached the alley she'd entered before, the air of one with a purpose loud about them. They might as well have screamed that they were part of the group looking for her. She wanted to spit. Why had they thought to be hunting Iriel'en when they were so bad at it?


Oh well. She grinned as the brutish Valin turned down the alley, having closed the distance between them easily, merely passing as if on a hurried venture through the crowd. When this last would be hunter turned down the alley she followed silently a mere few footsteps behind, turning as if on accident down the same narrow passage as she'd gone just a minute earlier.


A few moments later she strode out the other side of the alley, unable to keep from laughing openly that she'd gotten four of them with the same exact bait. Next, she would deal with the one that had tagged her Honor. Ulric's new perception skill was turning out to be more useful than she'd expected. She had to admit, she might have to give him more space to experiment with his bizarre use of magic, he seemed to have a way of finding incredibly potent applications for one with a newly awakened core. As much as she disliked cities, this one she knew well and it was proving to be a novel hunting ground, full of opportunities to experiment with the techniques that would prove useful when they made their way to the maze of buildings that was Prosper.


Ah. There he was. Ulric had taken a slow course back along their trail, and was crossing a wide thoroughfare, busy with the press of peoples. The dense shuffle of bodies proved a wonderful opportunity to try one of the incredibly potent poisons that her Honor had brought from the glade. Taipan's belt held a discreet pocket on its reverse side, holding an assortment of hollowed needles made from [Sawspine] quills each filled with the toxin that induced rapid paralysis.


She spotted the trailing man that had evaded her detection earlier, to her vexation, easily enough. The man, another Celestin damn his eyes, was probably using a class skill or ability that helped him to track his target's vision and stay in the precise blind spot that rendered him effectively invisible. She moved through the crowd, ignoring a few copped feels, and withdrew a needle from her hidden bandolier. As she came abreast of now obvious hawkshaw she flicked her fingers to send the needle deeply into his neck, passing him by even as his hand slapped to his neck at the sting.


She didn't slow as the commotion behind her grew, shouts for aid coming as the former agent dropped to the ground. She stepped behind a large Saurid, hiding in his profile as her Honor turned, no doubt sensing the loss of the tail he'd been focusing his new senses on. She'd have to be careful when trailing him now, if Ulric could indeed feel presences through solid objects. She'd figure out how to bypass it sooner or later. It didn't take long for her to catch up to the form of her husband and take his arm, enjoying the surprise on his face as he saw who it was that had come upon him undetected.


All told, she'd done exactly what she wanted for half an hour. Five of their enemies were dead and they would have plenty of time to plan their ambush for the rest from the site of their first housing within Trachn'ir, completing the circle on the false trail they'd laid that they were operating from that part of the city preferentially. She felt her Honor's hand slide around to hold her wasit and leaned into him.


A glorious day it was shaping up to be.


Ulric was slightly startled when one of the presences in his senses abruptly closed in to take his arm. Suppressing a jerk he turned to see it was his Taipan, smiling, returning much earlier than he'd expected. Her little excursion must have turned out well. He found out why shortly, though he had some idea as the trailing presence had fallen out of order just half a minute earlier.


"Howdy there little lady, back so soon?" He opened, not bothering to hide that she'd snuck up on him.


She flashed her teeth in what many would have considered a threatening way.


"Our friends outside of town are joined by five of their friends. Ulric, these ones on our trail are thugs and no more. They have never tasted the true wild, have no sense of caution, or understand the exchange between hunter and hunter." The dangerous woman summarized, disgusted.


"I confess, it was fun to be given a free rein, but these men would be little more than meat should we find them outside these walls. They are better suited as prey for you to sharpen your claws." Taipan told him seriously.


His eyebrow raised at that last statement. Sharpen his claws? He shook his head slightly as he parsed out her meaning. If he had read her correctly, his wife, consort, Shadow, Person of Importance had just implied that she had returned early because she got bored murdering mooks in the street and wanted him to use them as murder practice. It was a refreshing reminder that the Iriel'en were Those of the Hardest Asses. Like somebody had distilled tigers and injected the essence into people.


Ulric coughed into his hand, covering his slight judgment. Of course, who was he to talk? He'd pounded a man's brains out against the floor not a ten day ago for touching his wife's arm and would have done worse had not a keen guardsman's fast response kept others from his reach. When in Rome, Einar he told himself. Probably most of the sapient folk didn't have the ghost of the [Forest Lord] howling blood and gnashing its teeth in their hind brains but that couldn't be an excuse forever. He'd quite calmly murdered four men in his forest before ever that ascension had taken place.


Watcher what did you do to me? Ulric Einar asked himself, not for the first time. Or did you even have to do anything at all? Maybe this piece was sitting there, asleep, all along just waiting to wake up and be free. Maybe part of his old life's tension was in keeping this bit in check, dissatisfied by the inability to act on instincts that cried out to hunt for ones who made themselves into prey.


Aaaanyway.


"Your confidence in me continues to inspire Taipan." Ulric told the Elf, "Care to give me a rundown on exactly how you chose to divert yourself?" He asked, knowing he probably shouldn't.


She told him.


He'd been mostly correct. The satisfied smirk painted across her features and the near laughter hidden behind her alert, scanning, eyes indicated that she took great pride in her work. That shouldn't come as a surprise. Lady Taipan of the Ancient Glade had the heart of an assassin. The main difference was that the ones she'd killed had had their own Ferryman's fee paid for them in the blood of her elder brother and she had not yet, or ever would, come to the balance.


"Then we are coming to the point of it, my sultry killer, in more than one way I might add, wife." Ulric said, winking at her.


She was aware of this double entendre, it was one of her favorite compliments as it blended the less meaningful address to her form, which still she enjoyed, with his respect for her talents. Her lean into him let him know his fishing had come up with a small bite.


"The dickbag responsible for giving these men their marching orders knows we're in the city. He probably doesn't know that you changed your looks seeing as how they were completely unprepared to go [Shadow Panther] hunting when they followed you and thought to maybe get information, or leverage, on me to eventually lead to the Iriel'en slave prize they're after." Ulric summarized.


Taipan gestured her agreement in the Iriel'en way. He'd have to work on that with her, they spoke way too much with their hands and others would key on it if they were well versed in the Deep Woods Elves. Since there was local Celestin help involved that wasn't so farfetched.


"Now that five of their number are polluting the gutters they will also no doubt know that we know of them. Which begs the question: How to strike the heart of the [Hydra]?" He finished.


            

    
        Chapter 122: Blood in the Water

    
    
    
    
                The pair were coming close to the network of intentionally gridded streets that marked the first in they'd stayed, on the first night of their arrival. Ulric was now exceedingly glad of his Shadow's insistence on dragging him along these well-traveled corridors, else he'd have been utterly lost. City travel absent named streets was completely mind boggling, he didn't know how anybody found their way in such a sprawl without distinct junctions to key off of.


The thoughtful purse of her pretty lips and her tapping finger indicated that Taipan was giving it a good think. Ulric was tempted to ask her what she thought, distracting her, which was one of her favorite games to play with him, but decided against. Serious Business now, Play later.


"The best lead we have now is that we know that it was House Wicker's second son leading the catch team and he had been given his command at the behest of one who could hide the movements of his house's boats. We were able to find a discrepancy within an hour, any serious inspection of the unaltered dock register would pull immediate question from its authorities. Then we need to determine who with access to such documents has connection to House Wicker." Taipan began.


"Ulric, our enemies know your appearance. They were following you with intent, but I was merely an opportunity. You have not detected any following since have you?" She inquired.


Shaking his head no she continued.


"Neither have I. It seems that those five were the only ones seeking us that had made contact. No doubt a runner had already left to bring word to whoever else they might have on hand. What I propose is that you be seen roaming the streets nearby, absent my company, to draw them in. I will be nearby in concealment, from a rooftop I think. I will be able to judge their number and disposition as they close in and, when they try to make their move, you will slaughter them while I cover your back. We will keep at least two alive to question. The guards will no doubt come to the disturbance and you might even be placed under arrest. Do not resist this, I will remove you from custody either through legal means, or, perhaps, not so much, shortly after. This will prompt our overseer to pull strings to prevent you from being removed or to hire another killer and thus out themselves."


Ulric almost interrupted her a couple of times. There was some highly objectionable shit going on here.


Hand over his eyes, Ulric tried to exercise one of those necessary skills for life: thinking before you open your trap. He stewed for a couple of minutes under the attentive gaze of his Shadow.


This was, unironically, a test. His partner was trying to train him, trying to teach him, in that sink or swim, throw the fledglings off the cliff sort of way that the Iriel'en could have about things. They would spend decades instilling the fundamentals, patiently, diligently coaching with all the experience they could muster. But. When it was time to fly, they gave you a pat on the back and shoved you out of the nest and expected you to get with the program on the quick because the rocks were sharp at the bottom.


After giving the situation due consideration, he addressed his partner, who he believed had his best interests at heart and, maybe, loved him in the way that Elves did.


"You are barking at the moon, totally batshit, worms in the head crazy." He decided.


She rolled her lovely indigo eyes.


"What is it now, Ulric, that is wrong?" She whined.


Raising a finger, Ulric replied, "First. We don't know how many, their abilities, or their potential connections our enemies have, other than that they might go well up into the higher eschelons of the city. For all we know there might be thirty of them coming, all of them members of the city guard, or well-regarded fighters, or ruthless mercenaries."


Raising a second finger, Ulric continued, "Second. Even if I kill every single one of them, minus the two you'd like, because I can totally manage to do that in a life or death struggle, no problem, what happens when the town guard show up to a blood bath against locals with a single outlander survivor? Because, let me tell you, in my old world, that just never works out for the stranger."


Raising a third finger, Ulric kept going, "Third. All of this assumes that you do not get clubbed from behind and dragged off whilst I am having my throat cut in the street. Then they'll have you raped before they sell you to a sardine merchant in Prosp-"


Taipan put her hand over his mouth, scowling. He continued to mumble and started to raise a fourth finger when she grabbed his hand with her free one and shoved it down between them, glaring.


"Fine!" She barked, "What better idea do you have in mind? Hmmm?"


The problem with Iriel'en was that they just assumed you had to kill everybody straight away. They were stalkers not ambush predators, they wanted to get things over with, even if they were perfectly happy to nurse a grudge for a couple of centuries until that opportunity arose. What this called for was a bit of misdirection.


"We're going to set fire to all of House Wicker's ships tonight, every one of them, and, at the same time, burn their house down, with "Slaver" painted on the street in front of their home, as well as copies of these letters posted all over the place, for all to see. Then, tomorrow, we're going to wait and see who it is that comes out to defend them most loudly from the higher ups in the city. Whoever it is that pulls the damage control is probably invested in seeing that this goes away, we're costing them money and man power and raising questions that their rivals will happily use to jump down their throats, cornering them." Ulric said, calmly answering his Shadow's question.


She pulled up short, face scrunched and biting her lip as the implications.


"Okay, fine. I like your plan better after all." Taipan admitted, the words dragged from her.


"Where did you learn to think like this?" She asked, genuinely curious.


"Come on, Taipan, let's walk around and buy a water barrel, a sack of salt, and a cart to haul it, and I'll tell you all about this guy named Machiavelli. A real bastard but he left a playbook for other bastards to follow and I feel like our guy reads from a Vardan version of this same playbook, which makes him at least a little predictable." Ulric explained, leading his Shadow down the street.


*************Six Hours Later*************


They sat comfortably on top of the cart, the empty barrel tossed carelessly to the side. The empty canvas bag made for a somewhat saliferous head rest but they'd been there for an hour after making their preparations and Ulric was tired of the rough wood jamming his sword's hilt into the back of his head. His hair wasn't thick enough yet to pad it. Taipan sat crosslegged next to him in her Iriel'en clothes, her bow strung and sat across her lap, absent wig, but her face fully covered by her shemagh. She was getting antsy. They'd spent several hours roaming the streets openly, her skin charcoal darkened to prevent anyone from realizing that she'd lightened it. They couldn't do anything about the eyes but she'd been careful to keep her head ducked to make it hard for anyone to see that, thus her disguise should be intact.


"I still say that this does not work. Our enemies are incompetent, not complete fools." She announced, for the fourth time in two hours.


"Taipan, you simply do not understand. We're targeting more than our foes' intelligence, we're attacking them in their instincts, using their own emotions against them. Why does the mosquito fly into the bug zapper? Because it can do nothing else, it answers a compulsion outside of its own control." Ulric explained.


"What is a bug zapper?" She asked, confused at this phrase with no meaning.


Patting her thigh reassuringly Ulric whispered, "Tell you later love, no, better, I'll show you shortly." before raising his voice to address the group of eight that had closed off either end of the narrow alley.


"Our guests have arrived, late, of course, but who can blame them? They have been busy burying their friends, have they not?"


Grumbled curses and hateful stares met him as he stood.


"Is this all of you? Only these? Friends, you are badly outnumbered." Ulric claimed, which raised a few hackles, sometimes literally.


A motley assemblage of humans and beastkin, with a single Celestin leading them. The otherkin showed humble backgrounds, uneven cuts of cloth, patched, and rough gear. Daggers with nicks, axe blades showing pits from rust, a few spears with burlap headcovers stuffed into belts, and only the Elf wore a sword. The Celestin was of a remarkable similarity to the ones they'd left outside the city. So. It would seem another of the Wicker House would join his kin.


At least he was wearing his Sunday best, Ulric thought, regarding the silk finery, the gems in metal rings, and the unscuffed polished leather boots. Good money in slaves, he concluded, grimly.


Ulric's grey eyes shimmered white as he employed the magic that allowed him to gaze on the connection of living beings to the Akashic Record.


Looking over these men who had decided to throw their lives away, he wanted to know who they were, for future reference. Taipan was not all wrong, this was training, a test of sorts.


[Scan]

[image: image-placeholder]

Yeah. That's about what Taipan said it would be, Ulric told himself. He'd questioned her thoroughly about what to expect from their enemies. She scanned the people she intended to kill out of habit and was all too happy to describe their traits, tendencies, and most appropriate means of dispatch.


Well, she hadn't seen this option before but that was mostly because he was the only one who could do it. He was, after all, a freak.


Stepping forward, the Celestin cried out "You will pay for my Brother's murder with your miserably short life you Valin animal. Your partner will not know such mercy, I am afraid." The Elf leered.


Wow. This was going to be even easier than he'd thought. Ulric drew his sword, even as the Elf's eyes sheened white.


Ulric felt the light pressure of someone looking at his Akashic link and mentally pushed back against it, as he'd been told that he could. The pressure vanished and the Elf rocked backwards momentarily, confusion painting his features.


"What are you?" Wicker, soon to be of the House Departed, asked, shakier than he'd been a few moments earlier.


Ulric grinned and pushed his core into action, relishing the flow of Ceraun, the chase of opposites eternally trying to find unity. He overcharged, holding the magic ready, allowing it to build. About a third the mana pool, he decided, pushing the spell to readiness.


"I am your enemy. And, right here behind me is your prize." Ulric gestured, and Taipan rose from her seat, still mumbling her complaints.


"Keep an eye on the roof tops." He instructed her, unnecessarily.


She knew her job here, they'd been over it already.


"Go teach your grandmother to harvest sap." She groused.


Ignoring her complaints, Ulric kept the show going. They'd scouted this alley thoroughly, no traffic in or out, no entrances, nothing. This was not a side road or gutter or anything like that. Just a space between buildings that naturally crops up within cities that have grown. The light splash of boots behind them announced that the group closing the other side of the alley had moved in to seal the only ways out. Perfect.


"I am not ungenerous! Let these fine men see what they have to win, since they fear to face my blade!"


Taipan lifted her shirt to flash the soft curves of bare breasts, pale in the gibbous moonlight.


At least half the bunch led by the Celestin wore lascivious expressions eyes focused completely on his Shadow's form. Ulric understood, she had that effect on him too, even after all this time.


Dropping her shirt she punched him in the back, muttering "This better work."


Already though the Celestin had taken a step forward and his lackeys were pressing ahead at his direction. Leading from the rear, of course. Oh well, Ulric thought. That didn't matter at all for this next bit.


"The barbarian dies, the Hunter remains alive, we will have our fun when she is brought to heel. Spears front!" Ordered Wicker, to which action his minions happily leapt, pressed shoulder to shoulder two abroad in the confines of the buildings to either side.


"Look, he cannot even swing that blade in this alley!" cried the Saurid in a gravely baritone.


Yeah and that would have been a really good hint to Ulric's way of thinking. Oh well, Varda punished mistakes.


A rogue spark leapt off his frame, a particularly energetic streamer of misdirected energy finding its way to the wall next to him, mana wasted in a bright static discharge.


The Celestin's eyes widened, "Mage! Ru-" He cried cutoff as the restrained magic roared to life, an arm thick arc than leapt from the Valin's hand to the soaked cobbles of the alley, water held to standing by a small perimeter ridge of raised stone, reflecting the brilliant moonlight in its unfrozen surface in the evening chill thanks to the salt mixed into it, and, also, supremely conductive.


If you've never seen a work crew get scaffolding into high voltage lines, don't look it up. Such accidents happen with surprising frequency and the results, well, they are not so very pretty. Much like the alley at that current moment, with dancing Ceraun arcing across the thin sheen of brine coating the cobbles below their cart. Ulric held the spell for a few moments more, noting the foul stink and the smoke as he cut off his core's flow, returning it to its resting cycle.


A particularly astute Leor, catlike beastkin, had leapt to the wall of the alley only to be intercepted by an arrow from Taipan and brought splashing back to its allies in the high voltage field below. A moment's stiffening and the arrow didn't matter. As the spell ended, Taipan looked to him with some amount of concern.


"You are certain that it is safe?" She checked.


"Yep. Totally fine now. Only while I held the spell active is the water dangerous. It's just salt water now. Look, see?" He answered, hopping down to the street below the cart, boots splashing lightly.


She merely nodded and hopped gracefully down to the street.


"Very well then, I suppose this 'bug zapper' of yours is similar to a candle for moths then?" She asked, knowing the answer.


"Sure is, but instead, they land on a cage of metal that passes electricity through it and are handled thusly." Ulric indicated to the bodies cooling in the wet alley floor.


"And my breasts, they are the light that pulls them in irrevokably?" She asked even more drily.


Ulric nodded, "Yup. Like I said, they literally couldn't help themselves." He said shamelessly.


Sighing his shadow began to join him in rifling through the belongings of the thugs, "We need to speak, at length, about your obsession with breasts and about how it would occur to you to use mine to bait a trap."


"If it makes you feel any better I only obsess because I am allowed to touch them, otherwise I'd just sort of fantasize without letting you know about it." Ulric told her.


"It does not, Glade Chief, but thank you for sharing." Taipan replied.


A thought seemed to occur to her, he noticed that his Shadow froze and raised her head to look at him with suspicion.


"What would you have done if these were mostly women?" She asked.


Ulric shrugged. That was a good question. He didn't know if he had the heart to do this to women, which was super sexist. Women could be assholes and enemies too. Still, some things were baked into the hardware side of him.


"I dunno, probably just set the phasors to stun? I think I could probably have rendered most of them mostly unconscious or too fucked up to move temporarily." Ulric admitted, somewhat sheepishly.


"So you purposefully killed everyone, without chance to escape?" She probed.


He wasn't sure what she was getting at.


"I don't know what you're getting at, but yeah." He answered, somewhat defensively.


"Nothing, Glade Chief, I am just glad that you are finding your killing instinct without being provoked to Rage. Last time, I thought that perhaps you would weep over your enemies." She told him with some amount of relief in her tone.


Rude.


"Believe it or not, it's not going to be an issue to kill of a bunch of rapists, in addition to murderers and slavers." He informed the Aes'r woman, pulling the Celestin corpse up to toss into the cart.


Taipan had finished going through the others in the meantime. Unlike previously, there were no lapses in security with handwritten messages. Ulric had their names from his [Scan] but that was information to go over later. Right now, they were going to have to hide the body of this minor noble and see about bringing ruin to the rest of his household before the dawn.


"Good." Taipan declared, passing him the contents of the rest.


Some mixed coinage went into a different pouch than their funds, it might be useful as evidence later. Not much else, unfortunately.


Taipan's eyes scanned the alley her nose scrunched at the odor, she scrubbed her short pixie cut glad to be free of the wig for a little longer.


"What even compels you to think of something like this? Did you just…come up with this on the spur of the moment?" She asked.


Ulric waved his hand in denial, he wasn't some kind of monster.


"This is number forty-three." He said, as if that were supposed to answer the question.


"What in the Seven Hells is that supposed to mean?" She crossed her arms.


Ulric rolled his eyes as he tossed a bedroll over the body of the minor lordling and took up the cart.


"This is the forty-third way I could think of to use magic, back when I was enduring the three weeks of constant rainfall in the glade. Not much to do but mess with my core, and think out how to use magic." He clarified, continuing to explain, "A little mineral water, a little electric current, and boom! A single target lightning spell becomes an area of effect spell with effectively the same potency and mana consumption. Now that's efficiency!"


Taipan pushed the cart from behind, and they rattled over the small stone ridge that had trapped the barrel's water within the alley.


From behind him he hear her musical voice call out "I worry for mine future prospects."


This from the woman who had committed pentuple homicide before most people had finished brunch.


He was starting to think that their little adventure had taken a slightly dark turn, as he pulled the cart containing the body behind him down another less traveled but broad street. The foulness of tanner's vats to their left was loud in his nostrils but he stopped anyway.


Taipan ran into the cart and started to curse him when her ears pricked up and she hissed "They are coming!" as she readied her bow.


And coming they were, five from the direction in which they were traveling, all dressed alike in dark grey wraps and light armor, another three from a side alley to their right, and another four from behind.


Adrenaline spiked as the dim forms came into greater focus. Five earlier, eight just now made thirteen, five in the front, three on the flank, and four more made twenty-five total. Three catch teams.


[Warrior's Instinct]


[Battle Rhythm]


[Surge]


Ulric's core roared to life, mana filling his body with the crackling energy of pure Ceraun. He could almost hear Idra'se in his ear, 'against many, break their formation before it can solidify its structure'. He shot forward, coming low from a lunge, and brought the blade from low left to high right, one of the strongest rising cuts he could manage, and the shocked face of the human he bisected dimly registered before he brought the long sword back across horizontally to his left, a branching step bringing him in line, while the cut whistled through a blocking spear haft to cleave the shoulder and chest behind it cleanly.


A mace swung down at him but he remained rooted to the side and it was little effort to simply return to the Undan ready and evade the swing, putting the brawny Sauri off balance. A fast turn of his wrists and a pull downwards to his hips sent the tip of his sword whipping to follow, and it removed the top of the Sauri's skull as it did. The other two were trying to readjust for the sudden losses to pinch him between the flankers who had started to close behind him.


[Ceraunoperception]


He pulsed to feel where his enemies were and drew heavily on his core, even as a rounded shield began to bullrush, short sword pointed over top of its metal rim to impale as it did.


Ulric reached towards the legs of his enemy with a clawed hand, the fingers already glowing violet with ionizing air.


[Voltaic Riot]


A lance of energy, mana flowing freely from his core, carved through the exposed legs under the shield and the Elf cried out some inarticulate scream as he fell to the stones below, weapons forgotten as he tried to stem the bleeding that wasn't occurring. Idiot. Wounds from lightning cauterized and his scrabbling was breaking open the sealed vessels that would actually kill him.


The last of the five had pulled up short when the spell lit the night, face drawn in dawning horror when she realized that she was fighting a battle mage.


Three behind were closing but had slowed at the flash of light and the sudden deaths of their comrades.


This one in front of him found her courage with allies closing and readied herself, spear forward. She rocketed forwards, fast, faster than any of the rest of them in a charging thrust. And, yet, compared to Christ, so slowly. Ulric barely had to turn his chest to let the spear point pass by and caught the rushing Leor with his hand on her face.


[Voltaic Grip]


Carefully, dialing back his core's exuberant output, he passed a small pulse from the cycle of his core and tasered the Leor's brains, hopefully just enough to steal consciousness, Taipan had asked for two alive and he had delivered. The rest he was free to kill outright. These had had time to ready themselves though and were already initiating their coordinated attack.


He turned, whipping Xef'toct around and trimming a spear tip. One of the other three, a huge Lupid, used a ridiculously fast leaping skill, jumping higher than possible, almost four meters and hurtling down with more momentum than they'd started with, a two-handed hammer slamming.


Ulric had to retreat, the practiced steps of the Dance and a remembered Idra's advice 'the hands holding are the most prized targets against long weapons' before his counter cut parted the wrists of the beastkin and he fell back, face a mask of realization that his hands were still gripping the hammer's handle, its heavy head buried in the stone cobbles.


The disabling cut cost him his first blood, as the other two had not abandoned their attack, pressing him when he was forced to dodge the hammer strike that would have pulverized him. A cut flashed down and scored his temple before slashing a thin line in his shoulder, blade whipping through an amplified double cut. The headless spear haft cracked loudly against his forearm at the same time he'd flinched away from the sword, trying to open his empty damned skull and he grimaced as he felt his left hand go numb. Just like that godsdamned [Golden Heckler Monkey].


Ulric retreated a few steps warding them away and caught himself before an uncharacteristic stumble, returning to ready as the three of his enemies came on at wide angles.


[Surge] was costing him, the draw on mana and the strain on his body warning him that he couldn't keep this up, he was almost out of juice. No time or concentration for trying to purify mana for any spells it was melee or bust.


The handless enemy was rushing furiously, berserk, muzzle wide fangs flashing, with intent to tackle and rend him. The now quarter-staff user was trying to club him again from the side while Sword Elf came again, dodging another of his short thrusts. He could feel his combat skills and the ruthless training of the Iriel'en telling him to break out of the encirclement. Now. He swung a one handed over hand that forced the damned agile Elven sword user back and turned, arm raised in cover to take the quarterstaff blow on his shoulder, instead of his head before charging the staff wielding Celestin who hadn't expected his blow to be absorbed.


He also hadn't expected to be blown aside like a child and hilt struck as he bounced off a tanner's vat, ribs breaking and side lacerated through his light armor by the decorative razor leaves of Xef'tocht. Ulric grabbed the stunned, breathless elf with his good hand and slung him into the approaching swordsman, tangling them. Out from the corner of his eye, he saw the blur of motion and threw his knee hard into the still tackling crazed hammer warrior, whose impressive force threw them both to the ground despite Ulric's muzzle crunching counter. Ulric saw the sword hilt fly free from his numb fingers.


Stones crashed into his back and Ulric had a breathless moment as the weight of the Lupid slammed down onto him, fangs darting for his throat. Ulric caught the approaching form by its throat muscles straining to keep it at bay. Ulric yelled wordless anger and turned violently beneath his enemy, slugged the creature across the eye with his elbow, the satisfying impact sounding like a bat hitting a homerun. The beastkin sagged momentarily and Ulric took the chance as he jammed his boots against the heavy chest and kicked hard, [Surge] assisted strength launching it away, blood arcing from its severed wrists across the foundation stones of the tannery as it flew.


Ulric had just gotten to his side, palms bracing on the cold cobbles of the street, injured forearm flashing brilliant pain, and suddenly rolled, [Battle Rhythm] feeling the attack, in time to see the impaling sword fling sparks as it drove through the space his head had been. He kicked out and caught the swordsman's knee, crunching it satisfyingly under his boot, and drew on his core just enough for one more Ceraun spell, even as [Surge] fell away, exhausted.


The Celestin held its knee with one hand and drew back, snarling, to cut Ulric apart and stumbled back, his swing wide as an arrow tore into his chest. Another followed, next to its brother, and a third, the mangled armor failing to resist as the last went through and through. Ulric heard its clatter down the cobbled street.


Propping himself up, he realized that the other two he'd been fighting were already dead, arrows buried in their upper bodies. Handless had caught one roughly through his wolflike ears.


Ulric saw Taipan rising from her stabilizing crouch, the slashed corpses of the four around her already still.


He stood to join her and his combat high fell away, [Warrior] skills going dormant, and sat back down suddenly when his head spun and some absolute bastard poured acid into his tendons. Holy fuck! The grinding of his teeth was loud in his ears as he locked them together to avoid cursing.


Groaning loudly despite his best effort, Ulric levered himself up and limped to Xef'tocht. He used the priceless sword as a walking stick to hobble over to meet his Shadow, who had definitely just pulled his bacon off the griddle.


It was an almost out of body experience to survive mortal combat. A combination of glee, near to giggles, relief, shaking that had nothing to do with fear, and deep breaths of air that was the sweetest it could ever be. And, there was the sheer triumph, the primal urge to scream to the skies and let the world know it had not claimed you.


Taipan was assessing him with a critical eye while she roped the unconscious Leor in a hogtie and mercifully clubbed the screaming Elf with her bow stave to stop him opening the sealed arteries at the new stumps where his knees used to be and killing himself. Ulric was glad to leave her to it, he felt like absolute hell, like Idra had forced him through the worst of their practice sessions, the ones he inflicted when the royal guards' efforts dissatisfied him.


Every joint burned, every muscle verged on cramp. Feeling returned to his hand, the bone throbbing but some tentative inspection and flexing indicated that it wasn't broken. The spearman hadn't been as strong as Goldie. Pulling his attention inwards, Ulric felt his core and realized just how much effort [Surge] had cost him, it burned mana like crazy. He probably could have managed enough to handle the asshole with the sword, but only if they didn't realize they just had to hop back out of range and the arc would fall short, grounding itself out on the stones and wasting the last of his mana.


As his partner finished securing their prisoners, Ulric, with more trouble than he cared to admit, finagled Xef'tocht back into its sheath. The stink of the tanner's vats very nearly covered the fresh smell of death, of emptied bowels, pooling blood, and steaming gore.


He looked around the street, silver sheen of moonlight transfixing the scene with an otherworldly glow, blood, resting like pools of mercury, and the reality of the thing set in on him.


Ten bodies dead in the streets. There was a part of him that had trouble reconciling it. Taipan had called warning and there hadn't been any time to plan, to strategize, or even to really think. He'd reacted according to instincts, mostly the bloodthirsty ones courtesy of Lord Instinct, but with a healthy dose of good old Humanity. It bore remembering that it was the homo sapiens of his old world that was the most incredibly destructive creature ever to exist.


Shaking some of the post-combat euphoria away, he tried to rationalize, to process the battle. Stuffing all the emotional horseshit down into a space to be dealt with later he reviewed the bugfuck course of the last ten minutes.


Twelve attackers just now. Eight more not five minutes before that. And Taipan had eliminated another five before this, hours ago. If they'd all managed to converge on the two of them, Ulric had no doubt that the two of them would have been killed. So, first lesson, don't get surrounded by an army. That one seemed more or less straightforward.


Looking over the corpses of the four he'd killed initially, Ulric couldn't help a bit of pride. Idra would have called it 'adequate'. He'd given it pretty much all he had there, and felt damned fortunate.


Those first five hadn't expected to be closed on, had been almost comically unready to defend themselves, even if they'd been ready to kill others. Their mindset was wrong.


Christ called it the Turn, the moment between when a would be predator corners dangerous prey and is slain by its unexpectedly aggressive counter attack. The three flankers though, that was another ball of wax. They'd had the extra time they needed to get over that gap and seize their own initiative and it had put Ulric on the back foot almost instantly. The Hammer-Wolf and Swordboy especially. Between the two of them there'd been so much pressure he'd been unable to effectively counter and maintain any advantage, taking off Hammer's hands was probably the only thing that kept him alive. And even then the bastard had come on, stumps bleeding him out the whole time, like some kind of fucking terminator.


Another lesson: Enemies in this world aren't not a threat until they're super dead. The insanely amplified biology of the peoples of Varda meant what he would have called a disabling wound in his old world wasn't here. Hammerwolf had come damned close to biting Ulric's throat out, even if he would soon bled to death afterwards.


Ulric felt the warm stickiness on his face and brushed it, seeing his own blood and feeling the sting of the cut as his fingers passed over it. Clean, like a razor. Grimacing, he checked the one on his shoulder, about a hand long, shallow, and also made as if by a surgical scalpel. Pretty fucking close to opening his head and ruining his arm then, which would have pretty quickly been the end of things. Just a little deeper into that shoulder, cut the right muscles, and Ulric probably wouldn't have been able to grapple the spear dude to tangle them up or keep Wolfy at bay.


He shivered a little. Too close.


"Taipan, I'm thinking that whoever is in charge of this little operation has some deep fucking pockets and way too many friends." He announced, unafraid of stating the obvious.


"That would…mmph…seem to be the case Glade Chief." Replied his partner, hauling the unconscious amputee over the edge of the cart.


Ulric went over and took the legs of the second prisoner and, together, they tossed her limply over her brother in assholery.


"Well, we got your live ones, what the hells do we do with them?" He asked.


Again came the upturn of her lips and the veiled turn of her almond eyes that said somebody was in for a very bad time, the expression she must have learned from her mother Vedyr.


"I still like your plan to set Wicker's ships alight, as well as their headquarters, and to leave this one with the copied letters in his pockets and see how our enemy responds to having his, as you would say, 'balls kicked into his stomach'. As for these two, we question them separately so that we can spot their lies." Came her melodic answer.


"And after we get whatever use we can after them?" Ulric asked.


Taipan drew a finger across her throat. Oof. Well. He probably should have seen that coming. Did he have it in him to murder disarmed, or legged, prisoners? Maybe. Maybe not, but he'd come to that decision later, one small horror at a time here.


Sighing at the tragic, stupid fucking waste of it all, Ulric helped Taipan strip the corpses, throwing what hadn't been ruined into the cart with their prisoners and their message. And there! Another mistake from their enemy, a second set of orders, in the same delicate, precise handwriting that had passed down the initial command to have Ulric murdered and Taipan captured.


His partner, the only one of them possessing night vision to speak of, read the text aloud for Ulric's benefit.


"Dispatch now; Teams 2 thru 4. Objective unchanged, disposition upgrade to hazardous, corner and overwhelm. Losses expected, fee quadrupled for live capture, failure will see those funds spent having you flayed alive en route to Prosper with a healer in tow."


The handwriting grew a little unsteady at the end, the nib of the pen damaging the paper with its force.


Well. At least they were getting under somebody's skin. Their nameless enemy would shit bricks when they found out about the little party that had gone on here.


"We have rubbed the [Itch Oak] in their eyes now, Glade Chief. That will learn them to think they could take a Hunter and one trained under Iriel's finest, even if the time was short." Gloated Taipan.


She must be forgetting the part where their enemies had almost succeeded. And, yet, almost only counts in Horsehoes and hand grenades. Their enemies made a mistake, they'd missed the timing on their attack, had come in too spread out, too disjointed.


"Alright Taipan," Ulric said, taking up his position holding the cart, stretching his back to relieve its ache as he did, "Go ahead and criticize, I see it on your pretty face."


Noticing the assistance of her pushing more than earlier that day, Ulric pulled the cart along side streets and alleys back towards a vacant, run down storage building they'd found earlier that week as his Shadow made her critique.


"Your impulse to drive into them and break their formation was good, as was the form for your attacks but you failed your execution through targeting. The one with the shield should have been first, you could have struck him first with that same rising cut and then the branching side to cleave both the mace and spear wielder, before a crossing back step to Fyor ready to sweep down and take the legs from the great axe user you first cut. It cost you greater effort to use your magic and time." Began Taipan.


She continued in similar vein, dissecting his failings and suggesting improvements, most of which would have ended the fight against his opponents with less risk and greater efficiency. Ulric listened to her go through three more alternatives better than what he'd done before she finished.


"In summary, Ulric Glade Chief, you have tremendous advantage in your initial rush, the speed and power is incredibly potent, especially with this skill you use, but it takes deeply from your reserves, both physical and arcane, which means it must be maximized in efficiency. You did not choose poorly in going to the blade over trying to cast magic against our enemies; we did not have the time for you to employ your greater weapons and you are still too slow to utilize the techniques for refining mana not of your core's aspect. However, you could use that [Voltaic Riot] of yours to greater effect if you swept it across the front of your enemies, it might even have taken all five in the initial charge, at little extra cost to your mana, I note the scarring of the cobbles that say you wasted significant effort to no gain taking the shieldbearer's legs." His more experienced manhunter of a partner assessed.


"Perhaps it would not have killed in that manner but it steals your enemy's vision at night and would have wounded faces, necks, and guarding hands, disabling all of them greatly. You have great room for improvement, Ulric." Taipan finished.


It bore some amount of consideration that Taipan's opponents had lasted a little over a second, she'd arrowed one, shadow bladed another two across their carotids, and ended the drought beneath the last's feet before kicking her bow back up to her hands and taking the clean-up shots on the last three Ulric had been struggling with. She might have gotten them faster if he hadn't been in the way of her shot.


In this, his Iriel'en partner was most assuredly his superior. Ulric's magic was more potent in many ways than anything Taipan could manage, the destructive power of his spells and his monofilament of an enchanted sword meant that, technically, Ulric could do more damage than his partner. His Shadow's sheer fluid efficiency rendered most of those qualities moot though. She was able to do far more, with far less effort than he could. When it came time to kill something like that [Shrieking Ravager], or the infested [Bloodstarve Brood Queen] his skills shined. Against these mooks? Taipan was easily the more effective of the two of them, especially on short notice.


As such, Ulric took notes when the gorgeous, if spooky, Elf that had decided to follow him through life gave him murder tips.

            

    
        Chapter 123: Heat the Irons

    
    
    
    
                A thought occurred to him while he concentrated on not falling asleep on his feet. They'd left bedrolls and a few candles in the abandoned shack, dilapidated but still, mostly, roofed. It had become clear that staying on the move was likely the only reason they'd evaded their enemy, especially when a large group had tracked them within a few hours of their appearing publicly in one place.


There was a great deal of night left to go, and Ulric wasn't going to be getting any sleep any time soon so he mentally drank a tall glass of man the hell up.


The pair had only just finished depositing their "catch" from the evening in the floor. The Leor woman Ulric had effectively stun-gunned in the face was awake and, minor burns in the shape of his hand aside, doing as well as could be expected with her legs and arms tied behind her. The Elf, an Aktinian, or Coastal Elf with brands across his chest that indicated he had been imprisoned and exiled from Orlethrem for piracy, was doing less well. Both legs ended at the knee and he was in shock. Taipan wasn't inclined to baby prisoners but they needed both to compare notes or they'd have greater difficulty finding falsehoods in narrative. These two were possibly the only direct source for a name to their enemy.


It was with some grumbling that Taipan helped him better cauterize the stumps and disinfect them with some his medkit supplies. Next some water and dissolved bread would help the wounded elf regain some fluid volume and Ulric regretted that they didn't have any of the intravenous bags he'd been able to use while helping Bald'rt. That was an oversight and he'd have to see if they could find something equivalent. Neither of them had taken the kinds of wounds that would make those necessary but you never knew. There had been an awful lot of sharp bullshit pointed at them that day.


It was a little over an hour, but the Aktinian stabilized, no doubt thanks to a fairly high constitution and greater natural capacity to resist wounds than in the creatures of his prior world. Both the prisoners were now secured, naked, to a set of chairs. The Leor was snarling and growling some kind of profanity around her gag. The Aktinian merely maintained a terrified silence.


Taipan nudged him as he examined their captives, "You need not stare Ulric, you have seen plenty of flesh that betters this one's."


Turning, Ulric put an arm around his wife's shoulders and hugged her closely, "But you see, it is the creed of men that the best pair of breasts are always the next ones he may yet see." He said, as seriously as he could.


Frowning, his Elven partner examined the tied prisoners for a moment before asking, as if forced, "You are telling those exaggerations that are not quite lies for humor again, aren't you?"


Ulric nodded ruffling his partner's short, soft, hair lightly, "I am, yes. But I have known some men for whom my joke is a reality. I am not one such. Yours are my favorited boobs Taipan, the altars of mine worship."


He made to touch those holy relics and was slapped away with his wife stepping away. He saw the smile in the tilt of her ears, even if he couldn't see it on her masked face, before she turned to straighten her clothes though.


"It is well that I am more tolerant of your nonsense than my mother is of my father's, Glade Chief. Fortunately, I have a sense of humor." Said his Shadow with false primness.


It was true, after a fashion. Taipan did, in fact, have a sense of humor, far more so than her dam. That said humor mostly involved mockery or the setting of traps that might bait a vulnerable, bumbling, oaf of a human into a particularly embarrassing or awkward situation for her sick enjoyment was beside the point.


Ulric merely demurred to her mercy, there were bigger fish to fry than needling his companion. He decided to put the ball in her court now, having no idea what to do with their prisoners; this part of the night was all her plan.


"What now?"


Taipan readied some balls of softened wax, on a crate next to the rough timber chairs, themselves looking to be some sort of torture device. What kind of sadist doesn't sand down chairs?


"Now, I am going to deafen one and ask the other some questions. Then I will reverse this order and ask the same questions, and then, when their answers do not match, I will take something from both of them. Then we will repeat this until I run out of things to take that do not kill them." His Shadow answered, as matter of fact about it as a mid-season baseball announcer noting the strike count.


First came the Aktinian, the Leor's tall, tufted ears stuffed with wax. She jerked and strained against her bonds powerfully until Taipan calmly explained that she could answer questions just fine without her tail.


Evidently, the former pirate had some idea about the Iriel'en marching orders because he had no illusions as to how this would proceed.


"At what time were you given orders to begin pursuit of a Human and an accompanying Iriel'en?" Taipan asked.


The pirate stayed silent and his Shadow nodded as if that was an answer by itself.


"When you received your orders were you alone or do your teams remain in close association under a legitimate front?"


Nothing. Nod.


"What is the name of the one who passed your orders, or, if you know it not, describe their features as completely as you can."


Nothing. Nod.


"Very good. Let us see how your partner answers, then we will see how many pieces the two of you lose."


Ulric realized then that the Leor couldn't see her partner's face, couldn't see that he had given no answers at all, and thus, Taipan's behavior made sense. The pair wouldn't know if their partner had talked and thus couldn't even be guaranteed that staying silent was in their own interests, nor could they watch to read each other's lips to match statements, even if they could see what questions their interrogator was asking. That revealed that Taipan either had been trained to extract information from captives, which the Iriel'en did not tend to take, or she had prior experience. Either way, Ulric found a tremendous discomfort with this situation.


Removing the wax from the Leor, Taipan deafened the Aktinian.


She had barely even begun to speak her first question when the Leor broke down, weeping, and saying all that she knew or suspected. When the Aktinian saw Taipan's expression and the follow up questions he knew the game was over before it began, and that his silence was a lost cause and also gave what he had.


And, just like that, Ulric learned that the slow, methodical pace of his Shadow's actions had been primarily designed to crack the composure of the two of them, to allow their own minds to break their courage. She got her information without drawing a single wound.


The killing of these people in battle did not bother Ulric so very much, outside the vague regret that any of it was necessary, that people were not so far different from those of his old world. They had invited their own ends when they chose violence. Torture was a line he was pretty sure he couldn't cross though, it made him feel…unclean. Likewise for executing prisoners.


When Taipan went to go cutting throats he put a hand over hers, and shook his head, "No."


Surprisingly, the Iriel'en woman deferred immediately, replacing the knife in its sheath. It was entirely possible that she liked this no better than he. Probable even, Taipan could be vicious, but was not, to his observation, inclined to cruelty. Of course, given that this was her people's lives on the line, not to mention their own, Ulric had no doubt that his older, more steeped in conflict partner would not hesitate to do as she thought necessary. Even if she hated the doing.


Ulric loomed over the pair, knowing that he was choosing to take a risk over simply killing a pair of criminal bastards who would have murdered him without question. Even so, he couldn't find the hardness in him to commit murder of two bound prisoners. Better that they try him again in battle where he could slay them without stain to his soul.


"Here is what will happen now: the pair of you will be left tied to these chairs and the city guards notified that smugglers have been captured. If you know what's good for you, you will admit to these crimes and be delivered unto whatever justice that Trachn'ir's people have for such. Else, I will have to find you again and, this time, allow my comrade to finish her work. Are we understood?"


The pair nodded.


Ulric drew his knife and leaned over the Leor, cutting a lock of fur from the tuft of her ear, a scrape of her tongue, and a small droplet of blood from a prick in her shoulder, placing these in one of Taipan's little belt vials. He did the same for the Aktinian pirate. Now, his Shadow should be able to get a trace on these two, perhaps not as fully as she would have without certain…intimate fluids, but good enough to track them effectively.


Evidently, both of them understood this, because they wore naked fear on their faces when they looked at Taipan's cloaked visage.


Outside of slaughter, this was more or less the best he could arrange to soothe his own conscience. They left the prisoners bound, deafened, blindfolded, and gagged. It took a good few minutes to find a guardhouse to leave a note regarding their captive's dispositions.


Under the falling moon's silver glow, hefting their belongings and in the cart, along with the Wicker corpse, now fully in the grasp of rigor mortis, they resumed the night's work. Ulric decided on a change of plan, a necessity of the night's events. First, they would fire the Wicker headquarters, and then their ships. They were simply much closer and the reverse order would have the pair of them traversing a great majority of the breadth of Trachn'ir twice in a single night. He was far too exhausted by his skill's backlash to do so in a reasonable time.


"You did not oppose my decision not to end the prisoners. Why?" Ulric asked, as he pulled determinedly, trying to ignore the ache of tired body.


"Because you knew what you were doing and why and I would not oppose my Honor when he follows his heart's desire. I have no love for killing a captured enemy, but I will do it if I deem it the best course for my people's safety. Still, I am glad that you chose a different path. You are soft sometimes Ulric, but I do not hate that about you. Only, it will be a little sad when Varda's harshness culls this from you." Answered Taipan, with a note of sadness in the music of her voice.


Ulric nodded as he pressed forward down cobbled streets steadily. Yeah, he thought, if I'm lucky enough to live long enough to be as hard bitten as the Iriel'en it'll probably be because I've had enough friends, family, and lovers, killed like animals. That would mostly do away with any concern for a slaver's life, even if they happened to be a bound prisoner at the time.


In his old life Ulric had only ever lost two critical people, his sister and a very dear friend. All the others had had almost no impact on him emotionally. Those two though had put him in some pretty dark places and when a man who does not connect easily loses connections it makes all the others both more important and more fragile. Fear turns to anger, anger turns to hate, as a wise puppet once said.


However, these were problems for Future Ulric. Present Ulric only got to be Future Ulric if he didn't get himself killed to death in the meantime. There had been kind of a lot of dudes trying to make that happen recently too so, you know, head in the game old chap.


The game now, was to cause whoever it was on top of this shit heap so much pain and aggravation that they did something overt and drastic. Ulric was pretty sure that leaving a couple of dozen of their mooks dead in the street, the house of their lackey on fire, and their slave haulers burning in the docks was going to prompt that very response. When they did, they better have good dental hygiene because Ulric was almost certain Taipan was going to be making other forms of identification unreliable. She had a hate so deep for slavers that his was a candle to her torch.


That was an appropriate metaphor since they'd arrived at their destination and Taipan was, even now, preparing some torches to set fire to the House. The security of Trachn'ir could use some work. In the week they'd been roaming the streets causing trouble there'd been so few guards patrolling Ulric had no doubts that there existed a lively organized crime ecosystem between small and large gangs. They might not be so active in the Winter, with the decreased traffic, but they would be there; where there was a flow of goods and money there would be those who profited on "alternative means" of generating those things. Taipan admitted as much when Ulric vocalized his hypothesis.


Iriel was a bit of an outlier in this, the deep woods elves were simply too insular and too draconian to allow the existence of crime. Crime was harder to commit when the only marks were your family and friends and the less tolerated for that. Besides, troublemakers tended to find themselves challenged to public duels and killed for their troubles under the boughs of the Heartwoods. Suffer not the fool nor the soft went the way of the Iriel'en.


Ulric got ready to make a hard push with the cart, now lighter for the body of the minor nobility sprawling in the street alongside their message. Blood, for those of you not in the know, likes to coagulate pretty soon after death. It also does not like to drain without…massaging…absent a heartbeat. Let us simply say that it was a fairly macabre event to obtain the "ink" for their message. Delivered it was though, "Slaver" written in the formal runic language of the Deep Wood on the cobblestones in front of the building Taipan indicated was the ancestral home of House Wicker's main trunk, the movers and shakers of whose house had included no fewer than two Celestin willing to trade in the flesh of their kin. Copies of the original letters, traced by Taipan's careful hand, had been scattered around the neighborhood. Breaking glass announced that his Shadow had completed her task, she raced around the corner of the street and Ulric leaned into the cart's handles heavily, legs churning to bring them up to speed. The acrid odor of smoke and flickering orange glow announced that the flames were spreading. Taipan assured him that she'd made enough racket to wake the dead inside, there should be no loss of life, other than those already taken this night. Ulric appreciated her commitment to prevention of maybe innocent lives.


Pumping, aching, both calves burning, Ulric tore through the streets with the cart making an awful clatter across the stones. Ulric would never be so glad to abandon his burden. Soon enough, a short stop by their inn, accessed again by climbing the exterior, allowed them to dump off their haul through the window. From there, much lightened, they made their stealthy way to the long wooden and stone piers of the Trachn'ir dockyard.


Currently, Human and Elf waited under the cover of a tarp covering salted fish barrels. Ulric was seriously glad for the brief rest, he had not completely recovered from the after effects of [Surge] even though his core was regenerating mana at a good clip, maybe a little over a fifth of its capacity returned over the two hours since their fight. When he'd inquired as to Taipan's condition she merely told him she was "ready to fulfill my purpose" whatever the hells that was supposed to mean. They'd beat the raise of alarm from their little message and were counting on that distraction to ease this next part. Ulric was going to be severely disappointed if they weren't able to set these body-snatcher boats on fire.


And there! Bells began to ring, shouts began to echo through streets, and it was a matter of a few minutes before fire brigades rounded up every able body to prevent the spread of flame from the former home of House Wicker to the surrounding timbers of their neighbors. That left the docks emptied. It took Ulric only a few moments of fiddling with the tar meant to help patch gaps in planks and a miniscule arc of mana between his fingers to turn each of the six boats they suspected of being part of the operation into very skillfully made bonfires. If they'd missed their guesses, then Ulric would be incredibly apologetic but his gut said they were on the money.


            

    
        Chapter 124: Laying Low

    
    
    
    
                He and the lovely Iriel'en lass who deigned to grant him her companionship evaded the influx of fire brigades who were in a near frenzy to prevent the flames from spreading to the port general and thus crippling the entire city. That was not a thing that had occurred to Ulric at the time of his planned arson, his old world being primarily a construct of metal, stone, and super polymers that were all non-flammable.


Having a look around, it should have at least crossed his mind that a city composed in large part of aged dry timber would be susceptible, and thus highly responsive towards, active structural fires. Another lesson learned, albeit not one that would have ultimately changed his calculus. If Trachn'ir didn't want him setting fire to it, they should have been a little more on their toes about preventing slavers from operating with seeming impunity. Most of the reason that these fires were necessary were related to the fact that he and his Shadow had that very goddamn day been accosted by two dozen armed dickbags in the employ of some shady flesh merchant who was making a killing and held some position of import. How import they would soon see. If the bastard wasn't upset yet they'd be positively frothing at the mouth come the morn. Pissing people off was something of a talent for Ulric and he considered this scorched Earth strategy to be some of his finest work, a proper Kansas city shuffle while the two of them prepared to cut this mysterious ring leader's throat.


Ulric had finally come to a realization about his discomfort with the recent spate of killings, when he'd had very little negative emotional or cognitive response to those events so long ago in the Ancient Glade and, later, against the Morion Lordling in their duel, to say nothing of that sonofabitching pyromancer. In the end, as was the case for much of life, it was simple: He was no longer responding. The difference between those events was that Ulric had been on the receiving end of an injustice in some form or other, was put in a position where violence was the necessary solution. Here and now? He was not simply defending himself, he had sought out conflict. Ulric was at war. His was not a righteous cause, he refused to allow himself to take that excuse. He'd left Irielhos on a mission of murderous vengeance. Vengeance for himself, vengeance for his allies and friends.


And so it was that all the deaths that followed that decision lay squarely upon his own shoulders, consequences of his own choices. Even these poor bastards he was currently educating in the art of "deconstructive politics", were a tangent resulting from his chosen path. In a way, Trachn'ir was suffering collateral damage as a result of the ill-fated interference with his mission by whoever the fuck he was making regret their life's choices.


If all had gone as planned, he and Taipan would be some three hundred or so kilometers to the North, approaching the realm of the plains folk. But, because an enemy these slavers had made of him, he had to stop and take the time to properly deal with the threat they presented lest he be putting an enemy on his heels as he traveled closer to Prespang, where the true enemy lay.


All of this was Ulric trying to wrap his brain around the fact that he was now not just some hermit in the woods, some poor, befuddled man coming to grips with a new world and a new life. Now, Ulric Einar [Lord of the Ancient Glade] was, more or less, a king leading an army of two against his nation's foes, intent on their destruction.


Ulric had always been fascinated by the history of his people, at their seemingly inevitable descent into conflict. He had also been completely baffled by the refusal of pre-collapse nations to refuse to acknowledge that they were aggressively taking action against one another, in a state of proxy war for generations, while refusing to admit or commit to the action and make proper end of things. It was demented. Ulric would not be playing any such soft games, he was playing by the old rules, the ones that dictated that your war was not over until you had run out of enemies and that, if they didn't come to you, you would go to them where they slept. They deserved no less for using the Bane.


The pair of them waited out the initial rush of crews, both official and civil made up of merchants desperate to protect their investments on a warehouse roof. From there, he and his Shadow made their way back to their newest room and turned in for the night. There was precious little of that left, maybe three or four hours before the predawn glow rose over Trachn'ir.


It would have stunned the him that had awoken naked on the litter beneath the canopy of [Godtrees] at how easily he slept following so much bloodshed.


When the pair rose from their bed in the hour following sunrise it was to a kicked anthill. The common room was jammed full of peoples huddled, the news having spread throughout the city. A declaration of heinous crimes against a fairly well-regarded, if not too powerful house of the city. A small battle fought, bodies in the streets and Where Were the Guards? A good question that one, and one that indicated that their adversary had some pull with the town's patrols, had made sure that their own people were free to work absent interference. Ulric wasn't the only one to reach that conclusion, he heard the same not-so-subtle suggestions of corruption bandied around the hearth as he took breakfast with his companion.


Trachn'ir was a peaceful trade city, it was a place of merchants, of wealth changing hands, not a charnel house. The citizenry were outraged that their communal tranquility had been broken and were not quiet about their dissatisfaction with the City Council, the top brass that called the shots for this key mercantile metropolis of Celestin. Taipan informed Ulric over their oats and ham, probably the cut of meat, not the actual animal, that the Greater Houses of Celestin would turn their eyes to events now and they would not be gentle in extracting answers.


All of this meant that the agent that was coordinating the movements of this cartel would now have vise grips on their metaphorical balls. They had to respond publicly, had to use their office to pull strings quickly, before things spiraled out of their control, as if they hadn't already. It was the fault of such to believe that they held all within their power though and Ulric was glad to disabuse them of those errant notions.


Taipan advised that the pair of them lay low, that they avoid moving around the city for the day overmuch, merely canvassing the immediate vicinity of their rented room to take the pulse of events and to allow the rampant gossip to inform them as to the disposition of their enemy's forces. Her judgment, as was so frequently the case in these affairs, was impeccable. Before Midsunsrise, they learned that the Minister of Trade of Trachn'ir, a rising star of the political hierarchy of the city, had declared that these were the actions of agents of Prespang, a pair of conspirators consisting of a human with tattoos and an Iriel'en exile, fomenting discord to weaken the city for an eventual invasion in the coming years. Never mind that any kind of action along those lines meant that the Orlethrem would long since have lost their war to have so deep an incursion into their lands, it was a play on the heady anxiety of Elven peoples dreading another war and would prove effective if left unchecked.


By playing their hand, Ulric and his Shadow now had a target, a prime candidate for the title of "Asshole in Charge". This was exactly the sort of official that could manipulate shipping records, hide or obfuscate large amounts of money moving through the city, and have the kinds of contacts that would facilitate the movement of peoples and ships all the long way from this tributary river down the Zelus and to Prosper herself. In other words, all the ingredients for a slaver pie.


Taipan was shocked to find out that the Minister of Trade was of Ogran stock. Ograns were large, physically imposing brutes known for short tempers and being incapable of functioning in larger numbers due to their hostility. They almost exclusively lived in nomadic, though fiercely territorial tribal communities. The hulking blue dude Ulric had burned to death in the canopy had been an Ogran. The reason for Taipan's incredulity was that this particular Ogran had gained a reputation for even disposition and calm, rational, if aggressively precise, discourse. He'd risen up through the ranks from a port guard to a manager of the docks, to a partner in a trade vessel, and from there had made such money as to fund a meteoric rise through the ranks of the city's political infrastructure, aided by what was widely considered to be a keen wit and utterly implacable maneuvering amongst his peers.


This was all common knowledge, it took his Shadow less than two hours of subtle questioning to extract the intelligence they needed from distracted Celestin who could barely keep their eyes out of her deliberately overemphasized cleavage to think about what they were saying or who they were saying it to. Ulric was rather less effective in his methods but still managed to obtain confirmation on most of these pieces of information while buying locally manufactured perfumes and selling the remaining Scrimshaw Taipan whiled away her quiet hours with, when she wasn't discussing tactics, showing him dirty fighting tricks, or making love.


"Which leads me to my next point Taipan, what are we going to do about it?" Ulric asked his partner, leaning on his forearms over the table at which they sat.


They had taken cover in some kind of eatery promising spiced goulash and pickled vegetables, both of which turned out to be not at all falsely advertised as worth every Eld Knight. The midmorning rush of people granted the pair of them almost complete anonymity, there were at least six other similar groupings within the two dozen or so tables, if not so many couples.


Taipan noisily slurped down the last of her bowl's broth, unashamedly belching to announce the completion of her meal. Ulric was used to her culinary savagery by now, the Iriel'en had a fairly rough manner with regards to table culture. They ate with their hands, they slurped from bowls, and they took great pleasure in enjoying the full measure of their food. His mother would have been mortified to attend an Iriel'en dinner party.


After a satisfied sigh, the young Elf held Ulric's gaze and smiled her dangerous smile.


"We are going to hang this Ogran by his guts, Glade Chief." Taipan answered.


While he appreciated her enthusiasm, Ulric was thinking more along the lines of a step-by-step process, rather than an endpoint.


"Yes, good, let the hate flow through you Taipan." Ulric coached, leading his Shadow down the Way.


"But. How are we going to get to him? Our pals yesterday knew for whom to be looking, even if we did spend a few hours waving flags to bring them in. I wasn't expecting a small army to be involved with this little detour. How many other goombas are we going to have to stomp before we piss off the local law enforcement?" He questioned.


They'd essentially taken advantage of their Victim in Waiting's desire to keep things under wraps, letting that entity spend resources keeping the Trachn'ir guardsmen out of their hair. Now that he'd gone public, he'd no doubt be trying to leverage his position to get to them, starting by that description.


"Later, Ulric, we blend well with the populace but we should not linger in public view. It would appear my disguise remains intact, our enemy have not seen my skin and lived to tell of it, but they are most certainly working with an accurate description of your person. I believe that our foes have mistaken me for a local paramour and business partner, which, I suppose, isn't so far wrong, but they have dismissed me as a source of threat, if not as a potential source of leverage."


Nodding his agreement, the pair separated briefly to make their way back to the inn, the same one this time as they didn't want to be too obvious about their moving around the city. Ulric had conceded that point to his Shadow, accepting the need to not so obviously be joined at the hip. They frequently maintained a separation along parallel streets or at a staggered distance to make potential tails work harder. Ulric had insisted on a warning signal though and the Elf agreed it made good sense. Taipan did not carry her bow in public, it was too obvious a tell, but she kept a small explosive device, the Iriel'en equivalent of a flash bang, that would serve as her warning that they were in trouble. As for himself, Ulric had told her she just needed to find the source of the thunder to track him.


Having obtained the gist of what they were dealing with, Ulric and Taipan retired to their room to continue their scheming.


Over a strong tea, Taipan laid out her strategy, "We do nothing directly Ulric. Already we have wounded our enemy, already we have bloodied him and set poison to fester in his veins." She explained.


Ulric groaned at this, already he was unspeakably tired of the city, and wanted to be on their way North. But he couldn't argue with the experience of his partner, Taipan hadn't led them astray yet, outside of a few edge cases, and those were more a matter of style than actual mistaken strategy.


The Huntress smiled at his consternation, she shared his misapprehension about being cooped up within the city. Which was why she had decided that their best move would be to get out of it for a few days, while their enemy tried to staunch the bleeding. Besides, she needed to complete the rituals for attuning her core to the flows of the Lowlands forests, her painfully slow regeneration, coupled with the intense struggle of the previous night had left her tapped.


"We will leave the city today, this afternoon, and let our enemy form the noose with his own hands. If indeed it is this Ogran Councilor who has erred in making himself our enemy, as I suspect, then this past night's result will be the final straw. An Ogran cannot help but be goaded to violence by this kind of insult." Predicted Taipan.


***************Elsewhere*********************


The Trade Minister Heralt Gedrun stood amongst the wreckage of his office, covered in blood. His assistant had made the mistake of being present when news arrived of the catch team's failure. A shame. A waste of budding talent. A dreadful mess. Savaging the corpse had vented the initial fury he'd experienced and he would soon have to pay for renovations, as well as a cleaner to dispose of the remains.


Thick four-fingered hands rubbed at the Ogran's temples as it struggled to contain its rage. Minister Gedrun busied himself stripping down and using the ruined clothes to wipe up the worst of the blood covering its powerful body. Once that had been done he opened the small banded hardwood chest in the corner of his office that held a change of clothes for just this sort of distraction. Growling under his breath loudly enough to lightly stir the water in an incredibly fortunate vase, he almost shouted orders to his recently murdered assistant before remembering that the corpse was cooling in the middle of his office. Bother.


Striding from his ruined office, Trade Minister Gedrun penned another missive to his contact to Prosper, Lord Morion of the Great House Morion. There would be a penalty, this time. All he could hope to do was to mitigate the fallout and salvage this disaster with the successful capture of the Brownie and her partner. Profits be damned, the both of them would wear slave collars for what they had cost him.


Already rumors were spreading like fungal spores about the bloody message and there were not a few that had not recognized the well-known hand of the Ogran, once a point of staunch pride. A bare few dozen of his people could even write and he had a penmanship that beggared scribes. Scarcely could he even stop from entering another rage when he allowed his thoughts to entertain the revelation that the Celestin brat, and now another of his catch team captains had kept the damned letters of orders. He'd told them never to do that. Always burn the letters, always. He'd said it so frequently it might as well have been his seal. And, despite that, two different catch team leaders had failed to follow instructions, before they'd gotten themselves slain like cattle. Two had been captured and interrogated, though they'd been picked up on charges of smuggling. Already he'd seen to silencing them, yet another loose end that had cost dear. His tentative control slipped at that recollection.


A few minutes passed while the Trade Minister vented his wrath on a cabinet, rending it to scrap wood before he was capable of appearing in public with the decorum he had cultivated publicly.


The concern now was that he had used up his local resources. Four teams were feeding the carrion crows. All of his available manpower had been exhausted and he would have to send for a more…specific…form of assistance. Lord Morion had deep pockets and cultivated extensive contacts all over the continent. He also stood to lose a very important source of income via the entire Southern Celestin capture and sale of slaves.


Gedrun considered briefly whether or not he'd be assassinated for his failings but discarded that thought immediately. He'd be censured, but not disposed of, he was too valuable. Morion would have to spend another decade installing another candidate to restore the reach and cover he'd established for their cartel. Although, Sav'ris Morion had made his House's rise on the ability to play a long game, creating a foundation for future movements a score of years in advance. Still, no, there was too much uncertainty in the future wars for the savvy Lord to wish to destabilize his grip on Trachn'ir or the profits owning its Trade Minister would bring. Having convinced himself of his safety and usefulness, Trade Minister Gedrun paid a Sil Drake to expedite his missive by [Courier Hawk], no more would he accept the delay of the frozen river runs. This needed to end, now, before he lost his grip on the situation completely.


That done, the Ogran turned to marshaling his political contacts and hemorrhaging coin to begin damage control, before his Celestin rivals managed to gain enough traction to bring these matters up in Council. He also had to post a listing for a new assistant, one with quicker feet, if possible.


*************Outside Trachn'ir*****************


Apparently, he and Taipan weren't the only ones leaving the city after the events of last night. Something of a small exodus was on, in spite of the cold season. It stood to reason. Who would want to hang around when there was, to all evidence, a small war brewing within the city?


At the gates, the two were passed without second glance in and amongst the steady passage of those unwilling to hang around awaiting the fallout from the burning of a minor House and the frankly horrifying implications of the scattered documents, several of which had gotten into circulation amongst the townfolk even as the guards had attempted to police whatever copies they could.


With the snow underfoot and the looming branches of these smaller cousins of their Deep Woods giants overhead, Ulric was immediately comforted. As much as he felt better leaving the walls of the city behind though, his Aes'r companion was doubly so. She drew deep breaths, like a prisoner tasting sweet freedom after incarceration, her ears twitching to reveal her excitement.


She had said something about needing an "attunement" to recover her mana. He was pretty sure he remembered Brighteyes saying something about this; there was a fundamental difference between Elves and Humans with regard to their magical physiology. When he prompted her, she recounted for Ulric how Aes'r cores operated.


"The cores of the different races are not all the same, though there are some similarities between the children of the earth and the children of the heavens. Jormun and Valin, the Humans and the Beastkin, have cores that draw in mana as a man breathes air. They take in the diffuse mana of the environment and concentrate it, and, as such, are able to consistently regenerate their mana with little variation or limitation on where they travel, albeit with a slower rate." Taipan explained cheerfully, her steps light upon the snow as she led them away from the beaten track of the trade road.


"It is an oddity of your core Ulric, that you regenerate mana so quickly despite your age. Your core was quickened in the dense magic beneath the boughs of the Elder trees, in the [Forest of the Forgotten]. This can imbue a person's core with a high natural ability to act as a conduit for mana but runs the risk of their burning out in mana sickness. It is done by particularly ambitious Houses, to raise their offspring to greater heights, accepting that about four in ten of them will die to the exposure. But I digress."


The Huntress went silent and hopped over a fallen truck easily and Ulric jumped to the top of it, catching his balance a moment on the slick snow, before joining her along what appeared to be a game trail leading deeper into the bush.


She led them into the frosted tangle of some kind of evergreen, a copse of something akin to fir trees, where the dense cluster of branches actually produced a space free from snowpack. They descended some two or so meters to the ground below in what would be a near to invisible hollow. Here Taipan dropped her pack and stretched back arched with arms high over head, interlaced fingers pointing her palms to the sky. She then sat cross-legged on the ground and continued her instruction, though quieter than before. Clearly, she wanted their location to remain somewhat hidden.


"The children of the heavens, the Aes'r and the Svartalfin, are not able to so freely draw mana from the air. Our cores require a more direct harmonization with the natural flows of mana within the land, but, when our cores are attuned, they are as the roots of the trees, drinking deeply of the magic of the land. As a result, in lands to which our cores are attuned, an Aes'r has nearly thrice the mana regeneration of even your ridiculous core, Glade Chief. We are effectively immune to mana exhaustion. This is one of the reasons that invading forces have never been able to prosecute an effective war upon Orlethrem. Our soldiers, scouts, and mages are, by far, able to outsustain our enemy." Concluded the seated woman, her almond eyes closing.


"I have been forced to use most of my reserves since we entered Celestin and it would be unwise to continue in such a state. You need the services of your Shadow at her fullest strength. So, for the next few hours, I will require you to guard my person while I allow my own core to reach harmony with the flows of this land. It takes concentration and stillness, to join myself with the natural movements within the Roots of the land, so I cannot keep watch. Are you prepared?" She asked.


Ulric gave her a thumbs up, "Do your thing, my minion, nothing will enter this place that does not first go through me." He promised.


She smiled though she muttered something along the lines of "we'll see who is minioning who" when he began a slow patrol of the hidden clearing.


His Shadow hadn't been exaggerating, he spent the better part of three hours walking slow circles round the frozen hollow. The dense cover of evergreen branches blocked substantial amounts of the Twins' light giving the place a dim atmosphere, even if the smell of the trees lent their hiding place a citrusy hint. Ulric was already in a better place for being away from the press of walls, this little nook of the woods was far less claustrophobic to his senses. Other than his padded tread and the occasional song of distant birds, there was silence upon the land.


Ulric began to take note of a somewhat odd sensation, his core's endless cycle had begun to hum with a distinct rhythm. There was a sort of…pull…to the air. Frowning he looked around, trying to orient. Gently he used his Elementalist skill to pulse his core's mana, using his own being as a tuning fork to sound the magic of the land. Through this feedback he turned to the source of the draw: the seated Huntress.


Whatever Taipan was doing was creating some kind of current, a vacuum that drew in the mana around her with surprising potency. He'd never felt that before. He concentrated his senses and was stunned to "see" with his intuition that the analogy of Aes'r cores being more akin to a tree wasn't at all misleading. He could feel small tendrils extended from her to the ground below, as if spreading roots that tied into the subtle flows of the mana that saturated and cycled through the land.


It was something of a revelation. The Elves tapped the dragon pulse, the mythical conduits of energy that sustained the natural world. In this world, those were much more literal than the stories of his magically inert, or at least dormant, planet. Like a sapling growing up from the roots of its forebear, Taipan's connection enriched herself and grew in strength. When she opened her eyes, she was joined completely to the flows of the land and, now that Ulric knew what to look for, he found that he could sort of track her by the extent to which she drew upon it, filling her reserves rapidly.


Rising, the Elf declared with confidence "It is done. We may return to the city or we can make camp for the night here in this hollow."


Ulric instantly voted "Hollow!" and the pair of them made an early camp. Having stocked up on supplies, including a dutch oven and wok, both of some sort of extremely lightweight metal, the Human man decided to splurge on a rather complex meal of stir-fried meat and fresh vegetables, along with a rice-like grain, all done in a fragrant nut oil. Separately Taipan made some kind of dish of roasted bird, its meat dark, greasy, and rich, akin to duck, wrapped in the thin fatty loin of some animal that had been smoked in a fruit-bearing tree's wood. Ulric's mouth dropped when she unwrapped this delicacy from its wax paper sheath.


Now this was a surprise. His Shadow had gone out and obtained apple-smoked bacon! She briefly held skewers of the bacon-wrapped duck over the fire to roast, obtaining a crisp, and the lightest of char, before stuffing them into the Dutch oven to complete their cooking. Ulric had to wipe the drool from his mouth several times.


Ulric declared his undying worship for the finder of bacon and Taipan accepted his praise with grace, bequeathing upon him the first dibs of the poppers. He could have wept when the savory flavors of meat hit his palette.


His own stir fry consisted the bulk of their eating for the rest of the day but those little morsels the Elf beauty made were most definitely the peak of his culinary experience in recent weeks.


Out here, in the peace of their hideaway, feeding each other succulent little treats and leaning together while their campfire crackled and popped Ulric could just about forget why they'd come so far. Just as well. Peaceful moments would come more rarely now and thus possessed a greater value for their scarcity. He squeezed his partner's hand and she returned with pressure of her own. They passed the evening in near total silence and found their bed early to rest before returning to the battlefield tomorrow.


Tomorrow, Trachn'ir would need to find itself a new Trade Minister.


            

    
        Chapter 125: Inhume and Exfiltrate

    
    
    
    
                The predawn found Ulric crouched with his hands over the low flame of their dying campfire, letting its heat combat a bitter chill. Even for him, this morning was brutally cold.


"It is Winter's Last Gasp, Ulric. A brief spell of fierce cold from the White Waste. For most, it is a reason for joy, as when this cold passes every day from then on will tend towards warmer. My people would be readying a feast to mark the onset of spring if times were better." Taipan told him while she huddled under her blanket.


A good thing that the pair of them had been sharing a bedroll or they'd have caught no sleep for shivering beneath the furs. The leather of their travel shelter was brittle under the layer of frost upon it. Coals from their fire they had to lay on the bare ground inside, to heat the material enough to be able to take the shelter down without cracking the embrittled hide.


They ate lightly, a hearty soup, and some travel crackers. It wouldn't do to go in over full, not today. If all went to plan, they would be making their way from Trachn'ir before the body of the man organizing the slave cartel that had attacked them finished cooling. Ulric felt antsy. How many bodyguards would they have to cut through?


His Shadow, as was usual, showed no nerves whatsoever. Untouchable was his Taipan. It gave him some amount of comfort, knowing that whatever they faced the Iriel'en woman was prepared to have it gutted and quartered in short order. He made a silent prayer of thanks to Bald'rt that the Elf King's twisty sense of justice had attached his most troublesome daughter to Ulric's side.


Just as the Twins began to crest the horizon, gracing the lands again with their brilliant dance, Ulric finished packing away their shelter and Taipan covered the coals of their fire with snow and then soil.


To his sense of the flows of mana Taipan had lost that intense feeling of draw, which meant that her reserves were at maximum capacity, and they would both enter this upcoming challenge full meet.


They were both dressed for action. His Shadow had her hair covered and her features masked, which was not at all remarkable for this season, especially not with the sharp cold of this particular day. Ulric wore the thicker of his travel robes, the ones that were intended to be worn beneath his armor; that he would don inside the city itself.


It was not at all uncommon to see people wearing protective gear within the city walls, other than the municipal guard force. Varda was a dangerous place and people that didn't take precaution frequently did not long survive their lack of awareness. The same was true of armaments, Ulric had seen everything from halberds to morning stars carried openly. Of course, there was the Aes'r tradition of the belt knife just as had been typical of all the Orlethrem that he'd seen, but that barely even registered to him anymore, other than to take note of an identifying feature. The knives they wore were as good as fingerprints for the Elves. The tradition wasn't as stringently held by the Otherkin that roamed the cobbled streets or patroned the various common rooms, many preferred a plain hilted purely functional tool, but just about everybody carried.


Ulric's decision not to enter armored was almost purely motivated by the desire to reinforce their cover story: he was a traveling merchant, not a warrior. While he wouldn't stand out for being outfitted as such, it would cause guards to take additional notice of him, even if just a little and he wanted to maintain such anonymity as was possible. It was worrisome that these cartel thugs had clearly been able to identify the pair of them with descriptions gleaned from the couple's brief layover in Seinajok. Hopefully ridding themselves of their adversary here would nip that in the bud.


Their entry also had another effect: to gauge the extent of the Trade Minister's sway over Trachn'ir. Taipan was veritably shouting her heritage between the bow, the hip quiver belted in the Iriel'en manner, and her style of dress. Ulric had made no pains to cover his lightning scars, had, in fact, rolled his sleeve up to let the scars show on his arm. From right arm to shoulder down his back to his left leg ran the branded mark of Ceraun, the maybe elemental god that may or may not have marked him between two worlds. Between his Shadow and his own appearance, they had left little doubt as to meeting the description of the supposed "Prespang Agents" that had been blamed for the arson and the killings.


When Ulric had questioned the wisdom of that course, his lovely, if arch, wife calmly inquired if he would prefer to find out that their enemy owned the city guard at the gates where they could easily evade capture or from deep within the city's walls. It was a sound point, and Ulric had to concede it. He really did not have a natural feel for all this spy shit. He was an engineer, a problem solver with nifty tools, not a damned intelligence specialist. Well, bitching about it wasn't going to make him any less bad at it, he'd just have to pay attention and learn from Taipan as quickly as he could.


It turned out that the guards at the gates gave not a single damn for their appearance. They were recognized from their previous entry and waved in without a second glance. A brief inconspicuous bit of loitering did not reveal any pass of message or runners sent either, which pretty well indicated that they were in the clear. Taipan indicated that this made for excellent news.


"This tells us that someone or multiple someones within Trachn'ir have placed themselves against our enemy, Ulric, limiting his ability to influence the city." She explained as they crossed another alley, bypassing several larger avenues to keep a lower profile, "Celestin have no greater love for slavers than the rest of the Orlethrem and it is likely that the Houses within the city are employing their resources to investigate. This will tie up his attention, leaving us able to move more freely. I will resume my disguise as a Narii' and you should equip your armor. Make sure your cloak keeps you covered though, the quality of the work will draw eyes, Uncle Uldin has done his craft too well."


Finding a private alcove between buildings wasn't so hard and a bare few minutes was all it took to assume their readiness. Taipan's crimson wig was tied up in a stylish bun that left her looking like an Elven office lady, except for the bow and its quiver. She had poisoned her arrows this morning, their razored heads black with the stuff. Ograns, she assured him, were every bit as susceptible to [Striped Bark Snake] venom as anyone else.


"Not all are blessed by the Eternal Gaze to be so disgustingly resistant, Ulric." She told him with some chagrin.


As well she might, she'd poisoned him with that very substance on their first meeting, a slight scratch which had produced envenomation that had inflicted a somewhat rapid and incredibly uncomfortable illness, until her brother forced her to provide the antidote. She'd expected the stuff to kill him pretty outright.


Ulric gave his vambrace a quick check of straps and thumbed his cuirass to adjust the way it lay against his chest one last time. The class skill that bled mysterious familiarity with those adjustments still creeped him out properly, but he was glad of it now. Leaving their alcove behind, they traversed the streets well-traveled this week past and made their way towards the peninsula that marked the domain of the movers and shakers within Trachn'ir. As they passed the charred rubble of House Wicker they noted that the blood had been removed but that none had attempted to salvage anything of the wreck. It would seem that House Wicker had bigger problems with which to contend.


Taipan looked at him approvingly and gave him a thumbs up, the borrowed gesture bringing a grin to his face. Her pace quickened and he lengthened his stride to match.


"We will be gone this day from this city, Ulric. And when we leave, we will do so with none left at our backs to raise weapons. Come, I have an idea about how we will carry out this beast's slaying." She said, eagerness dripping from her tone.


*************Trachn'ir Ministry of Trade*************


The Ogran's fists cracked as he read through this latest missive. He tossed it upon a small pile of other, similar documents. No fewer than half a dozen official requests of inquiry regarding the Night before last's carnage and the subsequent revelations. Just this morning his agents passed him word that three members of House Wicker had admitted under question to the enslavement of their kin and had been executed summarily with their signatures upon their confessions. House Wicker was, even now, in the process of being dissolved and its assets divided. The owners of the other three ships that had been burned with the rest were likewise being questioned and Trade Minister Gedrun had no illusions as to whether or not they would crack. They were Otherkin and the Celestin would be even less gentle with these than they had been with their own people.


His world was coming apart.


There was little else to do but flee the city. He still had some contacts, he still had a most satisfactory amount of liquidity to carry with him, and could reestablish himself within Prespang in short order, though not for the long term. The defeat here would mean that his ties with Sav'ris Morion were gone, that devious Knife Ears would get word quickly and would bend no small amount of influence to see the loose end of this operation tied up neatly. Gedrun's life was forfeit. He would have to leave the continent, risk the Ocean of Storms crossing, and reach Mismyr the foreign empire about which he knew next to nothing other than deckhand rumor.


The office, tableless, felt like a tomb and still stank of the substances used to pull his former assistant's blood from the timbers. Looking around with narrowed eyes, the Ogran felt empty rage suffusing his flesh, sending his blood boiling through his veins.


A note slid under his door and he strode to open it and perhaps comfort himself with a final slaughter before he was forced to run like a startled [Crowned Elk] bull. Alas, quick-footed indeed was this newest assistant. The stamp of the Leor female's padded feet had already faded and he saw the barest tuft of her furred tail as she pelted around the corner of the distant hallway. He very much doubted that she'd be seen again.


A rumbling growl accompanied his bending over to retrieve what turned out to be two messages. One of fine material, the other rough parchment. Opening of the folded vellum first, he was startled to see the encrypted words of Sav'ris Morion himself. The Ogran had long since memorized the cipher for this particular type of code and translated it quickly.


{Blight Triad deployed. Last chance. Arrival fortnight. Do not engage. Do not engage. Dangerous. Valin is Lord of Dead Woods -Personal Vendetta / Aes'r Iriel'en is Eldest of Blood Moon.}


A laugh like falling stones filled the room. So. He'd brought in some of his best fixers had he? It told the Ogran much about his value to the operation and about how determined House Morion was to retain its hold on their Lowlands Forest trade routes. It also told him that he'd been undone by supreme ill fortune. He'd never heard of the human before but the Dead Woods were known to be an untouchable domain of monsters, guarded by a supreme monster. If one had come that could kill the beast and claim that place then it was little wonder his men had been destroyed. And, alongside that unknown was one about whom he did know quite a bit. The Ogran had studied well the rumors surrounding Trachn'ir's reclusive Southern neighbors, if only to know that he avoided drawing their attention. The daughter of that blood soaked Elf Lord was nearly as bad her father, if quieter. She had a reputation for slaughtering agents of Prespang that reached back nearly forty years, before he'd even been whelped. She was rumored to have been groomed to take her Mother's role as their premier murderess.


He had to leave. Geyrt Iriel had a reputation for being a vengeful ghost; his guards and these walls would be no barrier. Fucking Brownies. Who teaches their children assassination techniques from the time they matriculate?


Discarding the vellum to flutter to the floor he read the second, the rough parchment's crude scrawl taking him a moment to decipher, more difficult than the coded message for the quality of the handwriting.


Brownie passed through Southgate, Sunsrise, Barbarian in tow. Free passage.


Free passage meant that his gambit in announcing the pair as Prespang saboteurs had failed, likely countermanded by those on the Trachn'ir Council who opposed him and who he had crossed on his fast rise to power. They were in the city, he had hoped that they were fleeing. That they had reentered the city meant that they would come for him, he wasn't so outraged that he had lost his wits. The raid on the docks, the elimination of his catch teams, the capture of his orders, and the destruction of his subverted Celestin House, meant that these enemies had his teeth in a sack, or would soon. He had to hurry.


The parchment joined its finer cousin on the floor as the Ogran began to load a traveling scrip with his emergency fund and this joined the pack he referred to as his "life raft" meant to get him to safe harbors. His office he ransacked, as he made final preparation to leave. So preoccupied was the former Trade Minister that his less than stellar hearing did not detect the thump of an arrow into the top of the frame of his window.


*****************Trachn'ir City Wall, River Tower**************


Ulric glanced down at the rooftops below and the stone streets even farther below that and had to restrain a slight vertigo.


They were a solid fifty meters up, standing in a guard tower. The guard whose duty it was to watch the river into which this closed off part of the city jutted, was unconscious on the floor beside them. He would be just fine after a nap and maybe something for the headache.


Taipan's arrow, one with, instead of a forked nock, a wooden loop had sailed true, carrying with it a length of rope which they had pulled tight as soon as the bolt struck true, anchoring into the wood of the Trade Ministry building, above the window that they had learned a scant twenty minutes ago was the personal office of the Trade Minister himself.


Ulric looked at the slim rope with some amount of reservation before he shook himself. He had been planning to use a far inferior rope, albeit one he'd made himself, to descend the Plateau, compared to that this was absolutely nothing at all. Just a nice, fun little improvised zip line into a small room that contained what Taipan described as a very likely enraged creature about thirty kilos heavier than him and about a half meter or so taller. They then had to kill that creature and depart the city before the authorities could apprehend them. Even if the whole truth came out, Taipan assured him that what they were doing was, in the strictest sense, legal self-defense and prosecution of Citizen's Justice, the Orlethrem legal code that allowed its citizens to act to stop the actions of anyone committing a crime of violence against another, they would be tied up for days, possibly weeks. Too long. So they had to cream this Ogran, quickly and make like a tree.


No problem.


His Shadow led the charge, her bow held over top of the rope and she kicked off, sliding with impressive velocity. Refusing to be far behind her he did the same with his sword sheathe, his hands locked tightly on the sheath's strap to hold himself and keep the damned blade inside so it didn't cut the rope.


His stomach launched into his throat as the bitter air rushed by, gravity slaving him to this insanity. Taipan, with her impossible grace, released her bow and pulled it to her chest moments before she reached the window, forming a tight ball of Elven fury and passed cleanly through the window, as if shot by a cannon.


Ulric, just a few moments behind her, didn't even attempt that maneuver. He grunted as his legs slammed to the window frame, arresting him. He pushed back with his feet and swung forward, and had to fight a brief panic as he released his grip on the sword sheath, his other hand firmly gripping the hilt. He sailed into the room, freeing his blade from its sheath, and had to roll immediately as a whistling blur attempted to take off his head.


Diving forwards, Ulric heard a crunch as whatever had been swung at him took a solid bite out of the hardwood of the portal he'd come through. He got himself turned and readied in a moment, and took in the staggering physical presence in front of him.


The Ogran was a monster. Easily two and a half meters tall, fine coat and pants doing little to hide the rippling frame beneath them. Standing proud from under the creature's collarbone was an arrow, his Shadow had gone to work immediately.


Taipan was releasing again when the Ogran threw its weapon, a piece of what might have been a large desk or something, at her with incredible velocity. The agile woman abandoned her shot and ducked, then had to roll to the side as a second piece of debris nearly exploded into splinters where she'd been a moment before.


Ulric waded in, sent his sword in a whistling cut that the creature evaded with far more agility for a being of its obvious strength than it had any right to. He was pulling his weapon back to ready when its booted foot lashed out towards his belly. Ulric backstepped but the reach of the creature was unexpected and its toe managed to catch his abdomen, sending him crashing to the floor to slide to the wall with a heinous impact. He struggled to catch his wind, the monster had barely grazed him and had sent him flying. His armor had probably saved him from broken bones.


Taipan's grim expression hardened and she set her arrow again to launch into the creature's head. It blocked with its arm and shoulder and the powerful bow pinned the forearm to its own shoulder. Roaring gutterally, the Ogran tore its arm free and advanced on Ulric's partner with fury.


As Ulric levered himself up, the creature kicked a piece of broken furniture at him and he had to dodge again or be impaled by a table leg that buried itself into the wall behind him.


Taipan's shadow came to life and four solid blades stabbed into the creature before slashing in a circular arc. The creature never slowed and punched out missing as his Elven partner rolled again and drew another arrow. She never got a chance to fire as the Ogran whipped free its belt and slapped the bow from her hands with incredible force.


She drew her knife, even as another whiplash came at her head and she launched herself into a furious set of evasions to prevent being torn open by the belt that cracked like a bull whip.


Ulric finally got his breath back and pulled on his core, feeling the magic rage inside him.


[Surge]


Holding the skill only for a short moment, Ulric accelerated at the beast's flank sword cutting an arc down towards its spine. He remembered well the debilitating effects of keeping this empowering skill too long and couldn't afford to be disabled.


Trade Minister Ogran snarled and slapped its belt against the incoming blade, knocking it down before being stunned to find the weapon cut a slice out of the floor before coming back to ready in the Human's hands.


A flash at its hip blossomed into pain and it saw the Knife Ears stab deeply, again, this time in the side, the metal blade passing through its toughened hide with difficulty. It swiped its hand, again, and the Elf evaded, again.


Ulric came on again, this time he was bringing the thunder. Uldin had said that his artistry would let the metal of this blade hold mana and Ulric put it to the test, sending Ceraun into the weapon, channeling his energy as he made to strike.


[Voltaic Riot]


He swung again, arcs of lightning dancing up the edge of the sword, and the beast dodged back, trying again to block his blow with its belt. It wasn't good enough, an arc from his stroke leapt out and slashed, severing the belt, before it tore a jagged line through the Ogran's hide, revealing scorched skin and a wicked wound to the muscle beneath, running down the creature's now exposed ribs.


Stepping in, he reversed the cut and the Ogran roared as it came forward to steal the power from his strike by punching out to his chest. Lightning coursed up the creatures attacking arm and Xef'tocht carved deeply, almost cutting through the length of that arm before the blow hit him and he felt his armor soak a vicious impact. The Ogran flew away from him, no, wait, he was the one flying-


Ulric hit the wall flat on his back and this time saw stars as he sprawled vertically before falling to the floor in a heap.


Taipan saw the monster tank her Honor's lightning and counter, and set herself to bleed the creature dry even as its arm fell dead at its side, the Ceraun, and the blade having rendered the limb useless.


She flashed in a low forward roll using the bulk of its own great shoulders as a blindspot and rose in an uppercut with her dagger in a hammer grip, dragging a tear from the creature's calf to its clavicle. A sidestep took her around the beast, and she slashed an "X" cut as she did, carving the creature's thigh even as it bellowed and tried to kick her. She'd seen the power of those blows and would not allow it to touch her.


Ulric groaned and shook the cobwebs from his mind. He heard the fight and had to concentrate to get his vision to stop spinning. Looking up he saw his Shadow in what he would have described as a dance, her twirls, steps, and hops moving her forwards and away from her enemy as her dagger drew hatched lines across its flesh. The Ogran never seemed to notice, its fury consuming it as it attacked with blows that would have crushed Taipan's bones if they landed. They did not.


After receiving another dozen cuts and a making dozen more failed attempts to obliterate its Aes'r foe, the Ogran's composure cracked and it roared in a furious advance. A reaching hand tried to grab her and her blade whipped across, removing two of the four fingers before she, somehow, stepped through its lurching legs, cutting a line through its inner thigh as she did. Now behind the creature, she jumped straight up in a spin and drove her knife into its neck before planting her feet on its shoulder and leaping to the ceiling, inverting herself to launch back down, kicking off the knife hilt to drive the blade to its guard as she hurtled away from her target, turning in the air to land upon her feet. An aerial ballet, utterly inhuman for its grace.


The staggered Ogran gurgled, blood coming up from its mouth as it tried to understand what had happened to it. The sheer virility of the creature was incredible. It should be dead. Ulric had nearly split its arm, had cut a deep wound through its side. Taipan had poisoned it, had carved bloody ribbons like some kind of fucked up prom entrance, and had driven her knife through its neck and still, it came on.


Focusing on his now unarmed Shadow it ignored Ulric to focus on the greater threat, taking a halting and then a more determined stride to try to bury her.


Ulric forced himself up to his feet and gripped Xef'tocht's hilt until his forearms burned.


[Surge]


Ceraun enhanced strength threw Ulric forward and he closed before the Ogran could turn, burying the point between its shoulder blades before driving the long sword all the way to its guard. Reaching up, Ulric grabbed the creature's hair, and pulled down, using his sword handle to leverage and his temporarily improved might to tilt the monster back, desperately fighting against its monstrous power.


Taipan had seen her opportunity and swiftly dove to her bow, raising it as she smoothly drew an arrow and Ulric saw from behind the bulk her core's pulse. The arrow shimmered blue then wrapped in her animate shadow, Akashic skills combining their potency before she released and the bolt blew the Ogran's skull apart on its path through the ceiling above.


Ulric threw himself from beneath the Ogran's mass and let his skill fade, its lingering effects far more muted for the brevity. His chest hurt like fire with every breath, but not with such sharpness as to limit his mobility. Bruised ribs and sternum, nothing broken. He propped himself up on the window sill, and held Xef'tocht in his hands almost limp at his sides, gulping air as a man in the desert does water. That did not do his ribs any good, but the pain meant he was alive so he'd just have to accept it.


Taipan retrieved her knife from her foe and cleaned it on a rather small scrap of unsoaked fabric from its shredded clothes.


Looking at his Shadow, Ulric broke the silence, the memory of her impossibly agile attack fresh in his mind.


"So. Taipan. Can't help but notice that you appear to have been sandbagging in our sparring." He told her, mirroring her previous accusation.


She'd never done half the wild horseshit he'd just seen. Especially not that thing with jumping off the ceiling, holy fuck.


The Iriel'en woman wiped the perspiration from her brow and sheathed her blade as a grin spread wide across her beautiful features. The intensity of her almond eyes was still there, as she rode the high of combat.


"Our spars are to train your abilities, Ulric, not to demonstrate things that a Human cannot do. I would not look down on you for not being Aes'r, that person is, fortunately, well beyond gone." She said, humor coloring her lilting voice.


He smiled and shook his head at her, further impressed.


*PING*


Ulric jerked, and stilled, the by now mental sound of his connection to the Akashic Record of this world toning its change in his soul.


Taipan's head tilted and he realized that her wig and scarf had come off at some point in all the craziness. Her bleached skin contrasted wildly with her shimmering black hair.


He answered her wordless question by waving a hand abstractly before saying resignedly, "Spooky Status Shit, Lady Wife."


"Ah. Yes, it would not be uncommon to experience changes from such a contest." Taipan said sagely.


She looked to the corpse and began to scan about the room until she spotted her lost articles of clothing, continuing as she fixed her attire, "I confess I was not expecting our enemy to be so mighty. I had heard that Ograns could be ferocious opponents but here, inside this small space he was not a being to trifle with. Are you badly injured, Glade Chief?"


Standing up straight, Ulric ignored the burning in his ribs. Endorphins were bringing blessed numbness and he knew they were on the clock here. He didn't know why nobody had come to investigate yet but he wouldn't look a gift horse in the mouth.


"No, Taipan, I'm alright. I owe your Uncle a drink though, his armor probably just kept my chest from getting caved in." Ulric admitted seriously.


"Good. One day you will learn to stop getting hit." Observed the Aes'r woman drily.


Ulric couldn't keep the sardonic grin off of his face at that. Sure thing, lady, he told himself, Just as soon as I can jump off the walls and ceiling like some kind of dagger kangaroo.


His Shadow had gone to rifle through the belongings of her victim and found a thin, if sturdy, leather travel case, like something you would use to transport important documents. She came up from her investigation with a small purse, wax-wrapped papers, and a carved seal that he was informed was a travel pass between Orlethrem and Prespang, essentially a voucher for free movement between the nations. They were, Taipan exclaimed with excitement, exceedingly rare and prized by merchants. In addition to getting one across borders, they exempted you from duties or taxes.


When Taipan dumped the purse into her hand, Ulric whistled softly. Three orichalcum coins, stamped with the likeness of a hand, their iridescent silver hue representing an absolutely astonishing wealth. Three Tun Servants would buy a man an estate. So. This guy here was about to go on the lamb.


"We gotta get out of here Taipan, stash that shit, and let's vamoose." Ulric advised, shouldering the Ogran's go bag.


"Yes. We have accomplished our objectives here, and with bonus. It is long since time for us to resume our journey." Confirmed his Shadow, doing the same with the scrip.


Distantly, Ulric was fairly certain he heard shouting and the thud of footsteps.


This next part of their plan had not sounded like much fun at all. Taipan insisted that they climb back across the rope to the tower, and then go over the side wall, skipping the city gates and crossing the frozen river to make their way along the established trade route. Outside the view of the city they would essentially vanish into the wilds of Celestin.


When his agile partner simply pulled herself up and stood on the rope, before running across it like a damned sidewalk, Ulric had a feeling that he needed to level up his game. His ribs were pure misery as he went hand over hand all the way back up to the tower. Yells behind him announced that the body had been discovered but no pursuit was incoming. According to Taipan, it was exceedingly likely that those guards had not been there to capture the two of them but to execute an arrest warrant, judging by their late quarry's travel preparations.


The Twins had not reached mid-morning when the pair of them slid to the foot of the wall, boots crunching on the ice of the river outside Trachn'ir.


They left the city behind, Ulric studiously ignoring his bruises while his Shadow regaled him with tails of some of her mother's exploits. He had to admit, as she begrudgingly gave Vedyr Iriel credit for being much stronger than herself, that his Shadow had come by her gifts honestly. With a dad like Bald'rt and a mom like Vedyr, she was blessed by the gods of this world as surely as he had been. And, after what he'd seen back there, Ulric solemnly resolved to himself to never, ever, provoke her to murder ever again.


************Former Trade Minister Gedrun’s Office************


Trachn’ir guardsmen, led by a delegation of the city council had entered the building too late to see a pair descend over the side of the wall. All the sign they had of who might have enacted this vigilante justice was the savaged body of the former Trade Minister amidst the wreckage of his office. Blood still ran warm to join the growing pool upon the floor.


A dark day, thought the Celestin noble who had made herself instrumental to corralling Gedrun’s cronies and sweeping the city for any remaining tools to which he might have had access. It had not taken long to determine the truth of the outrageous blood message and much was explained, though not all by the presence of a pair Iriel’en arrows buried above the window frame along with a short segment of sturdy rope as was favored by their Southern cousins. Evidence mounted that their Trade Minister had been more than simply involved in a scheme to capture and sell Aes’r lives to flesh pits across Prespang, no doubt through the slavers markets in Prosper, that enemy of old, who seemed determined to return to cause the Orlethrem ill yet again.


Amidst the ruin, there were several merely incriminating documents, ciphered into secrecy. Perhaps some of the more practiced arcanists of Celestin could break the code, there were a few who were known to have deep knowledge in that field. That did nothing for the documents that had been rendered into blood-sodden trash, courtesy of their recently departed Councilor.


Speaking of that person, he appeared to have been somewhat deeply lacerated by well over a score of cuts, had been stabbed through the chest and neck, and, of course, his head was mostly destroyed. The razor precision of the cuts had all the hallmarks of Iriel’en, they had clearly been located where important tendons and arterial vessels might be parted, and only the incredible durability of Ogran flesh had prevented its death by a half dozen of these slices. Other wounds were most definitely not of Iriel’en tendency being made by a large slashing weapon that had burned deep gouges through flesh.


Shaking her head, the new Trade Minister lamented that her peers had been so busy with their maneuvering amongst each other that this Ogran’s actions had gone undetected far too long. Her first item of agenda would propose a sweeping crackdown on the smuggling that had been ignored as too generally profitable for too many of her peers, as was chief amongst her Office’s duties. Next, they would close the gaps in dock security that had allowed critical shipping manifestos to be stolen with relatively small effort. Lastly, she would see to raising the matter of notifying their Iriel’en cousins of the brave actions of one of their kin, whose name was still unknown, and declare an amnesty for their criminal, but perhaps necessarily so, acts.


More minor mysteries remained to be solved but were not part of her now full schedule, thankfully. Eight bodies had been found in an alley dead of no reason that any could determine, as if their hearts had all simultaneously stopped beating. It screamed of wizardry but no Adept mages were known to be in the city.


The newly appointed Trade Minister shrugged that away, she had problems aplenty to address cleaning up after her predecessor. First things first, she needed this mess cleaned up and then, a table, a nice one.


            

    
        Chapter 126: Growth, Change, and Deepest Winter

    
    
    
    
                It was with rather less urgency that they left Trachn'ir than that with which they had entered it.  Ulric had to, yet again, bow to the wisdom that some problems were solved by more violence, not less. 


Could they have resupplied and evaded capture, before making their way stealthily through Celesta?  Probably.  Ulric had faith that his partner's woodcraft was sufficient unto the task, even if his own lagged significantly behind.  However, that would have left a potential enemy at their backs that, allowed to fester, may have resulted in a much greater threat in the future.  This way, the slaver threat was almost certainly destroyed and they left Trachn'ir confident that anyone associated with the criminal elements within the area would pass the word that a human trader traveling with an Iriel'en Hunter should be left unmolested, or else. 


On that note, Ulric took the time to review his status as they marched at a double time down the frozen river.


[Status]

[image: image-placeholder]
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"Well, I'll be damned!" He exclaimed. 


His class had transformed.  There had been a sort of…jitteriness to his status, a feeling like change was on the horizon, and that last fight had cemented it.  Classes worked less like a template and more like a framework, to guide rather than constrain the growth of a person.  In Ulric's case, his tendency to attack aggressively with powerful charges and destructive magical bursts, no doubt flavored strongly by his Ceraunic core, had manifested in a shift away from the generic [Warrior] class and towards the more specific [Ohmic Knight].  It made Ulric smile that the name of his class was so similar to the hypothetical school of magic he'd considered months ago.  There definitely seemed to be some aspect of dry humor to the Akashic Record.  Or perhaps it only seemed that way because his own humor tended that way and so his experience of the thing was reflected in his status.  First [Snake Charmer] and Taipan's status, and now this.  Who knew?


In any case, he turned his attention towards the new Ohmic Knight, a combative class built around his ceraunic abilities. 


Elementalist had granted him some passive enhancements towards his utilization of magic of the various forms and active skills to use his core's unique signature as a way to sort of dissect the mana around him.  That had been incredibly useful to allow Ulric to understand how mana moved and wove itself together within the creatures and environments of Varda, which, in turn, allowed him to better move the mana within himself to control his own magic. 


This subclass held synergy with that one in that it took his own predilection for lightning magic and more strongly interwove it with his decidedly offensive fighting style.  Ulric's channeling of Ceraun into his sword blade had probably played strongly into this manifestation of his status evolution.  It had felt like the right thing to do, just as weaving Caelum and Ceraun to create the [Galvanic Mistral] had felt like the right thing to do, and had effectively allowed him to focus the somewhat random electrical arc to a more potent one that following the tip of his blade, the power emanating from its metal as from an electrode.  The master smith that had crafted his weapon had done so with a degree of skill that projected a sort of cutting aura a centimeter or so from the edge of the blade.  That alone was potent, but, it would seem the real power of Xef'tocht was in its ability to conduct his own magic through it, focusing it.  Like a wizard using a staff, only the staff itself was a dangerous weapon as well.


Ulric's use of [Surge] seemed also to have played a role in guiding his own evolution.  He'd learned from the extended battle against the hired goons, holding that enhancement was more trouble than it was worth.  It wasted his mana, burned up his body, and left him too exhausted to be worth much after the fact.  If they'd come across another gaggle of opponents, it would have been completely up to Taipan to deal with them.  Instead, against the Ogran, he'd used short bursts of the skill to amplify his attacks, catching the surprisingly quick creature off guard with his own speed.  Clearly, his timing needed work since he'd been unable to dodge those blows from the bastard, he'd have to relearn some of the Elven footwork to account for the increase in speed.


Interestingly, it seemed that his traits had undergone a rather extreme adjustment.  Gone were the individual proficiencies, replaced by a more general and encompassing one.  He supposed that had to do with his training over the last few months and, very possibly, he had Idra'se to thank for this.  Idra's training in the Dance applied to everything, to all forms of combat, hell, philosophically his Dance of One Thousand Steps operated like an Iriel'en Sun Tzu, a general Art of War.  Ulric could only hypothesize that the application of these fundamentals over the last couple of weeks against beasts and men alike, had sharpened his understanding of them to the point where they influenced his class. 


The other novel trait was fascinating, a piezoelectric shock absorber that converted impacts to heat, which sounded almost like an induction heater.  He'd seen one of those melt copper to a white-hot slag, and he had it from the premier metallurgist of the Iriel'en civilization that his sword would take far greater temperature to come close to melting, which meant that it would be a devastating weapon if it absorbed a large number of repeated impacts.  He wondered if he'd even be able to hold onto it and that deserved investigation.


Class skills were likewise fascinating.  He snorted a short laugh when he saw the name of the skill that was, essentially, an electromagnetic shield set to like poles.  It would first polarize the two weapons, to the same potential and then allow him to magnify the deflection against his opponent's weapon.  Ulric had a feeling that it would take a relatively skilled hand to employ this technique to its greatest potential, but it would create a window of opportunity, and then, against an opponent who survived that opening, it would create a mind game.  Would he trigger the skill or would he not?  That alone was an ability worth mastery, to sow doubt in an enemy's mind that his own attacks may be his undoing and slow his arm through fear of reprisal.  The second skill was elegant.  It held the same conceptual flavor as the Old Japan combat art of Iaido, to strike a lethal blow on the draw of the blade, ending a combat on the same movement as it began. 


Ulric was down with that, his bent was very much to bring his opponent down as quickly as possible.  The more time they were active, the more time they would be able to bring some magical bullshit to bear against him.  His mind frequently returned to the few desperate moments that had separated being evaporated by whatever the fuck that pyromancer had been cooking up and striking first with his lightning.  Idra'se valued position overall, but Ulric put speed in a class all its own.  An attack that occurred before an enemy could react was superior to the one that came from a weaker position.  It didn't matter that your enemy held the advantage if they were too slow to act on it.  Not that Ulric doubted much the old Elf's wisdom on things, more that Ulric was frankly too shit at fighting to be able to utilize that Swordmaster's philosophy to its fullest.  When Ulric grew up, he would almost certainly strive to gain a position from which there was no need to outpace the enemy.


For now, compromises had to be made and he would play to his strengths while he learned the Dance.


Taipan snapped him out of his meandering.  She'd heard his exclamation and studiously ignored his absent mumbling for as long as she could but, eventually, curiosity proved too great a temptation and she simply had to know what had her odd Human partner so clearly agitated.


"What has happened that has [Nettlebugs] down your socks, Glade Chief?" She asked.


Ulric looked up, almost startled, he'd been deep down in Ulric Land. 


With a rueful shrug, he replied, "Give me a scan Black Rose." using one of his favorite joking titles for her.  The extent to which she must have been interested was clear when she didn't complain or remind him that the last time he'd laid a title on her it had stuck.  Instead, her eyes flashed white and she examined his Akashic connection to the world.


Ulric couldn't read her expression currently, she had a tendency to guard her face when she was thinking, no doubt a habit of training.  It would pay dividends to develop that sort of poker face when dealing with her father, to prevent the relentless teaser from knowing when he'd drawn blood.  A few moments consideration, and she revealed her judgment.


"This is a most fortunate development, Ulric.  I had hoped that your diligence in training would prove fruitful and the ferocity of our recent experiences have indeed solidified that foundation.  Your subclass amplifies what your instincts direct you to do and this one is rare."


Scrubbing her hand through her shortened hair her breath created a cloud as she exhaled heavily into the frigid air.


"Few enough there are that ever achieve any level of control of Ceraun and none to my knowledge that do it as you do.  This has no doubt greatly influenced your class to incorporate these strengths into its adaptations: there is a powerful synergy in these abilities with your core, your combat style, and your physicality." Summarized his Shadow confidently.


Ulric took that assessment in stride, if his more veteran Shadow said it he would tend to believe it. 


He felt good about this development.  It sort of made all the killing worth it, in a weird way.  Their time in Trachn'ir had not been a total loss if it had made him stronger and more able to defend himself, or allowed him to better complement his Shadow's potent abilities.  He would form the vanguard and she the flanker in their own little dance.


Among the other things that had changed, one left him with a niggling question that he had, for far too long, failed to address.


"Taipan, what under the Twins does your level mean?  It went up after this last fight and I don't know what that means.  Also, yours is way higher than mine and I don't know what that information is supposed to tell me, other than that you are a very bad woman to fuck with."


His Shadow chewed her lip briefly as she mulled how she might answer this question most simply, it was a source of debate amongst philosophers.  She was no philosopher and preferred the simpler explanation.


"The level is a rough measure of your Reaper's Due, Ulric.  All creatures connected to the All Knowledge of Varda leave their imprint on it, some greater, most lesser." Taipan began, tentatively at first and then gaining momentum, “The degree to which beings influence the world is reflected in the transfer of their impact to the one that destroys them.  This experience, as it is referred to, is cumulative throughout one's life and the summative level of this experience, this harvesting of impact, serves as a warning and a notice to others that [Scan] you.  My level is greater than yours because I have harvested far more Lesser and Greater beasts than you, creatures with a relatively large impact on the world.  Similarly, I have dedicated a great amount of time and effort to the culling of Prosper's agents or stymying incursions onto Elfland from Prespang and this also results in a large transfer to my Reaper's Due.  In short, I have killed very many things in my life Ulric.  A great very many things."


Ulric mulled that over.  Her explanation jived with his interpretation of things.  There was also the highly relevant first-hand experience he had in that killing the [Forest Lord], the first creature he'd slain in his newly forged life on Varda, had catapulted him to level twenty immediately.  Nothing else he'd killed, not Captain Firecracker the dickbag Pyromancer, not the Ogran just now, not the entire pack of [Heckler Monkeys] or the swarm of slaver thugs had come close to that creature's "impact".


"What does that mean about people who might [Scan] me then, oh mine deadly and beloved serpent?" He asked, getting a bemused roll of his Shadow's lovely eyes.


"For one of your relative youth and your heritage?  That they wear a fool's mark for making themselves your enemy.  You are far higher level than most Humans reach by the time they expire from age.  An average Valin or Jormun is somewhere around a level of twelve to fifteen.  Experienced soldiers go as high as twenties, those who have fought in wars.  Only the very few ever reach levels higher than that and it is nearly unheard of for one to reach the forties.  That you are already halfway there at a tender age should be deterrent enough, before ever your titles were read.  If our enemies were not comprised of complete [Bark Weasels] they would have scanned one or both of us and fled for their lives." Taipan complained.


She had a real good point there. 


"Yeah!" Ulric couldn't help announcing loudly, "What gives with that?  Why the hell have so few of these numb nuts tried to exercise any self-preservation around here?" 


His Shadow shrugged eloquently.


"Not all, or perhaps even many know how.  It is a simple thing, once taught, but few enough have training of any sort in the arcane." Taipan explained.


Ulric let that simmer for a second. 


"So, these guys just attack people without having any idea that they might be trying to jump a [Shadow Panther] and, what?, hope to get lucky?"


Taipan chuckled lightly and her hands made the sign for "More or less".


"Just why the fuck would people who are so weak…so bad at fighting think it's a good idea to go hunting someone known to be from an elite class of warriors?" Ulric had to know.


Taipan's eyes lit up and she exclaimed loudly, "That is what I wanted to know!" her musical voice ringing out over the icy flat of their frozen road.


The duo's march was thereafter filled by the adventurer's equivalent to small talk.  Mostly they spoke of hunting, a past time both had shared, and Taipan led them down a foray into Ulric's past when he claimed that, with a few known values, he could predict more or less exactly where her arrow would land based on her draw and release point and she demanded that he prove it, which he did, to her astonishment when her arrow landed within a half meter of his calculations upon a scrap of parchment.  She asked him what sorcery he used and he said, in a ghostly moan "Calculus", to which she demanded he teach her this dark magic.


Ulric made a point to never speak of guns, lest those evil inventions somehow cross worlds through their mention.  A magical fireball of thundering death?  Fine.  A little five-pound piece of milled steel with a specially designed low-speed explosive flung bullet?  Nope.  Not because of the power, but because of the accessibility.  It was hard work figuring out how that fireball operated and coming to the magical discipline needed to cast one, and only a few could ever manage to do it at any scale.  But guns?  Any moron could use one and that's what made them dangerous.


In spite of Ulric's bruised ribs, Taipan pushed a solid pace, and they were well into the fall of the Twins before she made a detour from the river to find a suitable place to camp.  They ended up digging into a snow bank, forgoing the effort of setting up the shelter in favor of a more discreet option.  It took rather less time than Ulric would have thought for the two of them to excavate their hideaway and, though his chest burned for it, they were ensconced within the icy cave with plenty of daylight to spare.  Ulric used his priceless weapon to cut a small circular channel up through the roof of their shelter and they were then able to make a small fire that would draw air from the entry tunnel and up through this vent to keep the place snug and smoke-free.


For Ulric's first real test as a warrior, as a man committed to his path, he figured he rated about a six out of ten.  He'd been a little slow to action, had needed to lean on his Shadow a little too much, but when the shit hit the fan, he'd been there to back her up and they both pulled through relatively unscathed.  What made him better pleased about the sequence of events was, when he reviewed them with a critical eye with Taipan that night, there was close to nil in the way of luck involved.  The only real piece of fortune was that the thugs had been too stupid to dispose of their copy of orders.  Everything else was, essentially, a forced error by he and his partner's actions.  Not too shabby.  Not too shabby at all.  Huddled against the warm form of his sylvan wife, the both of them fully clothed to ward away the cold that occasionally blew past their stacked packs in the entry tunnel, Ulric slept well satisfied.


The little snow cave worked wonders for keeping them warm through the night, the insulating power of powder layered atop compressed ice proving more than adequate against what proved to be one of the coldest nights of the year.  When they crawled free of their shelter, however, it was to greet a razored wind.  No mere gusts either, this was a pushing, driving front that carried arctic fury.  Snow was falling heavily but it was so fine, so absent substance that it refrained from being an actual blizzard.  This was infinitesimal crystals being forced out of the upper atmosphere by a sudden blast of cold that squeezed the water from the air in its icy grip. 


Shivering slightly as his body accustomed itself, he was somewhat regretful of their prolonged delay.  He slapped his cheeks lightly, discarding that feeling.  Done was done, move along soldier boy.


Taipan went so far as to unstring her bow to protect it from the effects of the sheer cold, declaring that it would be as likely to shatter as to shoot under these conditions.  When Ulric asked if there were any beasts that were willing to move about in these kinds of conditions, she reported that several creatures were more than happy to call this not quite frozen gale their preferred hunting ground.  Things akin to the snow wraiths that they'd encountered earlier were not just comfortable with this deathly chill, they were optimal in it. 


Varda, it would seem, held no lack of monstrous motivation to keep your head on a swivel. 


The rising suns sent a kaleidoscopic array of shimmering clouds to bathe them as the wind drove relentlessly the falling and already fallen snow to drifting.  Covering the head and face was absolutely paramount to avoiding frostbite, even when the two were exerting themselves somewhat strenuously to make good time.  It was so cold that, twice before noon, the two of them were forced to stop and make a fire to warm themselves back to peak condition or face damage to their extremities.  That was no short process for the fire lay had to be hidden from the wind and the frigid fuel resisted catching.  Ulric would eventually have to use his [Voltaic Grip] to create char on their gathered sticks to help the budding flame of their tinder catch hold. 


Noon itself found Ulric taking a leading position to break through chest deep snow drifts, his superior strength necessary as Taipan simply didn't have the bulk to do the task for the length of time their travel required without rest.  She could, to some extent, run atop the snow but that was unpredictable, blown snow had not packed well and even her agile balance would not prevent her going through a fresh bank to her armpits.  The pair had snowshoes but Taipan declined to use them, too cumbersome if they encountered some predator that thrived in this Wintery mess of a frozen hellscape.  With the winds howling and their vision obscured to merely twenty or so meters, the practiced Hunter could not guarantee that she would spot a threat before it became a problem and so, to be ready for combat at a moment's notice was the flavor of the day.


Nothing braved the elements to test the pair that day, for which Ulric thanked the Watcher, Irielhos, and all the gods great and small.  His ribs burned fiercely with the exertion of kicking through snowbanks with better than forty kilos on his back.  Taipan relented at Midsunsfall, bowing to the power of the seasons, and called for a halt.  She had spotted a thick stand of fir, just as the day before, and wanted to utilize it to set up their shelter without having to dig another cave.  They were both gassed.


Ulric slid down the embankment into this coniferous haven gladly and unburdened himself instantly.  Taipan joined him and they brushed the snow off one another lest it melt into their clothes, a real risk now that they were stopping and without the fell wind that stripped heat away as soon as it was found.  To be marginally warmer and wet was a death sentence, no matter how hardy you were.  The only things that could flourish in the kind of weather raging out there were the beasts that held a healthy affinity to Infrig, of which there were not a few. 


Camp went up much as had become usual, the practiced motions of the pair carried out in silence.  The crackle of fire shed the eternal gloom of the densely covered hollow and Ulric was happy to spend a few minutes crouched over the flitting tongues of flame with Taipan propped up against his hip.  Two pairs of hands sought the heat of the small blaze and rejoiced in its glow.  Upon pulling their boots off, the both of them found evidence of slight frostbite, the cold having been intense enough to make its way through multiple layers of socks and fur linings to inflict some degree of harm to their toes.  It was slightly comical that the two of them sat face to face with their legs interlocked so that they could rub the feeling back into each other's feet.  Ah, such is love on an adventure. 


There was a quiet intimacy to their tendings of one another, neither he nor his Shadow could be slandered as talkers.  Both enjoyed the subtle sounds of the wild to words that held little purpose other than to be spoken aloud.  It was enough that they were together and that their presences, lingering glances, and sometimes smiles, could bring companionship.  Ulric had a feeling that there had been precious few that walked this rock that had ever seen Taipan in this manner, relaxed and without care, though the flick of her ears and the almost unconscious scan of her eyes told him that she had not abandoned her vigilance.  Similarly, Ulric himself, always a great advocate of One's Own Company, was strangely at peace with sharing it. 


Light faded around the camp before the huddled vision of sylvan beauty uttered surrender from the cozy fortress of her blankets, "I believe we should wait out the Last Gasp, Ulric.  I find that I am more fond of my toes than I remember."


Ulric nodded and spoke with the certainty of a prophet, "No good will come of us stomping through a whiteout while our merry asses freeze off."


Thus, agreed on their course, they settled in to wait out the storm in relative comfort.  Records kept for hundreds of years would place this Winter's Last Gasp amongst the coldest in memory.  Not a few trees, even ones enhanced through the mysterious evolutionary guidance of Varda and its Watcher, shattered close enough to startle the pair with some regularity.  It was worse at night, when even their fire, gathered into the shelter itself, struggled to battle the killing air.  Other than to eat, drink, desperately harvest firewood, or relieve themselves, the pair hunkered down under their blankets and patently refused to move.  Aside from making glorious whoopy for the sole purpose of staying warm, of course.  You would do well, if ever you find yourself with willing company in such conditions, to practice this age-old method of creating vital heat, it beats jumping jacks all to shit.


Three days of this left Ulric at the height of his powers and he had found most, perhaps not all, of the places that turned his magnificent wife to jelly.  He practiced their use against her to great effect.  She, in turn, had never had to struggle greatly to light his fires but had elevated her arts to the point of needing to be careful, lest she cut their morning, noon, or evening short by rendering him into blissful hibernation.  The wildlife must have been driven to insane jealousy at the goings on.


When at last the temperatures rose, they did so on a bemused pair that had probably forgotten how to blush.


Ulric gently shook the bare shoulder that sprawled across his chest and was rewarded with a string of drool connecting his vision of a wife's mouth to his sternum.  Her bleary eyes focused, the viridian green irises returned since she'd stopped using the eyedrops while they hid from the Winter storm, and she gave him a lopsided grin after dragging her forearm across her face. 


"What?  Ready again?" She asked the challenge loud in her lilting voice, "Because I will not give in this match until you are Husbanded to within an inch of your Valin life." 


"And no cheating with your thumb this time!" the Elf demanded, still unable to counter that weapon.


"Easy now lass, I don't think you left anything but skin to me.  Your demon work is complete." Ulric proclaimed, knowing when he was defeated, "I only woke you because I'm pretty sure the cold snap broke last night.  There's an absence of bitterness to the air."


Taipan lifted herself up to look around which placed her full bosom in a far too convenient location and Ulric, contrary to his claim of weakness, was not above biting to secure victory.  Unfortunately, his adversary held the high ground and used it to steal away his initiative, to both their delights.  When she completed her foul ritual, she ruffled his lengthening hair and rose to greet the dawn, secure in her dominance.


Sometimes, Ulric, he told himself, you have to lose to win.


By the time he managed to drag himself from his stupor his Shadow had already restored herself to dignity and raised the fire to cooking temperature.  The pair of them had eaten little and only from travel rations, not willing to expend more fuel for something drawn out during their *cough* repose.  He pulled his clothes on and was glad to note that his ribs had healed completely.  He'd have recovered sooner had he been willing to let bygones be bygones but Taipan had started it, this time, and he refused to show weakness when a gallant response to shameless provocation was clearly called for.  She claimed that his lightning scars were grossly unfair but he knew her deceiving ways.


Both knew that today would be one for long travel, as far as they could manage, and they ate in preparation to fuel that journey.  The shelter they rolled around in the snow for a minute before packing away.  To be absolutely frank, it stank like fucking and, while neither of them was particularly ashamed of that, it didn't do to advertise yourself so loudly to predators. 


The weather had indeed cleared when they broke out from the drifted snow around their haven, easily two meters higher than it had been before they'd entered.  On went the snowshoes and Taipan led the way, scanning for signs of life beneath fresh snow. 


Ulric noted as they walked that the suns felt like they touched a little more directly and the wind, dropped down to only the odd gust, held none of the bite of the weeks prior.  He could just damn near smell spring on its way, in spite of the arctic landscape through which they traversed.  Speaking of the terrain, the paragon of Iriel'en Hunters chose a path that did not return them to the trade roads.  Instead, she made her way through warrens of trees, snow piled so high that they nearly created a tunnel between the frosted lower branches of the far closer canopies of these lowland trees.  With the Twins rising overhead, Ulric noted that the bearing they took was almost due North.  He unconsciously checked his sword's position and put his thumbs under the straps of his heavy pack as he leaned into the rigorous pace of their march.


Taipan had insisted that he keep his [Ceraunoperception] up at all times, it had been instrumental to recognizing their enemy's tracking, despite their ability to avoid detection within the crowds of people mobbing city streets.  He didn't mind, the drain on his mana was relatively low as long as he wasn't trying to reach way farther than he could even process at this point, and it made for good practice.  It was also highly informative as to just how badly his vision served him given that he could resolve with this skill dozens of life forms hiding within the environment that his eyes simply failed to notice.  Perhaps his skillful Iriel'en wife could pick these hidden beasts up but certainly not himself.  Of course, if she thought there was no risk of missing something, she wouldn't have asked him to maintain the alertness, so that added a bit of gumption to his mana-driven canvass of their surroundings.


Caution paid dividends.  They bypassed three hidden dens, one of which had a form suspiciously similar to the [Shrieking Ravager] of recent notoriety.  Little desire did either of them have to ever see one of those beasts again.  A little later, after what Ulric thought was a harmless question about his [Ceraunoperception] going fuzzy in an area, he saw his Shadow freeze followed by a gesture to turn and run, which sent Ulric scrambling to keep up with his more graceful companion in these goofy snowshoes as she made egress to bypass what had appeared to Ulric's senses as a field of static whose mention triggered her abrupt evacuation.  He didn't know what it was, but he knew that he wasn't quite sure that cloud of static didn't turn to follow them for a few minutes.  Whatever it was, Taipan had them both running for a solid hour afterward and didn't waste breath to explain until they were nearly twenty kilometers away.


Ulric was leaning his back against a tree with his pack on the snow to recover while the athletic Elf next to him drew in deep breaths to restore her wind.  Even as physically gifted as they both were, nobody makes that kind of pace wearing tennis rackets on their feet and humping gear without dragging major ass afterward. 


"So, what exactly were we nearly killed by?" Ulric inquired, certain of the reason that his able partner had led them on this rousing leg.


Sober as a judge, Taipan informed him "Elemental." as if that explained everything. 


Previous lessons in Awakenings, magic, and the nature of elements had seen him explained as to what an elemental was, according to the Aes'r reckoning, and how a mage might become one but never had anybody mentioned that they were dangerous enough to send as potent a force as his Shadow running for the bloody hills.


When Ulric didn't react, Taipan's lovely brows furrowed and she muttered Elvish recriminations against herself for forgetting that he knew essentially only what he'd been told within her hearing about most of Varda.


"Apologies, Ulric, I forget occasionally that you still have so much to learn.  That was an Infrig Elemental you saw with your perception.  They are incredibly hazardous to come across in Winter, being nearly invisible.  It was nothing but a wind-blown cloud of snow to mine eyes.  In addition to this, they can pull the heat from nearly anything they touch within moments.  Infrig elementals within this season can turn a creature of flesh and blood to frozen dust before they know that they've fallen within its grasp." She explained.


It sounded incredibly similar to the [Absolute Zero] spell he'd crafted so very long ago, and which he had since lost access to upon Awakening his Ceraunic core.  He mentioned as much and she indicated that there were certainly parallels.


That thought was frankly horrifying because his Infrig spell ranked with the most destructive things he could do, the damned spell basically rendered complex matter to individual molecules, stealing the energy of the chemical and electrostatic bonds that held it together.  Its weakness was in how taxing it was for him to use, it drew incredible amounts of mana to power for relatively small volumes of space in the cold field.  Even so, prior to his Awakening, it represented a touch of death spell should he find himself in dire straits.  That being of pure Infrig enacted a similar effect but upon a colossal space compared to what he could generate was more than a little horrifying.  Taipan's flight was certainly well reasoned then, how do you even fight a creature made of pure cold? 


He posed the question aloud.


"You do not, Ulric.  You die is what happens.  Elementals are vastly more powerful than any mage but an archmage.  They are perfectly in tune with themselves, are capable of harnessing incredibly dense weaves of magic within moments, as if an entire choir of mages cast in unison." Was her wry answer.


Damn.  That put a bit more context into what exactly he'd experienced when he saw the prime Ceraun elemental then, didn't it?  A sprite, a living lightning storm connecting the atmosphere to the infinite void lived in the outer reaches of this world, and Ulric had witnessed it, had been called to it during his Awakening.  The creature had pulled him to see from its alien perspective through the lightning mana he'd been condensing in his own core, the same energy that made up this pseudo, or not so pseudo, godling.  It was an experience that a mortal mind cannot fathom and Ulric was left with vague impressions that Ceraun, the prime, was an avatar of the electromagnetic force incarnate.  It had set him to wondering what the Aquae or Incendere primes might be.  The Ocean?  The Sun?


Whatever, point was, he'd better keep his ducks in a row or they might run into something they couldn't unrun into. 


            

    
        Chapter 127: Upon the Snowy Plains

    
    
    
    
                The journey of ten thousand kilometers might begin with a single step, but Ulric was godsdamned if it didn't start to drag after a couple million of them. Especially when steadily warming temperatures and longer days meant that the snow pack was turning to slushy bullshit even as they marched through it.


They had journeyed, by his best reckoning, some seven days and damned close to six hundred kilometers since leaving their sheltered rest to wait out Winter's Last Gasp. Most of this trek was across varying qualities of ice and snow of an increasingly treacherous nature.


Ulric's snowshoes had come apart when he'd caught the tip beneath a hidden log and snapped the bracing frame when he reflexively tried to catch himself. Taipan had only laughed a little while, bent over with obvious hilarity, her humor cut off when he drilled her in the buttocks with a slushie ball at about seventy kilometers an hour. She had turned, ready to make war, and her protest died on her lips when she saw another dozen of the balls already prepared to go and saw Ulric, having waited to launch his attack until the outcome was a foregone conclusion, bouncing another pair of them in his hands. Realizing that she would likely die a martyr to her cause, she let the razzing about the broken snowshoes lie. The extra snowballs went unused as part of the peace treaty.


As per the plan, they deliberately avoided any contact with Celestin populations and kept to the roads less traveled to avoid coming into contact with any who might carry even the vaguest of rumors of an Iriel'en woman traveling with a Human man. Taipan's skin bleach had worn off substantially over the past three or so days and she had regained much of her lovely brown color. They would see to altering their appearance before they entered any subsequent townships, although that was a somewhat nebulous timeframe because the terrain had very definitely started to shift.


The forests were thinning substantially and several of the more Southern varieties that had been common around Seinajok had not been present in these scrubbier woodlands for several days. The gentle roll of terrain, already far less pronounced than in the Iriel'en forests, was distinctly leveling out, with only very mild rises to be found. As a result, the myriad streams that tended to flow between rises disappeared and the two of them were forced to boil snow for water more often than not. Taipan assured him that she would not struggle to find potable water upon the plains of the Legranel.


The Aes'r-Legranel, the plains folk of Orlethrem, eschewed fixed cities in favor of their migrating towns. They herded various forms of livestock over vast tracts of land between semi-permanent water sources that came available and dried up at differing times of year. They cultivated only a few crops, preferring to trade for grains and harvest as they moved. That was what made the time table for their arrival within any large gatherings of peoples uncertain: there was simply no specific village to be found.


At least game was still plentiful, the beasts rousing as the cold nights grew less brittle and the days took on a merely refreshing chill. In fact, game wasn't just plentiful it was becoming difficult to traverse the vanishing forests for coming across waking predators. Ulric kept his electromagnetic detection up and running for as long as they traveled and noted that many of the hidden forms were beginning to stir. Some of those were much larger than he cared to think about. Taipan made no bones about being glad to be gone from the woodlands in this season. She spoke with a trepidation about the aggression of beasts hungering from their long sleeps and anything that made his hardened Shadow nervous had his knickers knotted for truth.


Hunting as they traveled, Ulric was carrying a renewed supply of tradable goods on a newly fashioned sled, to support their cover story as a Trader and his guide, though Taipan was still fairly adamant about shedding her more obvious heritage for the near future. Too many questions might arise from the presence of an Iriel'en this far from the Deep Wood that wasn't actively part of the war effort.


There would be Hunters from his Shadow's homeland scattered about, but they would be carrying out the orders of Lord Brighteyes Iriel, youngest brother of Taipan, steward of Iriel and acting crown of Orlethrem while his father Bald'rt recovered from Bane poisoning. Ulric had sat down with the kid and listened to his plans and those plans had included a healthy dose of guerrilla warfare using Iriel'en scouts to dismantle Prespang's attempts to gather intelligence, move supplies, or know a night's sleep free from harassment.


As such, Taipan still needed to achieve a degree of anonymity within her brother tribes lands amongst those who would know to wonder at her presence. The former princess of Iriel would be bound to draw eyes.


It wasn't a problem yet, they'd seen nary a soul in the entirety of Celestin after departing Trachn'ir. The fallout from dismantling the slaver cartel had not caught up to them and that was excellent news. If they had done their task to completion, none would be left alive from that angle to trouble them. Ulric doubted very much that there would be any traveling between the Southern expanse of the Lowland Forest territories all the long way to the plains at this particular time and at their incredible pace. The rivers would be unreliable now, beginning their breakup and travel by boats, even ones rigged with skids, would be impossible for a few weeks until the ice floes cleared.


Time, at last, was on Ulric's side.


It had damned well better be, his feet were killing him.


Even the normally unflappable Iriel'en Huntress was weary of the hidden roads, or at least of spending so many hours each day upon them. Barely did they get their shelter up each night but before the two were snoring in their blankets, dead to the world. Normally they would be trading watches. Diligence had limits though and setting guard out in the absolute middle of the Lowlands wilderness, where not a single sign of civilization's touch could be seen for hundreds of kilometers, was rank paranoia. If Taipan wasn't afraid of getting attacked by ravening beasts in the night, that was good enough for Ulric. He met his bedroll with great joy and did not rise until shaken.


Both of the weary travelers were slightly eager though. They had broken free from the low scrub brush an hour ago and stretched out before them ran a vast plain. Even the Heaven's Reach Mountains, tall enough that they were visible from most places in Iriel and the Southern bounds of Celestin, could not encroach on the horizon of these endless fields of grass and prairie. To Ulric, the snow blanketed plain was as a canvas, ready for some protean artist to paint life onto the world. Even better, there, at a distance beyond his ability to judge clearly the exact location, was a trailing plume of smoke that Taipan said was characteristic for one of the traveling villages encamped.


He asked what they might be burning, if they did not harvest the wood of their neighbors and his guide through Orlethrem's wonders informed him that all fires were powered by a near endless supply of dried grazing beast dung. The grassy stuff smoldered for hours and, in larger quantities flamed quite happily, if with a rather earthy flavor.


His next shock came when Ulric inquired as to how long it would take them to reach that migrant settlement. The answer? Two days. What his eyes had deceitfully judged as being, at most, a day's travel was instead a full one hundred fifty kilometers away, to judge the smoke trail.


Ulric was beginning to come to the conclusion that Varda might be significantly larger in surface area than his old dear Earth. Through what he would have considered a transcontinental hike, they had only truly passed through a scant couple of woodland biomes, a highland alpine forest, to a cloud forest to a highland deciduous forest to a lowland deciduous forest. Fears that their journey North would result in a lengthening of their stay with the Winter season were unfounded, they had not changed latitude enough to substantially deviate in that manner and even rough calculations from Ulric's knowledge indicated that Varda had to be at least double the radius of the Earth for that to be the case. Watcher's Tits, this world was huge.


Gravity had to be fucky then, didn't it? If the planet itself were so vast then its mass must also scale somewhat, even if the metallic composition was less. Or…could it be that there was a porosity to the world that did not exist in his old one? Good old Earth was basically solid rock for about two hundred kilometers down and then it became molten rock for another few thousands of kilometers all the way to a super fluid iron and nickel core that flowed to create the dynamo action that produced the protective electromagnetic shield that preserved the planet's atmosphere and life from being destroyed by solar radiation. If this world had no core it couldn't possibly generate its ionosphere right? Or, was this more impossible magical nonsense acting at an incomprehensible scale? Too many questions old man, Ulric told himself, with not enough data to even begin to answer them.


Abandoning hope that he would have any godsdamned clue how to reconcile the geography of his adoptive world with its gravitational field and geological processes he decided to focus on what he could handle: leaning into the harness of the sled while watching the hypnotic motion of Taipan's hips as she led them through the melting snow.


He made a mistake. He didn't realize that he was making it, but he should have seen it coming and, now, seeing was very much the problem. Ulric had been staring across a white expanse for the last few hours, his eyes searching for signs of trouble, for land marks on the endless plain, and for some indication that they were approaching their eventual target of this nameless Legranel caravan town. When they stopped to make camp, Ulric realized that he'd been ignoring the discomfort in his eyes and that he'd come up with snowblindness. Retinal overexposure. The snow reflected the ambient light, magnifying its brightness, and he'd had no protection to reduce the glare. The hurting had come to a head and his vision had gone blurry.


Releasing the handles of the sled and extracting himself from the make shift harness, Ulric realized that his seeing giblets were cooked. He slammed his eyes closed and felt immediate relief from the most acute pain but the deeper hurting stayed right there. Fuck.


"Taipan?" He called, his worry clear in his voice, "I did an oopsie."


He heard his consort's turn, her tread light upon the withering snow but not completely silent. At least, not right now when she wasn't trying to be stealthy.


"What is the matter, Glade Chief?" She asked, her musical voice carrying concern mixed with reservation that he might be playing tricks.


"I think I sort of burned my eyes staring at snow." He admitted, a little embarrassed at his novice mistake.


He'd done enough hiking in the snow in his homeland to know better than this. To cross a snowfield wide eyed for hours was a rank error and he was paying for it with his favorite sense.


Taipan's sigh drifted along with the wind.


"Is that all?" his Shadow said, relief lightening as she continued, "Ulric do not make me anxious like that. It will pass in a few hours, a day or two at most. I did not expect your eyes to be so sensitive, given how poor they are." She gibed.


Very funny, har, har, yes how droll, Ulric complained silently. They both knew his vision was top notch, it was his brain that was the weak link to his perception. He simply didn't know to recognize what he was seeing.


"Thank you Taipan, for your concern. You are a pillar of comfort." Ulric responded, drily enough that he was certain she would recognize that he was being sarcastic.


Her warm tone rang out, "You are most welcome Ulric Glade Chief. But you need not thank me for this, it is my duty to serve when my Honor struggles. I do note that I seem to need to serve almost constantly though."


Oh, this was just great. He had given a dog a bone to chew on and now she would tease him ruthlessly. He should have just kept his mouth shut and be blinded in peace.


"Perhaps this is a good experience for you Ulric. I have often warned you to better consider the sounds of the forests, the smells that may indicate prey or predators, and you have always had better fidelity from your magic sight with your eyes closed anyhow. This is a perfect opportunity to correct some of these deficiencies!" His Shadow declared, optimistically.


"Oh ja, das ist toll!" Ulric proclaimed with false enthusiasm, "Why didn't I blind myself sooner?"


He swore he could hear the woman grinning with her perfect white teeth, sharper than they ought to be, and her twitching ears that laughed without sound. He was wise to her games.


"There are gods of justice Taipan, and you will rue this day! Remember when you were blinded by that stupid skunk? No jokes from Ulric Einar, no sir. But now the shoe is on the other foot? Kicking away, she is." Bitched Ulric.


He felt her hand on his shoulder, patting him in commiseration, "Yes. But I am a Taipan and you should have known this." she told him without sympathy.


Damned Elf. He heard her saunter off to start setting up camp.


Ulric tried to open his eyes and was rewarded with fresh stabs to his orbs. Groaning a loud, drawn out "Fuuuuuuck!", he squeezed them shut again and resigned himself to needing a blindfold for at least a little while. Getting his pack open wasn't much of a problem, fortunately. He had bigger issues when he tried to get the hide shelter sorted out. Loops to hold the support poles were going to be problematic, if he missed one the hide wouldn't stay taut and would hold water if rain or snow fell.


Fine, he told himself. This is fine. Not like there was anything to see out here anyway, just endless white bullshit nigh unto infinity. After the third time he missed a loop and had to start over his Shadow's chortles made Ulric grit his teeth. She was enjoying this far too much.


"Alright, well if you are quite finished dirking me in the back, can we maybe see about getting camp? At the very least there won't be so many kinds of monstrous beasty running around." He said.


Ominous silence answer him.


"Right? There aren't so many vicious critters out here are there?" Ulric asked, concern becoming evident.


He heard a cute, prim, cough before his lovely, black hearted wife answered, "The plains host a great many hunters, Ulric. [Sage Coyote], big [Gray Speckle Wolves], and, of course, several varieties of hunting cats. Lone [Savannah Prowlers] that are dangerous ambushers and [Maned Amberfang] who travel in largish prides are among the more worrisome. Of course, as the spring thaw takes hold, there will be numerous poisonous snakes, lizards, and insects. Ah! If we come across a [Swarming Dagger Horde] I will warn you we may need to set large grass fires or be overrun and devoured, the hive mind insects are next to unstoppable otherwise."


What great fun was Varda. A treat and a joy.


"Fine, whatever. This planet clearly wants to kill anyone who lives on it, I don't know why I thought it needed trees growing to do it. At least the grass doesn't try to kill you." Grumbled Ulric with resignation.


"Umm…" started Taipan.


"Oh you're fucking having me on now is what you're doing!" He challenged, irritably.


Laughing openly now while she ran the support poles through leather loops of their hide shelter, his Shadow told him through her giggles, "Oh you'll see yet Glade Chief. Or, perhaps not, if you keep staring at the Twins."


It was times like this he wished he'd kept his damned head down and hid himself away in the glade to grow old and die a bush hermit.


*************Trachn'ir*********************


Three forms entered the gate, receiving a few odd looks from the guards stationed there. They made a somewhat odd group, being that a tall, raptor-clawed Sauri male dressed in dark leathers, a lean, tawny, fierce-eyed Leor female with obvious belted long swords, and a diminutive Svartalfin in heavy plate armor that obscures his entire form, and toting a hammer as large as his own head were not typically seen traveling together.


"The rivers have broken with ill timing." Declared the Sauri, his low breathy voice not quite hissing.


The armored dwarf, scoffed, "Everything happens with ill timing for you. Leave off it Quert, we made fantastic pace, we're here near to three days earlier than we thought."


The Leor turned a predatory gaze around the city streets, starting to really bustle now that Winter's grip was relaxing upon the lands. They'd had to stop for the Last Gasp or freeze to death but, other than that, their mission had proceeded with satisfying alacrity. Holding a sword to the necks of their porters had that effect.


A husky low voice issued from the Leor woman "Will we have time to play? I think I can leave the two of you to find Gedrun and handle affairs."


The Sauri made a cross over his chest with his forearms, "No! Not again Yherska! Three times you stopped to play your little "games" and we had to kill guards or have them chase us from the townships. We are on the job, you save what passes for entertainment for your own time."


The dwarf nodded his agreement, banging his hammerhead off the cobbles to punctuate his statement as they sauntered through Trachn'ir's streets, "Agreed. I have no love for mindless slaughter and we did not need to kill those men if not for you. We go, together, to see to the job Yherska."


Baring her canines at her coworkers she muttered, "Fine. Damned straights."


They would find Trade Minister Gedrun, they would extract information about their targets, and then they would clean up the mess from disposing of the failure of an Ogran. Sav'ris Morion did not suffer failure and he had not made his empire allowing his black books to be exposed to light. Once that was done, they would see to finding the pair that had so incensed their most regular employer.


"I do not believe I have ever seen the Contractor so incensed." Remarked the Sauri, dispassionately.


"You don't say?" snarked the Leor, "He loses his heir to some nothing of a Valin declaring himself lord of nowhere and then has his third daughter's husband slaughtered like a pig in the wilds by the same man and his Brownie partner and loses Crowns in the flesh business over it to boot. You think he's not going to be out for blood there Quert? We can't all run cold like you."


"Enough!" shouted the Svartalfin, startling some nearby merchants from their huddled over their table as the trio strolled by, "I'll not listen to your racist slurs against Quert this whole trip, Sauri are warm blooded and you know it you sadistic goat."


The tall Sauri patted the dwarf gently on the helmet, "Thank you Ari. It is not her fault for her ignorance, if it isn't bleeding dear Yherska does not give it her full mind."


The Leor spat on the stones and the Svartalfin laughed at her. They all knew her habits.


As the three maneuvered through the city, they ignored the distance that passersby gave them. It was somewhat normal, they carried an aura of misfortune about them, as whoever they had been paid to find typically did not have a good day when they did. They almost always had a last one though.


The Blight Triad was regarded as one of the more efficient teams of hitters in recent Guild history. Only four failed missions to date and one of those was a suicide when their target found out that they had been hired, the others had run to distant shores outside their area of operation, that is to say, across the Sea of Storms. They preferred working for House Morion's Lord and cleared their schedule when a missive came in that he needed fixers to solve a little problem. Lord Morion had deep coffers and a keen sense of timeliness.


When the three arrived at the Trade Ministry they noticed a sense of urgency about the place. A few nervous interviews later, for the interviewees, not the interviewers, and they had their answer: it was a clusterfuck. Minister Gedrun publicly exposed for slave trading. House Wicker dissolved as his accomplice after having no less than two of its sons killed and directly tied to it by the confessions of the remaining members. Gedrun and all of his catch teams slaughtered within a week's time.


"Ill timing, I tell you." Declared the Sauri assassin Quert.


"Haah…Varda's Bones, this will not best please the Contractor. We have to send word by courier hawk. At once." Said the dwarf juggernaut.


Smiling, the Leor bladedancer ran her claw over her sword hilts eagerly, "Think what fun we'll have when we catch them! Worthy prey, after all this time."


The trio turned from the Ministry of Trade and made their casual way to the docks, where courier services would see a confidential message delivered at great haste, costs forwarded to the recipient, of course.


**************Legranel, Somewhere*****************


The hits just keep coming. They'd traveled most of a day only to find that their target was moving. The smoke plume grew fainter all day because the caravan had taken off. In the summer, the fire would be completely doused to prevent uncontrolled fires but in the Winter and the wet Spring, they were left to smolder, indicating to other caravans where water and sustenance might be found and indicating that a neighbor was nearby if they wanted to temporarily merged for trade, marriages, or to settle disputes.


Not having any better idea of where to go, since the caravan itself was impossible to see over that kind of distance, Taipan held their bearing and they arrived surely to find the charred remnants of a poop fueled bonfire. A stone well, or perhaps just fired clay bricks, provided clean if mineral laden water. Ulric was going to ask how they were going to keep a fire going but his nose gave him the answer when Taipan took their sled out for a brief turd patrol and returned with a host of patties ready for burning.


"It is the oils that the beasts produce in their gut you see, Ulric. Or don't see, sorry, I know that your eyes still hurt." Taipan instructed, with no small glee at his continued discomfort.


He'd regained his sight a day ago, thank you very much, but the ache in his sockets hadn't left completely and worsened when he kept them open in the incredibly bright afternoon sunslight. Ulric didn't know why his Shadow's eyes were immune to this beating but, somehow, they were just peachy.


"Oh just you wait Taipan. There will be great and terrible vengeance for your blasphemy against the Irony gods. The fall from the heights is greatest, oh my enemy." Ulric declared to his crouching partner.


Her smirk as she ignored his dire warning said that she did not believe him and she continued showing him how to start a fire using dried uber bison shit.


"The oils, they coat the cud so that it forms firm masses that may be passed from one stomach to another. These beasts have three distinct stomachs and two gall bladders. One breaks down the fats of the grasses, seeds, nuts, or whatever else they are grazing on, but the other applies this digestive oil as the mass passes through the gut. It keeps the resulting dung from absorbing water, both within the animal and without, once it has been passed. It is incredible how hardy those beasts are, they need drink only once every three days." Taipan taught with frank admiration.


Huh. He'd have never pegged her for a cowgirl. Well. Not in the agricultural sense anyway.


He knelt to join the Iriel'en girl and paid attention to her lesson. As much as she enjoyed giving him shit, literally on this particular occasion, having just handed him a patty, she did take her task of teaching him to be less of a greenhorn seriously. He mirrored her action, breaking open the dried patty to reveal the dense assortment of incredibly dry, for having laid under snow for months, digested shoots. These where then twisted back and forth to create a greater surface area before his Shadow used her fire steel to strike a couple of sparks that caught almost immediately to produce a hot orange flame.


Huh. Well, I'll be a damned, Ulric thought. The oil saturated fibers, loosened up like this, burned like a candle.


They placed their lit turds in the charred area where the previous fire had been and carefully assembled a small "hut" of other patties around the lit ones. In very little time at all, a joyful little fire was burning, hot, smoky, and pungent, if not gross. To be honest, the odor of the dung was not foul in the slightest, it almost reminded him of sage grass.


"It may be a good thing to rest here a day or so, Ulric." Advised Taipan, seriously this time.


"We have pushed hard, have exhausted most all of our prepared rations and we will need to replenish these supplies before we venture deeper into the plain. When these snows are finally gone, there will be a brief reprieve before a short season of plaguing insects unlike anything you have ever experienced." His Shadow shuddered at the thought.


"When the Twins sit low in the sky, both of a morning, and at twilight, the biting clouds will descend and only a dense smokey fire or heavy netting will dissuade them. Twice have I been caught in the open during this season and twice have I suffered for it. A third time I do not wish to countenance."


Ulric commiserated. The North continental trail he'd hiked had a similar phenomenon. Despite the long winters, there was no greater enemy of man than the Northern Black Mosquito and the swarming No-see-um.


"Fear not my delicate skinned Jam Fruit." Ulric told her, "I can put up a [Skyshield] to wall the little monsters out."


His Shadow blinked. Then she smiled, "Oh? Oh yes, that is true. I forget at times that you are gifted with magics. Then I leave this task to you Glade Chief, and gladly."


It wasn't often that he was able to garner his comrade's complete admiration so he put a solid check in the win column.


"We will not suffocate within this barrier will we?" She asked, suddenly concerned.


"No?" Ulric answered firmly.


            

    
        Chapter 128: Late Winter Harvest

    
    
    
    
                Morning's light found Ulric sprawled flat in the snow, its refrozen surface slick and smooth.  His hands he kept tucked within their sleeves to retain the full feeling in them and Xef'tocht was laid across his forearms within easy reach and to keep the hilt free of the snow. 


He lay still, as he had lain for the last hour, barely seeming to breathe.  He had worried for the color of his cloak but his partner had assured him that their prey was entirely color blind.  So long as he remained unmoving, they would not detect him flat against the plains, whose slight drifts produced shades similar to what he would appear in their peripheral vision.


The bull ox snorted as it rooted into the receding snow pack, stomping through layers of ice to reach the last remnants of the previous year's growth.  An almost delicate nibble of its enormous muzzle, a brief chew while looking here and there, and the beast moved its great bulk to repeat the process.  Over and over Ulric had watched this routine and he could smell the heavy odor of the [Direhorn Ox] from his position only three meters away.  Taipan's predictions had come to fruition, she had examined the lay of the land, the patterns of the snow and come up with this as the likely path the herd would follow. 


The rest of the creatures had already moved on, this seasoned and grizzled bull was the last of his group, taking up the position of the rear guard, his harem of cows safely guarded by his replacement up at the front.  Old age is a bitch like that in nature. 


Ulric was ready.  His whole body tingled with anticipation.  It had been far too long since he'd hunted and adrenaline sang alongside the spiraling hum of Ceraun in his core.  The ox lowered its head and the Reforged man sprang up, sword in hand.


Drawing inspiration from an enemy defeated, his body pulsed with lightning consumed to become charged with its energy.


[Surge]


He leapt high three meters in a great arc with his blade in a double handed grip over his shoulder, wind whistling through his hair, and the cold stinging wonderfully against his face as he descended on his prey.


Ceraun poured from his core into his sword and he felt its energies guided into place by an unseen hand, a knowledge or perhaps an instinct, imbued by the connection of his path to those who had walked it already in antiquity, their feelings, their experiences, their beings having been recorded against the imprint of this mana ridden world. 


His Ohmic Knight class imparted him with the guidance to strike at the moment he needed to, in the manner he envisioned.


[Crackling Draw]


Concentrating with singular purpose, Ulric heaved both with body and mind, and his blade flared crackling purple bolts along its surface as it swept a great half circle, the artistry of its making combined with the power of the man who drove it, and assisted by the blitz of power that channeled into the metal permitted the edge to pass cleanly through the thick neck of the aged bull ox.  Ulric’s class infused stroke ripped electrical power through the space cloven by his blade, like an arcing afterimage of the sword.


His legs bent absorbing the impact of his fall and he released his [Surge] as the follow through of his cut brought the sword level with the ground, hilt behind his hip and one hand free to loose a bolt of lightning if needed.  The head of the beast thudded heavily into the snow and the rest of it collapsed, strings cut, the kill perfect.  Or…almost.  He felt a twinge for a moment, a sensation of the stepping off the shallow end of the pool into deeper waters.  The whisper that he could go farther faded as quickly as it came.


Ulric released the breath he'd held as he struck slowly.  He felt jubilant, that odd cognitive artifact just then aside.  There was a purity in the moment of taking your prey, in making it your own, claiming it from the world to become part of your life.  This was a clean death, absent the taint of ulterior motive that had prevented him from enjoying the deaths of his enemies before.  For a moment he shared the joy known by the predators in all their shapes and sizes around the world.  Then it was gone and he drew his knife to attend the business of honoring the old bull by using it correctly.


His knife slid from the clean cut of its neck down the chest, held at an angle to avoid rupturing the innards all the way to the bung which he cut out smoothly.  From there he popped the gut into its opened cavity and swiftly drew out the organs from the cavernous abdomen.  Gore steamed in the golden light of the morning, but no scent of foulness accompanied it, the bowel was intact.  Smiling, Ulric stabbed his knife into beast and cut away its diaphram before planting the blade into the snow and reached half his body into the animal to extract the lungs and heart. 


Heart, liver, kidneys, these were all to join the meat for eating. 


Next, he had to carry out the task of skinning this unit of an animal.  The [Direhorn Ox] probably massed fifty kilos more than a big old bull moose, which put it somewhere in the two thousand kilo range.  It would be substantially lighter once they'd dried and smoked all the meat and most of the bones would not be useful, Taipan had been specific as to which held value and which did not.  What they didn't use, the carrion birds and scavengers would take, nothing would be wasted.


He had the creature half "undressed" when his Shadow strode up, her silent step only given away because she knew to allow herself to make noise when she approached, or risk a fight or flight response, which was unwise when the startled person might throw lightning and fire. 


"It was a good kill, Ulric, the beast was slain before it could feel any pain at all.  Even my arrow through its heart would not have taken it so peacefully." She praised.


This had been her idea, to go out with her to hunt and also to practice the use of his skills.  He had to admit, the lady knew her business.  There just wasn't a way to practice lethal arts without the intent to destroy your target.  Anything held back, for fear of harming your sparring partner, made it never the same as real combat.  In a fight, every attack had to be a killing one, even a feint had to carry the intent to slay or it would never deceive an experienced opponent.  Idra'se moved the same, whether he was administering a disciplinary flick of a rod or a swipe of a blade that would cut to the bone.  It put a rather sharp edge on his "reminders" to attend one's training with heart.  But it served the purpose of not dulling his mind's eye with motions that were not true.


Ulric continued to skin the ox as he considered what he'd learned from this exercise.  When he'd fought with the Ogran cartel leader he'd poured his mana into his sword as a reflex, an intuitive action based on the words of the weapon's creator.  The skin of the brute had been far tougher than anything he'd fought, it was nearly comparable to the defensive layer of the [Shrieking Ravager] whose fur had turned Taipan's arrows.  His Ceraun was potently destructive and so he'd funneled it into the mana conductive blade to increase its ability to wound the tough Ogran.  Successfully.  And also, now that he'd experienced this skill, wastefully.  The Ohmic Knight class skill had concentrated his energy, focused it, removed the slop, and he could appreciate its power when he saw the nearly two meter thick burly neck, bones and all, shorn as if by a guillotine. 


If Ulric could impart that feeling of channeling his mana, he might be able to develop a more generally applicable way to amplify his sword strokes.  The pulsing of his [Surge] was also proving to be absolutely the correct way to utilize that ability.  Holding it for any length of time was an utter waste.  Its true strength was in the sudden acceleration of his movements.


The leaping attack had proven itself as effective on the bull as it had been against him, it was a seriously bad idea to try to counter that kind of all out aggression, especially when the weapon used had reach.  To do so put you in the position of trying to trade against the enemy's maximum power.  Ulric's instinct to dodge away had been the correct one against that hammer user.


If he'd tried to parry, he felt certain now that his guard would have been crushed and nothing good could have followed.  Against a ranged opponent as gifted as Taipan, it was of no use, of course, she would happily shoot such an enemy from the air.  But in melee attacking from above was a good option if you willing to commit everything to the attack.  No half measures though, that was asking for it.


What he hadn't figured out was how the hammer wolf had gotten faster as it moved through the air though.  That had to have involved magic because Ulric was thoroughly aware of the rules for a body in flight and the first rule was that, absent external force, they just didn't speed up.  Hammerwolf had most assuredly accelerated during his flight to greater momentum than with which he'd left the ground and that meant his own abilities had been at play.  Something to figure out later, Ulric had finished skinning the ox.


Taipan joined him in quartering the animal, cutting away the ribs, drawing away the tenderloin, and she selected her choice cuts of cheeks, backstraps, and so on.  These sections of meat and the bones they wanted were tossed onto the carefully peeled hide.  Amongst the desired bones included the horns of the beast, sawn free by Taipan's concentrated use of her shadow blades.  Ulric didn't know she could do that.  The ends of the horns were very smooth, almost like they'd been sanded.  Hmm…very interesting.


It took both of them to haul the massive hide sled back to their camp.  Ulric declared there that this would mark the weight limit to their trade sled and Taipan agreed with him.  More than this, and their journey would be slowed by the burden. 


Fresh roasted beef was a revelation.  Ulric had enjoyed a great many meats since his arrival on Varda.  Most of them were some form of venison given that deer like animals roamed the forests freely and were not too onerous to catch.  There was a somewhat diverse range of reptilian meats sprinkled in here and there, snakes, large aquatic lizards that were approximately crocodilian, that sort of thing.  But, at no point, had there been a true analogue to beef.  The hilly forests simply weren't grazing country. 


Together, the traveling pair dug out a pit and buried the boned shoulders, roasts, and ribs to very slowly roast them by covering them in a thin layer of dead grass, followed by soil, and building a low fire on top of the pit.  Ulric had suggested this as an alternative to smoking, which would prove tedious absent much in the way of wood and Taipan had confessed surprise that he knew of this method for preserving meat.  He didn't gloat, it was a pretty obvious way to handle meat absent a smoker, but he was gladdened that some of the knowledge of his old world would find use in this one. 


Farther and farther he was leaving that Engineer behind, keeping the useful bits of him and discarding the rest, sort of how he was processing the ox.  That thought drew Ulric up to a pause for a moment before he laughed at himself.  At least this old boy had gotten himself a harem and raised up a bunch of baby oxen.  The man he'd been had died alone and absent any one in particular, elderly parents aside, to miss him.  Truly, there was little to regret about leaving that life finished.


Speaking of finished, Ta Da!  The Twins were high overhead and, other than the meat slow cooking underground, they were done with their hunt.


Ulric didn't worry too much about the beef being gamey, his blow to remove the head had pretty much guaranteed it bled out nicely, the forceful beats of that powerful heart breaking the cauterized seals across its large vessels before it stopped.  It would be what it would be too, without a hoist, there was not a damned chance they ever could have drained a carcass so massive.


"So, what do you think?" Ulric picked his dark-skinned lover's brain.


"Hmm…I would give it an eight out of ten." She declared, borrowing his ubiquitous rating system.


"The airborne attack can catch an opponent off guard and does possess some merit for its power and aggressiveness, but it is fully committed.  If an enemy is in possession of any ranged skill, magic, or weapon you make of yourself a fine target to be easily struck." Taipan concluded, matching some of Ulric's own realizations.


"There is also the problem in that this form of attack does not fully make use of your [Surge] whose best application should always be to change the angle and speed of your attack as close to the moment it hits home as possible.  I was unprepared for how greatly it increased your power, in addition to the rapidity of movement.  If it hurts as much as you say it does though then you must limit its use and be precise.  I believe Idra'se has a similar ability but I have never noticed its activation, so smoothly does the Master integrate it within the flow of his Dance." the Huntress told him.


Mentally marking that advice down, Ulric would have to perhaps add using his ability during practice sessions.  Those had been less frequent as they could have been since leaving Trachn'ir but there was only so much time in a day.  On that topic…


"How to spend the rest of our day then?" Ulric asked, very content to spend it boiling down the bone marrow to make stock and calling it an afternoon.


They were both recovering quickly from the extended forced march but lingering tiredness, indicated that he should take it easy.  If the magnificence of the Watcher's reforging on his form was breaking down under the strain, Ulric considered it a mark that they had been absolutely killing it making their way through the Lowlands forests to these plains.  He was, more and more by the day, incredibly impressed by his Shadow's endurance.  He might have been shouldering the majority of the weight of their supplies but his partner was an absolute specimen to have kept up with him.  Paragon Aes'r-Iriel'en wasn't for fooling, Taipan was a credit to her species. 


"This hunt will see our stock of meat and lard completely restored.  I have been thinking to make a few extra bow strings, I note my own is starting to see some wear." said his Shadow, fingering her woven bowstring.


Ulric had made it long, long ago back in his glade from [Steelwood] bark fibers.  Looking up, the woman actually looked abashed for a moment, hurriedly apologizing.


"Not that there is anything wrong with the string, Ulric, you did a fine job in its making!" She said waving her hands, her discomfit cute on her for its rarity.


"It is just that the bow pulls very stiffly and we have had occasion to see it used beyond what I would justify as normal.  The cold and damp have also been very hard on it, in spite of my attempts to keep wax in place." apologized the Elf.


Ulric patted her calf comfortingly, "There's no apology needed, the fact that the string made it this long is pretty impressive.  Do you think this ox will have tendons we can use to make a sinew string?"


Turning an appraising eye on the pile of bones and legs discarded she hummed to herself as she considered.


"Mayhap." She judged, noncommittal, "It is a terrible heavy draw."


That it was.  Ulric had seen one of Bald'rt's royal guard struggle to pull it, failing in their initial attempt and having to brace themselves well to get it back.  He hadn't considered that fact fully when he'd made it or when he'd given it to Taipan.  When push come to shove Ulric was a strong bastard now. 


It reminded him, he'd kind of like to replace his bow at some point, he was a fair shot with one and it kept his ranged options opened without requiring the use of his limited mana.  Ceraun was a little wild, his core tended to overexert everything.  Mana was even more a resource to be rationed now that his class skills were also drawing from his reserves.  The thing about a battle mage was that they were potent as all hell when they had juice, but without it?  Everything they did came to a grinding halt.  Maybe they could trade for a stave somewhere.


He helped his sylvan wife to harvest the tendons out of the legs of their catch and she boiled them for a short while before beginning to fray the sinew into long fibers.  Ulric helped with this as much as he could but, while he knew what to do, her fingers were simply leagues more adept at the process.  Taipan had woven many a sinew string in her time.  After a few hours of steady effort, they had assembled three credible candidates for replacement strings for Blinder, the name she had given so long ago to Ulric's gift.  Those would have to dry before they could be waxed for preservation and tested to ensure they could hold up to the tension needed to draw Blinder to its fullest power. 


            

    
        Chapter 129: Unpleasantries

    
    
    
    
                "Now what?" this time it was his Shadow that prompted the question.


In an odd way, they were staving off boredom. It was a jarring change of pace to go from sixteen hour days rucking through the wilds to a sedate morning hunt followed by chilling in camp. Taipan's hunts along their travel route had amounted to seeing a boar or a deer and putting an arrow through its heart, followed by a swift dissection of its antlers or tusks and the majority of edible meat and then they were gone. The longest they'd stopped, other than to camp, in the last six hundred kilometers was the twenty or so minutes that those game takings had needed to replenish their meat supply.


Ulric realized that they must have been running low on their flours by this point, and his partner had confirmed it last night.


"Well, let's see-"


Taipans ears twitched and she was instantly on her feet with an arrow nocked, intensity written across her features.


Zero to mach fuck it was the deadly Elf who called him husband and Honor.


He'd joined his Shadow at ready, sword low and his core's current set to spin up wrath at a moment's notice. The throwing knife in his off hand was already bonded to the lightning bolt that would follow its flight and he had enough power ready to make that spell stick.


Half a dozen Elves approached, having risen up from the snow wearing incredibly effective dappled white grey camouflage. That was damned near unfair levels of blending in. His only consolation was that they were outside his high resolution [Ceraunoperception] range, some thirty meters distant, right on the bubble. If he'd been paying attention, he'd have still probably been able to pick them up, even against the "static" interference of the snow. Damn. Still a ways to go there Glade Chief.


Their uninvited guests had risen when his Shadow's swift response had shown their stealth was broken and they strolled into the traveler's camp like they owned the place. Which, Ulric supposed, they actually might. Even so, he'd grown a little more leery of trusting strangers since the whole slaver thing so he was on board with his partner's readiness to get down with the ultraviolence.


His Lord instinct burbled hatefully in the back of his mind and he didn't bother suppressing it. The murderous fury that slept in him now was byproduct, perhaps more feature than bug, of his connection to the glade that he had claimed and which, in turn, had claimed him. That gift of the [Plateau of Ancients] was proof of his bond to that place, outside of the title and its generous boons to his abilities, and had more than once proven effective in defending himself from threats. This legacy of the [Forest Lord] as Ulric had come to think of it, dictated that incredibly violent offense was the best defense and recent experience pointed to that being more true than not.


Neither had Taipan relaxed her guard upon seeing her cousins, which told Ulric that he'd best keep his finger on the trigger so to speak. A stray spark escaped from his throwing knife grounding briefly against his coat. Piss. Energy wasted and, possibly an advantage of surprise lost. Overcharging Ceraun spells had a tendency to do that if he didn't lock down on them.


Seeing the writhing ribbon of violet mana briefly wander up his side put their visitors to a halt, which was maybe to the good. From that distance, some fifteen meters distant, Taipan would feather at least a couple of them before they got close enough to make much trouble of themselves, should that prove necessary.


These were plains Elves and they carried the distinctive green and amber or brown flecked eyes of their heredity, alongside the golden brown tan skin and dirty blond hair, shorn up on side of their heads and the remainder tied into some ornate bun that was caged in a bronze wire. All told, they tended to be a little on the leaner side than the Iriel'en and taller than their Southern lowlands forest neighbors. The six were evenly distributed between the sexes.


"Hoh there! You are far from home indeed cousin! Call off your Valin pet would you? He makes my friend nervous, staring like that." Shouted the self-designated leader, an indeterminately adult male Elf of middling height, handsome, as were they all.


Ulric had to clamp down on his sudden desire to throw the knife at the clown who'd spoken. He and his Shadow had already discussed long ago that it would be a sort of ace up their sleeves that he could speak Elvish. The insult made it a near thing though. Worse yet, just the tone would have been enough to know it was trash talk so he was being treated like an idiot, in addition to the racism.


The unmitigated gall of this guy, he thought. Ulric would stare at whoever the fuck he wanted to, especially when they're creeping around his camp like thieves.


Fortunately, Taipan was the mirror of her Honor's outrage.


"You would do well to guard your tongue, Cousin, before I let my companion close your mouth for you. You would not enjoy it." 


Ulric had almost forgotten how incredibly venomous his lady wife could be, she directed her ire at him rarely these days and only minimally. The Aes'r looked to each other in surprise, perhaps having expected her to share their condescension. At one time, not so very long ago, Ulric could have said confidently that she did. Not so for a good while now though. They were bonded through life and death struggles, common purpose, and held each other's backs through the perils of their journey.


Beginning a measured advance, Loudmouth led his crew closer and made to dig himself deeper, "Apologies cousin, I hadn't expected so friendly a relation between one of your clan and the Otherkin, I meant no disrespect."


Yes, he did, Ulric thought.


"Yes, you did." Taipan said tone cold.


What a lass. That put Loudmouth on his heels for a moment before he resumed his idiot grin and continued.


He decided that he'd let his wife do the talking, temporarily. For the moment, anything he contributed to this particular conversation was more likely to lead to what someone more politic than himself might call an "adverse outcome" and what he would call "a well merited ass kicking". Besides, he felt like his Shadow was well on her way to taking care of that front as and would do it happily if she felt insulted.


"Then I apologize, to the both of you if I have offended. It has been a long Winter. I and my friends are far from our Roost. Surely one as far from home as you might enjoy the companionship of your kin. May we share your fire?" Loudmouth asked, markedly more reserved though he wasn't shy about letting his eyes do some roaming.


Ulric wasn't ready to cast stones on that account and didn't really feel the need to put the Elf in his place overmuch. If he got out of hand, all Ulric had to do was stand there and watch his lover maul the idiot.


Taipan glanced to Ulric with that pinch of her lips that said she wasn't thrilled and "translated", holding to their ruse. She ended her translation into Human by saying "These grassfed bumpkins are without courtesy and cannot speak Human or they would have had the decency to do so."


Ulric almost acceded to their request, out of a lifetime of habitual expectation of accepting an imposition for the sake of maintaining social peace, then he realized that he was under no obligation to humor cockasses. They had claimed the camp first.


One of them there in the back had been glaring at him since they'd entered the firelight, for no reason Ulric knew, he hadn't said the first cross word to these jokers. Something had left a pronounced scar across the scowling female's cheek and ran a jagged course up across the shaved side of her head. Her ear ended two ragged inches shorter than the left one.


The reforged Valin was unconscious of the insolent almost smile he was directing towards that one in return for her menacing. Planting needles in people was as much an instinct in him as it was a thoughtful choice.


"Taipan, feel free to tell them to fuck off to wherever it is they came from. We don't owe this lot a damned thing, far as I can see, especially not if they want to stir up trouble." Ulric said, making plain by his tone his irritation at the presence of this unfortunate first meeting with the plainsfolk.


Gesturing with one hand in the Iriel'en hand speak he made the sign for ambivalence, "It's your call though, I don't feel too strongly one way or the other, other than to note that I seem to attract racist shitbirds pretty effectively."


About ninety percent of the Elves he'd interacted with had been excellent peoples and had been, even if they were a bit reserved, perfectly courteous. Iriel'en especially were great ones for giving proper respect to others in public. In more private settings those conventions relaxed and they lost no time with their joking and teasing. However, in the public settings an insult might, and had within Ulric's sight, been settled with naked blades. Only the fast action of healers had kept the losers of those fights from bleeding out or permanent harm.


The rare instances of active derision stood out more proudly for that uncommon aggravation.


The darker Iriel'en turned to address the troop of Legranel and summarized her stance briefly, "My partner has left the decision to me and I find your lack of courtesy obnoxious, cousins. For the sake of keeping peace, I request you find your camp in another site."


Surprise wrote itself across the features of the plains Elves. Clearly, they had not been prepared to find themselves unwelcome or hadn't considered that a single Huntress would reject their presence so bluntly. Frowns spread through the group as if a breeze carried unpleasant odor.


The scowling female pushed forward, clearly irate, and growled "Who are you, Treesleeper, to tell the Legranel where they are welcome within their own lands!? And in the company of an enemy of our people no less!"


Taipan leveled a heavy look at the female and her gaze had the Elf quantified and discarded within a moment. Ouch. Ulric knew how cutting that look could be, his Shadow had a way of making even small gestures hold barbs.


"I do not need the permission of the Grassfolk to go where mine own feet take me, Nameless. I am Taipan, of the Iriel'en, and this Valin is my consort. You will silence yourself or I will take issue." His Shadow said, her crystalline voice without ambiguity.


It was all Ulric could do not to grin at the rush of color that drew up the neck of the hostile Elf to suffuse her face. He did note that she did not continue to speak though, the reputation of Taipan's folk was well known amongst these. His grip on Xef'tocht tightened though, just in case. Anybody that got any funny ideas wasn't going to have long to regret them. He hadn't relaxed his core, had maintained the spellform in his mind to be released at a moment's notice.


At least one of the lot had not forgotten about the rogue arc either.


"Easy my kin, they were here before we and they hold the right to take in or turn away guests upon their fire." Whispered one of the Legranel softly.


Ulric was glad that at least that female was reasonable and holding to the rules of courtesy.


"This is so." Came another softly spoken remonstration from the male at the left of the female peacekeeper, "Joclyn should not have insulted the Hunter's partner and we have strained propriety by approaching in stealth. Besides, you all saw that the Valin holds power in ready. Barbarian wizards are rare but he is one, I would bet my teeth upon it."


Huh. Brighteyes had mentioned being able to feel when Ulric was holding a spell but nobody else ever had. Might be a gifted one with his mana sense. Ulric might have to kill that one first if things went South, mages got priority in his book.


The scarred female pursed her lips at the two more conservative members of their troop.


The leader, this Joclyn fellow, took her arm before she could say anything though, his eyes on Taipan who was watching intently for any sign the one she had warned to stay quiet did otherwise. Her aura was that of a coiled viper, waiting for the prey to come within reach.


The two Legranel that had said nothing looked as if they wished that they were anywhere else, instead of in this situation, but they did not voice their intent. They were not outright antagonistic but they would definitely side with the majority decision of their kin.


Ulric put a calming hand on the shoulder of his thorny partner and tried to deescalate, "Taipan, I don't have any real desire to carve this lot up, but things are trending that way, let's settle down a touch. And, thank you, for being in my corner. You're the best."


It bore remembering that his irrascible mate's tendency towards hostility was not gone, even if some of the rougher edges had smoothed, marginally. Not that it would matter for those who were not familiar with how she was when he'd met her. The woman still had a hair trigger for anyone she deemed encroaching on her dignity. That would include, now at least, slanders hurled his way as well.


She responded to his touch and request by throttling back on her obviously aggressive posture and patted his hand gently to acknowledge his desires.


"Very well, Ulric, if you wish. But I still think some of these would be best served by tasting the grass they are so proud of roaming." She said, with a baring of teeth that might almost pass for a smile.


Her expression softened, "Besides, they speak of you as I did once, wrongly, and it aggravates me to hear my ignorance thrown around so hatefully in my own ears."


That was an almost sweet sentiment, and Ulric was surprised she'd worried herself about it so much. Water under the bridge little lady, Ulric told himself, recalling the awful way he'd treated her when they met and not so shortly thereafter. He smiled and gave her the sign for "it is nothing" to let her know he didn't hold any hard feelings against her. Truthfully, he didn't really hold any against this lot either, everybody was allowed to be wrong, so long as they didn't try to get in his way.


As to these locals, although he agreed with her, they had not traveled this far to pick fights with the natives. Better if they could simply let bygones be bygones and enjoy a peaceful rest. They would move on in the morning and no one the worse for it. He took a hitch of patience and decided to offer an olive branch, against his better judgment.


"If we can leave this place with no hard feelings between strangers upon the road then why not simply allow them to-" Ulric's attempted peace treaty was interrupted by the asshole, Joclyn.


"Enough of this Animal speak! Our cousin clearly allowed her sense to be eroded by wrapping her legs around her pet. We will camp here and they may rut elsewhere if they choose." proclaimed the Legranel, having clearly taken issue with the obviously fond relationship on display before him.


He'd taken three steps towards the speaker before he realized he'd moved. Wrath rolled off of him. Why couldn't the Elf just keep his mouth shut about Taipan and let their problem be with him? What was wrong with these younger Aes’r folk? Here he was trying to let everybody walk away and enjoy the rest of their life in one piece, but nooooooo, the idiot just had to run his fucking jaws.


Behind him Taipan was grinning openly, anticipating this outcome. Part of her vicious demeaner was a product of having to put such as this Joclyn in their places with frequency. As Geyrt Iriel she had spent half a century culling forward nobles who could not tell when their attention was unwanted. They seemed unable to help themselves. It made her think of Ulric's "bug zapper", her attractiveness brought in the worst elements of Aes'r and led them to inevitable doom. Now at least, she could let her Honor sharpen his teeth on them.


"Well? It appears the Valin has some comprehension of his betters then! Have you something to say Barbarian? Please, use a refined speech, I do not speak animal." Taunted the Legranel idiot, his expression saying everything that his mouth did.


Ulric wouldn't have needed to know a lick of Elvish to pick up the insulting nature of the Elf he was about to ruin. He drove Xef'tocht into the ground point first and undid the robe he wore. He only had the two of them and this was likely going to turn out badly. It was a massive pain in the ass to get blood out of the thing, and well he knew it. He shrugged out of the thick fabric and let it fall to the cleared grass below.


Was there irony in teaching someone about courtesy by abandoning civil discourse in favor of the natural condition, absent all the nice pleasantries demanded by society? It seemed like there probably was. Maybe one of those Legranel over there was a philosopher who would explain it to the Elf while he bled out.


            

    
        Chapter 130: When Courtesy Fails

    
    
    
    
                The lesser cold of the afternoon was refreshing against his skin, and the Twins wheeled overhead, showering the plains with their glory. At least, he thought, finding a moment of clarity within the building rage, the Elf gets to die on a good day for it. Now that he'd come to it, he actually found the anger had fallen away completely. Hmm…he was reminded of the time he'd killed the Lordling. There is an island of calm within the storm. Just as well too, he really didn't want to hurt the rest of these people and Blood Rage was probably going to result in all of them dying. When he thought about it that way, this really was for the best. He did need to check with Taipan first though.


"Taipan, it occurs to me that I might be overreacting to this idiot's provocation. How do your people respond to such as this?" He asked, ignoring, for the moment, the idiot in question.


A toss of her blue-black hair, short locks bouncing, made for a heady contrast to the intensely predatorial way her bronze flecked eyes took in the world around her. When they locked onto the idiot, he became visibly less enthusiastic in his buffoonery.


"My Father would have already turned this fool to ashes. Mother would proclaim his life to be at an end, set forth the challenge, and carve out his throat. Any of the most restrained Iriel'en Hunters would demand he make apology for his words and then vanish from their sight for a year or see the challenge laid." She informed him.


That sounded about right.


"Sounds about right. By any chance, do you want to take him? I can see that little glint in your eye that says you're feeling stabby. I don't mind, if you would rather." Ulric offered, in a conversation unthinkable to him half a year prior.


Taipan smiled, but with enough edge to it to make it clear that there was going to be very little funny Ha Ha involved, "Thank you Ulric, but no. I still believe you need to harden yourself, and you worry sometimes too much about allowing the Lord Instinct to guide you. Its Call is not always unwise, a Lord brooks no challenge to their throne, even if it be a humble camp fire. For myself, I tired of watering the roots with men like this thirty years ago."


Fair enough.


"Welp. I guess that's that. I hope there aren't too many people that love you." Ulric said, forgetting that these didn't speak his native language.


Something in his expression must have indicated how things were going to go.


"No! Joclyn you idiot, he's going to kill you!" Cried the failed peacekeeper, grabbing the arm of the idiot only to have her hand thrown free contemptuously.


Yep, Ulric thought, you are correct, Joclyn here should have listened to you earlier.


"He's a mage fool! And one that knows how to use the blade he holds. You are stirring a fight we do not need, cousin, for no reason. Let us leave, there is plenty of time to reach the next hostel." Implored the other peace keeper.


Also true, Ulric confirmed mentally. Good thing the rest of them are smarter than this one, solid chance they all get to live when this is done.


Chest bared, scars running their jagged tracery across him Ulric gave the moron a eulogy, in a tone devoid of any particular menace.


"I am going to bury you here, before your kin, and hope that the rest of them allow your stupidity to die with you."


There is a particularly horrifying effect of someone announcing that they are going to do harm to you without any emotion whatsoever. At that point, you are made aware that you face a rational being whose entire mind has turned itself to the task of deleting you from the living collective.


The proclamation, the knowing grin of his Shadow unseen behind him, and the imposing physical stature of the Human man stole the confidence from him and his expression sickened, vapid grin fading at last.


The challenge was laid. Seconds were sorted in a few moments, Taipan to be his, and the rude woman to be poor dead Joclyn's. Poor Joclyn hadn't yet obtained the proof of his demise but that was coming. Soon.


The Elf before him, standing opposite the scribed ten meter radius circle that would constitute the boundaries of their challenge, did not look as if he was as happy about where things had led as he had before. He had not used [Scan] and neither had Ulric. That little piece of semi religion was still being adhered to then. In a world where someone could, with the proper training, view what amounted to your living resume at will, Ulric was exceedingly happy that there was a powerful taboo in effect for doing so outside of active combat.


[Scanning] someone was about the same as cocking a gun, or drawing steel, and, normally, got the same response.


Ulric wasn't born of these lands but he did try to adhere to the major covenants and social compacts, lest he be acting as a barbarian in truth. He didn't know what this Elf in front of him had to offer but he was willing to bet it wasn't anything near as good as what Christ could do, nor would it hold a candle to his darling wife, who was fiddling with her knife handle and glaring at the Legranel female that had chosen to be Joclyn's second.


His core thrummed, almost with anticipation, as if his fighting instinct were joined to that nexus of power that lived inside him. He couldn't deny that there was a growing part of him that found the Contest, the moment of struggle between himself and his adversary, where they put each other before the river Styx more exciting than before. He didn't exactly look forward to this situation but, now that they were here, he could admit to himself that there was a sort of adrenaline-soaked joy in it.


Find me a man who is more alive, Ulric noted to himself.


The overseer, one of the impartial Lagranel who had not yet spoken up until they declared themselves without stake in this matter, being of a completely different "roost" from the rest of the troop, raise his hand.


"Here is the challenge between Joclyn of the Legranel and the Valin who has claimed this Haven for himself and his partner. No accord could be found, no peace under the Endless Blue, and so it is combat, without limit, as decided by Joclyn, who was challenged, here and now by Ulric, his challenger. May their grudge be settled thus." Intoned the She-elf, as a judge before a court.


As her hand dropped she declared, "To an End!".


[Warrior's Instinct]


The cool clear calm of the combat skill settled into him and he was in the Undan Ready by the time the last syllable of the judge faded. Adrenaline had already washed down his back and he was nearly humming with its energy.


Joclyn drew his sword, a one-handed leaf bladed spatha and his belt knife, a forearm long almost tanto shaped thing, an unadorned bone hilt with a sturdy leather wrap for both. Good. At least this one wouldn't get their weapon tangled in their clothes. The blades of the Legranel's instruments appeared to be some kind of bronze. Would their craftsmanship hold against Uldin’s art?


Ulric hefted Xef'tocht easily in one hand. He wondered how well his Deathless Steel edge would fare against the Elf's. One way to know. A simple Moh's test would do, for now.


Ulric moved easily between steps, their endlessly practiced angles ground into him by ruthless teachers, a side step, a half lunge to sell the feinted stab, and a quick raise of his wrists to deliver a short chop that his opponent struggled to deflect, having gone half way through a guard to stop the feint.


Blades met with a muted clang, somewhat surprising for how hard he'd swung and he retreated immediately upon contact, as Taipan had instructed through lashing his forearms.


Poor Joclyn's footwork was terrible. His hands were fast though, credit to his heritage, and even as he blocked the stroke, his dagger reached for Ulric's arms just as he swiftly withdrew from his attack, returning to ready in a breath.


Ulric's gray eyes turned to his enemy's blade and he had the answer to his question: there, at the site where they'd joined swords, was a deep notch cut into the clearly softer metal of Joclyn's spatha.


The Elf didn't fail to notice either, his eyes widening when he saw the centimeter deep gouge in his primary weapon. Joclyn's stance shifted as he took a hesitating back step.


Distraction. Mistake. Ulric was moving even before his conscious mind recognized the lapse in defense, driven by the sharp lessons of Christ's beatings and aided by the surety of Idra'se's Dance. Calling the magic, he joined his core's exuberance to his body.


[Surge]


He pulsed the acceleration to find his angle and strike, the tip of his sword hissing towards the Elf's neck in a horizontal cut from the knife side, fading the skill after a short moment, the follow through of his attack being unassisted.


Joclyn's fast hands saved his life again, he managed to block with his knife and sword, their back edges drawing blood as they slammed into his face from the blow. He rocked slightly and caught his balance. As Ulric returned to ready, circling constantly towards that knife side, threatening another cut from the direction that was harder to guard.


Both knife and sword had an obvious tear in their flats. The cutting power of Xef'tocht, empowered by a [Surge] Strike had ripped into the far softer metal of those blocking weapons. Ulric fought down a smile, concentrating on the Elf's everything. He'd tried twice to kill the Elf once from the front, once from the side. Both times his opponent had been unable to keep the attacks from forcing a block, unable to respond in time to parry or counter effectively.


The Elf was quick though, he had to give him that. Never underestimate speed, a two-handed fighter was a dangerous counter puncher. Strangely though, he couldn't detect any sense of threat from the adversary. Joclyn's steps were hesitant, never forward, never challenging Ulric's space. Always backwards, always in retreat. Scared.


Keeping his eyes on the plains Elf, Ulric suddenly realized that his opponent was…deficient. Not worthy. He was starting to lose some of his blood thirst, now that he wasn't so juiced up on murder. [Warrior's Instinct] had brought him to a calm and he saw that Joclyn's face was written in what might be described as stark terror. This was no warrior. The understanding made him distantly angry at the idiot's willingness to tempt fate challenging strangers.


Growling, Ulric stepped into a rapid series of slashes at the Elf's body, his back and shoulders bringing the long blade into a glittering blur that his opponent barely managed to survive. Loud rings of clashing, grunts as the Elf struggled to hold his grip against the blows that carved into his spatha and dagger. Ulric pressed the idiot, smashing his guard with a rising [Surge] assisted strike that pulled the quick handed Elf's arms high with its force and Joclyn finally abandoned any semblence of defense.


Desperately the Elf tried to attack, an almost childish effort that had to be aborted, the Elf breaking away by throwing himself into a roll to escape being gutted by Ulric's ripost from the slow, clumsy attempt at a thrust. Ulric followed the evasion, his feet sure, while his enemy’s were barely under him. Ulric used a high stance right to low left feint which drew exaggerated response from the overmatched Elf, before his wrists rotated to flick the blade left to low right, drawing a clean line across Joclyn's sword arm, from bicep to forearm. The wound opened as the spatha fell toward the ground from numb fingers.


Stumbling, the Legranel dropped his knife to grasp the handle of his longer weapon in his off-hand, before it could be lost and its superior range lost with it. Poor Joclyn stood with despair inscribed on his features.


His sword had a half dozen bites out of it and shook with tremors. A few more failed parries and the thing was as like to fold in half as to deflect Ulric's cuts. He'd never block one handed. This was a complete farce. Ulric was never one to underestimate an enemy, he'd made it a point to fight with power, aggression, and the assumption that his opponent was stronger and faster than he expected. But this…Joclyn was either the best actor he'd ever seen or a total incompetent.


"How old are you boy?" Ulric asked in Elvish, disbelieving that any seasoned adult would have committed themselves to a mortal combat with so little ability.


He never stopped his circling, kept Xef'tocht readied to break through Joclyn's guard. The next rush he'd use [Surge] and end this stupidity.


The scared Elf had to swallow and his eyes widened when they dropped to see the blood running freely from his limp arm. Droplets painted the withered grass beneath his feet with a steady patter.


"F-Fifty sev-seven cycles. W-why?" Joclyn couldn't help his stutter, or the higher pitch of his shaking voice.


"Fifty-seven." Ulric echoed flatly. Older than him, but barely more than a child to the Elves. Iriel'en weren't even considered adults until they were fifty. Hell, they didn't even stop maturing completely until they were seventy. He had to suppress a sigh.


"And this, this is the first time you've had a blade at you, one that seeks your life?" He, checked.


The Elf didn't even speak this time, nodding, his face tan skin blanched from fear.


Ulric looked to the other plainsfolk, as if to say "Really?". The rest of them looked like they'd been caught in the open by Greater Beasts. His opponent’s second, the scarred female who had been itching for a fight a few minutes ago looked to greatly regret her choices, by the pained grimace she wore. The two would be peacekeepers had clearly already seen their kin's demise playing out and gazed sadly over the scribed arena.


Insanity. What were they thinking? Ulric questioned, keeping his eyes on the shivering, bleeding Lagranel that had proven so wanting.


"Fuck." Ulric noted.


"Taipan, I'm not sure I have the stomach for this anymore." Ulric called over his shoulder, keeping the loudmouthed youth in sight, disgust loud in his voice, "He's a goddamned childish fool who needs a lesson, but this is just sad. It feels like I'm killing a cripple. Thoughts?"


The dark elf shrugged, "Fools feed the roots as well as any, and more frequently. But it is your decision lover, to stay your sword or to see the insult paid in full. Know that, if he weren't inept, he would almost certainly have gone for your life without the mercy you feel."


Fuck.


Ulric was purely out of the mood now.


He'd killed men these past months. Done it in cold blood and in Rage. He'd slept well afterwards too, after coming to terms with the more brutal necessities of warfare. This one though, this one would sit ill with him, he had a feeling. Joclyn over there was an ignorant little shit, contemptuous of Otherkin and ignorant of what lurked beyond the grass of his homeland. Nevertheless, he was more or less just a young idiot and Ulric had been one once, had made mistakes in judgement. Those had never involved mixing racism and blood sports but, what are you gonna do? Varda was a hard place. This one's folks should have known better than to let him out of sight unattended.


Budding empathy and the whispers of the Lord Instinct warred briefly, though that vengeful thing was lessened now that Ulric had realized that Poor Joclyn was no threat at all. Just a loud frat boy, letting his dick steal all the blood that could have let his brain do some thinking. Did this Elf, of a similar age to Christ, deserve to die? That was the question.


Sighing, Ulric jammed Xef'tocht's point into the cold, loamy soil to sway hypnotically.


"Alright boy, here's your last chance. Drop that sorry excuse for a sword and try me with those noodle arms and I'll only beat sense into you, an asskicking is still owed for the lip you've served. But I won't kill you. Otherwise, I'm-"


He was interrupted by the soft thud of the sword hitting the matted grass and dirt at the Elf's feet. Joclyn, it would appear, was not entirely without functional brain operation.


"You are being too kind Ulric. This one has not earned your mercy, only your contempt. And his friends are too soft willed to temper the failings of their kin, they are all of them weak." Advised Taipan, deliberately using her native tongue to make her feelings known to her kin who flinched at her venom.


A predator was his wife, unapologetically so. It would do him well to consider that she had lived so long by being unhesitant about delivering violence. She was not wrong to be as she was, nor were the rest of her people who were so similarly inclined to leave no enemies alive behind them as they walked their life's path.


Still. He was not them. Ulric was not so unaware of himself as to be blind to the hypocrisy of sparing this barely adult compared to the others he'd left dead, such as the one that had laid hands on Taipan in the common room in Seinajok. Dead was dead, and the reasons mattered little, did the corpse no good. Was this mercy growth? After all, only the strong get to decide when to give less than their full strength. Or was his reluctance a decay of his spirit, the will he needed to cultivate to survive this world?


Whatever, he'd figure it out later, he still had to teach Poor Joclyn over here to mind his manners.


            

    
        Chapter 131: Bury the Hatchet

    
    
    
    
                The beating was thorough, efficient, and entirely one-sided. 


Ulric made a point of kicking the Elf's legs, bringing them knotting pain before working his way up to hard hooking body shots, brushing off the ineffectual attempts at chops and punches, and finished the lesson by breaking Joclyn's nose with a jab that snapped his head back and dropped him to the ground to groan weakly.


Hard were the Iriel'en.  Harder still were the royal guards who he had trained with.  Ulric couldn't stand long on equal footing with those veterans, but he had stood and received their ungentle instruction.  If the rest of them were like this lot, these plainsfolk were kittens compared to their Deep Woods Cousins.  Unlike the mercenary slaver thugs, these people had none of the cruelty or killer instinct of those criminals.  It was like the two aggressive ones had been going through the motions of their more dangerous kin.  Pitiful.


"Alright, I guess I'm done ruining this idiot's day.  Somebody see to him.  As long as none of you offers me or my wife insult, you can make yourself a camp, I did not walk all this way to water the roots with your kin or hold grudge with you." Ulric announced, hoping this decision didn't bite him in the ass.


Also, he'd called Taipan his wife, which was a bit of a blunder.  Shit.  He'd been so riled up by all these goings on, their cover story completely slipped his mind.  He bit back a curse at his own mistake.


The peacekeepers went over and immediately took the battered young man away to the opposite side of the clearing, as he retrieved his sword and robe.  Ulric saw a needle and thread emerge from a belt pouch and the long incision down the clownish fighter's arm was tended.  He turned away to see the other Legranel had approached in a more subdued fashion, including scarred lady.


Taipan, meanwhile had joined his side.  He felt her hand on his back, a reassuring touch.  The spooky lady might have the mercy of a viper but she was supportive of him and it was incredibly comforting to know she had his back.  A far cry from those early days in Irielhos when he'd basically kept one eye open, in case she decided to knife him for something or other.


"I apologize for my words before." came the unbidden words of the scarred elf. 


She ducked her head to accompany the apology, as did the other two, for some reason.


"Your wife was right to criticize us, we should have stepped in to restrain our cousin's ill will, it was not justified, you had the right to your camp and we came without invitation.  We also beg forgiveness and wish to offer our thanks, for not killing Joclyn.  He is young and loud and too quick tempered for his own good." the male who had not spoken yet offered, ears dipping and voice layered with contrition.


Taipan spoke up before he could, for which he was glad, Ulric had no clue how to navigate first contact with the Legranel and, so far, it would be fair to say it had been a disaster.  He hoped his partner would navigate them to a peaceful resolution.


"It is good that you apologize.  My husband is also young and far too slow to collect debts from over proud fools.  I, however, am not.  I will permit you to speak now, Legranel, until your tongue offends me again, and then we will settle things rightly."


Ulric winced slightly.  He probably should have known better.  The plainsfolk didn't appear to mind though, and took that not so veiled threat with calm.  The scarred woman even looked a little relieved.  Elves.  They continued to confuse the hell out of him.


The female that had overseen the contest even smiled a bit as she excused herself to help the others set up camp, moving away to bring large bundles into the clearing, now that Joclyn appeared to have been closed up rather swiftly.  That lad simply did as he was told and said nothing.  The male that had said little up to now remained behind, apparently to keep an eye on everyone and see that peace held.


"I am called Prenya, aunt to Joclyn." the scarred Elf introduced herself, much chastened, "Thank you for sparing him.  This is his first trip between roosts and he wanted to impress the others. The debt, for my own part in this and his, will be addressed, my word on it." 


Continuing on, the towheaded female's expression turned inquisitive.


"How does it happen that one of our reclusive Deep Woods kin finds herself company in one of the Valin?  Please, come, tell us while my kin and I prepare food, if it please you to share a cookfire after our rudeness."


Ulric hummed to himself as Taipan graciously accepted tribute by food and led him along with the two Legranel.  He recalled the angry exclamation of this Aunt to the idiot, and her slang, Treesleeper, for the Iriel'en.  Evidently the temper ran in the family.  Seemed to be a fleeting thing though, the whole lot of them were abashed and, so far as he could tell, intent on making up for the unpleasantness.  So…things were just…fine?


Taipan had begun telling the now familiar cover story of their meeting in the wilds some years prior and traveling together, improvising to mention that they had enjoyed one another's company so much that she'd accepted his blundering offer of marriage when it came.  Everybody was now, to all evidence, totally back to normal.


Unexpected meetings of strangers in the wild, some feelings run a little high, some unkind words pass, there's a maybe deathmatch, and then everybody just kind of moves on.  He had to admit, that was rather par for the Elven course.  They didn't really dwell on things too frequently.  Which meant he had to stop being an awkward bastard for once in his life and be civil with strangers again.  Damn.


The scarred elf, Prenya, looked over her shoulder and beamed a smile at him that startled him greatly for its warmth.  The smile was accompanied by a decidedly approving once over and he realized he hadn't clothed himself with his robe.  Double damn.


He was mostly certain his partner hadn't noticed, she was currently enmeshed in joking about the awkwardness with which they had gotten along in their early days together to the trio of Legranel, her attention on the male/female pair that had remained neutral throughout.


Ulric had to fight a frown off his expression at how little exaggeration that story required.  Old Earth notions of courtship and proper steps to relationships were long since flown from the coop.  Twice Ulric had unintentionally stumbled into an archaic Iriel'en manner for proposal and, the second time, Taipan had accepted.  Her father, who had been angling for that outcome for months, ratified it with the approval of his wives, and, just like that, blammo, one married Glade Chief, a la mode.


He recovered his good cheer when he considered all the rather notably good sex that had followed since, on the regular.  Yeah, Ulric mused, not going to complain about how that turned out.  Taipan's mood was just about as much improved by the serial bonkings as his own.  Her Uncle Uldin had once joked that a long dry spell had put a nice jagged edge on her mood, which was already a thing of notoriety amongst her people.  Gone were the days.  Ulric had gotten the impression, at times, that her kin viewed him as a welcome sacrifice to walk less softly around her. 


Prenya over there probably should be a little more careful about how she looks at married men, Taipan didn't seem like the type to appreciate rivals sniffing about her territory.  For his part, dalliance outside of wedlock wasn't that appealing.  His needs were met, he lacked inclination to invite trouble into his own private affairs, and he was, frankly, shit at hitting up women in a culture with which he was intimately familiar, to say nothing of the still cryptic ways of Elves. 


The first woman he'd known in this world was a warrior named Hal'et, a bouncy, joyful, laughing girl of indeterminate age who'd won rights to him on a drunken celebration night following the return of Brighteyes to his people.  She'd done all the work, so to speak, of making her interests known and he had merely followed along.  And along and along and…*cough*


Just sos everybody is in the know, when an Elf girl asks to be peeled like a jamfruit the answer must be, definitively, yes!


He shook away the musings as they came to the fire, dung heap coals still glowing merrily.  A glance towards the source of their recent troubles noted a soft yellow glow about the wounds the overconfident youth had suffered at Ulric's hands.  Well well well.  The peacekeeper girl knew how to [Heal], that was fortuitous.


Ulric shrugged into the robe and secured it, closing his flesh off from the refreshing chill that lingered from the waning Winter.  The air held that taste of coming spring and he was looking forwards to it.  His first spring in a new world.  His sword went into its clever sheath, which could be popped open to free the blade from his back in a moment.  Taipan's Uncle Uldin was a genius smith and his craft would have been welcome in any machinist shop Ulric could name.


Now, what to do about the u-turn elf over there?  Certainly, he wasn't going to encourage her.  For more reasons than a healthy dose of fear about what his rather intense wife would do to him or to her.  No, there was also the matter of his being entirely unwilling to risk putting himself into another weird scenario that spiraled out of control.  Best to just be polite, as much as he was able.  Ulric knew he had all the social grace of a wood rasp but he wasn't trying to make enemies.  If anything, enemies just kept making him.


Anyway!  Another more than warm glance and a pouting smile that he didn't return were being directed his way and he crouched to stir the poop fire rather than acknowledge it.  Damn.  What was her problem anyway?  He'd just beat the shit out of her nephew, didn't that merit a little familial loyalty?


He looked to Taipan to see if she was picking up on…why is she smiling?


A presence at his shoulder caused him to look up into the slightly tilted lemon-yellow eyes of Prenya.  Her approving gaze lingered before turning towards Taipan, losing none of its heat.


"Your wife's tale was fascinating.  Ulric, was it?  Yes, a tale of crossed stars, as if from story." the woman said.


"Let us start anew, to spring from more fertile soil than earlier, yes?  We are traveling towards my home Roost, Isevor, whose marks are on this camp but a few days old.  They are headed north and east, towards our end of Winter grounds, to await the thaw that will let our herds begin grazing and foaling.  My companions are Hild, the woman who officiated your contest with my nephew, and her husband Tomas, from a neighboring Roost, called Jorn." the plainswoman rambled, all smiles now, as she pointed  out each of her companions.


"Accompanying them are some of my fellows from Isevor.  The woman who so deftly treated Joclyn is one of our gifted Handlers, she is young yet but has not lost a foal or calf yet, and goes by Days'e.  Her brother Rik'e is a Handler as well but excels more towards breaking colts to ride." Prenya introduced her kin, the two peacekeepers who had tended Joclyn.


"You are, of course, now familiar with my little Joclyn."  She spoke of the Elf as one would a troublesome younger brother, "He is a new Herdrider, on his first riding of the herd to market."


"And I am Prenya, riding with him to teach my nephew the ways while I keep an eye on him for my elder sister.  It is a pleasure to meet fellow travelers under the Endless Blue." She indicated herself with a hand on a smallish bust, her ears bouncing slightly for emphasis on her greeting.


Ulric was now properly weirded out, especially by the jocular, league a minute pace of the Elf's introductions.  She made out like they were old pals catching up, not a hint of the initial hostility.  Was it because of Taipan's warning?  Was it the fight?  He hid his confusion though and replied calmly, "I am Ulric, and here is my wife Taipan.  We are traveling the wilds and have been trading through the Winter as we make our way back North."


Prenya laid another glowing smile on Taipan, "Oh he speaks our language well!  Did you teach him?  Come, tell us more about yourselves.  Let me see…aha!" The Legranel exclaimed after digging through her large traveling satchel to emerge with a clay amphora.


The cork came out of the bottle and a strong smell of booze wafted out across the camp.  Ulric was something of an alcohol afficionado in his prior life and that clay container was breathing what had to be mead.  He swallowed instantly, the moisture coming to his mouth at the remembered taste of a good strong honey wine.  His greatest weakness.


Maybe these prairie people weren't so bad after all…wait, no, don't be seduced so easily Einar.  On the other hand though, perhaps a peace treaty can be written…It had been a damned hard going for the last little bit.  Ulric's reservations were lessened greatly when Taipan took a huge pull off the bottle, so to speak and passed it back to let the other two do the same. 


"Phaaw, now that shaves the Ox!" Exclaimed Prenya after taking a hit from the bottle.


She offered it to the man and he could do nothing else but take a draw.  It would be rude to do otherwise.  He had to give them credit, as the bold flavored thick liquid burned its way down his gullet, these grass-fed Elves knew how to do a proper fucking mead.  None of that filtered bullshit, there was still honeycomb in this bad boy, as the gods great and small intended.


He sighed with bliss and smacked his lips to savor the residual notes on his palette, before returning the jar to its owner.  Joclyn's aunt was alright by him, he decided.


"That's the best mead I've ever had, you wanna trade for recipes?" Ulric offered, before quickly addressing his Shadow in Human, "Taipan, quick, you know how that Vanished Night is brewed?  We need something to barter, I need this in my life." He implored.


Taipan's eyebrows rose slightly.  They both remembered the last time he'd tried a single swig of that extremely potent liquor, which he'd used to help make the Anti-Bane treatment for Bald'rt.  Well okay, he remembered the pounding headache of the next day and nothing else, but his lady wife certainly remembered because he wasn't allowed to have any more.


"Ulric that is a trade secret of the Iriel'en royal family, passed down twelve generations.  It is as much a secret as the locations of the Havens where our people bunker during war times.  I am certain you are the only Valin who has ever tasted it and probably the only one that would not be poisoned by it." Was her reply.


Looking between the Valin and the Aes'r-Iriel'en, Prenya smelled an advantage in dealing with the obviously excited man with the marvelous shoulders.  She guarded her expression and returned a simple "And what might you offer for this knowledge?".  She did not specify a very simple request that would have her handing over the recipe, along with her undergarments, even though she briefly considered it.  Patience Prenya, you must not spook the quarry.


Ulric concentrated, being foiled of his first thought by his Taipan.  Blast.  Okay what else?  Wait!  Oh, thank you Earth, thank you for books on brewer's tips, thank you archivists for preserving Humanity's knowledge through the collapse, thank you Dad for sharing a love of fine booze.


"Alright!  I have an offer that will help the both of us!" He began, failing to notice the discreet looks that passed between the women, and the small cough from the quiet Legranel male.


"Just to make sure though, your recipe, your process, it involves heating the must, the mixture of honey and water before you ferment it yes?" Ulric quizzed, knowing that was one of the more traditional methods.


Prenya's guarded expression smoothed somewhat, she was clearly speaking to a worldly traveler, no mere barbarian.  He was possessed of detailed knowledge of the Brewer's art.


"That is so, yes.  The Honey-pot must be heated to prevent the souring while it lives." She replied with surprise.


Ulric wasn't sure about the terms but he was pretty sure the phrase "it lives" meant the ferment, the period while the yeast was active.  Alright, perfect.  He didn't realize he was rubbing his hands together and grinning like a mad man.


"Very good, very nice." Ulric muttered before declaring, "In exchange for the recipe for your mead, I will teach you how to brew it without the heating that destroys some of the subtle flavors and more delicate notes."


The scarred Elf's ears bobbed, and so did the undamaged ones of her kinsman.


"Oh?  You know how to do this, yet you still want the recipe from the Isevor Legranel?  It sounds as if you know the method for mead making already." the now curious Aunt of Joclyn admitted.


Ulric refused to let this opportunity pass.


"I know the method, but the blend of ingredients is crucial.  The right flowers for pollination, the type of bee making the honey, the other ancillary spices, herbs, or additions and whether they are fresh or aged, and their ratios, I need this information to know how to capture that rich bouquet in your possession.  I've never met its match, and believe me, I have been around lady." Ulric gushed.


Prenya considered this oddly serious bit of business.  Her clan traded in mead and while she would happily sell her personal stash, giving away the specific recipe was a far greater thing, one which she could not do lightly or she'd face repercussions from her clan.  The traveling people of the plains did not cultivate vast fields or mine deeply from the earth, their trade goods were their livelihood.  However, this was not merely an offer to take the recipe but a chance to improve its results.  But how to know the oddly interested Valin was serious?


Her doubt was visible.  Before Ulric could say anything more though, his Shadow pulled the woman aside and they whispered with muted voices and much gesticulation.  There were a few worrying glances thrown his way and he was almost certain he saw Taipan, and her brother's now he thought on it, favorite accusation of his being "worms in the head" cross her lips but then they were turned away and he couldn't even try to lip read.  That level of conspiracy just about got his hackles up, Taipan being up to something was frequently a prelude to his being sorely put out.  Mostly it turned out okay, but she had a twisty, skew mind sometimes.


When they rose from their deliberations though, an agreement was had.  Ulric would teach them the method for a heatless mead production, in return for the recipe to produce that mead specifically.  The catch was, they would have to go to the Legranel caravan town of Isevor and show the method directly to the brew masters of Prenya's people, no second-hand information would be sufficient to reveal the secret.  Furthermore, any trade of the mead by Ulric or his clan, would be done through Isevor first, they would not lose out on their clan's means of wealth.  An acceptable bargain, sealed gladly.  Two kisses, one over each eye to denote the oaths taken under vision of the gods of the skies were the final official signature to the deal. 


A strange sort, were these Legranel, a bit more earthy than the Iriel'en and more intemperate, but also more open than the somewhat reserved Celestin and their Deep Woods cousins.


Two camps there were now in the clearing, one consisting of a single smallish teepee of a rather worn hide and the other of three larger yurts, whose exteriors appeared to be some kind of waxed canvas.  Damned heavy things.  Ulric found out how they managed to haul something like that around when a team of four large oxen pulling a massive flatbed cart was driven in, whose wheels were as tall as he was. 


Watcher's tits, now that was a proper wagon!  No wonder they didn't mind such luxurious, and heavy, housing.  The oxen were of a similar largesse to the wagon.  Great wooly creatures with tremendous musculature and heavy horns, which had been filed to metal capped flats, except for a bull who would act as protection for the rest.  Ulric knew it was a bull because the great swinging danglers it pulled behind it might drag the ground if it hit uneven terrain.  Sonofabitch.  Those sweeping curving horns spread wider than his arms and looked like they could have gored a rhino.  He had his answer to how the things didn't draw predators.  It'd be a brave critter, or incredibly dangerous, to try to take on that bull.


Ulric's mind flashed back to the [Crimson Bull], all raw power and spark throwing hooves.  It had taken a [Shadow Panther] a Greater Beast revered by the Iriel'en for its ferocity and incredibly dangerous ambushes to bring that massive creature down.  Perhaps these open plains didn't hold an equivalently sneaky beast, although Taipan's brief lecture on plains predators gave him little hope he wouldn't be finding out, sooner or later. 


With their yurts assembled, the Legranel got the fire rolling, building a sort of brick house of dung patties that drew air efficiently up between them, getting a far brighter and hotter flame than Ulric had managed.  He watched eagerly to learn from the professionals the ways of patty flame barbecue. 

            

    
        Chapter 132: Hunted

    
    
    
    
                Many questions Ulric had about the events of this day. Most of them with regards to how easily the Elves seemed to just gloss over the, shall we call it, the friction of their initial meeting to arrive at where they now sat.


Drinking fine booze and grilling wieners. When the cloth-wrapped bundle of brats had unfurled, he heard again the ironclad voice of his dearest grandmother yelling "Raus aus meiner Küche!" as she prepared a Kraut und Schnitzel waving her spatula to run him and his sister out from her domain. The flavor of these was more oniony, and with a hot pepper note that was absent from the cuisine of his Oma, but excellent nevertheless. The memory made him briefly sad but in a good way. His sister had died in an avalanche not long after, and his grandmother a few years later of age. He'd missed them both terribly, and that moment was one of his fonder reminiscences.


Ulric was rolling with it, but some part of him struggled to get his head around the atmosphere of relaxed companionship. Joclyn had just had his damned face beaten in and, after a heartfelt apology, and assurance that he would "Honor the stranger upon the plain and welcome the traveler to one's fire forever hence." that left Ulric speechless, was now chatting as if nothing happened. Well, maybe he chewed more on one side of his jaw than the other but that was about it. What in the Mickey Mouse fuck?


Admittedly, the mead was helping to smooth things over more than a little. It was hard to hold ill will towards people who passed around the good stuff and handed you a plate of grilled vegetables and sausage. Especially when he and his Huntress traveling companion had been about through their supply of travel food and were staring down the barrel of some dried game and bread living. Come to think of it, that was more or less his diet back in the glade, minus the bread, and add in a plentiful supply of roots and tubers. Hmm…so this was a definite improvement.


Even more bizarre was Taipan. She was…cheerful? Exuberant. That was the word. She carried a general air of good vibes that was so alien to her normally cool demeanor or even dour vigilance that Ulric was going to [Scan] her soon to determine if body snatchers had gotten her. It probably helped that the Legranel were cowed by her presence, she could have ruled them with a word. His own status was as a very respected guest, which made sense, in a very Aes'r fashion. They also had the idea that it was his Shadow who was actually in charge, and he had no clue how they'd ever gotten that idea.


Perhaps it was because when Rik'e asked her how she'd "conquered her barbarian" she'd chirped "he was more docile when the burns healed". She wasn't exactly wrong about that, but there were about twelve steps in the middle that she'd left out, including how he'd arrived at those burns. The rest of the Elves took it that they'd been enemies and eventually joined out of mutual respect and that was…actually sort of correct…hmm. Whatever! Ulric still didn't know why that meant Taipan was now Boss of the Grass Elves. What baffled him even more was that she and the scarred Elf, with whom she'd nearly come to blows earlier, were now yammering on like old friends.


The Legranel were definitely of a much more heart on the cuff of the sleeve sort than their more Southern woodland cousins. For instance, Ulric was currently sure that both Rik'e and his sister Days'e were completely enthralled by his glorious wife, like younger siblings meeting a respected elder sister but recently returning home; Joclyn would have been too if he weren't still slightly scared of her. The two Elves from the more distant Roost, the name for these traveling cities, called Jorn, the man named Tomas and the woman named Hild, were as newlyweds, too obsessed with each other to be able to see that there was anyone else at the campfire, except when addressed directly. And, lastly, was the lovely aunt of Joclyn with her fascinating scar and clipped ear. Prenya would have thrown her panties at Ulric had he not had his Shadow in tow.


She might anyway, as the liquor did its work, she was increasingly flagrant about her flirting even as she and his Shadow traded tales and chattered about goings on within Orlethrem. He had been unable to find a way to shut it down with anything close to grace and was getting, surprisingly, no help from Taipan on that front. There was, based on a few somewhat ambivalent statements, a not zero chance that his wife was egging the woman on to watch Ulric squirm. That was exactly something she might do, the sideways habit she had of playing practical jokes. That she'd gotten from her father, in addition to her facial features.


No, Ulric, do not think about that. He suppressed an invasive thought that had Taipan sitting on the throne in Irielhos, speaking with Bald'rt's deep voice and shuddered. More booze was necessary.


**********From a shaded vantage nearby**********


A slim Sauri lay flat upon a small rise, motionless, completely invisible to any eyes that might peer into the darkness. He had been here for nearly a day already, had arrived as soon as he might after the targets made their way to the Haven he knew was their goal.


He was satisfied that he'd been able to pick up their faint trail so soon after their spectacular departure from Trachn'ir. Only two days after the pair had departed the Triad had arrived, killing two sets of [Crested Harrier], the large bipedal birds that were used in place of the more common horses when speed was paramount, having ridden the exorbitantly expensive mounts to death in their haste. The birds cost a Sil crown each, but their Contractor had paid gladly to facilitate their trip. A hard grudge did the Contractor have, having lost a son, a fledgling son in law, and now an entire wing of his *cough* alternative revenue stream.


It irked Quert greatly that the targeted pair had then, somehow, set an impossible pace, putting leagues behind them as if all the demons of the hells were on their heels. Did they know the Triad had been hired, somehow? He suppressed the desire to move his head in negation of that possibility. No, he told himself, vanishingly small chance. The communique was encrypted and oblique to the point of being nonsensical. It was a greater possibility that the pair was using some sort of transport. Gods knew the reknowned daughter of Bald'rt Iriel would have ways of obtaining it through her family's connections. The Valin that had spurred this entire mess wouldn't be able to hold this kind of pace, even if the Aes'r noble blood could.


The assassin was even more greatly vexed that he had been forced to leave his partners behind or risk losing the scent of their quarry. Ari, as fine a traveling partner as he was, moved as if against the tides. Even worse was that monster in Beastkin skin, Yherska. Quert made a living committing murder and even he found his scaled hide crawling when he considered that Leor's habits. She could have outpaced them all had she been able to keep from pouncing on some unfortunate soul every few days, spending a good few hours extracting pain from her victim before rejoining the Triad. As often as not, they would then lose even more time cleaning up her mess before they could return to the task for which they'd been paid.


Quert resolved again to send a formal request that Yherska be removed from the Triad and replaced with someone less…unstable. As much as he appreciated her unparalleled combat skills, she was, frankly, more trouble than she was worth. Especially when she interfered with his carefully orchestrated artistry. No battle maniac was necessary if he were allowed to act as he saw fit, preparing a perfect death.


So it was that he'd been set to as hard a run as he'd ever experienced, only catching up nearly a day later, after the targets had established their quaint little shelter and rested themselves. He chafed, being forced to rest out here under the open skies, in the snow. The heat imbuments of his thick, padded clothes, made their expense worth every Sil. He'd have gone into Lethargy without them in the still cold environment. He might be warm-blooded, but that didn't change the fact that Sauri hated the cold with a passion and it made them sluggish.


Again, he cursed his partners for their slowness, resigning himself to having to observe and leave sign for the rest of the Triad to follow until these two finally stopped racing towards wherever they were headed.


He had to revise slightly his preconceptions about the Valin as he watched the man hunt a [Dire Ox]. The Human's ease of movement, his power and speed while attacking, and the incredible violence of his skill, beheading the massive beast he preyed upon with a single strike upped the threat level of the man substantially. Great care would have to be taken to avoid engaging that one directly or else would require Yherska's talents. The other target, Geyrt Iriel, was as she had been described, stunningly beautiful, if not for his personal tastes, and moved with grace that spoke of her rumored lethality. That one would alone make this job worth taking. He rarely had so wonderful a canvas on which to work his art. He had not observed any of her gifts in use and those were not documented even in the dossier provided by the Contractor, other than to say she was dangerous in the extreme, if far less so than her parents. Hmm…that one would require the utmost care. Perhaps Ari was necessary, to tank her undoubtedly deadly arrows and draw out whatever killing skills she might possess. He looked forwards to her surprise when they all failed against the invincible dwarf.


The Sauri, unmoving, unnoticed, made plans, revised them, discarded them as being insufficient, and started anew all the while the day lingered. He noted the arrival of the Legranel, and the subsequent animosity with concern. He was slightly aggravated that their targets might be killed before ever his comrades caught up and they'd go unpaid for this venture. That notion was rudely disabused when the Valin contemptuously smashed the arrogance of the young Herdrider.


How in the Seven Hells did it happen that a nameless Human had learned to fight like a scion of the Iriel'en Greater Houses? Few enough of those had ever even been seen in combat, they left almost none alive behind them. This was the first time he saw their rumored "Dance" although he'd read reports enough of it during his intelligence gathering. Quert was forced to raise the threat estimation again for the man, those sometimes-blurring movements were deathly fast and the blade the target wielded was radiating potency. The trained assassin did not fail to notice the way the dark metal scored the opponent's deeply, compromising that weapon's integrity without a scratch to itself. Yet more plans were revised as darkness fell.


A musky blood-tinged taste on the air alerted the Sauri to the presence of some of the plain's predators. He did not worry for his discovery, he had long since learned to erase his scent in addition to other signs of his presence. There was, however, the odd chance of being tripped over directly, it had happened before, and he had things better to do than cut the throats of beasts so he carefully withdrew, moving soundlessly, invisibly, away into the night to make his own preparations to ride out the darkness in relative comfort. A coughing roar sent prickles over his skin from instinct. [Amberfangs] were dangerous beasts. But what in the hells had brought them so close to the well-trodden paths of the Legranel? Had he made a mistake and drawn the beasts in?


Shrugging, the Sauri assassin put this unexpected interference out of mind. Not everything could be controlled, this would be just another paint to add to the canvas of his greatest work yet.


************Legranel Haven, A Brief Time Later**********


As the evening hours wore on, Ulric relaxed a little, easing into the company and letting the sounds of melodic voices that told of adventures across endless plains carry him to a peaceful slouch against his Shadow's side. Alright, he was ready to admit that it was maybe just him being overly self-conscious. There had been a problem, the problem was handled, and everybody is now moving along with their lives. No hard feelings or even much in the way of scarring. This had to be a species thing, this almost refusal to dwell on events of the past. The Aes'r all did it, just always moving forward, staying in the now.


A trait like that would be of incredible benefit to so long lived a sapient creature, would protect against mental breakdown. So…probably a heritable trait, evolutionary pressure to maintain a stable psyche assisted by the fuckery of the Akashic system, maybe, or some kind of Impossible magic to facilitate positive trait selection. I might be drunk Ulric realized.


He rubbed Taipan's shoulder and she snuggled closer against the chill of the evening. Unfortunately for Prenya, who Ulric would have been glad to give a pass to his blankets under other circumstances, as she was a slim, sleek bit of athletic loveliness with beautiful eyes and a nicely squeezable rump, he held a woman that, to his senses, was unrivaled under the suns. He sure was glad he hadn't had to kill her. He was even more glad that she hadn't ever quite gotten around to killing him, the greater of the possibilities.


Taipan liked to play with his emerging beard and trace his scars with her fingers when she was relaxing in skinship. She was starting to show signs of getting a little frisky, given that her tracing was wondering South and he had to catch her before she went under his robe, earning a pouting purse of her lips. They played public displays of affection chicken, from time to time, but Ulric wasn't going to risk it right now. His bosomy partner had a hunger in her viridian orbs that declared she was in a mood to drop all reservations and demonstrate her ownership by vigorous humping, flickering firelight be damned. The overtly interested attention of Prenya, who was close enough to damned near taste the pheromones, had not escaped him either.


The others in the camp were not unaware of the goings on, except, maybe, for the definite couple. Ulric had heard a few muted sounds that might indicate they were farther along the road of wantonness than his adventurous companion. He avoided looking in that direction, if they wanted to play a game of slap and tickle under their furs he wasn't going to judge. The Legranel similarly deigned to not notice their comrade's doings, giving them that sort of public privacy they were so good at.


Life could be short in the wilds, the touch of a lover was a thing to be treasured and enjoyed, the sensibilities of others being a highly secondary consideration. That, at least, was more or less the Aes'r mindset. They could be rather forward at times. Reserved at others though, and the rules for that Ulric still didn't know exactly. Exposure training was bearing fruits, however, Ulric was starting to get a gut instinct regarding when to move forwards and when to retreat, especially in public settings.


He more or less played Taipan by feel, she made her desires or reservations known to him in a straightforward manner, for which he was eternally grateful. One of the major hurdles to him in his old life, especially in the romantic scene, was trying to decipher a train of cryptic messages and signals according to a set of guidelines it seemed like someone had forgotten to cc to him. It was not that way here, in as much as he had seen thus far. Never had he witnessed a set of crossed wires, men and women pursued or were pursued in equal measure and with an openness that left little to the imagination. Not that all relationships were instantly kindled to flame, courtships could run a slow smolder until one or the other combusted.


Christ had been after a rather comely healer woman whose tender care he found himself in almost daily from the results of challenging Idra'se more days than not. Somewhere along the way, the old warrior had figured out that there was an additional agenda to Christ's spars and obliged him by laying a few extra injuries to extend the duration of the young warrior's stays with the subject of his longing. Idra was a solid guy like that. Ulric didn't know how that had turned out, but he suspected the gifted rookie of the royal guards would capture her interest, he was a catch by any measure.


Absently keeping his amazon partner's hands above sea level and contemplating the fascinating natures of Elves occupied him nearly completely. He was suddenly aware that the scarred aunt had closed her distance to the bundle of furs he lay on, at a pace so glacially steady that he was completely at a loss as to how she'd done it, and was now sidled up nearby, just out of touch.


"It was a fortunate thing that our paths crossed young Ulric, and yourself, vibrant Taipan." the Legranel lass breathed, in a decidedly husky tone.


"The drive of the herds to market is a long task, full of hardship, and with so little opportunity to find distractions. Or pleasures." She continued, turning herself to sit in profile to the fire, letting its light cast over her figure to make obvious her charm.


Astonishingly, Taipan didn't wave her off, didn't give that sweeping downwards gesture that indicated a lack of interest, but instead placed a hand on the woman's thigh to pat it in commiseration.


"Indeed. The wilds can be harsh, and comforts few, and far between. Long are the nights spent far from friendship or welcome company. Was one of these drives how you received your wound? If you do not mind speaking of it?" His Shadow replied, not aloof at all.


Propping herself up on his chest, which drew a grunt from him as her elbows on his sternum took her not inconsiderable weight, Taipan ignored Ulric's wide eyed disbelief to continue her obvious flirting, "I am sure one so bold as to stand by her nephew as you did would have a brave story to tell."


It suddenly dawned on him, why his partner was being so…welcoming. Taipan had what a man might generously call an attraction for scars, the bigger the better. A less generous individual would call a spade a spade and say she had a battle wound fetish. And Prenya right here had a doozy. Something had tried to take off the side of her head and came near to succeeding.


The plains Elf turned her head to show the old wound more completely leaning over Ulric's body to present it for Taipan's detailed inspection.


"Not at all, my nephew is my responsibility and I would gladly spin you a yarn about my lesson in Herdriding. Especially for so lovely an audience." Prenya purred.


Ulric opened his mouth to start pumping the breaks and had a dark-skinned hand cover it, simultaneously, he issued a muffled grunt as he received a pinch through his robes that was definitely going to leave a welt. What in the hell had gotten into her?


Scootching until she was kneeling almost on top of his thigh, Prenya tapped her chin with an exaggerated consideration, before smiling down at her captive audience, one literally captive as Taipan refused to let him up and ignored his minor struggles, "This tale begins three springs ago, as I delivered the calving herd to markets, the prairie melt was done with and we battled insect hordes the likes of which-"


A coughing roar sounded in the distance, breaking her from her story and sent every Legranel into an ears lifted posture of total attention, even the lovebirds poked their heads free of their nest, completely focused on the guttoral cry of some beast.


Taipan had gone rigid at the sound as well and Ulric's buzz dimmed significantly at the reflexive adrenaline wash.


Another unmistakable roar sounded, this time on the opposite side of the clearing and the Plainsfolk scrambled to action as if to a starter pistol shot. Ulric had barely gotten to his feet but before the clearing was full of armed Elves arrayed in pairs, one armed with a short bow, much reduced compared to their forest kin, and the other with a long glaive, the broad sword blade tip on a haft longer than the bearers were tall. Each pair faced a different direction and they had backed up closer to the fire, closing the angles they would have to guard.


All of this spoke of a trained response and the only reason that kind of training was necessary was if something nasty this way come.


Joclyn held his bow in unsteady hands before a comforting hand from his aunt, spear held firmly, settled him down. The lovebirds were rock solid, the male's spear professionally braced while his lover scanned the darkness with an arrow that traced along with her vision. The peacekeepers were similarly arrayed, calm but ready.


[Warrior's Instinct]


Calming influence, readiness to take up battle poured through him as Ulric grabbed up Xef'tocht from where it had lain near his fur blanket and took up a similar posture to the Legranel, who seemed to know what they were about. Taipan, of course, had her Blinder already nocked and ready to send the hand length broadhead into whatever came out from the night.


"With what do we reckon?" Ulric asked aloud, to no one in particular.


Dais'e answered with a terse "[Amberfang], at least two males, probably a pride."


Rick'e followed that statement with a nervous clarification, "A pride hunting a Haven is unheard of, they should not even be here with a Roost so nearby."


Taipan Hmmhped in Ulric’s general direction, and Ulric rolled his eyes at her in return.


"Yeah, yeah, I know, I know. More of this nonsense from the death of the [Forest Lord]. Look, if it makes you feel any better, I could have just let it eat me." Ulric noted drily.


He felt her hip back up into his and wiggle softly, "I am the only one allowed to eat you now Ulric, do not worry."


Ulric felt the heat in his cheeks, amazed the woman could still make him feel like a boy with his first crush with a little touch and a suggestion. He leaned forward and bit her ear softly to return the favor, which made her stiffen briefly before she yelped, "Ah! Ulric! Not there, not in the open!"


He filed that away for future reference: Ears in the open particularly vulnerable, biting recommended to punish for teasing. Now though he pulled his focus back to their surroundings.


"How dangerous?" He whispered, staying calm.


Taipan's stance had returned to its Hunter's readiness, her expression serenely cool, a mirrored lake surface.


"Not as much as the [Shrieking Ravager] but much moreso than the [Polar Weasels]. Strong, fast, weigh about three grown Elves. They number seven to twelve adults, normally. One or two males and the rest females. Females have larger claws, hooked, to hold down prey. Males have canines as long as your forearm to rip into the throat and heart of creatures held by their harem. They prefer to rush the flank, secure a hold, and let the males finish with a single lethal bite before retreating to repeat with another target."


Ulric nodded, that would explain the posture of the Legranel, they'd circled up to protect each other's rears, to discourage a rush.


Okay, so pretty similar to the old extinct lions of Earth. Just, ya know, all roided up on Varda magical shenanigans. Speaking of which.


"Any weird magical abilities or skills like the Ravager?" He checked.


Short locks bounced as Taipan shook her head.


"No, Glade Chief, nothing to worry about. Their pelts ripple shades as they move to break up their outlines and makes them harder to see but nothing to be concerned about." She described.


Oh, just a little active camouflage on your apex predators then, nothing to worry about, Ulric snarked to himself.


Taipan's arrow suddenly tracked left, her dark vision peering into the darkness. Ulric gripped the hilt of Xef'tocht more tightly and spun his core up to readiness, harnessing the humming power of the lightning bottled therein.


"Let me touch your arrow, Taipan, just a moment. When you fire, call when it hits. I have a gift for our would be hunters. Show these sonsofbitches who is predator and who is prey." Ulric suggested, the idea coming to him suddenly that his Shadow's archery was a perfect complement to his ability to target lightning.


Briefly, he wound Ceraun through the construct of his [Lightning Javalin] and her arrow, binding them together, linking them by a bridge of charged mana.


There. Perfect.


"Ready when you are love." Ulric assured her.


Glittering teeth, slightly sharpened compared to a Human's, told him she knew his intent and approved.


They waited not long. The beasts saw a perceived weakness in their prey, a shorter horn than the rest.


Taipan suddenly loosed the arrow, drawing another from her quiver, and a loud yowel of pain was echoed by her victorious cry "Hit!" and Ulric's upraised hand released the pent up magic.


[Lightning Javalin]


A jagged ribbon of violet power ripped through the night, throwing feline forms into stark relief as it slammed home into a form that was still flinching from the impact of the arrow that had pierced its lungs. The creature hurtled to the ground, smoking ruin behind its shoulder as the lightning blasted life from it.


Thunder reported, booming wash causing the beasts to scatter and run a circle, regaining their formation out of sight.


"One female dead, six remain. Two males with the pride, they are reorganizing, not broken, twenty meters beyond firelight." Taipan announced.


The Elves had jumped at the furious light and sound but regained their poise quickly.


"Can you follow the creatures through the dark, Cousin?" Asked Rik'e.


"I can. What is your mind?" Taipan replied.


"Fire an arrow in their direction and we will volley them. We need not have their exact position to put fear into the beasts and perhaps cripple a few." the Isevoran male requested.


Immediately Taipan put the plan to motion, she turned slightly, lofting her arrow in the direction where Joclyn and his aunt covered.


Instantly, three more arrows joined hers and there was another pained yelp from the dark.


"Hit! A male hindleg is injured. They circle Undan, the crippled male lags behind!" Taipan narrated the movements of the pride to her kin.


Realizing that they had an advantage in the Iriel'en Huntress' darkvision the Legranel gained confidence.


Ulric had another [Lightning Javalin] ready and tagged his wife's arrow. It took him some five or so seconds to spin one up to lethality for a creature as large as the [Amberfang].


The pride must have judged that they were losing momentum against their prey because they rushed suddenly. Into the firelight poured the forms of six leonid forms, rippling grey and tan coats making the eye almost hurt to follow them. A larger form came slightly behind, large amber dagger canines giving the creatures their name.


Three arrows darted towards the male, clearly the plains Elves believed the priority target to be the sword toothed monster coming behind his mates. Two arrows missed wide, one was intercepted by a female that stepped into its path. Ulric goggled briefly. The female had done that on purpose! These beasts were intelligent, they were carrying out a coordinated, planned attack.


The injured beast nevertheless pressed on, the wound being insufficient to slow its rush.


Taipan's arrow leapt out, faster than her cousin's from her far more powerful bow, delivering the hand's breadth of lethality into the skull of a lead female, dropping her instantly. Ulric broke the connection to that arrow, saving the mana, and pushed out a streamer to intercept another form.


His Ceraunic core was incredibly potent, snapping the targeting stream of charged mana into place so rapidly Ulric nearly cried out his shock before unleashing the bolt.


Once again, the night was parted by lightning and the female behind Taipan's victim took the arcing power into its chest turning in the air before crashing to the ground to roll to a stop, twitching in death.


Another volley of arrows leapt out towards the male who had to break off its charge to leap to the side to evade. The remaining four [Amberfang] females reached the defensive Elves.


Spears lowered to receive the charge. Prenya impaled a female through the neck and turned, guiding its leaping form to the ground without being bowled over by its momentum. Joclyn, readied an arrow with impressive poise and put it into the pinned female's heart from point blank range.


That maneuver was repeated by the lovebirds who similarly dispatched a foe.


The peacekeepers were less fortunate, Rick'e's spear caught a small hump of frozen ground and locked, he couldn't complete the force stealing turn and the impact knocked him to the ground. A roaring, hissing, and enraged whirlwind of claws pounced. Dais'e's arrow punched through both its lungs but it continued its mauling. Yelling valiantly, Rick'e's knife stabbed twice before a bite savaged his hand. Dais'e abandoned her bow to draw her knife and she laid vicious stabs into its neck and head.


Ulric couldn't follow that side of the conflict anymore, the male had used its harem's rush to close and the monster immediately tried to pounce on the Lovebirds while they dispatched its mate.


Taipan put an arrow through its side which buried to the fletches but did not slow its leap. What a beast.


He stepped forward to intercept the last of the females that were rushing in, this one angling to take his Shadow in the flank as she put an arrow into the male. From the corner of his eye, Ulric saw disaster, even as he readied himself to take on the female, not having time to line up another [Lightning Javalin].


The leap of the [Amberfang] hit the female lovebird. Hild was tackled to the ground, her arrow having been expended to kill the female beast and her partner's spear still buried into the dead cat's neck. A flash of golden yellow fangs drew an agonized cry from her. Her mate Tomas put his life between his mate and death, he discarded the useless spear and drove his knife into the monster's eye. Claws raked at him savagely as he held the head at bay, his body shielding Hild, who had wrapped herself around her stomach, blood pouring from between her hands.


Prenya turned and received another leaping form, this time her spear only penetrated its shoulder. Growling she fought to keep the beast pinned while Joclyn put arrows into its flailing chest and abdomen, unable to get a clean shot into its heart as it struggled.


"Taipan, Help Tomas! I have this one!" Ulric ordered, drawing on his class, his focus narrowing to the rippling cat blurring across the camp.


Ulric let the surroundings fall away, concentrating everything on this creature that thought it could challenge his territory, thought it could make prey of his mate. He saw its gathering of limbs the pounce coming, and dropped the point of Xef'tocht, turning his shoulder.


The beast leapt at his Shadow's back, turned as she was already going to the aid of the elves locked in melee with the Amberfang male.


He heard a piercing cry from a beast, a dying keen, and put it away, moving through the dance-like turn, a piroutte whose momentum he used to throw his vorpal blade up and felt the faint tug of resistance as the lioness he cut lost both her front legs and most of her wide open maw, brains spilling from the opened skull even as she fell. The dying beast hit the bare dirt of the clearing with a muffled thump and Ulric was able to breathe again as he saw Taipan go to work.


Her practiced archery left him in amazement, pumping three more arrows into the beast locked in mortal combat with the lovebirds in as many heartbeats, causing it to sag as the lifeblood poured from it, poison racing through the blood that remained.


Joclyn had managed to land a mortal wound to the lioness pinned by his aunt and Ulric saw the peacekeepers, ragged but victorious, already moving to help Hild, who hadn't stopped moaning while she held her impaled stomach.


Ulric almost missed the sliver of golden yellow light, a bolt of energy from the corner of his vision that slammed into the lithe form of his wife, her pained cry echoed above the other sounds in that flickering clearing.


He turned to the source and saw the oncoming form of the second [Amberfang] male murderously suicidal, bearing down on the sprawled elf that had wounded it, namesake fangs still flashing an inner fire that it had used to strike her down.


The world flickered red, white, then violet. He couldn't feel himself, the scene before him froze, a tableau of nightmare.


His core tightened, compressing the racing mana, Ceraun's keening note loud in his mind. The mana that sought to bind pulled together the disconnected aspects of him, months training in the dance, classes whispering Akashic experience of lives long past, roaring magic housed in core and channels throughout, weightless body soaring powerful on adrenaline, and the dominating will that was now part of his existence. Unity was achieved.


Arclight drizzled briefly, falling from his form to throw a cascade of sparks.


[Surge][Crackling Draw][Voltaic Riot]***OVERRIDE***[Ceraun's Dance, First Movement]


*PING*


Ulric's perceptions jerked, warped, and suddenly realized he stood outside the firelight, melting snow vibrant in bright violet light, his blade held vertically over his head, as if he were about to complete a downstroke, except his body felt like that was an echo, his mind said he'd already done that. Vertigo and de ja vu combined and he almost lost his sword, catching himself with his hand as he fell forward. Ulric staggered back to his feet, readying himself as dark closed around him.


Thunder boomed behind him turning his head to find the clearing behind him. Ignoring the confusion about where he was and how precisely the fuck he'd gotten there, Ulric saw the campfire, the Elves scattered where they'd been locked in combat, and Taipan's glimmering eyes on him as she raised herself from the ground.


The wounded [Amberfang] male was bisected, smoking halves cauterized, and explosive wounds that Ulric distantly recognized as high voltage electrical discharge entry and exit cavities.


Was that him? Ulric couldn't remember it. He'd needed to kill the [Amberfang], needed to stop it's leap. There'd been some kind of…coalescence, like a jigsaw puzzle finally falling into place, pieces assembling according to common sense, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Next thing, he was standing outside the camp and his brain felt fuzzy. Like he'd been in two places at once. The memory alone nearly made him nauseous.


What the fuck just happened?


Abruptly, mana exhaustion crashed down on him and his body burned like molten steel ran through his veins, his core had gone dark, the latent power that had hummed in the background of his being ever since waking in this world was missing. He felt weak. As weak as he'd ever been, not unlike when he'd woken from his burning. Ulric gagged, and broke out into shivers. Pain nearly brought him to the ground, only using his sword as a cane kept him from collapse.


Taipan was suddenly at his side, and he let her half carry him into the warmth of the camp. He didn't resist. Couldn't.


"My thanks, wife." He mumbled into her shoulder, barely hanging onto consciousness.


The deceitfully strong woman gently laid him into the bedroll inside their shelter, tucking him in like a boy with a fever. He hadn't been tucked in since he was a lad, all those long years ago. He flashed a weak smile her way, which she returned, concern evident in her emerald and bronze flecked eyes.


Ulric had to fight another wave of flaring agony and a dull weight in his limbs, "I don't know what happened but I'm burning from the inside out. Worse than the mana sickness before my core tempered. I can't feel my magic either."


"You're going to be on your own for a bit lass, I'm out, I think." He whispered, letting the comforting hand on his cheek pull him under.


            

    
        Chapter 133: It Can't All be Blood and Terror

    
    
    
    
                Taipan's gentle presence, and his own exhaustion, eventually overpowered the waves of burning through his body's magical conduits and the daggerlike migraine that threatened to split his head.  He faded out with his head pillowed on his Shadow's lap.


Consciousness returned to him suddenly, with none of the transitional phases of waking.  He sat up instantly and regretted it when his brain pulsed a still quite potent headache.  That discomfort he ignored immediately though when he felt, to his ultimate relief, the return of the gentle hum of his core and the cycling of the Ceraun within.  His last complete thoughts before falling under were of having somehow damaged his core or his body's ability to use its magics.  To be unable to use one's core in this world was to live a cripple.


He'd had enough of that for one life, thanks very much.  After a brief, carefully minimal, but very intentional pulse of his core though he found those concerns to be unfounded.  He was fine.  Bone tired and worked like a logging mule, but fine.  The mystery of what exactly he'd managed to do to himself, and that [Amberfang], would probably have to wait.  Even so, he'd inspect what he could.  Maybe the Status had some clues.


Ulric concentrated on his link to the All Knowledge of the world and saw his own reflection on the world presented in all of its glory.  Damned thing was getting positively girthy.


[Status]

[image: image-placeholder]


The information from his status fairly well confirmed that Ulric had done something either monumentally stupid or absolutely incredible.  Both?  Maybe both, he decided.  There had been a single desperate moment, with Taipan knocked down by some kind of magical attack from the [Amberfang] that nobody had mentioned, for some reason, and the rest was akin to the dream where you fall off a cliff.


That weightless moment where he'd felt a missing something from hunting the [Direhorn Ox], the joining of motion, magic, and the instance of attack, had sort of congealed in his mind.  The out of body experience he'd had from when his core awakened was repeated, if not nearly so vividly or to that stratospheric extent.  Fortunately.  He'd barely survived experiencing the reality that was the Prime Elemental's presence.  It would seem that, this time, the Prime hadn't found him.  In a moment of perhaps lucid insanity, he may have reached out to it instinctively, seeking something, anything to stop the monster from burying his wife.


Ulric's breath rattled out of him shakily.  So close.  A second, half a second and those huge fangs would have entered Taipan's body.  Fear rinsed through him and he was glad no one was around to see.  Being afraid was a quiet background noise to him, ever since he'd come to Varda.  There was always something out there trying to get you, always danger around the corner.  This was different though.  He had long since accepted things trying to end his second chance.  What he wasn't at all prepared to face was losing someone special to him.  That immediacy of loss was another kind of terrifying.  Taipan would probably scold him for feeling like this.  The Deep Woods Elves treated dying in the wilds like an inevitability.  Well, Ulric Einar wasn't ready to accept that.  Varda would wait until he was good and godsdamned ready to let go of anyone he'd come to love to have them and that was final. 


He relaxed his clenched grip on the fur blanket, choking the thing wasn't going to help him deal with nearly losing his wife to some bastard child of a lion fucking sabretooth tigers.


Continuing his inspection of the Akashic link he saw another change in his class.  That was the missing piece of the puzzle then.
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His subclass, the one born from integrating his core's magic into his Elven combat training and naturally aggressive inclinations, probably driven in part courtesy of [Lord of the Ancient Glade], had manifested a change.  By drawing into his core's elemental nature, he had used it to tap the reservoir of knowledge held by the class, and had merged the budding skills into a greater one, at the cost of almost cooking himself with his own magic.  Just one more of those [Amberfangs] and he'd have been a goner, completely unable to fight back.  Even now, what had to be hours later, he was pretty much defenseless.  His mana was recovering and the pains were much reduced but he had a feeling that channeling any significant amount of energy would be severely ill-advised.


Ceraun, he mused, is proving to be more than he'd bargained for.  That bizarre need to integrate and unify was more than a little disturbing.  That it could even draw parts of his class out that he wasn't aware of was patently frightening and he had to wonder if this was a normal part of classes operating or a unique manifestation.  The Ceraun touched title was an indication for the latter.  Evidence that the connection between him and this elemental god of sorts predated his reforging, or at least had, somehow, been reflected in it was also seriously spooky. 


The devil is always in the details.  Nothing comes free and Ulric had the misgiving that becoming enmeshed too closely with the elemental would result in his mind being scoured and going elemental himself.  Would he, in a future loss of restraint, destroy himself?  According to Gother it was another sort of inevitability for those who reached the highest realms of magic.  The more in tune with the mana of the world, the closer they came to merging with the fundament of the world.  Power comes not without risk, it would seem.


Abrupt movement disrupted Ulric's meanderings.  Taipan had returned, throwing open the hide fabric that made up the "door" to their shelter, to loom over him.  She did not look well pleased, to judge by her hands on hips posture and her tight expression.  Ulric couldn't stop himself from appreciating her outright Amazon beauty, the soft curves contrasting well defined muscle, all bundled up in her Hunter's attire.  Those long legs emphasized so well by the thigh-high leather boots.  Her angry lean forwards to show her dissatisfaction with her only made her lovely bosom more appealing.


His appreciation for her magnificence did not go unnoticed.  She rolled her eyes at him and complained, "Do not ogle me when I am being angry with you, you worms in the head silly child of a Valin!  What were you thinking to merge class skills like that?!"


Crouching down over him she shook a finger in front of his face, still using her cold scolding tone, one he'd not had leveled at him in some time.  It was almost nostalgic.


"I am being serious!  I told you that I only barely used three and I am far more in tune with mine own abilities than you, you are not ready for this Ulric!  Nearly killed you it did, when I scanned you, your health was less than a fifth of the total!  Without Dais'e's healing you are almost certainly not yet waking and your mana channels might be permanently damaged!  And I said to stop leering, you thoughtless oaf!"


Her expression broke then and she buried her face in his chest. 


Ulric had no words for her, no comfort to offer but a gentle hand on her head, petting her softly while she loosed pent up emotions.  She was right, of course.  He was thoughtless.  Ignorant.  And he frequently jumped headlong off the cliff without regard for the rocks below, just beneath the waters.  But the alternative was to maybe lose her, which he now found more intolerable. 


How could he not jump when the alternative was allowing her death?  A second chance meant doing what you couldn't bring yourself to do before.  It meant holding nothing back.  His flame had smoldered to nothing but cinders before, and that was no life worth living.  No life at all.  He would burn this time.  He would light the world like a bonfire and if that meant he met his end prematurely then so be it.  Besides, Ulric thought wryly, the quench might destroy the working, but it was also the only way to harden it to its fullest potential.  Ruin and glory were two sides of the same coin.  He was weak and that had to change.


Small comfort was that for the ones who might care for you though.  His Taipan, it would appear, was as willing to see him harmed as he was her.  It brought a warmth to his jaded, cynical heart.  He would have to see her succor returned.


"If it makes you feel any better Taipan, this all could have been avoided if you just dodged the [Amberfang]'s attack." He prodded her.


Taipan's tear-tracked face, nose lathered in mucous, nevertheless perfect in his eyes, rose up to stare incredulous death at him, her mouth chewing the air as she struggled to process the barb.  It was moments like these that made this world so worthwhile.  


Ulric drove the knives home, "Here everything was, well in hand but you left your flank open.  After all the times you told me to only commit to an attack with the surroundings in mind, you were still watching your arrows, instead of keeping an eye on the injured male.  If I hadn't been around to cover for you, you'd have been gutted by a glorified kitty cat.  What will your brother say when I tell him about this?  Or worse, your mother, who I am sure taught you how to hunt for yourself."


The relentless, unwarranted criticism, nitpicking in the extreme, did its job on her just as it had done its job on him when she had laid bare his failures in the name of making them real and addressable, instead of ephemeral.  It also made her angry instead of scared.  She bared her teeth at him, snarling, and pulled him up by the collar dragging his face next to hers.


"Ulric Einar, I will wrap my hands in your guts if you do not shut up and wife me!"


Which, you know, really only leaves so much room for negotiation.


They were picking up their various articles of clothing from scattered locations in the teepee some goodly time later when Prenya entered the shelter without preamble.  Ulric had just pulled on his thick woolen socks and sat bare-chested on the combined bedroll, so recently sullied by the exertions of a man and his wife almost parted from one another.  Taipan had dressed in the reverse order and stood unwrapping her pants from where they had tangled with the bowstring of her Blinder, her buttocks bared to the interior from underneath her Hunter's jacket and vest. 


Eyebrows lifted high on Prenya's forehead, and she whistled approval at the sight before her before even thinking about what she did, appreciative of the flesh on display.  Ulric would have expected harsh words regarding privacy from his Shadow, but she instead turned and stood with a posture that was unashamedly flashing her, admittedly marvelous, nethers.  He'd pretty well explored them by this point and had not yet gotten bored of the sight, so he could well imagine their impact on the uninitiated, even against one who possessed similar bits.  The brilliant glory of Aes'r womanhood brought a flush to Prenya's face and Taipan grinned roguishly.


"Why, what brings you so quietly into my and my partner's chambers Prenya?" She asked innocently, with a minor hip rock that Ulric knew was not accidental.


Wait.  Was she playing the same game with this Legranel that he'd played with her those months ago?  That minx, she was stealing his moves!


He wasn't afraid to grant that she was better at this game than he, given that his Shadow was far more attractive than he ever would be.  Prenya was pinned in place, as a mouse quaking before the unblinking stare of a cobra, she struggled to remove her gaze.  Huh, had he misread this Elf's inclinations?  Maybe she'd been sort of sideways angling after his goddess last night all along.  Something of his confusion must have made it to his face.


Both women turned their gazes on him and he looked between them.  Taipan was still doing nothing about covering herself and the scarred Plains-Elf turned a brilliant smile on him, drinking in the masculine sight before her.  She then gave the air a pointed sniff which made Ulric blush intensely, to his own surprise.


Yeah.  Yeah, it definitely smelled like fucking up in here, Ulric had to concede.


Wait a damned second, why was he the one getting embarrassed?  Ulric deliberately shook off that remnant of times bygone.  If anybody wants to stroll into his tent, shared with his lawful wife, they'd have to settle for smelling love funk.  Thems the rules y'all, he drawled to himself.  Actually, now seemed like a good time to bond with his Shadow who seemed to be enjoying herself.


Not to be outdone by his shameless partner, Ulric rose carefully, lest he pitch over from his weakened state, and gave a slight bow.


"Forgive my wife, Prenya, she has been sharing her concern with me and matters of courtesy slip her mind.  Come in!  Sit!  Can I get you anything to make you more comfortable?" Ulric said with exaggerated politeness, deliberately indicating a seat with a hand pointing towards Taipan's bare thighs.


This, of course, drew the poleaxed woman's gaze back to the Promised Lands, and she stuttered, "Ah!  Thank you, no, I…ummm…wow…no, I mean, I will stand, thank you."


A deliberate shake of the Elf's head sent her braids into motion as she gathered her will and looked away from a still-grinning Taipan.  Ulric went over and put a casual arm around his wife's waist to draw her in, where she did the same, holding him close to her hip.  Together they leveled glowing smiles at the Herdrider.  She swallowed, almost gulping.


"I wanted to come to…to…ah, thank you both for your help and to see that you were both well after last night's attack.  Oh, Hild will live, thanks to the aid of Dais'e and Rik'e will probably be able to keep the hand that was mauled, though he lost a finger.  You are, um, well recovered from the battle?  Or so you sounded.  Not that any were listening!" Struggled the Elf through the assault on her senses.


Ulric was starting to catch on now.  It wasn't an either or thing, it was both.  The Legranel woman was looking at two tall drinks of water, in varying states of undress.  If she hung around much longer, he might see smoke trail from her long ears.  He shared a brief look at Taipan and they were clearly in synch. 


"Please, stay and share a meal with us, we have only just risen and I know that I find myself with a powerful hunger from all of the recent…exertions." Taipan said with a decidedly suggestive tone.


The predator found herself now prey, encircled by hunters that possessed no fear.  Or shame in being what they were.


"Indeed, how could I not offer you to breakfast with us after so generous a supper your kin provided?" Ulric chimed in following on his Shadow's heels, "Come now, come, we will can do no less than wet your beak for coming all this way." Said Ulric making the nonsensical statement sound like it was obvious.


Taipan left his side to take Prenya's arm and guide the transfixed woman to a seat on the floor of their shelter, padded by fur blankets, while Ulric dug through his pack for some of the last of their quality ingredients and a few dried fruits.  He then left their victim, er, guest, in the clutches of his wife, who was exchanging pleasantries and stroking the Elf's arm as if completely unaware that she wore no pants, and went out to retrieve some of the fresh beef from the other day's kill.  The Plains Elves turned curious gazes at him with more than one distinctly intrigued glance towards the teepee. 


When he winked at them as he returned to the hide shelter, he noticed more than one amused exchange of smiles directed amongst them.  They had not been unaware of Prenya's forward advances the night before the monster attack and were fully enjoying the reversal of fortunes, her nephew included. 


Aes'r lived in the moment, that much was a certainty, with so little of the misdirection that plagued his attempts at dealing with society in his prior life.


Ulric was more than ready to blame the loss of some of his more executive function, read nonsensical neuroticism, on having roasted a few of his circuits, alongside the [Amberfang].  More though, it was Taipan's uncharacteristic aggressive flirting.  She had not, at any point he'd known her, shown any interest in the opposite sex, other than his, nor had she demonstrated any inclination towards females that he'd noticed. 


If his usually restrained partner was demonstrating obvious interest, he felt compelled to support her and watch how it played out, especially when she was actively employing her charms against a lass so clearly targeting him for her interests last night.  A tangled web, and one that might prove enjoyable to throw oneself into.  Ulric found himself rather enjoying riding the alternating highs and lows of Varda’s whims.


The just making it up as he went former hermit was now merely playing accompaniment to his Shadow.  He wasn't sure exactly how much of this was a simple game, another of Taipan's jests that tended to go much farther than they ought and how much was real.  The Elves made that into muddy water sometimes, a tease, a prank, a challenge, an invitation, they could all be intertwined into the same act.  It confused the hell out of Ulric, but Taipan normally had a way of clarifying the situation for him in short order. 


This little adventure had something of a few of those elements, so far as he could recognize.  He decided he'd just follow along with his wife's whims and see it through.  Call it morbid curiosity.  Call it a response to the fact that two incredibly attractive ladies of exotic lineage were screaming along a collision course for a menage a trois, in which he might just be more of a third wheel, a garnish, than a main participant.  He shrugged as he wedged himself through the flap of the shelter. 


Fuck it, you only live once.  Most of the time.  Ride the wave Glade Chief, it can't all be blood and terror.


They would normally cook game like this in a stew, or roasted but Ulric felt like doing something a little quicker.  He ground the spices into the meat alongside some of the animal's rich fat, to supplement the lack of that present in the lean cut.  The ox was definitely a little on the stringy side after the scarcity of Winter grazing. 


Fine. 


Ulric sliced the rubbed shoulder into thin strips.  Under normal conditions he might light a fire under the [Steelwood] pot with magic but that was straight out so he made use of Taipan's flint and a swath of fluffy tinder from some marsh plant, working his hands to bring up a small tongue of bright fire.  Crushed, shredded poop patty held gently over the infant flame took and began to burn cheerfully, spreading the sagey odor of this particular fuel throughout the shelter.


A low moan from over his shoulder indicated that Taipan was engaging in some less than chaste activities.  He restrained the reflexive urge to turn and see what sights might have produced that sound but concentrated on the task of building up the fire and preparing breakfast.  He was absolutely ravenous.  It also helped that Ulric felt distinctly the results of last night throughout his entire body.  Everything was still a little off, a little slow, and accompanied by low-grade ache.  Manaburn was no joke, it made simple mana exhaustion seem a mild tension headache. 


The flame reached an acceptable temperature and he settled the strips of meat into the pot to sear.  Using the flat of his knife he crushed the last of the dried fruits to a mushy slurry, mixing in a bit of melted snow as he did.  This went into the pot to caramelize with the meat, adding a rich sweet note to the burning dung.  Ulric had very deliberately ignored all the rustling that had gone on behind him as he went about his business, so when Taipan's hand on his shoulder slid to cup his chin and turn him for a kiss he was a bit surprised.


When she released him from her clutches to rejoin her partner in lascivious crimes, the cookpot had been removed from still lively flames and he found himself taking in the sight of two stupendous examples of Aes'r genetics in the buff.  Funny how the darker woman still had the ability to dry his mouth.  Ulric would likely go to his grave without managing to be unaffected by her sheer primal influence on him.  Hopefully.  The other woman was, to no surprise, a marvel to behold.  Lightly tanned, tawny-haired with that exotic hairstyle, and delightfully built to blend athletic figure with slim charm. 


The sight froze him, even though he'd been somewhat mentally prepared for it.  Imagination only does so much heavy lifting. 


"Welp, that's certainly a thing.” He acknowledged to the Cheshire cats lolling about on the shelter’s hide-padded floor.


“Breakfast first, or dessert?" Ulric volunteered with a final effort at reasoned restraint.


The pair of them made some kind of sinuous motion with their hips that properly deleted all options but the one. 


Sunscrest came and went before all parties could be found in an acceptable state for public decency.  He wasn't sure why exactly they bothered anymore because there had been enough noise to leave no doubt as to what heinous acts were being conducted beneath the cover of the hide shelter.  Especially when Prenya started getting very specific about what she wanted to happen.  Yikes.  Good yikes though.


The Twins were just beginning their descent and Ulric had to squint against the brightness of light reflected from the snow of the plains.  Both the women slipped past him to rejoin their brethren at the fire while he took in the pile of beast corpses to the side of camp.  He couldn't figure out which one of them grabbed his ass as they passed.  Shameless harlots, the both of them, and he wouldn't have them any other way.  Ulric found that, he was now as equally a shameless man slut.  It felt pretty damned good and he found himself baffled as to how anyone had performed the magic trick of turning something as awesome as passionate fucking into a negative about one's character.  A giving lover was worth their weight in Tun Crowns says he.


After a brief stretch to praise the suns he joined the group.  The entire group held that same air of those joyous in their survival from a close call. 


Ulric's inquiry as to how the injured fared were met with positive assurances.  Rik'e waved a bandaged hand missing its ring finger from the first knuckle and several fresh scars on his face attested to the desperate struggle with the beast.  Tomas looked like he'd tried to stuff himself down a wood chipper but smiled through the bandages on his face and indicated confidently that he “was still pretty enough to warm beds”.  Hild confirmed that her mate would do nicely for her purposes, scars adding to the adventure.  The most badly wounded of the lot, the woman’s middle was heavily bandaged and she reclined back on a pallet, unable to move freely for another few days at the behest of Dais'e who had saved her life with deft weavings of Sano. 


Had, according to Taipan, maybe saved his as well.  Healers were an absolute miracle.  The Elves returned his how do you do with their own and he happily reported that he was worn down but getting better by the Round. 


All told, the group had come out banged up but relatively unscathed.  Not the usual outcome for an [Amberfang] pride's hunt. 


"It makes no sense." Joclyn said plainly, echoing the opinions of the rest of the plainsfolk. 


"The Roost is but a two-day travel from its stop here.  [Amberfang] avoid the Roosts with dedication, approaching no closer than a league as they hunt.  We have trouble even pinning the prides down when we sent hunters for them, they flee at the smell of Legranel.  For a middling size pride to assault a group of Herdriders within the light of a Haven is unthinkable." He summarized grimly.


Ulric traded meaningful looks with Taipan.


There had been an awful lot of that going around.  He couldn't very well raise a hand and say "My bad." either.  Even so, they deserved some kind of heads-up.


"My partner has had contact with her people that indicates something tremendous has occurred in the deepness of the wilderness." Ulric told the native folk with a severe tone, underscoring the danger.


"There has been an upheaval that has caused a shift in the habits and movements of the Greater Beasts.  They move unpredictably now, vying for new territories and places that were once relatively safe are no longer.  We encountered several examples of this on our way North.  The journey has been spectacularly dangerous.  Without my Wife's skill in navigating the forests I shouldn't doubt we would have found ourselves even more hampered by the aggression of the monsters."


The Legranel glanced back and forth between each other with concern.  They addressed his Huntress lass with their questions.  She was the expert in this.


"Then this [Amberfang] Pride is not a thing of isolated cause?  Not a starving bunch or led by a rogue variant?" Dais'e's hands knotted in her lap at the thought of similar happenings.


"I fear not." Taipan said with careful slowness, emphasizing the reality of the great disturbance, "Hunters I have known for decades, talented in the craft of going through the wilds unhindered have been lost to the monsters.  My kin see no end in sight to this and the war prevents Iriel from concentrating its powers to restrain these movements.  We might have culled the worst of the Greater beasts or pushed them back into their strongholds, but we are forced to make ready to receive the armies of Prosper and whatever allies they have bought from the City-States in Prespang."


Ulric almost flinched when his wife mentioned Santa, Serlic, the Hunter who died when they investigated the movements of Prosper's agents in the canopy of the Plateau.  Some kind of Greater beast version of an owl had killed him in a single swoop, silent, invisible.  The beast had been paid in blood, with several arrows put into it as it fled, but the monster was still out there somewhere. 


That had been the first loss he'd experienced on Varda.  It wouldn't be the last, he just hadn't paid the butcher's bill yet for the war to come.  That was half the point of this jolly little stroll across Varda, after all.  To cut the heart out of their enemy and forestall their inevitable aggression.  Events had conspired to slow the journey.  The migrations of monsters had played no small role in that, just like this happening with the [Amberfangs].


The Legranel nodded in concert at Taipan's words.  Aes'r features took on a hard edge at the mention of Prosper, especially.  Ah, that's right, Ulric reminded himself.  The Legranel were the tribe that had suffered a successful assassination of their ruling family.  No wonder then.


Tomas snarled and spat on the ground, "The grass will be well fed on Prosper's carrion when this ends.  They have too long been allowed to impose on Orlethrem's tolerance.  And the rest of Prespang will share in this, they have sat back and allowed free rein for the murderers hired by those Vatyn hoarding jackals, playing both sides to their own gain.  We will have justice for the killing of Brand and his family."


More nods around the Haven, including his wife. 


Preyna spoke up explaining softly to the travelers, "That is the purpose of the Roost's early departure.  Isevor moves to meet with the other Roosts, that is how we met our cousins.  They too traveled to the coming Moot.  For the first time in centuries, the Legranel gather in number to decide how we will prosecute vengeance for the crimes of our enemies.  Rumor on the winds says that we will be joined by our Deep Woods cousins." the slim Elf finished regarding Taipan.


His wife gestured with her hands to declare "This is so" as she confirmed the rumor.


"Iriel will marshal the joint levies of Orlethrem and begin razing Prespang's border once the melt has concluded and the ground is fit for movement.  Maybe even earlier.  The acting Crown has declared his intent to savage the settlements along the border and to give any army within twenty leagues of the border no resistance, to attack around them and destroy the homes, crops, and trade routes behind those armies.  Orlethrem will go on the offensive this time and Prespang will learn the real cost of Prosper's aggression."


The plainsfolk beheld her declaration with surprise.  To Ulric's knowledge, the Aes'r had always remained defensive, choosing to guard their homeland and crush incursions but not to reach across the borders to counterattack.  It had always worked so well that no army lasted long an attempt to cross the Elven lands.  Brighteyes had effectively said "Fuck that shit" and was determined to punish the ones who had dared to use Bane against his sire.


Rik'e blurted out leaning forward with intensity "Then it is true?  The animals, no offense meant to you Ulric, have used the forbidden weapon against your kin?"


Taipan's grim features needed no answer.  Ulric couldn't be offended, anybody who would use that species poison was, without a single doubt, a remorseless fucking animal.


The wounded plains Elf leaned back to digest that piece of news, along with the rest. 


Prenya laid a comforting hand on Taipan's shoulder before declaring "I was going to offer you both a place to rest yourselves within Isevor, under mine own hold, if you wanted, to apologize for our discourtesy before.  The news you have shared with us makes that offer even more an imperative.  Please, would you both join us in Isevor?  The Moot should know the movements of the great hunters of the plain are no longer predictable."


Taipan deferred to Ulric with a gesture.  Shit.  Well, not like they weren't headed that way anyhow, right?  Supplies were low, they'd picked maybe the worst time to try to travel possible, what with the slogging through less stable snowpack and impossible river portages. 


Ulric nodded his agreement.


"We will accept the hospitality of Prenya and her kin.  To pass without granting your folk what knowledge we may to help them guard themselves against the troubles ahead would be cold return of the warmth of your fires.  Besides, we might find a chance to make good on some trade and matters to facilitate our travels in the coming months.  All are served best in this." He summarized.


The Haven was in consensus then.  Once Hild was able to travel, they would move to join the Roost.  Ulric didn't miss that Prenya made eyes at Taipan and had that returned by a decidedly familiar smile.


Whew lad.  The pace of events had, again, accelerated to catch him up in its flow.  He hoped this wouldn't be another Trachn'ir.  Speaking of which.


"By the way, it so happens that we came to learn of a ring of slavers trading in Elves in the lands of the Celestin before we came to your lands.  Have you heard rumor of disappearances?  Especially around settlements that might adjoin the river ways or from those visiting near the borders."


Hild's yellow-green eyes widened as Ulric inquired, which fairly well answered the question before it had been completed.


"This was one of the matters my partner and I were to bring before the Moot.  Jorn has lost several daughters recently, a group of Herdriders went missing near to the border, but well South of it.  The herd was left behind unattended and no indication of predator was found.  We had not considered the actions of slavers though.  Yet more reason to make grievance against our enemies." The wounded elf grimaced, having gotten too worked up.


Ulric sat back when a thought occurred to him, grinding its way through the haze of his Manaburned mind.  Why in the hell do they need so many slaves?  And why only Elves?  Slavers might want the most bang for their buck but money was money.  The cartel in Trachn'ir had essentially written him off as trash. 


He'd put that out of mind before, compared to Taipan yeah, he wasn't much of a catch but, on further inspection, he was a young, undoubtedly healthy, male who should have held some value to a slaver ring, if not as much as a young Elf.  So why the heavy focus on Aes'r?  He couldn't get his head around it right now but his instincts said he was missing something important.  A few minutes chewing it over provided no solution though and he put it aside.  Sometimes his brain just needed to let the problem marinate; it'd come to him sooner or later.


            

    
        Chapter 134: In the Present, Toward the Future

    
    
    
    
                Two days it took for the almost gutted Aes'r-Legranel named Hild to recover. The Jorn natives had taken a beating during the attack from that souped-up lion, Hild when it had driven its dagger-like fangs into her stomach and Tomas when he had thrown himself between the beast and his mate armed only with a knife. A brave move that, and he'd paid for it in deep wounds from biting jaws and slashing, hooked mitts the size of a frying pan. Rik'e would not regain the lost finger but seemed relatively unimpeded by its loss, though it was taking some time for the rest of his hand to recover, his partner and Sano adept Dais'e was pouring most of her mana into accelerating the healing of Hild's goring. What might have taken weeks to come to rights was instead a matter of perhaps eighty Rounds of the Twins.


Ulric had managed to regain most of his strength from the over-taxing of his system, drawing too deeply on his core and classes, the strain altogether different from that of a [Core Capacitor]. In the practice of using that trait, he simply allowed his magic to be poured into a spell, externalized. The more extensive internal usage of his class's particular skills, compounded when they had been layered on top of one another had damaged him badly. Ulric resolved to avoid any similar situations or the use of the resulting skill that had manifested until he was better prepared to endure its after-effects.


Towards that end, Ulric would need to rededicate himself to the exercises that Brighteyes' mother, Bathe, had taught him. Her instruction had been towards the use of his core and mana to infuse his body with strength, reinforcing it, with the primary goal at that time of resisting the effects of core awakening. Now though, he had well and truly entered a domain wherein the integration of mana with his combat skills demanded more resilience towards the destructive potential, literally, of Ceraun. He'd more or less short-circuited himself and had not much enjoyed the consequences of manaburn.


Use of his core was straight out, for the near future. Even marginally ramping up his magic caused discomfort in that pocket behind his heart and sent visceral twinges throughout his limbs denoting the fragile nature of the healing that had repaired the worst of the damage he'd done to himself. It reminded him of the backlash he'd once suffered early on from attempting to Overcharge spells repeatedly, which mistake had delivered a painful lesson on the limits of his core's abilities. Magic was awesome, and the spirit was willing, but the flesh was bruised and spongy.


Speaking of which, Ulric directed his attention to the budding friendship and, or, skinship between his Shadow and the Legranel Herdrider Prenya. The pair of them had nearly come to blows at the first meeting but they'd come thick as thieves after the fact. An interesting combination of physical attraction and common interests seemed to be at play. Taipan could be as reclusive as himself so he appreciated that she'd found herself a friend on the long road. Even now, they were competing in some game of knife throwing, the stakes, there were always stakes, unknown to him. He had been rather shocked to find out that he was part of those stakes at times. A pleasant surprise, to be sure and he begrudged his partner not that she roped him into her reindeer games. It beat laying around aching all day and regretting his failure to grow more rapidly in the ways of otherworldly combat arts.


The classes had been almost of negligible importance for the majority of his Reforged life. The direct manipulations of mana and the fundamental use of his core being more immediately important to decipher, alongside the lessons of Idra'se to help him learn to use his body to its greater potential. However, following his awakening and the increased frequency of the violent, brutal fights against monsters and men he'd found the development of these bizarre manifestations of Akashic knowledge called classes to be more front and center. They'd kept him alive, more than once. They'd kept Taipan alive, more than once. Don't worry about the mule, Ulric, just load the wagon.


As knives glittered under the red-gold light of the rising suns, enthusiastic shouts of the betting plains Elves, alongside his partner, rang out. It was peaceful, in an Apache kind of way. Just Elves being Elves while he took in the majesty of this strange world's vistas.


Snow was thinning rapidly under the daylight, had melted in great swathes across the visible plains. Some of the rises were even ever so slightly bare of the stuff. Winter's hold was near to gone. He was assured that Spring would come fast, the failing of the snow would be almost immediately accompanied by the waking of the vast grassland to new growth.


Already the creatures of the plains stirred, their calls echoing across the savannah. Following the [Amberfang] assault, traps had been set outside the Haven to make any visiting predator regret its temerity for intruding on the plains travelers, a thing that was only normally necessity when roaming far, far from the usual tracks of the migrating Legranel cities, known locally as Roosts. Nightwatch shifts were undertaken with deadly seriousness, not a second time would the Herdriders and their guests be caught unawares.


"Taipan, for how long do you intend to join Rik'e in losing fingers over there? We are long since packed to make the journey." Ulric called to his Shadow, who was juggling seven knives currently in a double loop.


She turned her head away from her feat of dexterity, flashing those fantastic jeweled irises at him with their shimmering bronze flecks, a fierce expression so distinctively hers upon her face.


"I am not to lose anything, Ulric, including this wager. You had better hope for mine victory as well, Prenya grows bolder in her forfeits!" Announced the dark beauty.


A slight tinge of red crept up the Plainswoman in question's ears, including the cropped one. Prenya had not reckoned properly when she'd begun her overtures towards the pair of beautiful strangers. They were both of them without shame and worked like wolves to bring their prey to ground. Figuratively, of course, the actual physical acts were simply well-executed lewdness.


The rest of the Herdriders had likewise finished their preparations to move and all awaited eagerly the results of the contest unfolding, as it had every morning since the recuperative break. Taipan completed the one-hundredth consecutive double loop using seven knives and collected them from the air with the grace that did her heritage proud. The Legranel woman began to toss the blades in that pattern, holding steadily, her hands blurring with nearly equal agility. But only nearly. The seventy-sixth turn saw a blade nick her thumb deeply and her flinch caused the next blade to nearly gouge her foot as it hit the matted grass and bare dirt of the Haven. Cursing, she declared her rival victor and proclaimed, "Next time, the Treesleeper will know defeat!" to the laughter of her kin. They were starting to find it difficult to place wagers on their more immediate cousin, Taipan's legend was growing rapidly amongst them.


A chuckling Taipan bounced over to where Ulric was finalizing the adjustments of his pack and the contents of the sled they pulled, now holding the additional prizes of the remains of two [Amberfang] males, what could be salvaged of them, and two females, the spoils of he and Taipan's kills. They had offered to split the male that Tomas had battled but he would have none of that. He claimed that, absent Taipan's arrows to slay the beast, it would have mauled him to death in short order. The beef from Ulric's hunt prior to the Legranel's arrival was heaped upon the great wagon, cooked beneath the dirt for preservation, and added to the group's shared provisions, a deal that favored the two visitors greatly on account of they were now some six hundred kilometers since their last resupply.


Ulric considered that a wagon may not be an awful idea if they were going to keep accumulating spoils from murderous godsdamned animals trying to eat them along their journey. For now, he took up the harness of the sled while Taipan assumed guard duty. Her stellar senses were far better employed scanning the environment for threats than being wasted pushing a sled. The exercise would do him some good too, Ulric had done little since the night of the battle.


A quick status check showed that the manaburn was gone but his health and stamina still had only recovered to the mid-eighties, their complete recovery hindered while that affliction was present. The heightening of himself that came from his core becoming saturated with mana was in full effect though and Ulric knew full recovery would come that day on the move.


A thin whip cracked, the report sending those massive-shouldered oxen into motion. Joclyn and his aunt manned the driver's seat of the wagon. The Jorn plainsfolk, still slightly frail as they healed, were ordered to look out positions atop the cargo. Ulric leaned into the harness and handles of his burden and drove his legs, feeling the effort of initiating the pull, reveling in the power of his reforged body. Never would he take for granted the gift of these uncrippled legs, the strength and agility, the ease of motion. To haul this sled was a joyous thing to him now. Too much of a good thing could wear at his pleasure, of course, but, for the coming leagues he'd enjoy the vigorous exercise.


As well he found satisfaction in the work, there was plenty of it to come. These sprawling plains went on and on, all the horizons presenting nothing but more of the same. Distant pillars of smoke had faded while the group convalesced but the plainsfolk seemed to know where they were headed so Ulric put it out of mind and made the wagon before him the only beacon he needed, for hours on end.


Nothing of note interfered with the journey. Taipan circled the miniature caravan, reporting alls clear periodically. Occasionally, she would fall back to walk alongside him, the pair enjoying one another's presence. Every couple of loops his Shadow would hassle him by taking a brief rest in the cart. She wasn't tremendously heavy, and wasn't being a serious detriment. It gave his prickly lass a brief bit of fun as she just enjoyed the moral superiority of making him into her donkey for a few minutes. Given that the former Iriel'en princess was still, mostly, holding to her role as a form of lifelong indentured servant, Ulric wasn't going to complain if she took a load off for a bit. Honestly, he owed her more than a little break time. She'd kept the both of them alive more times than he knew, just by the act of being there to guide them through the untamed forest tracks of her homeland.


The long kilometers of endless, endless, plain gave Ulric time to do what he always did when engaged with monotonous, repetitive, action: wind aimlessly through the corridors of his own brain. In particular, he felt like he'd come to some kind of revelation about, not just the Aes'r but, perhaps, all the peoples of this world: It was fine to just fuck.


Taipan's near invitation of the rather straightforward interest of Prenya had thrown him off, as had the open and unencumbered attitudes of the Elves about sex in general. He hadn't quite put the disparate facts together until now but likely the explanation had to do with Vardan biology. Many of his own society's hangups, the bronze-age religious ones aside, had come about as a form of protective mechanism to avoid untimely pregnancies, a dangerous thing for much of the species' history. Aes'r didn't have any such concern. They weren't like humans, suffering regular heats and monthly periods of fertility, Taipan had told him an Elf female only had a week every two years in which she might conceive. Unintended pregnancy wasn't such a big deal when it happened with so little frequency. Perhaps, given the average life span of these fair folk it roughly averaged out, but that meant that, day to day, it just wasn't an issue.


In addition to the low rate of fertility, there was the far, far reduced instance of problems in childbirth. Various cuddling conversations following their evening amusements had revealed that complications during birthing were nearly unheard of, amongst any of the sentient races. Hell, even the foaling of thousands of herd beasts only rarely resulted in a turned calf or stillbirth. The creatures of Varda were far more robust, almost engineered for success.


This also meant that the instance of sexually transmitted disease was about nil, immune systems of the complex organisms handled infection to the point that Ulric had to wonder if their cores didn't have some sort of magical assistance, just burning away foreign agents by force of concentrations of mana. It wasn't exactly impossible, given the other bits of natural thaumaturgy he'd witnessed. The only time he'd even heard of infection being an issue was when he'd lost the majority of his hide, after that cock-ass pyromancer had blown him up. That had been coupled to severe depletion of his core, as he'd used all the arcane oomph available to him to kill the mage before he'd incinerated the greater part of that floor of Irielhos. Other than that, however, disease was uncommon. Sano mages being able to deal swiftly with any that arose put the kibosh on infectious pathogen vectors, and Vardan pharmacy used some kind of wickedly potent, heavily magical antimicrobial plant extracts that rather aggressively dealt with whatever microbes might linger.


All in all, if you take random pregnancy, risky birthing, and disease off the table, there isn't much reason not to engage in a little routine slap and tickle. That explained the societal differences between the people of Varda and his old world pretty well. In short, procreation wasn't a big deal, wasn't a limiting factor so there was little reason not to get in there and take some batting practice. Metaphorically.


Socially, there was a more obvious difference between the Aes'r tribes and his old civilization: Elves simply didn't care about the same things that Humans did. He didn't know why but there was little in the way of jealousy. More problematic had been the too-forward nature and the way that Elves made things into competitions, into status or power plays. The overly aggressive propositions of some were clearly intended as a way to incite a rival or to lower their respect in the eyes of the others by making these advances in deliberately public spaces, which was why Taipan had insisted that Ulric would end up killing a few people who crossed the line. Which he had, so, you know, good job there Nostradamus.


His dissertation on Vardan Habits of Fucking was interrupted when a whipcrack announced the end of the day's journey. Oxen brought the great wagon to a slow stop, bleeding away the momentum of the heavy load to stand seemingly unaware that they'd just marched for almost twelve hours uninterrupted. Those beasts might be going at a ponderous rate, but they could do it until the suns went cold, like a low gear mechanical Hauler from his old world.


Ulric's own much lesser load rolled easily to rest and, standing there harnessed, passing his eyes across a sensational sunset, reds, blurring into violets across the horizon, he realized he was warm. Not only comfortable but actually warm. The Winter had, at last, broken, it would seem.


"I'm pretty sure we're about done with the cold, little lady." He called to his partner in crime.


She jogged up from her latest reconnaissance and stretched languidly before her hands spoke the gesture "Finally" and her ears twitched cheerfully. Indeed. Vardan Winters were long affairs.


No Haven was there at this stopping place, the Roost would, according to the natives, push on through the night, guided by a late shift. They wouldn't stop until they had reached the Haven that would become the site of the coming Moot, a gathering of Roosts. Instead, the somewhat eclectic group of travelers would scrape back a clear spot for a fire and shelters. Ulric wasn't looking forward to having to dig through more melting slush to find the lovely bon biscuits they'd be burning.


His worries were unfounded, the Legranel were professionals at traversing these yawning velds. They had packed inside a large chest a large number of the processed vegetation packets. Joclyn had a cheerful little conflagration shedding heat, light, and the smell of sage in short order.


Ulric was glad there were no hard feelings there and even gladder he hadn't had to kill the young Elf. Young men got a little uppity from time to time and needed one of their older brethren to settle them down some was all. At a tender age of fifty-seven the Elf just needed some time to mature and find his place as an adult in society. That, and to learn not to pick fights with strangers who may or may not have murderous instincts whispering in the backs of their heads and a freakish gift for wielding infinite power.


He pulled the hide shelter's components free of their bundle, and jammed the poles hard into the grassy soil, already softening thanks to the thawing weather. The crossing tops of the poles lashed together courtesy of a sort of lasso and slip knot that Brighteyes had shown him way back when he'd helped the kid return to his people. That technique turned out to be one of the last lessons the lad received before his kidnapping and sort of bittersweet moment shared between the two; Brighteyes had watched a dear friend, the son of his trainer, murdered by his captors that day.


As he cinched the last knot holding the hide in place around their travel shelter, calling, "Done!" Taipan pulled up with their packs and immediately disposed of those inside. They'd have to do something about the floorspace. It was roomy enough in there when it was just the pair of them but when Prenya added herself things got a little tight.


Er. Well. Go ahead, you're all thinking it, it's fine, just get it out of your systems.


Besides, it's no worse than the lascivious mutterings of his Shadow, who had won herself some kind of rewards from the blithesome girl after their game of knife juggling. Ulric hadn't been involved in those discussions or his opinions on the matter asked and had decided, conjuring such wisdom as he was able, to let Taipan do all the talking. That strategy was thus far working and the engineer's creed was "If it is not broken, do not fix it."


A brief survey of the doings of the rest of the travelers showed they'd gotten their damned near luxurious canvas yurts set up in the time it had taken him to get the hide shelter lashed together. Damn. Maybe he'd trouble somebody in the Roosts to sell him an upgrade. He had very possibly underestimated the challenge of crossing half a continent whilst sleeping in a teepee.


Horses were more trouble than they were worth, given that the things seemed to draw predators, of which they'd attracted aplenty thanks very much. Be that as it may, perhaps a couple of those oxen to pull a wagon were not completely out of line.


Ulric spread the bedrolls and made room for a firelay, a small one, meant for shedding a chill rather than cooking, and Taipan hung roped a series of lines along the teepee poles to that items could be hung instead of occupying the floor, an innovation that she had long ago added to grant them more space within the interior. Humming, he exited the shelter to scoop snow for water as he continued to consider the adjustment of their conveyance.


It made sense, even as only a temporary measure while crossing the plains. Between his own foraging and outdoorsmanship and Taipan's far greater skill at the same, they'd lived off the forests pretty easily, even through the bleakest season, but these plains just demanded a different mindset. There was too much open fuck all to hope that you might get between resources without carrying more of them along with you. Carrying more shit meant more effort doing it and, while Ulric was not a man to shy away from some exercise, they were approaching the limits to his capacity without slowing greatly their pace.


The Legranel were similarly busying themselves about the myriad tasks of making a camp, the sort of doldrum that fades into the background of existence on the move. He imagined setting up cooking tripods, grill grates, and rotisserie spits was akin to the professional corporate slug who flew from place to place selling horseshit that didn't matter all day only to check into yet another hotel room. Discarding that comparison, Ulric continued to assess the established system he and his Shadow had used to make their way all those kilometers from Irielhos while mindlessly carrying out camp chores.


It really did need to be him doing the donkey work, he told himself. Strategically, it simply didn't make sense to overburden his Amazon Huntress humping gear, she was far too valuable scouting and securing their road. They'd need to spend a bit of money, but, what was money to him? He hadn't needed it until they'd hit Seinajok and his Shadow had revealed a, for once, less loathsome prank played by her father in the form of an astronomical dowry. Fitting, perhaps, for the daughter of the [Lord of the Deep Wood], and entirely unexpected. So, sure, spend the resources to acquire a short-term benefit that almost certainly wouldn't be a total loss and made their travel both safer and more comfortable? Sign my ass up, concluded Ulric.


According to the eventual course they'd planned, they would come to the inland sea that virtually split the continent, great Vatyn, at which time they would be mostly voyaging by sea routes. Until that time, however, it was all savannah, tundra, heathland, and prairie, forever and ever. A wagon and a larger shelter might sell their cover story a little better anyhow, the folk of these lands were already looking askance at two travelers braving the wilds carrying nothing but packs and a ghetto sled. Okay, he'd just about talked himself into some revisions on their adventure method now. They could sell the wagon once they got to the port city.


Not that he'd likely see it any time soon, but his lovely wife informed him of a near to endless forest of evergreen trees that dominated the Northern Wastes, a land of brief summers and days that held either constant day or constant night. Ulric had always wanted to experience the Taiga that had prevailed over much of the Asiatic continent but it had suffered greatly during the collapse, a surprisingly frail ecosystem that could not withstand the rapid shifts in climate. There had also been the nuclear weapons. Yeah, those hadn't done the place any favors. In any case, maybe when this shit was over they could take a nice boat ride to the place known as the White Waste and see these coniferous forests as well. A nice world tour to celebrate. In an easy-going wagon with a nice big yurt that let them do it in a cozy fashion. Definitely bookmark that Glade Chief, he told himself.


The daydreaming ended when he was poked and he attended supper, arm in arm with his lass. They were both due for a haircut. He could use a shave as well. Post burning, Ulric was all about that clean if rugged look. Viggo Mortensen could eat his heart out.


Many curious glances had accompanied the use of his clearly wooden cook pot on the cookfire, from the Iriel'en and now from these Legranel. They soon realized he wasn't adding to the firewood when it easily brought water to a boil and saw that the blackened bottom was entirely due to the char of the coals it lay on, not the pot itself burning. It would, eventually, catch flame, but only in a serious rager of a fire. The modest flame of the Legranel's dung castle didn't come close.


"Great Blue Skies! What kind of tree makes lumber that doesn't burn?!" Exclaimed Hild, wincing as she got a little too excited.


Ulric couldn't help a little smugness. The [Steelwood] was a particular variety of tree unique to the Ancient Glade, his distant home. Strong as mild steel, resistant to flame, durable beyond belief, and lighter than a similarly sized hardwood, it was a purely miraculous timber. Also an absolute cast iron bitch to cut, having required tools made of the bones of the [Forest Lord] driven by strength above what an average Human could muster. The peoples of his old world would never have been able to work the [Steelwood] by hand, more like a machine shop.


He was all too glad to tell them it was a discovery in distant wilds and that he could procure more of the same if they would be interested in trade. They voiced unanimous enthusiasm at that suggestion. Ulric suppressed an inner dry washing of hands and an evil giggle, his empire of small goods was growing! Not that he'd ever consider cutting the trees, but he'd gladly plant an orchard of them to grow into eventual sustainable harvest groves. It was a long term project, but that was fine. Either he'd have a stable source of income in the future or a lovely little [Steelwood] grove to enjoy.


"Taipan, do your kin import saplings of particular types of highly sought trees to plant harvestable groves?" He inquired of his Shadow.


She nodded, a bit caught off guard by the seeming randomness of his question, though she quickly caught on to the direction of his thinking.


"This is a thing that is done, yes. These are kept isolated however, and must be tended closely to prevent the uncontrolled spread of those trees into the surroundings. Sometimes foreign pests or invasive accompanying molds or blights can come along with them. The grove tenders are careful in their work with cloistered boskage. You are considering the future of your hold then?" She replied.


"I am." Ulric admitted in a low whisper, "If we are lucky, we might finish our tasks and I would like to dream of a stable, peaceful life. Adventure is fine, and your company makes it finer, but I miss the solitude of the glade often and would like to return to it."


Speaking of the desires he'd held in his heart brought them more to the forefront. Necessity had driven Ulric far from home. Whether it was another side effect of the connection that had bound his existence to the Plateau or just good old-fashioned homesickness and a hermetic disposition, Ulric knew a persistent longing to be back in that fae clearing, bordered by the towering boughs of the [Godtrees].


Taipan smiled at his tendency to hide himself away, she had come to know well how much he enjoyed quiet repose in the wilds. They shared that joy and had enriched it for one another.


"We will return when you choose, Ulric, I have bound my path to yours. If, when you have satisfied yourself with this current journey, you wish to go farther abroad that will be grand. If, instead, you desire the embrace of your chosen land, then that too, will be a worthy course. It isn't every day that a new nation rises from the wilds of Varda." She told him in hushed tones.


"Someday then." Ulric told her softly, with assurance.


"Someday." Taipan echoed in return, resting her forehead against his.


They held that posture a moment, before Joclyn's voice rang out clear and serious.


"I feel I must offer apologies to you both again, for my words and actions earlier. Clearly, the two of you are closer than business partners and occasional bedmates. It was rude for me to imply otherwise." The young Herdrider apologized earnestly.


"They are nearly as bad as our Jorn comrades with their incessant snuggling and cooing, aren't they?" Noted Dais'e, but with a smile to indicate it was a jest.


Tomas patted his wounded partner on the leg and took up the defense, "You may bask in your envy as much as you like. Some of us make the road less a chore and more a holiday." He chastised in a good-humored tone.


"Who could blame them, anyhow?" continued his mate Hild addressing her partner as if in a loud false whisper, "The Valin performs with commendable vigor, if the cries of Prenya and his notoriously hard to please Iriel'en are any evidence. Perhaps, if you Isevori' would ask nicely he might teach you some of the tricks."


Ulric joined the banter, "I make no claim to secret knowledge, only attention to detail and enthusiasm." 


Taipan's lilting call claiming "Oh yes, my details are most enthused. Repeatedly and thoroughly." garnered a round of laughter from the group.


In that manner, Joclyn's embarrassment was shed and the party enjoyed a bit of levity in what had turned out to be rather an odyssey than a routine homecoming.


The mead jug had been emptied the night of the [Amberfang] ambush, but sobriety had done little to dim Prenya's ambitions. Ulric was now certain his Taipan had conquered the woman. He wasn't entirely certain what to make of that, but it only took a moment to consider it purely a boon. Multiple partners wasn't really his gig but if it put a smile on Taipan's face he'd endeavor to impress. So long as it wasn't another man. Otherworldly beautiful or not, he had very definitely heterosexual attitudes and that was that. His predilections on that front were, by all evidence, a non-factor, the lass had not twitched in response to any of the males of her own breed. Uldin had once commented something to the effect that his adoptive godchild took lovers too infrequently.


Thinking of the incredibly buff Elf, who preferred men and had used that preference to tease Ulric relentlessly, put a smile on Ulric's face. That confidant of Bald'rt had laid a might good fucking with on him once upon a time and had then done the same to Taipan, at Ulric's behest. He suddenly found himself wishing the Iriel'en good luck.


Spring's arrival meant that war would begin in earnest. As much as he was want to live in the moment, part of him couldn't help but chafe that the delays to this wayfaring quest meant that the mission of decapitating Prosper's warmongering front was unlikely to be completed before Aes'r lives were lost.


Nothing for it, Old Man, Ulric told himself, forcing himself out of such gloomy ponderings. We're going to see about resupplying here at this Moot and then we'll be closer to crossing the border into Prespang than ever we would have by wandering around the plains on our own until we found a Roost. Once we're into Prespang, we'll make way to Vatyn and, from there, a fast ship will have us within reach of Prosper in short order.


Satisfied that what could be done was being done, Ulric returned to the lively conversation happening around the camp.


Razzing jests, stories of far striders, and more circled the hazy flames of the travelers' temporary Haven, well after the reds of sunset had bled into a cloudless night, the great moon overhead laying silver light on the prairie below. Ulric found the bewitching reflection of moonlit snow, the dance of flame, and the chatter of fairy folk hypnotic. He was asleep where he sat and only roused when Taipan indicated that she was ready to make for her bedroll. He trailed along as the siren song of her rolling hips led him towards their teepee. A nude Prenya prone on the fur floor shocked him to stillness briefly but Taipan had already gone to extract her "punishment" for the game that morning. Ulric shook his head ruefully and closed the flap behind him.


"In der Gegenwart." He whispered, before undressing to join his mate in her play.


            

    
        Chapter 135: The Great Moot

    
    
    
    
                Only two days of sojourning through the melting snows upon the lands of the Legranel were necessary to find the evident site of the coming Moot. It took no rocket science to determine the location, no fewer than seven great pillars of smoke rose, drifting towers that marked the meeting clans of Plains Elves. Only two days more were required to cross that deceivingly large distance between that horizon and the increasingly road-weary travelers. Few happenings served to distinguish one day from the next and Ulric quickly fell into that timeless state of mind that had blurred entire swathes of time in the glade.


Slow, easy, gentle cycling of the inner storm that was his core, along with the metaphysical enhancement of continued mana saturation, served to rehabilitate his abused body. The methods of Bathe Iriel, methodically suffusing tissues in the energies his arcane nexus produced while circulating the barest trickle of power helped to gradually restore Ulric's ability to manipulate his magic. It was, more or less, the only thing he could do to speed up the recovery process and Taipan had approved the method, this being the way of Elven mages to strengthen their abilities or to heal from overtaxing their talents.


Taipan had little else to offer in this field, her expertise were not in the realm of the mystical, his Shadow was a master in stalking, woodcraft, and the wielding of her core's umbral elemental energy towards assassination. Her classes did most of the heavy lifting towards manipulation of her magic, that odd transcendental knowledge supplementing the skills of those who tread along parallel paths through their lives.


For Ulric, he hated the thought of relying too much on semi-mythological horseshit, so he buckled down to understand his budding powers. As Ceraun chased itself through his body he bent his mind towards the principles and theories that dictated the forces of electromagnetism. Long had it been since his days poring over textbooks but he'd been a diligent student and most of it came back to him in the almost trancelike process of trudging across a couple of hundred kilometers of endless gentle swells of budding grasslands. Shoots of green were starting to peak through the growing gaps in the receding drifts of white nonsense that had overstayed their welcome. At last.


As his legs churned a rhythmic, steady motion, Ulric decided that the source of the elemental energy in his body was the mana field that pervaded the entire planet. His core was a form of biocrystalline matrix that condensed the field into an almost fluid state, through which it might be directed to flow inside his body, using the techniques shown him by his long eared teachers. Where before his awakening the mana was without aspect, making it easy to inflect a specific pattern, which Ulric had come to think of in terms of waveforms, his core now exclusively generated a purely lightning-inflected waveform. In so doing, that mana took on many of the properties associated with electromagnetic force.


Ulric discovered as he walked that he could create effective monopoles. He could isolate a particular charge and concentrate it in space. Doing so utilized more mana than a paired charge distribution, for reasons he did not understand but assumed had to do with utilizing his core's energy to fuck with quantum fields on some fundamental level, just like happened when a mage used mana to form matter, as in the case of creating ice or water or stone, or accelerating the growth of plants, or whatever the fuck else sorcerers were doing out there. The doing took a great deal more energy than manipulating what already existed, exponentially so, but matter-energy conversion was a far more fluid affair than in his previous life.


The former engineer had a feeling that anybody who attempted to use their core to play with strong forces would find themselves evaporated by the energies they unleashed before they could convert more than a few megajoules of energy. His more intensive Ceraun spells could reach gigajoule scales, if spark gaps worked the same way as in the Before, given some ramp time, but those were under some incredibly well-controlled circumstances. Ulric was using mental algorithms to envision the kinds of field conditions used to produce laminar plasma flows. He was positive the physics didn't actually work the same way using magic as it did in those prototype takomak reactors but it served as an analogue that helped his core manifest the same type of control over the energies. The results were clear, had allowed him to create incredible energy densities with a minimum of collateral damage.


Even then, Ulric couldn't perfectly control the lightning he unleashed. [Voltaic Riot] in particular was a violent arc that almost hungered to connect to the closest living thing. Targeting it was a difficult task and more trouble than it was worth, mostly. He cheated with [Lightning Javalin], tagging the spell to a physical object, similarly to capacitor plates, charge was separated between his core and the target object, positive on one and negative on the other, and he just had to release his hold on the poles to cause the lightning bolt to connect the two, passing the energy into a nearby target as he did.


Directing a free lightning bolt required building a streamer of Ceraun between himself and the intended target, like trying to tie a fishing line to a dancing bear. He could do it, especially since awakening, his core had tremendously evolved to facilitate that sort of magic, but it required more practice to deliver the strike with sufficient energy to kill the kinds of monsters he was running into out here in the Vardan wilds.


A few [Heckler Monkeys] Ulric was confident he could blast into pulp with a thought. The big cats that had attacked those few nights back required at least five to ten seconds of active channeling to reach one tap potential. Some of the more resistant monsters, like that bastard son of a wolverine [Shrieking Ravager] had eaten a charged lightning bolt and kept on trucking, albeit with a crippled leg and certain neurological damage. Ulric knew in his bones that something like a healthy, prime [Forest Lord] would eat all the juice he could throw at it and still have the moxie to eat him, starting from the feet.


Hence the emphasis on working out how to master his powers. The battle against the [Amberfangs] had revealed something of a new hiccup to his understanding of how mana and living creatures interacted. He wasn't sure, things had spun out of control so quickly, but he had a suspicion that he'd very nearly teleported himself as an almost living lightning bolt. At the very least he'd managed, with the assistance of his connection to a maybe demigod and the Akashic knowledge of his class, to infuse himself to a degree he'd not known existed, with Ceraun. The results had been catastrophic for the [Amberfang] and nearly so for himself.


"Fuck man," He remarked to himself as he pulled against his sled harness, "The more I look at it, the deeper into Wonderland I go. What are the godsdamned rules?!"


His frustrated growl drew a few raised brows but their traveling companions had already grown used to Ulric's habit of mumbling nonsense to himself.


He needed Gother or maybe Shor to explain it to him. Slowly. In terms a child or person with brain damage could grasp preferably.


What these long days of essential meditation had done for him was reveal a better way to purify his mana, the prerequisite to relearning how to cast his elemental spells. In the way of a moment of eureka, it sounded obvious after the fact. Whilst mulling over the way his magic constantly seemed to circulate within his core, like a dynamo that spun without end, he realized that one of his core's primary powers was to move the charges of his mana freely. Given his newfound ability to create a pretty densely concentrated monopole, whose existence naturally summoned a potent draw of the opposing charges and a fierce repulsion of like charges, he realized that he could just create opposing monopoles and then overlap them, neutralizing that pocket of mana, and then, poof! Ceraun just snapped into unaspected mana. Simple. Genius. And, best of all, it didn't explode like he was expecting it to.


Less a raw mana manipulation and more a spell all its own, Ulric could now produce pure mana at will and, from there, cast his old spells without all the idiosyncratic phenomenon that accompanied Ceraun impurities. Things like hungering pyroclastic storms that almost blew up in his face. Or whirling blenders of electrified Caelum blades moving like a ballista. The moment he'd figured it out the internal bell of his Akashic connection had sounded.

*PING*
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He'd gained a class skill for that first, seemingly bottomless, class consisting of the wielding of various elemental magics. An active skill, this time. In the way of that esoteric class of mages it didn't sound like much on first glance. The effect was rather straightforward, Ulric could pull on the mana around him, draw it in, and, as the name of the skill implied, extract the individual waveforms to hold separate streams of elemental magic, all completely distinct from one another. Neat, but, to his untrained eye, not immediately useful now that he could produce unaspected "white" mana. After a little time chewing it over though, Ulric realized that this was a new path to power. The gateway to the Archmage.


This was the way forward to creating the tapestries of different elements combined, the prerequisite for truly great sorcery. Ulric could, if he ever figured out the method, manipulate the very weather. Infrig to increase the density of air holding it close to the ground, Cealum to draw that air into motion, circling in place, Aquae to build clouds, and Ceraun to impart a powerful draw of charge from the earth to the sky. He could create storms. He could call lightning at a scale, making his current abilities a pale imitation of the real thing. By the addition of Incendere to create a heated channel, he might also be able to create the conditions to generate tornadic activity, a true supercell. It was a sobering hypothetical and one that he wasn't going to touch for a long while yet, too complex, too apt to go out of control. But it was a possibility and that was sobering. He had a feeling that Gother could show him ways of applying this skill that would take decades to figure out on his own.


The Legranel had responded to Ulric's apparent wielding of the arcane with the same kind of muted surprise as to Taipan's ability to see through the darkness. Was it unusual for a barbarian youth to use lightning? Surely. But, in the words of Hild, "The plains are vast, and Varda yawns vaster still." An elegant way to say "shit happens". In the long lifespans of the nomadic plainsfolk, they had no doubt seen some sights unimaginable to the reforged man. These well-traveled people were of a far more egalitarian bent than their mostly isolationist Southern cousins. The yarns they spun over a hot meal of an evening supported Ulric's suppositions. Great storytellers were the natives of the endless plains.


Where leagues had once implied a bustling of peoples, the steady approach of this impromptu party began to resolve the place that would hold this Moot into a frenetic chaos of nomadic Aes'r. Elves of all ages scrambled hither yon and everything between to assemble a metropolis from nowhere. Yurts arranged according to no pattern that Ulric could decipher came up in mere minutes, clusters, tightly packed corridors, impromptu neighborhoods, diffuse thoroughfares, it was insanity. Ulric was reminded of a timelapse of ants building a nest in the growth of the gathering. Groups akin to the one he and his Shadow were accompanying trickled in at a hearty pace, adding continuously to the sprawl. All day long the borders of that Legranel host swelled towards the travelers, bringing it to meet them even as they approached.


"Holy fucking moly." Ulric exclaimed, now close enough to see the individual traffic of Elves, dressed in myriad colors that defied description. Kaleidoscopic, was the nearest he could come to putting a word to it.


"Indeed, Ulric. This is a thing that has not happened in my lifetime, a Moot of the Legranel. Doubtless, they must choose a new ruler to lead the nomadic clans, a central voice to issue the will of the Roosts to the council of Orlethrem." Taipan responded, voice pitched low, as awestruck as he.


Even at its height, there were not so many of the Iriel'en in one place ever. The city that lay empty beneath the boughs of Irielhos might have held a third of this host, and her appreciative gaze took it in with a struggle to comprehend the scale of her cousin's population.


"Whoever is chosen to lead this mob will needs meet with my brother, to know the will of the acting Crown. War makes my little Lumyt'seit the defacto Lord of Orlethrem and Primus of its armies." His Shadow informed him, before continuing to think aloud, "It is my little Lord of Iriel who will have to guide these folk to spearhead the war, as it is they who are the masters of the Plains and who live along the borders with Prespang."


Bald'rt had been greatly diminished by the Bane that had almost claimed him. He had survived only because his devoted wives, Taipan's mother Vedyr, Brighteyes' mother Bathe, and the mother of the other daughters Ulric had not met, Shor, had taken him into the heart of Irielhos, a near-divine entity, a guardian tree of the Deep Woods Elves, and used its powers to keep him alive. Ulric had helped to modify a substance used to eliminate traces of the species poison from the environment into a form that could be solvated and administered which saved the Elf. The cost to Bald'rt had been great. The cost to his wives had been not inconsequential either, they had given much of themselves to keep his flame burning for as long as possible, in the hopes of outlasting the Bane's effects. Thus was the potency of Iriel's champions reduced at perhaps the worst possible time. That, of course, had been the entire point of the attempted assassination and the assault upon Irielhos.


It left the boy-elf Ulric had come to know as a kind of friend in the position of taking up the reins of his father about a century or three ahead of schedule. A tall task that, Brighteyes was, according to his Mothers, a genius mage, awakening his core at a phenomenally young age, but he still lacked the power of his parents, being barely at the cusp of puberty. The Lord of Iriel was a child. Ulric knew him well enough not to underestimate him, but how well would these distant cousins, some of whom were unthinkably his elder? No telling. The Blood Moon of Iriel had kept his enemies at bay and his cousins in line through force of will and indomitable might. Lumyt'seit Iriel would have no such benefit, and Ulric did not envy the lad the row he was going to have to hoe. Good Luck little buddy, he whispered.


Heavy thoughts to hold as they took in the mess before them.


A pinch on his derriere broke the somber atmosphere and Prenya's distinctive scent wafted into his nose as he jumped, accompanied by her softness leaning into his back.


"What has my able bedwarmers so still? Regretting already that our nights are so soon to come to an end?" Joked the slim lass, a carefree grin on her face when Ulric turned to face her.


Taking in the lovely woman his Shadow had conquered, Ulric couldn't help but feel a little cheered. They'd had a pretty grand old time, all things considered. Would he miss her a little? Certainly. Would sharing his bed with Taipan alone decrease his satisfaction? Certainly not. Still, the bunch of jocular, once they'd sort of gotten used to each other, Elves were a fine lot and Ulric was much better predisposed towards the Legranel than he probably would have been had not they met. Hell, even Joclyn had proven to be a decent sort, if a little too hot-headed and prone to letting his dick lead him into places his hands had to be quick to get him out of. Places like having Ulric's sword carving him to ribbons.


"Just thinking of the future lass. I would like to think I favor peace in my travels but I think that well is about to run dry." He told the notch-eared woman, a bit down.


Her smile only faded a little as she bubbled, "Droughts follow the rains. Fear not, young man, I believe we all will see the rains come again."


Oh the optimist was Prenya. Guess not everybody could be a sourpuss cynic like him, and probably that was a good thing.


Taipan's musical lilt joined her for now lover, "My husband cannot help but let his thoughts gnaw like bark weasels at the what if. That is why I must be diligent in keeping his cheer for him. And it will be harder for the lack of your assistance Prenya. Glad I am for the company of yourselves, myself, and my mate."


Ulric shook off the doubts of the future at his partner's gentle remonstrance. She was right. Summoning a little positivity he affirmed his pleasure at their small cadre of wanderers.


"This is so, my apologies for being too dour. It has been a fortuitous journey and I have greatly been impressed by the warmth of the Legranel. When we leave here, it will be with fond memory, especially for Prenya of the Isevor." He assured the cheerful Elf.


Prenya took up Taipan's hand and began to drag her off, declaring "Then allow me a chance to add to those memories. And also an opportunity to reclaim my honor from your Wife, if I had not kept watch to see, I would have thought she slept with her knife in hand!"


And off they went, his Shadow shrugging at the insistent tug to partake of another game, leaving Ulric to stand there alone. He laughed briefly at the antics. It had done his thorny wife good, these leagues traveled. She'd shed a good few thorns along the way, although he had no doubt that an unwary passerby could easily find themselves with blood drawn in short order.


"You have been good to my Aunt."


Ulric jerked at the abrupt statement at his shoulder. Damned Joclyn! The young Herdrider had managed to close on him without so much as a whisper. Lightfooted bastards were the Aes'r, somebody ought to put bells on them.


He turned to address the formerly hostile Elf, with a brief frown to show he didn't care for being snuck up on. By the faint twitch of the tow-headed youth's lips he knew it and had done it deliberately. Such taunts and jokes were par for the course.


"She has been good to me, and to my partner. In fact, I would like to thank you, all of you, for your company on the road. It would have been a lesser experience to have crossed the plains absent so fine a group of peoples." Ulric admitted.


Joclyn's ears twitched briefly, a bit of surprise, and he smiled in a manner reminiscent of his aunt.


"You have proven yourselves welcome, Ulric. More than welcome. We would have lost someone to the beast attack if not for you and your Iriel'en partner. The Great Blue Skies have granted their blessing to our journey home, it seems. I am glad that we shed our grievance, I am better for your lesson in courtesy. If ever you return to our lands, Joclyn will have a place for your rest." The youth offered sincerely.


Ulric put his hand out and shook the Elf's more dainty mitt once firmly.


"I will take you up on that, Joclyn, gladly. I don't know where exactly my journey ends but if it does come back this way I'll not forget the hospitality of you and your kin. If things go well, I will extend to you the same welcome to my hold, paltry though it may be." Ulric returned.


The cacophony that had begun to ring out as they entered the threshold of the growing canvas city and the sheer scale before him sort of underlined that discrepancy. Here were at least five thousand Elves gathered, with all they owned carried along with them. Seven Roosts meant seven Legranel cities merging now in apparent anarchy.


Gesturing absently towards the surrounding bustle, Ulric commented, "Your kin waste no time in laying roots."


Joclyn proudly surveyed the budding Moot before agreeing.


"We are masters of life on the move. Most Roosts move once a week or so, sometimes more frequently when we are guiding a herd, sometimes less, when we graze through a richly growing [Silver Braided Cereal-grass] field. The sooner that stakes are driven and goods are stowed, the sooner we may relax and enjoy the fruits of a well-earned rest." the dirty blond plainsman told him.


The Aes'r youth's expression did not hide a bit of a reflection of Ulric's own astonishment, however.


"I will admit though, Ulric, that the Moot is a passing rare thing to occur, and seeing so many of my people in one place is more a sight than I was prepared to face. It is daunting, but a good chance. Many young Elves will find mates from between Roosts, to strengthen the lines of our clans. Perhaps I will even be so fortunate as to find a beauty as you have done. Not Iriel'en, of course, they do not come North to indulge in games so frequently, but I have heard that there are some prodigious women amongst the Herdriders of the other Roosts. This is my first time returning from a drive, so I have not had the chance to venture between to find out." Confided the youth.


Ulric found himself commiserating a bit with the Isevoran greenhorn. He'd be a solid sort once he calmed down some, just like all those fresh into manhood. Always itching to prove themselves, to everybody everywhere. It took about a decade before they figured out they didn't need to try so hard. At least, that was how it worked back in the Before. Out here, Ulric had a feeling you didn't live long running your mouth or being overzealous in your posturing. Not amongst the Iriel'en, anyhow. Perhaps the Legranel were a bit more gentle in the reining in of their less wise rookies.


He couldn't help but grin thinking about the antics of Christ, that young friend who had so fearlessly thrown himself into the grinder of training with the Royal guards, honing his talent by taking on everything his elders could throw at him. That budding friendship had had some significant portion of it shared under the hands of a Sano Healer's ministrations. The Iriel'en royal guard did not much pull their punches, even in practice spars. Those who weren't fit to endure their high standards did not stand on their training pavilion, or they would be carried off of it in short order.


The kid definitely needed to go and find himself some friends to go play with, some ladies to woo, that was for sure. A likely lass would knock most of the teeth off that saw, smooth him out some. Ulric clapped the Herdrider on the shoulder and told him as much, which earned a laughing agreement.


They parted then, Joclyn deciding to put that advice to action and promising he wouldn't pick fights with any barbarian Valin without getting to know them first as he departed.


While the two of them had been standing there, the others had begun setting up their own Yurts now, having decided that the Moot would likely expand to encompass their location soon, new additions were still streaming in from all directions. Truly, the Aes'r that cultivated the wide horizons out here did so in a diffuse manner.


Taipan erred when she allowed Prenya to make the contest one of using an atlatl, a spear-throwing stick. With knives, bows, physical feats, or skills of the hunt, his Shadow was a master. The Plains Elves turned out to be artists with the thrown dart, mustering an incredible velocity and accuracy with their meter-long, thumb-thick throwing spears. The smaller plains Elf must not have bones in her spine because the way she twisted to generate the torque of her throw looked almost impossible, the flexibility turning her into a whip to sling the dart fifty meters, to be joined by another five similar munitions within a ten count, that being the challenge. The space inscribed around those buried spear points could be paced off at less than a normal bath tub.


He reasoned that they had preferred their short bows to defend themselves from the Amberfangs instead of those more potent weapons was that they didn't want to break their spear and bow formations. The atlatl throwing motion did require significant wind-up, which would have made it vulnerable to the beast's flanking habits. Their responsiveness of the quick drawing bows let them afford to miss and still direct effective fire at the agile monsters. Always learning was Ulric and these people taught him something new every day, even when they weren't trying to.


Tiring of his inspection of the looming metropolis that threatened to consume their camp, Ulric went to help set up the shelters and tackle necessary tasks. They would be staying with Prenya, it would appear, as she had promised to act as their host until they left the Moot. Once Ulric had pounded the last stake and lashed the last tie down to pull the canvas Yurt taught, he entered to find that his wife was being punished by being disallowed the use of clothes within the shelter. She shrugged when he raised an eyebrow at her state of undress and said only "Prenya prefers her plums peeled." to which Ulric found he did not disagree.


By the time they had stowed all of their gear, settled the oxen down with their feed bags, and generally put their miniature camp together, the press of the Moot was all about them. Elves coming and going, of every variation that their clan had to offer and then some. The nomadic Legranel intermarried more than any other clan and Ulric saw more than a few Humans wandering here and there, even a few Beastkin, though other tribes of Elves were more common in the pairings. The Seafolk were well represented, for some reason, given how far from the ocean these plains lie but Ulric didn't get a chance to ask about it, he was soon diverted by tasks of the cookfire.


You'll have plenty of time to gawp, Ulric, he told himself. For now, he was glad to rest and to enjoy the company of the companions who had shared in battle and in common roads for these long days. No one so much as glanced askance at him and he was gladdened for it. It would seem that they had left their identities fully behind and could bask in anonymity.


************100 Kilometers South of the Moot************


"That sadistic lynx stuffed in Leor wrappings is gone again!" Raged Quert, for not the first time in the last week.


The Svartalfin in plate armor pulled off his helmet and spat casually to the ground to share his disgust with his partner in crime.


"Aye, comrade. That she is. I knew we were going to have trouble when we kept passing those small groups of Elves. Too vulnerable, too tempting for the sorts of games our erstwhile partner likes to play." Ari complained.


Gesticulating wildly, heavy tail lashing fit to break bones, the Sauri assassin fumed bitterly, at odds with his normally placid disposition, "This is the fourth time this job! First, she gets us run across Celestin, all the way to Trachn'ir, killing our mounts to evade the patrols sent after us. Then, I sit in the wilds for two days wondering where the both of you are, only to find that you, my stolid partner, have had to pull her out of one of her little torture dens, where she wasted an entire day. Now, we have finally, at the cost of two more sets of mounts, I may add, finally caught up to our quarry, just in time to see them enshrouded by more Legranel than have ever congregated in living memory for anyone not two centuries old."


"And then!" Screamed the killer, his voice hissing with fury, "She disappears again, no doubt to play her sick games with a couple of traveling herdsmen, leaving us to either wait or find her and clean up after her, again! That half-whiskered, yarn-rolling psychopath is done. Never again will I work with her."


The volume of the cursing Sauri jarred the Svartalfin. He now knew how greatly incensed his partner truly was. The Phantom had a reputation for having never committed a murder that wasn't in cold blood, ironically enough, for one of his kind. Calm, analytical, professional, and without ill will was his assassin partner, but if their third member showed up right then Ari the Juggernaut didn't know that the Sauri wouldn't vanish, erase his presence, and try to cut her heart out with all haste. This could end in problems because, for all her aggravation, Yherska was a member of the Blight Triad because she was one of the most efficient slayers their guild could muster.


Ari would likely be playing peacekeeper again, although he couldn't help but admit that they had been denied their opportunity to catch the contract in the wilds almost entirely thanks to the amateurism of their third member. He hated it when a job got sloppy. The reported events of the city, the ease with which the pair had dealt with the catch teams and then decapitated, literally, their organization, and now these delays, were leaning towards the job getting sloppy.


They'd killed their last mounts last night, catching up to the slower-moving group of travelers the contracts had joined. Quert's still lived but the creature had been hard used when he'd been forced to find the quarry as they'd, somehow, put unbelievable distances behind them upon entering the wilds. The bird was lame and they'd probably be eating it tonight.


That haul from Trachn'ir was worrisome. If the pair had made that pace on foot, it meant they were both of them more formidable than he'd given them credit for, an assessment further justified when his raptorish Beastkin comrade had told him what he'd observed about the Human's actions and the rumors he had of the Elf. Not just the Iriel'en Hunter to worry about then, a combat-capable Valin of a remarkably young age for the skill with a sword he'd demonstrated. What the Hells kind of assignment had they accepted here?


If only damned Yherska wouldn't keep getting distracted they could just ride in, kill the targets, and be done with these soggy plains. Ari's boots were sinking worryingly into the thawing ground, his abnormal weight proving a disadvantage in making this passage. That problem would only get worse, before it got better. Perhaps they could buy a small wagon for him to ride in? He wasn't a great fan of making speed anyway. Better to go slow and certain, leaving no loose ends.


The dwarf Juggernaut briefly considered grabbing his catkin comrade and squeezing her ribcage through her lungs. He could do it. It was the second most of the reasons she'd been assigned to their team. Dear Yherska had a habit of killing her partners on the job and him she couldn't so much as scratch, especially when he wore his armor, while Quert simply couldn't be found four in five days, being of the habit of lurking about with all of his stealth abilities active. Ari appreciated the Sauri's dedication to the craft. He didn't so much appreciate waiting around in a grass covered mud pit for their blood frenzied ally to find time in her busy schedule of playing with her food to get the damned contract done with so they could return to their comfortable lives back at the guild house.


Maybe he would be giving that cat a hug, after all.


            

    
        Chapter 136: Visiting Scholars

    
    
    
    
                It was incredible how quickly time passed when one was amidst a massive Elven festival.  Upon the rise of the day after they'd established their temporary housing arrangement, they woke to find a nomad city had sprung up around them.  It was far lesser in population to Trachn'ir but, with the density being so much lesser thanks to the absence of multistoried structures, the Legranel Moot extended for kilometers in every direction.


The plainsfolk, in spite of the serious events that had summoned this meeting of clans, had gone full tilt into celebration of the event.  With the breaking cold of early Spring and the lengthening of the days to shed snow at a visible rate, the migratory people had determined that they would take advantage of the gathering of their kin to engage in all of the usual accompaniments to meetings.  That meant trading goods, trading stories, and trading fluids.  All with a healthy amount of not quite hydration in the form of a myriad types of booze.  Wine, beer, raw distilled grain liquor, mead, brandy, whiskey, if something had, at some point, been stuffed into a jar to ferment into alcohol, the Legranel were passing jugs of it around freely. 


Ulric had, for the most part, remained sober, content to watch the chaos from the relative calm of the small gathering of his recent traveling partners.  Many of the Elves, especially the older ones with families, had created similar little clusters of calm, small eyes in the storm of the Moot.  From the comfort of a folded fur seat upon a shaped stone chair, courtesy of his regained earth magic, Ulric watched events unfold. 


Taipan had gone abroad to find information, lost immediately to the crowds of her cousins.  He hadn't seen her in at least six hours by this point.  Ulric was currently carving a [Dire Ox] horn, etching in the forms of an abstract human form carving a bull's head from its shoulders, a flowing artistic representation of the hunt that had produced the horn.  His Huntress wife had suggested that it would sell well as a good luck charm to Herdriders about to start raising children.  At least they weren't going to grind the horn up to eat it for virility.  The task was something to keep his hands and mind busy while he hunkered down, more or less out of sight.  It was also a good way to make a little cash on the side and build up his dexterity with a knife. 


He received only a little attention from the mobs of roving Elven youths, there were some few other human visitors who had been traveling amongst the nomads, either for business or as part of the family.  A few times he had to employ the downwards sweep of his hand to indicate he wasn't interested in attracting amorous sorts of attention, to men and women both, which fact no longer surprised him.  In a crowd this large there would always be those who wanted to try something new, particularly while properly soused.  Mostly, however, Ulric was left to his own devices.  At the moment, in fact, he realized he was the only one in this little haven of yurts, and put down his carving to throw a few bricks of oily buffalo chips on the fire, topping it up. 


The others must have gone to pass word to their elders about the warning he and his lady wife had given.  The movements of the monsters and beasts that had been disturbed by his killing of the [Forest Lord] and the absence of Iriel's Hunters, who would normally be out controlling the worst elements of the wilderness was cause for serious concern.  Most especially for the small groups of Herdriders guiding their charges through the savannah or the sometimes isolated harvesters of grains and goods from the vast prairie.  Lone travelers were at tremendous risk of being consumed by stray creatures that normally wouldn't have been seen for leagues outside of a Roost's bustle, or even much along the trodden paths those Roosts left as they relocated.  Legranel huntsmen tended to discourage predators by warming their beds with their hides.  That was no longer adequate protection, active efforts would need to be taken if the less warlike elements of the population were to move in safety.


This is alright, Ulric mused, I can dig this sort of a vibe.  There's Elves out the yin yang, only without the oppressive feel of the buildings that had made Trachn'ir far too alike the colossal tombs where his former life had been spent, those massive housing complexes amidst equally imposing facilities for agriculture, health care, manufacturing, and all the myriad necessities of the post collapse settlements.  Density was a requirement back there, it was too hard to scrub large tracts of environment for radioactive materials and toxic substances otherwise.  Out here though?  This was alright.  The Legranel Moot had the same sort of feel as the Iriel'en city that had stood empty below the boughs of Irielhos, sprawling, disseminated, interlockings of civilization that did not cross that threshold into claustrophobic urbanity that made Ulric's teeth itch.


He put the finishing touches on the carving and then concentrated on the dynamo of his Ceraunic core.  With an effort, Ulric forced the magic to concentrate into two separate monopoles of pure charge, opposite but disallowed to interact, his will caging them and isolating them within his core.  Gently, he pushed the collection of opposing forces together, allowed them to occupy, briefly the same space.  A sudden flare of energy, an echo of a clap within a canyon, accompanied the reversion of lightning natured mana to a pure, unaspected state, which Ulric immediately had to sequester or have it be contaminated by the rest of his magic.  White mana liked to become whatever type of elemental form was nearby and Ulric's core was chock full of electrical potential that tended to flavor things. 


Carefully, Ulric's mind spun out the mental construct for a very gentle version of his [Cinder Shield] spell, dense gems of solid flame that circled to produce an extremely hot central region within the radius of their spin.  Carefully, holding the shield parallel to the ground, Ulric dipped the horn by the tip into that burning region and withdrew it, now nicely blackened, throwing his carvings into relief once he'd scraped the char from them.  He released the shield, watching the jewels of elemental flame burn away into wisps of smoke and smiled.


Figuring out how to restore his use of unaspected magic was a major victory.  Ceraun was a wonderful magic for destroying and empowering things, for connecting mana forms to accelerate them, but it wasn't always the answer.  Ulric thought of the evolved forms of his [Wind Blade] and [Flame Crash], the [Stormfire] and [Galvanic Mistral] spells that were heinously destructive.  And costly.  They really took some juice to get going, his core was all too happy to spin up a third of his mana potential to fire them off.  He'd found maintaining the balance of his mana reserves a serious challenge since awakening, more so now than ever, that his recently evolved class, [Ohmic Knight], was utilizing mana more heavily to create its enhanced offensive repertoire.


Having the old magics back would allow him to better spread out his talents, to take advantage of all the elemental forms.  Especially things like [Stone Wall], which had such utility, as he reminded himself by shifting on his improvised stone bench.  He wouldn't be able to utilize the [Core Capacitor] function of his magic, the instantaneous mana dump that created a massively powerful single spell instance, for those prior forms but that was fine.  That aspect of his core was, essentially, break glass in case of Emergencies, sort of deal.  Useful in a pinch, but not really great outside of that. 


"That was a beautiful spell, you are young for a Human magus are you not?"


A low melodic voice interrupted his train of thought and Ulric glanced up from his horn artistry to take in a lovely pair of vertically slitted eyes, a rare female Sauri.  Her dinosaurian muzzle was surprisingly expressive, as had been that of the man with whom Ulric had granted his pepper spice back in Trachn'ir.  She was speaking Elvish with a clean accent and Ulric had no trouble understanding her.


"My thanks, fellow traveler.  Its creation was one of my finer moments and thanks only to the most excellent of teachers." Ulric replied honestly.


He'd learned that spell and mastered  his others mostly under the tutelage of some of the greatest wielders of the arcane available to the Iriel'en.  The three Wives of Bald'rt Iriel himself, Vedyr, Shor, and Bathe, had taught him the fundamentals of using his magic and then, when they had been unable to continue their lessons, the wizened retired archmage Gother Cenur'it had more or less finished what they started.  Months of daily instruction under those had produced what would have taken him years and years to discover on his own, even having the advantage of knowing the physical theories around which magic seemed to intertwine.  The speed at which that Crimson sphinx Shor managed to grasp those theories and then weave them into her spellcasting was patently unfair.  When she recovered her strength and got back around to major magical lifting she was going to unleash pure unholy terror. 


If a guy couldn't figure out how to use magic with that roster of teachers they couldn't be trusted to button their trousers.


The Sauri's clothing was interesting, a type of layered dress made of something fluffy, but distinct from the woolen items of the Elves, maybe plant based.  Flax?  He'd need to examine the fibers but it might be a form of linen.  What really stood out were the squares of hard leather sewn into the material to form an almost scale pattern of plates.  It looked heavy, warm, and tough as all get out.  Combined with the Sauri woman's height, a good quarter meter above his own head, and rather well muscled build, the smoothly baritone pitch, he'd rather not have had her sneak up on him in a dark alley.  Good thing she was hitting him up under full daylight and with good intentions.


The reptilian features of the Sauri were quite distinctive amongst the Beastkin, thanks to the odd mixture of dense, small, scales and a smooth suede skin.  Their scales possessed a distinctive and highly individual patterning of pigment along the forehead, sides of the jaw, and places less commonly observed.  His newfound supplicant had a lively purple and orange that broke up her charcoal grey hide.


"I find your use of flame interesting.  If I may, could you explain to me how you create those marvelous jewels of Incendere?" the Sauri asked boldly.


Oh ho!?  A mage?  It was Ulric's lucky day.  He didn't have much chance to speak with those gifted in the art of magery, not since leaving Irielhos.  There simply weren't many who attained enough mastery of raw mana manipulations outside of the somewhat rigid gifts of the Akashic classes.  True mages were rare and potentially far more dangerous than their more standardly classed counterparts.  And this one, wanted to exchange that most precious of riches: knowledge.


Ulric smiled a greeting and gestured at the ground, concentrating briefly to pull up another stone bench for his guest.  Her lips parted to show sharp daggerlike teeth in a fearsome grin at the casual display of spellwork.  He offered a fur to use as a padding but the Sauri waved  it away and sat eagerly, using her coiled tail as a cushion.  Ulric suppressed a wince but the Beastkin evidenced no discomfort so it must be fine. 


The now thoroughly fascinated Sauri smoothed down her thick armored dress unnecessarily clearly making time to gather herself.  While she did, Ulric grabbed himself another piece of bone to begin carving the old bearded, one eyed man totem he'd been practicing.  Bone was difficult to work, far more so than it would have been in the Before, due to the innately stronger and also magically bolstered physiology of the beasts of Varda.  Since Ulric's carving knives and awls were of the teeth of the one-time alpha predator of the continent though, they made easy work of incising the bone.  Cutting too deeply was the greater problem for him. 


"I see you have some experience in the game of trading, since you have not offered terms and await my opening to exploit your superior position." Began the Sauri, with a more serene expression than her earlier excitement.


Ulric contented himself with a nod and nothing more, continuing to carve his piece, which earned him a slightly sardonic laugh from the Beastkin mage.  In truth, Ulric was exceedingly happy to learn what he could from this unexpected meeting.  He'd not spoken at length with the Sauri, nor many Beastkin in general, they being far more present in Prespang than in Orlethrem.  He'd certainly never traded wizard pointers with them, and stood to gain a tremendous amount of knowledge even from things the woman before him might consider commonplace.  Even so, they were playing a game and that game had some rules to it.  It would be gauche for him to not abide by the age old tenants of barter. 


"Very well then, I will begin." Announced the Sauri mage, relaxing into the bargaining, "My name is Werona Autumnclaw and I am an ash cored adept.  My command of Incendere, Caelum, and Terra are strong but I have not seen this manipulation you have so casually used to treat your bone artwork.  I might say that such a peaceful use for so deadly a construct is surprising.  You are aware that those beautiful fire gems are extremely easily weaponized, are you not?"


Ulric laid aside the carving in his lap for a moment and focused to first create the necessary white mana and then to inflect it into the familiar Incendere waveform, molding the energies into those dense not quite crystals of solid fire.  Five jewels hovered momentarily in place between them and then spun, creating a ring of burning light as they traced a path of heated air.  He slowed the spin and let three of the jewels drop into the dirt, immediately sending up a plume of steam and hissing earth.  When the cloud of vapor dissipated there was a vitriolic glass where the flamedrops had landed.  The other two kept their spin, slower now.


"The initial spell was a refinement of an earlier one, made as a somewhat crude fireball that exploded to send a wave of flame around its impact.  The conflagration was potent enough to harm even thick armor." Ulric explained, offering his magical colleague the information as a freebie for being open.


That [Flame Crash] had, when properly juiced up, melted the face and scorched the lungs of an Ogran in sturdy armor, which peoples were already robust and tough on their own.  These little [Cinder Pearls] would, and had, carve through solid stone like butter.  Several of the beasts he'd struggled with would have been better dealt with using this spell than his [Lightning Javalins].  They were much slower than the electrical discharges and more prone to missing, but their sheer destructive potential was greater.  Up to a point, he'd found swiftly diminishing returns [Overcharging] this spell compared to [Lightning Javalins].  The Ceraun spells scaled better with more input.  For his flame magic, they were better out of the box, so to speak, but gained less from the addition of more mana. 


"My name is Ulric Twiceborn and I am an Elementalist classed Ceraunic cored adept.  It is good to meet a fellow artisan of the craft." Ulric said smoothly, offering his class, in addition to his core as a gesture of good faith and to put his compatriot here off balance.


Neither his class, obtained by learning the use of all basic elemental harmonics and creating a spell with each, nor his lightning natured core were common.  Ceraunic cores were vanishingly rare amongst the sapients, or so Instructor Gother had told him, and were almost exclusively only found in certain Greater beast variants. 


That fact checked out because Ms. Autumnclaw here was leaning forwards on her elbows and staring intently, with an almost hungry look to her eyes.  They flicked between the circling flames and him eagerly.


"OHH?  So rare, so very aberrant.  Yes, this is a fortuitous meeting indeed.  Did you- No, mercy me, that is private, would you tell me how it is you went about condensing the magic without it shedding so much heat you could not bear being so close to it?" the Ash witch inquired.


Ulric couldn't so much as open his mouth to get a word in before she rode over him in her enthusiasm, imploring, "I feel the intensity of the working, but the magic is incredibly well contained, not leaking mana, though I feel its heat clearly.  This is a tightly woven, efficient spell and its method of casting is beneficial not only for this one application but for others I can think of.  I will offer coin, knowledge, or a single year, no, two of indentured servitude as your apprentice for it."


That sat him aback instantly and he released the spell.  What the fuck?  Was she serious- Oh no, fuck, she is more than serious, this lady is drooling to know how to make those fire pearls.  Money and servitude were straight out.  He had enough of the one and needed not the hassle of the other.  His peace being disturbed by Taipan was one thing, they'd sort of evolved into a partnership rather than the servant and lord relationship that they'd started out as, to say nothing of their initial state of being enemies.  No, he'd not saddle himself with another stranger to tag along and bother him. 


Knowledge it was.


            

    
        Chapter 137: Investigations of Ash

    
    
    
    
                "I will have to determine if you have something to offer, in the way of mage craft, that is of interest.  My technique is arguably more valuable than the single application of it that I have shown here, and my research remains ongoing." Ulric said, not being disingenuous. 


When he had the time to sit down and relax back in the glade he'd probably spend a great deal of his time just being a bush mage.  He'd gladly retire to working out different ways to manipulate magic and combine the fantastic aspects of Varda with the mundane, if profound, theories of his old universe.  This current project of finding and slaughtering whoever had instigated this conflict, punishing the ones behind the creation and use of the Bane, and redressing the responsible parties for the murder of a child and the kidnapping of another, were all tangential to Ulric's goals for this second life. 


Ulric's heart sang to return to the glade and be a hermit mage, living amongst the bounty there and, maybe in a few years, traveling the world.  Everything following stumbling across Brighteyes lashed, badly beaten, to a pole had been largely reactionary. 


Sonsofbitches, Ulric remarked to himself out of habit before returning to the negotiation in front of him.


The non-threatening, yet deeply, instinctively worrying, flash of teeth in Big Sister Werona's passing smile indicated that she was confident in having knowledge to offer of a meaningful sort. 


For his own part, Ulric had been trying to get a bead on her since she'd sat down and found he could not.  With the Aes'r, you could sort of determine a relative age easily as they grew up but from physical maturity at around fiftyish until they left their prime around the five-century mark there was, more or less, no way to tell exactly how old they were.  Signs of being long in the tooth for an Elf were that they got visible crows feet and wrinkles, their hair silvered, and, when they were really fucking up there, they grew facial hair.  The men did, at least, Ulric hadn't met an Elven crone yet.  With these far less human appearing Beastkin, he was totally without bearing, especially the Sauri, who Brighteyes had said could live to be well over a thousand years.  The healthy scaled hide before him might be wrapped around bones older than even Gother and Ulric wouldn't recognize it.


The clawed hands raised and the Sauri murmured "Be not afraid." before she created a brilliant flame that then dimmed and blackened, turning to a whirling, smoldering, not quite solid orb of ash that hid menacing lines of molten heat within.  


Immediately, Ulric saw why the mage was interested in his spell; she was on the cusp of a similar one.  Hmm…his great advancement in spellcraft was nearly matched here but the difference would certainly be qualitative, just as the difference between a powerful [Flame Crash] and even a low effort [Cinder Pearl] was huge, given their relative density of mana. 


Ulric's interest peaked rapidly when he saw the black orb suddenly expand into a cloud filling a spherical space almost a meter in diameter over the firepit and goosebumps raised on his forearms as the pull of heat into that umbral cloud of spinning ash created intense cold around it.  This Ash mage was creating a fantastically efficient heat sink!  Impulsively, Ulric created a small [Cinder Pearl] and Werona grinned fiendishly as her cloud ate it, ripped the Incendere from it, and added it to its own power.


Watcher's tits!  This was better than his [Cinder Shield], by an order of magnitude!  It bled the thermal energy almost violently.  The cloud of ash grew smaller, small cinders and sparks of fire appearing now and then within it only to fade to black snowlike flakes.


"Is it still hot in there?" Ulric asked, staring into the constrained pyroclastic blizzard.


"Very." the Ashmage confirmed with a wink of her amber, slit pupiled eye.


 "Your horn would not merely darken inside my [Pyroclasm]" She assured him confidently.


He watched the spell continue to churn, and felt the cold region growing slowly around him, baffled at the interaction of mana with thermodynamics as he knew it.  The Sauri mage did not appear to be exerting any particular effort.  Holy smokes, was the spell feeding itself?


"Does…does it store all that energy without loss?  Do you need to add mana to allow it to continue to draw or is it using the incoming energy to do it, self-sufficiently?" He tested, almost thinking out loud.


"And I take it that a trade of knowledge for knowledge will be acceptable then?" Werona offered, with a gloating tone.


Oh yes.  Yes indeed.  A spell that could ravage other sources of mana, consuming them to add to its own power was useful in the utmost. 


Ulric had a couple of similar concepts at work in some of his magic.  His [Cinder Shield] could absorb heat and add it to the orbiting flame jewels that created it, empowering them for when he struck with the [Cinder Pearls] themselves, as he'd done against Captain Firecracker, the bastard pyromancer that had attempted to assassinate him.  [Stormfire] had an element of consumption as well, where Ceraun would ionize the air, feeding it into the plasma contained within and accelerating the explosive bolt of fire combined with electrical arcs. 


Both spells were far weaker in this consuming aspect than Werona's working, both were slower too.  Ulric could magnify his [Cinder Shield]'s ability to defend against pyromancy and, potentially, amplify the speed at which [Stormfire] hit its critical threshold to launch, making it better able to be used against fast moving targets, which it currently was nearly useless against.  Either, or, and both were wonderful and Ulric was certain he could make use of the mana consumption and self-sufficiency concept in general.  It might bypass his need to create so much unaspected mana within himself. 


"Fuck.  Maybe I can just create a seed of the spell and let it feed from nearby aligned mana sources, instead of tapping my own power.  That's…like true elemancy, instead of merely weaving my core's own limited energies." Ulric mumbled to himself quietly before pouncing on her offer.


"Alright Lady, you've got yourself a deal.  I'll teach you how to create an architecture that crystallizes your mana if you show me how to draw and store ambient mana with my spellwork at such lovely efficiency." Ulric declared.


He wondered if she knew she was, in essence, teaching him how to battery his magical potential massively from the environment.  Probably, if her smugness was any indication.  An excellent artisan is frequently proud of their work, especially when another craftsman looks upon it with as much appreciation as Ulric had viewed her ash spell.


The Sauri mage released her black blizzard and the heat it had been stealing, which had nearly included their unfortunately diminished campfire, abruptly rushed out in an intense rush, like opening a blast furnace.  Ulric had to close his eyes against it and check his facial stubble for singed stubble.  Gods' blood, good thing he'd shaved recently.  Wow.


He was so stirred up with imagined applications he almost didn't notice the dainty, mocha hand on his shoulder.  Instinctively he looked up to his Shadow-Wife and told her, bleeding enthusiasm with his tone, "Hey Taipan, look!  I met a mage and she agreed to show me- AH! FUCK!" he broke off when the surprise of her presence registered.


Ulric flinched and scowled at the superior leer of his too stealthy partner.  Bells on them at birth says I! The twice-born mortal bitched to himself quickly before directing his ire towards its source.


"I told you not to sneak up on me like that, you'll give me a heart attack!   Or I'll accidentally shock the ever-loving piss out of you again, one or the other." Groused the Valin engineer.


"And I would stop, if only you weren't so cute when you startle.  It is worth the risks, Husband, I assure you." Answered the paragon Huntress cheerfully.


Seeing a losing battle, down a road he'd rather not go if he weren't careful, Ulric withdrew with as much dignity as he could, conceding the field to the chocolate slattern before him.  For now.


"On your head be it then, I will not accept responsibility for any lightning calling that you may or may not receive for belligerent sneaking.  Anyway!  Welcome back from your jaunts Wife.  Look what I found!" Ulric announced, gesturing to the bemused Sauri mage, who was taking in the odd couple before her with a thoughtful countenance.


"A mage!  A good one, too, she has some good techniques for energy sequestering and heat transfer that I should be able to -" He was cut off by the somewhat put-upon shake of his Shadow's short locks.


"Husband, I do enjoy your childlike glee at discovering another to torture with questions, but you know that I will not be able to follow your coming rant and your guest is awaiting introductions overlong." Taipan paused him, with another comforting pat on the shoulder, causing Ulric to subside.


Hmm…well, it was true that his tangents did tend to make his sylvan lass go blank.  And rudeness towards their guest would not do, so he let her off the hook.  But only this time! Ulric promised himself.  Next time, he was going to share his budding hypothesis on getting a pulsed radar spell off the ground and then she would rue her decisions!  Oh yes!  The reforged man cackled to himself evilly, such ruing as never was rued before there would be.


He returned his attention to the lovely Sauri lass, or maybe matron, he still couldn't figure out how old she might be, at all, and made introductions.


"Taipan, this is Adept Werona Autumnclaw, with whom I wish to exchange magery.  Lady Autumnclaw, this fine specimen of Aes'r Iriel'en is my wilderness guide, and, I suppose, at some point she decided without asking, Wife, Taipan." Ulric informed Mage Werona, who coughed a laugh into her hand while his Shadow turned a disapproving gaze that bore into the back of his head. 


Ulric couldn't see the emerald glare, but he had gained that additional sense that husbands gain for the attention of a hateful mate, something akin to the feel a mouse has when it sits within the sights of a rattlesnake.  Thus, Ulric had initiated another gambit to launch a series of future exchanges, a duel of barbs, riposts, and verbal traps that garnished well their relationship.  He would find time to accuse her of being a cradle robber again tonight, one of his favorite jests.  His age put him well inside the Valin prime of life but he was younger in years than her little brother Brighteyes and being implied to be a pervert was a sufficiently advantageous position from which to begin the next round of their running combat.


Suppressing a smirk that would have tipped off his partner to his plotting he looked up into those disapproving bronze-flecked gems, squinting their judgment, and took her hand in his to kiss it lightly.  She didn't smack his head so he knew she was only mostly faking her displeasure, as she did to manipulate him into being less of an ass or to tease him for being his normally abrasively sarcastic self.  Not this time lass!


"It is just as well that I am young and foolish," Began Ulric, speaking conspiratorially in a false whisper to the scaled dinosaurian woman across the fire, "Or I might not have risked her company and chosen a safer traveling partner, like a [Shadow Panther].  Less clawing involved, prob- GACK!"


He'd earned his just desserts and rubbed the bleeding spot on his shoulder gingerly, wondering how deeply she'd chosen to express her now real pique.  Like Mother like Daughter.  Hmm…Ulric gently fingered the shallower than expected wound.  Not so bad, he thought, can I push her a little farther? Ulric mused briefly, before choosing life.


"If you have finished having your fun Ulric, I would insist, for your own benefit, that you stop making your prospective peer rethink the value of whatever supposed wisdom you might have to offer." Warned Taipan, casually wiping her newly wetted belt knife on his robe before replacing it in its sheath.


Ulric cleared his throat and addressed his wife seriously as he could manage, "But of course My Lady Taipan.  I will endeavor to represent us with due hauteur.  Please, forgive my lapse, I was only pleased to see you again."


The knowing bounce of her ears suggested that she, for good reason, wasn't buying his shit but would allow him to continue.  She liked to give him plenty of rope, the better to abruptly halt his inevitable fall.


Their reptilian rakshasa guest was clearly enjoying the show, eagerly watching, as a race fan tunes in for the purpose of observing high speed, multicar smashups, to see where this interplay would go.  When both parties seemed content to avoid any further bloodshed she decided to get the conversation back on proper track, as amusing as this diversion had proven.


"It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance, Noble Wife of this odd Valin Adept." Werona said, her pleasant mellow voice addressing the true power in this clearing, "I hope I am not intruding on your camp.  I am afraid that I quite invited myself, when I saw your mate performing an astonishing feat with what appeared to be ease.  We discussed briefly and found that we might have things we might learn from one another."


Taipan gave a gracious dip of her chin, "It is well and you are welcome to our fires, Adept Autumnclaw."


Waving a clawed hand back and forth, the Sauri mage decried such formality, crying "Please!  We are as equals here, Werona is fine, I would not think to hold to titles amongst such company."


She seemed, genuinely, to disdain being regarded in a forestanding light.  Which was good, his meetings so far with uppity folk never failed to end in disaster.


Taipan acceded to the insistence and gestured to include himself, as well as her own person, before continuing the pleasantries.


"Then you may simply call me Taipan, and this, of course, is Ulric, my ward and husband.  Welcome again.  Please, forgive him, he is sometimes prone to having worms of the head and rambles about abstractions until reminded of common decency." Taipan said, her warm alto officially welcoming their guest and warning her of his bad habits.


He offered no complaint to that, he was long grown used to her observation that he was a madman, despite his insistence that his apparent insanity was merely the manifestation of having lived amongst two worlds.  Strictly speaking, Ulric was not unwilling to entertain the proposition that he may or may not have a few screws loose.  Not that he'd admit it to his bosomy lass, mind you; some cards you hold close to the chest or see them played against you. 


With the introductions made, Taipan subsided to her normal role of keeping an eye on things while enjoying the potential for him to fuck up so that she could mock him before suggesting an alternative.  Such was love amongst the Iriel'en.  Or maybe that was just Taipan's rather distinct inflection of it, Ulric only knew for certain that he would never know for certain.


Ulric scratched his fingers through the imagined beard that had covered his chin before he went ahead and admitted he didn't know what he was doing, honesty being the best policy and all that.


"I'm afraid I have only ever bartered for goods, this exchanging of knowledge in a transactional manner is foreign to me.  Please, feel free to explain how you would like to proceed."


The Sauri Ashmage was happy to that judging by the way she assumed an erudite posture.  Ulric could feel her adjusting the imaginary spectacles on her nose as she began.


"Since I was the one to initiate the exchange it is proper for me to be the first to open.  I will begin by noting that this is not a casting unique to Ash magic, although that mana form excels in this task.  I believe, absent appropriate testing, that there are ways to apply this archetype towards other manaforms."


After a pause, seeing that her audience was following, she began to pick up steam, subdued excitement pervading the instruction.


"The first problem with fire magics in particular, as you are no doubt aware, judging by your own workings and those [Cinder Pearls], as you call them, is that they are prone to radiance.  The Incendere has a natural tendency to spread itself out, as if a gas, attempting to fill the space.  I have made notes indicating the mana concentrates not in empty spaces though, unlike Caelum, but in cold spaces.  Incendere seems drawn to even the temperatures across its surroundings."


Ulric was completely spellbound.  This Werona, this Sauri woman, was one after his own heart, a true nerd!  She was over there spouting off the mana equivalents to the laws of thermodynamics.  He hadn't explicitly tested the relationship but, now that she was describing it, it made complete sense!  Heat transfers according to the second law caused heat to tend towards a single, same temperature entropic state.  Why shouldn't the magic of heat do the same?  Ulric's efforts had been more along the lines of creating reflective spellforms and something akin to total internal reflection along the boundaries of the weaves of his magical constructs, guiding the energies towards the interior and preventing their escape actively.  His attention locked onto the Ash mage completely.


Seeing she had caught her pupil's interest she dove in, "I see you are not unfamiliar with this concept, and also that you appreciate the gravity of its import.  Excellent.  Forty three years ago I noticed that the hot rooms around [Sunstones] that were coated in charcoal paint were always cool to the touch, even when the room itself was quite warm.  Imagine my surprise when I found that if I directed a gentle flame towards a sheet of charlaquer that I could immediately touch it, could pick up the entire piece, or, even hold it while I bathed the sheet in Incendere!"


A fanatical light burned in the Sauri's vertically slitted burnished orange eyes.


"The charlaquer did not reflect the heat, it stole it, hungered for it, and released it back into the environment so rapidly that my weak injection of fire magic could not even raise its temperature!  For the next four decades I continued investigating.  I learned many things about the tendencies of Incendere and the ways that heat moved in or through materials of various kinds.  A [High Quartz] glass blown by a Terra mage, for instance, will not permit Incendere through it, at all.  It is as if the magic is somehow repelled from entering the glass.  Almost as good, but far lighter is a simple mesh of carefully layered wool coated in pitch mixed with the finest ground coke that is then baked at high temperature until it, well, I can simply show you later, anyway…"


For nearly an hour Ulric delighted in the wash of Werona's winding tale about studying thermal conductivity and pyromancy.  The woman knew the rough process for how to make C/C!  Carbon-Carbon, an almost thermally indestructible composite ceramic.  How the fuck did she figure that out?  All from noticing that a black paint stayed cool in a hot room? 


A quick glance at Taipan confirmed what Ulric knew would be the case, her eyes had long since glazed over, lulled nearly to unconsciousness by the sheer power of the nerd energy radiating off the Ash mage.  It was hard to suppress a grin at his Shadow's weakness to geeks. 


It wasn't that she was, in any way, too stupid to follow the discussion; Ulric couldn't have been able to enjoin himself to an unthinking mind, he'd have gotten bored.  Taipan had a mind like a spider web made of razor wire when it came to most matters.  No, the issue was that his partner lacked even a single whisker of interest in the topic of magery and the esoteric principals of physics.  She didn't care so hard that her mind shielded itself from basking in the semi-autistic radiation of a nerd in their element by turning off. 


He was tempted to pinch her to bring her back but he'd already prodded her enough for one day and going over quota on harassing his beautiful, vengeful, sylvan wife was unwise.  The key to handling venomous snakes was in recognizing the extent to which they were going to tolerate your attention before checking to see if you might be food.


While Mage Autumnclaw continued her dissertation on thermodynamics of Incendere, Ulric noted that they had not even arrived at the first inkling of specifically how her ash spell had eaten his [Cinder Pearl], though he had a general idea of what she was doing with her magic.  Werona was an antipyromancer, which thought almost made him giggle aloud; her magic centered itself around thermal conductivity and using carbon to pull and isolate the mana of heat. 


The shoe was on the other foot indeed.  This Sauri's nerd peen was every bit as large as his own.  He needed to bring her down, gently, so that he could rest without losing any of the torrential outpour of knowledge she had to share on the matters of thermal magic.


He raised a hand in surrender, "Mage Werona, I am afraid you've given me too much at once.  I need a pause in our lesson to absorb and process these findings.  Please, let us take a meal together, it is the least I can offer for so fascinating a discussion."


Discussion was, of course, a generous way to phrase that given that he hadn't said a single word in the last Round of the Twins.  Speaking of which, those dancing orbs of blue and orange glory were whirling at their peak.  It was already Sunscrest!?  Time truly flies when you're having fun.

            

    
        Chapter 138: Win Some, Lose Some

    
    
    
    
                Luncheon with Mage Werona soon turned into a more boisterous happening as the other Legranel with whom the traveling pair had met previously had returned from their goings.  Prenya immediately added to the festivities by accusing Ulric of "having an affair on her affair" which properly set the tone of the afternoon. 


To that razzing the Sauri woman hid her muzzle behind a hand and delivered a textbook princess laugh, "Oh hohoho, we should not leave treats lying about to be snapped up then should we young Farstrider?".   He was liking this Ms. Autumnclaw character more and more, she was revealing a good sense for timing and taking advantage of a proper straight man.


The scarred Herdrider looked back and forth between Ulric and the tall theropodic woman with astonishment for a moment before declaring with a pointed finger "You harlot!" she slandered him jokingly, "It has only been one morning!  And you, I trusted you to guard our catch, Taipan, how could you let this happen?" 


To which his wife shrugged her reply before saying without sarcasm, "I cannot watch him all of the time.  My Valin is tricksome and trouble finds him like water finds the bottom of a hill."


He had to grin.  It was a true enough statement.  It would help if he would learn to keep his trap shut and mind his own business.  No more saving children in the forest, or hunting for spies in his woods, or dueling assholes, or breaking up slaving rings.  No sir, not for this guy.  Just sign me up for a whole helluvalotta sitting around a fireplace munching on venison and slurping root stews.  Ulric had to admit that the trajectory of his life had been vaulted incredibly into unknown territory by his chance meeting with the Iriels.  They'd all added their own spins to his story and that had sort of inevitably sent him careening off into the world.  If he kept pinballing around like this, he might just find out that a life of adventure could be fun!  A little murdery sometimes, but fun!


In spite of some amount of evidence to the otherwise, Ulric was not entirely without wisdom.  Under the scrutiny of the unexpected third leg of a tripod Taipan had created, he recognized when it was best to practice the Art of Silence and Stillness, to blend into the background through the sheer will to go unnoticed.  His Ninja-do failed him utterly, such was the power of the Elves.  Somehow, the vengeful Prenya found a hole in his technique and settled down between him and Taipan.  She then assured that his trained skills would prove futile by gluing herself to his side.  The wrongfully accused was forced to pay penance by feeding her bits of some kind of pasta spun between chopstick style eating utensils. 


Only a race as dexterous as the Aes'r would consider eating pasta with chopsticks, the sadists.  His magical business partner displayed the wisdom of her untold years again by retrieving a fork from her belt pouch, ignoring completely the disdain of her lunch fellows.  Ulric endured their laughing gazes and the smug grins for a few minutes until his fingers figured out how exactly the fuck these stupid sticks were supposed to work. 


Once the games were over, everyone settled down to munch in earnest.  Ulric managed some portion of vengeance by deliberately dropping noodles down Prenya's shirt while she was distracted by some conversation about wildebeest tracking with Taipan.  Her squawk of righteous indignation was cut off by a brown hand fishing down her front for the noodles and making some rather unfortunate "mistakes" along the way.  Joclyn made the ironic observation that his aunt had tossed herself into a cookpot full of hungrier travelers than she had anticipated, which drew laughs from the peanut gallery.  Ulric was even gladder he hadn't killed Joclyn, the lad was proving to be an alright cobber.


It no longer seemed unusual to Ulric for his Shadow to be having fun, even away from her beloved woods.  Hell, If anybody asked, Ulric had decided that he was having an absolute blast currently.  The garrulous Legranel had some large part in that, the nomads, once they'd gotten over the initial circumstances of their meeting, were a hoot.  As might be expected of people who traveled endlessly they had a rather carefree attitude and a love for experiences over things.  Inevitably that led to the telling of tales.  Trading embellished stories, which did not qualify as "lying" to their culture, proved a fantastically pleasant game.  The real goal was to slip as many lies into the tale as possible without getting caught blatantly making shit up.  He and Taipan won serious points when they told the Megaskunk story completely straight, being accused of heinous untruth at multiple times only to be able to assert with utter sincerity that it was the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help us Watcher. 


All too soon, they'd be on the road again, back amidst the perils of this vast world.  For now, he was glad to be allowed to have this moment's respite.  If he were a betting man, he'd chalk some of his partner's rather blatant wildness up to decompressing from the strain of their journey.  They hadn't really taken a break, her least of all, since they'd left the Deep Woods fortress.  Even their stays in Seinajok, and most particularly Trachn'ir were, unfortunately, not exactly restful.  The great trade capital of Celestin had proven to be nearly as full of vicious animals needing put down as the hinterland around it. 


Now though?  Just right at the moment, the Moot was as safe a place as Ulric could think of.  Even if they had enemies here they'd be hard pressed to navigate the thousands of virtually identical Legranel Yurts, that endless sea of canvas and support poles.  Aside from his inclination to just sort of unwind and tinker, now that he had the time, Ulric didn't explore the Moot because he didn't want to risk getting lost amongst the rabble. 


And a motley rabble it was.  Not just the plainsfolk were in attendance any longer.  From nowhere had sprung a seeming deluge of merchants that descended on the Moot from the surrounding Big Sky Country, defying the mud and coming war to beat the competition to the start of the trade season.  The prospect of coin made men and women of the merchant classes go to insane lengths, it would appear.  Increasingly over the last two days, Beastkin of all sorts, Humans from Prespang, largely ignorant of the greater happenings and doing as they had done for generations, and Elves of the different tribes of Orlethrem had come out from the wood works.  Even the Iriel'en were beginning to be seen, passing through as they set up Brighteyes' network of scouts and the trade routes he planned to use to choke the life out of Prosper's economic domination.  That was half the reason Taipan had sojourned out that morning, to find her kin and learn what doings had transpired while they had blitzed through the better part of fifteen hundred kilometers of wilderness.


At the conclusion of the storytelling, most of the Legranel were inclined to retire to their canvas homes for a time-honored tradition of an afternoon siesta.  Taipan hauled Prenya along with her to their own.  The serpent had her prey well within her coils now.  You will be missed, Prenya, Ulric lamented.  His Shadow did love her body pillows made of actual bodies.  Preferably warm, but he had to at least suspect that had not always been the case.  Taipan was Taipan.


Mage Autumnclaw appeared to think that break time was over, he noticed she was indicating towards the fireplace, which had a fresh set of shit bricks upon it.  Tangy sage smoke wafted freely into the air to complement the tongues of flame that reached to the sky, their crackling little song of happy fire song fitting nicely with the atmosphere of the camp. 


"Sorry about all the hubbub Werona, things can get a little lively around here." Ulric apologized, still speaking Elvish. 


It had emerged as the most efficient way to communicate, he'd rather not use Taipan as a translator, her mind was better left free to examine the reasonings behind what was said, less the exact verbiage. 


The muzzle parted slightly to show sharp predator's teeth, a razored smile that, under different circumstances, might have browned his shorts a bit.  There was a brief moment when whatever was wrong with his brain almost convinced him to, on the spur of the moment, complement those "pearly white manslayers" but a second thought revealed that first one to be unfathomably stupid and he managed to refrain.  Don't stare at them, don't talk about them, don't imagine them eating you, don't ask her how long it takes to brush them, don't stare at them…he chanted a ritual of antimoronic behavior.


"It is quite alright, your companions are a pleasant change from the border towns.  I am always surprised at how open the Aes'r can be.  My own folk are more restrained but it would be silly take offense.  To each their own.  Now, let us move our discussion to that which was bargained, the method for isolating the energies and drawing them from other's spells."


Once more the Sauri leaned forward and held out her large clawed hand, she could palm a basketball easily.  Her eyes showed her concentration and a hollow sphere of menacingly hot orange light appeared.


"This," the Ash cored Adept declared, "is only flame magic.  I will not use my Ash mana, Tephras is not required, though it has a sort of specialty for this type of manipulation.  You said earlier, Ulric, that you were Ceraun awakened, yet you are able to use Incendere as well.  By this I understand you have relearned to manipulate the unaspected mana?"


Ulric confirmed via a duck of the chin, before he replied, "This is so.  It was only relatively recently but I believe I have solved some of the contamination issues that my awakening initially created."


He was a little bit proud of that, it was a nifty trick, if he did say so himself.  And, he did, so there.


Werona's smile had faded when she began concentrating on her magic but a slight flash of the very subtly serrated ivory lining her jaws indicated her pleasure at working with another Adept who aspired to be more.  Most mages sort of tapped out at this point, admitting that the path to recovering the ability to use magic other than what their core provided was beyond them.  Gother had referred to such with a strong degree of contempt and had ruthlessly insisted on Ulric's recovery of his unaspected magics as soon as possible.  No student of his would choose to be a cripple, was how he had phrased it, specifically.


"Good.  So strange to encounter a Human of the barbarian clans with your level of progression, and so young.  Truly, Varda's mysteries are uncounted.  I know not your background, are you trained in standard structures and elastic manaweaves?" The slim woman gestured with her offhand to indicate the glowing orb of heat she was holding steady.


Ulric was.  It was among the first lessons Shor taught, the protocols for manipulation of mana to externalize it into a spell under direct control of a caster or a ritual to activate according to preset triggering conditions.  He'd made very little use of the latter, there just wasn't enough time.  What had immediately come clear under the tutelage of the Crimson Sphinx was that Ulric's initial conception of casting and controlling magic being akin to writing code was not far off the mark. 


There were typical archetypes for commonly used spells, specific mental constructs to achieve a specific aim that could be interchanged between different spells, like a library of functions, according to a paradigm based upon one's understanding of the objective and the forces involved with it.  It was also true that two mages could achieve exactly the same results with wildly divergent methods, at times.  They could also produce an outcome that was, to the observer the same, but one may do this with half the expenditure of mana and willpower, if they had a better refined understanding of how to accomplish their spell.  These mental algorithms and mana constructs were where Ulric's magic differed greatly from his Elven counterparts; the knowledge he had of his old world's academic training paid dividends here.  Where his Aes'r instructors were casting according to, let's say Python, Ulric was using C++.  There were similarities between them but one was very different from the other.  Sometimes to the good.  Sometimes to the not so good. 


Structures were the prefabricated functions that the mind used to weave mana in a specific way, to achieve specific, well-defined outcomes.  Ulric's spells were all structured, he didn't have to reweave the spells, once he'd learned them, he just concentrated on feeding the mana into the algorithm and his core spat out magical nonsense.  Elastic manaweaves were a whole other beast.  These were the on the fly adjustments that could be used to manipulate the structures, tying them together in different arrangements.  They had to be actively controlled, and demanded precision or else you could fizzle your spell, or worse, have it feedback and get a backlash into your core and mana channels.  Shor had helped Ulric create his [Cinder Pearl] and [Cinder Shield] by use of elastic manaweaves to alter how the Incendere behaved.  It was hard as hell and he'd only succeeded within the weeks of training because Shor was a godsdamned genius sorceress.  It would have taken him at least twice as long to puzzle out the hows, even if he'd pretty easily grasped the whys after the fact.


"My teacher showed me both of these to create the spell you observed earlier, so yes.  I am also not afraid to admit that elastic manaweaves make me a little nervous, especially for things I haven't tried before." Ulric admitted.


Werona waved his avowal off, "Anyone with a wit of sense is nervous to perform a novel working, especially at scale.  The ones who aren't are roaming the wilds as living pools of water, or stone pillars that seem to change location at random or else they are fleshy bits scattered across their lab.  Magic is dangerous."


Those were very nearly the same words spoken to him in warning by all three of Bald'rt's wives during his mage training with them, at some point or another.  That all the people he respected said the same thing made it akin to gun safety training.  When the range officer asks you if the firearm is loaded the answer is always "Yes".  Ulric's one-time drill instructor during mandatory service, a two and quarter-meter giant of a black man with the frame of a pro-bowl defensive tackle had once demanded to know why Ulric had handed him a loaded weapon.  It wasn't, the man had watched him not five seconds earlier remove the magazine and rack the slide back to show an open, empty chamber.  Ulric, in his naivete, immediately replied "Because they're all loaded Drill Sergeant."  The man smiled his feral smile and told the rest of the boots "See?  He gets it.  See that all of you do too.  And give me fifty pushes for handing me a loaded weapon you scum suck asshole, I want to feel you sweating through MY boots."  Ahh, good times, Ulric noted to himself.


"I hear and understand, Mage Werona." Ulric intoned solemnly.


Satisfied that he was authentic, the Tephras core'd mage began her explanation, with a blunt "Good.  Attend."


Ulric couldn't help a long, slow blink at her use of the "A" word, which had been ingrained into the man to expect to be flung bodily through the air by Instructor Gother.  No such happening manifested, and he allowed himself a small sigh of relief.


"There is a specific requirement for the structure of the spell that necessitates it to hold excess mana, imagine it to be as a bone, with many pockets and pores that may be filled or emptied without changing the shape of the working as a whole." The Sauri said, and her firelight globe expanded to appear meshlike, with dimmer orange geometric lines surrounding pockets of brighter yellow light.


Wow, neat.  She's got this pyromancy thing down pretty well, he remarked. 


The Sauri mage concentrated and Ulric saw those bright yellow regions grow even brighter and there was a distinct cooling of the air around her.  The air started to move, a gentle draw of pressure as the thermal she was birthing displaced the column above her demonstration.


"The difficult aspect is, as you have no doubt suspected, the elastic manaweave that draws ambient Incendere, or, when you have mastered the technique, the concentrated Incendere in another's weave." Werona said, before releasing her spell, letting the glowing orb of fire magic fade away.


"To create a weave strong enough to pull apart the structure of another mage's working, without displacing your own structure is a challenge but you will get the knack for it with some practice.  Starting slow, with just enough strength to draw ambient heat is a good place to start.  I imagine a sort of barbed net for mine, catching, enmeshing, and binding the energies before drawing them in."


Each mage had their own distinct way of casting, their own mental pathways.  Some things would end up being very similar.  Other, more nuanced applications almost always ended up being very distinctly individual.  The Ashmage's metaphor, her visualization, worked for her but might not be optimal for Ulric.  Even so, it was an exceedingly helpful starting point.  It also indicated that she wasn't holding out on him, giving away your mental constructs was as much as you can do, alongside explaining the underpinning concepts and specific outcomes of the spell, to teach another your own workings. 


Magic was, as might be obvious, not definitively an art, as much as a science.  There was some element of constancy and determinism to it in the experimentation, the application of principles, and measuring of inputs compared to outputs, but the act of creation itself was certainly more resembling a painter at their canvas.  Ulric liked to envision himself writing a program that created the painting, working the functions, solving the relevant physical equations, rather than slopping around with the brush. 


Ulric decided to start with his [Cinder Shield] as the basis, he was really just modifying an existing construct that already had all the elements necessary to incorporate Werona's methods.  First the construct.  He envisioned the formation of the jewels of flame, the crystalline matrix of mana that would pull Incendere inside and trap it.  Then came the binding lines of mana to form the vertices that would make up the centroid, the focal point of magic at the center of the shield.  Next, the entire structure was driven to spin, to cycle and complete the shield's interior, it also, in Ulric's mind, to shred incoming attacks and deflect their momentum.  All of that was rigid, was structure.  He frowned.  The spell was "full" already, was filling its space with the power from the [Cinder Pearls]. 


He was up from his seat without thinking, pacing while the problem rolled around thoughtspace.


Carefully, Ulric concentrated on the binding lines of magic, these should be the elastic manaweaves, the ones that caught mana and drew it away into the crystallized magic, he might have to adjust those structures too…Wait!  He realized that he could just pocket the incoming mana within his pearls, like interstitial depositions within the matrix, there was room already!  He'd done better work than he knew with this magic.


Still, he needed to refine the…heatsinks.  That's what he was making.  Magical analogues to a heatsink, drawing in the energy and dispersing it to the reservoirs.  Instead of solid bars, he envisioned hollow tubes, which then evolved into cylinders whose inner walls of Incendere were ridged, creating a regular grid of fans.  It needed something else, something more.  The spell was now far more complex, he was struggling to keep it together in his head.  Something important was absent. 


Fingers snapped absently at his thigh.  He didn't see Werona's curious inspection.  He didn't hear the bustle of the Moot around him.  He was gone into his head, drawn into the kind of focus that blots out everything outside. 


Years of engineering solutions, of poring over thermodynamic applications wound through his brain.  His shield wanted to be a heatsink.  It needed to pull the energy of a concentration of fire magic way, Incendere to draw itself inside the manaweave and something else.  A working fluid!  He smiled to himself when it came to himself.  Something was needed to carry the energy from the heatsink manaweave to the [Cinder Pearls].  But what?  What mana analogue?  Delicate circuitry liked fans, could he use Caelum?  No, he had a feeling that wasn't going to work, not with the kind of energies bastards like Captain Firecracker were throwing around.  It needed to be better.  Something to absorb and carry heat without being greatly changed by it. 


Ulric wanted to hit himself.  It was obvious.  Water.  Water?  Ulric envisioned the entire structure of the heatsinks filled with Aquae drinking in the mana, carrying it to the crystalline matrix.  Liquid cooling a fire shield, he could have laughed until he sicked up.  This was the sort of insanity that he was all about.  Gods where was a computer to create a model and run a simulation?


Carefully, Ulric prompted his core to generate the monopoles, opposite, and superimposed them to create the ground harmonic, pure white unaspected mana.  Tuning it towards the merry burning notes of Incendere, He concentrated on the spell he'd been composing, willing its structure to form.  Three rubies of flame spun into existence, hanging in the air before him.  Lines of fire raced to connect them before they swelled into thicker conduits, the insides of the conduits melted and reformed into an array of bars.  The entire thing began its rotation.  Ulric was sweating, his focus tested.  Now he just needed to…


"FUCK!" He shouted, startling Werona and a few passing Legranel.


He'd forgotten to make any Aquae with the white mana.  This shit was hard enough to do, he couldn't hold the spell, and then create more pure mana, and then, on top of that, attune it to its water form.  Dual elemental casting was already a massive task.  He would need to split the initial load of pure elemental magic, two-thirds to fire, a third to water, then begin the construct holding the water in isolation within his core until the elastic manaweave heatsink was ready to fill.  Watcher's Tits this was hard.


"What is the matter Ulric?  You did something very interesting with your weave.  Was there something more?" Mage Werona's thinly veiled concern sat atop a burning curiosity.


Irony there, Ulric remarked to himself before replying.


"Ah, sorry about that." Ulric scrubbed his hair and stared at the ground a moment before returning his gaze to the Sauri, "Frustration.  The working is…well, I'll be honest, it might just be too damned much for me right now.  There's a somewhat subtle manipulation and I'm not used to doing so complex a task.  It requires two mana forms to be made, and a specific sequence of their use.  Hard as all hell, but I think it's going to be incredibly potent."


Her tail swished back and forth, once, a reflex born of her excitement. 


"It is no failure to be unable to complete the casting on first try Ulric.  Just the creation of the spellform is a monumental undertaking.  To actually manage a construct…how old are you, if you don't mind me asking?"


Ulric squinted slightly at her sudden interest in his age.  He saw no harm, even if he didn't see how it would help him get this stupid spell wrestled into submission.


"Twenty-seven." Ulric replied. 


"I did not manage a casting until I was twice that.  Are you really a Human?  I am almost so curious as to be rude enough to ask to use [Scan]." She commented meaningfully.


He'd almost forgotten about [Scan].  Shit. 


Hurriedly, before she got any ideas, he waved a hand, "No no, not necessary.  I'm as Valin as they come.  I had the fortune of parents who wished only the best for me, and saw that I would gain an education, whether I wanted one or not.  Mother knows best, I suppose." He babbled.


"Oh?  Would your instructor be anyone I know?  There are not so many schools for the arcane, not in these lands.  I know of only two academies in all of Prespang, and, forgive my saying, the Valin are not so deeply impressive as magi as they are as Classers." Werona inquired.


Uh oh.  Now he was in it.  Ulric loathed untruths, especially amongst people he wished to know.  One of the side effects of that was that he was absolutely terrible at lying.  He needed a way out, a deflection.  Where was a damned squirrel when you needed one?


"You might.” He hedged, “They're all Elves though, I'm afraid my kin don't really have much in the way of contact with the city-states of Prespang.  Still less Prosper, with whom you might say I have something of a grudge."


No untruth there, not even much of a misdirection.


"That explains much!" Werona exclaimed, as if it really did, flashing those daggers and impinging slightly on his space and she closed in with an understated rapidity.


He didn't realize how much the Sauri naturally loomed until now.  He didn't have a chance to move away before she gathered him up with one arm, her clawed hand encasing his shoulder entirely, patting consolingly and led him back to the fire. 


"Sit, sit.  Worry not about failures young Ulric, it is only natural to struggle in the beginning.  Believe me when I say your talent will lead you to success sooner than later.  What I would have given to have had your gift at your age.  I'd have shown that puffed-up monitor Asgrid Dewcauda who trips over her own tail." the Sauri trailed off menacingly.


Having been placed like a child, the Beastkin mage sat on the adjacent stone bench.  Soon after their arrival, before the trading of lies began, Ulric had been gently coerced into providing more benches for seating and a solid half dozen of them now encircled the burning dung bricks, each covered in a fur pad. 


"Now, let us see if we cannot refine your approach.  Sometimes an idea which can work is made needlessly difficult on first attempt.  I may polish your scales a bit, if you take my meaning, if you explain but a few whats and whys for mine understanding." Werona coerced gently.


Ulric knew he was caught firmly.  This Sauri woman had the same sort of deceivingly placid attitude as Bathe Iriel.  Brighteyes' mother never yelled and only marginally ever elevated the tone of her voice, and yet, Ulric had never seen anyone actually do anything but what she, pleasantly, asked them to.  Like a great wide river carrying you along with her will; struggling just brought you downriver drowned, it didn't change much else.


Oh well, he didn't mind feeding the beast, so to speak.  He went over his idea and how the spell was supposed to function.  Adept Werona's ridged eyebrows tried to climb to the top of her head when he told her what he needed with Aquae.  She immediately dug at her belt pouch, throwing aside a few unimportant items like a pair of glasses and her coin purse, before she retrieved a small, for her, book.  The pages of the journal-style book had its pages of some kind of exceedingly thin leather.  Swiftly she also came free of the pouch holding a sharp nibbed pen, along with an ink pot and starting scrawling indigo notes with a practiced hand that Ulric couldn't read at all.  When she looked up she had him go back over the whole process.  And then again, while she made annotations in the margins of the page. 


When, at last, she finished, she indicated that they should halt there. 


"Now it is myself who has need to think this over.  I do not know what led you to think of using raised scales to shed the Incendere or to make a flow of water magic to facilitate the transfer of energy.  That alone is ridiculous, this behavior of Aquae to swallow and then spit back out Incendere is incredible!  Such applications, I already have a dozen-" The Sauri woman coughed into her scaled hand with a sheepish effort at reeling herself back in, her tail, meanwhile was twitching despite her attempts to still it.


"Ehm, apologies.  I must meditate on our lesson today.  Shall I be able to find you here again on the morrow?" She inquired, trying to maintain an air of calm professionalism.


Ulric wasn't buying it.  He knew how he got when he had a challenge before him and he saw the signs.  The darting eyes, the claws grabbing at nothing, the lips muttering a thousand unsaid thoughts.  Oh yeah, Werona was definitely nerd high.  She needed to ride this out and sleep it off.


"Of course, it would be good for us both to take time to consider what might have been learned.  Thank you again for your lessons, I hope you will find us again tomorrow.  We will stay here, for now.  I cannot promise how long I will stay with the Moot, but probably long enough for the last of the snows to melt and to avoid the insect plague I have heard follows the thaw.  My partner has warned me it is not a thing to experience in the open." Ulric told the Mage before they wished each other a good evening.


Alone at the fire, he did some geeking out of his own.  Magic was so fucking cool sometimes.  And he was just getting started.  A shield that ate fire and, if he could figure out how, maybe a lead on doing the same with other types of mana.  Advanced materials science coming from the jaws of a fierce looking yet tranquil Beastkin mage.  All of it new and exciting and so very complex.  Having gone over the intended spell so many times Ulric was already plotting improvements. 


He would need a sort of subroutine for generating unaspected mana, first of all.  Having to dedicate precious noodle time to the task limited him greatly, put constraints on how much mana he used at a time and thus hard capped the scope and scale at which he worked.  He had to commit ahead of time to the exact magical force needed, which meant overengineering the magic to ensure it met functional tolerances.  Proper engineering protocol dictated a fifty percent margin of safety and that was as near to an inviolable commandment from god as Ulric was going to get. 


Until night fell, Ulric sat by the fire working out the details of the exact procedure.  His thoughts spiraled down warrens and tangles of light diffraction equations, wave equations, and interference filters.  He was rewarded as the Twins fell below the horizon. 


*PING*

[image: image-placeholder]


Ulric had reinvented the single slit diffraction experiment, but in reverse.  His core's crystal structure both the real and metaphysical matrix worked perfectly to stream the magic and create a singular node of cancellation that he could maintain actively.  In layman’s terms, his core was designed to allow him to create a flow of unaspected mana from its native Ceraun, if only one knew the trick.  Maybe a coincidence?


“No, probably not.” He told the dimly glowing embers of the neglected campfire.


Too many signs that cores, and the biota at large were being optimized, being assisted in their growth.  The Akashic connection was, Ulric was now near certain, a tool for the acceleration and direction of evolutionary processes that had been entirely randomized and selected on the basis of survival rates and successful gene transfer rates to descendants on his good old Earth.


His concerns that he might be losing energy from the destructive interference were, thankfully, unfounded.  The laws of energy conservation were in play, even if they maybe got a little fuzzy around the edges sometimes.  The energy of the mirrored Ceraun streams was exactly out of phase, no slop, the energy in both was then completely converted to the unaspected form, just like two jump ropers swinging in opposite directions having their helical force transformed into a sinusoidal rotation.  It was the same idea behind noise cancellation, actively applying the inverse sounds to detected frequencies other than the audio playback nullified them, minimizing heard sound except for the intended one. 


One small step for Ulric, one giant leap for the Ohmic school of magic! He crowed internally.


The reforged man couldn't help but observe that physics was doing some heavy lifting for his core.  Once again, he owed a debt to those masters of reality that had deciphered the laws of electromagnetism and wave equations and loved humanity so much as to write them down.  The thought that magic might be related to quantum mechanics made his stomach churn a little and he idly wondered, as he rose stiffly from where he'd petrified deep in thought, whether the prime elemental Ceraun played dice. 


Perhaps the reason for his reforging was so that the wisdom of his forebears was not lost when the humanity of his Before inevitably extinguished themselves.  It might be that the Watcher’s payoff for dipping its preverbial toes into the timestream was to preserve that which was worth preserving and kickstart advancement of a perhaps stagnant world.  Magic might be crippling certain schools of thought, stagnating them when other methods, though more difficult, might open doors yet unseen.


His brain hurt thinking over the implications even though he couldn't stop grinning like an idiot, even when he retired to his bedroll in the shared Yurt, stepping over the entwined form of Prenya being small spoon to his Shadow's big spoon. 


            

    
        Not a Chapter!! 

    
    
    
    
                Okay so I’m having some technical difficulties in which my pc went down last night.  No real good idea why just yet and I have work so I won’t have time to fix it today.

good news is everything is backed up so I know I wont lose much storywise if I can’t recover the drives, even though that would be incredibly annoying.  I dont think it’s the drives btw it’s probably the motherboard or gpu.

however I dont have a pc currently so I wont be posting the usual chapter today.  Sorry about the delay, I’ll try to get things up and  running by the end of the weekend or at least know what part to order by then. 

Have a good weekend folks, remember to back up your drives.

            

    
        Parts delivery!!  Here’s to hoping 

    
    
    
    
                Just keeping you guys in the loop, had to order a mobo and it’s supposed to arrive today or so.  Then I get to pull the old, maybe dead one out reinstall drivers and hope nothing weird happens when I boot.  


great fun I tell you.

anyhow, regular posting to resume soon.

 I’m more or less just rambling now to hit word cap.  It’s been odd to write nothing for two weeks after writing something like 6k a week for almost a year amd a half.  I had time to beat cyberpunk and started balder’s gate three.  I’m only early act one and it’s certainly a masterpiece.

            

    
        I done goofed.

    
    
    
    
                Alright guys welcome back to the unfortunate shit show that is my current life.  Ordered the mobo, completely disassembled the computer, reassembled the new board and computer, red cpu light flashing.

”How odd,”comments the struggling author, “My cpu was not on the list of probable fail points, whatever might be the problem?” 


The embattled would be writer gazes at the cpu socket and suddenly all comes clear.  This is a 1700series cpu socket destined to be mated to gen 12+ intel cpus, where as that old workhorse coffeelake cpu is a generation 8.  It does not fit.

suddenly there is suffering.  I had to purchase a cpu, to accommodate the motherboard, effectively doubling the cost of the repair.  What was an annoying but necessary bit of fixing has become half a new build.  

I am posting this while drinking 8.5% beers because that is how I cope with such immense combination of happiness about pc upgrades and profound sadness about the expense.

 I ordered the new cpu today.  It should arrive in a couple of days.  Beer and sushi are my only solace tonight.


in other news, because I require 500 words to share my pain with whoever actually reads this shit, it is deep fall and this is my favorite season of the year.  Morning frost and hot coffee while I walk the wood line are one of those things that  are hard to describe.  Something about it is supremely peaceful, everything is still and sharp.  

            

    
        Full circle, waiting in the rma’d mobo

    
    
    
    
                It has now been a full month without a computer and I don’t like it.  


I figured I’d just give everybody some laughs, I had to rma the new board because the pins were bent, cpu wouldn’t post.  I tore out the server decks, since they were taking up way too much case space and now the build should come together like clockwork, seeing as how I’ve assembled and disassembled the damned thing three times in the last month.  Soon as my board comes together in I should be able to install the lan drivers and fire it up.  

Not writing for a month, but compulsively going over things in my head the whole time makes me think I have some revision ideas for book three, but overall, I actually kind of like how books one and two went.  For all the slowness, book one managed to avoid becoming hatchet with magic, and However much people did or didnt like the time with the elves it was important to give the narrative some sense of progression without just introducing excessive murderhoboing for no reason, or sinking into that weird thing some authors do where the main character becomes the center of the world.  I very much wanted to achieve a sense that Ulric was wrapped up in events as a fulcrum, but not as the real mover and shaker important but not the driving force.  The pot was already coming to boil, his clumsy ass just happened to knock it off the stove.  Or at least that’s how I wanted it to come across.


fleshing out the world as a tourist lost in a foreign country was fun and I don’t regret it at all.  Plus, that really weeded out most of the people that struggle with reading comprehension or wanted a nice self insert to larp their feral wishes by proxy.  Finally, it let me write my favorite character of the story, which is, without a doubt, Bald’rt.  I didn’t plan that character to come together that way, but every chapter with him ended up better and I have fun just thinking about other scenes for the wily bastard.

book two was a little more traditional but I think I avoided things being stale, especially as the relationship aspects of the story became more prominent.  Misanthropes make awkward romantics and the hedgehog’s dilemma between the two characters was a nifty writing experience.  Especially given that neither ever figures out exactly how things are supposed to work, which seems fitting.  


anywho this is just some meandering after work since I cant spend the time writing or editing.  Maybe the fresh perspective will make the creative juices flow a bit cleaner when things are back online.


            

    
        Chapter 139: Twas Curiosity

    
    
    
    
                Soft, warm fur wrapped him into a cozy burrito and Ulric made ready to escape consciousness.  Already, flashes of memory and nonsensical images floated, drifting from one to the next without pattern. 


He was disturbed by a familiar form draping itself over him, and his head was dragged into the soft bosom of his Shadow.  Resistance was futile and it was a nicer pillow than a folded pelt so his limp form remained pliable, while bare arms enshrouded his body.  He hadn't removed his day clothes, so absorbed had he been about the revelations of his recent findings and sponging the learnings of a fellow adept, and the groping hands made this failing patently obvious. 


"You did not come to bed with your boots again, did you?" A warning, muffled for its being buried in his back, sounded.


He had not, but that was because his body automatically removed them when he entered the shelter.  It was a reflex, he didn't have to engage any nerves above the spinal cord to achieve it.  His Shadow's displeasure at finding clay mud inside her bedding was only to be lived once.  


"My feet are bare, Mistress, as you have commanded, so do I obey." Ulric intoned, deadpan.


A firm grip on the hair on the back of his head suggested consideration for punishment.  The claw relaxed and returned to its investigations of his chest, roaming under the thick robes.


The idle hands, fascinating as they were, reminded him of the relative discomfort of being in a fur bedroll wearing layers of heavy fabric.  He'd need lighter clothing if the temperature rose much more, already he grew a touch warm while active.  Ulric hated the heat of summer.  The only time he was remotely interested in being hot was sharing his bed with the clinging Elf behind him and soaking in a steamy bath.  After adding "Too hot, thin cloth" to his mental checklist, his now fully awoken mind turned to consider his Shadow.  Most of this was just him trying to slide into sleep while his subconscious made its meandering deliberations about whether or not to ravage the delicious Elf roving across his body with her delicate hands.


"Good.  It is as well that you are capable of being trained.  There was a time I despaired of binding myself to a half trained warmage of dubious heritage that was also unteachable." The clinging form notified him.


He patted her hand, full of understanding.  There had been reservations on both sides of that.  For a long time, he'd more or less been convinced he was tied to a murderous race supremacist that would take it into her head to dispose of him as soon as nobody was watching.  He'd been correct, by the by, but she'd changed her mind before she got any chance to act on the first instinct, courtesy of Bald'rt's well thought out training regime.  The one full of Elves strong enough and observant enough to keep her from enacting her plans.


In a way, he had the war to thank for her mind changing on that matter.  Any who might have questioned the loyalties and convictions of Ulric Einar had only to consider the hair growing white upon his scalp, courtesy of the horrific burns he'd received.  Some-motherfucking-body was going to pay for that, but the attack had catalyzed the cagey Elf's perspective in some way towards him.  There were layers to that onion that he would never find the middle to, and he no longer sought to try. 


The end result was that she'd decided to bed him, then, a little while later, she'd decided to keep on as a Shadow on her own account, even after she'd gotten a free pass to go her own way, courtesy of bizarre Elven courting customs.  He could only laugh at the hands fate dealt; those he'd managed to satisfy twice over and, by their specific conditions of exchanges of things of value.  You don't give gifts amongst the Elves lightly, the fae folk keep track of bargains, gifts, and oaths.  He should have known, all kinds of hints were buried in Pre-collapse folklore that applied with spooky frequency on Varda.


Thinking on it, Ulric decided that, in the future, if he ever was invited to celebrate a holiday such as Christmas, that would actually be the trigger for a massive Iriel'en orgy.  Elves.  Those stories hadn’t covered them by half.


Ulric's destiny, for better or worse, was tied intimately to the Deep Wood and to its peoples.  He was the patron of their holy land, just for starters.  He also owed their healers for his own life and his Taipan's vigilance for the same about a dozen times over.  Besides, Ulric had to grudgingly admit that he enjoyed her company, frowns, glares, twitching ears and all.  His reverie ended when the soft form behind him snuggled even closer, bringing to bear her most potent weapons against his back and her hands made moves to begin the process for removal of his clothes.  Formal declaration of intent made, Ulric decided to force her to do all the work.  The mental image of an ecological archive video of a male lion being harassed by a lioness in heat flittered through his brain and he couldn’t restrain a smile at the comparison.


"I'm surprised you're still up, to be honest.  I'd have thought you'd have exhausted yourself playing with Prenya." the Human told his Aes’r mate as she reached and pulled and, sometimes, lifted part of him up to assist in her peeling.


It was a game now, to give her no help whatsoever with the process and ignore what was happening.  Last time, it was he who had to be the peeler and that was fun enough all by itself.  The after part was a different kind of game with different win conditions.  Moist ones.


A smug burble indicated that sexing her Plains-elf side nookie until they both collapsed was supposed to have to have been the plan.  Fair enough.  He might have tried the same thing had he not otherwise been fascinated.  Occasionally, she managed to nearly echo his thought processes, alien though they were to one another.  Now was another time.  He'd ignored his wife just about all afternoon.


"She required penance for her cheek.  Alas, she had a busy day with grass raking business and tired before I did, even absent your assistance.  Your wife feels neglected, you were too absorbed in your attendance upon your fellow mage to join us and I did not want to distract you by inviting." Taipan's lilting voice teased softly behind him.


He could only shake his head at her, as he catalogued the location of his robe for later.  He learned more about her all the time.  So many layers.  The girl, not his clothes; not anymore, at least.


Taking up a palm, whose callused toughness so greatly contrasted with the silken hide elsewhere, he kissed it softly to apologize for his distractions. 


"Thank you, Taipan, for your consideration.  It was a boon I won't forget.  Meeting this Sauri throws me back to my old life." He told her quietly. 


Her ears perked up.  He knew that because they were long enough to make a sound when they did, under the blankets.  She was listening fully intent now, he spoke fairly rarely of his old life, and even more rarely with fondness.


"It's like going to an academic conference, hearing the specialists in their own fields speak of their findings.  Werona would have fit in perfectly with those scholars, she has a scientist's mind.  Sort of like Shor, although I think that one would have been lost to the Mathematicians." He continued wistfully.


"I miss the exchange of ideas, the odd mix of preening arrogance, skeptical inquisition, and comradery that came with those meetings.  They were worth dealing with decontamination, rad cleansing, and everything that comes with trip across the world.  Gods was old Earth a sad sight from twenty thousand feet, with her ruin laid bare.  Even so, the conferences were reward enough to witness it.  Passions of a lifetime shared with the convictions of priests, and data arrayed like a conquistador's arms, ready to repel any naysayers.  So much to learn, and a reminder that you would never know enough to say you knew it all.  Those were the best times of my life." He concluded.


One of them, anyhow, he snarked to himself.  The best time of his new one was a more or less continuously refreshing function of summing his experiences since waking up in the middle of fern gulley.  Even the times he was ready to shit himself facing something fantastically dangerous, he'd never felt so alive.  So free.  In spite of the obligations he'd, somehow, taken on, in relatively short order:  A land that had claimed him as much as he had claimed it, a Shadow that followed him as the name implied, and debt that had to be settled.  Freedom didn't have to mean alone, a lesson learned far too late in his eyes.


Taipan saw fit to remind him with vigor and frequency.  Just as she was winding up to do now.  She could see in the dark so he had no doubt she had caught his amusement as she worked pants off of dead legs.  He was a heavy bastard, even if she was much stronger than she looked.  Ah, but there they go.  Behind the backpacks, Ulric, you'll miss them if you don't actually walk over there, he noted as his sylvan lass made ready to begin her lovemaking in earnest.  He couldn't see her in the gloom, but he knew when she was smiling.  He was also familiar with the brush of finger tracing lightning carved scars across his torso, so light, so ephemeral he only noticed because of the heightened senses of his reforging.


Gently, Ulric took the first aggressive action since the play had begun, placing a hand on the knee that rode up next to his ribcage and running it along the line of her thigh up to its usual resting place at the top of her hips.  A slight pat and firm cupping fired the sounding shot of the night's heavy breathing phase.


Later, once passion's fire burned to embers, they reveled in the postcoital spoon.  Ulric had big spoon this time and abused his privileges to cuddle the Altars of his pagan worship, his idols to rival the Watcher. 


"They will not run away if you release them." His partner noted, although not unhappily.


He firmed his grip a moment before relaxing.  Never can be too careful.  Who knew what magical bullshit lay in wait out there?


"I'm not taking any chances love.  You practice dark magics, how am I to know you won't lock me away in fae lands beyond time if I turn loose?" He teased.


A distinctly musical snort accompanied her reaction to that sally.  It wasn't even complete bullshit, she really did have a pouch that contained his…er…fluids, by which thaumaturgical link she could find him across all the reaches of Varda. 


"I practice Iskios, shadow magics, and only with the facilitation of my class to guide my core's flows, and you know this Glade Chief.  Touching the Dark is a fool's game." She replied to him, in response to his jest.


Touching the Dark was an Elven euphemism, of which their language practiced exceedingly few, which fact gave an indication of the perceived horror of that act.  It stood for attempting to wield Caecus in its purity, the prime element of darkness. 


More specifically, of absence of energy.  Not the first spark of light in the universe existed but that Caecus didn't harbor resentment for its eternal umber.  Trying to wield it with a mortal core resulted in its consumption of all the unwary victim's mana, the light shed by their electrons bouncing, the heat of their body.  Any of it and all of it, instantly.  Iriel'en boogeymen existed that bespoke witches that had sold their souls to Abyssals for the power to use Caucus a single time according to their wills.  Then they would die, but they would complete one act of Power. 


Horseshit, of course.  But he would not begrudge them their few ghost stories, not when he had certain dispositions about the order in which his feet should be socked, booted, and laced, that had nothing to do with rational thought.  Left sock, right sock, left boot, right boot, tie left, tie right, or suffer the wrath of the cosmos, as the gods intended.  Taipan knew of this tic and razzed him mercilessly for it, going so far, once, as to hide the right boot to attempt to disrupt his ritual, the wily minx. 


He hadn't decided whether to continue teasing her or to fall asleep.  The decision was made for him when Taipan abruptly switched tone to her We Are Talking Now voice. 


"I am unused to feeling jealousy, Ulric." A pause followed that near non sequiter, before the woman he'd have pegged to have never had reason to be jealous of anything continued.


"You do this thing in giving something that has your attention all of it, narrowing down to world that consists only of that which has interested you.  It reminds me of a Hunter's focus on taking a killing shot but extended for ludicrous duration.  When you were speaking to this Mage of magical theories I knew you were gone to a place I cannot follow.  Where only those such as you and Mother Shor may walk, a space of ideation.  It feels sometimes as if that is the place where you truly live and I am only witnessing a transient passage through the waking world."


He didn't know what to say to that.  It was somewhat true, he did tend to become zoomed in on a singular train of thought to the exclusion of all else, becoming untethered to the world around him.  It was a gift in the engineering discipline, a thing of training, to bend yourself totally to a problem and its solutions.  It cost him in that most people don't like being ignored when some trigger or another sends the person they're talking to away to that distant space and they realize they've been, more or less, abandoned for a fantasy.  He considered the fact that her statement made him uncomfortable about a facet of his personality he'd long since come to terms with a sign of growth.  Normally it wouldn't occur to him to give a shit.  Now though, he did.  Very much even.


Taipan knew her partner well enough to understand that the silence wasn't his ignoring her, but rather that he was giving her statement careful consideration.  It was a mark that he was taking her seriously, avoiding capricious reply that lacked depth.  She was content to grant him the time and snuggled back into him to be comfortable while she waited. 


"I have decided that I won't apologize." He informed her bluntly, at last.


She laughed lightly at that, tinkling bells of amusement ringing out gently, as it was characteristic of his disposition to refuse to utilize tact to get to the core of the issue.  They both knew he was so bad at obliqueness that it was better for everyone involved that he take the straightest road.  Anything else led to tangents that merely wasted time while he figured out how to just say the thing he would end up saying anyway.


He squeezed her gently, to make sure she knew he wasn't being dismissive while he outlined what determination he was able to make on the situation.


"An apology would be insincere, since I have no intention of, nor, in truth, the ability, to change this part of myself.  It is a thing of birth and a lifetime of training.  To abandon it would be to make me lesser, and I will not do that." Ulric told her, putting into words the nebulous analysis he was able to pin down only when he tried to describe it out loud.


"That doesn't mean that I don't regret what it does to the ones around me, especially you who have given so much of yourself to my cause and who have committed to walking this path with me.  Consider it the relationship tax of being with me." Ulric said resolutely, deciding that it was only fair to concede that, sometimes, he simply sucked to be around.


He felt the rub of those brief, silken, locks of hair on his chest as she shook her head at him.  Her voice was absent any irritation, was matter of fact.


"I would not ask for different, Ulric.  My Glade Chief is an anomaly flitting between the world of the here and now and the land of idea and dream.  It is a thing of Reforged, perhaps, to be split between worlds.  I knew this when I decided to claim you." The Amazon admitted.


"So why would the much vaunted Taipan, so feared by mortals and beasts, have cause to be jealous?" Ulric asked, genuinely curious.


"Because you had only thought for that Otherkin Mage all afternoon, leaving your poor Taipan to her own devices.  You would not attempt to bed her, would you?  I cannot abide her having your body and mind both Ulric, that is simply too much."


He choked briefly on his own saliva, coughing roughly for a few moments.  The slight shake of the form pressed against him gave away her silent laughter.


"I jest, Husband.  Since you indulged my seduction of Prenya, for whom I know you held no particular desires, I will allow you to have the Sauri, if you wish.  Or another, so long as I may vet them first, not just any will be allowed to share my lover.  They must be excellent, must be worthy of our bed."


He'd always sort of known that Iriel'en weren't exactly monogamous and didn't innately value rigid mating pairs, outside of married couples raising their children, but it was a distinctly odd feeling to have it so…in the open.  Oddly enough, it was sort of nostalgic for his old world, where things were conducted in a similar, if not so direct, manner.  His Aes'r partner was making sure to keep the air clear between them regarding adventures of the romantic. 


So.  He had a pass, but only for someone who she would acknowledge?  How very interesting.  Not that he planned to make use of it, active pursuit of another was well beyond the required effort for this rookie adventurer.  Maybe in a decade, when he finally had his shit together.  On second thought, he might never satisfy that condition, better to just play it by ear.


"My thanks to you, Wife, for your consideration.  Be at ease, I have no desires to find another for our bed at this moment, you alone are enough.  Prenya is a spice that I am glad to add to our nightly entertainments, but I would not wish to try to balance multiple lovers for any length of time.  So far as Werona is concerned, I just want to pick her juicy wizard brain, nothing more." He assured his partner.


Was that correct?  Did she want him to be more explorative?  Ulric had no attraction at all, physically, for the Sauri mage.  Beastkin, generally, were still a touch too foreign to register on his radar.  He wasn't a Captain Kirk, ready to sleep his way across the infinite galaxy.  Certainly, they'd both enjoyed the Plains Elf addition, but he had a feeling that was more a transient thing for Taipan, a blowing off of steam, rather than a permanent fixture.   Hell with it, she would let him know what she wanted directly.  It was the reason they meshed in the first place; both were comfortable speaking their minds. 


"Very well.  May the Heartwood grant her strength and the Twins shed light on her soul that she unleash your endless questioning upon herself.  I will busy myself on the morrow finding what news may assist our journey, rumors fly like vultures over a carcass with spring on the horizon." His Shadow declared.


Her tone grew fondly reminiscent, oddly disjointed from the actual meaning of her speech, "It is almost like old times, scouting for incursions into Orlethrem, hunting the scum of Prespang.  Many were the fools that found their shadows holding my footsteps, to end up watering the roots.  We will yet be reaping Prosper's agents, Ulric Glade Chief, mark my words." The Elf Huntress claimed, almost enthusiastic, before passing him his marching orders.


"While I obtain information and resupply our kit, you will grow your mastery of the arcane.  Take tomorrow to wring Mage Werona of all that may be of use." Taipan directed.


"Aye, Aye, Taipan, this one hears and obeys." Ulric intoned, rubbing the scalp of this most deadly serpent, which was one of her favorite places for a relaxing massage. 


“I’m a little surprised by your, let us call it, adventurousness with our friend Prenya.  Back in Irielhos you were so damned standoffish, so on guard all the time that even your own kin seemed wary of you.  If I may, what changed?” Ulric asked, voicing the curiosity that had plagued him for the last few days.


A hand softly traced his face.


“Mostly you, Glade Chief.” Was the Elf woman’s sincere reply.


He was immediately confused but she gave him no time to inquire.


“I lost the one closest to my heart when I was still a child, my brother, slain by outsiders, by the pigs of Prosper.  As with all young Elves I had my own, how you call it, adventurous period.  These things happen.  It wasn’t long, however, before I felt that such things were a distraction, a betrayal of my brother’s memory.  Besides, the headaches of being a daughter to the [Lord of the Deep Wood] proved many.”


He felt her intake of breath before she sighed.


“Before he married Shor, who gave him seven daughters to take attention away from me, I was the only marriageable heir of Bald’rt.  The lordship of Iriel lay at my feet and I did not want it, but very many others did and they tried for it through me.  A young woman’s heart is easily wounded once, but not twice, Ulric.  My contempt for their boorish attempts to curry favor for future rule, at the expense of my body and pride were infuriating.  So, I gave them the treatment they deserved.  Afterwards there were only casual flings, which became ever more rare, thanks in part to my reputation.” Taipan summarized, the implications for violent reply clear.


His Taipan was a proud woman, and vicious when her dignity was offended.  He knew first hand.


“Besides,” the Elf continued, unburdening herself of thoughts long held under her iron discipline, “My truest desire has always been for the wilds, as it was for my mother, before she became Lady of the Deep Wood.  I wanted to be the Heartwood Spear, the weapon of my kin against our enemies.  To punish them for taking my brother became all to me.”


“I understand all of that,” Ulric whispered into her hair, continuing his massage, and he did, mostly, “But how does that have anything to do with me?”


 “Because you were my enemy.  And I began to enjoy you in spite of myself.” She told him plainly.


“When I stopped trying to hate you and decided to embrace my choices and my life, and what I had come to feel, many of the other things fell away.  Being fascinated by you did not.  Later, I realized, being your Shadow, in many ways, freed me from what other expected.  I no longer have to dwell in the image of Geyrt Iriel, first Princess of Iriel.  Now, I am allowed to be only what I wish to be.  It is interesting, is it not?  That being free, my only desire since Father’s sentence, my first choice for my freedom was to remain bound to you.  Life brings unexpected turns around the bends, many of them hiding perverse jokes, it seems.” Mused the woman, mirroring again Ulric’s own thoughts.


“And this relates to your being a relentless, perving lust beast how?” The man inquired.


He felt teeth scrape gently across his forearm.  Just a warning bite. 


“Because I need only make choices that makes myself happy, with you in mind, of course.  Prenya, for all that she needed reminding that it is not the place of the grasswalkers to dictate terms to the Deep Wood, is a winsome woman of good cheer.  And she slavers at the thought of being handled by the two of us. You do not object do you?”


Ulric shook his head before replying, “Negative boss lady.  You’ve got good taste in third wheels.  Just, you know, I wasn’t sure how all these pieces fit together.  It helps to understand you a little better, so, you know, thanks for telling me all this Taipan.”


Hermits are, mostly, bad at communicating because they choose not to, not because they can’t.  Ulric was being pulled, slowly, out from his cozy shell.  Or, perhaps, it was more that the shell was being carved out to include room for one more.  The Elf that was riding shotgun on his journey made the process not so repugnant as he’d have thought, back in the old days.  Kept things interesting, anyways.


“This has been a fine adventure though, beyond my expectations.” Noted the Elf, a touch of drowsiness in her voice, “We have faced down great monsters, devious and treacherous men, and brought justice into the lands.  It is as it should be.  The plains have been a boon to our quest, greater than I had anticipated.”


"All things considered, Legranel has proven kinda laid back." He affirmed, "These have been some trying days, what with the ravening beasts, the slaver circle in Celestin, and the long leagues.  I reckon we can only spend another day or two here before we need to get on with things, but we needed the rest.  Speaking of rest, I am for bed now."


A murmured agreement was all that was needed.  Silence descended on them and Ulric was again drifting in that land of whispering images and what might have beens.  As usual, his untethered mind roamed far but always returned to a central lodestone.  Even in his dreams, he felt the solid anchor that was his glade, so far away, awaiting its Lord to return. 


Predawn.  Earlier and earlier the soft purples replaced dark along the distant horizon.  Sunsrise across the vastness of the plains was an experience.  It also left little doubt as to the incoming weather.  As the morning light put a painter's pallet to shame, Ulric got his ass swiftly into gear.  The two of them broke fast lightly, a bit of bread and some bison bacon.  He then ran through the set of balance exercises assigned so long ago, keeping his eyes closed as instructed while his body felt its way through the motions. 


Magic was the order of the day.  Mage Werona's insights were based on methodical experience, a framework built upon the foundation of a lifetime spent living in a world bathed in mana.  A foundation Ulric lacked.  Instead, his was built upon the accumulated lifetimes of genius scientists clawing their way out from the savagery of Earth, against the impossible odds, to record their truths for the future.  It would have to do. 


Taipan swatted him firmly on the ass as she departed, leaving him to his studies.  He swore he didn't know what had gotten into her.  She was far more outwardly affectionate, or possessive, maybe both, since she'd stunned him with her notice that they were, in the eyes of the Iriel'en Houses, married.  Friggin Elves.  Might as well be pointy eared Comanches.  Lithe, wondrous, lethal, and passionate Comanches.   


His partner was sallying forth to find all news that might inform their travels forwards and to obtain what they needed to prepare for departure away from the Legranel Moot.  Prenya had gone arm in arm with her to enjoy their time whilst they might; The Plains Elf knew the pair was readying to depart and she'd handled her Herdrider business, alongside informing her clan's elders about the dangers of the beasts, as warned by Ulric and his Shadow. 


Ulric stirred coals and replenished the supply of Legranel's finest bison brick.  The previous day had brought a combination of success most joyful, accompanied by a disappointing failure.  The spiffy new adept core that was giving him trouble with his old spells, lacing them with sometimes unexpected side effects due to being contaminated by lightning magic, was no longer crippled.  Ulric had figured out how to "filter" his magic to revert it to its unaspected form much more efficiently.  Unfortunately, He had not managed to successfully juggle the combinations of Incendere and Aquae that he'd posited would grant his [Cinder Shield] the ability to draw and render ambient spellworks. 


Part of the problem was in dual casting elemental magics.  He had been somewhat successful in that application thanks to his class ability, [Prismatic Weave], which allowed him to use a more precise means of handling mana flows.  That, coupled with the other features of his Elementalist class, [Synergism] was accelerating his ability to control his magic, it sort of buffered the possible interference between the manaforms, as near as he could figure it.  But not enough.  Damn.  Missing something.  He took a deep breath, calming himself for the next effort.  It was hard to remember, sometimes, that he was still learning. 


"Practice you must, Padawan.  Around the corner is success, but to you it will not come." Ulric said, in imitation of a tiny green wiseman in a galaxy far, far away.


After a couple of minutes review of Mage Werona's lesson he decided that his initial concept, while sound, was simply too complicated.  Keep it simple, stupid.  He ran through the process of creating the spell frameworks again, first the [Cinder Pearls], the crystalline flame that would act as a manasink, drinking the energies directed against his shield, turning them into fire magic that he could use.  Next, he worked through the elastic manaweave again, the hard part.  It linked to the [Cinder Pearls] by a scaffold of fire magic, surrounding a flow of water magic, which would carry the mana the shield was absorbing. 


Fingers snapping at his leg he went away for a while.  Optical and heat conductivity, thermal capacity, reflection vs refraction, total internal reflection, prisms, his brain went through analogues to handling the movement of light and heat, the only pure energy applications he could think of that were modeled well enough for him to actually have something to work with regarding his mana problem.  Problem was he had to tie it all together and also shape white mana into two forms while weaving them together.  He could make the white mana now, more or less on demand.  White.  Or, should he think of it as clear?  Clear, like a diamond.


Click.  Oh!  Thanks brain, he told himself. 


Sometimes genius is seeing the obvious before somebody else has to tell you about it.  Ulric Twice Born, had a moment of clarity.  His [Cinder Shield] was currently only really efficient for handling incoming fire magic, on account of it was only made of fire magic, using water to distribute the heat to those nifty little jems of solidified pyromancy.  What if, instead of a jewel of Incendere, he made the same type of spell but using unrefined, unaspected mana?  A dense, crystalline matrix of rigid mana, completely, perfectly, isotropically pure.  A clear gem.  A diamond.  It would absorb anything.  Any mana at all.  And, if physics and magic interacted at all the way he thought they did, the "diamond" should be able to conduct the magic it absorbed with incredible efficiency, the magical "phonons" or vibratory waves of energy transmitted at fantastic rates.  After all, real diamond was amongst the most thermally and optically conductive material known to man, right behind its "cousin" graphene.  The same graphene he'd spent years studying.  In this, Ulric Einar was likely the Varda's foremost expert.  For better or worse.


By using white gems, Ulric wouldn't need to juggle two mana types, he'd just use the one.  This approach did simplify the construct.  It also led to new problems. 


Problem One: Unaspected mana was incredibly, dangerously reactive at high density and his matrix was just the bees knees at packing mana densely.  In other words, the act of creating a construct from the base harmonic of mana was going to give rise to a phenomenally sensitive bomb, if it couldn't be stabilized.


Problem Two: The white gems would then need to be connected to each other and, if Ulric was already flirting with disaster just by creating those little magic diamonds, he'd really have his balls in a vice by connecting them with more rigid constructs of unaspected mana.  That's too much reactive magic in one place.  He'd never even tried manipulating white magic outside his core, always it was harmonized towards a specific manaform prior to its use casting. 


First things first then.  Could Ulric even create an unaspected mana crystal?  For reasons involving mana being everywhere, it may well be that the act of externalizing that magic would result in its immediate dissolution by ambient magic.  It might just poof into a gust of wind, or convert into a little cloud of water vapor, or disorganized heat, or some shit.  For once, Ulric actually managed to remember caution in the midst of his intense curiosity. 


An ever so brief application of [White Interference] reverted the lightning natured magic in his core to its basal form, where it was protected from interference within the arcane nexus of his core.  Next, the construct.  Just as when he'd crafted the [Cinder Pearl] under the guidance of master thaumaturgist Shor Iriel, Ulric formed the image in his mind for a three-dimensional lattice of specific geometry, each locus of energy precisely dictated, and, sort of, pushed the energies into that image.  Just as when the pearls of fire condensed, there was a spin up, a whirl of force.  This time, however, it was magic in its pure form, sheer potential.


 Ulric had used the crystal pattern of a diamond, specifically, the intersecting face centered cubic lattice of eight nodes.  The diamond lattice was responsible for its incredible properties, carbon atoms on their own lacked the interactivity of electrons to create the kinds of bonds that metallics could generate.  Arranged in their organized form, however, carbon atoms attained properties unmatched in materials science as he'd known it:  durability, compression, atomic density, hardness, broadband optical transparency, thermal conductivity, electromagnetic inertness and thus tremendous resistance, it was a fantastically stable substance, all the way down to the quantum scale.  And the savages in Pre-Collapse had used them for jewelry.  Pearls before swine, was a most appropriate metaphor. 


There, smaller than his thumbnail, hovered a sublime fragment of unreality.  A perfect, faceted chunk of pure magic, beautiful to his eyes, and not only because he'd been the one to make it.  Ulric was so fascinated by the little flake of snow-white majesty that his concentration slipped for a moment.  Panicked, he resumed control and in a fraction of a second.  The jewel of white mana pulsed, throwing a flare of alabaster fire limned by prismatic light.  Then again.  Another mini solar flare made him squint. 


"Is…it doing something?" Ulric asked aloud, intensely focused on the [True Diamond], as he'd come to think of it.


Another flash, brighter this time. 


"I think something's wron-"


Instantly, the floating gem turned vantablack, so dark it looked like a hole in the world.  Then it exploded soundlessly, knocking him flat on his ass in a flash of metaphysical force that nearly scattered the fireplace and rustled canvas for a hundred meters around.


From his back, looking at a blue sky whose thin, wispy clouds promised rain for somebody, Ulric meditated on what might be defined as "success". 


            

    
        Chapter 140: Varda Turns

    
    
    
    
                That was magical bullshit two, Ulric zero on the scorecard. 


As he reclined, still uncertain if he wanted to see if the tiny little nova of chaos he'd created had destroyed anything, his pride aside, he realized that he wasn't frustrated by failure.  Not even a little.  Ulric wasn't a man who enjoyed sucking, but this…this was science!  Science was almost entirely an exercise in sucking.  In being wrong.  Mistakes and misconceptions were the order of the day, the norm, instead of the exception.  Fuck ups were the bricks that paved the way forward.  By that reasoning, Ulric was well on his way towards…something.  A good something.  If he didn't die first.


He lifted himself to a sitting position, resting back on his hands as his head turned to survey the scene.  Fireplace?  In shambles, little flaming chunks of shit everywhere in a five meter radius, popup fires distinctly likely.  Tents?  Intact, though the slackness in some of the tensioning cordage did indicate that either the canvas or the lines themselves had suffered some degree of failure from the shockwave.  Other than that, there was little to no indication of any ill effect from his experiment.  So far. 


When he turned his attention inwards, he also found no real issue.  Other than having been mashed to the ground, as if a giant hand had pressed down on him, he was hunky dory.  A quick cycle of his core, pushing the Ceraun through his mana channels revealed no internal damage either, despite a moment of weirdness when the gem of darkness went off, like his core had gone out and come back, a flicker of power removed from the grid.  Verdict?  All green.


"Watcher's tits, what a blast!" Ulric whispered aloud.


The tiny little gem had gone nova with impressive force.  Ulric was uncertain if it was his little lapse in focus that had caused the failure of integrity for his spell, or some other cause.  White magic was too reactive to suffer a breach in the containment.  He wasn't sure if, once the lattice was fully mature and invested if it would still retain the same degree of instability and there was only really one way to test it.  He'd have to make another one.  For science.


Ulric took a minute to gather up the little flaming charcoals and return them to their place in the firepit, putting out a few minor pieces of smoldering canvas.  He glanced into the stone firepit skeptically for a second, before he was convinced that the fire would reignite itself without further assistance.


Rubbing his hands together, he wasn't ashamed to admit he was a little nervous.  The physics was working roughly as intended, the fundamental concepts were, to his ability to observe, in play.  This time, he'd fill the lattice all at once, instead of procedurally.  An instinct, possibly assistance from the Akashic pool in his Elementalist class, told him that the goal to which he aspired could not exist in piecemeal.


When he'd done the [Cinder Pearl] his mind's eye treated the activation of the spell as if it were a series of candles coming to life at the nodes of the crystal, filling it with their heat.  That was, in his admittedly uncertain opinion, too slow for unaspected mana.  The cast time left too large a gap for something to go wrong, for external mana to contaminate the matrix, despite his best efforts to hold the construct in isolation within his core. 


If Ulric wanted the gem to be perfect, he had to be perfect as well.  The entire lattice had to be done at once, every node, every locus of mana in place, all at the same time, or there would be a fatal delay in the stabilizing arrangement.  It was only like imagining a three-dimensional schematic for a perfect jewel, while channeling mana as precisely as he was capable, while also preventing his own core's energies from influencing the spellform as it wove, all within a few milliseconds, or as near to instantly as his pitiful monkey brain was able to approach.  Easy. 


He could hear Shor's deriding laughter from all the way over in Irielhos.  It was joined by the image of Gother's sad shake of head. 


Okay, fine, so maybe he wasn't actually good enough a mage to do it.  Still.  Science demanded confirmation; he'd have to try again if he wanted to make any conclusions.  Compulsively, he reran the theories, tightened a few conceptual holes, and sharpened his intent.  Half an hour later, he was ready to try again. 


"Third time's the charm.  Right?" He inquired drily of the empty camp.


Ulric tuned out the surroundings to concentrate on a space in front of him, a little further from the firepit, this time.  As before, he used his spellwork to revert lightning to base mana, just the tiniest amount held by his core. 


Mentally, the engineer envisioned the diamond cubic unit cell, the eight nodes in their tetrahedral bonds coordinated to four others.  Then he expanded the image to form the cubic structure of eighteen nodes, the familiar calculations for diamond lattice parameter easily coming to him, courtesy of two decades of advanced materials science research.  Ulric's mouth moved as he silently recited the litany: Eight atoms on each corner, give an eighth of their volume, six atoms on the face give a half part of their volume, four atoms internal give the full measure of their volume, to yield exactly eight measures of atomic volume.  Then the arrangement demanded the cubic corners to be separated by exactly eight over the square root of three times the radius of the atom, due to the spherical nature of the atom and the cubic geometry of the lattice.


He translated atomic volume to mean mana units and radii to be the separations between the nodes in the imagined crystal he sought to create, one millimeter apart, as small as he could precisely envision.  Exactly eight precisely identical amounts of mana to be concentrated to occupy the eighteen positions of the lattice, and then multiplied by the integer amount to determine the size of the jewel, according to his determined lattice parameter of, call it four point six one nine millimeters as well as the charge of white magic he had prepared, ready to fill the lattice.


Months sitting in near dark staring at a computer-generated pattern of bright dots on a field of black flashed through his memory, and Ulric saw the gem in his mind, like a hologram.  His will hardened and he pushed the magic to move, to make real the image.


The little white diamond flared to life, forming a beautifully faceted bipyramidal octagon, hanging in space before him. 


*PING*


Ulric watched it, mouth hanging open in amazement.  Now this, he told himself, this was actual magic.  The surface of the jewel was immaculate, the edges so sharply defined it seemed not to belong to the world around it.  He noted no prismatic fire, this time.  A Philosopher's stone? 


He'd done it. 


"I did it!" the Reforged man shouted, ecstatic.


"What are you doing?!" Screamed Adept Werona, a look of abject horror plastered across her Sauri features.


Ulric turned his head, keeping his eyes on the [Arcanite Diamond] he'd created, "Umm…I'm doing science?"


He wasn't sure why he felt like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar but he didn't much care for it.  Damned woman had almost made his attention slip, yelling like that.  Didn't she know how freakin dangerous disrupting a mage's concentration was?


The taloned feet hesitantly stepped forward, carrying the mage forwards as if drawn against her will.  Ulric was now certain that Sauri couldn't blanch because, if they could, Werona would have gone pale. 


"That cannot be what it looks like.  What you are doing is impossible.  Madness." She informed him.


"Incorrect." Ulric replied, maintaining his concentration on the spell, just in case the situation degenerated, "Madness necessitates a lack of reason and impossibility requires strict proof, else it is superstition."


He reached out and took the crystallized magic into his hand, the little jewel fitting easily into his palm, being a bare few centimeters at its long axis. 


"What I am doing is a perfectly reasonable exercise in application of sound physical principles.  Just because the result is heinously dangerous if mishandled does not make it insane." He tried to calm her down.


The Sauri mage's tail lashed behind her nervously, clearly not satisfied with his answer.  She had not stopped approaching, however, and now stood a couple of meters away, eyes drawn hypnotically towards the floating jewel of arcane potential in his hand.


"Where did you learn this?" Werona asked, still aghast, "What Archmage taught a Valin youth to shape Omic mana outside the core?"


Ulric tossed the stone lightly towards the stunned mage and struggled to remain stoic while she flinched away and then bobbled the Arcanite, before clutching it as if it were a priceless gem.  Which, he supposed, it maybe was.  Okay, that was slightly dickish, but he couldn't help it.  The Adept ash wielder was far too wound up, and it was funny to watch her freak out.  Besides, the gem was totally inert, its magical resistance near infinite.  It had to be inserted into a spellweave to start drawing mana.   


Her glare down at the top of his head was a near physical thing, pressing around him with its weight. 


"That was not amusing, Ulric."  He was informed duly.


"Subjective statement, Mage Werona.  But noted.  And nobody taught me, I figured it out this morning.  Just now, actually!  And it's kind of thanks to you, so, in a way, this is a win for you as well."  He returned, finally allowing himself a small grin.


Large clawed hands cupped the tiny little Philosopher's stone in them and its brilliance nearly made the dark green of her palm seem to lighten in color. 


Having had his fun, he tried again to placate the aggravated mage.


"Relax Werona, it's stable!  Totally inert, until we hook it up to some construct or another.  I mean, yeah, if the crystal structure is compromised, the integrity of the gem knackered in any way, we might be exposed to a dangerous reaction or antimagic impulse, but, other than that, it's completely safe."  Ulric told her, receiving a rather toothy grimace of alarm.


"What under the Twins made you even think of this?  And how did I have anything to do with it?  I never even mentioned the possibility of this…this…whatever this is!" Came her shaken retort.


Ulric's lips pursed while he sorted the last couple of hours out for himself.


"Well, you remember how you were making use of the structure of the ash magic to provide a conduit for heat flow right?  And that you then made your spellweave to draw and distribute the   Incendere within its confines?  Well, this is that, but instead of just working with heat, it draws all kinds of energy.  It's like a, like a magical black body."  He said, realizing a few moments later that she didn't know what a black body was.


A dead eyed reptilian stare held him and the man was reminded of a juicy grub crawling in front of a tokay gecko.  Probably not the kindest metaphor he could have come up with, but there it was.


"Ulric, you wonderful, confusing, aggravating Valin pup, if you do not sit down and explain yourself I will be forced to kill you for an Abyssal witch." Werona threatened in jest.


Probably.


So, with a gesture for his colleague to take a seat, which she did instinctively, still clutching the teensy white gem, he took a seat adjacent to her and began to go over the theory, scribing pictures in the dirt with his belt knife.  It was the better part of three hours, with frequent interruptions for questions, two accusations of witchcraft, and a final declaration that he was either a genius or irredeemably insane, before they came to the end of it. 


Which was fair, really.  Nobody ever accused Nikola Tesla of being a stable individual.


Now, Ulric was keeping an eye on the keen Sauri, interested to see how she'd take an injection of modern physics into her paradigm.  The signs were thus far promising.


Werona sat back, glazed over, with her knees tucked against her muscular chest, rocking slightly against the base of her thick tail, a posture impossible for a human without falling over backwards.  Empty slitted eyes stared at the clouds as they idled by overhead.  Most of the mage's tail was wrapped protectively around herself, white piece of improbable magitech still held in her hands and she petted it absently, seeking comfort from the disturbing revelations of a distant cosmos. 


More or less the appropriate response to a physics lesson.  Many a night he'd spent sitting cross-legged, staring into a dwindling fire and lost inside himself while he tried to drag understanding, kicking and screaming, out from the anarchy of his wetware.


Ulric let her digest the contents of the crystallography and energetics lecture, sprinkled liberally with what he'd been able to figure out about how those intersected with the seeming quantum foam that was mana.  It was sort of a lot.  He would know, he'd been struggling with it for more than half a year by this point.  He'd struggled with most of the contents for the better part of three decades, actually, and that was with most of it being known science for over three hundred years.  Magic was, in all honesty, not the hard part, just the least well defined. 


Adept Werona rocked forwards and held the crystal mana out towards him, placing it daintily into his outstretched palm, before assuming a slightly more relaxed posture. 


The gem reflected light slightly prismatically when he held it at a certain angle to the light.  Else it was like a lustrous piece of pure white marble, cut into a polished bipyramidal octagon.  Visually, his [Cinder Pearls] were far more striking.  This thing here, it wouldn't stand out on a bookshelf, other than as a pearlescent curiosity.  It was important for what it represented, more than what it was. 


How actually had Werona known what she was looking at? Ulric asked himself, before dismissing the question as inane.  Because she was a mage.  Its mundane appearance was one thing, to even a poor manasense the [Arcanite Diamond] felt radiant.


"We have moved well beyond the terms delineated in our contract, Ulric." Announced his draconic confrere.


"Aye." Ulric reported.


They sat silently for a few moments more.  The Twins had risen to Midsunsrise, and the grounds of the Moot bustled around them, the goings and comings of Elves, Beastkin, and the odd Human undisturbed by the implications within this small huddle of tents.


"Would you teach me the spellform for how to create this Arcanite?" She asked, but with reservation.


"Nope." Ulric denied her easily. 


Her expression didn't change, she'd not expected him to part with its specific crafting so easily.  He'd already given her the theoretical knowledge necessary to understand the spell but not the explicit process to go through with it.  He explained himself anyway, just to make sure she understood that he wasn't hoarding knowledge so much as he was safeguarding something incredibly hazardous.  It would be like handing out nuclear codes, spreading around the spellweave for crafting [Arcanite Diamond].


"The reason, Mage Werona, is that A: you'd probably die if you tried any time soon; I have at least a decade of experience in applying techniques towards the end of working with crystals as this one, minus its magical potency.  And B: when you make [Arcanite Diamond], you also, eventually, make [Arcanite Onyx], which is a whole other ball of wax."


The Sauri Adept did not so much as blink at that pronouncement, which meant she already knew about it.  Apparently, the Philosopher's stone was a topic of some general knowledge in the magicking community that Ulric wasn't in on.  As usual, he was playing catch up.  Still, he owed it to his colleague to underscore the danger by sharing his experience from that morning.  It was also useful to put into words the myriad caution flags that his lizard brain, in its primal need to ensure he remained fully assembled and breathing, was throwing. 


"Unless the spellweaves conducting manaforms through it are pristinely crafted, the Arcanite will soak up mana as water pours through sand.  Once saturated, which, as I understand things correctly is inevitable, it eventually will, with astonishing rapidity, turn to Deathstone spontaneously."


Werona's eyes widened at that, evidently a nugget with which she was not aware as he continued.


"Then, it explodes.  Violently.  But not before eating any active spellweaves around it, tearing them apart and consuming them.  My failure, just a few hours ago, with all the precaution I could manage, a near success as well, I might add, probably almost detonated the camp and myself.  I could not, in good conscience, loose this on the world without understanding it better." Described Ulric, speaking in the same tone he'd use to explain why playing with a fissile core was a bad idea.


"Then, what I detected earlier, like the shadow of a [Greater Thunderhawk] passing over my core, that was not the creation of the Philosopher's stone, but the Deathstone obliterating?" The Sauri mage asked, if anything, mildly relieved.


Ulric nodded, a bit numbly.  He'd wondered if anybody else had felt it.  Most of the energy from the event seemed to happen at the magical wavelengths, rather than the physical.  Still enough to flatten him, by the way, but it had been mostly expended in the metaphysical.  If that balance were not so heavily skewed, he'd be powdered Glade Chief.


Perhaps the mages of Varda already knew how to prevent the, seemingly inevitable conversion of a rather benign substance into an unfathomably destructive one.  He wasn't in on the secret though.  Near as he could tell, any mage that had discovered a way to generate the [Arcanite Diamond] had shortly thereafter discovered that actually using one was disastrous in the long run. 


Sooner or later, just as true diamonds turned to graphite, the Philosopher's stone became Deathstone.  Only, instead of that transition being a slow, observable transition, easily timed and predicted, the Arcanite Diamond transformation was, to his observation, instantaneous.  And, currently, he didn’t know how to stop it, to preserve the wonder that he’d created.


The tiny little jewel of potential in his hand, this wondrous magical catalyst was, in a not so distant future, an antimagic bomb.  At least it didn't have the many orders of magnitudes greater energy of a matter/antimatter collision. 


Gods' blood, what would that have done?  Ulric asked himself as his mouth dried at the thought. 


The little thumbnail he'd made, what could it have massed, maybe ten grams?  That'd be, like…a number arrived and he redid the calculation, not believing it.  When it came out that an antimatter annihilation of a single dekagram of mass released about one point eight Quadrillion Joules of energy, the former engineer was ready to indulge in a good old-fashioned supplication to the unknowable.


Oh Watcher, prayed Ulric, thou who art of magnificent boobage, thank you for not letting me be so dumb as to dick with antimatter.


Accusingly, his magical counterpart inquired without preamble "You did not know about any of this when you started mucking about, did you?  About the myths around Philosopher's stone and Deathstone, or any of it?"


Ulric very deliberately did not meet her eyes before admitting "I…did not.  No.  It just seemed like a good idea at the time?"


A loud snort accompanied his statement.  Which, again, was fair. 


Mage Werona was tapping her claws thoughtlessly against her teeth, which was a far more disturbing tic than he would ever be willing to tell her.  Taipan, had she known, would have seen to it to carry around a set of stones and beast teeth to do at camp, just to fuck with him.  Ulric suppressed a slight shudder at the casually predatory reminder that Beastkin were probably a little more beast than kin.


"Alright.  I agree with your assessment, Mage Ulric." The gentle acknowledgment came, finally, Werona's muzzle dipping briefly to accompany her words.


The Sauri mage's gentle tone was contrite, as opposed to her earlier husky intensity.


"It is unlikely that I could successfully execute the casting and I have not bargained for this information.  Any part my lessons played were, to my chagrin, incidental to your breakthrough.  In any event, our previous arrangement stands and I must thank you for indulging my, uhm, aggressive inquiry into the nature of your discovery.  I apologize for being so…abrupt."


Ulric waved her off.  He couldn't blame her, not for being a little off balance.  This was like his playing around with Ceraun.  The Elves were, more or less, appalled that he would join himself to the electromagnetic circuit, the flow of lightning mana he used in his spells.  To them, it was Not To Be Done.  Suicide.  For those in the know, creating stable unaspected mana, by Werona's reaction, fell into similar category. 


He'd done it because he hadn't known he couldn't.  More or less.  And, now that he had, he strongly suspected that, just because he could, that he shouldn't.  Not until he understood better the implications.  For all that he was excited to put the little gem to use, envisioning amplifae for his own magic, a perfect shielding construct against enemy spells, possibilities for antimage or spellbreaker applications, Ulric was ignorant.  And magic was dangerous.  Dangerous for the same reason writing code was hard: the computer only did what you told it to.  Magic too, moved alongside the mage's intent exactly as instructed. 


There Were Consequences.


"It's fine, Werona.  You are within your rights to be demanding of answers.  My investigation was, perhaps, not strictly wise.  Only, I did not know that at the time I began it, which seems to be happening somewhat frequently, these days.  Do you think anyone else notice the influence of the [Arcanite Onyx] decomposition?" Ulric wondered aloud.


"Any being with a core in a league around this location would have felt the suppression, brief as it was.  However, they may not have recognized what they felt.  Mages who are versed enough to know that they were experiencing a momentary breakdown in their core's mana regulation are rare." Came the Ash Adept's immediate answer.


"And what else are you doing that might be, shall we call it, premature, for one of your tender age?" The Sauri asked, tail twitching as she took on an expression that could only be cautious suspicion, by the narrowing of her eyes and the pursing of her muzzle's lips.


So, Ulric told her about Ceraun.  Not about the actual Ceraun, the elemental of vast scope hovering somewhere out in the ionosphere, but about his odd method of casting.  He considered it a sort of pro bono contribution to the ways of magery, given that Werona was only the second person he'd met who seemed to have the sort of inquisitive nature and scholastic background that would make explaining it worthwhile.  When he'd finished, the Sauri directed a pointed stare at him.


"You are loved by the gods and hopelessly mad." the Adept informed him.


Ulric nodded.


"My sylvan wife is of a similar opinion." He agreed.


"How have you not already killed yourself?" She asked, completely serious.


Ulric had to think on it a second, now, because he had turned that question on himself a number of times.


"Solid theoretical fundamentals, Adept Werona.  Solid fundamentals and, likely, the Elementalist class has profound benefit for one such as myself, the Akashic support helping me to avoid the most hazardous pitfalls." He answered.


She frowned scarily for a moment before she too nodded.  It was the only explanation that made sense.  Luck never carried a mage so far before abandoning one to die tragically.


"It is as sound a hypothesis as can be asked." She decided, before adding in a murmur under her breath, "Or else it is the rest of us that are mad and this one has discovered a measure of sanity."


Poe-tay-toe.  Poh-tah-toe. 


One man's crazy was another man's common sense, as near as he could tell.  Just look at Bald'rt.  The Elf King fairly ignored matters that would, for Ulric, be a matter of life and death.  Different rules applied, depending on one's power or capability.  A careful calculus to determine what risks were acceptable and what known quantities could be ignored as harmless.  All a guy had to do was never be wrong.  Varda punished mistakes.


Ulric had made mistakes aplenty, he'd just managed to make them in such a fashion as to survive.  He also hadn't made the same exact mistakes twice, had kept things interesting by fucking up in new and unforeseen ways.  Such was science, you worked with what you knew, while what you didn't snuck up behind you with a heavy frying pan to brain you.


Both mages were of a similar bent and had come to terms with the uncertainties of investigating the unknown.  Good scientists operated by a gambler's rationale:  consider the odds and play your outs. 


"Well enough then," Werona announced, grinning her toothy grin, "I have lived to see something impossible, it is a good day.  Let us bend ourselves then to the completion of our exchange.  You still need to fill in a few gaps for me with regards to constructing these geometrically defined mana node arrangements.  I see the outcome, from your workings and the overall idea, but how does one use this so called unit cell to create the spellform?"


So, Ulric went back to showing Ash Adept Autumnclaw how to diagram a crystal lattice, making drawings in the soft earth as he did.


Things were going fantastically, right up until Prenya, blood sheeting down her face fell into the perimeter of camp yelling.


"Ulric, a manslayer!" She gasped.  "From Prespang!  Trying to kill Taipan, you must hurry."


Numbness, shock, but only for a moment.


[Warrior's Instinct]


[Ceraunoperception]


Instinctively, Ulric reached out for the talents that best readied him for battle.  The calming readiness edging his thoughts from [Warrior's Instinct] culled the remaining surprise and channeled adrenaline into a focused intensity, a loose awareness of his surroundings.  [Ceraunoperception] reached out, the field of sensitivity painting his skin with impressions of the living forms around him.  Werona's presence pressed loudly on his senses with her proximity, so did Prenya, as she uncharacteristically clumsily staggered to her feet.  Three meters behind him, to the eyes unseen, was a third form, blurry even through his magical perception, drawing a metal weapon, however, that registered brightly to his senses.


Ulric dipped his foot beneath the sheathed Xef'tocht that had lain by his feet and kicked it up to his hands, drawing the weapon free as he did.  Simultaneously, Ceraun raged within his core spinning to its pulsing cycle even as hardened will channeled lightning.


[Surge]


The thrown knife moved with surreal speed towards where he'd been a moment earlier but he'd already evaded, a branching side step flowing into a crouch as his legs flexed.


Ulric hurtled at a speed that would have been hard to track without [Surge] and [Ceraunoperception] to act as a skintight awareness.  The invisible form must have had a talent of its own, it slipped under the horizontal sweep of his enchanted sith, and darted bonelessly to the side as Ulric let [Surge] fall away, using the draining ability in pulses.


Not unscathed.  The unseen would be ambusher, a beastkin of some kind, had not been prepared for detection, its dodge had left its tail raised, the latter third of which flopped to the ground, cloven free.  A Sauri then. 


Blood streaked through the air as the hidden form moved, almost faster than Ulric could follow, even with [Ceraunoperception], like someone dragging their finger from his left shoulder around to his backbone across his body in a mere breath.  It advanced with the same oppressive speed and Ulric knew he wouldn't be able to match the pace of this enemy without burning himself out with [Surge].


Time to cheat.


[Voltaic Riot]


Ulric threw a hand into the path of the stabbing blade and a vicious arc of violet light sang into being, crackling and buzzing.  This close, Ulric could feel the attacker's expression shift to surprise as it narrowly slipped by the dancing arc that left glowing, steaming glassified paths along its path.  It was wasteful of mana, but it slowed the agile killer, and that was the point.


Ulric stepped behind his spell, using the moment his enemy had to spend abandoning their fatal thrust to launch his own blade in a rising diagonal cut that threatened to open it from hip to shoulder.  He grinned savagely when he saw how thin the margin of its evasion, a backwards step that left a bare couple of millimeter's space between the cutting metal tip and its flesh.


The stunned form lost its invisibility, startled Sauri features stricken as they beheld the line of Xef'tocht's enchanted cutting aura.  It had taken a deep wound from a blow it had known it had avoided.


"Not good enough, you fucker!" Ulric yelled triumphantly, and took a two-handed grip, advancing rapidly on the injured prey as he did.  He was halfway upon the form as the slitted eyes widened at his charge and it vanished from sight, though the position of it through [Ceraunoperception] remained unchanged.  Too late.  He tasted victory as his blade descended.


His overhead chop would have taken the would-be killer through the collar bone, cleaving it cleanly if not for the blast of stone that pelted him in the side, knocking him into a roll before he gained his feet.  It felt like he'd taken a fastball made of concrete across his ribs.  When the adrenaline faded, that shit was going to hurt.  It had also torn a rent in his robe,


Gray eyes scanned for the source of the spell.  There, just outside his electroperception.  A diminutive form in heavy plate armor with a warhammer nearly as large as it was.  A dwarf?  Ulric hadn't seen one before, the figure was smooth faced and elfin, a far cry from the gruff bearded forms of fairy tales.  It looked almost like a small child, with too large eyes and no hair, skin bronzed, what little of it Ulric could see, which was virtually none, except for its head.  A great helmet it held cupped in the crook of its arm, the hammer held with worryingly casual ease in the other hand and its expression was purely disgusted.


"Bollocks.  Yherska cocked up the timing.  Again." Came the menacing baritone, at odds with the childish features. 


"Quert, if you haven't noticed, the mark sees you through the damned cloak.  You can save yourself the blighted trouble and maybe spend a little effort keeping yer fookin guts where they belong.  Asides, ye're leaving a trail of blood good as a map." The armored dwarf scoffed, an odd drawl mixed with standard dialect.


The Svartalfin grounded the hammer's head, which left a deep divot to declare its mass.  Then the newcomer spat into its palms and rubbed them together like a lumber jack getting ready to go to work and slipped the heavy helm into place over its bald dome.  A loud metallic ring, like a struck anvil, accompanied the act and the form blurred in Ulric's electrical sense, as if the armored form had become stone.  The armor was an artifact.


"I'm sorry about the tail, by the by.  We'll get you a proper healer when the job's done, if you're still alive." the deep voice sounded hollowed from within the slit visored helmet, like it was speaking from inside an iron bell.


Adept Autumnclaw was recovering from her shock at the sudden onset of violence.  She drew up to her full height, towering over the other individuals in the clearing, her tail lashed furiously with her discontent.  Her muzzle had peeled back into a rather impressive snarl, and she wrapped Prenya up in a protective grip, easily lifting the Elf with one arm.


"You have broken the peace of the Moot, the both of you." She declared, her normally refined tone roughened by anger.


"By the laws of our hosts, this ambush makes your lives forfeit.  I will not sit idle while you attempt murder." the Mage hissed.


"Begging the Lady's pardon, but I'll go through you if you get in the way.  Them's the rules." The Dwarf responded, hefting its ridiculously large weapon easily.


The Ashmage retorted in cinder and smoke, sending a wave of pyroclastic magic to wash over the Dwarf.  Ulric knew from experience that the temperature within that cloud would be vicious, fit to blacken metal and char flesh to nothing.  Whirling black clouds, shot through by glowing embers roiled for a handful of breaths.  The accomplice to the would-be ambusher would be broiled to a husk, right about now. 


Ulric gawked in astonishment as the armored form walked free of the cloud unharmed, armor free of even a sign of its exposure to molten heat.  The grass seared in its footsteps though, from the latent energy.  He'd seen some feats of magic before but this…he'd need a new category for invulnerability.  Judging by Werona's shocked expression she hadn't witnessed such a thing before either.


The Svartalfin gave a brief snort and commented with a tone laden with mockery, "Never seen Rune Armor afore have ye?"


Without any show of concern, the great hammer head was rested on steaming mud and sank halfway up its business end by sheer weight.  The gauntleted hands rose and large, wide pauldrons lifted as the Dwarf shrugged, the gesture exaggerated greatly by the armor's bulk.


"Well, no surprises.   Those cunts ruling on their pretty thrones in the Bones of the Heaven's Reach don't have the balls to do more than put on a show in it.  Turning unlucky bastards like you and your Brownie, the interfering mage too, now, into corpses, that's what it's good for.  And ye'll never put a scratch on it."


With sudden violence, the hammer juggernaut snatched the unadorned metal haft of its weapon, easily lifting it high before bringing it down thunderously, crashing into the clearing floor.  Instead of sinking into the soft loamy soil the ground suddenly cratered, solid as rock, and fist sized stones hurtled free in jagged chucks, like a shotgun towards him. 


Ulric had been [Overcharging] his lightning bolt spell and nearly lost it as he was caught within the edge of the cone. 


*Thud*


He felt harsh impact against his thigh and hip even as he leapt aside.  Dimly some part of him registered that the Svartalfin had used some kind of Terra spell or class ability.  His desperation dive put him on his side, pain radiating from the glancing impacts of solid rock and he drug a bone throwing knife free of its leg sheath.  A sidearm throw sent the knife spinning, primed to his magic and bringing Ceraun to bear as it whirled to intercept the armored Dwarf.  His enemy didn't even twitch as the bone soared past his shoulder and Ulric loosed the heavily charged magic.


[Lightning Javalin]


The clearing split, divided by jagged lightning and thunder blasted as the bolt struck the small assailant. 


Scintillating energies from the spell ribboned around the metal plates for an instant before diving into the earth where the plated boots stood.  Random sparks licked across the grass before the mana dwindled, spent.  Not a smudge evidenced the result of the spell that had served Ulric so well.  And he'd put some heavy oomph into it, he'd turned a pyromancer adept into vapor through a half-depleted barrier with that much juice. 


Fucking ground types, Ulric cursed to himself, the mocking commentary from a game centuries old coming oddly to his mind in these desperate times.


Shaking his head, Ulric tried to keep the sudden dismay from his face at the sight of one of his best weapons being rendered useless.  A quick glance found Werona where she had stood, mostly unharmed except for a ragged tear in her robe and an arm held close to her body, already discolored by the bludgeoning stone projectiles, the other still holding Prenya’s form safely.  A shimmering barrier like nested hexagons made of black ceramic, cracked and pitted by stone shrapnel fell apart around her.  The shield spell had been partially broken by the force of the Terra their attacker had wielded against them.


The ravening instinct to slay all challengers was rising up, and Ulric suppressed it ruthlessly.  He had to keep calm, had to play this with his head.  These enemies were prepared and, for the first time he'd seen, they had direct countermeasures for his primary magic.  They had to be dealt with, so he could go to Taipan.  He concentrated on the Dwarf, taking in its features, the details of the metal plates, the emblazoned symbols carved into the metal of the hammer head and peered into the Akashic connection to the Dwarf.


[Scan]


He grimaced as he felt a sharp twinge behind his eyes, his attempt to garner more information repelled, painfully.  Probably a feature of the Rune Armor.  Bastard.


"Doesn't work.  Rune Armor." Commented the Dwarf dismissively.  "But not a bad try there, Mark." Praised the little juggernaut, "Not bad at all.  Never did the Client say ye could call lightning from the hand, and more than a little.  That little nugget's a’going to cost him dear when we claim the purse.  Mages run triple in our line of work."


The little fucker wasn't even being sarcastic.  Business as usual, was written in the tone.  Which meant these were hitters.  Heavy ones.  Which meant they probably had some connection with the slavers back in Trachn'ir.  Even more reason to see them reaching room temperature.  But how?  His mind raced, the adrenaline and [Warrior's Instinct] lending him focus.  A good thing too, he hadn't forgotten the Sauri stealther.


As if his thoughts were being read, Ulric didn't get a chance to consider it further, the thin Sauri went invisible again, and, this time, it was targeting his colleague, who couldn't see it.  It had slathered something on its wounds from its belt, sealing the cut, and was coming.  Fast.


"Ware!  The invisible one is coming on your left!" Ulric yelled to Werona, before climbing to his feet and readying his sword. 


Ulric's instincts told him to shorten the range, meet the Dwarf, to limit the use of that dangerous shotgunning rock attack.


He closed with the armored form, using the rapid staccato movement of the Elves to approach at an angle, narrowly avoiding a swipe of the metal weapon.  Without pause, evasion turned into offense, and the Reforged man activated his [Surge] amplifying his strike to send his blade into the armored form's short ribs, where a small seam allowed the wearer to bend at the waist.  The blow was about as hard as he could manage, singing through the air at the figure, which stood only as high as his ribs.


Again, the Dwarf ignored his attempts to harm it, as it recovered from its missed strike.  The Deathless Steel Artifact blade screeched across artifact armor slinging white hot sparks, Xef'tocht's cutting power directed with all Ulric could muster.  The Dwarf thrust the head of its weapon at Ulric's chest as his stroke completed and he dipped away, knowing the hit would probably cave him in. 


Ulric returned to his Undan and gritted his teeth.  Hitting the little bastard had felt like swinging a bat into a metal pole, his hands hurt.  At least his sword wasn't notched.


But, for the first time, the assailant in front of him received an unwelcome surprise, its helmet ducking as it inspected the results of the blow.  For once, the armor showed damage.  A long, clean, gouge maybe as thick as a ruler along the line of his cut.  Ulric would only need to repeat that about a half dozen times to get through to flesh.  Fuck.  Meanwhile, that hammer would mash him into paste if it grazed him.  So be it.


He stepped into another cut, his advantage in speed obvious, and beat the diminutive killer's attempted parry, drawing another marring line across gauntleted hands and wrist.  Short chopping strokes warded him away and they returned to their respective ready stances. 


"Ye've mussed my armor, Mark." Growled the rough voice, anger evident, and, perhaps, a grudging respect.


Up went the hammer, high overhead, a bombastic open position that showed complete disregard for any damage Ulric might do.  He felt a twisting of mana, like a ping of Terra against his core that screamed "Bad Shit Coming" to his senses. 


[Surge]


Ulric blurred sideways as the hammer came down, a forest of stone spikes ripped out from the ground to spear him from below, following his motion with only a moment of delay.  He stood behind the Dwarf's shoulder as his enhancement ended, the rock spears terminating a bare half meter away.  Without his rapid movement he'd have been skewered.


No time to counter.  The armored figure was already turning, spinning like an Olympic hammer thrower, bringing the massive weapon around, a spike of stone now coating its head, like a huge pick. 


The Svartalfin assassin swung the thing like it weighed nothing at all.  Ulric used his physique to its fullest, jumping high towards his enemy, tucking his legs to his chest, feeling the wind move beneath him as the Terra infused weapon passed beneath him. Gravity asserted itself and the Elve’s training took over, he angled Xef'tocht downwards in a double hammer grip stab, lining the blade up with the helmet's eye slit as he descended.


For the first time, the eyes inside showed a sense of threat, the figure stepped back, overswinging as it did and losing the firmness of its stance, the deep blue sith passed where its face had been.  Having narrowly avoided impalement, the Svartalfin heavyweight couldn't avoid another shower of white sparks that creased its pauldrons and breastplate with a new scar, drawing another curse from the Dwarf.


Ulric landed cleanly and used the brief opening to jam the razored pommel at the hired killer's throat, coming from below the chin, one of the only gaps in its adamantine defenses.  A gauntleted hand intercepted the thrust, stopping him jarringly cold and Ulric yelled as the tiny opponent flung him bodily away, nearly ripping his sword from his grip as it did.  He landed on his back and slid across the clearing, breathless a moment before he regained his feet. 


How the fuck strong was that Svartalfin?


"That is so unfair." He complained under his breath, wheezing slightly.


He couldn't hurt the Dwarf.  At all.  The armor grounded his lightning and tanked the Tephras magic without harm, somehow preventing the figure inside from cooking in the absurd heat.  Ulric's mind whirled, options flashing through his mind as the Dwarf righted its helmet, slightly askew from its own gauntlet hitting it when the tank cast Ulric away like a kitten. 


The Artifact Plate wearing killer gave him no space, wading in with great strokes that would shatter Ulric if they touched him.  They went back and forth, mostly with Ulric going back and his opponent coming forth.  Metal rang and Ulric only spared the odd glance to shout the position of the ninja every couple of seconds, hoping Werona could keep it off his back while guarding his Legranel host and lover.


Once, Ulric tried to parry with his sword, as he'd learned with Taipan, and nearly dislocated his shoulder, abandoning the attempt halfway.  His hip twinged as he launched himself to the ground, unceremoniously diving to the dirt to avoid being brained.  Alright, so, don't try that again, he noted as he clambered to his feet.  Again.  How many times was this already?  What about with some magnetic assistance?


The hammer came again and, this time, Ulric employed the Ohmic Knight ability [Maxwell's Parry] to magnetically deflect the downstroke to the side.  He might as well have tried to turn a charging elephant aside.


Oooph!  He gasped, breathless as Newton's Third Law had its way with him.


For his trouble, Ulric was launched four meters into a canvas tent, tearing it down around him as he ripped through the fabric.  He grunted involuntarily as the wind left him briefly, the impact softened by the tent.  After an endless panicked moment, limbs tangled, a few short swipes of his weapon cut a hole through tough material and Ulric climbed out of the ruins. 


It had only taken a couple of seconds, and he felt the Dwarf where he'd left off, pulling its hammer out of the dirt.  Bastard.  Panting, Ulric caught his breath for a second and took stock.


Up!  His instincts suddenly screamed.  He jumped again, two meters vertical, flattening out like a high jumper, narrowly evading the incoming javalins of Terra that buried themselves into the dirt below.  Projectiles that had attempted to spear him through the vision blocking canvas. 


Sharpened slabs of rock destroyed the remaining contents of the tent, flinging wreckage away and pinning the material to the ground.  As he landed, balanced, and he would kiss Idra if he ever saw the Elf again, he kicked off one of the rigid projectiles and thanked his lucky stars for his persistence practicing the detection spell. 


It only thanks to [Ceraunoperception] that he'd been able to read the incoming Terra missiles. 


The armored figure had grounded its weapon again, now held its hands outstretched towards him, drawing stone from the rock below, somehow not creating a pit while it did. 


Curious later Ulric, not dying now! He screamed at himself as three more salvos followed, each coming closer than the last before Ulric got in range to put a slash across the Dwarf's visor that made him refocus on melee.  


A few close dodges and some more nicks in the armor, is all he managed to accomplish before returning to a somewhat neutral position in the camp clearing a minute later, breathing hard from the exertion.  Both fighters evaluated the other.  The Svartalfin fairly radiated frustration, for all that Ulric couldn't see its features through the helmet.  Unfortunately, Ulric couldn't find much humor in the situation, in spite of his opponent being not so much a fan of fighting him anymore.


Strength like a giant.  Heavy as all hell.  Terra magic.  Nigh unto invulnerable armor.  Big fucking hammer.  Options?  The only weakness Ulric could find was the visor's slit and getting an opportunity there meant getting in reach of the little titan's weapon.  He couldn't stop the bastard, couldn't restrain its movements, couldn't get an angle without being left vulnerable to a killing blow.  The former Engineer's thoughts attacked the problem as they took stock of each other and their respective resources.


With the space he had as the Dwarf reset its feet, he saw that Mage Autumnclaw was having her own troubles, though less than he.  The other assassin, a Sauri, like herself, wearing what appeared to be the gear vaguely reminiscent of a black leather clad ninja, was dodging a stream of whips made of ash, each one carrying blistering fires within, if the steaming clouds where they struck the cool earth were any indication. 


Where Tiny over there was powerful, if a little slow, this guy was quick and agile.  The stealth killer was, however, missing a beat with the loss of blood and about a half meter of tail, not to mention the gaping, if no longer freely bleeding wound up its body. 


Honestly?  The Tephras Adept was in way better shape than himself, even encumbered.  Ulric turned his attention back to the Artifact Plate wearing dickhead.  If only the ground were covered in ice, it'd serve the jerkoff right to go sliding around everywhere. 


Wait a second.


Ulric grinned evilly.  There you go, he told himself.  That's thinking with your dipstick Jimmy, he can't move around if he can't get any traction.  He can't swing that hammer if he can't get his feet under him. 


"I don't know what's got yer gob smiling, but at least you die happy Mark." Said the miniature colossus as it advanced on Ulric.


[White Interference]


Ulric channeled mana into the spell to revert his lightning natured magic, useless against this foe, into a reservoir to use one of his old spells, as he had once used it to create tracks for a sled.


Ulric rushed in aggressively and the Dwarf readied itself to paste him.  Chance!  The juggernaut took a single step forward, launching its hammer into a pounding overhead and Ulric molded Caelum.


[Skyshield]


Magic whirled into a disk of hardened air beneath the descending booted foot.  The frictionless plate of air shattered but the Dwarf's weight and momentum punished him, his lead foot lurched forward and his legs parted into a nasty split and his, definitely his, voice cried agony.


"Ahhhh!  My fookin tackle!” The awkwardly scrambling figure yelled while warding him away with deceptively light swings of a half-hafted hammer. 


“You whoreson Valin ape, I'll eat yer guts." Moaned the Dwarf, setting his once more.


Ulric had the pleasure of noting that his foe was using the massive hammer as a cane, one gauntleted hand over his maybe torn groin.  A short reprieve, but a needed one.


How quickly the tides turn.  A game of cat and mouse ensued.  Circling, Ulric forced the heavy opponent to turn, to keep him in sight.  Even winded, hurting from various glancing strikes from Terra spells, Ulric was faster than his enemy. 


And He Had a Plan.  His opportunity came sooner than expected, the plate suited pint sized goliath swung that massive hammer around in a sideways stroke, trying to force Ulric to stop his circling.


A half backstep, the slightest of dodges left the wind of the hammer ruffling his clothes and Ulric braced himself hard against the soft earth. 


[Maxwell's Parry]


Magnetic force plied against the passing hammer, throwing it fiercely away, using the strength of the Dwarf and the mass of his weapon against him, ruining his balance.  He took a single step to brace himself and Ulric put another barrier of air beneath the foot, dragging the impossibly heavy Artifact armor over, causing his enemy to topple, at last, to his back.  Vulnerable, for the first time.


The Dwarf tried to roll, couldn't, with its hammer on top of its chest plate, threw the weapon aside.  Heavy gauntlets ripped muddy tracks instead of finding purchase, but Ulric was already on top of the downed foe, the howling instinct in his mind finally in tune with the rest of him.


This time, with a right handed overhand chop of his own, carrying all the strength he could muster behind it, Ulric returned his enemy's battering favor towards the slitted visor.  A gauntleted arm raised overhead to catch the blow and the ringing collision nearly caused him to lose Xef’tocht, the hilt almost dropping from innervate hands. 


Brilliant sparks flew once more, blinding both for a moment.  The only moment Ulric would ever need.


He grimaced through the brightness and the mounting pains, used his [Ceraunoperception] to feel the prone dwarf's position and fell over his enemy, crouching. 


Xef'tocht was torn away, the Svartalfin's might overpowered him easily as the titanic strength slung his weapon wide, and a gauntleted hand reached for his head, to crush him, exposing his slitted helmet for once to destroy Ulric.


Too slow! Ulric crowed alongside the urges of the Lord Instinct.


Ignoring the loss of his primary weapon, Ulric's left hand, the one he'd kept hidden behind his turning hip, flashed forwards in a stab towards the visor, coated in the glacial power of Infrig.  Ice magic, wrought devastation on the exposed enemy, the [Iceblade] slid easily through the hateful, glaring eyes behind that helmet, parting a skull made brittle by shear cold.  Frosted steam poured briefly from the visor, bloodless wounds frozen closed before they could pulse the life blood from the Svartalfin's dying body.


Instead of wet heat, tiny shards of crimson hoarfrost hit Ulric's face as he ripped the Infrig dagger free.  He was nearly toppled, courtesy of spasming limbs, involuntary twitches from a rime coated brain, that almost threw him aside before the armored form stilled.


Looking up from where he'd crouched over the fallen Dwarf, taking hard rough breaths from the brutal action of his victory, Ulric saw the form of his calm, collected colleague, the dignified scholastic presence of Werona Autumnclaw. 


The composed mage was nowhere to be found.  In her place was a bestial ravager and, at the moment, she was biting the head from the Sauri ninja, who she had pinned to the ground with a burning net of Tephras.  The other wounds upon the, now definitely a corpse, including burns, ropy loops of intestine, and other assorted missing bits, testified that she hadn't started with the head.  A final wet ripping noise and a throaty howl of savage glee announced the end of the combat.  The mauled head rolled across the clearing, spat contemptuously by his erstwhile academic comrade.


Ulric Einar, a man from a peaceful life who had, nevertheless witnessed and engaged in bloodshed on numerous occasions in this new life, was not ashamed to admit the sight to be a little nauseating. 


I mean, he told himself, I'm not fucking eating them.  Gods' blood.  He put Do Not Fuck with Ms. Autumnclaw on his mental checklist.  Parts of the dead would be hitman were still dripping from her jaws.  Like, little chunks of him.  Fuck.


When the Tephras mage noticed his observation, she realized what she was doing and grew abashed.  It was kind of cute, in a surprised velociraptor kind of way.  Hurriedly, the Sauri wiped her gore coated muzzle with the torn sleeve of her robe, which did not greatly help, merely distributed the cooling blood in a great smear across her face and clothes.  


Abandoning the project as hopelessly, Werona smiled sheepishly, scarily, given what those pearly whites had just done, and stepped over the ravaged assassin’s body to tend to Prenya, whom had gotten discarded at some point in the chaos.


The Elf woman was not in good shape, and Ulric felt a flash of concern when he realized she’d gotten caught in the fight, and hadn’t escaped unscathed.  She’d been injured before, when she’d come into the camp, had suffered a gnarly cut to her forehead and, by the swelling, a rather hard blow to the back of the head.  Very probably, the Herdrider was concussed.  Now, she also had about five relatively deep wounds from the initial stone shrapnel spell, the ones that had broken through the Ash shield. 


A worrying amount of blood was escaping from a ragged hole just above her hip bone.  The Sauri Tephras mage started stemming the blood flow and Ulric staggered over to their shared tent, now sporting multiple holes in its fabric, to dig through his pack for first aid kit.  He was starting to feel the battering himself, and the depletion of his reserves.  Muscles screamed protestation against having been [Surged] rapidly, and his joints were starting to stiffen, to refuse to obey so readily to his mind’s commands.


He ended up just hauling the pack over to Werona and they extracted the needed goods and spent a brisk minute doing what they might for the various hurts on the young Elf.  Ulric figured the fight had not gone unnoticed, Legranel had scattered at the onset of the hostilities, and somebody would be along shortly.  Probably.  Regardless, Ulric couldn’t stay.  As much as he wanted to tend his third wheel lover, he had to find Taipan.  Mage Autumnclaw was already doing everything he could think of to do.  The Svartalfin heavy had mentioned a third party, probably the one that had attacked Taipan. 


Pushing himself erect, Ulric took a few deep breaths, assessing himself.  He had a few, okay, so maybe a lot of bruises.  The one on his hip in particular was throbbing fantastically.  He was soaked to the skin and caked with dirt from being thrown to the mud, several times, and, now that the fighting was over shivers of chill would not be far off. 


He could barely feel his hands which were half numb from the ringing collisions with the mini titan's artifact armor and hammer.  To top it off, he had about a tenth of his mana left, maybe, and the full body ache told him that another [Surge] or two was going to render him bedridden or in need of a Sano mage's attention.  So…good enough?  Good enough, Ulric squared himself to go to his Shadow's aid. 


Which resolution was unnecessary, because the woman herself, dragging an unconscious female Leor Beastkin, strode into camp, dropping her baggage unceremoniously as she did.


Taipan looked like she'd walked into a jet engine's intakes, clothes savaged, numerous small, thin cuts striping her arms, legs, torso, and even a few that disappeared into her hairline.  By the looks of it, she'd almost lost both eyes, one to a vertical cut that dropped from her cheek to her collarbone, the other to a slice from the bridge of her nose through her eyebrow up to her short hair, which had locks shorn unevenly from it.  Her bow, carried in hand instead of on her back had had its string cut. 


She more or less looked like he felt.  Ulric gave passing thought to how hot she'd be with the new scars before stuffing his hindbrain back into its cage.  Adrenaline does weird shit to you.


Glittering emerald eyes, bronze metallic flakes of her heritage took in the battered camp and the disheveled Glade Chief.  Stone spears jutting from the ground, fragments of rock everywhere, ruined tents and a fireplace in shambles spoke volumes, as did the streaks of blood painting the clearing, all telling a story.  Both corpses received an assessing glare before she turned her gaze on him. 


Coolly, Ulric's life bonded Shadow and devoted sylvan wife inquired "How did you fare so poorly against the little one?"


The relief he’d been feeling at her safe, well, mostly safe, return vanished.  Ulric couldn't help the incredulous laughter as he raised his hands and looked around for support that was not to be found. 


Freaking Taipan, he remarked to himself. 


“Oh, I’m sorry Taipan, I guess I just left my Artifact armor can opener in my other pants.” Groused the battered man. 


“I was so busy reinventing miracle magic this morning, it plum slipped my mind that I had a date with a meter and a half tall asshole with giant strength and his invisible ninja fuckbuddy!  No, I just had to go and ruin the afternoon getting my ass beat while I worried myself into an early grave that you’d maybe been murdered by the dick behind door number three!  Don’t I just have egg on my face?!” Ulric had built up to a good solid shout at the end.


His cinnamon skinned partner winced at the volume and cleared an ear with her finger.  Her slow reveal of white teeth, grinning at his discomfit, revealed her joy in teasing him.


“There is no need to howl like a burned [Amberfang], Glade Chief.  It is well that I am around to clean up after you.” She said, twisting the knife, “You did not even manage to take one alive.  Not to worry!  I have secured mine assailant, and she will be capable of speaking before long!”


Eyes closed, teeth grinding, Ulric tried to pretend his Shadow was a ghost that could be exercised by triple distilled thought profanity.  He cursed her within the darkness of his mind.  He spoke things inside his heart about her that would make their first meeting seem a chivalrous knight’s courting poem.  When he opened his eyes, he found his wife’s triumphant smile waiting. 


“Oh!  Before I forget, I should also mention that I have broken through my block.  My class advanced and I am now able to use three of mine abilities in concert.  Take heart mine love, I will be able to keep you safe from your future foes with ease, to prevent further humiliations as this one.” Gloated the black hearted Huntress.


Freaking Taipan. 


Once the exultation wore off, Ulric always felt like hell following a fight. 


The adrenaline, the mana exhaustion, and, most recently, the after effects of [Surge].  While it paled compared to the outright exhaustion that came from using [Core Capaciter] to squeeze his core like a juicer into a spell of ultimate power, it had more extreme effects on his actual body.  Joints and muscle attachments specifically. 


Imagine max rep day at the gym only you decided to just do it for every muscle group, like a mongoloid pump addict hopped up on caffeine doses that would render an ox hypertensive and with a side of a nice cycle of the juice.  That was what [Surge] did to him.  Problem was, it was just too damned useful not to employ when his ass was on the line.  It was the first time these wacky classes seemed to directly amplify him in a way that was so very tangible.  Power like that was more than a little addictive.


Ulric was, not to be over proud about it, a specimen, thanks to the workings of the Watcher.  For a guy only a little over two meters tall he was built like he pulled stumps for a living.  And, while a big part of that was part of the Watcher's cosmic yoink, a not inconsequential part of it was due to how insanely active his life had been. 


Between his time spent in the wilderness, living the neolithic life of a subsistence hunter and his time with the Iriel'en, being run through the accelerated program they'd give their most talented soldiers, the end of which was to produce the shock troops for which the Aes'r were feared by other races, he was fit in the extreme.


Human in name only, was Bald'rt Iriel's assessment. 


Ulric was well past worrying about that asterisk in his status.  Which was why, when [Surge] was active, he was able to truly reach the realm of the inhuman.  Fast and agile as the Aes'r, if less coordinated, and almost as strong as a Beastkin, if not so purely huge.  Alas, all good things involved compromise.  His bodily integrity, for one.  His mana pool, for another.  [Surge] drew mana intensely, a firehose pressurizing the mana from his core into sheer physicality through means that he didn't pretend to understand, but paralleled what Bathe Iriel, known as the Golden Beast amongst her people, was capable of, if far lesser.  Bathe could explain it, had been instructing him in the methods for body magic but he was a novice, it was his Ohmic Knight class doing the heavy lifting. 


Not worth worrying about right now. 


No indeed.  He turned his attention to his Shadow and her trophy.  The catlike traits of the Beastkin were only marginally intact.  Ears ragged, an eye missing, three puckering wounds where it looked like an arrow had been broken off, and, most telling, deep, spiraling cuts, like a propeller prop had savaged the assassin's back and torso. 


Pointing towards the unconscious but stabilized hitter, against whom his Shadow claimed to have elevated past a threshold in her already fearsome abilities, Ulric decided to get into figuring out what exactly the fuck was going on here.  While he addressed the Iriel'en, he kept an eye out on the first aid being plied to Prenya by the Sauri Ash mage.


"Alright Taipan, oh Viper most majestic, tell me what happened that you brought half a corpse that looks like you ran it through a wood chipper first."


The Elf adopted a somehow even more smug posture.  Proud of her murdery prowess was his lady wife.


Ignoring her own wounds she proclaimed, "I was minding mine own business, carrying out the tasks we discussed when I noticed that someone was filling my steps.  When more casual attempts to throw them from my trail failed, I determined that one of our foes had found us and made to turn their tailing into an ambush."


Attacking first in the name of self-defense, Ulric chuckled to himself, wincing at his ribs.  Now wasn't that just Taipan all over?


"The poison in my quiver was dry, for the second time, an oversight on my part that will not be repeated, and the arrow I put into her midsection was not sufficient to defeat her.  Her skill with twin sabers was impressive and she deflected my follow-up shots, preventing a crippling hit while she closed on me."  Narrated Taipan, savoring the memory of the fight.


"The Leor's rush was as good as some of the Royal guards, near in skill to Kryr'st.  I took the cuts to my face then, she was trying to blind me and severed my bowstring while she did.  She was not prepared for me to drive the arrows I had been holding into her chest when she struck and I gained space to draw my knife.  We probed and feinted before I took an unwise engagement and was ribboned before I could force the [Bloodseeker] back, her abilities and skills were well developed.  Oh! And she carried a pendant that rebuffed my [Scan], which was most of why I was caught off guard in the first place." His Wife said, lips twisting in a frown, as if at a bitter tasting herb.


"Impatience and over eagerness cost her victory though.  She began taunting me with the knowledge that her comrades would be finding you.  I…found that I was not willing to allow another failure.  I am your Shadow, Ulric.  None are allowed to have you.  It is difficult to explain." Taipan's voice lowered as she started to mutter, her ears twitched.


Ahh, she's embarrassed to say she cares, Ulric thought.  He very carefully did not grin at her, the Elf woman was proud and he wouldn’t be so crass as to tease her for caring about him.


Shaking her head and narrowing her eyes, she hurried on, as if to bypass the opportunity for a prodding joke, "Whatever reservations fell away and I achieved the oneness of purpose that Idra'se always preached.  As if following a natural understanding for how to use them, my powers manifested more strongly and I wove Iskios into an armored form that blurred my opponent's sight of me and allowed me to shape the blades that are normally only so potently useful at night.  It was only a matter of a few moments to rip my way through her defenses and cripple her from there.  Whatever skill heals her closed her wounds but did not repair her spine.  Possibly because my magic now has a more intensely disruptive quality." She ended, radiating satisfaction again from the telling of her conquering of her foe.


Well then, Ulric thought.  She had been saying she was on the edge of a breakthrough.  He guessed it had to happen sooner or later, what with all the bullshit they'd been put through. 


Curious, he focused on the form of his Shadow, her figure, her salved wounds, and the fierce pride in her glittering eyes.


[Scan]


He tried not to gawp too hard at the already preening woman but it was a struggle.  What the fuck?


Did Elves mature their abilities in massive leaps and jumps or something?  The slight improvements in her base stats were modest, but Ulric had a feeling were slightly unusual for a mature Elf, maybe an aspect of her admittedly top notch pedigree. 


But that wasn't the wild part, no.  The crazy part was that Taipan's shadow mana-based skills were an order of magnitude improved compared to before.  Comprehensively more powerful, less intensely limited by the effects of daylight, and other strong sources of brightness, and last but certainly not fucking least, she had a trait that allowed her to shadow walk. 


He shook his head at her.  So much for winning against her in any future spars.  She didn't have gold hair or anything but her power level was definitely a cut above now.


No wonder the Leor looked like she'd been savaged by industrial machinery.  He wondered how her abilities would have fared against that sonofabitching Dwarf's armor?  If Xef'tocht hadn't been able to cut it, probably not great but he had a feeling she'd have found a way to stick something into that visor a hell of a lot sooner than he had.  He found himself smiling in spite of himself.  His precious Shadow was all grown up!


"Okay, okay, you're amazing alright?" Ulric conceded, granting his partner her deserving adulation, "I don't know how you did it but, wow.  I thought I could pull off some spooky horseshit but you have taken the cake lady."


"Now, if you don't mind, can we see about patching you up before your marvelousness bleeds out?" Ulric checked, not bothering to let her know she was being slightly ridiculous.


"I will allow it, Glade Chief.  But only if you continue to praise the greatness of me properly." His humble wife permitted.


Ja Ja Ja, Ulric caught himself saying.  He realized at some point, while he dressed the various nicks and shallow cuts on his Taipan's body that she was swiftly becoming more akin to her mother. 


Less randomly edgy, but more concentrated and focused.  It was a good thing.  It also meant that he could foresee a future in which he was almost certainly going to be husband to a Dragonlady.  Hmm…he didn't mind at all.  Somebody had to keep his ass in line and the gods knew it wouldn't be him.  First thing that caught his curiosity would have him getting into who knew what kind of trouble.  A solid slap across her rump announced that the treatment was done and her high-pitched yelp and not entirely unhappy scolding accompanied their return to Werona and her now much more stable patient Prenya.


Crouching down, Ulric whispered to the Sauri mage "How is she?  Is there anything we can do to help?"


A clawed hand gently felt the forehead of the injured Herdrider, checking temperature before she placed large, yet delicate fingers to count the pulse. 


"I do not believe so." Answered Werona tiredly, "The puncture wounds are closed as best as can be done until the Sano mages arrive and I detect no sign that her vitals are fading.  I believe her life is safe."


Satisfied that all was as well as it might be she absent mindedly stood from her crouch, nearly stumbling, and Ulric nearly fell over as her shoulder brushed into his chest hard.  He caught himself, and arrested the tripping woman, and saw a panicked expression on the draconian Mage's expression.


"Ah!  Apologies Ulric!  I am afraid I am tired.  My strength is taxed.  Overtaxed, if I am being honest." Babbled Werona, abashed at her lack of grace.


He waved her off quickly.  The clumsiness was humanizing, a reminder that behind their intimidating looks, the Sauri lady was still just a person.  More than a person, she’d saved his ass, she got to call herself a friend in his book. 


"It's fine, I'm fine.  Think nothing of it Werona.  As a matter of fact, it's probably me that owes you an apology.  It's a near certainty that these people were after me and my partner and I got you roped into this.  Furthermore, without your help taking that assassin off my flanks, I probably wouldn't have made it out of that scrap.  Thank you, Adept Werona, truly.  I am in your debt." Ulric told her sincerely.


"As am I, Honored Mage.  For your help against my mate's foes and for tending my friend Prenya." Echoed Taipan.


They didn't get a chance to say anything more on account of a score of Legranel Elves piled into the remains of the camp, weapons ready and looking like they hoped someone did something silly.  Too late and a dollar short, Ulric thought somewhat ungenerously, typical coppers.  Not that it was their fault.  Who expects a gang of hitmen to just wander into your once in a century meeting and start fucking things up?


The Elves took in the sight of two corpses, both dressed for warfare, one of them pretty badly mauled, and a bound Beastkin that was, to all appearances, more than half killed.  Beside them were a heavily bandaged cousin of their people and two Otherkin both bearing signs of having been thoroughly mussed and tossed about, though not badly hurt.  They ran the numbers and came up with an approximation of the scenario, to which their immediate response was to leave half the guards behind to keep an eye on the situation while the rest of them went to go find someone in a higher pay grade to deal with the situation.


Taipan had taken a seat on the only stump available, while Ulric went to retrieve his sword from where the Svartalfin heavy had thrown it.  When he got back he saw the strain of the fight and her injuries on the form of his partner.  Her face was drawn tight and her closed eyes pinched.  Ulric did what any man who wishes not to sleep on the couch does in that situation.  He got her a bed made from the wreck of their tents and cooked dinner.  She gladly sprawled out, trying not to aggravate the myriad of minor wounds.


Prenya came to while he did, and informed them that they owed her an explanation in repayment for her tent, which seemed fair.  Then she demanded assistance, which she got, and snuggled Taipan gently and went back to sleep.


Werona had remained mostly silent the entire time.  Ulric wasn't a great feeler of feelings or anything but the glances she shot him on occasion, and the studious way she pointedly never looked at the torn body of the ninja told him that she was greatly ashamed of having gone all feral. 


She needn't have.  People had tried to kill her, she was allowed to be as savage as she needed to be to preserve herself and anyone she wished to keep safe.  Besides, Ulric was the last guy that could call somebody on getting too gung ho with the MDK.  He had a little would be [Forest Lord] ghost living in his skull.  Still.  Given that he was more likely to make his comrade in the arcane arts more uncomfortable, not less, the silver-tongued devil he, Ulric stayed quiet and tended supper. 


Things had come to an almost peace when the Leor killer woke up and immediately began howling such vile profanities as to make Ulric want a pad of paper and a pen.  It was downright educational. 


In between her threats to flay them, salt them, and eat them still kicking from the feet to their heads, the Leor bragged of her litany of murders.  If it was all truth, not the deranged ravings of a psychopath living glory in their own head, this Beastkin was a serial killer of the highest order, responsible for well over two hundred deaths.  Mostly innocents at nearly random, rather than targets of her profession. 


Ulric was disgusted.  This creature should not be alive.  How she had avoided attracting the attention of powers that be was incredible.  Unless.  She hadn't avoided that attention and had instead garnered it early and been swept up under its aegis.  Yeah, Ulric told himself, that's the higher probability outcome, this maniac had been shielded from justice, to be a dagger they could employ at need. 


It was nearly enough to put him off his feed except that the day had been what one might call "a motherfucker" and he'd eat if he had to scrape scraps of murdering sonsofbitches off it first.  Unsurprisingly, both Taipan and Werona took part in the repast with him, glad for sustenance.  Ulric had lost none of his touch with the spice and the cook fire.  Lunatic madness played background accompaniment to supper, before one of the guards tired of having their sleep disturbed by the wickedness and went to stuff a gag into the mad killer's mouth.


Just as he did, the insane rambling and threats started to congeal into something more menacingly specific. 


"Your children will not be safe this time you Knife ears tree huggers!  No sanctuaries will hide you this time, no!" Jeered the hacked-up murderess.


Both Ulric and his partner found themselves staring at the bound figure against their wills, which brought a ragged, drooling smile to the Leor's face.


"Oh?  Have your attention now?"  Taunted the assassin.


"It is a shame.  I would have liked to have been there to see the looks on their faces when your people realize that they are no longer hidden.  Such a slaughter will there be, not a gatherer, craftsman, child, nor elder will remain when the ashes cool.  Root and branch will you Elves be torn, and the Bane scattered on what is left to poison even the memory of those place!" giggled the mad Leor killer.


Taipan's eyes widened and Ulric heard himself suck in a breath. 


Laughter echoed through the clearing, suddenly aborted as the cackling form started coughing from the exertion, her wounds reopening to bleed freely.


"Such irony!  Morion thought he sold slaves for coin.  The fool never thought that all his riches were garnered to make Bane reagents, to end his people once and for good.  Even when the idiot paid us to kill the man who took his son, he knew nothing.  It is delicious." Slurred the hateful creature and it said no more as it passed out.


Shocked silence ruled the clearing, even the Lagranel guards being stunned into torpor. 


Werona broke the freeze, her voice seeming too loud in the heavy atmosphere.


"Is there a way to verify that what this monster says is true?"  She asked, hesitantly.


With good reason too, the Deep Wood sanctuaries had one rule, don't talk about the sanctuaries.  If their location was known…it changed everything.  The Elves had so long maintained their advantage by being able to disappear into the forests and maneuver against invaders, not being pinned down to a single position to protect civilians.  If that was no longer the case it meant Orlethrem would require hard point defenses until those people could be evacuated. 


It meant Prespang could crush them with numbers, surround them. 


Taipan signed denial with her hand, "There is no way what she says can be true." 


She closed her eyes, tired, but forcing herself to think.  When, a few moments later, they reopened Ulric saw fear in them. 


"Unless.  Unless they had this knowledge from the Artifact they used to penetrate Orlethrem's wards before they attacked Irielhos.  They had the information all this time…they simply were waiting to tie down our forces to launch the attack." She whispered.


"Ulric, we face crisis.  Lumyt'seit must be warned, all of the Orlethrem must be warned." She told him, her voice catching.


He felt his hand scrubbing over his face, the grit of beard against his palm doing nothing to bring reality to this nightmare scenario.  Focus Einar, he ordered himself. 


There was only one option now, really. 


"Then it has to be you Taipan.  You have to go, you have to take news as fast as you can to Iriel.  The Crown has to know what we know and you're the only one who can do it fast enough to make a difference.  And the only way you'll make it in time is if you go alone." He told her, refusing to acknowledge the denial in her gaze.


Ulric smiled against his emotions hoping to placate her somewhat, her remembered threats when he'd suggested leaving her behind in Irielhos fresh in his mind.  It didn't help.


She sat up and snarled a curse against the pain of her cuts. 


"We go together.  We have come this way already, we can return along our blazed trail even faster than we arrived." His partner said, sounding optimistic even to him.


He shook his head against that.


"No way, rejected." He told her.


She knew better, she just didn't want to admit it.  So, he had to make sure she knew he knew it too.


"Look, I'm slowing you down out there." Ulric admitted.


"By yourself, you crossed Orlethrem to find Brighteyes inside of ten days.  You're the only one who can do that Taipan.  Just you.  I'd drag every monster within a league trying to move that fast and I'd still not be able to match your pace." He said, hating every word of the reality.


He was, at the end of the day, a human.  She was, at the end of the day, Aesir-Iriel'en, and their paragon at that.  Taipan could carry the message and make it in time, he knew it.  If not, the Orlethrem would move their armies to the borders to begin their netting of Prespang's diversion, and word would reach the leaders of the Elves too late to position them to stop the massacre of the people who thought themselves hidden and safe. 


Iriel wouldn't survive the loss of all of its craftsmen, its grove tenders, its children and innocents, they would be shattered as a people.


"It's do or die, Taipan.  Either you do, or your kin die.  I cannot go with you in this.  The forests are your place, its paths are your highways.  My place is to go to Prosper and put lightning down the throats of the ones who decided that genocide was acceptable." He put the nail in the coffin of her resistance. 


She looked away from him then, unwilling to let him see her uncertainty.  She liked to appear strong all the time did his Taipan. 


"Can the Clans of the Legranel convey word to the rest of the Orlethrem?  All seven tribes need to know, all of its people must flee to safe haven." the Sauri mage inquired of the attending Legranel guards.


One of them snapped free of his shock and took off running like all the hounds of every hell were on his heels.  It would appear that they would find out sooner rather than later.


Taipan freed herself gently of her Prenya blanket and stood over Ulric, looming threateningly.


"You will not die without me, Glade Chief.  Husband." She commanded.


Ulric threw up a salute, "Aye, Aye, Capitan!  This one hears and obeys.  This one will not die until given permission!" He retorted, taking solace from her reluctant grin.


He'd plotted, planned, and cracked his brain for months at how to get rid of her.  Granted, that was mostly before she'd started treating him like a person.  But still.  Now, they were to be separated and this frustrating, aggravating, alien, and, somehow endearing Elf was going to be missed.  Such is life. 


Her hand gently scrubbed through his whitened hair before taking hold of it and kissing him thoroughly. 


"I will put my kit in order and be gone immediately.  You will follow the route I gave you.  Repeat it to me so that I know you were listening and not dreaming of these fairy ‘atoms’ of yours."  His Shadow demanded.


Ulric complied, listing cities, estimated distances with their associated travel time estimates, and the ultimate destination of Prosper, citadel island of the Merchant Lords guarding the mouth of the Zelas where it poured into the Vatyn sea.  Taipan nodded her satisfaction when he completed his marching orders.


"Good." She stated, hesitating. 


Her gaze took in the surrounding clearing, the remaining plains Elf guards, the Sauri mage, and the general disheveled state underscoring the failed assassination and revelation following.


"I think that I will kill Lord Morion with mine own hands, for his part in this." She said, like telling him there was going to be a late frost. 


"But later.  First, I am going to embarrass these fine people by humping you loudly.  Then I am going to do as I said and return to Iriel by the shortest path.  I will find you with the [Hunter's Mark] Ulric, as soon as I am able." Declared his Wife aloud.


Glances were traded amongst the guards, who made an unspoken communal decision to haul the psycho murder catgirl away and leave the clearing.  Werona didn't bother to hide a bemused observation that Elves were a remarkably open culture and that she had robes to clean.  Ulric tried not to wince when she then muttered about needing a fresh tooth brush when this day was over.  He watched the imposing, scholarly and gentle natured mage, check on Prenya and depart.


Taipan unceremoniously tossed a bedroll down, ignoring her wounds before stripping naked in the clearing, as if passersby wouldn't see her as she'd been born.  She nonchalantly climbed into the bedroll and indicated that he should join her or watch her make pleasure with herself.  Given those options, he felt that he had no choice but to shrug, strip down, and ravage this Elf one more time properly. 


Thanks to the recent thrashing it hurt.  For the both of them.  They didn't care. 


When they had finished, they neither one spoke while she dressed and assembled her gear.  Neither wanted to say words that might indicate that something might happen that couldn't unhappen.  Ulric was shitty at goodbyes in general.  Instead, they shared one last standing embrace and Taipan disappeared into the thinning crowd of her cousins as she left.


Warm winds blew on him as he stood there, looking at the image of her pack shouldered form in his mind's eye. 


He was alone again.  It was the first time he ever remembered being sad about it.  The Twins fell below the horizon before he managed to find the motivation to put himself in his own bedroll.  Stars wheeled overhead, strange constellations moving as he stared at them. 


It always came down to some few people making things worse for everybody else.  Most people just wanted to live their lives, taste happiness, and raise their kids in modest comfort.  And then came along those few fuckers that couldn't leave well enough alone.  Humans being short sighted assholes wasn't exactly news to him but he couldn't help being a little disappointed in them again.  There were other races that had their own shares of problems, but those people weren't familiar to him as his own. 


Before he found sleep his last conscious thought was deciding that if Varda's humans weren't going to learn on their own to stop being assholes then he, Ulric Einar the Twice Borne, was going to show them war, Earth style.  And may the gods have mercy on their souls.


            

    
        Chapter 141: Leavetaking

    
    
    
    
                Ulric's eyes snapped open.  He instinctively felt for the presence of Taipan before his think meat turned on enough to remind him that she was playing messenger pigeon to try to avert a genocide in progress.  If what that murderous catkin had been saying was true, and she had seemed too bugfuck crazy to be capable of lying about it, then things were much, much worse than he'd known. 


Bane.  Prosper was at it again with the stuff and, this time, they were going to try something a little more large scale.  Several dots connected suddenly with that revelation.  Way back in Celestin the slaver thugs they'd run into had been only interested in taking Elves.  Now they knew why.  They weren't doing it because those slaves would sell at higher value, even though they would.  He hadn't missed that reference to the Zelussin Greater House either.


Lord Morion, the father of the brat he'd had to murder all those months ago, was padding his coffers by transporting his enslaved kin.  That motherfucker.  It didn't make it any better that he didn't know he was being used to create magical poison for his people's enemies.  He thought he was just engaging in a little profitable treason, just selling a few unlucky Elves into magically bound servitude for fucking centuries, no big deal.  No indeed, his pals downriver were buying raw materials to create the Aes'r Bane.  Most of the people they tortured wouldn't live long enough to complete the process of having their own cores converted into death magic so they needed a steady supply.  A massive number of people, if Taipan's tale was true. 


"Ye gods." Ulric whispered, struggling to comprehend the calculated cruelty of it.


Whoever was running the show in Prosper was willing to torture thousands and thousands of sentient beings to death to make a weapon of mass murder.  The black names of his old world, Stalin, Hitler, Pol Pot, to say nothing of those that desecrated Earth with their nuclear war, would be proud at this callous act of savagery. 


Ulric sat up and yawned, trying to pull himself together.  It was too early for this level of morbidity.


He'd slept outdoors and the early spring air was, to his sensibilities, about perfect.  Streaks of orange and pink ran the length of the visible horizon to the East and he saw the last of the moons sinking below the horizon, three crescents racing to hide from the twinned suns.  It was a beautiful day.  It was also the day to take leave from the Moot, if possible.  Taipan had secured deliveries of goods but that had been under the assumption that they would be traveling together.  He would now be moving alone and the amount of supplies would be major overkill. 


Ulric decided that a wagon was in order.  He could use his [Skyshield] trick to make a set of frictionless runners but inertia was still inertia and pulling a sled loaded heavily alone could be dangerous if it ran over top of him.  He probably wouldn't be killed, given his toughness, but even a twisted knee or broken foot would be a matter of precious time lost.  That meant he needed to figure out how to acquire a wagon and what passed for draft animals around here.  The Legranel used those great bastard bison things that seemed docile enough.  He wouldn’t need to worry about the terrain too much, the prairies were about the easiest to navigate territories for which he could ask.  Or, so he thought.  Varda had a way of springing nasty surprises on him every time he had something figured to be easily managed. 


Fingers snapped at his thigh and he came up with no better alternatives in the few minutes he was willing to dedicate to the search for alternatives.  Odds were he could make it with only the pack on his back but that provided other problems, namely, would he draw attention as a lone Valin traveler crossing vast distances through Elven territory when Orlethrem and Prespang were about to play a game of hide the swords with each other. 


He wasn't terribly concerned anymore about a one on one fight straight up. Experience was teaching him that, other than an ambush or one of the high tier warriors he should be able to hold his own.  But.  A well laid ambush would still fuck him up before he had a chance to employ the majority of his magical talents, the classic weakness of a mage. 


Briefly, the fledgling adventurer considered putting on the fantastic armor he'd worn only briefly since its crafting.  Glancing at his pack in which the set was dutifully hidden, he very nearly went right on ahead and equipped it.  That would have solved darts launched from hiding and protected him from the majority of what some mook could throw at him.  It also marked him out as being not exactly a peaceful traveling merchant, as Taipan had suggested to be his safest, most efficient cover.  There was also the fact that wearing armor made you think you could take a hit.  Had he been wearing the sturdy gear Uldin had crafted, he might have accepted a blow from that Svartalfin tank's hammer, under the misguided notion that he would be protected.  The armor would have probably been fine afterwards.  The pulped Ulric inside of it, not so much.  Varda's rules were different from Earth's rules.  Nothing could be taken at face value.


Not yet, he decided.  There would be a time and a place to go hard, guns ablazing.  That time was not here.  He was hundreds of kilometers from where he needed to be and marking himself out as a target this far out was a bad idea.  Ulric only had a little time before that bastard Lord of River dicks figured out his assassins were being used for fertilizer and sent new ones. 


"Alright Old Man, that's enough of that." He announced to the hastily reconstructed clearing.


Priorities were now, in this order, finish preparations to travel, conclude business with Adept Autumnclaw, thank Prenya and her kin for their hospitality, and then, fuck off to cross the border without running into soldiers from either side.  Ulric very deliberately did not think about Taipan, still freshly wounded, crossing a thousand kilometers of heinously dangerous wilderness to carry word to her brother of the planned treachery.  Was it technically treachery if they were your enemies already? 


Details, Ulric, details.  Evil fuckery of colossal magnitude, even minus the implied deceit. 


Once again, the now lone traveler set about completing his tasks.  First came stoking the poop coals into flame, fresh bricks of prairie pie serving as the sagey fuel.  Then he remade the [Stonewall] benches to give himself and the admittedly scarce fellow travelers convenient seating.  Next came a hurried dough of flour and water, sprinkled with powdered swamp grass that produced a magnificently sweet paste not very unlike powdered sugar.  This he put into his [Steelwood] bush pot and buried in coals to bake.  A few slices of dried meat he rigorously rubbed in his hands with water to massage the hydration back into them before he skewered the strips and gave them a light char for flavor.  Lastly Ulric grabbed a few stalks of the prairie celery that he'd come to enjoy since traveling with the plains folk. 


Ulric was chewing mindlessly the stalks, mind blank except for the hazy niggling of a desire to be murdering the people that had become the sources of his discontent.  The Lord instinct added its own bit of inspiration to these impulses.  One saving grace of having traveled so far from his glade was that the kill beast urges had died down somewhat, the territory to which he was attached being so distant.  Not gone, not by any stretch of the imagination.  Merely quieter.  Staring into the fire counting minutes until the camp bread was ready, trying not to obsess over his dear departed Shadow occupied him fully.


So it was that he did not hear the silent advance of Mage Werona behind him and was unprepared for her large clawed hand to rest upon his shoulder firmly.


"Haagh!" he cried out manfully and not without bass in his voice.


Or so he would have hoped. 


"Holy monkey's!  Werona.  Hoo boy, you took years off me, would it kill you to make more sound before you grab me?" He deadpanned.


The Sauri Ash Mage grinned her fearfully put to use recently grin a moment before her countenance returned to calm composure.  Clearly she had enjoyed spooking the calcium out of his bones. 


Ulric tried to salvage his dignity, what precious little of it Varda had left to him.


"Ehem!  I mean, welcome to my fire Adept Autumnclaw.  I have prepared a breakfast if you would like to join me." He said with measured cordiality.


The Sauri crouched down, ignoring the clay of the clearing marring the hems of her robe as she did and refused gracefully, "No, thank you Mage Ulric.  I have already eaten this morn and would not thicken my mind with food.  There are, I think, matters of import that we should discuss."


He hadn't noticed before but she used her tail sort of like a kangaroo, the extinct leaping beasties of the Australopacific territory of old Earth, its heavy base acting as a third point of balance to rest easily upon. 


"It would seem," began the smooth rich voice, catching his attention "that there are events in motion which dictate that you must move on with immediacy."


Now that was an understatement.  Mage Werona had a bandage on her arm and side from wounds taken when he'd been attacked yesterday and had personally killed on of the assassins herself.  She may or may not have used her own jaws to deliver the coup de grace.  He owed her for that and for her swift care for Prenya when the Elf had arrived battered into camp.  Just sort of generally he figured he owed her.


Drily Ulric confirmed this statement, "You might say that events have been dictating that I move with immediacy for over a month now."


On his hands he counted out a mere seven weeks of travel since leaving Irielhos.  Seven weeks of humping gear through the late winter forests, slaying monsters, slavers, criminal masterminds, and now hired killers. 


Ulric shook his head with resignation before meeting Werona's slit eyed gaze.


"I did not mean others to be caught up in my troubles.  I had not thought that those troubles would even have known where I was, much less for them to find me so soon.  I am sorry that you were brought harm by those who sought me." He apologized earnestly.


Werona's teeth flashed again as she observed, "I should have known you were trouble as soon as I saw those flame jewels.  No one creates magic like that unless they have very big problems at which to aim it."


Her clawed finger raised, as if calling for an instructor's attention and she grew more animated.


"Ah!  And another thing!  You integrated yourself into several Ceraun spells, a controlled lance of Ceraun, and also a directly targeted bolt of lightning, if I am not mistaken.  You also utilized an enhanced sensory spell, no other means could you have located the cloaked murder-hire.  Are you sure you will not tell me who taught you those techniques?  They are quite challenging theoretical projects and I would enjoy greatly to speak with the one that developed such spellforms." She requested again.


"Well, actually, " Ulric began a bit sheepishly, "Those were somethings I came up with by myself.   The first two are mostly a careful separation of electric force between its two poles, with the sink attuned to an object that might be thrown, to reduce the difficulty of aiming a breakdown voltage cascade to a single position.  The detection spell is a much more difficult application of a weak electric field and incredibly tedious mana perception of small fluctuations in that Ceraun field to identify objects, both organic and not."


"My teachers all say that the first two will kill anybody else that tries it and I believe you must have a Ceraunic core to do the third." He revealed to the mage, embarrassed to admit that he was unable to help her with any of the workings.


The Sauri deflated a bit, her curiosity unsatisfied.  She refused to accept the offered explanation though.


"Even so!  If you will not name your Aes'r teachers I understand.  But I would still know the mechanics of your spellforms.  This at least is in your power and I would claim that knowledge to clear the debt of having been drawn into facing down professional killers on your behalf." Adept Autumnclaw pressed.


Ulric was caught.  The Beastkin woman had a point.  It also wouldn't necessarily hurt to explain to her the theory of his magics, just as he had tried to explain it to Taipan and her mothers way back when.  They had heard the methodology and immediately judged it as exceedingly unwise to attempt without his very unique knowledge and experience.  Perhaps though Werona would find a way to take those methods and adapt them to this world's philosophies.  Up to this point, Ulric had been nothing less than impressed with the structured way this mage attacked problems and her adherence to a robustly scientific approach to applying knowledge. 


It only took him a moment of tossing her request around before he bowed to her demands.  They were not unreasonable and he did owe her plenty for her assistance.  Besides, he got to teach another physics lesson and that wasn't not fun. 


Ulric indicated one of the stone benches, destroyed in the fight against the Terra wielding Dwarf Hammermaster that he had rebuilt just before starting breakfast. 


"Sit on a seat, if that is more comfortable.  This won't take a tremendously long time to explain but you will likely have questions that I will have to answer to make the process of directed currents and electrical fields clear enough to be useful." the once engineer told his otherworldly colleague. 


Midsunsrise had come and gone before the inquisition of Adept Werona Autumnclaw ended.  She had indeed had questions.  Many of them.  Several of them that had required calculus to answer.  Ulric had scrawled Gauss's law into the dirt with a stick and wondered if this profane wisdom might, somehow, contaminate the Akashic Record of Varda with its existence.  Fortunately, no blast of heavenly fury came to scrub him and his blasphemies from the planet so he guessed it was fine to talk about the nuts and bolts of Earth's physics.  Probably the Watcher already knew all this in the first place, it being a cosmic entity of unfathomable age and power sort of thing.  Maybe it even knew how in the hell quantum mechanics actually worked.


Werona sat back on her tail and stared at the sky.  She mumbled about heat flow being analogous to charge flow, and he could faintly hear her repeating "Source to sink, close the system" and hoped her chant would not eventually bring her to bad ends. 


Ulric was now ready to get on with the business of obtaining a cart and team of animals to pull it.  The Legranel had shown back up and he saw for the first significant duration the husband/wife team of travelers as well as Prenya, still bandaged heavily, and her nephew. 


It was with some degree of chagrin that he presented himself to Prenya and her kin to inform them of his plans.  She'd been caught up in the attack as well and was none too happy about it.  The Legranel, in general, were not a warlike people.  They weren't nearly as hard edged as the Iriel'en.  It was all enjoy the journey and take things as they come with them.  The last year had seen their ruling family murdered and, now, their Moot disrupted by a hit squad from Prosper.  Or maybe Zelussin, which wasn't much better. 


The injured Elf frowned her disapproval for a moment before she let him off the hook.


"It is a shame that your lovely wife had to leave so quickly.  I will miss her cutting wit.  And her hands.  And her thighs.  And…other things.  I will miss her, is what I am saying." Began the bandaged woman, her frown inverting as she delineated the boons of Taipan.


Joclyn indicated the hide rug upon which he sat, patting it to prompt Ulric to join them as he said without heat, "Sit Ulric, sit and speak with us.  And ignore my Aunt's lamenting, she is just pouting that her favorite toy has run away."


He certainly owed them that much, rather than looming over them like a stranger.  He'd rode and bled with these Herd Riders, they were practically distant cousins.  Not that he had a thing for boffing cousins, eeww Ulric, gods' blood, terrible analogy.  He buried the intrusive thought and did as the young rider asked, sitting cross legged on the hide rug with the Legranel.


"Thanks to you both.  For your hospitality, and for your companionship on the road." Ulric began slowly, not sure how to proceed.


"You are leaving then.  No doubt to find trouble by the set of your back and the haste of your partner's departure." Stated Prenya plainly.


Ulric nodded once, before confirming his intentions.  He couldn't completely erase the simmering anger at the bedlam that had befallen these folk on his behalf.


"I am.  Just as soon as I can find a cart and beasts to haul it.  Staying longer just makes it easier for whoever sent those whackos to find me and puts more bystanders in harm's way.  Too many have already been hurt to my liking and I would like to bring it up to whomever is responsible.  I am sorry, beyond words, that I have caused you and your people grief by bringing my bugbears with me."


Both the Elves made a gesture as if waving gnats away from their ears.


"Pish." Stated Joclyn in time with his Aunt's delivery of spittle to the grass nearby, "All know that Prosper's elite murderers for hire travel in threes."


Prenya joined her nephew's dismissal, now certainly irritated, though not at him.


"Those monsters have gotten away with breaking the peace through their catspaws for long enough.  Triads for hire for crime lords, fostering bands of ravening thugs such as those led by Vars and his twisted brother Graus, setting patrols of troops to harass our herds and foraging grounds, it never ends!" Flared the Elf, her notched ear twitching to emphasize her grievance.


"It was not you who ordered those killers to our lands, Ulric.  It was not you who murdered our Lord and his young family in their beds, or set fire to the tents of their attendants and waited with bows drawn to shoot those who escaped.  It was the beasts of Prosper.  It is always, eventually, the beasts of Prosper." Hissed the Herdrider.


A nearby guard nodded in agreement.  The eavesdropping pair of Jorn natives, Hild and her mate Tomas similarly made hand signs towards affirming their cousin's outrage.


Ulric looked around the battered enclave and saw that the feeling was general.  Even Rik'e and Dais'e, two of the more nonconfrontational individuals he'd met since Reforging had adopted a distinctly martial air about them. 


That made him feel a little better about the situation but it didn't change the facts.  Trouble would follow him.  If he didn't get out of Dodge he'd just be causing them problems down the line.  He wondered if the Legranel would manage to extract the identity of the Triad's contractor.  If it was the same party leading the charge against the Elven confederation  that would do his reputation well, the Orlethrem lords would know that Ulric was as much an enemy of those bastards as they.  If it were someone other than the jackels in the fortress city to which he currently traveled, he was basically shit out of luck for dealing with them directly. 


Ah Hell, Ulric groaned internally, odds were good they'd been hired by that dickhead Morion, against whom Bald'rt Iriel had warned him.  Mostly, it was a non-issue.


He had no proof and he couldn't really do anything about it if he did, it would be a detour of at least a month to travel to the hold where the corrupted Orlethrem House held treaty with the enemies of its people.  There was damned near a certainty that most of the Morion Elves were completely innocent of wrong doing, their ships, river trade ports, and routes being abused by the machinations of their leaders.  His showing up with a hard on for killing Morion's Lord wouldn't accomplish much.  Besides.  If it did pan out that the vengeful Lord put the hit out and the Iriel'en found out about it, that was going to be the grisly end of old Savris Morion.  Bald'rt would eat the scumbag's heart from his rest bed for going after his daughter.  Morion selling Aes'r for slaves that would eventually become fuel for Bane would have the rest of the tribes of the confederation lined up right behind Iriel to carve their own choice morsels.


Ulric pushed past that to consider these cavalier peoples who just wanted to travel with their herds and tend their prairies.  Prenya over there who had been around long enough to know the drill with the drawn out cold war with Prespang.  The pacifist duo who just wanted to tend wounds and keep their kin hale and healthy.  The guards who looked uncomfortable with keeping eyes peeled for hired killers and intruders into their so rarely held Moot.  All of them were being put into this position absent any desire from their part for the conflict.  Iriel was more or less constantly in some low grade alert, given their self-assumed duty of patrolling the hazards of the Deep Wood and the borders of Orlethrem.  The Legranel simply wanted to be left in peace.  They would not get it until he was gone.  They would not get it until the individuals holding the reins to this war got what was coming to them.  They certainly would not get it if Taipan didn't make it home in time to deliver word of the encircling of the Elven Havens and all those innocent men, women, and children got slaughtered.


Recordings of his own species' horrors played silently in his mind for a moment, archives that had shown what depravity man could enact on other men.  It was too much to hope that Varda was a world free from the potential for that large scale evil.  But, perhaps, it wasn't too late.  If Taipan managed to pass the warning, if Ulric managed to cull the genocidal madmen pushing everybody down this road, maybe none of it had to happen.


"Wishful thinking." He muttered aloud, prompting curious gazes from the nearby plainsfolk.


"Sorry.  Distracted." Ulric shared the obvious, before he got himself aimed towards his real objective.


"I am thankful that you don't hold the evils of others against me, but it does not alter the reality that more may follow.  I and my partner originally intended to make our way across the border before the armies began their marches and that is still my goal.  Events here give me more reason to make that happen post haste.  Supplies my partner ordered will be delivered soon, might I ask for some assistance in the buying of a cart and draft animals to pull it?" Ulric asked, being cognizant of the original gist of his and Taipan's cover story.


"I will help you in this." Declared Rik'e, just as Joclyn and Hild and Tomas chimed in with their own offers.


It was a little overwhelming, the support of these Legranel.  He wasn't under the impression that he'd so much earned this kindness but they offered it anyway.  Even a social moron like himself knew better than to turn away their offers.  They took charge of the arrangments immediately and Ulric found himself under orders to keep Prenya company and organize his kit for the road while they scattered to the winds to find a suitable conveyance.  Prenya spent a few minutes flirting but mostly just to pass the time, soon enough she announced that she was tired and her wounds ached and she returned to her blankets, despite the suns dancing high overhead. 


Not long after, Mage Werona Autumnclaw came to make her goodbyes.


"These past few days have been more than I anticipated when I thought to travel to the Legranel Moot to witness an event rare in the experience of those not born in Orlethrem." Noted the Sauri mage drily.


"Yeah, well, it has certainly been something.  Whole lotta something, yessiree." Confirmed Ulric.


The Ash Adept gave him a steady eyeballing from somewhere in the upper stratosphere before confiding with a friendly tone "You are an odd man, and you hoard secrets like a matron hoards her clutch.  But it has been a pleasure to exchange knowledge with such an unorthodox school of Magic." 


She began to paw through her belt pouch with some determination before coming up with the little gem of [Arcanite Diamond] he'd given her.  Holding it up, the adept brought her focus to bear on it and wove some kind of spell creating a cloud of ember laden Tephras magic.  Black ash roiled around the catalytic material of crystalline mana before forming fine black wires of obsidian which framed the jewel in tight hexagonal netting.  The reactive mana responded by flaring once, radiating intense heat, before returning to dormancy.


Ulric found himself completely enthralled by the working.  Werona must have been feeling tricksome then because she deliberately tossed the interned crystal at him and he scrambled not to drop it.


The fearsome grin of the Sauri filled his sight when he managed to wrangle the stone under control.


"What is this?" He asked, trading glances between the object and the mage.


"It is now a Tephras focus.  Instead of reacting to any input, it will now respond to create a dense [Pyroclasm] for which you may guide it to an enemy or to use as a defensive tool or heat shield.  I gather one with your talents will find other uses for a binding spell that isolates and amplifies a specific mana waveform, perhaps something that might apply to lightning eh?" She responded.


Now that was a hell of a parting gift.  She'd created a focus, like the little beast core staves or wands he'd seen, or like the wand that Captain Firecracker had tried to use on him once upon a time.  They significantly increased the magnitude of a working by resonating with the specific manaform.  Better, by showing him the crafting she'd given him the method of its construction, if he could reverse engineer it. 


He shook his head, it was too much.


"Werona, this is too much.  You should should take it, I already offered the gem to your keeping.  To say nothing of the focus weaving."


She waved him off with a clawed hand.


"It will only cause me problems later.  For one thing, all too soon it will expend itself and become a Deathstone jewel which I have no intention of being near.  For another, I will now be heading to my post as a faculty member of Cinderspire Island's Magus College.  The questions and attention that thing would draw are not something I wish to have upon me until I know my position is secure and my inevitable rivals put into their places." Explained the Mage.


The Sauri gestured away to the South, "If, at some point, your journey takes you away from the beast ridden wilderness and strife of Aesvartheim I would welcome a visit from a traveling scholar."


Suddenly her expression turned reticent and she looked around, as if her distant colleagues might overhear.


"Please," Mage Autumnclaw whispered, bending low over him, "If you should visit, do not speak of my, erm, loss of decorum regarding the assassin.  Such things are, umm, frowned upon in the halls of academy."


Ulric couldn't help but laugh at that reminder.  The Beastkin mage had nothing to fear from him.  If for no better reason than he'd best not be throwing stones from his glass balcony with regards to losing your shit and going all rage beast. 


"I would never intentionally shame you, Mage Autumnclaw." Ulric told her with gravity, once his chuckles had subsided, "Consider me in your debt, and, if I can ever do anything for you just send word.  I will be traveling but the Iriel'en should have the means to get message through to me, make "Brighteyes Iriel" the recipient of the message and I think things will work out."


Mage Autumnclaw blinked once at that but stood straight, her calm restored.


"Very well.  The Iriel'en eh?  Well, I have enough mysteries to look into without prying into why a cryptic Valin spellsword roams around with a Brownie Huntress wife.  I will be away now, may the Twins warm the sands beneath your feet and the Moons guard your sleep." Farewelled the Sauri Adept.


"Yeah, it's been swell.  Fortune favor you Ms. Autumnclaw." Ulric bid.


At that, Adept Werona turned tail, literally, and made her way from the clearing.  An odd gal was the mage, but definitely his people.  She'd taught him much, probably more than she knew.  He rolled the focus around in his hands for a minute before pocketing it in his belt pouch.  If he started looking into it now he'd do nothing else for days.  Time he couldn't afford, he had places to be and all that.


With that, he'd checked two items off his list for the day. 


It didn't take long to get his pack arranged.  Taipan had absconded with the shelter they'd shared and he would need another, a matter of a half hour spent steadily searching through the Moot's many shops and stalls, a single Legranel guardsman in tow to make sure more ruckus didn't start.  Damn.  At this rate the entire Elf Confederacy would have standing orders to see him watched before anything got set on fire while he was around.


He returned in time to see the first of the ordered goods roll in.  Taipan had executed one last practical joke, absent his knowledge.  In addition to the various traveling supplies she had, somehow, obtained a large array of one of Iriel's exclusive trade goods: [Azure Cedar].  The characteristic blue toned tree was only harvested by the Iriel'en grove tenders and only traded for as part of contracts with Iriel'en carpenters.  Where the roofs of the Celestin's structures hadn't been slate they had been [Azure Cedar] shingles, especially in the richer parts of Trachn'ir, a display of wealth.  Ulric, in now being in possession of a modest shipment of milled lumber, bark shingles, clay pots of the special pitch, and woven inner bark rope.  Any wagon loaded thusly would have had to have essentially been stolen from its native Deep Woods producers, which would make Ulric essentially look like a smuggler to any who saw what he transported.  Additionally, [Azure Cedar] was one of the first topics that the dusty old Arch Mage Gother Cenur'it had instructed Ulric in his classes taken with Elven children, which he'd suffered through to Taipan and her kin's great amusement.  Hilarious.


Even more hilarious, Ulric actually knew the value and uses for each of these items and could use them as trade goods, just like their planned cover as traveling merchants entailed.  His Shadow must have set this up weeks ago to make the border crossing and subsequent inspections by natives in Prespang better hide the true nature of their identity.  He couldn't help a bit of bittersweet recollection about the departed Elf now, with the familiar scent of her homeland's trees tickling his nostrils.


"Fuck, okay, get it together Einar, you're not a girl mooning over her first breakup." He scolded, after a minute of standing around being sad.


Thereafter, he got his head in the game, and, when the Legranel crew showed up not long later with a wagon and a pair of enormous ox-things which they claimed were "docile" and "well-broken" so that even a novice Herd Rider could manage them, he set to loading the wagon.  That too was a task full of memory, for it was the Elf Hunter Serlic, who he had named Santa in his mind that had taught him how to efficiently pack cargo into a travel sled.  Serlic had perished in the canopy of the [Godtrees] back on the Plateau, killed by an insidious owl monster.  His killer, a Greater beast that flew without sound under cloak of invisibility with razored wings still stalked those woods.  Serlic was the very first Elf who had died on account of Ulric's existence in this world.  He was determined to not let that have been in vain. 


With a few hours work, assisted by the Legranel, all things were packed, stowed, lashed into place, and generally secured.  The beasts of burden chewed grain from a feed sack tied to their bridles with no indication that they would ever do anything else, which was comforting.  Any animal so calmly lazy in disposition should be easy to handle, as the plains Elves promised. 


Ulric decided to cook for his hosts as a show of appreciation and he pulled out all the stops.  Tossed salads with the nearest approximation of vinaigrette that he could whip together, preceded maybe the best Beef Wellington that he'd ever produced, probably thanks to the incredibly succulent tenderloin provided, courtesy of Joclyn.  The travelers ate heartily, joined by the three remaining attendant guards and Ulric made no enemies that day by his actions.  A real win, the way things had been going.  When the meal was eaten, not in silence as that was not the way of the Legranel, a cask of mead was broken out and that corner of the Moot joined in the festive atmosphere that had been adopted generally elsewhere amongst the plainsfolk.  Dour might have been the cause of the gathering but the nomadic peoples were dead set on throwing a week long heller.  Prenya joined in and Ulric got to learn that a dice game similar to Kings was played, for mostly the same purpose as it had been on Earth: to encourage drunk people to become profoundly inebriated whilst encouraging them to do ever more ridiculous things they would live to regret later.


When, late into the night, the party faded out, its participants dwindling as the couples drifted away to do couple things, Ulric laid in his bedroll under the stars.  Prenya had made herself *cough* available, but he found he lacked the starch for it tonight.  The Elf understood, it was mostly Taipan that had been the catalyst for their tryst and, even though the Legranel woman was a banger at night things, he wasn't able to push past the melancholy that lovemaking, or, in this case, a rousing see ya later fuck, would entail.  He did accept a cuddle from the notch eared woman though, both of them appreciated the shared warmth in the cool spring's witching hour.


Dawn broke and Ulric pulled free of sleep, confused, this time, by the warm presence next to him.  Prenya stirred but didn't wake when he carefully extracted himself from the blankets, and he was left to do his morning exercises in peaceful silence.  Still air and perfectly clear skies promised good traveling weather.  It was an auspicious beginning to his continuance of the quest.  Breakfast was rather subdued, even the Plains Elves could be solemn for a departure, it seemed.  After some guidance on the proper calls and gestures with the reins to direct the pair of [Dire Ox] wagon pullers, Ulric departed the Moot.


Vast plains stretched out in front of him, new grass waving gently as the odd breeze stirred it before stilling.  The Legranel prairie seemed endless and the human, now on his own for the first time in forever, turned his attention to the path forwards.  Leather cracked when he snapped the reins and the wagon creaked, its planks still green as it was drawn forwards by the plodding beasts hauling it.  As the wagon rattled over tracks established by generations of Legranel Herd Riders Ulric was left to think and think he did.  Had he encountered any other travelers along this particular trail they would have thought, by the expression written, incognizant, on his face, that the apparent Valin merchant planned murder. 


They would have been right.

            

    
        Chapter 142: Peace was never an option

    
    
    
    
                The rattle of wood, leather, and hooves came to a gradual halt as the wagon slowed to a stop. The robed human in the hard seat of the cart squeezed hands repeatedly, forcing the feeling into them after hours of holding reins, maintaining the gentle tension needed to control the enormous horned grazers that stood breathing sullen breaths in their heavy tack. That a driver of these creatures needed to do so, with force enough to keep their nose rings taught, a constant reminder of who led the train, was a tip he would have liked to have had when he’d bought the sonsofbitches.


When the limbered digits had been massaged back into working order, the man hopped down from the tall wagon with surprising alacrity and ease of motion, barely lifting a dust mote from the dense sod below. He raised hands overhead, stretching back and shoulders to their fullest, relishing the freedom from the wagon’s hard seat, its jouncing unmuted by such comforts as leaf spring shock absorbers or independent axle suspension. One day, when he wasn’t getting tossed around the winds of fate, he was going to get time to work on that project and own the luxury wagon and coach market.


"Watcher's tits, what a haul!" Announced Ulric Einar to the rolling hills.


Those hills, dressed in thick grass, thickets of dense brush, and copses of wind tortured trees barely five meters high, offered no response. They were mercifully silent and peace reigned supreme, as it had for the last few days. That condition had not been maintained in those weeks prior. Weeks had stretched to months and his best-laid plans had come to as much substance as cow farts in a stiff breeze.


**********Second Day After Parting from Taipan, Somewhere on the Plains*********


Ulric wrenched again on the reins connected to his pair of draft animals, a great pile of muscle, horn, and hoof that seemed custom-built to vex a man nigh unto insanity. The shitheads were now turning back into the line of his intended path, the wagon jackknifed behind him at a sharp angle to the great oxen.


“That motherfucker turns left so you gotta go too, HUH?” Ulric yelled at the leftmost ox, which had started turning simply because its neighbor had, without instruction from his loose reins.


Why can’t they just walk in a straight line? Ulric wondered. Probably the Legranel who sold him the things was laughing his ass off in a pub somewhere, on a cushioned chair, telling his mates all about how he’d foisted off a pair of serial killer ox on some schlub.


Fuck it, Ulric concluded, time for a break.


He climbed down and drove a sturdy ashwood pole down through the ring that held the reins, which kept the nose rings pulled low to the ground. It discouraged the beasts from wondering, even if it did not prevent it completely. He’d spent too much time tracking the pair of assholes down, his wagon in tow when they’d roamed away while he slept, for the prevention to be proven foolproof. Slogging through the rapidly melting snowpack, mud, and wet grass was already old as fuck. He was gonna start embedding the reins in a [Stone Wall] from now on. Bastards.


One of the beasts started pawing the ground and gave a sonorous lowing. Its neighbor joined in and Ulric was treated to a bovine serenade. He would blame that racket for why he didn’t hear the goblinoid monster creep through slushy snow behind him with a crude wooden club before it tried to brain him.


*SMACK*


“Cocksucker!” Ulric yelled in response to the harsh impact against his shoulder blade, bruising instantly through his thick travel robes.


He turned just in time to catch a backswing across his thigh, with a sound like a golf club hitting a wet bag of oats, pain radiating outward from abused muscle that threatened to cramp. He spun away taking in the ugly sight before him, senses coming alive with adrenaline and fury.


“Fucking ouch! And what the hell are you even?!” the weary traveler yelled at his attacker.


No answer was forthcoming, other than to draw that knotty stick back for another yak at his knee, which Ulric only dodged with a quick hop backward.


It was small, maybe only up to his hips. Green skin, with bulges and warty protrusions that helped break up its outline in the tall grasses, though its coloration did nothing to hide it in the scattered patches of melting snow. Bulbous yellow eyes with slitted pupils told the story of exceptional night vision, which was probably why it had waited until dusk to make its try on him. Long nose, which looked like it had been broken several times, and sharp serrated teeth, dirty, with scraps of previous meals caught between them. All told it was as near to the descriptions of fairy tale goblins as he could have imagined. Damned if it wasn't a toad bred stuffed into a chimpanzee mold, ugly as hell.


“Reaarrgh!!” The little humanoid yelled, charging in with its weapon.


Ulric briefly entertained the notion that this creature may have been desperate, starving, misunderstood, and truly meant him no harm, if only he would take the time to find peace. And then he chose violence.


Core screaming to crackling life, lightning magic surged forth, strengthening his body beyond human limits.


[Surge]


A lunging leap forward, drove his full momentum, knee first, into the little goblin’s face, crunching bones and teeth, sending spittle and blood into the evening air.


The club flew away and the disarmed little savage drew an obsidian flint-knapped knife as it came to its oversized four-toed feet, their long claw-like toenails digging into the soft grasses and muddy earth below as it hissed at him.


Damn if it wasn’t tough. He’d put down full-sized men with a blow like that. Still, he’d hurt it pretty good and its moxie made no sense, not unless…


Ulric flexed his mana, pulsing electromagnetic waves into the vicinity with a steady beat of ten Hertz.


[Ceraunoperception]


Taking no chances, Ulric scanned the environment for a flank, his intuition telling him that small creatures only attack larger ones when they thought they had every advantage.


Bingo! Sensations against his skin, like a tapestry of pressure that, after long, long hours Ulric had learned to interpret like an image revealed hidden forms crawling spiderlike through a patch of already tall grass behind him. Crafty little bastards. But they didn’t know who they were fucking with.


He returned his attention to the sight before his eyes and saw, to his amazement the fairly well mashed facial features of the monster healing visibly. A loud pop accompanied the realignment of the jaw bones and the beast worked its maw a few times, its new teeth already budding from the sockets of the ruined ones. Like a damned shark.


“Aww fuck, heal tanks in a pack? This is gonna take for-fucking-ever.” Ulric growled aloud.


He couldn’t afford to let them drag this out.


Off his back came the great sword, over two meters of indigo metal that was harder than Tungsten, if not quite as dense. Two razor edges glittered cyan and he kept his senses honed on the flankers as he readied his stance.


The little hominid creatures in the weeds behind him slung a hail of rocks at impressive velocity for such small arms and Ulric raised Xef’tocht as a vertical wide, turning himself behind the width of the blade to block them. Clangs of impact rattled against his sword and Ulric empowered his core, bringing the energies to life, cycling Ceraun chasing itself through his nexus.


When the last stone had flown the Reforged man raised a hand and retaliated with lightning.


[Lightning Javalin] X 2


Directed paths of breakdown potential, led by streamers of his lightning mana, guided the twin bolts of Ceraun into the tall grass, lacking the precision of using a thrown focus. Then again, he didn’t need that precision when there were so many of them grouped together. Gore and flame from the strikes leapt up and Ulric saw through his electrical sense that six of the goblins were destroyed. The rest of the bunch were thunderstruck by the clap of sound from such proximity and flash blind, their sensitive eyes scalded by arc light.


Hefting his weapon, Ulric Einar took a three-step run and leaped into the mass of figures and laid into them with furious strokes of a blade sharper than a scalpel, its edge magically enhanced to project its sharpness ahead of the metal. Driven by strength beyond any man on his old world, goblin body parts separated from their owners, and bodies were opened to spill their contents onto the prairie floor, red-orange blood and gore painting snow and grass alike.


The initial rush and killing left another seven hominid things dead and Ulric turned to break the half dozen trying to circle behind him. Those bent over scrabbling briefly through the mud for ammunition and threw another salvo of stones which did little damage, mostly deflected as they were by his weapon’s girth. Instinctive aggression and combat training said to scatter the creatures before they could whittle him down from range and he pulled his sword in front of his body, protecting his head and body as he charged the creatures down.


Two Ulric simply ran over, the metal of his weapon and the power of his rush mowing them down into the sodden ground and his boots crunched a limb, breaking it loudly as he passed into the throng of forms. Again, Ulric used wide sweeping cuts to hack apart swathes of limbs and the tall grass that made their forms hard to distinguish to the eye. The creatures, the two of them that were still able, broke at his assault and fled, leaving their wounded behind.


Can’t have that, not from healer beasts. Ulric took a moment to convert Ceraun into white mana, freeform unattuned magic, and reverted it into the harmonic resonant to wind magic, Caelum. Eight scythes of air formed into being and launched, guided along threads of wind mana by fingers that wove as if playing a piano. The spell followed vacuum channels that accelerated the blades at crossbow velocity toward his intended targets.


[Wind Blade] X 8


Mists of red-orange goblin blood sprayed as the two fleeing goblins were cut apart by the reaping Caelum spellform.


Half crouched, Ulric checked his surroundings and found, to his surprise and disgust, that the first set of goblins he’d cut apart were already back in action, regrouping and hefting their clubs and crude spears, entire limbs regrown, though more skinny and pale lime than the darker green skin and stringy muscle that had been there before he’d carved them. The lightning-struck monsters had not risen, their healing ablated by the burning secondary to the electrical attack.


Right then, fire it is Ulric nodded, drawing the focus gifted to him by an Ash Mage Adept. Werona Autumnclaw’s specialty spellform a pyroclastic cloud of burning ash leapt into being, consuming the mana he channeled into the focus artifact, molded into the spellform imprinted by the Adept and Ulric mentally shoved the cinder-ridden roil of black ash into the group of goblins.


Shrieks filled the air briefly as the creatures were consumed by the spell, their healing negated by the purifying flame that charred them to husks.


A path of clear ground tracked the flight of the ash spellform, vaporized snow, and whisps of flame from burning grasses along the path’s boundaries indicating the incredible heat contained by the magic.


He had his own fire spells and they were effective but they had suboptimal characteristics for this particular engagement, being too slow to prevent the monsters from scattering, requiring more mana of his core than was necessary, or being unsuited to dealing with a wide area. Mage Werona’s working was designed for these types of scenarios.


As was evident, looking at the blackened skeletal forms that lay where the spell had caught them, the dissipating volcanic cloud turned into a heavy ash fall as its energy was expended.


The second group, over which he still stood was writhing on the ground, regenerating right in front of his eyes. Ulric hacked a few of their heads off and the bodies stilled. Okay, good, he noted, at least decapitation works. Another two he opened with a hewing stroke, parting ribs and chests to reveal their innards. Ignoring the smell and sight of viscera Ulric reached into the chests and pulled free the little cores that infused the creatures with magic, as they did for almost all animal life of any size at all. When he had removed their cores, the source of the energy that sustained them, the beasts succumbed immediately to their wounds.


Cores were possessed by more than simply animals, there was at least one demigod tree he’d seen that had one: the guardian arbor of the Iriel’en onto which they had built their citadel city, named for that same tree, Irielhos. Taipan had spoken of several other plant-based monstrosities as well.


The tiny little faceted crystals, shaped like knuckle-sized tetrahedrons, emanated a potent green-orange glow that rang loudly to his mana sense of Sano, the mana associated with life and growth. He hadn’t encountered Sano-cored monsters before. Tricky. You had to deal with them quickly, they’d just outlast you in a sustained fight.


Ulric pulled the corpses into a pile and used a single small burst of fire, his oldest fire magic [Flame Crash], to light them ablaze. Then he grabbed the still trying to mend bodies that had been carved apart by his [Wind Blades] and threw them onto the pile. Soon enough, those forms stilled as the fire consumed them.


Ten minutes of fighting and dealing with the cleanup had it taken to settle this pack of goblins. If the nasty little fuckers had been smarter they would have attacked in twos or threes and never bunched up. He’d have been forced to expend himself hard to chase them down. Good chance they’d have worn him the hell out if they’d waited until full dark to do it, where he could only rely on [Ceraunoperception] to find them. That spell didn’t take much magic out of him but holding it for hours and hours while a running battle occurred would prevent him from regenerating his mana. It was a losing strategy.


Shaking his head at the misfortune of running into such monsters only a couple of days out from his parting with Taipan, Ulric saw the writing on the wall already. This was going to be a long couple of weeks to Prespang.


            

    
        Chapter 143: Greetings Cousins

    
    
    
    
                
************Present Day, Somewhere on the Plains************


It had not taken him two weeks to cross the border into Prespang. It had not taken thirty cycles of the Twins' dance across spring skies. Ulric had been on the road for nearly two months already at this point. Somewhere, somewhen, he’d gotten himself fucking lost. Vast expanses of grass, smatterings of scrub forests, stunted trees akin to the acacia, minus the godsbedamned thorns but rich in a noxious and potently nausea-inducing sap dotted the horizon, the territory of the plains dwelling Aesir was a labyrinth of distance and unreliable waypoints. Ulric Einar, an experienced hiker and not unbaptized in the arts of navigation, was nonetheless vanquished by the Legranel prairie.


By now, spring was in full, blooms across the whole visible spectrum, and beyond it in truth, were on display with abandon. Water abounded, springs burbled into small, narrow creeks as the aquifers overran from the combination of heavy rains and a notably heavy snowpack that had dissolved a few days into his trip. The wide, flat plains sometimes dipped to form massive bog swamps which were completely impassable by his wagon and had to be driven around. It was only in the last two or so days of steady sunshine and rampant transpiration from the verdure that the soil had regained some measure of solidity. Even now, sitting upon the ground was rapidly going to produce saturated breeches.


Hpping down from the wagon to stretch his bones, Ulric's bare toes flexed into the loamy thatch below, not a little sand clinging to them, relishing cool wet grass and soft earth. He'd long since tired of having his feet locked into boots for the long hours and hours of sitting upon wagon seat, driving the motherfuckers sitting oh so innocently in their leather tack.


Without being bidden, the [Direhorn Oxen] attached to his wagon began their ritual of neatly clipping whatever vegetative matter lay between their forelegs and rendering it into bovine compost. Little mystery would there be as to the trail he had left behind, one merely needed to connect the dotting heaps of cow shit to discern his path. Similarly, his destination required little investigation: visible on a small rise ahead lay a relatively large walled city. It was maybe a day's ride away.


The smell of open water drifted into his nostrils, though he couldn't see the shoreline hidden behind the gradual ridge ahead. He had arrived, at long last, to the shores of the vast inland sea Vatyn, which split the continent into Eastern and Western halves and whose junction with the great river Zelus was probably the origin of most of the problems in his life. It was at that narrow defensible place, upon an island fortress that gated the meeting of river and sea that his enemies, Merchant Kings in their citadel city Prosper, that he was aimed, like an arrow seeking the heart's blood.


Poetic thoughts didn't really have a place in Ulric's life anymore. He was well past waxing philosophical about certain things, and that included what to do about the bastards that had made themselves his enemies. What was foremost in his thoughts for the last week spent crossing these verdant downs and rolling prairies, was murder. Cold, calculated, efficient murder. Ulric's interactions with the leadership of that sinister place known as Prosper were thus: kidnapping, murder of a child, and vicious abuse of a minor; attempted assassination resulting in his being burned nearly to death and murder of the people who had welcomed him into their home; a syndicate of slavers trying to make his wife into material for bane and leave him dead in a ditch like garbage; a trio of assassins attempting to murder him, his wife, and his acquaintances.


That made no less than three separate attempts to have him killed inside of a year. Ulric had not been a hateful or resentful man in his past life but damned if he wasn't finding himself with a rather girthy vengeance boner right at the moment. Once upon a time, Ulric had fulfilled the conditions to complete a pact with the ancient forest that sat upon a long forsaken plateau, binding him to ownership of that land and instilling him with a somewhat feral need to defend it and his status as its Lord. Distance muted that instinct but the existential threat of those who would try to claim his life had it riled up something fierce. The humming pressure in his lymbic system to murder-death-kill some motherfuckers was ever present. He had decided to take Bald'rt Iriel's advice on the matter and accept that part of his new life, instead of trying to fight it.


Since leaving the Legranel Moot, parting from his Shadow and wife, and embarking on an arduous trek across the plains, without a guide, in what might be described as fuck awful weather Ulric Einar was pretty much fed up with being anything approximating nice.


First, there had been a pack of goblins. After that, it seemed like every other day that some nasty from the prairie’s ecosystem decided to have itself a little Ulric for dinner. He’d killed three packs of [Amberfang], absent anomalous samples shooting fang lasers thank you very much, two more groups of goblins, some kind of troll that was built like a gorilla and grew bone spikes that it could throw or use as melee weapons, and a variety of wild dog-like monsters that blended perfectly into the grass. Speaking of grass, no less than four times he’d stumbled across a type of plant monster that appeared as a tall patch of blue and red grass with blades that were razor edged and whipped around like a little blender, its main body hidden below the earth. The first time he’d come across it he had his wagon in the middle of the thing before it ambushed him. Those sharp leaves had beaten the shit out of his oxen flailing them into riot. It took him close to an hour to get the wagon controlled and the animals calmed down enough to drive, after he killed the little hidden plant monster, of course.


A hilarious trip these weeks and weeks past, roaming lost on the plains. Ulric had to hope that Taipan had not met similar misfortune, her being far better equipped to find her way through the wilderness.


And he owed it all to Prosper, for all they’d done and, most recently, for forcing him to split up from his partner and guide. The entire ordeal left Ulric more than a little salty. [Stormfire], [Galvanic Mistral], [Ceraun's Dance], these were some of the most potent destructive powers he'd manifested and he was going to feed them to those clowns on their golden thrones just as soon as he could manage. Stupid raggenfraggin gold digging war crime committing such and so's. Off and on rain for twelve days running had put his nerves on edge. Dry was only a distant memory until this last little spell of sunshine. But. At long, long last, he was in sight of a piece of civilization.


Ulric took the reins of his draft animals and looped them familiarly around a stake, before driving it into the soft, damp ground with a few strokes of the hilt of his sword, which act would probably have had its creator, a craftsman of impeccable talent and surpassing skill choking on his own spit, to see one of his greatest works used as a mallet.


"Fucking whatever man," Ulric told himself.


Galed Uldin should have made him a hammer to drive stakes with if he didn't want his pretty sword being used to do it.


Part of the agitation the reforged man was experiencing was thanks to TMF1 and TMF2, the designations he'd given to the two creatures that were currently chewing their cud with such deceiving placidity. The Legranel that had instructed him in their guidance had made it out like these animals were docile, agreeable, easily led softies. And they were. Just so long as you were going where THEY wanted to go. If you weren't, well, there was a good reason why he'd named them That Mother Fucker One and That Mother Fucker Two. He'd mostly earned their obedience when, on the second week since departing the gathering of Plains Elves, Ulric had strapped the gauntlet of his hidden armor in place, leapt from the seat of his wagon seeing blood, grabbed TMF2's horn and punched it between the eyes hard enough to knock it unconscious before snatching TMF1 by the head and running [Voltaic Grip] through it until it shit itself. Once the beasts understood that their options were become food or Pull This Wagon they'd come to terms. That meant that they did what Ulric wanted to do unless they thought he wasn't paying attention, whereupon they would immediately begin bawling and balking and being sonsofbitches.


Fun times. Oh yes, fun times indeed.


Once the animals were staked and hobbled, with only three attempts to kick his liver through his spine, Ulric went about setting up a temporary camp. His shelter went up, a Legranel style canvas tent with four corner poles and a central support pole strung taut by guide lines. Practice had sped up the procedure and it was only a matter of ten minutes before he'd assembled the shelter and set his bedroll to order. A few more minutes had the fire pit, more like a small [Stonewall] ring, dug and a blaze lit by [Direhorn Oxen] dung patties, generating a smoky, sage smelling camp fire, in spite of the moisture that lay heavy in the air. Twenty minutes or about a third of a round of the Twins in their dance through the skies, the binary star system that lit Varda, and Ulric was eating a hardy though not so tasty supper of travel rations.


No animals, beasts, or sapient creatures disturbed the peace of his camp, just the wind through the tall grasses and the song of insects playing accompaniment on the evening. Thank all the gods that would hear his appeal to sanctuary.


Precious rare had that been, probably not since he'd left the safety and jovial celebration of the Legranel Moot, and he was not ungrateful for this respite. Just now, by firelight, Ulric remarked to himself, with the full Moon and it's full sister moons in observance, what transcendental tranquility it was to be lost in the wilderness, leagues and leagues from nearest civilization. Lonely. But incredibly peaceful of a night. If one were left alone by the native flora and fauna. Future Ulric wished that Past Ulric would have shut his big fat mouth and quit jinxing himself by bringing down the full wrath of the irony gods.


That was because, upon waking from as restful a slumber as he had known since leaving the accommodations of the Plains Elves, including the bed of a most lovely and willing partner in one Prenya, Herd Rider of the Isevor Legranel alongside his even more lovely wife and instigator of that menage a trois Taipan of Iriel, Ulric found himself with spear points at his gullet. He should have known things were going too well.


The owner of one of the spears moved away from his throat and jabbed his shoulder hard enough to draw blood and he couldn't even turn his head to get a look at the asshole because he had another two blades there, so much sharp steel at his neck he could shave if he coughed. Three assailants, minimum, maybe four total, including the one that had poked him. His bare chest, rose barely as he tried to summon calm against the abrupt transition from peace to blood lust. He lost that fight. Adrenaline and the Lord Instinct were already summoning wrath.


"You trespass on M'rakur land and wear M'rakur seals, but you are no M'rakur. This is death, Outsider." Declared a soft, baritone from somewhere he couldn't see.


Another spear moved from his neck and jabbed his thigh and Ulric recovered enough of his wits from sleep to whirl his core into pulsing, thrumming, life. The next person to jab him was going to Valhalla, courtesy of Thor's hammer.


"Let us kill this blasphemer and collect his goods. None would be the wiser." Said his Huckleberry, who made the mistake of leaning in close, starting to push his spear into Ulric's rib cage.


[Warrior's Instinct]***OVERRIDE***[Blood Rage]


Acid rage suffused his veins and all normal thought died, replaced by the Lord's Instinct, howling blood and murder. The challengers must die, they must be eradicated, their bones ground to powder and their children eaten, nothing remaining to question his dominance of the land, nothing to stand before his might, unquestioned. Ulric Einar went away for a time. Death walked.


[Surge]


[Voltaic Grip]


Ulric ripped the spear that had begun to break his skin atop his floating rib away, ignoring the cut it left across his torso, as he knocked aside the other weapons and reached up to lock a hand around the wrist that held that spear. Merciless lightning tore into the offending weapon's owner and the raging creature was blurring into motion even as he shed the threatening metal from his neck. Fur, leather, and cloth wrapping the body of the man he held flashed to brief flame and loosed a foul-smelling smoke, even as its limp form began to fall and he pulled himself to his feet, whipping the smoking figure into his comrades before they could respond, muscles screaming distantly at the [Surge] induced abuse.


A satisfying thud of flesh and pained yells from the heap of tangled forms instigated the rage in him and he snarled, as he released the [Surge], its flicker of speed and strength too straining to hold for long without destroying his body. It was instinct, at this point, as was the use of his detection spell.


[Ceraunoperception]


Ulric felt the attacker on his rear bringing a long Drak, a thrusting blade into line with his lungs, the metal of the weapon loud against his electroperception. The disturbingly tactile sensation of Ceraun perturbation across his skin told him the positions of the men around him and the arms they carried. His mana sense warped and he felt the sudden alarm of danger flare through his instincts, the blessing of the Ancient Glade to its champion guiding him to victory. A ripple of mana across the ethereal was warning enough, Flanker was doing something dangerous.


The realization sent Ulric leaping to the side without even turning to face his assailant. A blur of motion, rushing air, and vicious heat resolved into a glowing hot sword blade where his chest had been a moment before, and, even as he rolled to his feet from his unceremonious evasion, that blade was readying for another strike.


Habit born of months of training had put his feet into the Undan ready and a battle cry on his lips, guttural anger that disconcerted the men who had had every advantage a few brief seconds ago. When the heat-shimmering air burst into flame at the tip of the oversized rapier, it launched forward, diving toward his eye. Body moving without thought, Ulric twisted his feet to turn his entire body without taking a step, the turn pulling him completely out of line with the thrust. The wide-eyed expression of the attacker, when his sure strike turned into a dire miss, must have matched Ulric's own when Christ had neatly eviscerated him with that trick before, metaphorically, with the easy counter on an exposed overextension. Still raging, still consumed with the pulse of his own core’s rampant energy, he didn't even blink when the Incendere-infused blade lightly burned the tip of his nose as it passed, already balanced to retaliate.


Absent a weapon, Ulric responded by launching a downward kick in a half-moon arc that caught the man's planted lead leg just above the knee. That joint broke loudly and the man howled as he fell. Music to the rage's ears. No self-respecting [Lord of the Ancient Glade] would leave a threat dragging himself around behind to nip the heel, not when the others were already regaining their feet from their electrocuted comrade's terminal flight. He struck with both hands, one to grip the wrist, the other to slam the inside of the elbow, which allowed him to fold the man's sword arm back, ignoring the choking yell to jam the man's own sword into the side of his neck, opening the arteries inside in a pulsing spray that coated him in its owner’s life’s blood.


Of the four ambushers, two remained and Ulric was able to get a good look at them for the first time as he readied the long, slightly too thick rapier of the dead man, torn from the dying grasp.


They were human, of a similar size and build to himself. Both looked older than he, and their grizzled features bespoke hard living. Scars, missing teeth, skin tanned to leathery brown, the two men snarled with fury that their quarry had blooded them. In a world where most were of a far greater magnitude of physical prowess and beauty of form, these two were notably ugly samples of Valin. Predatory whispers of the Lord Instinct noted every fault in form, every weakness of movement and posture that might lend advantage in this contest. Without conscious effort he took in the flaws of his enemies, the scars that indicated lingering wounds and slow movements.


A rattling breath at Ulric's feet announced that it truly was just the both of them and himself, unless someone was hiding outside of his [Ceruanoperception]. They didn’t matter, he’d find them and open their necks when he was done with these two challengers.


Both put spears in line with him, but with a caution in their stances that said they wouldn't be making the mistake of overreaching like their friend had. Fine.


Both men were reserved because the maniac they were fighting was smirking like he'd just heard a fantastic joke and his bared chest showed shimmering violet tattoos running over most of his form, which marked him as a warlord of some unknown clan. They were giving him space, which was also a mistake. Varda punishes mistakes.


Ceraun pulsed its endless chase inside his core, ramping. Air and lightning melded, merged, and found the order his will imposed on them, three Caelum blades, faintly glowing scythes of cyan, arrayed around a central fourth, bound by chains of arcing violet.


[Galvanic Mistral]


A twitch of will sent the whirling blender of magic screaming towards the two men. One tried to block the oncoming magic with his spear, which was a terrible idea, while the other dropped to the ground flat, which was a much better one. Not great, but better.


The blocking man turned into irregular chunks as his hybridized mana spell tore past, sending a cloud of razed grass and blood flying into the air some meters beyond.


The prone man found out why his fast thinking wasn't optimal when the rapier, thrown like a javalin, pinned him to the ground through his rib cage. He gurgled when blood filled his lung but a clipped aorta soon sent him to the deep dark. Not that it mattered, Ulric was on top of him before he’d shuddered his last breaths twisting the head around to snap the neck and finish his prey.


Ulric watched the impaled man’s corpse twitch for a moment before turning his attention to scan his surroundings, just in case there was a surprise waiting for him or reinforcements coming. He released a breath he'd been holding when none made itself evident. Stalks of prairie grass waved in the morning wind, various flowers faced sunsward, unheeding of the violence that had added color to the immediate vicinity.


Nada. Nichts. Nothing. And he was not well pleased by that fact, not with a steady dribble of crimson running down his side.


Grey eyes continued to scan and his core thrummed with readiness. Another minute passed and no movement, smell, or other sign disturbed the peace of the open grassland in this small crest. Slowly, no more threats presented to aggravate it, the rage receded from him and more complex awareness came back to him. The release of the [Blood Rage] was like waking up from a bad dream, the sudden absence of bottomless fury, and killing intent that was jarring.


One of his oxen bawled loudly then, and Ulric realized that neither one of the sonsofbitches had raised so much as a fart to alert him to his attackers. The familiar disdain of the beasts pulled him out of the beating anger that craved more bloodletting, once and for all, replaced by chagrin.


"They're out to get me, the both of them." Ulric told himself, confirming the suspicions he'd been holding about his draft animals.


It wasn't paranoia if they really were trying to kill you, he told himself with certainty.


            

    
        Chapter 144: Men of the Reach

    
    
    
    
                He straightened from his ready stance and, finally, relaxed.  The layer of fury that had slipped over his rationalism, like a blackout curtain over an east-facing window, fell away to leave him disconcerted about the experience.  [Blood Rage].  That was the second time he'd lost the battle for control when a fight began, had had himself more or less completely lost to the Lord Instinct.  This time he'd been able to use his magic, training and a growing well of experience having made the act intuitive enough to not require his active thought.  He didn't know if that was good news or not.  Now that the doings were done he had time to go back through the sequence of events, concentrating specifically on the words of the speaker.  The wound was starting to sting by the time he got it packed with a coagulant herb.  [Crow's Fast Fern], no doubt named by an Iriel'en because that joke was a little too on the nose.  It stung wickedly, but the trickle of red ceased immediately.  Ulric could damn near feel the blood vessels cinching shut.   Once bandaged, he turned from the immediate aftermath of the ambush to sort out the whys of it all.


"What the fuck is an M'rakur?" He asked aloud.


They said that he was on M'rakur land, and something about seals.  The fuck?  Seals?  They'd spoken the Valin species language, he understood them clearly, but the word in his mind was missing a context to give it meaning.  Some kind of culture-specific thing then.  He had his answer when he stripped the corpses, but not before he had himself properly clothed.  After he'd cleaned off the blood, theirs and his, that is.


Beneath their clothes, rough cut beast leather and fur, with a little poorly spun cloth that might be low-quality linen, each man was lightly tattooed.  Those clothes made him think of some kind of Iron age Danish or Icelandic society, layered garb of thick underthings, thicker than hose but of the same function, under lighter cloth kilt, with thick leather sleeveless vest over top.  Hardy folk, they saw no need for oversleeves or coats, even though some of the mornings could still become slightly chilly.  Upon the palling flesh, whirls and fractals of ink, black for two of them, red for another, and blue for another gave some significance to the color of the markings but Ulric wouldn't know what it meant unless he got the chance to talk to one of them.  Those tattoos piqued his curiosity.  Swirls and knots, vaguely Celtic patterns appeared to be highly professional.  No ink bleeds, no scarring, vivid crisp lines, whoever these people were, they invested no little effort into the sophistication of the practice of tattooing.  Another small mystery was cleared up: parts of the tattoos were missing, overlaid by faded scar tissue that indicated removal by burning.  Hmmm…outcasts or criminal branding?  The ambush did make more sense then: a good old fashioned mugging.  Come to think of it, Ulric hadn't been mugged before.  Mostly the people in the Before were law abiding, violent crime was near unheard of.  When many more aggressive violations of the social compact led to swift exile into a crippled ecosystem absent the anti-rads and corrective gene treatments that would stave off the inevitable cancer from the nuclear wars, some pocket change lost most of its appeal.


Huh.  Now he looked closer, he saw that his own scars held no real similarity to theirs, his being the result of being touched by the maybe god of the elemental mana of Ceraun.  Lichtenburg scars branched and jagged faintly from one arm to his neck, across his chest and torso to his back and down the opposite leg, a mirror of the same wounds he'd received from a lightning strike back on Earth in his previous life, and one of the only pieces of evidence he had that his old life wasn't some kind of incredibly involved insanity. 


These lads hadn't taken kindly to his having something approximating their tribal markings, criminals that they appeared to be.  Maybe he shouldn't have killed that last one, so he could ask questions. 


He scoffed at that notion immediately.  Sure as shit, if he’d left one alive, one of his buddies would have strolled along to put steel into Ulric's back while he was distracted.  That's just how his luck ran out here.


M'rakur was probably a tribe then.  One of the groups of people colonizing the wide, wide wilderness between the major settlements.  The fact that they were Valin meant that, for definitely sure, Ulric had finally crossed the border into the territories of Prespang.  He'd left Orlethrem, the land of the Elves behind. 


It did not bode well that the first folk of the human-held lands he met had thought bushwhacking a man while he was sleeping was an appropriate greeting.  Maybe humans really were just utter trash across all dimensions?  Humanity's defining feature was the superposition of complete jerk-ass and begrudging altruism, was Ulric's assessment back in the Before.  The evidence thus far only supported this hypothesis.  More experimentation was necessary, he decided as he continued to pick through the belongings of the departed.


The guy that took his Mistral to the chin he didn't bother with, nothing useful survived the spell.  He was going to have to rate that one higher up, it was a doozy.  The evolution of his [Wind Blade] with a healthy dose of lightning supercharging had not failed him yet.  Nor had it failed to produce an unholy fucking mess.


Ulric closed his eyes as he sat cross-legged with the belongings of the men arrayed before him.  He tried not to regret the deaths too much but it seemed like he'd killed more humans than he'd spoken to.  He also tried to ignore the little whisper that said "And more to come" when he reviewed the body count.  His second life was proving to be a pretty rough row to hoe.


"Quit being a bitch Einar, they would have killed you for a pittance and were certainly going to bushwhack you and steal your shit." He reminded himself.


Doing bad things invites bad things to happen.  It wasn't true, people got away with heinous shit all the time, but it was a superstition that would not leave him nevertheless.  Now that he was capable of wielding power overwhelming, he didn't mind a few habits of restraint from the Before.  Just, not too many.  Taipan scolded him for being slow to respond to threats.


Would she have thought him too slow just now?  He didn't quite chuckle at that, not with the blood still pooling warm in the grass.  Even graveyard humor needed some limits.


He mentally recapped the waking, the brief explosive execution of lethality, and analyzed his responses while he packed away his small camp.  Overall, performance rated a seven point five out of ten.  Dock him a point for the [Blood Rage].  He'd give the difficulty of the scenario a solid nine, his being unarmored, unarmed, and caught sleeping.  The only thing that could have been worse was the enemy being a practiced mage or his being injured at the outset.  Clearing the enemy weapons from himself with the one weapon was something he'd worked on frequently with Taipan.  She, much like Gother, insisted on navigating one's way out of the worst possible positions.  Christ's dodge was sublime in its efficiency of motion and the ease of counterplay it provided.


Ulric rubbed the slightly uncomfortable burn on the end of his nose thoughtfully, contemplating Christ’s favored response to a dedicated thrust.  The young Aes'r swordsman cut his evasions closer to the bone than Ulric preferred, not having that one's gift for dueling.  The results spoke for themselves, however.  Obtaining the rapid kills had disturbed his assailants, shaken their confidence, and handed him the initiative to use his battlemage talents to their fullest.  Shock and awe were powerful tools.  It probably hadn’t done the bandit fuckers any favors to realize that they’d jumped a man asleep, damned near naked, and found they’d cornered a tiger.


It was with a frown that he beheld the long Drak, its crudely wrapped leather hilt bespeaking low quality and rough use.  The metal had a bronzish hue, that faint green tinge on the yellow tones.  A mild blackening along it's chisel profiled edge revealed the effect of the heat of its bearer's skill upon it and it had a distinct warp   That fire infusion skill was nasty.  He wondered what type of Vardan fuckery it was?


His grey eyes sheened white as he turned [Scan] on the corpse.  Not so much as a whisper of the Akashic impressed themselves on his mind.  Nothing.  He might as well have [Scanned] a pile of mud.  Death, it would seem, cut the Akashic connection.  That man's path was no more, whatever imprint he'd left on the web of mana that wrapped this world, it was Varda's alone to ken now.  Good to know.


One of the most positive outcomes was the immediate lethality of that first magic, his trusty old [Voltaic Grip].  Ceraun was incredibly potent at ravaging nervous systems; not even the greater physical strength and durability of these Vardan humans was capable of withstanding a thirty amp pulse at some one hundred twenty Hertz.  Shirt ripper over there had gone poof, popped like a blown fuse. 


"You'll have good company in Hell buddy boy," Ulric informed the dead man sardonically,  adjusting his thick traveling robe and affixing the belt made of his predecessor in the Ancient Glade, "The [Forest Lord] was about as mean a thing as ever walked this rock and you both died to the same spell."


Ulric could use his own magic on his weapon, it was designed to hold mana, being of an alloy of metals, one that cut whatever bindings held spells together and thus disrupted them and another that was excellent at conducting mana.  The [Afthar'ts Atzalis], or deathless metal.  Its creator, Galed Uldin, might as well have named himself the best craftsman in Iriel'en history for figuring out how to recreate the alloy from scratch and cobbled together notes from centuries of research.  Svartalfin smiths, the only others who could do it according to Uldin, would probably shit bricks when they found out a non-dwarf had solved the puzzle. 


Events had conspired to keep Ulric too busy to investigate the subtleties of Xef'tocht, his masterwork blade.  So far, the sword, forged of a magical metal and enchanted using the core of the [Forest Lord], had been used for its phenomenal cutting power, courtesy of an enchanted aura that projected its razor edge away from the actual metal, preserving the sharpness into perpetuity as far as Ulric could discern.  Spooky magical bullshit.  He'd have to make time to figure out how to utilize it better.


Holding mana was great and all, pushing lightning magic into the sword had done some wonders for adding potency against that thick-hided Ogran bastard, but what would really be neat is some way to…


"You are a mongoloid half-wit Ulric!" He declared.


Not too long ago, thanks to the research of a dedicated scholar of Ash magic, Ulric had learned how to create a semi-mythical substance, a stable solid piece of unaspected white mana, by use of crystallography physics and a career fucking with carbon and metallic nanostructures.  The crystalline [Arcanite Diamond] acted like a mana amplifier, resonating with and boosting magic fed into it.  Upon saturating itself with mana it would revert to magical plutonium and explode suddenly in an antimagic flash of raw energy. 


Suddenly, Ulric was fairly certain he could inset the magical amplifier into his sword, to let the mana conductive blade act as a sink for magic that might otherwise be caught up in the [Arcanite Diamond].  The pure mana didn't want to actually hold those impure manaforms, that was just…quantum magical noise or some shit.  Artifact.  Imperfections in his casting.  If he ran his spellforms through the resonator that was the diamond with the [Afthar'ts Atzalis] there to actively pull the magic back out of the stone he could extend the lifespan of the gem.  Maybe indefinitely. 


"Holy fuck…you're a fucking genius Ulric!" he counterargued his previous statement.


Xef'tocht might not just be an artifact sword.  It might one day be a warmage staff as well.  Amplifying and refining spells.  That would fit, his being a spellsword, a warrior that used both mundane and arcane weaponry.  He'd get right on it, right after he was finished killing the ever-loving shit out of whoever had sicked a pyromancer on him, murdered a bunch of people in their woodland home, and instigated brutality unimaginable to synthesize magical WMDs.  Priorities man, you gotta have priorities.  But turning his chief melee weapon into a catalyst that would improve his arcane weaponry was now top of his list for R&D budgeting.


Done musing over the possibilities presented by the dead bandit’s skill, Ulric finished packing away the bushwhackers’ belongings and readied TMF1 and TMF2 with a lopsided grin.  They did not comment on the increasing preponderance of circumstantial evidence that the unworthy being guiding them was batshit, nor did this information change their conspiracy to lead him off a cliff at the earliest convenience. 


As he left the site of his humble camp, bodies left to feed the great birds that already had begun their funeral processions far above, plans and plans occupied him while he closed in on the city looming on the horizon.  Grey clouds were closing in, driving low, whispy leader clouds before them in what promised to be a rather nasty rainstorm to be caught by in the open.


Damn it.  Taipan and Brighteyes had both told him stories of the barbarian tribes and their caste system that involved tribal markings upon the flesh.  Just his luck he'd removed his robe to sleep and they'd taken offense.  Then again, there was a non-zero chance these were simply bandits prowling the outskirts of the looming city for travelers like himself, and a lone man, asleep, with a loaded wagon was just far too tempting.  The relatively low density of the patterns was indicative of a lack of achievement, wealth, or standing within their tribe, probably.  Just the sort that resorted to crime, when they also lacked character.


The rain caught him less than an hour into his travel.  Beating waves of droplets turned the distant city into a wall of grey.  Already soft ground began to sag beneath the weight of his cart, which correspondingly increased the effort required of the pulling beasts, and their lowing every few minutes made sure Ulric was aware of their dissatisfaction with their lot in life.  Well, they could just join the fucking club now, couldn't they?


Mighty though the [Direhorn Oxen] were, fast they were not.  The cloying mud gripping the wide wagon wheels did no favors, either.  Ulric was on the point of using a [Stone Wall] spell to create thin bands of solid terrain to move across, similar to the wild sled run he'd partaken of on a breakneck return to Iriel.  That time he'd run himself to exhaustion to prevent one of the Elves who'd escorted him to the glade from dying or suffering permanent crippling from a ferocious beast ambush.  Absent the protection of a squad of Iriel'en warrior elite, he couldn't chance being caught in the open exhausted, trying for the gates of the city that just had to be close at hand.  So it was that he did not quite reach the settlement and had to stop at dusk to make ready for one more night in the wilds. 


Ulric might be slow sometimes, but he wasn't stupid.  Getting set upon before waking was not an experience he cared to enjoy twice.  With a dung-fueled fire burning reluctantly in the unrelenting drizzle, Ulric considered his options.  First things first, a warning system.  He had extra stakes for his canvas Legranel-style shelter's tension lines so he drove them in a perimeter around his camp.  Scratching the not-so-scraggly beard that was starting to come in full since he'd left the Moot, Ulric found himself stumped for how to alert himself to anyone tripping the rope he was intending to run around those stakes. 


Hmm…ah! Got it, Ulric told himself. 


[White Interference]


Channeling his Ceraunic core he neutralized the innate polarity of the magic inside him to generate the unaspected base harmonic of magic, raw and full of possibility.  Next, he attuned this mana towards the stolid node of earth magic, Terra.  His will was ready, now for the way.  Ulric envisioned a wind chime, a hollow, thin-walled cylinder with smooth sides and a opposite-facing holes at the top.  Keeping this image strong in his mind he used his magic to coax solid stone from the ground, pushing the precision of his [Stone Wall] spell to its utmost.  When the hollow rod of rock was half a meter long he broke it off, continuing to channel the spell.


Using the components of the land around him was far more efficient than trying to convert mana to solid matter, by orders of magnitude.  The improvised stone chimes he broke off at varying lengths until he had twelve of the things, each as big around as his thumb.  Gently he tapped one cylinder against another and they gave a distinct tone, if not one that was as loud and resonant as metal chimes.  Didn't matter, he noted, they would do.  The alarm chimes he hung in pairs next to one another on a tight ridge line around his perimeter stakes.  Anybody that tripped the rope would set the entire ring to jangling.  He tested it with a slight nudge of his hand and was satisfied at the minor cacophony that ensued.


"Problem identified.  Problem solved." Ulric intoned smugly towards the naysayer oxen that chewed resentfully from the feedbags he'd slipped over their noses.  They'd better enjoy it, he was completely out of the milled grains he'd bought from the Legranel.


A soft thud of additional droppings on the coastal savannah was the only retort they deigned to give him. 


"Now then." He told his sputtering fire, "How do I buy some time in case somebody responds to the alarm by just diving on me?"


This was a harder problem.  Ulric could see through the walls of his shelter effectively and [Ceraunoperception] was nice in that it responded well to metal, so he could, with fair precision, track weapons.  Even so, that would be small comfort when an archer shot him through the walls from farther than his twenty or meters of sensitivity.


"Hmm…" Ulric thought back to the parting gift given him by the Sauri Ash mage he'd bargained with.  Werona had showed him her way of "training" a small piece of [Arconite Diamond] to a specific manaform, turning it into a catalyst for that one type of magic.  It was a hell of a trick.  He now had a gem that would create the Tephras Adept's wicked miniature pyroclastic cloud.  That would more than do as a distraction and a way to buy space.  Unless you were wearing artifact armor, walking through the burning cloud was not going to be a good time.  Even if the attackers had the ability to see through the ashes and cinders, which Ulric couldn't discount because spooky magical nonsense and even spookier Akashic class reality hacks, they would still have to actually go around the cloud. 


"Pocket sand plus, plus." Ulric laughed at the little Tephras catalyst.


It was an old joke, from the media archives he'd consumed in his previous life.  For some reason, the solution to any encounter in which one might be outmatched was to throw sand at their face.  He doubted that was effective against shock troops in carbide-reinforced combat armor, hyperglass faceplates, infrared sights, and depleted uranium assault weapons but the pre-collapse had been, in some ways, a simpler time.  Ruinously stupid and wasteful, but simpler.


With an early warning system in place and a deterrent to buy him space and time to put his Ceraunic core's destructive capabilities to work, Ulric felt good about hid odds and turned to his bedroll feeling pretty optimistic.  All these precautions were probably a waste of time, as close to the town as he must have been.  He was going to learn to stop jinxing himself like that one day.


For the second day in a row, Ulric woke to adrenaline.  Rough voices speaking Human tongue.  The stone chimes jangled dissonantly in predawn, as best he could judge by the dim light inside his shelter, which must have been what drew him from his sleep.  By the racket, somebody was playing in the damned things.


"What ha ye done now ye great oaf?!" demanded an angry voice.


"Hain't nothing left but fer to wrap yerself in the rope an play the music is there?" another asked with heavy sarcasm.


Thick accents, vaguely similar, with what little he'd heard to the men that ambushed him, so not peoples of the cities then.  And not so very pleased that their companion had stumbled into his perimeter alarm.


A snort, followed by a clearing of phlegm and a percussive delivery of that blockage to the dirt gave them both answer, before the spitter clarified his position, "And what're the two o ye agointa be chuntering about when I've beat and bunged the both of ye?"


Safe to say that his visitors weren't exactly the sophisticated types. 


[Ceraunoperception]


[Warrior's Instinct]


Ulric made ready to roll thunder.  Six men, lightly armed, no armor to speak of.  Little to no metal on their persons aside from their belt knives, spear points, and arrowheads.  He was going to give these people exactly one chance to avoid dying with ozone in their nostrils and then it was game on.


"You lot have intruded on my camp and I do not care for guests, as I have not invited any.  What business do you have that you intrude on a man's sleep?  I will grant you a count of five breaths to answer to my liking before I destroy you.  One." Ulric announced firmly.


The sounds of light booted feet halted as did the heavily accented carping of the men.  None answered.


"Two." Ulric continued, Ceraun concentrating in his body, the thin ambient mana being drawn by his core.


He exited his tent with his hand on Xef'tocht's hilt, blade bare, and a visage that spoke plainly his intent once the mercy count was ended. 


"Three Four." He stated in clipped tones and saw eyes widen at the short count.


What?  Never had he ever said that the breaths had to be evenly spaced or regular.  It was his godsdamned camp and he would make the rules.


"Wait!  Pause, friend, there's no need for that.  We're not here fer bringin troubles.  We're here because we been pursuing thieving murdering bastards and their tracks led this way." Exclaimed the first speaker, a young man of similar apparent age to Ulric's reforged body.


The others were of an age to the speaker, except for one who held the lined face of a man past his prime, if not by far.  All wore something akin to the garb of a pre-industrial Highlander of the Scots-Angle peoples.  Light-laced shirts, heavy bonnet caps, scarves, kilts, barelegs, and the tall calf-high boots were common to the men before him.  All of the men wore satchels, all had strung bows across their backs, and each man carried a two-meter spear tipped by a half meter of dark grey metal.  By garb and tongue, they were of similar ilk to those bushwhackers, but these were far better kept, less ragged, and armbands on their biceps combined with rings woven into their long braided hair reminded Ulric of the old Scandanavian practice of carrying fungible wealth about the body instead of coins.


In all, this group had a far different vibe to them than the last bunch.  Ulric's instincts said they looked more like Human variants of the Elvish Hunters or Herd Riders, rather than marauders.  He got a sense of dignity from these.  Reining in the hostility, Ulric noted the tattoos, or seals as they had been called by the bushwhackers from yesterday; these were more pronounced, denser in pattern, and with branches.  Almost certainly the men before him were of a different sort than those prior.  Not that he was going to relax his guard, mind, just that this situation was probably going to end up a variation on the theme of kill them all.


As had become the usual since the season had been warming, Ulric was barechested, though he felt not the chill of the air at the moment.  Faint violet pulses ran across the signs of Ceraun's touch, arcing randomly through the lightning-carved paths in his skin.


"Fuck's sake, what'ev ya gotta do to earn yer seals their own light?" Muttered one of the men.


The elder amongst them answered his junior kin's question with trepidation, "I've ne'er heard of it.  But there's guessin we're not keen to find out, by the look o'him.  Great scary bastard."


The older man who'd offered his two companions buggery as a reward for their jokes by his voice spoke up, which maybe made him the leader and the first one Ulric would kill if things turned that way. 


"Shut yer gobs!" he directed to the rest of the group and they fell silent before he returned to Ulric with a more restrained tenor that implied no harm meant,  "Ye've my apology fer our forwardness, Honor.  We've hunted a group of raping, murdering, thieving exiles from our clan across a week's time.  We found their horses dead not a day's travel back and sure as the Coven follow the Twins, they were headed this way.  I'd apologize for the early hour, but sleep is something we ain't known this past two nights, not unless it came in a saddle."


Ulric couldn't pick up anything that said the man was lying.  His demeanor was firm, not shifty and he met Ulric's eyes with a sort of steady confidence that said he had nothing to hide.  Trust but verify.  Ulric sidelined his interest in the use of the term Honor when the Valin Highlander spoke to him.  Time for that in a bit, if nothing went wrong.  As usual, he’d just tell them the truth and see where this went.


"Four men I met yesterday,” Ulric told the bounty hunters or, perhaps, justice-seeking tribesmen, “They claimed that they were M'rakur and took issue with the marks on my flesh and spoke their intent to murder me and take what they pleased.  They lay dead about six leagues back for their misjudgment.  You lot are welcome to rest here if you give me no trouble, my fire is open to those who hunt criminals.  If you think to cause me problems though, you can go see the men you chased, wherever it is you folk go when you die." Ulric offered, with measured cadence.


He wasn't ready to drop his defenses but how this played out was now in these Prespanger barbarians' hands.  The brain tiger was more or less alright with this going either way.


They traded glances nervously.  The leader nodded his agreement calling out to his men, "Aye, that seems fair.  Come then lads, our chase has come to its end, it seems.  Fitch, since ye're of the mind that I'm a clumsy oaf, ye can go gather an’ hobble the mounts, being yer so light on yer feet."


A squirrely man with a scraggly beard grumped but headed off to grab the loose beasts that stood placidly saddled some forty meters distant. 


Ulric had to appreciate that they'd dismounted and approached afoot, not intending to startle the occupants of the camp as they came in or just try to ride up with the advantage of cavalry.  It was another solid mark in their favor.  The rest of the M'rakur, if that's what they were, sidled in and took a load off.  Now that Ulric wasn't examining them with an eye for combat cues, things like whether the muscles in their legs were tensing to launch themselves at him, hands clenching and re-clenching to find better grips on weapon shafts, or boots shifting to claim a better balance, he could see that these men were exhausted. 


Not one lacked bags beneath eyes or the slack features of ones that had pressed hard and, now that they'd stopped, would not manage to continue without rest.  Now that he'd offered hospitality he was committed to it.  Best be on with it then, maybe this day would set without the Twins witnessing strife, Ulric thought, and knelt to stir the coals of his near-dead fire back to life.


"Alright then, make yourselves comfortable.  I'll have a tea brewed in short order.  Have any of you the stomach for camp bread and dried meat?" Ulric ventured.


"I'm athinkin I could eat." "Ye'll not find the bottom of my stomach." "Got any beer?" Came the replies.


The leader gave Ulric a warmer appraisal now that food was on the table.


 "Since these louts have forgotten their manners, thank you for the hospitality.  It is good to meet men who know how to practice Guest Right out in the wilds." He told Ulric with a disapproving stare at his men.


"Aye, it is appreciated." "Many thanks for your fire." "Is that a no on the beer?" chorused the travelers.


            

    
        Chapter 145: One Thing Leads to Another

    
    
    
    
                Breakfast was a rather more boisterous affair than Ulric had become accustomed to.  The Iriel'en took their meals in silence and the Celestin and Legranel shared quiet small talk.  The men sharing his fire traded insults, cursed, bitched, and stuffed themselves with all the aplomb of hardened sailors fresh to port.  Ulric was always a bit reserved, so eating in silence suited him just fine.  He didn't resent the noise though.  It was sort of refreshing and, after a few minutes passed, the reforged man found a rare moment of nostalgia for his old life. 


Unless it was Taipan or the Iriel'en speaking to him in human out of courtesy he mostly heard and conversed in Elven.  The wash of accented human language, like something out of some of the more provincial regions of the Appalachian territories, threw him backwards in time to a conference in New Knoxville.  The materials science being presented wasn't so fascinating, his company had already resolved, in a proprietary and still highly confidential fashion, several of the core issues being presented on, but they'd thrown one heller of post conference party.  And the locals had worn their dialect proudly.  Ulric had picked up a few choicer bits of vocabulary in his short stay to spring on his colleagues later, to their horror.


To his current predicament of playing humble host to these Barbarian theif-takers, things were acceptable shifting towards dire.  Ulric had been rationing his supplies, not because he couldn't afford more but to avoid the necessity should he need to bypass a town or cut short his stay in any one place.  However, that had been under the presumption that he would be able to navigate the plains according to Taipan’s rough guidance. 


Needless to say, that had not happened. 


Ulric’s stock of produce or grain flour was virtually nonexistent, but he had a small pouch of emergency reserve flour that he broke into now.  Salt was aplenty, as were a few common spices, his paranoia at not having ways to build variety into camp food having paid off.  For greens, he’d been foraging around camp daily for two weeks, trying to make up the shortfall when he ran out of the odd “plates” of mixtures of dried cabbage, spinach, and green onion that Legranel Herdriders used to provide produce on their long journeys. 


Results were sufficient.  The prairie was rich in edible grasses, shoots, and tubers.  High climbing stalks promised many varieties of grain, at a later point in the year.  So too did a host of flowering bushes and scrub trees.  None of those did the wayward Reforged any damned good just now, so it was that eating wild edible salads alongside fresh meat hunted from wild ox, a couple of [Amberfangs] that had tried to kill him, rabbits, if you could call a creature the size of a small deer that also had a huge horn sprouting from the middle of its long eared head a rabbit, and, once, an impala like creature that was blistering fast on the go, had become his main source of sustenance.  Meat and fiber heavy diets did marvelous things to your digestive tract, by the by.


So it was that a repeat of the incident at the Moot, assassins finding him due to his having remained stationary too long, was not to be had. 


But neither had resupply. 


Despite this, the last bit of hoarded flour dusting his forearms made a flaky bread when baked with butter, scraped from a jar abandoned last week as “empty”, worked into it and some salt and whispers of same butter over top of it did not go amiss for the weary guests.  Tea brewed strong tided them over and Ulric broached one of the small kegs of mead he'd carried away from the Moot, a parting gift of Prenya and her kin.  The recipe for that mead he had in mind for future use and he'd gladly traded away the way to brew it without heating the must and thus deadening many of the richer flavor notes.  The man who'd asked for beer accepted mead gratefully.  And by gratefully, he'd declared Ulric to be his patron Saint of fellowship, welcome to wed his sister and join his clan.  Alcohol, food, and exhaustion lead to only one thing and the troop was mostly unconscious within an hour.


Bemused, Ulric surveyed the sleeping men, so utterly faithful in the safety of Guestright and the obligations of hospitality.  To the civilizations of this wild world, it was sacrosanct.  Taipan’s great sin had been violating her brother’s given oath of Guestright in Iriel’en lands, a crime great enough that her own mother had thought it warrant of death.  Only Bald’rt’s soft spot for his favored daughter had compelled him to stay that judgment, in favor of her being made Ulric’s Shadow, for so long as he lived.


Properly dressed, his artifact sword Xef'tocht sheathed upon his back, he considered his appearance and theirs.  There were definitely similarities of feature in these men, compared to the ones he'd seen in Celestin.  Squarer jaws, hairlines more like his own, higher cheek bones, and the same rough proportions of shoulders and torso.  No doubt about it, Ulric could have passed for a child of these people.  Their leader even had almost matching grey eye color to Ulric's own, which he hadn't observed as a trait in any others so far. 


Speaking of whom, the leader of the men, who'd offered the names of his tribesmen and his own, Harlan, noticed the inspection, having taken upon himself the first watch while the tired men slept.


A chuckle preceded his observation, "They're a right mess, the entire lot.  Not good for much but huntin', fightin', fuckin', and diggin' graves.  But they're honest men and I'm grateful to you for toleratin' our intrusion."


Ulric waved that off, "It is the way, hospitality between travelers.  A lesson hard learned, not to be too hasty with unexpected guests, sometimes strangers prove themselves future friends."


In spite of yesterday's events, he didn't specifically set out to kill everybody he met.  He'd actually rather not have to hurt anybody, all the way to the fortress city that hoarded the wealth of the Vaytn sea.  The gracious ways of his family in the Before and those of the perpetual travelers, the Legranel remained appealing to his sensibilities. 


Generosity to strangers was one of the lessons he'd had from the Legranel, especially when he considered how he and his compatriot met the Plainsfolk and stress and tiredness had led to hard feelings initially.  That conflict had been avoidable, likely.  Nomads by nature, the Plains Elves entire culture was designed to streamline interactions between peoples moving from one place to another, meeting as they passed by.  In spite of the friction of their initial exposure, he'd come to appreciate Joclyn, to say nothing of his Aunt.  The others, the husband and wife pairs had rated similarly.  When they weren’t suspicious that you might be another foreign mercenary plotting on their kin, they were the very souls of hospitality.


He'd come to appreciate the easy way they took in guests, even though he'd only been amongst them for a short time.  Just as the Iriel'en imparted reverence for the land and respect for its dangers, the Legranel were all about peaceful coexistence between peoples.  Or they had been, before Prosper sent a mercenary company to murder their former ruler's entire family.  No doubt after abusing those principals of welcome and compassion for those on the road.


Ulric couldn't keep the anger out of his features when the thought occurred to him.


"Somethin' bothers?" Inquired Harlan, noticing his host's faint grimace.


It was a moment before Ulric decided to answer truthfully.  He considered a few ways to cover or sidestep but, at some point, he needed to know how things stood with the peoples of Prespang in the coming war, both his personal one and, far more relevant one between Orlethrem and Prespang, who acted as proxy for the Merchant Lords.  Knowledge from these natives of this land would, in some ways, be key to shaping his own actions.  A rules of engagement sort of thing.  If he found that all of the Valin were of the same attitudes that had bred the attack on Irielhos and the planned assault on the Elf Havens, he was going to employ a more scorched earth strategy than if it turned out that it was mostly just the leadership from Prosper pushing their grudge down onto the general populace. 


"I traveled from the Legranel not long ago, they treated me as a long-lost friend, after we settled our minor initial disagreements.  It was their notions of hospitality that I have tried to adopt, so generous were they with myself at their Moot." Ulric told the barbarian, who reclined on his back using his satchel as a pillow.


A thoughtful expression found its way to the Valin as Ulric spoke. 


"You speak the Elf tongue?" He asked, after a moment's delay, putting the pieces together.


"Competently, if not as well as a native born Aes'r." Ulric confirmed, using the somewhat Icelandic flowing language of the Elves.


"I do, thanks to a patient young Elf whom I chanced upon in my travels, as a younger and more foolish man." He reiterated in the shared species language of Humans, the Valin.


 "Ah.  Then if ye've but recently come afar from the Wanderin' folk, I'm thinkin' I know the direction of your mind.  They were riled somethin' fierce were they not?"


"It is so." Ulric confirmed, unconsciously using the Iriel'en hand sign that accompanied a firm statement in the affirmative.


"The Moot.  A great gathering of their peoples, the first in living memory for men.  They were coming together to choose a new ruling faction on account of the old dynasty was murdered, by what I have been told was mercenaries hired by Prosper.  I had intended to travel to Prosper, to return a favor and pay a debt.  It seems like there is no good to be found there." Ulric told his guest honestly.


He was certainly going to be paying someone what he owed them.  They were not going to enjoy it.


"Mph." grunted Harlan with a scowl directed skywards, "If true, it bodes ill for the M'rakur and fer all the tribes in the outer reaches."


His already rough tone grew harsher as he continued, "Unfamiliar with yer clan as I may be, we’re both knowin' the Longstriders have been a boon to those far betwixt the holds.  They kept the predators of the open ranges in check and have even betimes assisted in the guidin' of our herds to good grazin', on our side of the border, of course, which some resent." His tone implying that opinion to be one he did not share.


"Fools." Commented the tribesman.  "Like the Wanderin' folk or not, you cannae think they were any worse neighbors than the Lupid Beastkin in Northern holds or the Sauri Beastkin livin' in their villages along the coasts, all of them fair and decent folk, taken all things t’gether.  At least they don’t load the bottoms of their grain sacks with stones like those shites from the Yalu tribe.  Better off we all were with the long lived not beatin' war drums across the plains."


Interesting.  Not exactly a glowing recommendation but there wasn't any of the harshness of attitude Ulric had been expecting.  He nodded agreement and kept the conversation moving, curious to learn more about the dispositions of these genetic cousins.


"Is it not so that the Valin and the Aes'r make war with regularity?  Our peoples are not fast friends, not especially with Prosper making its grudge the problem for all of Prespang." Ulric said, not exactly playing devil's advocate, but trying to determine how far the shadow of the Merchant Lords fell.


The man waved absently, discounting Ulric's comment, as if it were a small matter. 


Harlan considered the youth probably from a remote but prosperous tribe, by his clean accent and the quality of his kit.  One of those scions sent abroad to gain broadening of perspective and training in dealing with outside clans.  It was unusual for such to be traveling alone, but it was not the way to pry into another's business.  Besides, the young tribesman was no babe.  Suggesting that he was so weak as to need the aid of minders might move him to adopt that slayer's attitude from when they'd disturbed his camp's peace.  Don't grab a tiger's tail unless you plan to ride it.


"All peoples war Young Honor.  It is known.  A Beastkin farmer kills a Human's [Woolshed Rabbits] for getting into his crops.  The Human burns the Beastkin's crop storage.  Things come out of hand, a few folk lose tempers and some other folk die, we man the trade caravans a little heavy for a few years, and things settle back down.  It's like this all over.  But.  What isn't done is that ye bring outsiders who ain't got no speak to say in things to come do yer murderin' for ye, that ye kill the women and children an’ hide yer deeds like a coward." Harlan explained.


The hand that waved clenched into a fist, an eloquent summary of thoughts on the matter.


"Coward indeed.  Then we are both of a mind that the Legranel deserve their upset, even if we must be wary to avoid having it pointed our way in error?" Ulric enjoined.


The hard man laughed, “So we are.  The M’rakur can and have salted ashen piles of our enemies for less than the murder of man an’ his family in their beds, when some jackal couldn’t earn favorable terms by honor or deed.  Like those fucks in Prosper.”


That last held venom that gave Ulric profound hope that Prespang was not wholly contemptable. 


"Tell me kinsman, would it surprise you to learn that the Bane was used against the Aes'r recently?" Ulric said mildly, his tone hiding the disgust he felt.


Harlan jerked upright, and stared Ulric down.


"This better not be some idea of a jest.  You speak true, the Bane was used?" the leader demanded to know, some of his accent falling away to emphasize the seriousness of the question.


With absolute certainty Ulric reported, "It is true.  Word was spreading amongst the Legranel like a brushfire.  I have acquaintance with some that have deep ties to the Iriel'en.  The information is confirmed by those I trust with my life."


Referring to the Iriel'en as acquaintances felt kind of shabby but he couldn't be running around telling everybody he was a guest amongst the hardcore isolationists of Orlethrem.  No human had been amongst the boughs of Irielhos in centuries, that information would identify him as surely as a fingerprint, for any that knew of the unusual circumstances.  Like Prosper's spies or their hitmen. 


"Well fuck me then." Exclaimed the tribesman scrubbing his hand through his beard in agitation.


"Glad indeed am I that I tripped across yer Honor.  When I bring the Elders word of this, the M'rakur are headin' North, as fast as we can.  Afore those fuckin' Brownies start disappearin' people for the next thirty or so years or that blood-soaked Elf King of theirs takes it into his head to burn Prosper to its hearthstones again.  You should do the same cousin, regardless of if yer cargo loses value.  Take yer kin with you too, this isn't war, this is the end of an era."


Ulric was slightly confused by this. 


Bald'rt's felling by the Bane wasn't common knowledge in these parts yet.  Information wasn't spreading like Ulric would have thought.  It was fantastic news.  It meant that the Artifact used to give the Elves' enemies their ability to gain perfect intelligence hadn’t been able to see his wounding and, or, whatever knowledge it did was being held so closely to the chest that it wasn't generally useful. 


That meant, outside of Prosper's direct pay roll, Ulric was invisible, so long as he didn't say anything stupid.  Harlan's comment also revealed that the Merchant Lords did not have as tight a hold on the general populace of Prespang as Ulric had feared.  They would get no help from the tribes of the Outer Reaches.  Perhaps there was a chance to stir the pot?  Maybe put pressure on the manpower that could be martialed against the Elves?


"Good advice.  I wish it was some I could take.  I am Honor bound to go to Prosper, with all haste.  All that I call friend and family depend on it." Ulric said, without exaggeration.


Either he killed the animals that had sicced their murderers on him or, eventually, they would get him.  Diplomacy wasn't an option, even without the consideration of what letting those fuckers do to the Elves would cost his conscience.  Some people didn't deserve to live on his planet.


Harlan turned an understanding gaze on his person.  The leader of men knew what it was to shoulder responsibilities for the lives of his kin.


Commiseration saturated his words, "Then Fortune's Feathered Cap do I wish you wear, stranger.”


Harlan appeared to consider something for a few moments, uncertain.  Whatever thoughts passed the rough, sunkissed features, he made a decision and set his course with determination.


“Once my men and I have rested, we're back to ridin' for M'rakur lands.  Aside from a couple to collect the heads from those men we were hunting.  Not to doubt, but the Chief wanted their heads, an’ me, I’m a man who honors his word, an’ I said he’d have them.  From there, we're gonna send riders to call the other tribes North to the Endless Pines to ride out whatever hell has been summoned by the fools shitting on ivory toilets.  I’m not fer knowing you, or yer people, but I would ask that ye come with us.


He rolled on over Ulric’s clear disinclination for that idea, “First, so we can return the kindness shown here, an’ offer thanks fer pulling a sour tooth from our mouth.  Those clanless fuckers had been loose fer too long and hurt too many.” 


Harlan paused a moment, letting go the anger at remembered wrongs that sent he and his troop on their hunt, and began again in a formal tone, “Second, it is on your word that I tell the chief it’s time to take to the high hills.  Me an’ the lads, we’re known and trusted, but this is a matter fer chiefs and sons of chiefs.  Whatever tribe you hail from, Chief Orin, who leads the M’rakur, would want to see the face of the man who gave us warning for what comes and to see his eyes when he says it, to judge them true.  Your seals are strange, but a cousin who holds to the ways is welcome upon M’rakur land.  I think I’ll join my men in sleep, to be ready to lead us to the hold.  It isn’t far, just a couple of days up the coast and into the Jaggeds.”


They fell to silence then, Ulric thinking out the implications of the apparently independently minded tribes out here in the coastal plains and expanses of Western Prespang, and the relatively live and let live attitudes demonstrated by Harlan, as well as the not quite “Come along quietly.” That had been presented to him.  The man who had proposed his detour was sacked out now, catching a nap to recover from the ordeal of chasing those criminals.  What the fuck were the Jaggeds, anyway?


With a sigh, he wiped his hands on his breaches and said “Guess I’m finding out.” aloud to himself.

            

    
        Chapter 146: Into the Jaggeds

    
    
    
    
                Ulric cleaned up his camp and stowed his shelter, making ready to travel slowly so as not to disrupt the snoring men.  He wasn't a believer in Karma but he also hadn't been a believer in magic and look at where that got him.  Wind drifted again through the tall grasses, blues, greens, and yellows of the various stalks causing the prairie to shimmer all the way to the horizon. 


He didn’t have to go.  He could always tell these blokes to fuck off back to home, wherever that was.  For one thing, the city Ulric saw not so distant was almost certainly Bartala and he’d been damned lucky to find it, having gotten himself so lost as to miss the intermediate stops Taipan had outlined for him.  On the other hand, the chance to learn about the people of Prespang, from those that had rejected the status quo of being ruled from Prosper was appealing.  Perhaps he could learn a little more of this world, enough to make crossing the territories of men easier. 


More rain threatened to re-saturate ground only just barely passable.  Spring was near to its halfway mark and he was months behind schedule.  Why the hurry?  A few more days might permit him to restock, to maybe sell off some of the things he’d acquired on his crossing of the Endless Grass, and to learn more of this adopted world and its denizens.  Reluctantly, Ulric had to admit that he was also, just a little, lonely.  He’d drank his fill of solitude, meeting no one with whom to speak in that entire long haul.  Fine.  Might as well take a look at these much-vaunted Barbarians, in whose image he seemed to be crafted. 


Choice made, Ulric pitter pattered around camp, mending gear, before sitting next to the rekindled fire, to resume carving a few of the big [Amberfang] canines into intricately inscribed daggers with his collection of glassresin carving tools.  Having picked up the hobby from Taipan, he’d found it comforting to occupy his hands, leaving his mind free to drift aimless, his thoughts turned to the various mana manipulation exercises given to him by the Dragons of Iriel and Archmage Gother. 


So it was that the early morning passed in peace, sleeping strangers in his care and a new path before him.


Harlan woke first, still tired but more refreshed.  He roused his troop with promises of a feast and the vices owed to returning heroes and they made ready to travel with alacrity.  The two men designated to collect scalps mounted without complaint and a faretheewell.  Breaking his camp with practiced hands, the once and future engineer had the bastard oxen wrangled into traveling order before the rest of the barbarians had finished taking a piss.  With Bartala on his right, he turned the wagons to line up with the distant hillocks of sandy soil, ready to head up the coast of the Vatyn, farther West, into that sprawl of untamed land called the Outer Reaches. 


The Twins had come past Midsunsrise, blue and orange showing briefly through windows of striations of clouds.  Ulric was holding the reins of his penances for past misdeeds with practiced tension when a horse built to Clydsdale specification ambled up, guided only by a thin cord of leather from its bridle, looped through a belt.  The Barbarians generally were possessed of horsemanship that bespoke long practice. 


The tribesman, motivated to generosity to return the favor showed his people offered Ulric some advice as he readied his beast for riding, "If yer fer Prosper and no dissuadin' then try not to let on that yer of the tribes in the Outer Reaches.  The tamed pets of Magisters that live inside the walls of their cities think those of us that won't bend knee to their puppet barons or Prosper's bottomless coffers are savages fer choosin' freedom's hardships over comfortable slavery.  They'll make yer life harder just on account of it."


"Prespang's City States hold no love for the reaches?" Ulric asked, a little surprised. 


He'd have thought that there would be a little more solidarity amongst them, if the Merchant Lords held tight grip on the threads of their empire.


"You really are from way out in the wastes aren't ya?" Observed Harlan with a raised brow, clearly noticing Ulric's ignorance but not pressing, "No, there's not much love for the cities and the folk of the reaches, fer all kinds of reasons.  We don't hate'em and they don't hate us but ye might say our clans get on better with the Beastkin holds, at least they keep their bargains." Harlan said, giving his saddle girth a hard pull when his almost horse steed abandoned the breath it had been holding.


With a short sarcastic laugh and a spittle delivered to the ground, the leader of the M'rakur tossed himself easily into his saddle.


The BeerGuy, Ulric had already lost his name, something with a G, finished his leader's thought adding, "Oh, the Barons love the goods their tax collectors squeeze from the peasants and artisans.  They also love takin' slaves from the tribes that fall short of the ludicrous demands that seem only to grow more extreme." He declared, with obvious bitter feelings.


"It ain't always the Baron," chimed in the first speaker, the one that had made fun of their leader for stumbling into Ulric's alarm perimeter, "Some of them try and do right by the people, but when a magister from Prosper comes a callin' with his Master's gold seal, well…The tribes of the reaches hailed from those same cities, once.  We are where we are because some Barons loved their people more than Prosper's money and they were forced to take their kin and flee for it."


A rowdy chorus of rude suggestions for the City States, their profligate parasite Barons, and the Magisters and Masters of Prosper filled the air for a minute.  The riders regained some cheer wishing for inexplicable diseases inflicted in physically improbable sexual positions on the agents of the Merchant Lords.  The offices of tax collectors, magisters, and upper echelons of Prespang society would have been astonished at the flexibility the tribesmen assumed they possessed, and the lack of gag reflex.  Notable exceptions to the vitriol included the other tribes, the Beastkin, and the Elves. 


At last, grinning with his tribesman, Harlan gave signal to his men to turn their mounts for the ride home calling out over his shoulder, "But what goes round, comes back round.  A day comes soon, the Outer Reaches are goin' to take a notion to put spears up their arses.  Yer welcome to join us when that day comes, if yer not already there.  I seen a man that has a whetstone with somebody's name on it.  I got a feelin' you ain't headed to Prosper to make somebody rich."


That remark made Ulric smile wide.  He found himself not being unhappy with these rough riders, straight shooters, the whole lot. 


"No, men of the M'rakur.  I'm not going to make anyone rich.  But I will see them paid, all the same." Ulric promised, and they whooped briefly.


With a yell, the riders kicked their steeds into motion, the heavy framed animals nevertheless galloping smoothly down the rise and with impressive speed as they spread out.  Apparently, the norm was for riders to stay in a loose formation as they traveled, so that an ambush could not take all of them at once with ease. 


The youthful features of the Lord of the Ancient Glade turned into the same wind and followed.


The Jaggeds were so named, because they were a set of wind cut canyons in a massive granite laced with obsidian batholiths and dikes that heralded a dormant volcano in times long passed, one that had, somehow, forced magma to the surface under conditions where it cooled rapidly to form the black shot through with deep purple vitreous stone.  Sand laden ocean winds wore away the softer stone leading to hard angled volcanic glass channels, in whose protection the granite remained relatively sound.  Once angles had been cut into these terrain features, water runoff amplified the wind’s work. 


The result was a maze of sharp-edged stone, black and purple glass alternating light grey stone in a dizzying fashion.  It was the Badlands of the Americs on steroids.  


Ulric would have thought that the presence of abundant water would make the place less harsh.  Not so, as he learned when a flash flood from a cloud burst pushed a torrent across their path that would have swept everyone away, had not the Barbarian men, wise to the ways of their homeland, called a stop to wait out the rushing water.  Half an hour of crushing flow and the runoff was gone, the ways safe to travel once more.


They had just come out from a canyon so narrow the sides of the wagon he’d been guiding had been worn slightly thinner, sanded off by the snug passage.  Atop one of the narrow lanes of high ground, oft broken by necessary descents into yet another eye twisting corridor, he was treated to the view of an incredibly vivid panorama of Varda’s alien beauty.  Above, blue skies streaked by grey storm clouds.  Below, contrasting light and dark rock layers wound into myriad channels, where they came out known only to the men who led him.


Now he understood why none had managed to uproot the tribes from this place.  The M’rakur, within the twisted ways of this stony labyrinth, were untouchable.  An invading force could be led into a trap with comical ease, boxed in and eradicated.  Unless the enemy was airborne, there was no defeating the defender’s advantage in this place, absent hideous losses.


There was another reason, which he discovered upon calling out “What’s that sound?” to inquire about the odd buzzing noise that was at the low end of the audible spectrum. 


Four heads turned sharply toward him before the men of the Reach threw themselves down to the rocky ground.  The horses stilled, might as well have petrified.


“Fuckin’ get yer shit to the dirt, ye great arse!  And lay still!” Shouted BeerGuy, voice climbing an octave.


Ulric ducked down and lay flat.  About four seconds later a cloud of wasps flew overhead, the sound like a distant train. They circled momentarily, seeking movement.  Frozen, the men made no attention drawing move, barely daring to breathe.  Even the oxen still rigged in the wagon traces were holding motionless.  The horde spiralled above, magenta and black striped bodies whirling in a disorienting neon display.  When no prey made itself obvious, the kaleidoscopic hive of murderous wasps moved on, droning wings fading into the distance.


It was several minutes after the sound of the insects had vanished that the tribesmen raised themselves up, climbing to their feet. 


“Close shave that,” commented Harlan, still slightly stunned by the experience. 


“Good ears, cousin, the [Dazzle Hornets] get close enough to force a fight more often than not.  Only thing that keeps them at bay is a damned bright light and open flame.” Noted the man Ulric thought of as Padfoot, the light stepper who was the best scout of the bunch.


Harlan sighed and rubbed his face vigorously, cursing softly, “It was my fault, I should have had a torch going.  I’m old enough to know better, this is peak season for those little nightmares, they’re holding mating flights.  My thoughts are addled by the long riding, forgiveness brothers.”


“We ain’t none of us here children you old shit, an’ we didn’t damned well remember either.” Protested the tallest of the lot, a heap of man an inch over Ulric’s head, but much wider across the shoulder, and with thighs that promised fantastic power in his legs.


Ulric suspected the man might be half Ogran, which was why he had dubbed that one Hulk.


“Aye, an’ still.  It’s my responsibility to see you sons of harlots disappoint yer wives by coming home.” Harlan said, drily.


Beerguy clapped his leader on the shoulder, grinning fearless, “Thas’ why a man with my looks don’t marry.  They can’t be sad to see you go if they don’t understand why they’d bothered to bed you in the first place.” He declared, tapping the side of his nose conspiratorily.


The entire lot of them broke out in cheer at that jest, Ulric included.  A natural teller of tales and jokes was Beerguy.  He had the timing of a professional.


Taking in the experience, so abruptly terrifying, as Varda managed to do with frequency, Ulric found himself wondering aloud, “Are they venomous?  Or just vicious biters?”


Hulk hawked up something foul from the back of his throat and launched it to the rocks at his feet, gesturing with a booted foot towards the deposit, “Turn yer blood into that inside an hour if ye get three or four jabbers through yer hide.  The bitin’s just because they’re hateful fucks.”


Harlan made a circling motion and pointed to a channel that took them down into a low series of passages, indicating that they should get on the move.


“None of these where yer from Honor?” He asked, probing slightly while they climbed at a steep descending angle, walking beside Ulric, who was leading the oxen afoot, thanks to the sharp change in elevation.


Ulric didn’t mind telling the truth, he wasn’t from around these parts and deception was a stupid idea on that count.


“Not hardly.  Plenty of monstrous things, Greater Beasts, and the like.  But if those things are out there then something worse must be eating them.  Fuck me, I thought the [Shadow Panthers] were a problem.” He replied.


It wasn’t that he couldn’t deal with the hornet swarm, he could conjure fire without much trouble, it was the speed of the monsters, and their lack of warning.  It took a vigilant explorer of the wilds to stay undeaded by the critters populating Varda. 


“Oh?  You got them round your parts?  Bad trouble, they don’t like the corridors around here but ye hear rumor of men going missing closer to the wooded lands up North.” Commiserated Padfoot.


With senses tuned to pick up any more creatures that might be a threat, Ulric recounted the sight of a [Crimson Bull] having its neck broken in a single bite by the [Shadow Panther] he’d seen, and the kaiju battle that had ensued when a [Venombolt Viper] contested the kill.  He left out the part where the mercenaries taking Brighteyes who the hell knows where got themselves half killed trying to greedily claim all the monsters while they fought.


A low whistle from the scout showed his appreciation for the envisioned sight of the two Greater Beasts in mortal combat.


Harlan chimed in, “A worthy tale, cousin.  If yer folk hunt lands with the likes of that scurrying about, it’s not a wonder ye earn yer seals right quick an’ tender young.  Hells.”


As men do, when walking the wilds and passing the long leagues, they swapped stories.  Ulric found himself liking these wild men, they reminded him of the roughnecks he’d had occasion to work with.  Hard lives swept away the softness in them, made them blunt, but unassuming and companionable when they thought you worth regard.  That kind of openness was in his wheelhouse.


Hours passed, no more monstrosities appeared to vex them.  Before too long, just after Sunscrest of that second day, they worked their way out from a deep, winding, gorge that had wide walls whose sides almost closed to a solid roof.  Just when he was wondering if the smooth walls would reveal a river, the only thing that could have cut such a tremendous and winding course through the solid rock layers, the gorge narrowed suddenly.  Taking up the rear of the party, lagging behind while he’d rubbernecked the geological marvels of the Jaggeds, the walls opened up suddenly from that bottleneck to a huge sinkhole, its walls lined with pueblo style dwellings.  Just that abruptly, Ulric had come to the home of the M’rakur.


These guys absolutely win at cardio, the Reforged man told himself, grey eyes scanning the circumferential metropolis.  Carved stairs led from one level to the next, recessed into the walls of the sinkhole, and walled in, creating the effect of people walking along a terrace and vanishing, only to appear on the subsequent layer.  The structures had to penetrate deeply into the sheer walls of the stone, for people went into one dwelling and coming out from another, sometimes not even on the same layer. 


The hold of the M’rakur made him think of an ant nest, only the chambers were squared and it spiraled around a space that defied easy description.  Ulric was fairly certain even the largest of the megatowers of the Before would disappear into the precipitous drop.  Irielhos, massive as it was, would look like a potted fern in the space of the bottom. 


“Gods’ blood, what a hole.” Ulric said aloud, possibly breaking some kind of record for graceless observation.


A roughened hand clapped his shoulder, as Beerguy chuckled from his side, “Aye, lad, it is that.  But, and this is the trick of it, it is the M’rakur’s hole!  An’ any bastards want it, we’ll fill the damned thing with their corpses before we let them have it.”


“Home at last! And thanks to the Skyfather’s mercy, for it.” Declared Harlan, dropping down from his horse.


Suddenly, Ulric was mystified, how did they graze horses?  What would the damned things eat?  Even Varda couldn’t have a species of ungulates that ate rocks. 


“I will be the first to admit that I hate these oxen with a passion, but I would not starve them.  How do you graze horses down a chasm?” He asked, still gawking at the passage of the Barbarian tribe’s citizens through wide carved terraces, up and down stairs, changing levels along gradual sloping ramps, and into and out of the recessed buildings. 


When no answer was forthcoming, the group still moving forward along a not so narrow ledge that ramped gradually around the top of the sinkhole circumference, he noticed that the structure of the city almost exclusively sat along seams of purple-black obsidian, eschewing the softer stone that Ulric had been thinking was granite.  Perhaps it was something less structurally sound, a type of slate.  Certainly, it couldn’t be marble, that kind of metamorphic rock wasn’t found with fast-cooling igneous deposits, the two types of material formed under drastically different conditions.  Unless geologic processes upon Varda were completely fucked compared to what happened on Earth.


Improbable, possibly magically driven tectonic activities aside, the M’rakur had taken advantage of the landscape and driven it to the hilt. 


“What is the name of this place?  How have I not heard of its existence, even if all know the Barbarian tribes call these lands home?  None have even whispered of such a vast hold for your tribe.” He asked.


“Mostly we don’t talk about it.  Damned near never are any not M’rakur permitted to see Umberholdt, only those we trust, trust like kin not to speak of it.” Harlan answered, this time.


The older man was drinking in the sight of home, clearly pleased to have returned.  He stopped his fond appraisal to give Ulric a look that brooked no arguments before he informed him, “You are not M’rakur, are not anything I’ve seen before, I think.” Harlan said without dissembling, which made Ulric slightly nervous.


Was his cover blown?  Too many frayed edges of his knowledge shown?  Probably.  Fuck.  But he couldn’t learn everything there was to know to pass off as if he’d been born on Varda, especially not amongst the same people he was supposed to be.  He didn’t have long to ponder his blunders, the leader of the Justice Seekers was already moving ahead, finishing his thought.


“But ye keep to the ways, share our blood, an’, wherever the hells ye hail from, ye haven’t told a lie yet and, if what ye’ve said is true, we might have to leave the Jaggeds.  None can reach us here, not even the Orlethrem in force, but they wouldn’t have to if they kept us penned inside the Jaggeds, unable to hunt or tend the lands around.  But! That’s up to the Chief, thanks be to the Skyfather I never took up that mantle to deal with shit like this.”


Hulk chuckled from behind Ulric, not quite hemming him in, “I told ye, ye wouldn’t want to wear Orin’s mantle, even if ye could have it from him whenever ye wanted.”


The great muscled mass of him was made slightly less intimidating by the good cheer and the wink he threw Ulric while he carried on, “All well an’ good the honor, the status an’ what come with.  But we’re men of the open Uncle, not enough riding, not enough open sky an’ ye’d wilt like a sunflower.”


Padfoot added, walking his horse slightly ahead, “Our cousin here’s bringing decisions fit to make a man’s hair fall out.  Best to leave it to thems that want to live with a rod up their bungs from care.”


The men shared another laugh at their leader’s expense, knowing he’d passed on the honor of being more than a warrior because he couldn’t be bothered to fuck with it.  Some folk know what they want from life, know it well enough not to jack it up by taking on more than they want.


Fair enough, Ulric had lived a long time under the weight of a stone he could have thrown away at any point.  It had not been good times.


That was all well and good, but it didn’t change that he’d gotten himself kind of maybe taken prisoner in a Barbarian fortress town.  Shit.  Ah, well, them’s the breaks, sometimes you just have to roll with the punches. 


“Just so you all know, I could kill the whole lot of you and ride back the way I came, if that was what I wanted to do.  In case anybody had ideas I was coming along not of mine own decision.” Ulric told the men around him.


Seemed only fair to warn them he’d broken bread with.


Beerguy snorted loudly, but Padfoot just said, “Yeah, we’re knowing.  Those four fucks we hunted were bad medicine, had a whole lotta warriors fall under their knives, too.  If ye put’em paid by yerself, ye’re big medicine yerself.  That much was clear, even before ye lit up yer seals like a dragon breathing in nice and deep like.”


Harlan took over from there, clarifying “Varda is full of the unknown, cousin of a distant land.  But actions speak loud, ye’ve done right by our people.  It’s justice to do right by yerself in turn.  We’re not taking ye against yer will, we’re doing ye the honor of welcoming ye to our hold as kin.”


Ulric felt like an asshole, mostly because he was one.


“Oh, well, in that case, I am honored.” He said, sheepish, “But you know, I didn’t feel like anybody should have any misconceptions about my motives.  Too many times my patience has been taken for impotence.  I get tired of killing people just because they’re too stupid to take a hint.”


The rough riders just laughed and carried on, leading him into their great hidden city, absent care in the world.  Such was the way of the world.

            

    
        Chapter 147: Foreign Exchange

    
    
    
    
                It didn’t take long, subjectively, to get the not a prisoner before this Chief Orin fellow, not with Ulric having an entirely new tribe of people to gawk at. This place was loaded with history, with cultures unseen. Everything pointed to the M’rakur being tough sonsofbitches.


Not to say that the M’rakur didn’t have their comforts, primarily a robust manufacture of distilled spirits. They also had plenty of material wealth, in the form of the gifts of the wild lands surrounding the Jaggeds, the fruits of the prairies, sea, and surrounding hills. Furs, clothing mostly leather, spun plant fibers, rugs, everything was layered in a quilt or draping or fur that turned the stark purple-black glass that made up their structures into vibrantly colorful and rather cozy civilization. Children ran around clothed in the same garb as their elders, if frequently oversized to allow them to grow into the attire.


Everywhere, Ulric saw carpenters and craftsmen working with odd colored woods, mostly a form of red cedar, pale, creamy basswood or a close approximation, and a whole lot of something trending more orange than brown, sort of like an oversaturated rosewood, its tight whirling grains exotic and catching to his eye. Wood chips swept by apprentices went to wheelbarrows, carted off for some other need.


Unapologetically nosy, Ulric observed that these folk were stingy with their lumber, which was a logical practice, given the difficulty it must have cost them to get the raw material all the damned way down here, unless they had a trick to getting resources down to this vast hidden hold that they hadn’t shown him.


The weavers at their looms didn’t interest him so much, the Aesir had been far more proficient at textiles, everything here was linen, he saw big vats of soaking flax reeds. The only interesting aspect to the clothing industry here was a tendency to coat the fibers in beeswax before weaving, making it a bitch of a material to handle, but producing fantastically durable canvas.


Mostly, as usual, the former metallurgist was most interested in the men of his former trade. Ulric watched, as he was escorted through the M’rakur hold, smiths working that same metal that had been on the tips of the thief taker’s weapons, though mostly for mundane functions: hinges, nails, brackets, tools, that sort of thing. There was less evident craftsmanship than amongst the Iriel’en smithies Ulric had seen, less interest in the artistic filigree and fine touches that made even a hanging rack beautiful. The reason why was clear before he’d been guided half a dozen levels in the form of adolescent youths with sweat soaked faces, screwed in concentration as they held hands toward the glowing heart of the forges, the harmonies of Incendere strongly focused.


No charcoal fueled the forges, the M’rakur powered their civilization with raw magic.


Holy hell, the Reforged man whispered to himself. He would have to revise his estimation of this people. Constant working of the aether in their cores would produce adults with higher mana reserves and greater control. If that were turned towards martial practice, even if not true magecraft, these stout lads would become potent warriors. No wonder the Barbarians of the Outer Reaches were given wide birth. The fire imbuement that had scorched his nose and very much impressed him might not even be uncommon for these men and women.


“You watch with great interest, cousin, are these not the ways of your kin?” questioned Harlan.


Ulric grinned and shook his head negative, there was no point even disputing that and he shared the truth of his upbringing, “The similarities make all the differences stand stark in contrast. To offer no insult, your craftsmen are rough and their skills less refined than my people’s. They are also slower and have less accumulated knowledge with regard to technique and tooling. In spite of that, they are efficient with material, far more so than my own people ever were.”


Pointing to a gaggle of children, perhaps eight or nine, sparring with wooden sticks, the age old diversion of hominid juveniles since thumbs existed, he told his cross world cousins, “Our children by that age are in lecture halls, schools, receiving training to underscore whatever path in life they choose. I have been told by the Aesir that our upbringing is more akin to the learnings of mature wizards than most.”


He shrugged, conversations with Shor and Gother had consistently indicated that Ulric’s fundamental approach to magic was alien to standard mage practice upon Varda, “The differences in how I wield my core’s strength is born out by that. I suspect now that your folk have a different secret to their might, judging by the forges, and, now I look for it, the constant use of magic by the apprentices in every trade and task.”


The men leading him didn’t bother to hide their pride in their kin. Hulk stated the obvious, “The M’rakur push themselves hard in the exercise of their bodies, inside and out, we grow strong and early in life. Not soft, like the cattle in Prosper’s pens.”


A question occurred to him, one that had been rattling around in his mind since he’d heard of the tattooing and met the exiles, made more intense for seeing the wide array of body marking displayed in the heart of this tribe’s population.


“Your markings, tattoos my people call them, but seals is the word you give them, are they as I see them, designation of status, achievement, and honor to family?”


“Aye, that’s the short of it,” replied Beerguy, “From the day of manhood, or womanhood, as I say that, an M’rakur is master of their fate, an’ all that they are, do, and have done, is worn upon their flesh with pride. Begging pardon, but since we’re here sharing our ways with each other, how exactly in all hells did you get those seals?” the man asked, unable to stop his curiosity.


Ulric laughed, remembering the event, knowing he’d remember all his life. He decided now, amongst these wild people, he’d find out more regarding the truth of his awakening’s particulars.


With a storytelling tone, Ulric narrated, “When my core came to crisis I went out to the wilderness, to complete its Awakening. I am strong in the manafield, my nexus is unusually potent. Hence the crisis was more dire than my trainers expected. When my core called the storm to claim Ceraun as its attunement, Ceraun itself took notice. I experienced the touch of the Prime Elemental, almost died, and, when I came back to myself, the area was a lightning blasted hellscape, and I wore these markings on me.”


“Ye’re shitting me, is what ye’re doing.” Beerguy told him, obviously not amused at the joke.


“Nope,” Ulric replied, dead serious, “Not in the slightest. I came a frog’s hair away from being an elemental, washed away in the flow of the lightning’s touch. My instructor said it was best not to speak on the matter, and you here are the first I’ve shared the happening with. Call it a show of trust between distant kin.”


“That explains how he did away with those murdering fucks.” Padfoot told the group, scrubbing his beard thoughtfully.


They walked past a slightly wider ramp that descended to a recessed roofed area holding many, many stalls, a dedicated trade or mercantile area. The variety of goods surprised him, for being so out of the way, these lads got around.


“How do you lot acquire so many trade-stuffs? I recognize many of these wares from travel through Orlethrem, particularly those silver crafts that have to be from Celestin, which is a fair hike from this place.”


Harlan told him with a little sarcasm, “Same way ye’re kind do. In wagons. We send out traders, with wagons just like the one ye parked back at the entrance, an’ we cross Prespang to carry out trade with the Beastkin tribes an’, some of us, go all the way to the Legranel, them what can make out some of that garble they call speech.”


Recalling the experience, the seasoned warrior exclaimed with a small boast, “Hells, I went along a few times and rode down the Zelas, all the long way to the sea, to the very damned docks of Aktinian seaports, once. M’rakur are happy to trade and make fair exchange. So long as it is fair and none give offense, all is calm as a morning rain.”


That explained a lot.


“Huh. So, all that about you people being savage bastards making war at the drop of a hat is ignorance spewed by those who have had no dealings with you?” Ulric said, more than asked, surprised at how much misinformation had gotten around.


His suspicions were corrected post haste.


Hulk interjected, “Oh no, thas’ true too. Any what comes to M’rakur land without our say or permit gets killed to death.” He said, ticking off an index finger,


“Any that offers insult gets to find its cost absent delay.” He added raising the middle finger to join the first.


“An’ if Prosper sends a Magister to our lands to try to strong arm our kin for tax or to demand a tithe of lads for their armies, we send him back to his masters absent his hide to remind them we honor not the Gilded Thrones or the fuckers that sit them.” The burly warrior added, extending a thumb to finish his count.


The silence that followed seemed to weigh a little heavy.


“Aaaaallriiighty then,” Ulric commented, feeling like he didn’t really have anything useful to add, but compelled to say something to fill the gap after a statement like that, “Shall we see the Chief, before I land myself in trouble?”


Beerguy whispered, “Ah, don’t mind Retorhic back there, a lass he was fond of caught an arrow two years back from a patrol sent to ‘remind us of our place’. Don’t rightly know what that place was, ‘cept stacking what was left of the men sent to do the remindin’ an’ burnin’em. Anyhow, the great mule ain’t over it yet. Normally we’ll at least talk things over before any dying needs to happen. Speaking o’ which, we’re here. Chief’s up this ramp in the Hall o’ Hearings.”


Said ramp was a curving number, wide and a bit steep that met a set of iron bound doors, made of that vibrantly orange timber. No carvings, no symbols, just a big set of double doors and a couple of men standing outside them that didn’t look like they remembered what fun was. Ulric was led up to it before the men guarding it saw who was approaching and gave a salute to the thief takers.


“’Bout fucking time you lads got back, Orin was fearing he’d have to send someone to drag ye’re rotting meat back to pyre.” Said the left one, who Ulric now realized was identical in appearance to the one on the right.


“Are the bastards dead?” Asked Righty.


Harlan rolled his eyes at the pair and pointed a thumb at Ulric, “Aye, they’re dead, this gamecock here left’em for the condors. He was ready to do us the same ‘cept we begged pardon for disturbing his sleep and he was kind enough to feed us and keep a watch while we napped. Seemed like a good enough reason to bring him to meet Orin. I sent Hasro and Ficht to collect the heads so Orin can spit on’em one last time, they ought be here tomorrow.”


The two twin gatekeepers were familiar enough with the older man’s sarcasm to make no note of it. They turned and banged on the door, yelling, “Audience for the Chief!” in perfectly matched cadence, which caused somebody inside to audibly lift a bar from the other side and start throwing latches.


Huh, security wasn’t lax, in spite of how far the hell out of the way this joint was, Ulric had to respect that kind of discipline.


“Alright you useless fucks!” Harlan addressed his stalwart crew of trusted warriors, “Get ye gone to find something to fill yer time, I’m tired of sniffing yer farts! Next we’re due to rove out, I’ll find ye and let ye know.” Harlan declared, formally relieving his men of duty for the time being.


They cheered briefly before vowing to find the bottom of a barrel of something that would catch fire and woe to the wench that gave them time of day. Some real salt of the earth folks, these Barbarians. In a way, they reminded him of the Iriel’en, only less pretty and a lot more casual profanity.


Great doors opened, the hinges squealing a bit as they held the weight of the barriers, absent sufficient grease or appropriate balancing to prevent the noise. Squinting against the piercing sound, Ulric followed Harlan forward.


The men who had held the door from the inside weren’t. Men that is, they were very female. Highly female, with prominent bits to prove it, the leather jerkins taught over…Odin’s balls, he’d been alone for a long time, huh?


“Sorry.” Ulric said, making the Elf hand sign, waving himself toward the floor to indicate he didn’t mean anything by it.


A bosom pushed outward toward his lowered gaze, “I did not say to stop looking, now, did I?” responded the lass warmly.


Ahh, how long had it been since he’d heard the fond come thee hither from a lady? Prenya, probably. How long since it hadn’t been an Elf? Gods, Ulric couldn’t remember. Wait! There’d been a girl he’d worked with, recently divorced and she’d worked him over until he couldn’t see straight. That had been, what, six years ago? Godsdamn.


“Ohhh don’t get me started, you vixen you, my wife is too far away to hear you scream.” Ulric warned the girl, joking.


“Ehem,” interrupted a stout voice, calling Ulric’s attention away from the pale softness that tried to lure him into temptation. Sweet bouncy smooth…okay, okay. Shit, maybe he needed a few minutes alone to…you know…work out the situation.


“I know they’re nice lad, she knows they’re nice too, blind her roaming eyes, but I’m not thinking Harlan brought a young Warlord for schlepping a gawk on my niece’s tits.”


Ulric had to pause a moment. The fuck? He distinctly heard a translation for what he had thought had to be an old Earth idiomatic turn of phrase. It shocked him enough to break his attention away from the shuddering bits of oh, wait, no he was back again. The apparent niece of this very warlike tribe’s Chief was turned sideways, presenting her profile. Her partner at the gate was swaying back and forth with seeming innocence. Gods’ blessing on the both of these lasses, the former engineer and currently hard up bastard begged on behalf of the two mid-twenties pictures of health.


With an effort, Ulric managed to pull his attention to the voice that had freed him from his capture, finding the Chief Orin of the M’rakur to be an impressive man, if not a tall one. Huh. So size wasn’t everything to these folk, how very interesting. Matter of fact, Chief Orin wasn’t physically very large at all. His seals were dense though, the patterns whirling and knotting across his skin more intricate than any Ulric had seen. If the tattoos born by these barbarian tribesmen told a story, then Orin had a girthy tale indeed.


“Aye, they’re fine, and no mistake.” Ulric said, with a parting look that earned him a wink from their owner, “And, no, your footman Harlan didn’t bring me here to gander at them, but I’m going to say he should have at least mentioned them, hell of a thing to spring on a man so long in the wilds.” Ulric said, sardonically.


Chief Orin of the M’rakur laughed loudly at that observation and directed an approving gaze on Harlan.


“I like this one, Harlan, he’s not shy. Let’s get on with it then, sit, break bread, grab a drink, just try not to trip my niece in front of me, my brother’s wife would throw a fit if I let her out of sight.” The head man of the Barbarians said, indicating the table and its bounty before continuing with a slightly worn tone directed at the pair of women, “Half the reason she an’ her cousin are here is to keep’em out of trouble till he gets back with his caravan.” Chief Orin said, descending from a sensibly sized chair that actually looked pretty comfortable, not at all an ornate throne made for looking at.


There was something to be said for a ruler who made a point to have a comfortable chair to sit while hearing his supplicants. It meant he was inclined to keep his attention on things that mattered, instead of waving his prick in their faces, as if they didn’t know who was in charge around these parts.


This wasn’t how he thought things were going to go, but Varda liked to keep the old knuckle ball handy. Best he could do was keep his head on a swivel.


Following Harlan’s lead, Ulric took a chair, putting the succubi behind him. Orin, ignoring the rude tongue stuck out in annoyance toward him, got comfortable to see what the strange tribesman in front of him had to say.


“Guess I’ll start with the big thing,” Ulric said, swallowing a refreshing drink of fruit juice, tart apple by flavor, “Prosper used the Aesir Bane to try to assassinate Bald’rt Iriel. They failed, the Bloodmoon lives. Iriel has marshalled Orlethrem to answer that crime and the murder of the Legranel ruling family.”


Rich red liquid spattered across the table top as Chief Orin choked on his wine, hacking fiercely. The man’s niece went to his aid immediately, delivering sound thumps against his back to help free up the inhaled beverage.


Orin eyeballed Ulric in disbelief, still unable to speak through the coughing. He waved his hand in a circle, indicating that Ulric should continue in spite of the gagging.


“The fuckers had an artifact that let them break Orlethrem’s scrying defenses, gone now and the wards reestablished. They also sicced a fire mage on me and tried to take my home for a forward base, but that’s not anything much to you, still it’s part of why I’m here so I bring it up. Last thing, Prosper tried for a raid on the Elven sanctuaries, and I don’t know how that played out, all I know is I sent word with the Bloodmoon’s daughter to let them know, and if anyone got there in time to prevent the raid it was her.” Ulric said, giving the ruler of these tribesmen the cliff notes.


Harlen sighed and rubbed his eyes hard, trying to massage the implications for what he was hearing into his brain faster.


Rallying through the choking, Chief Orin summarized his position succinctly, “We’re *cough* all properly *cough* *cough* fucked!”


It was a pretty accurate assessment, assuming the Elves decided to hold all of Prespang to account. Ulric had never seen the Aesir at war but he’d trained with their Royal Guard, had been taught basics of magic by some of the best they had to offer, Bald’rt’s wives personally and a retired Archmage. All signs pointed to it being bad news when they decided to stop playing nice.


Business like, as if he were giving a project report, the former engineer finished his presentation, “Yeah. So, anyhow, that’s why Harlan insisted I come and tell you myself. You’re welcome, by the by, I killed some folk who tried to ambush me while I slept. Turns out they were the ones Harlan here was looking for. All things considered, I’ll take no payment for that, improving the breed is reward enough, that and your hospitality here.”


“I have reconsidered, my knickers don’t need a storm rolling through them an’ ye’ve got more trouble following ye than most.” Niece the Perky told him, dooming infantile fantasies born of deprivation to always remain fantasies.


Salvation came from the other side of the table, from Othergirl, who was also a tall glass of water in the desert.


“Well, I wasn’t planning marriage, just a bit o’ the slap an’ tickle, an’ send’em off on his way. No harm in that.” She reported.


Chief Orin, finally able to compose himself, called the room to order thusly, “Shut it ye manslayers, there’s reason I gotta keep ye this side o’ the doors. Last thing I need is sending off another visiting Chief’s son with his heart in his boots.”


“Right. Now then.” The M’rakur declared, saying nothing much while he wrapped his brain around the news.


Harlan, having stayed quiet during this whole time, prompted his leader, “Have ye any thoughts on our course?”


Orin looked up from the table, whose complex grains may have held the secret to his troubles, from the way he was staring at its surface, and barked, “You hush too, I’m thinking!”


The M’rakur Chief rose to stand and paced around, grumbling and gesticulating, his fine fur cloak whipping around as he did, “We’ve our manhoods in a wasps’ nest right now, an’ I can’t figure how to get out of it with our bits an’ bobs with you filling my ears with shite.” He chastised, not even looking at his warrior as he pondered.


“We’re gointa have to run for it.” The warlord decided, after a few minutes striding across the Hearing Hall.


“All there is to do,” said the Chief of Barbarians wearily, “We can’t stay here an’ wait to see if the Knife Ears decide to try to tell Prespanger from Prosper. The Bane’s been used, an’ I won’t trust the Blood Moon’s mercy.”


That thought made the swarthy Chieftain pale and he whispered, “Gods’ blood the Elf razed Golden Thrones down to bedrock, way story goes, an’ that for the life of his son. What’ll he do for the Soul Poison?”


Ulric threw the beleaguered leader a bone, “It is not Bald’rt sitting in the ruling seat, at the moment. His son Lumyt’seit is Crown, until he is recovered from the worst of the effects of the Bane.”


Orin looked at Ulric like he on drugs, “I need ye to listen to the madness ye spout!”


The man looked to the skies as if pleading that they save him from idiots.


“Until he’s recovered from the Bane ye say? Firstly, that’s supposed to be no short an intervention of the gods, an’ secondly, it don’t matter. The son carries the father’s blood, an’ that whole line has a mean streak deeper than this hold.” Judged the Barbarian.


True enough. The men of the Outer Reaches weren’t ignorant then, of the doings abroad, or the movements and habits of their rivals in the world.


“Granted,” Ulric conceded, “But I have spoken with the young lad and he is aimed true as an Elven shaft toward Prosper, and only Prosper. The Orlethrem have decided to sweep the border free of fortification and settlement, to create a buffer region, but have no designs on extermination of the Valin generally.”


All the humans in the room goggled at him. Harlan shaking his head wonderingly, the Chief going distant behind his eyes, while this new information clicked into place in the tapestry woven of his knowledge.


Chief Orin’s attention sharpened and he sat down, dark blue eyes boring holes through Ulric’s head while he leaned forward on the ropy muscle of his forearms. Small wasn’t weak, and the Chief of the M’rakur was a strong man, without doubt.


“Ye sat with the Elf an’ had this from his own mouth?” the M’rakur verified.


“I did, yes. Several times and with the same stated intent from the boy and his advisors.” Ulric confirmed.


The Barbarian Chieftain sat back and breathed a sigh of relief, before snatching Harlan’s mug and emptying it in a single, long swallow.


“Figh! Ye should have led with that, ye loon! Had me sweating through my socks.” Grumbled Orin.


“We do not need to flee then, Uncle. If the Aesir say a thing without misdirection, then it is true as rain water. Prosper has made its bed and the M’rakur are well outside this conflict.” Assessed the young woman, even while she poured her kin a fresh mug from a tapped barrel at the end of the room.


At that, Orin of the Outer Reaches laughed boisterously, his belly laugh echoing through the Hall.


“Outside of it?! Hells!” shouted the ruler, joy coloring his face now.


“This is what we’ve waited for, near two hundred years an’ more! Prosper has reached too far, they’ve got the tiger by the tail. Now they marshal their armies to fend off the Orlethrem, who aren’t going to be content to simply sit back and strangle them in their forests. They’ll bleed those silver collared dogs, bleed them badly.” Predicted Orin.


“What we are going to do, is to call the other tribes and drive those bastards a hundred leagues back, all the way to Vatyn’s shores.” Decided the Chief of the M’rakur.


“Last I knew, you weren’t on speaking terms with Chief Echardt right now, an’ we still haven’t settled agreements with that upstart brat leading the Tol’ged, not after his old man got himself eaten by an [Necrotic Bear].” Chimed in Harlan again.


“So, I’ll send ye to start speaking with them then!” Orin ordered, grinning at his man’s wince, “They know you Harlan, ye’ve got cousins that have Echardt’s ear, even if we can’t stand each other, he’ll listen to reason, especially when it sings opportunity to him.”


“Shoulda kept my fucking mouth shut,” grumbled the older man into his cup.


“Aye, shoulda kept yer fucking mouth shut!” Echoed Chief Orin gleefully.


Ulric sat through all that, grateful to be ignored. The last thing he wanted was to get hustled into some kind of grand tour of Varda’s wide, and no doubt extremely dangerous, northern reaches, meeting extremely dangerous Tribals, with dispositions he’d rather not have to navigate. He had a date in Prosper, damnit!


He wasn’t forgotten long, Othergirl said, with more than a little suggestion, “Our guest has brought tidings most favorable, and done the tribe a boon. He is owed a recompense, is he not?”


The girl rocked her hip and laid a challenging stare on him, as if demanding that he ask for a very specific reward. Not today, Temptress! Ulric told himself. Granny Einar hadn’t spent her time teaching him the wisdom of the ages for him to ignore the signs of a changeling in this girl. She’d eat him alive and chew the bones, he knew it.


“I’m good, really!” He burst out, “A bath, a chance to resupply my wagons, maybe sell off the tradestuffs I managed to harvest on my way through Orlethrem and the prairies, and I’ll be on my way. I was bound for Bartala when I met with your men.”


Orin wondered how much trouble his niece’s partner in crime would make if he let her loose on the odd kinsman before him. Probably more than a little. Best to keep the lad safe from her attentions, he wasn’t ready to face her like, by the look of him. A bit reserved the lad was, if he were being honest, but that was just a first impression. Harlan was a good judge of character, the old salt, so there was little concern letting this clansman run free.


“That’s fair, especially since you did my man’s job for him.” Judged Orin, “Ye’ll find yer wagons stocked with supply to get to Bartala, aye, an anywhere ye care to drive inside a cycle of the Coven. Trader’s markets are open, feel free to hawk whatever ye can, it's busy season, but nothing like what comes end o’ summer harvest.”


“Men of the Reach are welcome here in my hold, but hold to the ways, an’ don’t think any are going to stand for ye, if it comes to it. Ye’ve yer own honor to hold while yer here.” The Chieftain told him, with a note of warning in his tone, but clearly dismissing him to his own devices.


Harlan rose, indicating that Ulric should join him, and added, “Any that are crazy enough to bother a man with seals like yours probably deserves what happens, I wouldn’t take over much caution. Just don’t offer insult an’ I reckon all’s well.”


With that, the both of them exited absent ceremony. Ulric very studiously ignored the call of “Find me later, an’ I’ll make sure ye sleep sound.” That rang out behind him. He was most certainly not going to find her. Absent Taipan’s company it just didn’t feel right. He’d wager his Elf lass would have the girl boneless as a jellyfish within the hour though, he mused with pride in his absent consort.

That reminder of her absence left a surprisingly hollow place behind his breastbone. It really had been a long time since he’d had anyone to care about like that. Maybe ever? Long enough, that’s all Ulric knew for certain.


Grizzled veteran that he was, Harlan left off to go to his own family, departing with the advice, “Don’t talk too much, an’ don’t get too drunk to fight.” That seemed sage enough.


Just like that, he found himself staring down the sides of a massive ant colony of a Barbarian tribal homeland, with as much clue where to go and how to get there as Mr. Magoo. Funny how you can feel just as lost in a foreign city as you can in the middle of the wilderness. Welp, Ulric, time to get walking.


He retraced steps back toward the entrance to the city. Probably the first thing he wanted to accomplish is see if he couldn’t unload some of the items he’d gathered since leaving the Legranel Moot. Particularly Taipan’s practical joke of [Azure Cedar] lumber, a staple of Iriel’en trade. These wild men had something of a need for quality timber, perhaps that prank would pay dividends now. [Azure Cedar] was prized for its durability, resistance to rot, and a host of purposes that refining the stuff could allow it to be put to. Wonder of Wonders, Gother’s instructional lessons with the Elf children was actually useful to him.


This second life of his took strange turns, betimes.


It only took getting lost in the warrens of stairways, winding ramps, and mazelike passages through solid obsidian corridors to find his way back to the entrance. A few rude suggestions to try jumping, met his requests for directions so he quickly abandoned that track, lest he get salty and cause a ruckus. Soon enough, though, he managed to find his wagon, TMF1 and TMF2 right where he’d left the bastards.


Looking down now upon the vast sinkhole, rimmed by volcanic glass that had resisted whatever cataclysm that dropped the rest of the rock below, he was astonished again by the sheer improbability of the vista. Umberholdt, the city had been dubbed, and well-named. As descriptive as the Jaggeds.


M’rakur didn’t jack around with poetics when it came to calling a thing what it was.

            

    
        Chapter 148: Open for Business

    
    
    
    
                From his perch on high, Ulric watched the people come and go. They spoke loudly, with bold voices, forming a fairly full wash of sound echoing across the expanse. Oftentimes hand gestures accompanied expressive conversations, exuberance and energy abounding. A vital bunch, sculpted by their environment and tradition equally to root out weakness. Men and women alike took up the labor, there were no slackers. Nowhere did Ulric see a beggar or sedentary laggard. Everyone worked. Those who worked slowly found a boot applied to their person to encourage speed. Overall, he could see why this lot was a tough nut to crack. They knew they were all they had, against all the great world, so far as they were concerned. Admirable. It was the kind of attitude adopted by his countrymen in the Before, only they’d been goaded to it by looming threat of extinction. Not so different for these wildlings, now Ulric thought of it.

As he watched, one man took issue with another, hot words exchanged, that Ulric couldn’t make out from this distance. He observed the fight break out, fists striking, swarthy men wrestling for position, elbowing, headbutting, all was on the table. When one man went down, legs rubber from a clean blow to the temple, his assailant dragged him off to share a mug. They were back at work together not fifteen minutes after the blowup, as if nothing had happened. Fascinating people. And vigorous, he noted a half dozen couple copulating in the not quite open, though obvious enough to any who happened to be watching from on high. Given the absence of notice any paid to those, it must be common practice.

Idly, Ulric wondered what the population growth rate looked like, and tried to calculate the estimate for when this obsidian shell would extend all the way to the darkness below. He came up with a rough four centuries, assuming sixty year generations, unlike the thirty odd ones of his world. People lived about twice as long on Varda, maybe a bit more if they didn’t get eaten, so it seemed a safe number.

Satisfied with his inspection of the M’rakur in their natural habitat, the Reforged set about assembling a heavy roll of items for sale. He included some samples of [Azure Cedar] to be sold in bulk. He didn’t have time to sit around nickle and diming, this layover was already too far out of his way. With the hide wrapped baggage in tow, Ulric went in search of one of those dedicated haggling rinks that interspersed Umberholdt.

Ignoring the bounce of rolled wood, beast cores, carved fangs and bones, and all other oddities scoured from the plains in his Springtime jaunt through endless kilometers, Ulric kept his eyes scanning, his alertness high. Umberholdt was not a safe place, not for an outsider. Somebody was bound to try something, given how frequently they fought with each other.

No sooner the synapses joined together for that little bit of pessimism than reality mirrored it. Almost as if called, some asshole stepped into his path, hands on hips, beard well kempt, and dark hair braided in short dreadlocks. The unwelcoming scowl on his face and forward tilt to his posture made the words he offered unnecessary, but that didn’t stop him venting them from his mouth anyway.

“Hold there stranger, ye ain’t paid the tithe on trade goods. One sixth the total, given for right to trade with the M’rakur.” The man said, not because he was greedy, but because putting your hands in another man’s purse was a good way to start something.

Ulric hitched the baggage up and looked behind the man, eyes widening at the horrifying sight imagined, and he started to turn away to flee.

The asshole turned to see what was the matter and Ulric soaked him in the jaw with his elbow, sending the man boneless to the hard stone floor, the bounce of his face on the rocks very satisfying indeed. Misdirection was a part of any fight, and it wasn’t a sucker punch if the other guy was initiating the combat. Perhaps a nap and a little difficulty eating would remind him to keep his eyes on a man with whom he wanted trouble. It warmed Ulric’s heart that the barroom classics still worked on Varda. Some things never change, apparently.

“Keep the change, prick.” Ulric told the vanquished man, stepping over him while he breathed loudly through a nose broken on the fall.

Carrying on, Ulric worked his way down eight or so levels of stairs and ramps to a deep cut interior passage that opened up into swirling chambers. This place had to have been made by water, it was far too…smooth, too flowing to have been made by human architects. A big central plaza held a pool of water, fed by a small but steady water fall from the ceiling, the pool drained away in a narrow fissure. Interesting. He was walking toward the pool, drawn in by curiosity about the feature when a rough grip on his shoulder turned him abruptly.

“I saw what ye did to Mensen. Ye think ye can do that to a real man, ye got another-“

Ulric slid his foot hard along the ground, scooping the man’s ankles together to take his legs from under him, a trip Taipan loved to use for its efficiency and unexpected effectiveness.

A proper follow through turned his newest dance partner sideways in the air a moment before gravity took hold, and the M’rakur landed hard on his side. Ulric tossed his burden aside, secured a mount and punched the barbarian four or five times before he recovered, knocking sense from his eyes. Strong hands wrapped in the leather vest the newest challenger wore raised him, and Ulric brought his forehead down sharply ramming him between the eyes, blasting him back to the ground.

He lifted a fist high to absolutely punish the man, and the barbarian held up two fingers together, index and middle in a gesture of surrender. At that, Ulric loosened the clenched fist, and raised up, letting his most recent victim go.

Onlookers barely even took notice of the fisticuffs, continuing to haggle goods between them, to carry water, or to occupy their hands with their trade. Glancing around, none seemed keen to intervene, nor did he receive any indication that anyone was hostile, despite the beating of their kin. Ulric rubbed his bruised knuckles, the ache from their abuse reminding him that these lads were tough. It took some doing to put a hurting on the enhanced physiques of the Vardan humans.

“You want I should help you up, or do you want to lie there a time and think on it?” Ulric inquired of the defeated barbarian.

“I think I’ll take a spell to ponder it, if ye don’t mind. Give the ceiling time to stop spinnin’ too.” Answered the man from his back.

Fair enough.

“Right then, I’m on my way.” Ulric said, and took up the bundle to continue his search.

He made it to his destination unmolested from that point on.

Hustle and bustle marked this spot in the wide, sweeping curves of the water cut chamber, deeply violet nigh unto black volcanic glass smooth under his boots. Everywhere he looked men and women of the M’rakur, clothed in their leather, fur, and linen kilts vests, and knee boots carried on their mundane doings. Everywhere he looked, those mundane doings were, as often as not, facilitated by some youth standing nearby with sweat soaked face and a look of intense focus on their faces, boys and girls alike, channeling their core’s energies to aid the task.

A nearby Weaver’s looms cycled the flax linen manipulated on tall frames, her apprenticed helpers using Caelum guides to hold things frictionlessly while the weaver’s deft hands pushed the threads into precise arrangements according to marked grooves on the frames. It was a simple but difficult application of wind magic, creating replacements for wooden harnesses and heddles. The weaver employed a polished bone shuttle to arrange the fibers and signaled the lift and lowering of weft and warp with her feet. The girls holding the magic took spells and Ulric watched long enough to see an exquisite rug add an extra meter to its length.

The labor served as a kind of clock, the stroke of wind magic and fibers ticking a steady beat to life in the hold.

To the side of the weaver another woman displayed finished woven goods on her stand, indicating the quality and styles of each item.

That seemed as good a place as any to Ulric to set up his own little shop. He settled into an empty space that appeared to be left vacant for the exact purpose, and unwrapped his bundle. Carefully, Ulric placed his completed carved pieces such that the finer cuts and shadows would catch the bright orange light of braziers burning here and there. Light from the Twins fell down through the central shaft of the sinkhole, but this nook was a fair bit inside the substrate of the rock and in perpetual shade without the flames.

Ulric’s nostrils noted that this smoke smelled of actual wood, not the pervasive sagey odor of buffalo chip.

A passing man with a big woven hamper on his back scooped wood chips from the hamper into a nearby brazier, replenishing its supply of fuel.

“No shot,” Ulric said aloud to himself, “How can so little fuel be expected to keep this joint lit?”

The departing strides of the kilted fire tender provided no answer.

The woman attending her counter next to him did.

“It has been soaked in the mana of Incendere an’ German, New Face. Never been to Umberholdt before, cousin?” The matronly M’rakur weaver asked, grey hair and lined skin bespeaking her age.

In contrast to her obviously advanced years, she had a sultry voice, full of energy and timber, and hell to pay. She’d probably made a guy do anything she liked back in her hayday, and that was any guy she wanted.

Ulric couldn’t help but smile at the thought of this ‘ol gal running the joint and answered “Not hardly. It is a hell of a lot to take in. Not what I expected at all when Harlan said I should come to the heart of M’rakur land.”

A sage nod accompanied the observation.

“’Twas eighty an’ more cycles of the seasons when I first came here with my husband. An impressive sight then, an’ more now. Where do you hale from, young man?” Asked the weaver woman, head propped upon one hand, casual as a cat.

Ulric continued working on his little set up as he told the woman, “A plateau far, far from the lands most men live. Most don’t even know that a man can live there, what I’ve heard.” Ulric said, saying nothing untrue but not being so specific as to dial it in.

He wasn’t sure, but he had reason to believe that everyone on the continent was at least passingly aware of the forbidden plateau deep inside the territory of the Elves, guarded by a fearsome beast of renown.

“But, I been most recently from the lands of the Legranel. They held a Moot, first in a long span, and I stopped over there on my travels. Since then, it’s just been grass, far as the eye can see for weeks, crossing the plains through Spring’s rain and mud.” Ulric babbled, keeping conversation while he organized his wares.

Satisfied that all was arranged to his liking he parked himself cross-legged, his sword by his side.

“Fair hike.” The Weaver woman commented, “You do it alone? No rumor of a clan coming for visit running through the byways.”

He grimaced at the memory of the long, long trip.

“Yeah, I did. Unfortunately. My wife had matters to tend in her homeland, couldn’t make the journey with me like we planned.” He answered truthfully.

At the mention of a wife the woman raised from her somewhat bored slouch, ready to feed on gossip of hearth and home.

“A hard thing to be parted from a young wife. Better mind yourself around here, especially without her nearby to lay her claim. This time of year, some of the M’rakur lasses are getting their laces loose, looking to scoop up a young man on the fly. You’ll find yourself caught before you know it.” She warned him, with a pointed look around at some of the young women and not so young women scattered around the chamber.

He hadn’t been paying attention, because his attention had been occupied with not getting his ass beat, but many of the female species were preening and strutting, making their intentions known when something caught their eye. A few of the unattached made eyes at him when his met theirs.

Well, damn, Ulric cursed to himself, now he felt awkward. He was about to say something along the lines concerning not having time to spread wild oats but he realized the Weaver woman lacked the accent he’d been hearing since he’d come into contact with the tribesmen.

“You’re not originally of the tribes are you?” He asked the older woman, eyes trained on her completely, hoping to deflect from any matchmaking attempts by just not looking at any of the demonstrating lasses.

A knowing smile graced the lined face as she replied, “No, indeed. I met my boy when he led a caravan through Whitecap, a small seaport along the Vatyn. He swept me off my feet, into his wagon, and I never looked back.”

The Weaver rode fond memories awhile. They faded, taking with them the joy as something harder turned her features.

“Twenty years later, two babes fresh on my hip and two others not so fresh, he got press ganged by a Magister. I found out later they accused him of smuggling and ‘evading the tax accords’ and that was the last I heard of him until a few years after. A deserter happened through here and word reached me he’d had his throat cut one night by a Brownie, him and the others in their camp. That hell tiger Geyrt Iriel, doing her bloody work clearing Prosper’s soldiers from the border, probably.”

Ulric tried not to appear overly involved with that sad tale. It wasn’t anything unusual, and that was sadder still.

“Every time I hear of something touched by Prosper, I can’t help seeing it turned to sorrow. Seems like the Merchant Lord’s men breed bitterness like flies breed maggots.” Ulric told her.

A hand waved away the sour thoughts, like dispelling a foul smoke.

“It was long ago, I got my crying done before you were a drop in your father’s trousers, lad.” She said, regaining her good humor.

“Still. If you ever get a chance, maybe put that fine blade over there through a set of white and gold robes on my account, heh?” She teased, one hand indicating about chest high where he should place the point.

“At the earliest possibility, madam.” Ulric replied, joking along with her, but dead serious.

“Uh oh, young man, you’ve got some trouble.” The Weaver said, a single finger lightly pointed ahead.

He turned to see the problem and it was a hundred eighty centimeters, brown hair, rosy cheeks, and an hourglass figure. The blue eyes holding his stare held nothing but mischief.

“I know that one, you’d better run for the Jaggeds.” Advised his elder.

This was the third such whose attention he’d gathered, was he a magnet for predatory females? Like a crippled calf, the she wolves just couldn’t help themselves. He must reek of inability to stand his ground against cleavage or something.

Well, not anymore sisters! He had received training of the most arduous kind, being exposed to the full glory of Iriel’en flesh, a field of flowers of untold beauty for as far as the eye could see in those splendid baths. And, atop them all, stood the Apex, Taipan, daughter of Bald’rt and Vedyr, the pinnacle of female form, at least as far as he was concerned. All others stood beneath her, including this catwalking hussy before him.

Alright, alright, she wasn’t a hussy, probably, but she was definitely catwalking! And Ulric resolved himself to hold firm, no discounts! Not even when she approached close and leaned in on him, watching with keen eye to see if his attention slipped to a rather low cut of her lace shirt, beneath a plunging narrow cut of the tight vest. The damned thing functioned more like a corset than a vest, pushing her assets into weapons grade territory.

But he would not be moved, and he was prepared for this battle.

“Greetings, patroness, I have wares for your perusal! These carvings I made with my own hands, these others, are the work of my mate, all fine scrimshaw upon beast ivory. The cores are but recently taken from this season, harvested myself from their owners on the plains. If you like, I can describe their mana attunement, and make suggestion for uses.” Ulric hawked, using the sales pitch he’d been working on while he rode in the wagon to prevent her from opening fire on him first.

What? A man got bored riding fifteen hundred kilometers through endless grassland, no matter how vigilant.

Brief disorientation flashed over her features before she shook off his attempted distraction.

Glade Chief uses confusion on a wild Barbarian Femme! It misses!

“I saw ye trade words with Mensen and Grelt.” She stated, summoning her dark powers to erode his will.

“A sharp wit, and fast hands, ye have, stranger. An’ a fine bottom, if I might say. We could compare, if ye like, to see whose is finer.” She offered boldly.

Ulric kept cool, stayed in character, and avoided looking down her shirt as she leaned ever forward.

“Alas, I’ll grant you the victory on that last score.” He told the girl, not wanting to insult her and, it really was an aces bottom on the lass, so he was willing to offer a compliment for a compliment.

“So far as the other, wits and hands both I don’t have enough of to keep my wife from pulling my guts out of me if I go around eating every dish that wanders my way. I’m afraid I’ll have to stick to business while I’m about, if I want to sleep sound.” He told the adversary truthfully.

A pout of lips, full, and devilry in her heart, accompanied the next assault on his courage.

“Oh! Married already? The good ones always are, of course. But ye’re too young to be settled so deep in yer track.” She argued, before pleading her case thusly, “I won’t compete with your wife for yer heart, pretty man, just for a few hours of time. Time spent well and until we both reek of humping.”

What a fastball this gal had! Straight down the pipe and pure gasoline. A lesser man would have been packing his stuff to go for a roll around. And, in his current predicament, too long in the wild without the touch of his mate, he at least allowed himself to imagine. But only for a millisecond. His parents had both drilled one thing into an adolescent Ulric’s thick skull: be faithful to your spouse, or there will be hell to pay later. Some lessons stuck with you.

“As much fun as that sounds, and, I won’t lie to you, everything about you says I’d enjoy rolling you around until we both collapse, my bond is held. Were my lass here, we’d take you in and show you stars, but fate has decreed it not to be. Not today, at least.” He riposted, hoping he wasn’t making himself more of a target by rejecting her attentions.

“Figh then! If ye’ll not fuck me, at least let me find out if ye’re hands are as fast as they looked.” The tight bodied woman said, raising up to her full height, the false pout replaced by an eager grin.

He made a sidelong glance to the older woman selling woven goods and she raised her eyebrow in answer. Okay, so she had warned him.

The M’rakur tribeswoman committed to bothering him stretched, pulling arms over her head and back in a way that made Ulric’s shoulders feel dislocated just to see it, though she evidenced no discomfort, even as she gave him a stare down.

“Ye properly made a half-wit o’ Mencen, an’ that’s not so special, even if it were well done, but that leg sweep was a trick I’ll be stealing.” She added, making clear her intent.

Where he wasn’t certain that turning down a lay was going to get him in trouble, turning down an honest fight was a sure path to being seen as a lesser man amongst the M’rakur. They sparred and scuffled as a matter of course. He wouldn’t be fitting in if he was too reserved. Besides, it might be fun. Kind of like sparring with the Royal Guard or Taipan. Rising to his feet, Ulric clenched a fist, settling the bones in his hands with a light pop before shaking them loose. Too tight and you lost speed, not tight on impact and your bones broke instead of theirs. These things and so, so much more had he learned from the Iriel’en.

“Alright miss, that’s a bit of fun my wife wouldn’t object to,” He said, resigned but not so remorseful, “Besides, if I win you got to buy one of my carved daggers. I think the [Amberfang] blade has just the right curve to slip into your belt.” Ulric challenged, putting some of the troublemaker’s skin in the game.

She laughed at him, glad to up the stakes, confident in herself as she gave answer, “Fair enough then, seeing as how I’m interrupting yer hawking. But ye’ll have to down me first, an’ there’s not many around here with the stones to do it, or the talent. No weapons, no Arts, just meat and mind.”

By no Arts Ulric was guessing she meant no magical horseshit. Fine by him.

“You got it, lass. Don’t get mad if I have to rough you up some.” Ulric agreed, getting himself ready, falling into the Undan by habit, “Say When-“

“When!”

A tornado of blows blew in on him. A leg tried to sweep low, to take his legs as he’d taken the tribseman before, rebuffed by the solidity of his Undan, but leaving a painful bounce off of his booted ankles for the failure. He was going to respond but the same leg arced high in a crescent kick at his temple that would have knocked the daylights out of him if he hadn’t leaned back from its path. His next attempt to engage was similarly cut off by folded knuckles jabbing for his eyes, that turned into a back fist to only just able to graze his chin when he’d thought the blocking hand that turned aside the jab might be able to punch back.

Tense seconds rolled by, glacial, while he focused every thought and sense on staying upright and unpummeled. He played defensively, weathering the storm, patiently getting his feet into an angle, the way Idra’se taught, creating incrementally better positions while he kept anything solid from landing.

His chance came on another of those high kicks.

Ready for it, thanks to noticing that his opponent telegraphed by lowering the opposite hand a half second before her weight shifted into the strike, he stepped into her stance, an arm under thigh, the other hooked over her shoulder, hands linked behind her in an over-under bear grab. He rolled her weight over him, arching back to suplex the woman to the stone floor. Because it was stone and he wasn’t trying to brain her, he released his hold, turning the slam into a toss. Cat agile, he had to watch in amazement when she managed to tuck her legs and rotate to land on her feet in a low crouch.

“So that’s how it’s going to be eh?” Ulric questioned, halfway shocked by the unreal body control of the M’rakur woman.

Rising to resume her ready, she leered at him, “I’m regretting already not getting ye into a tumble, now I had ye’re arms around me. Are ye sure I can’t have a ride? What if I win, huh?”

She almost got him then, put him off balance with the sally, and he ate a pretty solid hook that seemed to loop over his slow blocking hand. Only instinctive covers, literally beaten into him by Taipan saved him from immediate doom. He took a half dozen lesser shots in the intervening moments, and was close to having to do something desperate but he kept the Dance in mind. Feet turned, half steps, small adjustments, changing the straight angles into oblique ones to keep her power from ever reaching him, frustrating her when she stood on the cusp of victory. Over aggressive, his adversary made another mistake, left a straight punch hanging and Ulric used his own legs, a short sharp kick with toes pointed that dug into her side with force, even while he took another hard left to his cheek that hurt more than a little.

Back stepping, taking a second to clear the cobwebs from that parting shot, Ulric knew he’d won, even when the woman made to come forward and renew her aggression, her face suddenly balling up in pain and she went to her knees, agony silvered jagged shards through her after that small delay.

Liver kicks were one of those things that had to be felt to be understood. Pain that stopped the body from listening to the brain’s commands, no matter how tough. He’d gotten it clean, and he was a strong bastard, so he knew it would stick.

Stance abandoned, Ulric made a slow approach, not wanting to leave himself vulnerable to some kind of late bit of unsportsmanship. You never knew, sometimes folk were sore losers. Not so the nameless M’rakur woman. She accepted a helping hand to stand upright, wincing at the pain that wasn’t quite letting go its hold.

Squinting at him suspiciously, fighting back against the ripples of agony, she accused, “You don’t fight like a tribesman at all. Too shifty, an’ what were all those weird steps ye were on about? We weren’t dancing, ye know.”

Ulric nodded but disagreed, “That’s exactly what we were doing. Everything is a Dance, and all that we do should circle towards victory through it.”

He quoted Idra to her, knowing that it was unlikely this Barbarian of Prespang’s Outer Reaches had ever had chance to take in the wisdom of the captain of the Deep Woods Aesir’s Royal Guard.

“Sounds like something a Knife ears would say.” Remarked this impressive warrior woman.

That observation almost made him give away the game.

“Maybe. But the strongest fighter I ever met said it, and not me, you, or any man amongst the M’rakur could lay a hand on him, not if their lives depended on it.” Ulric told the Barbarian girl with certainty.

Idra’se had slain an archmage cryomancer, after dispatching the assassin sent to claim him in a moment, and had paid for that conquest with only an eye. There was a very good chance the swordmaster of the Iriel’en was the greatest pure fighter on the continent of Aesvartheim.

“I didn’t catch your name, you smoky voiced hooligan.” Ulric said, turning aside from the serious.

Recovering her posture, the liver blow’s effects fading somewhat, his adversary told him with the tone that suggested he should have already known it, “I am Efreet, of the M’rakur.”

Turning serious eyes on him, perhaps for the first time since they’d met, she returned the question, “And who do I stand before defeated, warrior not of the M’rakur, though you bear our likeness and something akin to our seals.”

Fair was fair.

“I am Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade].” He told the femme fatale in leather and fur.

She blinked blankly at him a few times before throwing her head back to laugh heartily. When she regained some measure of composure, brushing aside a tear from the corner of her eye, she looked up at him, not far mind, the girl was nearly of a height with him, and put her hands on her hips assertively.

“It would be my luck to pick a fight with one of Varda’s champions, an’ a married one at that. This day was not meant to be mine, now, was it?” She asked rhetorically.

He shrugged apologetically. You just never knew, Varda was a world that liked to keep people on their toes and guessing.

“If it makes you feel better, I once dreamt of a life of peaceful scholarship. That probably will never happen now. Varda’s winds blow fickle.” Ulric said, with not a little bitterness.

This second chance at living was not to be a peaceful repose for the once peaceful engineer of metallurgical applications sciences. Reforging had brought him into the world fighting tooth and nail to stay alive against all manner of things and peoples. With no end in sight.

Now it was Efreet of the M’rakur’s turn to comfort.

“Don’t be a soft ass, ye got strength, an’ there’s many who had their tale cut short for lack of it. Be glad yer story goes on, hard that it may be at time.”

Wise words, Ulric had to admit.

“Aye, that’s fair and true, I’m bound to grant you. Especially not if it keeps a man as pretty as me from getting his bones jumped by hungry tigresses like yourself.” He conceded, getting in another jab.

“Oof, fine, I come on strong sometimes.” The high-octane Efreet admitted, before defending herself, “But ye would also if ye hadn’t seen a fresh buck in a year an’ these lads around here are getting skittish of me. Ye wouldn’t believe what I got to say about them to get them riled enough to throw some hands.”

Was that the gladiatorial equivalent of First World Problems? Can’t find somebody willing to fight so you just occupy yourself with sex? He was regretting intensely that Taipan wasn’t around so he could find out if this hellcat of a wildling was as able a lover as she was a fighter. He’d bet his arms she was and, sonofabitch, what disappointment that he’d never know.

“Look on the bright side, fair Efreet, you have earned yourself the right to buy one of my hand carved daggers.” Ulric said, indicating to the fangs carved to Scandinavian ground edges, polished and sharpened to scary hair popping keenness.

A laugh, a toss of short, braided dread locks, and the girl left the past behind to peruse for her favorite amongst the weapons, eventually choosing the one he thought the best fit for her. In spite of himself, Ulric found himself giving ground to the wiles of the lass, and she got the dagger for sixty percent of what he’d intended to ask.

He put the coin in his purse, eighteen Sil knights. If that sounds outrageous, keep in mind that you have to pry the fang of a one and a half ton sabre tooth to get the base material and have tools that were on par with carbide bits to cut it. That demanded strength of hand, to hold and apply the pressure needed to cut the enamel, and skill not to lose fingers in the process or ruin the piece.

The Barbarian girl wasn’t displeased, by the way she tucked the knife into her belt in place of the old one, and said happily, “I’d love to sit around an’ swap tales, but I might have to go piss blood an’ I’m needing a new sheathe. Ta ta Cousin, introduce me to this wife of yers sometime.”

Just like that, the girl picked her way somewhat gingerly through the throng of her kin, disappearing up a stairway.

Ulric immediately heaved a sigh of relief. Wow. What a firecracker. His face hurt from the glancing, and not so glancing blows, and his thigh wanted to cramp from a vicious knee thrown to his groin that he’d only just blocked with said abused meat.

“Told you she was trouble.” Sassed the aged Weaver from next to his stand.

“Aye,” Ulric agreed, “To her fucking toenails. Nice girl though, for all of that.” He thought aloud.

“I’ll just bet that wife you mentioned is some piece of work to keep you under wraps.” Guessed the matronly Barbarian.

He chuckled at that observation. Oh, if only they knew.

            

    
        Chapter 149: Untimely Arrival

    
    
    
    
                Now that disaster had been averted, Ulric Einar, rookie adventurer in a strange world, got down to the business of yard selling. Not to toot his own horn too loudly, but he had unloaded the entire stock of [Azure Cedar] within the round of the Twins. A pair of men, hands roughened, leather aprons covered in wood dust, still carrying their tools on belts and in pockets on the heavy aprons, arrived at a near dead run, pulling up while panting heavily.

“Lad! You the one with the Elf Blue Wood?! Hurry!” Demanded the first man, in a breathless tenor, while his comrade sucked wind.

Ulric nodded, “Aye, I’ve samples here, the rest sits dry in my wagon bed.” He replied.

“All of it.” Gasped the second man, still bent over.

“What he said, lad, we’ll have all of it. Name yer weight.” Requested the carpenter.

Ulric had thought long on this. He knew what typical rates were, thanks to Gother’s children’s lessons, but those had not accounted for a markup to cover transport and delivery to so far flung a market. Most Iriel’en goods went through mercantile companies operating in Iriel, Celestin, or Zelussin, that sat along the Zelas, which would trade hands a good few times before they ever left Orlethrem territory. What Ulric was sitting on was valued far grander than its normal price. Momma Einar had not raised a fool.

“My cargo is milled, not rough timber, as these pieces exemplify. No surfacing, no leveling, straight, true, and grained for anything from furniture to the craft of shingles.” Ulric told the pair of professionals.

He gave them a moment to stew on that. By describing the most important qualities of lumber to finish carpentry, he had succinctly conveyed that he knew what it was he had to offer them. Now they knew that he knew that they knew, negotiation could be done with less outright attempts at wholesale robbery.

“Eighty Sil Squires, each board.” Ulric made the opening offer, suitably high.

It was too much, but not so much that he came off ignorant. Twenty percent overage on his desired rate would convince the pair, if they had any wisdom at all in the game of trade, that it was best to deal fairly.

“Seventy. And I’ll have even the chips in the bottom of ye’re wagon.” Retorted the Barbarian, ready to make done with the horseshit.

“Done.” Ulric said, simply, holding his arm up toward the man to seal the bargain.

“Done, by my Eyes and Honor.” The bent over craftsman said, reaching over to snag his arm and shake it, once, with vigor.

Just as they finished the count of coin, deposited into Ulric’s purse and adding substantial weight to it, another Barbarian clambered out from the throng in the trade yard. She was swarthy, with strong looking arms, and she glared at the two men before turning her attention to him.

“Ye’re the one what’s selling Blue Elf-“ She started.

Crowing victoriously, the first of the carpenters declared, “Too late! We just bought the whole stock, ye sluggard. Maybe ye were a little less finicky dusting yer hands ye’d have made it!”

Disappointment and anger warred, but the woman took her loss graciously. She only cursed the men’s lines to bear nothing but eunuchs and cross-eyed slatterns before she left.

Ulric looked to the men and said drily, “Guessing the competition’s a trimmer, while you two lads do furniture.”

They swapped looks and regarded him with a touch of suspicion. The second of the pair, said with no little accusation in his tone, “Thought ye were new to Umberholdt.”

The Reforged pointed to their aprons, as if that answered the not quite question. He went ahead and clarified for them, “You’ve still got your tools on you, and her apron had finer dust in it, without the big chips like the one tangled in your beard.”

“Only thing is, what’s a trimmer want with [Azure Cedar]?” Ulric asked, genuinely confused.

Gother hadn’t ever mentioned it being particularly desirable for such small tasks, it was tough stuff, and highly water resistant. Much better in use for framing, joisting, and roofing. Even these two furniture makers, with their assortment of files and chisels still jutting from holsters and special pockets, were a little unusual. Why the need for waterproof furniture?

The pair halted a moment, not sure if they were giving away valuable information but decided that he didn’t look like competition in the field of woodworking.

“Umberholdt was carved by water, an’ it’s water that still wants to keep on a carving to this day, only that’s making for a soggy bed. Helg makes edgings to seal dwellings, pavilions, an’ whatnot against the runoff that gets through the drainages. The Blue Wood lasts damn near forever, even damp. Besides, it caulks itself.”

Oh yeah, good point, Ulric had to admit, he hadn’t thought of that. Heat the stuff and you could coax the sap hidden inside the grains to weep out from it, forming a sappy resin that dried impermeable to water. A man could get a hair dryer or something and virtually seal every crack of a place if they were a skilled enough shaper of the wood to ajoin it cleanly to the surface. Neat.

“That’s a shame then, can’t think of anything better than [Azure Cedar] for that, if you can’t seal the gaps in stone with Terra. Why not just pull the stone closed with a small bit of earth magic?” Ulric asked.

Both of them grinned at him.

“Aye, he’s new alright.” Said the second to the first, who nodded.

“Umberholdt’s built on the Darkstone. It drinks in a mage’s workings like a man lost in a desert drinks dew water. Ye can shape it, if ye got the talent an’ the strength both. Ain’t none in the M’rakur got that kind of talent, even if they got the power in their Heartstone. Not many of the sorcerer types ever live long enough to get that far, awakening a core near Darkstone causes odd things to happen. Bad odd things, in case I weren’t clear.” Expounded the first of the carpenters.

Huh. Well, you learn something just about every day.

“At least you’ve got less to worry about from Prosper’s jackboots and mage assassins.” Ulric observed, to the approval of the other two.

“Aye, and that’s the truth.” Chimed in the Weaver woman, “Part of why anybody would bother to live this deep in the Jaggeds. Prosper’s Mages and thugs don’t like to come here. We give them reason to like it less, the monsters.”

Eager to take ownership of the mostly dearly paid-for goods, Ulric told the men where to find his wagon and they departed to secure transport of the lumber.

“Those two were too excited to look a gift horse in its wide open mouth, but how did one of the tribesmen come across that much of the Deep Woods Elves’ prized timber? They never trade for it outside their own kind.” Observed the sharp old lady.

“Remember my wife?” Ulric asked, looking forward to her expression.

“Aye, and how does this wife of yours come into it?” She set her feet in the trap.

“She’s a daughter of a high house of Iriel. The wood was something of a wedding gift.” Ulric said, enjoying greatly the gaping mouth and wide-eyed stare of the companionable Weaver.

He did enjoy getting a rise out of people.

The rest of his afternoon was far, far less exciting, for which he was immensely grateful. This day amongst the Barbarians of the Outer Reaches had been as much as he could handle.

From there, Ulric gave the old Weaver woman with the soul taking voice a fond farewell and packed his gear. Instead of risking trouble by staying in a dwelling, inn, or trade hall or some such, he decided he would just bed down in his wagon.

As it was, he had to fight two more men on his way back to the top of the sinkhole which held Umberholdt.

One of the men thought he was trying to court Efreet and wanted to curry favor with her by beating the man who rumors were saying had laid a rare defeat at her feet. Why a man thought he was going to challenge a man to appeal to a woman he couldn’t beat himself, a man that proved more capable than the woman he couldn’t vanquish himself, Ulric could not say. What he could and did say was to offer the bleeding form on the floor the advice that he’d want to work on not dropping his head when he went for a tackle, because it was a good way to get kneed in the face. A good scuffle that had been, the would-be suitor had a damned good jab, until he got scared about eating counter hooks and did something silly.

Efreet would pummel the goober, but Ulric wished him luck anyway.

The second man was just drunk and mean. That was the only real casualty, the moron drew a knife when he realized, dropped to his back for the third time, that he wasn’t going to set this “outsider trash” in his proper place before a “real man”. Ulric broke his arm in three places and pinned his hand to the stone floor with the knife for bringing a weapon into what was supposed to be a “friendly” contest. The witnessing tribesmen cheered the lesson in decorum. Barbarians they were, but there were strict rules amongst the M’rakur.

Laying in the back of his wagon, starless black-violet stone overhead, the stranger in a strange land was almost instantly asleep, the trials of the hectic day proving draining.

He awoke suddenly, jerking upright to a booted foot kicking gently at the wheel of his wagon, the dull thuds of leather on wood rousing him instantly.

Adrenaline clearing away the last of the sleep, ready for trouble, the Reforged man climbed over the edge to find Harlan standing there, dressed for travel. His horse was saddled and loaded down with a huge supply pack.

“Good Morning, Harlan, what brings you out this early?” Ulric asked, for early it was, the Twins had not yet risen high enough to throw light into the cavernous sinkhole.

The tingle of fight juice faded and he took a good stretch. The older tribesman rolled his eyes, but not towards Ulric.

“Getting what I deserve for opening my fat mouth.” He said with resignation, looking back towards where Chief Orin resided.

“I’m to see ye back on yer way safely, then I got to travel to the lands of the other tribes, carrying Orin’s word of alliance.” Explained the grizzled veteran of his tribe, perking up as he considered the goal of his coming labor, “Thanks to the tidings ye brought, now is as good a chance as we ever had to kick those gold web weaving spiders right in their balls. The Outer Reaches might be able to reclaim land lost for generations to the Magisters and their pet Barons.”

Ulric frowned when he realized that there weren’t any of the other M’rakur that had come in on their first trip.

“You going alone? Sure you don’t need someone to watch your back?” Ulric asked, not because he wanted to be that person, but because it seemed like a bad idea to cross these lands alone.

He would know.

The old warrior snorted at the younger man, “Ye can tend yer own knitting, I got mine in hand.”

After a moment the man softened his tone, “But I thank ye for the concern. I ain’t going anywhere that I ain’t been a hundred times afore. It’s just a long damned way to ride is all, an’ my bones mind the rain more than they used to.”

The rain. Damn. Ulric had almost forgotten, he hadn’t been rained on in two days.

“Well, I see Chief Orin was good as his word, I have supplies for a good many leagues. Bartala was my goal and is again, now this business is settled. Let’s be on with it, what say you?” Ulric declared, stretching and gathering up the leather tack for his asshole oxen.

“Aye, lets. Best I get you outta here anyway, Efreet was telling her fellow hellcats to come and give you a hard time, on account of they figured if any one of them could hand ye a loss they’d get to maul ye in the sack.” Harlan told him, clearly taking the piss.

It was a threatening enough scenario that Ulric got his ass in gear, nevertheless.

They traveled, mostly in companionable silence back the way they came through the Jaggeds, that improbable, rocky, disorienting maze of a land proving just as unnavigable the second time as the first. He’d never have gotten out of there without a guide. Camp was made late, the pair able to make good time, in spite of TMF1 and TMF2 plotting Ulric’s murder throughout and, occasionally trying to jar him off his seat into a razor-sharp bed of obsidian fragments. They rose as early as the day before and made it well out of the Jaggeds before midsunsrise.

At last, standing very near to where Ulric had initially met the M’rakur thief-takers, Ulric looked again upon the distant shape that was Bartala. Too late to get there today, but he’d easily find himself within tomorrow.

Wagon now far lighter for the lack of Taipan’s prank, he could make time. The sell of the lumber, coupled with a good bit of attention for the harvest of vicious predators from the M'rakur merchants had got him an unexpected windfall. Especially the rapid healing goblins, their cores had a Wise man, or physician or whatever title they held amongst the Barbarians, a healer whatever his name, near frothing at the mouth to obtain them.

They would, if their energies were harnessed correctly, lend a fraction of their original host’s incredible vitality to another, permitting the healing of wounds that would be certainly lethal without. Useless to Ulric, who did not know how to correctly guide the energies, but a tremendous boon for a Sano Mage.

In this case, the desperation of the Wiseman came from the results of a recent raid that had left the man’s sister crippled, her legs dead from the waist down and the goblin cores would save both her life and her future. Ulric gave the one freely. When the Wiseman wanted the rest he charged dearly, an Aur Drake for the bunch, an absolute fortune. What was the price of a lives of your kin? For the healer, it was everything his clan could pool together, every favor they’d held, and, hurriedly delivered promises to Chief Orin that the deal was better than could be asked, because it was unheard of to actually manage to kill more than one of the little freaks at a time, hard as they were to kill, and hard as they were to find, without being found first.

Ulric didn’t feel badly about raking them over the coals, he’d made the offer to ask no price for a single core, for the sake of preserving a life. The Healer would take coin for repairing wounds, and, now, he could do so at volume and to completion beyond his own abilities. He’d double the fortunes of his clan within a year. Besides, he’d come all this long way for almost no good of his own, he’d earned some good for his good deed. The rest of the odds and ends he collected went for a fraction of the goblinoid monster nexi.

At the end of the day, Ulric Einar found himself sort of stinking rich. His old warhorse of a grandmother would have said that he was now a man of means, and, just maybe, even worth marrying. She’d been old fashioned like that.

Feet planted in soft soil, recently watered by the storm that missed them at last night’s camp, the Reforged man traded grips one last time, hand to forearm of the older warrior, and they wished one another luck on the road and victory in battle. Tough nuts, the M’rakur, but good people, was his assessment, as he watched Harlan ride off up the coast. And they would make these lands pure hell for Prosper to control, which, when Chief Orin’s plot got rolling, would take pressure off the Aesir.

“Hot damn, I do love it when things go my way, for once.” Ulric told the sweeping coast.

He should have quit when he was ahead, his optimism summoned one of the meanest storms he’d ever traveled through just a couple of hours later and no one would ever tell him otherwise.

Night came cold, torrential, and just about as absolutely fucking miserable as he could have ever imagined. He slept little, woke early, and used magic to get a big heap of ox shit burning while he tried vainly to dry off under the wagon. The oxen lowed and bawled hatefully at his attempts to find comfort and he flipped them both off out of habit. The Twins rose, even their dance seemingly sullen. Spirits improved when the whipping sea breeze carried away the oppressive storm clouds. Ulric breakfasted on replenished supplies, happy to taste something besides foraged pickings.


Sated, nearly dry, and ready to get this journey onward, Ulric readied his own animals to depart. Just over the crest of the rise, in whose shadow he'd camped to break the wind, he saw stone walls rearing up and the squared off architecture of the city who he hoped was called Bartala, long awaited and desperately behind schedule. He'd come just half a kilometer short of the settlement and hadn't even seen it through the downpour and the dark.


What a sight awaited him.


The sea. Great Vatyn, technically an inland sea, stretched across the horizon, white caps on waves visible. Winds carried clouds along the East to West Vardan air streams, the cumulonimbus clouds that had pelted him drifted low and foreboding in the distance as another front closed in. Ships of every style made way to and from the extensive port, at least a hundred piers, mostly full.


Ulric saw three to five masted galleons wallowing high on the water, their upper decks being two and three stories above the waves. Billowing white and massive even from as far away as he stood, their deployed sails would have needed a whole flax farm dedicated solely to support the repair and manufacture of which.


More numerous were two and three-masted schooners, gaff-rigged fore and aft with sails and the style varied between heights of the tall masts, sometimes a mainmast and foremast were of different heights, sometimes the same. These cut through the water with far more grace than the behemoths, though Ulric had a feeling that in a good wind the massive ships would be unmatched for speed with all that sale power. A panoply of other small boats, with designs that spanned nautical history as Ulric knew it, skipped here and there from port to ship to port but Ulric couldn't make out enough of the details to know their purpose.


Every boat had oars in the water to accompany their sails, however. That was unusual, Ulric knew from his historical investigations. Plying oars meant crews to work them, in addition to the sailors on the deck, and more complex designs to seat the oarsmen. These ships were effectively running double crews, each one that he could discern.


How the fuck many supplies had to come into this place to feed them all? Pulling oar was hungry work and nobody underfed the crews that wanted to get value out of having the extra weight on board. To say nothing of the sheer size of the city itself. It was bigger than Trachn'ir, maybe once and half again the size.


Sitting with its back to the coast, cliffs and tumbled rocky shores stretched out to the distance curving North-West and followed that arcing curve to the South-East, in a massive crescent that would be hard to notice if you didn't have the height of this ridge to see it, stood the metropolis.


It reminded him a little of old-world middle Europe, beam and block construction, curved tile rooves, and steepled peaks proud over the structures below. Flags flew from many of the taller spires, their blazons declaring things that flew over Ulric's head. Common to what he could see from the rise were balconies, stonework, a penchant for buttresses, and arches characterized what not small number of buildings rose above the battlements some twenty meters high. What with the lack of cover, a sea at its back, and sitting on an artificial raised foundation, this sprawling city would be a right sonofabitch to attack. Unless you could also blockade it from the marine angle, you'd never be able to take it, not without hideous losses or magic unlike anything Ulric had ever seen.


Interesting to note the similarities between this Prespang City State and the equivalent Celestin trade hub Trachn'ir. Ulric led his wagon down from the ridge along the somewhat steep grade that led to the plain cut by the hard boundaries of the port city. Both had high, thick walls, almost gratuitous fortifications. Both leaned heavily into stone as a building material. All the structures Ulric surveyed looked over-engineered and the same had been true of the Lowlands Forest Elves. Unlike the Celestin though, this place didn't just segregate the noble district, at least four distinct precincts were visible from the ridge using a kind of modified Mot and Bailey arrangement to put the city into tiers, each walled separately with heavy gates regulating traffic between. Wider than three of his wagons side by side, the outermost gate had inset a heavy darkened metal grate, currently raised, into which some steady traffic flowed. The scale of the earthworks were not limited to the terraced structure of the city, outside the main walls, the sea had been canaled to form a wide moat.


Sonofabitch, that was some dedication to moving dirt Ulric remarked to himself.


A wave of déjà vu rolled through him looking at it, as if he was back in a hololibrary looking at Agincourt from its walls, from the perspective of the GauloFrench knights. Fields were cultivated in neat squared fashion with even rows. Interestingly enough, the fields were polycultured, with at least three different species of plant just breaking up through the dark rich soil. Agriculture on Earth had employed almost exclusively monocultures of one crop, to disastrous effect on the quality of the supporting soil, depleting it of key nutrients. Creating a balanced crop profile that preserved the nutritional composition wasn't adopted until after the collapse, for reasons that defied logic. Architecture was incredibly similar to depictions of Swiss and Melan mid fourteenth century.


Damned if there wasn't another sample of cross-world familiarity in this place, parallels in building style. Ulric would have sworn he was looking at side-eyed at Oberhofen Castle sitting inside the walls of Castlegrande. It was almost certainly a case of convergent architectural evolution, necessity being the mother of invention. Still, it gave him the willies to see such familiar sights in this bombastic Vardan environment.


He realized then that the obsession with stone was an artifact of the confounding factor to his analysis: magic. When one dude with a mastery of Incendere, like Captain Firecracker, or the infernal Tephras mana such as Werona Autumnclaw could do terrible terrible damage to anything flammable in short order, wooden structures were sort of a bad idea. Terra could still be employed but at least the destruction was localized, instead of spreading rampant through the entire borough.


Turning aside from his observations of the form of the city Ulric returned to contemplation of the M'rakur and the implications of the barbarian tribes not being culturally integrated with the metropolitan areas.


Not so surprising really, the rural and urban had ever separated into distinct subcultures. Vardan societies just mirrored that and amplified it, thanks to the restrictions of difficult travel.


Hmm…so the barbarians of the plains and northern wastes weren't part of Prosper's little club. How very interesting. Ulric had been afraid that Prespang would be a monolith, dominated by the rulers of the citadel city and sharing a strong identity. Perhaps the City States would not be as apt to share cultures then. Even better, they wouldn't necessarily share military and policing infrastructure either. That limited the exposure he would experience traveling from one city to the next. He'd have to be more careful when he spoke. Harlan and his men, for all the rustic accents and earthy habits, had recognized that not everything was on the up and up with regards to Ulric's stated intentions. They weren't rude enough to intrude, but they'd noticed.


Another lesson learned. He wasn't used to trying to be subtle. Even when he was keeping his thoughts and emotions screened, he ended up giving away some part of his intentions. From now on, if he had to interact with the locals and didn't have a good bead on their allegiances just say little and ask fewer questions, no matter how curiosity burns your guts.


This shit was going to get old. Ulric much preferred the relative openness of the Deep Woods.


Bald'rt might have liked to fuck with him but he could at least be pretty open with the Elf King. And he did have his moments where he'd legitimately enjoyed prodding the Lord of Iriel. When he'd once suggested that the Bald'rt Iriel might have to ask his mother before he could come and play, in reference to watching a training session with Idra, the Elf had laughed openly before inquiring if Ulric would not mind asking for him, for he was simply too afraid. There were few instances where Ulric would volunteer Vedyr's temper, risk slighting Shor, or suffer Bathe's disappointment. Each, in their own way, could find the shortest path to making a man miserable. That Bald'rt Iriel had managed to juggle the three of them with some success spoke volumes about the crafty Elf, if nothing else did. It helped that they all loved him, for some reason, and he them, and all in the lands under the Aegis of Iriel knew it for truth.


Remembering the Greatest House of the Orlethrem, at least in Ulric's book, instilled in him a somber mood. Most of why it was necessary that he even take the proactive steps of aiming for Prosper's head was that Bald'rt had very nearly been killed by the absurd magical toxicity of the Aes'r Bane and his wives had utilized a great part of their own strength to preserve his life.


None of those great powers would be what they were before in the near future and absent their flagrant might, his allies the Deep Wood Elves needed an ace in the hole. Ulric had volunteered himself for that role. It seemed like the right thing to do, at the time. It didn't have anything to do with the fact that he was knocking boots with Bald'rt's daughter, his Shadow turned Wife, Taipan. Not at all. Other than she'd remember his cowardice long, long after he died of old age and probably write something spiteful on his headstone to be his epitaph if he let her people go unavenged. Honor carried with it obligation. Being a good person fucking sucked sometimes.


Shake it off Old Man, he warned himself. The gates of the city drew close.


It was somewhat transformative to be alone again. Absent the, sometimes barbed, whispers of Taipan in his ear guiding him along, Ulric was forced to rely on his intuition and what little he knew of the peoples of Varda. It was with good reason that his Shadow had decided that he would be best served pretending to be a barbarian heathen from the back of beyond. At least then his blatant ignorance might not be remembered, even if it was noted.


The queue of travelers looking to enter the city was not over long, it didn't even extend past the wide timbers of the wooden bridge. Spring was still arriving in the farther Northern latitudes and travel more or less boiled down to a measurement of centimeters of rainfall in the last two weeks. Ulric's weathering of a constant drizzle had been problem enough. Traveling through a monsoon, with the snow pack melts only just finished in places, was untenable. Unless you could float your cargo, it would just bog down. If and when Ulric took seriously his role as a kind of leader of a territory, his first official act would be to make roads, in the Roman style if he couldn't beg, steal, or borrow enough Terramancers. He'd long since abandoned hope that his trail would be difficult to follow from the Legranel's Moot, anybody that knew the date he left need only follow the deep ruts left by sturdy wagon wheels to figure out where he'd gone.


A guard waved him forward. The man looked to be of an older, mature age and grizzled in feature, though more due to neglect than nature's touch. The bandits had been remarkably ugly, compared to the rest of humanity he saw milling about. That he even noticed was perhaps due to his overexposure to Elves, which would have driven the celebrity cults of the mid two thousands into frothy madness with their worship of such beautific form. Ulric led his wagon forward slowly, calling TMF1 and TMF2 to a stop as he'd been instructed. They only paced four meters farther than he wanted and the guards took it as a matter of course when he jumped down from the wagon seat to snatch their ears in an iron grip and whisper oaths of cruel tortures into them.


"Bastards." Ulric summarized presenting himself to the gate guard.


The guard couldn't help some amount of schadenfreude at Ulric's trials. His clothes, the packs secured to the wagon frame, and the beasts themselves bespoke an individual of means. Besides, anybody that had ever driven [Direhorn Oxen] had also concluded that they were bastards. It was a congenital defect of the species.


"State your name, and your business Traveler." Requested the guard in a bored monotone.


"Name of Einar, Tribe Fuk'yu." Replied Ulric without particular inflection, "I visit these lands to trade goods within the city, and to rest before pressing on to the Northern Wastes. Trade season is well underway, but the Wastes still have tough going before Spring yet breaks the snow in the high passes."


It was the story concocted with Taipan and he saw no reason to change it, other than the months-long delay for his being an utter baboon. He had decided to avoid using his real name, whoever had hired those murderers had known who they were looking for. More and more, Ulric was of a mind to think that they'd come courtesy of Lord Sav'ris Morion.


The last Prosper knew, an Adept Pyromancer had targeted him for ashing, and come damned close to succeeding, he might add. None of the mages had escaped the assault but that would almost certainly be credited to the action of the Aes'r Iriel'en's fearsome Hunters, to say nothing of the Royal Guard. In truth, Bald'rt had killed some three-quarters of the mages sent to attack Irielhos and the Hunters and Royal Guard had covered the rest, if not before the unthinkable attack on their home had produced heavy casualties amongst the Hunters and Crafters residing in the fortress.


His name and business were written neatly into a ledger, and Ulric was not beyond a petty notice that he could not read what was written. Apparently, the Akashic species language only pertained to spoken language. It was shameful. Ulric Einar, once engineer, masters candidate of metallurgical and material sciences, Ph.D. in Solid State Electrochemistry, was an illiterate baboon.


"Welcome to Bartala, Traveler Einar. Follow the law and respect the guards." The guard replied with so little change of tone that Ulric would have been tempted to look for the circuit board if he weren't trying to stay low key.


Bartala. That meant that Ulric had, as long more than suspected, fucked up royal by getting lost, but had managed to recover. He and Taipan had planned to zig East to the border town Kilok and then zag West to the port city, headed North all along. The Moot had been a wrinkle they hadn't planned on, a conspiracy of circumstance.


The Legranel Herd Riders first, and subsequent [Amberfang] pride attack forced a change of plans, they'd been taken in by Prenya, Joclyn, and the rest of the Plainsfolk for helping to repel an atypically committed strike from beasts led by a Greater variant.


Due to the location of the Moot and Ulric having drifted West, attributable to the sheer lack of landmarks by which to navigate and his own subtle dominant eye bias towards his left as he'd taken Northern bearings, Ulric had missed the border town of Kilok completely. No fucking wonder he'd spent so long in the rolling plains without meeting anybody. He'd cut across the plains and completely bypassed the usual routes. Fuck.


Shoving down the irritation at his navigational failure, he had to make some lemonade out of this lemon. Ulric returned to his wagon seat and ushered the recalcitrant team into the wide paved boulevards. First things first, there had to be a place to park these cocksucker oxen and a room to rent. Ulric had once greatly enjoyed hiking and sleeping under the stars. After several months of subsistence living and more months of traveling through some couple of thousands of kilometers of wilderness, Ulric was starting to appreciate greatly a nice reinforced stone or multi-tiered hardwood roof. And walls. And a big hearth fire. And a motherfucking bed.


The clatter of wagon wheels across paving stones was washed out in the passive tides of sound that peaked and troughed against his senses.


It had been so long since he'd come to this world and he'd been away from Mega-populations so long that he'd forgotten how the weight of that sound presses against you. He'd had a taste of it in Trachn'ir. Bartala made Trachn'ir look like a peasant village. The Elves simply did not exist in the densities of Humans.


In addition to the rows of shops, along the main drag, stone foundations supported clusters of structures, arranged in squares with a single access point from the main avenues. These self-contained blocks were frequently not less than three stories and some loomed as high as six, making them the tallest man-made objects Ulric had ever seen in this world. Many of the buildings sported scaffolding, clambering like ivy up their sides to add another vertical layer to the city. Those huge miniature cities aside, Bartala featured great rectangular stone towers, three rising up in different locations throughout the vast City state, all of them at least ten or fifteen stories. He couldn't even guess as to their role within the metropolis


As Ulric passed by the entrance to one of the self-contained miniature districts, he saw the square filled with peoples going about the lives described in histories. Farriers shoeing the not-quite horses in small paddocks, a group of weavers at looms they'd brought outdoors to enjoy the break in the weather, hawking vendors, knife sharpeners, cobblers tap tapping their little hammers, the full spectrum of civilization was on display.


A robust system of gutters guided waste-water to sewers that ran below the streets, to final destinations unknown. Ulric watched a butcher expertly cut the throat of a smaller variation of his oxen and drain the blood down into the gutter, the animal standing there bleeding to death none the wiser as to its imminent fate. Ye gods that sewer had to smell vile, if it was not efficiently outflowed. It must not have been terminated into the nearby sea, such things always caused plagues and the people here had all the appearance of a humming vibrancy.


He didn't see any beggars, not to say there were not any, merely that he did not see them. That had also been true of the M’rakur. Maybe homelessness and begging wasn’t a thing on Varda.


Ulric turned his team down another main causeway and continued to drink in the swarm of humanity. Cultures revealed much by their dress. Thicknesses of cloth, types of fabric, colors, sigils, accouterments, all of these symbols told a tale.


Fashion was a language all of its own, and one that could lead him towards waiting knives if he did not speak it correctly. Where the M'rakur had dressed in thick kilts and high socked boots the attire of the city certainly skewed more along the coat and trouser trend. Most of the men went in low boots and their pants terminated at the calf. Ulric had stumbled into the land of capris. Hair was cut to varying lengths but trended shoulder length and free amongst the males, with the finer sex being more commonly worn to the lower back, although he noted a high percentage, of both genders, with hair put up into complex buns pinned or tied with metal wire of different alloy.


Definitely a sign of wealth or status. Women mostly wore ankle length dresses with varying patterns and styles. Most were generous with the skin, being low cut, armless, and backless.


It was gonna be hot come summer, Ulric realized. Those pants and dresses weren't cut like that out of vanity. Not entirely.


Speaking which, a comely husband-wife pair sauntered down the street in the opposite bearing Ulric took, leading a trio of cute children like goslings, their tidy vests and shorts neat as little figurines, and teeny shoes clicking along in double time to their youthful parent's stately tread. It was a strangely pleasant sight. Vardan supergenes at work, these Valin weren't Elves but they had a higher average symmetry and beauty than did old Earth. And that was after his civilization was learning the fine art of gene optimization. The Watcher cultivated its world well.


Symmetry did not mean sameness, Ulric noted, scanning the sidewalks. At least fifteen discernable ethnicities were in view, each with their own version of beauty. Skin darker than the Iriel'en, olive-hued, porcelain pale, there was massive variety, which made sense given the nature of port cities. People coming and going from all over would, inevitably, land to stay and share their genetic profile. The predominant phenotype was paler than Ulric, with blond to red hair and blue and green eyes. He'd seen little of the recessive alleles for eye color so far in humanity and he had no fucking clue what was going on with the Aes'r's more vivid irises. He had to admit that the average folk bore a slightly more refined bone structure, less harshly angled than his own, or that of the tribesmen he'd seen earlier or even the Valin he'd come across passing through Celestin and Legranel lands. Sign of a sexual selection? Unknown.


An inn he found after not so much looking and too much money he probably paid for his stay, but he wasn't willing to try to haggle without having any remote idea the value of a hostel and boarding for his wagon team. He'd sort of relied on Taipan to handle those things. Odd how minor inconveniences magnified the absence of that lovely, thorny, much missed Elf. It was a little like losing your actual Shadow. A man turns around, expecting to see it and the lack is jarring. Expensive as well, it was turning out. Nevertheless, better he be viewed as a rube than a potential infiltrator. Taipan's presence would have rang alarm bells far and wide here.


Ulric hadn't seen a single Aes'r since entering the city. Aside from the slaves.


That put his hackles up, to be sure. Here and there, frequently moving in tow behind individuals escorted by sword-toting muscle and bejeweled in exorbitant finery, were collared Elves. The fey folk weren't the only ones, of course. Injustice was inflicted without prejudice upon all the races of the land, and in sizable number. Runes carved in silver or gold metal radiated a mana signature to Ulric's senses when he drew within a meter or two and that signature turned his stomach. It was foul. Oppressive. He could feel the magic inside the collar stamping on the bearer's will, forcing their obedience to every suggestion and whim of their owner. It was an abomination in his eyes.


Men had once imprisoned other men for crimes, putting their labor to use for the good of the society they had wronged and that was close enough to what amounted to a sin in Ulric's eyes. Even more distantly in the past was the practice of making one's fellow man into property. Anathema. Sin was a wild word to just be throwing around, but if any act earned that label, depriving a sentient creature of its fundamental agency was right the fuck up there on the list. Not against any particular god, of course, but against the entire notion of sentience. There was only one adequate response Ulric could think of to slavery. Kill all of the slavers. Every. Last. One of them.


It took some deep breaths and a reminder that he wasn't responsible for every last evil to put the sight of the obviously miserable souls being led by their chains out of his mind. Maybe later. Or if he could think of a way to attach a self-sustaining lightning bolt to the owner of a slaver's spell and turn it loose to become part of Varda's natural manasphere. Yeah, that would be a worthy contribution to this world.


Dark thoughts, but then making property out of people was a dark practice and like drew like, sometimes.


The innkeeper, a thin matronly woman who appraised him positively, doubtless thanks to the extra weight in her purse, led him to his room. The sturdy carved stones of the stairway were textured for traction and clean, not a speck of clay clogging the carved treads. Somebody had excellent housekeepers.


"Yours for two days, as agreed Honor." Said the auburn-haired Innkeep, her unblemished skin pale compared to his own tan.


Her voice lowered and she twitched a smile "I would not mind if your business keeps you a might longer, business booms as the Reaches send their traders to port."


Right. Sure. It would appear Harlan had not been joking around, he was getting the Barbarian discount.


"Tell me Good Woman, what says I hail from the Tribes?" He asked, content to try to milk some information from the highwayman disguised as an honest business owner.


She giggled lightly, and he was tempted to find offense. Ulric was a refined, well-mannered product of thousands of years of Human civilization damnit! Okay, that wasn't necessarily accurate. But he was a product of thousands of years of human civilization.


"My pardon, Honor, but all of you. Your color, eyes, height, and those shoulders are straight from the Tribes that reside in the distant northwest reaches. They don't often dress and speak as finely as you do, but I've seen enough come through to know better. Besides, you all look at people the same way, with your hungering wolf amongst sheep stares." The Innkeep said, holding his gaze, as if to prove her point.


Damn it, he'd been staring again, taking in her form her tones her gesture, assessing. He'd almost always had the habit of focusing too hard on whoever held his attention and now that pattern was coming back to haunt him. It didn't help matters that Ulric was the proud owner of a resting bitch face. It usually worked marvelously at discouraging morons from spreading their affliction but here the combination was marking him out. He averted his eyes, too late.


Too late and a dollar short, Dumbass, Ulric scolded himself. So much to remember, to keep in mind.


Another light titter from the slim lady accompanied her next sally. Clearly, she enjoyed playing with her food.


"You're not a Princeling come hiding his name to find a fortune are you? Because I might find a royalty tax to add to your bill." The Innkeep flashed dimples at him before turning to leave without awaiting his reply.


Aaaand now he was totally lost. There was a lot going on in that brief conversation and he was nowhere near to having a solid grip on the half of it.


Ulric stood holding the simple key, iron by the look and heft of it, and watched the receding back of the matron of the house while he tried to figure out how to categorize that interaction. Again, with that Honor business. He was going to have to slum it up a little if he wanted to avoid attention. Taipan's tastes were too good. Or maybe, no, a well to do appearing trader could open more doors than a poor one. The transdimensional law that money talks was still in effect. Hell with it, he would play the part of Honor Einar of Clan Fuk'yu. If he had any luck at all, being a rich Barbarian would behoove him compared to being thought a poor one. Absent the benefit of being raised steeped in the customs and norms of these lands, an outsider was the best he was going to achieve. Even his high, midcalf boots marked him as a foreigner. Better, he supposed, than alien.


The key entered the brass lock smoothly and turned with a clean click, the mechanism well crafted, better, in fact, than had been that of the quality of devices in Trachn'ir. Taipan had picked those locks about as fast as Ulric had used this here key. Ulric was no hand for lock picking so it didn't much matter to him, but he'd have to keep in mind when he reunited with his Shadow. Spotting the bed as he entered the room he frowned.


Shadow. And wife. Damn if the nights didn't get lonely without the now familiar presence. He instantly turned aside from that and reviewed the room.


A simple dresser, wooden frame bed, nightstand, and lampstands, their workmanship far inferior compared to Iriel'en craftsmen. Plain walls, absent flourish, or decoration. A light grey plaster was laid over top of timbers as he confirmed with a few gentle raps of his knuckles. He could hear the wood beneath thumping and feel the softness of the plaster compared to the stone of the floor. Rugs covered most of the fishbone pattern of square floor blocks. Now that was kind of fancy. Clearly, Bartala employed a wider array of masons than did Trachn'ir. He didn't necessarily know how any of this information was going to be useful but a guy can never tell. Things had a way of going sideways and, at the least, he needed to catalogue where everything was to more easily tell if someone had entered the room in his absence.


Ulric ran his fingers across the dresser, feeling its grain. The wood was straight-grained, with none of the whirling interlacing of the Iriel'en lumber. Easier to work, far easier. But softer and weaker, the carpenters here paled in comparison to their Aes'r rivals. He supposed that was only common sense. Elves lived longer had greater time to master and apply their craft. They also had something the furniture here lacked: a love for the material. Elven woodworkers treated their substrate with reverence, it was once part of the forest they cherished. They would not disrespect that origin through neglect or inattention. The only feeling Ulric got from woodwork here was summarized by the word "adequate".


Inspecting the carpentry only occupied him a few more moments. His backpack he unshouldered, its contents much reduced to only what he might need to cut his losses and escape into the wilderness if needs be. Hopefully, that would not prove necessary. Pulling Xef'tocht's back sheath off to lay on the bed, Ulric sat next to the enchanted blade and lay back to stare at the ceiling.


Now what?

            

    
        Chapter 150: Taipan's Run

    
    
    
    
                *************Outskirts of Irielhos, Lower City, Two Months and Eight Days Gone***************


Taipan's breaths came ragged as she leaned against the lift. A Hunter she'd flagged down was already carrying word to the acting Crown of Orlethrem, her twenty-nine-year-old brother, Lumyt'seit. Youngest of Bald'rt Iriel's children he may have been, he had been groomed to take command of the Deep Wood when it was his sire's time to step back from rule. Lumyt'seit was also the only of his sire's offspring to be suspected of inheriting his might. For all of that, Taipan's brother was still a child. No one would have thought that time would come so soon or that it would arise in such a trying season.


None but Taipan, that is.


She had long harbored suspicions that the Beasts of Prosper would not be content to carry out their petty evils and would act towards a greater conspiracy one day. It had come quicker than she thought, but she was validated in her vendetta against the Otherkin. Forget that most of Prespang were unaware of the monstrous acts being carried out, they were still complicit. They gave their tithes to the cause of fattening the spiders on their Golden Thrones, bent the knee to her laws, and gave their sons and daughters to the army that she had spent an entire spring season now driving from her ancestral home.


All the guilty would pay for what they wrought against Iriel and Orlethrem. But not so many more by her hand, just now. For now, she was utterly spent, legs barely supporting her, hurts not given chance to heal aching. A fever was taking hold, vanishingly rare illness telling her more clearly than a healer's words how badly her body had been taxed.


As her shaking limbs quivered from exhaustion, muscles spent, not even the battle song in her veins could push her farther. But farther she did not have to go, she'd done it. Eight days. That was how long it had taken her to cross most of Orlethrem. Traveling nine hours of every ten, eating, sometimes sleeping, and all else during that one remaining, she had made four leagues an hour on average for two hundred hours. It was a feat of endurance that she had never heard tell of before. Not her father nor his sire had ever done the like. Taipan was a Paragon Aesir-Iriel'en, the peak of her kind.


She would have smiled had she had the strength to feel anything but fatigue to her bones and the ache of barely closed wounds, some freshly received from roving predators that had attempted ambush on the way.


Several of her kin descended the lift, the great Heartwood platform lowering to ground level. These wore the robes of Sano mages, healers. She couldn't resist, and didn't bother trying, when they carted her off to a litter and packed her into a bed, warm flows of mana harmonized to the beat of life and health reaching deep into her to knit flesh and wash away accumulated damage. The relief was instant and she slept.


Time passed indeterminate, she woke later to a pair of Duties picking the, until recently, unconscious former princess up, and moving her like a sack of precious alchemical reagents to be put to a different room. This one held a familiar face. The former daughter of their liege, no longer, as she had declared herself dead, saw a weary Sano mage face showing the strain of recent efforts working over a badly injured hunter. One of the most gifted healers of Iriel, one Doctor Yes'ri, hung a bag of clear fluid from a stand, salt water with a large amount of dissolved sugar, connected to sterile, hollow tubes through which a needle in a vein would introduce the solution directly into the patient's blood.


The simple but revolutionary invention of the Twice Born Valin who had escorted home their Prince was a godsend for stabilizing those too injured to take sustenance on their own or who could not due to being unconscious. Already there was progress concerning the use of Sano magic to prepare transfusions of blood and thus buy time for the Healers to close wounds that would otherwise kill. Yes'ri marveled at what miracles seemed to pour forth from the bizarre mix of otherworldly knowledge and barely subdued violence that called itself [Lord of the Ancient Glade].


Well, the Sano mage philosophized, even forest fires brought new growth. He was surprised to see the Shadow of that same man brought before him. The last anyone knew, they were most of the continent away. He raised an eyebrow at the ragged state of the former first among princesses. She was old enough to know better.


"Iriel welcomes you home, Shadow of our liege's ally. I am tired, but I think I may have strength enough to put you to rights...Those cuts on your face are inflamed, and made by a slightly curved longsword, if I am not mistaken. Feverish. Bruising to indicate a fight or three. Well, it matters not, stay still." Yes'ri told her without presumption.


Crisp and sharp of mannerisms and wit was the healer, Taipan knew not to take offense at the brusque greeting. He would have said the same to Vedyr, had she been in the same position.


Taipan remained still while the doctor tended wounds and repaired what the other healers had not had the skill to fix. Lying there gave her time to think, for the first time in what felt like weeks. It had been a savage grind of a run. Taipan would never tell the man himself, it would only cause him to make her life difficult in their habitual exchanges of wit and insult, but it was partly thanks to the bizarre mate she'd tied herself to that she'd been able to cross the vast distance so quickly.


After her shaming and binding, she had rededicated herself to rise to her potential, to meet her mother's demanding expectations, and she wasn't dishonest enough to say that receiving Vedyr's "instruction" had not been humbling, the Heartwood Spear was not gentle, even to her only daughter. In all honesty, it had been a brutal winter for the young woman. Being a pariah left much time for introspection. The rest of her time was filled more satisfactorily. Time spent training fundamentals of the Dance amongst the Royal Guard while they prepared for war. Time spent teaching her mate, at once familiar, even intimate with warfare's strategies, but in the next moment like a fledgling hunter just starting their path, all she could of unarmed and dagger fighting, drilling anew the angles for opening arteries, passing bones to pierce organs, and cutting the tendons that deadened limbs. Time spent fighting spars against the best warriors the Iriel'en could offer, as well as her partner, the unpredictability of the man, his commitment to unimaginably poor attacks lacking regard for the myriad gaps he left in his defenses, kept her on her toes. Time spent pushing to stay ahead of the man's monstrous physicality in their conditioning had elevated her to peak fitness. Taipan was at her zenith.


Or would be, when she recovered from the erosion of her body from pushing it to its absolute limits and beyond. A pinch found no softness upon her belly or thigh, she'd shed two stones of weight on the long run from the Legranel Moot to Iriel. Worth it. She would even likely have scars to tell of her vanquishing of the Leor assassin! Yes'ri prodded and frowned over the wounds that crossed her face and generally seemed to take offense to the refusal of the wounds to perfectly seal absent proof that they were there. Taipan didn't mind in the slightest. These marks were a testament to the caliber of her enemies, and a reminder when she looked upon her reflection in still waters that a hunter always rode the knife's edge.


The effort taxed her healer and he departed with the same words of every doctor for their patient: it will itch, don't scratch, drink water, sleep well, eat a little, at first, then a lot later.


Now that Taipan had found some measure of rest and treatment to restore her, she worried for her people. For her home.


Her Honor, the one who held her Oath bond as a Shadow, and also the man who she had claimed for husband, had spoken true: Only Taipan could bring word in time. And she had. Flitting like the shadow whose powers her core wielded, Taipan had cut through territories of slavering monsters, two hordes of insectoid creatures usually circumvented, and outpaced three Greater Beasts in her flight. She'd sent arrows with warnings scrawled hurriedly tied to them into every village she'd come across. The chiefs of those places would not move on the words of a random Hunter's arrow alone but they would be making ready when her brother called the Orlethrem to gather its strength to repel the forces attacking their Havens.


It might not be enough. The fear that had spurred her, that had lent desperate speed to her legs, was always that it would not be enough. Always the Aes'r had been able to hide the heart of their people away in the refuges, safe. It allowed the Orlethrem to evacuate their fixed settlements and disappear into the terrain, to become as the wind amongst the leaves. Then the Hunters and Warriors would turn the lands through which their enemies marched into a thirsty field, ready to quench itself with their blood. Drip by drip, arrow by arrow.


That was no longer possible. The same artifact that had pierced the ancient veils against scrying, the very one that had been destroyed negating Irielhos' wards of protection, had also revealed that most dear secret of the Elves. The Havens were Heartwood trees. Specifically, they were the offspring of Irielhos itself, the guardian deity of Iriel. In a time so long ago it had passed beyond even the memory of the Deep Wood Elves, an existential threat had come to the Aes'r. The Heartwood had answered, offering shelter to the children of the forest. The cores of seven great trunks had hollowed themselves and their roots had bored towards one another, creating an interlacing roadway beneath the surface of the forest. It was inside these ancient offspring of Irielhos that the Elves had established their Havens. Supplied in such a way as to be able to support the entire population of Orlethrem for a decade, if necessary, the natural mana density of Heartwood made it impossible to scry. Until the Ancient's artifact saw through the millennia-long subterfuge.


Few were privy to the knowledge of where these ultimately secret refuges were to be found, even amongst the Orlethrem. Secrecy was not their only defense. The Havens were not unmanned, always there were elite Warriors attached to guard them, under the guise of scouting parties training in war games. But that would not be enough to deter an army. Mighty though the Heartwood trunks were, they would not long repel a coordinated army's effort to bring them down. When they fell it would spell the end of an epoch and the beginning of a new time of trial for the people of the Deep Wood. Now the craftsmen, farmers, gatherers, grove tenders, young children, and elderly masters were at risk. If those were lost it would cripple the very cultures of the Iriel'en, losing all the most experienced loremasters and artisans along with most of the families. Taipan refused to accept that as a possibility. She would not allow it.


Nor would House Iriel. Heir Lumyt'seit was a talent of rare caliber. He saw clearly for his age and had a way of finding the wisest voice to guide him in most things. If there was a way to stop the attack before it began he and they would find it. If not, then the beasts of Prosper would find out what it meant to face Iriel in total war.


Taipan's thoughts turned to her father then. Bald'rt, the Blood Moon, was recovering from nearly being consumed by Bane poison. His core was depleted and his flesh weakened. So too were his wives, they had channeled a considerable portion of their vitality through a ritual with the core of Irielhos itself to rejuvenate Bald'rt through the destruction inflicted by the Bane. It worked, stabilizing the dying King. Her Honor, worms in the head though he was, had otherworldly knowledge. Often useless or so esoteric as to seem it, he had exhumed a piece of priceless alchemical wisdom and helped Mother Shor to create a cure for the Bane that could be administered without killing the victim. Crippled though he was, Taipan knew her father would not sit idle when danger came to his kin. Nor would Vedyr, Shor, and Bathe. They would go to war and all the Aes'r with them. To the last. And so would she.


***********************Lowest Tier of Bartala, Innroom, Present****************************


Ulric permitted himself ten minutes of wallowing in uncertainty before he sat up and got his ass in gear. He worked himself out, centering his mind in the routines of the Dance and physical exertion. Maintaining the exacting positions of his body, precision of motion and balance, and breathing with his core, circulating the lightning essence through his mana network was a task of absolute concentration. It left him more at peace than when he'd begun and nicely loose. He was ready to set to solving his problems.


"First: Get the lay of the land, the routes through the city, both open and more circumspect." Ulric told himself aloud.


Frowning as he turned his attention to the next issue his tone shifted towards pessimism, "Second: Book passage by ship to Prosper or intermediate port in that direction without revealing your intention to conduct fantastic violence upon the Merchant Lords there."


His attitude lightened when he came to his last dilemma, "Third: Use the shit loads of money made by selling 'contraband' [Azure Cedar] in lands that have no access to it currently to make trouble or secure my House's future, or both."


He didn't need the cash. Between the astronomical bounty for killing a nascent [Mind Worm] infestation before it could begin and Taipan's ludicrous dowry, Iriel'en Princesses didn't go for cheap, Ulric was loaded.


It was an oddly unimportant thing too, because he'd found very little need for currency since his waking beneath the colossal arbors on the [Plateau of Ancients]. First living a life of bare necessity, surviving along the lines of a hunter-gatherer alone in a foreign environment and later a guest amongst the Elves, who took their hospitality seriously. Especially towards a man who had rescued their King's heir from what turned out to be agents provocateur, courtesy of Prosper. Along the way between Irielhos and here, much of the journey had been conducted on foot, with not much more than he could carry on his back. The sled first, and later wagon were mostly suggestions from Taipan, to better carry off the disguise by which they'd hoped to penetrate Prespang's territory undiscovered.


So, while he did not manifestly need to do anything with the remaining goods in his wagon, he couldn't deny a niggling perceived obligation towards his wife to turn an even greater profit on her practical joke. It would be amusing in its own right for him to present her a gift of a small fortune. Maybe they could exchange the coin for gold so he could melt it down and gild the skulls he planned to collect from their owners. Ulric was a modern man, once, but here, he was [Lord of the Ancient Glade] and those bastards had it coming.


"Settle down Einar, you're getting all riled up and murdery." He warned himself.


A couple of deep breaths put him back in order. One of the emergent realities of his new life in Varda was a growing aspect of…intensity…to his personality. Where once he would have tended towards a passive observance of things he was now more inclined to put himself forward. To engage. The additional aggression found expression in his magic, in its concentrated destructive tendencies. It underpinned his intuition for combat, to advance and overwhelm, neutralize and move. Dynamic. That was how he would best characterize his evolving personality. Avoiding letting that newfound layer of his emotions put him into unnecessary conflict would be the challenge. You can't kill all your problems, Ulric, he reminded himself. The reverse side of that coin was that there were indeed some few problems you could kill. And would, he had learned of himself. This was in addition to the Lord Instinct, not because of it. That double dipping was what he had to be careful about.


"Alright! Let's get out there and start having a look-see." Ulric told his room, replacing Xef'tocht in its position over his shoulder, a hand thoughtlessly checking its readiness to be deployed from its sheath at a moment's notice.


He hefted his pack and exited the room, locking the door behind him. The pronounced "click" of the mechanism sliding home was reassuring. Into his belt pouch went the key.


Long steady strides took him to the end of the hall and he turned to access the stairs and nearly upended a Wolven Beastkin, bouncing the startled individual back when their chests collided.


A growling voice and curse filled the space between them, even as Ulric started apologizing, habits of forty years of socialization coming to the fore.


"Ah! My apologies Mr…er…Sir." He said in a mildly embarrassed rush.


"Blood and Bone, you clumsy welp! You almost knocked me down the stairs!" Accused what Ulric now noticed was a male Wolven Beastkin of elder years.


He was of advanced age, his once jet-black fur silvering, his eyes squinting suggesting a need for corrective vision, and the tuft of fur beneath his chin had grown in a sort of long, narrow beard. The Lupid had strung beads into the tuft, making some sort of braid out of it.


The Beastkin was about as tall as Ulric, as became evident when, still muttering complaints to himself in a half-growling basso he stood to full height, back rigid with offense.


Ulric reminded the Beastkin that he had run into himself every bit as much as the other. A reproving glare accompanied that observation but the bitching came to a close.


"Hrmmph! Well, perhaps that is so. You should still be careful pup, strolling around like that, you might run over some unsuspecting women and children." Returned the aged Wolfkin, but his lips drew back in a slight smile as he said it.


Okay, Ulric could relax, this was just the normal way older folk complained about young people. Nothing out of the ordinary. You know, other than the shaggy fur and potential for dog breath.


"I do apologize Elder." Ulric offered again, still being conciliatory, "My attention is not on my feet today. I will be more careful."


"Varrock." Coughed the older man.


"Gesundheit." Ulric replied instantly.


The canine features drew up in confusion. They relaxed as the Beastkin offered a clawed hand in a handshake.


"My name, welp, it is Varrock. And your own?" He restated, as Ulric traded grips with him.


Oh. Oops.


"I am Einar, Old Man Varrock. Well met." Ulric said, with some humor in his tone as he gave a single firm shake and reclaimed his hand.


"And you, Youth Einar. Good day then, and try not to stomp down any innocents like grapes." Wished the old Beastkin, with a wry humor in his rough voice.


"I will endeavor. And a good day to you as well. May you make it to your rooms untrod by clumsy welps." Ulric declared, with similar dryness.


They took opposite sides of the hall and continued on past one another, both with a respectful nod as they did.


It was an interaction so very…natural. That was, in many ways, not far from a mirror of how the old folk in his homeland would have interacted with a younger person in similar circumstances. He smiled at the familiarity. The old Beastkin gave the impression of being a proper fire-breather.


The last time he'd interacted at length with a lupine Beastkin he'd been fighting for his life. And the same for the time before that. Hmm. He'd not had so great a track record with the Wolfkin, now that he thought on it. Good to know that it wasn't some kind of essential incompatibility.


The Twins rode high, at or very near the apex of their dance across the sky. Sunscrest. That meant he had some six rounds of the binary stars dance to explore and get a feel for the organization of this fairyland metropolis. Nothing for it but to start walking and keep his head on a swivel. Times like this, having his Shadow around to keep an eyeball peeled on his six o'clock would have been comforting.


            

    
        Chapter 151: Which Way the Wind Blows

    
    
    
    
                Outside the inn, no pedestrians crushed underfoot, Ulric set a brisk pace keeping to the wider streets. Sidewalks were busy with pedestrians but not to the extent that travel was particularly onerous. Carts, wagons, stagecoaches, and some of those man-pulled rikshaws made steady traffic along the streets, lanes might as well have been painted on the stones to designate through traffic as opposed to that which intended to turn, couriers, merchants, and transport conveyances moved in orderly fashion along Bartala's thoroughfares. Intersections obeyed proper four-lane stop rules and Ulric was staggered by the strict adherence to conventions of right of way. These folk drove their beast-drawn carriages better than most of his contemporaries back in the Before operated vehicles. If this had been the norm, Ulric would not have found himself being blind-sided by a freighter and losing most of the use of his legs.


Fantasy world folk obey traffic laws. Go figure.


Ulric made a complete loop of the block on which his Inn was located, noting the signs hanging and his overall position within the lowest district of the port city. He was a bare half-kilometer from the main entry gate. It never hurt to know where the door was.


This part of Bartala was almost certainly the one most heavily favoring the trade, manufacture, and storage of raw goods. Everywhere people dealt in or hauled unfinished products, except the necessary artisans who made everyday goods, such as blacksmiths, coopers, weavers, and cobblers. Even these were, so far as Ulric observed, only involved in the swift manufacture of simple necessities. Silk was not to be seen in this district, and even Ulric's well-cut, if thoroughly abused, clothes stood out some.


Had he entered the city without the wear of the road on him, he'd have easily been marked as being in the wrong part of town. With his robes showing the abuse of months of hard road, and stains that were as much a part of his attire as the fabric, he fit right in with the other working-class men and women that populated the squares, shops, and craft halls. Ulric was somewhat certain he was blending in as few gave him a second glance. For the most part. A couple of stink eyes from patrolling guards who seemed ready to remind the barbarian to mind his manners. A few doe eyes from some of the unmarried lasses and a jealous glance from one of the lads who did not care for sharing the gaze of the girl whom he was trying to impress, were about all the attention he garnered. Mostly he moved through the city like a ghost.


Ulric took it all in, trying to absorb the entire metropolis, its details and its overall impressions. This was his first Prespanger proper experience and he wanted to make the most of it. These folk were, technically, his enemies. Unless he could find a way to break the bindings holding them to Prosper's lead. Toward that end, he was decided on a proper walkabout to get a feel for the situation.


The townsfolk in this lowest district all dressed with somewhat modest tastes. Thick linen, no frills wool, frequently undyed, were common. The major signs of affluence seemed to be the wearing of jewelry, rings to start. When the hand had a full complement of rings those rings were connected by fine metal chains. A bracelet was added in addition to that. Beyond that, an armband. The truly outstandingly wealthy bore a sort of chainmail sleeve connecting the armband to the wristband. It was a rather eye-catching system of establishing station, and Ulric had to appreciate the granularity of it. There was rather no doubt as to who was a person of means or not amongst the Bartalan. This moor bore some resemblance to the old Scandinavian culture, those Nordic countries, sometimes referred to as Vikings, that had employed armbands of gold and silver to denote wealth and from which cuts might be used to satisfy purchase agreements.


Up one wide street, across, and back down, playing the part of a visitor from afar, which he was, he sought to get a better look at the Bartalan's along this section of city without being too overt in his study. He made frequent stops to inspect leathers, creature parts, woods, and some rather shoddy, if he might be so bold, forgework. He could see the cold shuts and failed welds in some of the smith's offerings. Quickly he turned away before the disdain he felt for such substandard work could become insulting.


Hmm...on further consideration, Ulric was doubtful as to whether this worn jewelry was utilized in place of currency, after the fashion of hack silver bands. For one thing, the only exchange he'd witnessed thus far was of coins, goods, or services. For the other, the pattern of adornment of the rings, chains, and bands had something of a very intentionally holistic nature to it. The removal of a piece here or there would have largely ruined the cohesive aesthetic that the sets possessed. Beauty was often found coupled with symmetry. If the symmetry was designed to display status, one wouldn't ruin it for a common exchange. No, no, the arrangements were declarations of status only.


You might as well call this the cuprous district then. He wasn't sure if it was copper, but the vast majority of the bands, rings, and chains sure looked like they were fashioned out of a polished copper. That was interesting. Up until this point, he'd noticed that the predominant metallic was brass or bronze, or at least, he thought it was brass and bronze, the exact alloy was impossible to determine without spectral testing.


Fuck, Ulric remarked to himself. He wasn't even sure if this was the same universe. Were the atoms even the same? Sweet Watcher's tits Ulric, don't do that to yourself, just assume the elements are the same and keep your sanity.


Fine. Back to the matter at hand, he redirected, turning aside from a main road to amble into a smaller sidestreet, stones beneath his feet kept free of beast leavings by the careful placement of booted feet. Animal shit was very definitely one of the prevailing flavors of Bartala's mercantile district. Returning his attention to the people here, their decoration, he noticed that less brass and bronze metalwork being displayed, more, let's call it iron, and copper. What did that mean? Fuck all, at the moment. But it was certainly worth noting. Alloying was a tricky thing and could shed light on the technological mastery and overall skill of smiths, which was itself a benchmark for overall civilization. There was a reason humanity on his old world had designated entire epochs of its history based on the ability to smelt and manipulate certain metals.


These were the thoughts that occupied him as he strolled in a carefully aimless track through the city.


Ulric had sampled Bartala's lower districts pretty much to his satisfaction so he took a brief walk beside the sea, drinking in the heavy saltwater notes, the anarchy of the dockyards. Ships came in, ships went out, all of them hauling goods and people. The spring breeze was warm on his face, the Twins were high, and, all things considered, it was a hell of a day to be out and about. Leaning against a railing overlooking the sea, he mulled over what he was discovering.


He wasn't a city planner but he started to observe that the Bartalans had the odd habit of cloistering up, not entirely unlike what he knew of metropolitan life in the Before.


Many neighborhoods were self-contained, those were the big block clusters of buildings, he'd observed. Each was mostly a residential apartment sort of construct arrangement with the artisans who served that neighborhood living in the shops on the ground floor. The businesses associated with the trade of goods lie mostly along the larger causeways. He was almost certain that the buildings fronting the main avenues were, almost exclusively, storage warehouses. Ulric had seen huge double-door gates swinging inwards to reveal inner pavilions and courtyards into which wagons carrying goods would turn to make deliveries. What few interiors he saw were not well stocked, but it was the heart of the trade season. If his observation was generalized, the scale of goods exchanged here was massive and the half-empty inventory could well be due to a highly efficient system of goods transport. He might as well be in New Chicago with its train stations and the Great Shield Lake ports. More appropriately, this would be the Rotterdam of Prespang.


Returning to his inspection of the port metropolis from dockside he kept grey eyes peeled on the cargo exchanges to and from ships. The dockyards utilized big lifts and pulleys to raise up pallets suspended by wrist-thick rope nets to facilitate massive loads of goods at a time. Once aboard, an antlike crowd of sailors would strip down the pallets to store in holds or repack goods into barrels. It was all very methodical, and very organized.


Whistling in appreciation, he had to admit the huge volumes of goods, the efficient traffic that understated the sheer number of people coming and going, the ordered and robust system for declaring social status and wealth, all of these bespoke a place that was, to its bones, built around an economy of trade and transport. Bartala was a hub around which Prespang turned. It was good news, anybody trying to find him here would be looking for a rusted needle in a stack of needles. Even if you saw it, digging it out would be tricky.


One facet of his study that brought him some amount of discontent was the appearance of numerous slums, far off the main concourse but easily found. These he came across as he investigated the source of death smell, the rot of corpses that he thought might indicate something worth investigating. What his investigation turned up was destitution, desperation, and bodies that lay discarded in gutters. Bodies of all ages, genders, species, and bore only the commonality that they had been stripped at some point as they lay in water runoffs to open-air sewers. The residents there appeared on the ragged edge of desperate civilization. No effective leadership allowed places like those slums to exist and Ulric was certain now that, despite the evident wealth and productivity of the people here, all was not well in Bartala. His Barbarian appearance did him a solid once or twice in those roughly inhabited alleys. Not-so-friendly looking types leaning against even narrower alley entrances, who had the look of the type that would drag an unaware passerby into the twisted warrens for a discussion about charity to the poor, saw him, saw the sword, and stayed where they were, glaring. Ulric got the fuck out of that side of Bartala quickly, the last thing he needed was to become a mark for a good old-fashioned group mugging.


Hours and hours, he walked. Hours spent people-watching, trying to get a handle on what he saw. A lot of the aimless wander was spent figuring out whys and hows for Prosper's control of these City-States, and what could be done to either break that hold or to cripple the ability of such places to contribute to the imperialistic designs. Mostly, he was starting to think that what would be required was to seize or control the docks. Prosper was a naval trade empire. They exerted their will and power using the sea to move men and goods efficiently, just like the old East India Trade Company. The starting point for dealing with that was to force their agents to cross lands like the ones he'd come through, wild and dangerous. They would need more wagons, dry roads, and, if they knew what was good for them, they'd go slow, with escorts ahead to clear the way. That would also make the caravans vulnerable to the Barbarian tribes such as the M'rakur. Perhaps it would even turn out that the Aes'r would have themselves a nice juicy target to enact Brighteyes' plan to throttle Prosper's ability to move goods, the main source of her influence.


Happy with his initial scouting, Ulric sought his Inn. It only took half an hour to find the right block and two trips around said block to find his accommodations. He realized as he closed on the place that he was both parched and ravenous. It had been a long day since the Dutch oven and dried meat. Smells wafted from various Inns hinting at combinations of ingredients that represented a wholly new tradition of cuisine. Ulric was salivating already.


When he stepped off the streets and through the heavy timber door of his Inn, it was into a bustling, fever pitch of a common room.


What in the fuck had happened?! Ulric wondered, incredulous.


There had been, at most, a dozen people in the common room when he'd first entered. It was near capacity now, with each table full and only a few stools at the long bar open. Seven women and five men worked the spacious twenty-meter by fifteen-meter room, delivering food, and drink, and overseeing what appeared to be house-sanctioned games of chance to men and women representative of all the peoples he'd seen in his explorations. Dice, cards, and something involving a spinning top with symbols carved onto it. A second top was wagered on, whereupon it would be sent spinning, careening into the first, and the outcome decided according to arcane rules that made modern statistical calculus a laughing stock. Unbelievable.


The Innkeep ruled with an iron fist, strolling with casual authority. Twice she brought down a baton upon an unwelcome wrist as it reached for one of the girls and twice a man bit back an oath, as he cradled his now maybe broken arm. Never did a complaint arise to challenge the Iron Maiden's raised eyebrow and not a strand of her Auburn hair was disturbed as she continued to survey her domain. Yikes. Ulric was suddenly glad not to have traded lip with the woman.


A few strong arms lounged around the room, apparently helpful and being outwardly congenial. Hard eyes scanned the room from time to time though, and nobody met them for long, which was all Ulric needed to know about which way that wind blew.


His presence drew little attention, and he removed himself from the boisterous environment before there was even much opportunity to be noticed. Rapid steps took him climbing the stone stairs to find his room. His slight hesitation at the corner brought a smile though, as he recalled the slight boondoggle from earlier. Without trampling anybody, Ulric successfully activated the key and entered his small single room. It was a humble space with few adornments. Which was why he was confident it had been left undisturbed in his absence.


With a slow, glad, exhalation, Ulric unburdened himself of his pack. He considered the figures in the common room. Few, if any of the people there, or in the city at large went armed. Those that did mostly resembled himself, travelers with rucks still upon their backs, large satchels, and the arms that were critical to surviving what dangers might lie in the distances between cities. Beasts weren't the only things that hunted travelers on the road, as Ulric had discovered twice now. First the slavers. Then the more common bandits. Steel between the ribs handled all of these problems and more than a few of the obvious newcomers to the city were even more heavily armed than he was. A pike bent nearly twenty degrees from true and with some kind of pitted brown corrosion on it hinted at things Ulric had not yet encountered and was glad not to have. So it was that an outsider was marked by the necessity to fight the realities that lay waiting outside the high stone walls of Bartala and the natives had no need of such things.


Here, in this Inn, Ulric decided he would forego the obvious weaponry. Besides, he was always armed. His core was a weapon greater than anything a guy might swing.


Content with his choices, he decided it was time to see what smelled so damned good down there. Nothing much had changed in the few short minutes he was unloading his gear, the same clamor of men and women flush with the prospects of a new season of plenty. Ulric sat himself atop one of the few available stools at the long bartop. The bartender, a young man with a missing eye and an easy smile took Ulric's order.


He was going to try what had to be a blackened fish of some kind and whatever the pale ale was that he saw making its way to the patron's mouths, and, sometimes, the floor. An Argentum Servant paid his meal and opened a respectable tab. Unless something had changed greatly since he'd left Trachn'ir he'd be collecting change in a couple of days. The beer was hoppy and citrusy notes made him think of some sort of double India Pale Ale, the bitter being nicely balanced by the fruit. He found the bottom of his mug surprisingly quickly. A plate of fish, blackened and steaming, with grilled green beans of some kind and a hard bread with a fish broth to dip it in arrived soon after he'd received his second serving of the beer. The two paired exceedingly well.


Ulric had a mind for a third mug when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Instantly, his core hummed to life, preparing to level the place and some of the nastier magics sprung to mind, their spellforms, the mental algorithms of their weaving ready to enact carnage. He turned his head to see the elder Lupid he'd bumped into earlier, grinning with a mug in his clawed hand, the other resting on Ulric's deltoid.


"Easy young hunter, it is only I, Varrock." Greeted the Beastkin.


He took the empty seat to Ulric's left and made a show of becoming comfortable on the stool before addressing Ulric again with the same mix of casually grumpy humor as before.


"I take it your prowling left no one dead in the streets then, the victim of your boots?" Joked the old man.


Ulric received his mug and took a heavy swallow, calming the ramping violence to adopt an easy attitude. Admittedly, the beer was assisting that effort. After wiping a bit of foam from his beard he rejoined in a deadpan, "Gesundheit. You should do something about that cough, Elder. Have we met before?"


The old wolf scowled and cursed something in his own tongue that Ulric couldn't make out.


"It's Varrock! Varrock is my name, insolent pup! And you know it, I can see a man with a mind behind his eyes, even when it holds the recklessness of youth." Varrock scolded mildly, before continuing in his harumphing tone, "I am old but not senile. You go by Einar, do you not?"


The old boy liked his beer, he punctuated his sentences with a swig. This right here was a man after his own heart back in the Before.


"Aye, that I do, Old Man Varrock. And, no, I did not find any slow pedestrians to clobber into the sidewalks." He reported back to the geezer with good humor.


Nodding along the wolf-headed Beastkin surveyed the room briefly, suddenly laser-focused, before returning to his rheumy-eyed gaze. Now that was interesting. Perhaps he wasn't as ancient as he let on.


"What brings one of the Tribesmen so far from distant holds, if you don't mind my asking? You have the look of one out on his first foray in new hunting grounds, all nose to the wind and hackles quick to rise." Inquired the Old Wolf.


Ulric didn't mind that curiosity at all, it would have been strange to not notice Ulric's foreignness.


Voice pitched low but leaning in so his elder didn't have to strain to hear, Ulric confided, "Same thing as any young man, Elder: I journey to find prosperity, to see the horizons beyond the ones I see today, and to experience all this world has to offer."


That made the Lupid's teeth show in a wide canine grin.


"Oho, now that is what all pups fresh from the teat want. Just be sure not to nose around the badger's dens, eh?" suggested the elder man.


That made Ulric recall his encounter with a badger. The great smelly bastard.


Nose screwing up from remembered foul musk Ulric had no trouble sincerely asking "Where was this advice before I found the den?" which amused his drinking buddy greatly.


"And what did you learn from it?" the smiling wolf asked, stroking his braided chin tuft.


Ulric thought back to the [Shrieking Ravager] and said without any doubt whatsoever, "That it will always be a better day if you just go the long way around."


Which brought a belly laugh from Varrock. A clawed finger wiped a tear from his eye once the chortles subsided.


"Ahh, see? I knew there was a sharp thinker inside that meat. I too learned to go around, but not before I had to check twice more to see if it was still there!" Claimed the Wolf with self-deprecation.


He was a funny codger was this Varrock. Quick on his feet too, for an old dude.


"And you, Elder, what brings you to Bartala, or do you call this sprawling place home?" Ulric asked.


The Beastkin grumped a moment in his own tongue before answering, not towards Ulric, just bitching in general, as was the right of the elderly.


"I have been invited to attend the wedding of my daughter's daughter to a gap-toothed half-wit with a nice coat and not enough fur to fill it." Spat the old man, not simply casually disgruntled but riding outrage, "If not for my other children, I might as well open my own belly so I don't have to see my line decline before my very eyes."


The both of them drank to that statement.


"Phaw!" Exclaimed the Lupid, calming down with the beer's refreshing bitter on his palate.


"Thus am I called to this great mess called Bartala, away from the downs and thickets of my clan's origin." Answered Varrock.


Ulric nodded in sympathy. Most weddings sucked. Not all, but most. At least the after-parties tended to be a little lively.


"Forgive my saying, Elder, but I get the impression that the unfortunate groom would have difficulty pleasing your sensibilities." He teased.


"Nonsense!" Growled the Beastkin, "All I have ever asked is that my daughters bring home a husband that can fight for their honor, put food on their table, and give me many grandchildren to spoil. I had not reckoned that those husbands grow to be so soft that they would let some weasel-faced scavenger sniff around their own daughters."


This guy was a treasure. He had a feeling any family get-togethers were going to be thoroughly ruined by the old-timer's antics.


“Alright, alright, I believe you!” Surrendered Ulric, before he got Varrock even more riled up.


If the Beastkin got the bit between his teeth there wasn't going to be any turning that horse. On the other hand, there was an opportunity here to be educated about the doings and situations of Beastkin. Ulric was thoroughly ignorant in this regard. Snippets here and there from Brighteyes and Taipan were nowhere near sufficient to pass for understanding.


"Why then has your esteemed granddaughter agreed to accept this bottom feeder for her mate?" Ulric prompted


Varrock put his head between his arms on the bar top refusing to let the world see his suffering. From somewhere below, muffled basso rumbled, "Because my clan is poor. Because I have failed to lead us to attract the more noble suitors. My dowry for my daughters was strong, but times these last few years have been difficult. Too many rivalries between clans. Too much of our youth's strength siphoned off, and our promising youngsters were selected to be press-ganged into the Baron's army tithe. I cannot refuse those summons without open war. And, last and most bitter, too heavy the taxes. Even the sight of a magister brings bile to my throat and I am not ashamed to admit it."


Maybe it was the booze, but Ulric found himself commiserating with the Beastkin. He was having a rough go of it. This wedding was the cherry on the crap cake he'd had served to him. Ulric had known a time when it seemed all the things that had once been good had failed. He flagged the bartender for another mug for the old wolf. It wasn't the answer, as well he knew. But, for one night, it was an answer. Perhaps there was a way to smooth the rougher edges off his new barfriend's troubles. And he might learn much about the state of things if he listened and kept an open mind. The mug slid down the smoothly polished bar and Ulric clapped a hand on Varrock's shoulder, prompting the muzzle to lift from its hiding place in the Lupid's arms.


He looked at the offered mug, and tilted his head questioningly. Ulric gestured to the foaming solution and nodded in confirmation.


"A round on me Elder. Your tale is one I have known before but from a more bitter experience of mineself. Drink. Spin me yarns of your clan, the better times and the bad. I will listen." Ulric implored earnestly.


A man doesn't have to be kind for kindness' sake. Life is complicated and doing the right thing can, frequently, coincide with doing the thing that furthers your cause, if you have a brain in your skull to see it. The hard part was still doing that right thing, even when it hurt. This here, this was an easy one.


Old Man Varrock was begun, painting a picture of rocky springs, rolling hills, and dense pockets of tangled woodland with his words. Ulric listened and summoned another mug for them both after a while. Faceless figures behind them came in, blurred into the background, adding their notes to the music of a crowded bar room, and moved out, mostly ignored. By the time he half carried the Beastkin towards a rented bed down the hall from Ulric's own he'd gotten quite drunk, learned as much of the Lupid's clan, their rise, their doings, and their downfall as one of their own, and, somehow, committed to joining Varrock at the wedding of his granddaughter. It was a bit of a ride.


Lying abed, the corners of the darkened room threatened to start turning unbidden. With a foot hanging off the bed touching the ground to still them, Ulric digested what the day had brought him. There was much. Standing out from it all was the feeling that all was not well within Prespang.

Things were not what they seemed from the outside, the picture from the perspective of the Orlethrem was incomplete. Hazy spirals of thought circled round, bringing statements, exclamations, curses, and hints from Harlan and his crew to meld with Varrock's tale. These joined with the lessons of Instructor Gother, on the courses of trade and manufacture from the Elves' side. Sprinkle in a dash of Brighteyes' fireside stories, prompted by Ulric's complete ignorance and insatiable need to know, and Taipan's instructions on the strengths and weaknesses of the Enemy and the world Ulric had awoken to started to crystallize, like watching the fractal spread of a deposition crawling across its substrate, all alien precision and sublime geometrical pattern.


Ulric would not have known before, but a man would have to be an outsider here to gain a wider view to perceive the scope of the problem. They would also have to have a scholar's training in historical politics, socioeconomics, and a couple of thousand years of documented global history from which to draw. On Varda? That was a tall order. In this, as in magic's somewhat strained relationship to physics, Ulric's perspective was unique. And also, completely accidental. His old life was that of an engineer, a technical problem solver. Reading history was just a passion, a hobby, a diversion, and one that had been partly mandatory through the survivors of the collapse's reactionary insistence on public education. The more things change, the more they stay the same. The analysis was, at the end of the day, simple: Prespang's problem, as much as the Orlethrem, was Prosper. Only, instead of an enemy, a great fat golden spider pulling its militaristic strings to direct violence, the "Golden Thrones" as Varrock had mentioned twice contemptuously were more akin to a creeping disease, a gilded rot feeding on the clans of the reaches as much as the independent City States.


Ulric smelled shades of the Roman Republic, bleeding the riches and talent away from its vassals until no more could be drawn. Depleting them, and once no more sustenance could be taken, expanding to do the same elsewhere, before eventually consuming itself at the end. The war, the willingness to be part of it, was something that made more sense to him now.


The people of Prespang were growing quietly desperate, despite the apparent wealth that moved through Bartala. Things were worse than they had been before, though it had happened so slowly that they hadn't been provoked to resistance. Yet.


Again, Ulric was struck by the incredibly cynical and abnormally long strategy being employed. There was a phrase from his homeland, "Never attribute to malice what can reasonably be explained by incompetence." Ulric's intuition said the Prespang situation had all the hallmarks of the mirrored image of that proverb. "When incompetence shows signs of being so carefully, deliberately executed, then know malice guides it.". This was the song of his old Earth's decline, the consumption of its peoples and the world's resources, without end.


Prosper, through its supposed council of Merchant Lords, each in control of the trade for different regions, each regulating the taxes and monitoring the flow of goods through its region, was supposed to generate a form of constructive competition that promoted the success of the independent city-states and clans around them. Each Merchant Lord was supposed to argue and arbitrate towards the growth of their demesne. What appeared to be playing out was that one single faction had assumed complete dominance of the council, and had subsumed them into a singular power. The result was, of course, hegemony.


That itself wasn't news, it happened all the time. No, what made his buzzing brains tingle was how slowly, thoroughly, and inevitably it had been done.


First, soon after the population centers had established relatively rigid and fortified positions that became the City States and established Prespang some four or five thousand years back, came the consolidation of small merchant companies into larger ones. That was, historically, a recent condition only taking place some thousand years ago.


In and of itself, Ulric viewed that as only sense, Varda was a dangerous place and a couple of traders banding together could pool resources towards a platoon of caravan guards defending their wagon trains far more efficiently than lone traders hiring a sellsword or two. Ulric was pretty certain that this was an organic event. What followed, however, had the feel of a more…intentional direction. The larger merchant companies within particular regions, normally confined to the routes between specific population centers in Prespang, the City States and outlying clans, congealed into regional conglomerates, establishing trade monopolies and wielding political influence through their wealth.


Ulric would have bet his left and favorite nut that the conglomerates first grew out from the mouth of the Zelus and were matched elsewhere as a reaction to the hypercompetitive space created by these large singular monolithic companies. Join or die, would have been the only viable decision.


Eventually, these conglomerates consolidated their power through the formation of the Merchant Lords, a body of men and women elected by their respective companies to represent them. This happened, so far as Ulric was able to discern from Varrock's rambling narrative of his family tree and their clan's role in historically being a group of itinerant body guards and small time crop farmers and local traders, at too small a scale to be bothered by the powers that be, some seven hundred years ago. That was when the citadel city of Prosper was established, to exert total dominance over access to the inland sea and to seize central control over shipping for the City States that had always existed along the southern shores of Vatyn. With the appointment of Merchant Lords into a political entity, whose source of power was total control of the shipping and trade routes between Vatyn and the Zelus, they took control of all the merchant companies trading across Vatyn, effectively gaining the ability to isolate the halves of the continent if they chose.


Near as Ulric could figure from the Wolfkin's story, about four hundred years ago a sort of college of artisans was created by Prosper's Golden Thrones, calling itself the Free Artisans Guild, to ensure the growth and development of the key crafts and trades that powered Prespang's civilization. Varrock argued briefly, as he'd spoken of his clan's woes regarding their ability to obtain durable hardwood to expand their holds, that this had proven necessary due to the skill and long lives of the Elven artisans, with whom the access to these crafts was unstable. Unstable thanks to regular, for the Elves that is, clashes along the border which discouraged the Aes'r artisans from taking apprentices from Prespang and some from directly doing business there all together. It was odd just how frequent such border clashes were, given the rather sedate attitude most Elves had and their tendencies to stay to themselves. They just weren't aggressive and lack any impulse to expand their territory. These expansionist brushfires were all being ignited from the Prespang side, though Varrock confessed he knew not why, his own clans had not had any poor dealings with their neighbors. Combined with Harlan's observations about the Legranel dealing honorably with his own tribe, Ulric had some ideas about the sources of the flareups.


The last incursion was the most severe and resulted in the most tension: the murder of the Iriel'en King's son as he traveled to a treaty talk with the Zelussin and the subsequent rise of the Blood Moon over Prosper. It was an atrocity on both sides, though, of course, Bald'rt's rampage had been vastly more visible to the people of Prespang and hardened attitudes towards the Elves. This happened a mere two hundred years ago and effectively closed trade from Iriel, Aktin, and Melond who joined Iriel in solidarity, placing an embargo on Prespang. No more goods flowed from these lands, and no more traders from Prespang were welcome there. This made the Free Artisans Guild even more powerful domestically. Varrock's family were among the first of the Lupid clans to partake of the college and guaranteed their success for many decades. Not long after though, came a sort of "certification of mastery", a stamp of approval for artisans trained at the college. A magister of law, laws written in Prosper, of course, would grant each certified artisan a seal, which granted them the backing of the guild, and thus Prosper's approval. Those magisters could also deny or annul those seals.


That practice started the fall of the Elder Lupid's clan, as they refused to subject themselves to the complete oversight required by the magisters. The Wolf-headed Beastkin cursed when he spoke on it, calling those laws a slaver's collar and the magisters a leash to pull for their holders in Prosper. Later still, under the guise of protections to combat counterfeiting and shoddy workmanship, no artisan could sell goods through the Prosper-owned trade routes without the seal certifying them as belonging to the Free Artisans Guild. This doomed Varrock's clan to decline, as now they were only able to conduct trade along routes not controlled by Prosper's merchant empire. These routes weren't controlled because they were long, slow, rugged affairs packed with monsters. Absent the backing of its local artisans and crafters and access to the safe trade routes, many markets were closed to the Beastkin clan, as well as the other barbarian clans who refused Prosper's yoke.


Now Prosper controlled both the blood and the bones of civilization. All that was next was the brain. Using the incredible leverage over the city-states lifelines of supplies and economy, each city-state had a Baron appointed by the council, and a magister assigned to oversee the laws of the land. The Barons were granted total control of the city-states but had to provide a tithe of money, arms, and soldiery towards the common defense of the City States so that Prosper could ensure fair and open markets across all the lands. It would also allow them to wield a force to oppose "infractions of domain by the hateful knife ears" as Varrock sarcastically described it, indicating that he did not agree. Refusal to adhere to the terms of the military pact meant that a Baron had declared themselves an outlaw, a rogue state. Most of them were either exiled or killed within a couple of years, as Prosper used the common defense army, the "Federated Defense Corp" against them. As well as the much-maligned but also feared criminal syndicates and stunningly well-funded Triads.


Thus completed the slow boil, the frog in the pot was brought to crisis temperature without feeling the heat.


It was inhuman, that was Ulric's instinct. The same conclusion he’d made all those months ago when he considered how the attitudes and strategies of the Orlethrem were being manipulated against them.


Love Humanity or hate it, but it was not capable of the sort of cohesive will that seemed to have driven things to this point over such a long time period. This was a conquest a thousand years in the making. Who the hell would do something like this? Who could? The incremental nature of it, the gradual acquisition and centralization of power, while decreasing the strength of opposing forces, it was akin to the combat philosophy of the Iriel'en, more than anything else.


The Dance of One Thousand Steps was a martial philosophy that dictated making every step a motion towards total, certain victory. Every step, one at a time, sometimes forwards, sometimes backward, sometimes to the side, but always stealing balance from the opponent, always claiming advantage. Until the enemy was destroyed.


Ah! The lightbulb flashed in the once engineer's head. Eureka. It was an Elf, maybe even an Iriel’en.


That's who was doing it, there was no other explanation that agreed with the facts. The strategy, the methodical nature of it, the sheer godsdamned patience, it smacked of an Aes'r with an axe to grind. And grind they would. Elves lived in the present, without dwelling on the past over much. Unless they were given cause to hold a grudge. They didn't forget a wrong and they could be utterly alien in their persistence of carrying out revenge. Generations wouldn't be too long to see the slight repaid.


The more he thought about it, the fog of drink lifting over the last couple of hours, the more this hypothesis meshed with what he knew of Varda's people. Elves could live a thousand years, but almost none of them did. Death had many helpers on Varda, just because disease wasn't one of them didn't change that. He'd almost been killed by fucking weasels for shit's sake. So, while they didn't normally live beyond their physical primes of six or seven hundred years, they could.


What if one did? An Aes'r with a grudge towards their own people entire. An outcast? Hmm…yeah. A criminal, exiled from the home of their kin for some action. They might take it personally, might decide to start playing chess with the scattered, disjointed peoples of Prespang, while everybody else was playing checkers between their clans. If you could plot a line of movements that played out beyond a single Valin or Jormun lifespan you were almost impossible to counter. You could play slowly, building pressure points that would take a century to manifest force. If Machiavelli would have had millennia to work, what might he have suggested? Probably a similar strategy.


Ulric's conclusion wasn't a certainty. Science dictated one thing clearly and that was that there were no certainties, only degrees of freedom and standard deviations from average. Sometimes though, you had to go with your gut, the biocomputer in your skull did the math differently and its systems were honed by millions of years of being right or being food. Such condition made intuition a potent component of effective decision-making. Trust your instincts, Padawan, and search your feelings.


Well, his instincts said it fit, and his feelings foreboded an enemy hidden behind a screen of misdirections and subtle plots. The only thing that didn't fit was actually this past year. Why the sudden interest in the [Plateau of Ancients]? Why the hasty attack on Irielhos, which expended the majority of Prosper's mage forces? For some reason, the enemy was, after such careful strategy, in a hurry.


Oh, duh, Ulric. They're old now. Dying, maybe. They need to see it done, and soon, or they won't live to realize their vengeance. Or something, he couldn't pin that one down very well. Something had their knickers knotted to get on with the horrorshow.


With the calculus done and some reasonable confidence intervals on its being a real answer, the next question was clearly this: What are you going to do about it, Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade]?


He was pretty certain the solution remained the same. There was once a military strategy game, of notorious difficulty requiring rapid multitasking and precise execution of troop movements, incomplete knowledge of the field of combat, and some amount of luck involved in interpreting and out-maneuvering your opponent. One of the sages who was a master of the craft had this to say: When the enemy is doing something strange, just go fucking kill them.

            

    
        Welcome to Winter: internet’s gone folks (not a chapter)

    
    
    
    
                Well I’ve had no internet for going on four days now, the wind hasn’t let up and the freeze is on. Gotta love winter in the hills. Chapters will be up soon as possible, didnt want to just leave people twisting in the wind waiting. My guess? With the snow tomorrow it’ll be Wednesday before service gets restored.

Maybe longer. This’ll teach me not to have unlimited data plans. 


Anyhow I hope everyone is enjoying book three so far. I haven’t finished writing the draft yet for the whole thing but I’m getting kind of close to it I think. I started a side project over Christmas more something to play with than an actual book, but if it ever gets to the point that I think there’s enough to be worth reading I think I’ll put it up.

Work eats most of my daily ration of fucks to give though so I dont see making progress on two projects. After book three maybe I will have some time to devote to it, this was the last of the planned books. I’m a shameless pantser though so who knows? As long as its fun to write and I think I have a story worth telling I’ll keep finding ways to shit on my MC’s peace.

welp that’s it then I’ve rambled long enough.

EDIT for posterity

It's 1/19/2019 and I was mistaken, we haven't had internet now for a week and a half and it's looking like two full weeks before it's back.  Meanwhile, at 4:40am, we got a winter wonderland out here with all the snow.  stay safe out there.

            

    
        Chapter 152: Barbarian Samples City Life, Does Not Enjoy It

    
    
    
    
                Ulric slept late into the next morning following his late night with the cantankerous but not obnoxious Elder Beastkin. He knew it was late thanks to the angle of light entering his avenue-facing window. Clear glass, so rare in Celestin and not to be found at all amongst the Iriel'en and Legranel, revealed the bustle of Bartala. Already Valin of the humble classes were about their business. Goods were brought in, charted for customs, and stored. Other times shipments destined for distant ports were packaged carefully, tallied again for customs logs, and transported to outgoing ships. Say that for a bunch that used trade like a thug might wield a club, the Merchant Lords kept a tight leash on what shit was going where. Which made sense, they were both merchants and lords, and that meant being good at knowing what went where and how to own it.


"Uuugh!" Groaned the slightly hungover man, recalling the protracted conversation with Varrock.


He'd promised to go with the old wolf as his plus one. Ulric hated weddings. Loathed them. All that pomp and ceremony because two people had decided they would bonk often and, if not exclusively, then in tandem. Worse still, marriage was a legal proceeding, in addition to a social one. The combination of ye household and all that bilk. A tradition long dead before the collapse of his world, thankfully.


In this case, however, there was no getting out of it. Ulric had given his word and amongst the changes to his perceptions in the past Earth year, though it was only half of one by Vardan reckoning, lying was not among those changes. Damn it.


"Aaah weeellll," Moaned Ulric to the unsympathetic walls of his room, "Maybe there'll be pretty girls, not that I can now do anything about that, it'll just be a nice break from the endless wilderness and rough folk. Or maybe a fight will break out, I bet that geezer of a wolf could get a tree to take a swing at him if he had a mind to."


Ulric recalled the sharp look the Lupid had directed momentarily last night, scanning the room with predatorial intensity. That was not the look of a tame merchant or a humble farmer. That was a fighter, assessing the lay of things before he relaxed his guard. He had to wonder why the old man had found favor for him. Ulric wasn't not only not a Lupid, he wasn't even a Beastkin.


"I'll ask him sometime." He announced aloud, "Maybe he has a soft spot for Twice Born migrants from Earth."


Quickly, Ulric brought his hands up to slap his cheeks a couple of times, to help throw off the remnant wool in his brain. It didn't really work, but the half hour of exercises and meditation did, carried out in the buff so he didn't further swamp ass his clothes. He hated not having access to regular baths. The Iriel'en had spoiled him. How he missed the great stone and timber room with its steaming, perfectly relaxing water. Not in the mood to wait around for a tub, Ulric wetted a towel and wiped himself down applying a small, acrid bar of soap to help remove the worst of the grime, as was his habit before bed as he'd traveled.


The wedding was slated for that evening. Varrock's clan liked to hold them at dusk, some tradition regarding the end of two lives to celebrate the birth of a singular one or some shit.


Alright there, grumpy pants, Ulric scolded himself, it ain't shit, it's their custom and you'll not be an ass just because you don't like weddings. Sometimes you gotta know when you're being pissy. Hangovers were a good time to assume that to be the case and remain extra vigilant.


While he fixed his attitude, Ulric threw on a fresh set of underthings and the spare shirt, pants, and travel robe from his pack, the ones Taipan had ordered made for him in Seinajok. They smelled like they'd sat inside his pack but at least they weren't caked in ten-plus days of hard travel. The odor would fade as he strolled the streets, the inland sea air carried the oh-so-memorable briney fragrance of salt. It pervaded the city and Ulric wouldn't smell like a leather sack for long. Hoisting his pack and affixing the vorpal blade to his back, Ulric locked the room behind him and descended the stairs.


A glance towards the half-full common room revealed more people than had been there when he'd checked in yesterday, the steady influx of travelers accumulating primarily in these lower districts as opposed to the swankier ones. Ulric had mapped out a significant portion of this lower district, although nowhere near all of it. Even so, he wanted to spread out his exploration. It wouldn't do to look too much like he was canvassing the joint. Perhaps he might even find someone who would wish to make a purchase of some [Azure Cedar] and [Azure Cedar] accessories, since that was what Taipan had filled his wagon with before she departed for her homeland. Too bad he was fresh out, although he still had some odds and ends left over, and he suddenly realized he was strategizing to please his wife, when they eventually reunited. Damn, he'd been trained. Hateful daylight bounced off his retinas immediately on leaving the Inn, while he absorbed his defeat at Taipan's hands. This south-facing door was taking the full brunt of the Twins and Ulric was not a fan.


He ducked into the relative shade of the alley that connected the main thoroughfare to a smaller avenue. Stone did not click as loudly as once it did beneath his boots, Ulric had learned some degree of control over his steps. He was no Aes'r, but he'd say he wasn't far off it. Just give him another couple of decades to really get it down.


There were few mysteries left to this part of town, the Twice Born man had already mapped the immediate vicinity of the inn. Instead of wasting his morning seeing more of the same, Ulric sought out the port. From his ridgetop view he'd seen the docks arranged along the seaside quay in the second tier of the Mot and Bailey organized city. Several long stairs and even a few switch-backed ramps for wagons and other wheeled conveyance descended down to the floating docks. Ulric wanted to get a closer look at the setup of the piers and the ships moored therein. That meant crossing through the interior wall and its miniature gate into the next echelon of Bartalan society. He was greeted by a couple of skeptical guards. They demanded an Argentum Knight for entry. It was brigandry under the honest light of the suns is what it was and Ulric named it thusly as he handed over the coin. The guards smiled under their helmets as they weighed their purse, knowing it was sanctioned theft and that there was nothing he could do about it.


Harlan's words were proving true. Ulric didn't receive much in the way of overt hostility, he was picking up some subtle hints that the barbarians of the Outer Reaches were not lightly trifled with. That didn't stop anybody from finding more pernicious ways to fuck with him though. He could argue with the guards, call all kinds of attention to himself, probably get stonewalled, and be turned away from the gate all the same. Next time he tried going through he had little doubt in that scenario the cost would have gone up. It was the way of petty corruption. It was also a flaw in the operation of the city. When the guards took bribes and extorted from the populace freely it told a story that they were not compensated adequately with their normal wages. That represented a failure of leadership and a potential for him to find or create holes in security. Wunderbar.


Glad was Ulric to lose some money to find soft places in the enemy. Still, it rankled to be treated like a second-class citizen. Even minor injustices had always stuck hard in his craw, the rules were rules for a reason. Disregarding them freely undermined society at large, regressed civilization. Some people said he was just uptight and finicky. He said they were cattle, led by a bell for promise of straw. Those conversations did not typically end productively.


What was that? Was someone judging him for being an asshole? Never mind, must be the wind.


For his money, Ulric was treated to a significant upscale of Bartalan society. The distribution of peoples, their features, hues, and health were mostly the same but where the armbands, rings, and chains had been copper below they were undoubtedly Argentum up here. The silver alloy glistened bright in the morning suns, with never a bit of tarnish to impugn its honor. Definitely, Ulric was seeing the money literally concentrate upwards within the city and within the higher tier of Bartala. It struck Ulric that the whole thing was a bit flagrantly on the nose. He supposed power liked to be noticed and that wealth stratification did often lead to physical stratification. Gentrification. Was that the term for it? Ulric questioned himself. Maybe. Moving on.


For all that the people of the tier of the city next to the bottom showed a rather large jump in wealth, the structures and architecture did little to reflect that. The same heavy stone and unadorned timbers comprised the buildings, the steepled towers showed perhaps a bit more in the way of decoration, the odd gargoyle here maybe a little extra flair in the stonework there, but nothing outrageous. The biggest shift was that there were not so many warehouses here in this part of the city. They still existed, Ulric watched a wagon haul a load of some kind of fragrant fish into one, briny salt wafting from behind those walls more intensely than the ambient air, which probably meant that the catch was fresh and being dried and preserved, but where the lower tier was almost exclusively warehousing along the wide avenues, they were more intermittent up here.


Were the goods stratified, in addition to the peoples? Perhaps he was seeing higher value goods, of which there was naturally a lower supply, being also located distinctly from the more peasant-oriented foodstuffs and raw materials.


Ulric was fascinated by that prospect. If true, then he should keep his eyeballs peeled for what the folk of Bartala considered valuable.


As he walked through the second tier, his suspicions were, if not confirmed, given support by the contents of the storage and exchange pavilions. There was a shift away from simple food stuffs to more perishable items. The cavernous warehouses of raw grains, potato-looking tubers, and sacks of flour below weren't quite as prevalent. In their place were smaller caches of fresh produce, cabbages or something similar, tomatoes, beets, these were items that Ulric would not have expected to be in such supply, given that harvests could no way have been in yet. He might be looking at the result of the shipping network, bringing goods from across the southern and northern hemispheres of Varda. Very interesting.


In addition to the produce was a prevalence of meats, some wrapped, some dried, and some hanging freshly butchered, the pavers in those squares running red with the remains of drained beasts. Now that was a smell that overpowered the salty air. Bitter iron assaulted his nostrils every time he passed those mass butcheries, leaving no doubt as to what was going on behind the road frontage. It was interesting that there was so little openness to the design of the city. In a wild divergence from the open courtyards and wide squares of Trachn'ir, Batala had almost a closed-in arrangement wherein the roads were isolated from the goings on inside of these pavilions. A sturdy wood front, where it wasn't the stone of the buildings, rose starkly at the sidewalk, which effectively turned the ground level of the city into a maze of streets.


Of course, meats weren't the only thing different. Fruits were commonly on display and eateries abounded. In fact, now that he was paying attention to it, it appeared that there was a heavy emphasis on actual cooking at this level. Food smells were permeating the air, and many of the wide doors opened into squares of tables, outdoor hearths, griddles, big dome-shaped ovens, and a wide assortment of folk taking breakfast while the cooks hustled their asses off. He hadn't eaten yet, this was a good time to pause his inventory of the city to investigate the doings of the wealthier folk.


Ulric received a few looks askance as he strode through the sliding gate of a random eatery, attracted by the spices being employed here, which roused his appetite thoroughly. It didn't take long to figure out why. There weren't any travelers from below here. Ulric seemed to have wandered into the more affluent part of town as he'd been too entranced by examination of the various holdings and musing on the implications of the first signs of a more global trade apparatus. In addition to that, Ulric was also the only guy openly carrying a weapon. Now that he really stopped to pay attention, many of these people didn't even have a belt knife sheathed at their hips. Holy fuck how had he missed that? Every single Elf had an individualized, if not ornate, long knife on their person. All of them. From the most humble to the most affluent. Here? Maybe a quarter, perhaps even less.


There was something incredibly important about that simple observation but he was damned if he could figure out what it might be. In any case, he was now doing the opposite of what he wanted to be doing: standing out. A watchful eye had seen the process for obtaining grub, approach a purser who would collect a few Bronze Squires and then he would have a plate offered with his choice of the cooked items being produced, like some kind of outdoor Hibachi grill. There was a queue at most of the kiosks.


The simple act of standing in a line was comforting, for some reason. Lines meant order, order meant rules, and rules meant some degree of civilization similar to his own. Never a great fan of people, Ulric was a fan of civilization. Moreso now than when he'd died, he now knew what the absence of civilization resulted in. But only when those rules were applied evenly to all. Which was the root of the imposition that was now before him.


Ulric presented himself to the man standing behind the desk who collected the three Eld, or Bronze, Squires from each and every person who approached. Thirty base units of currency, a high but not unreasonable sum for a quality meal. That was not what awaited. When Ulric came to the desk, the purser smiled in a way that did not suggest there was anything funny at all and said "One Sil Drake." with a sneering tone.


Hand frozen in the act of delivering the three metal coins he'd readied to hand over as he'd waited in line, as any not raised by animals would do, Ulric's eyes narrowed.


"What did you just say?"


The purser smiled wider than before, in that same smug, nasal tone, repeating the impossible phrase "One Sil Drake."


Ulric was an alien on this planet. He was also not familiar with the habits and cultures of this world or its peoples to a highly refined degree. Still less was he absolutely certain about the coinage and weights and worths of goods and plenty, other than their numerical representations. But. By the Twinned Suns circling above his head, there was no godsdamned way he was going to be paying a million units for a thirty-unit meal, which was the difference between a single Sil Drake and three Eld Squires. And, for the love of all that is sacred, he could afford to, a thousand times over. But that was not the point.


Heads had turned and Ulric was aware that he was now being watched with similarly smug eyes scattered across the square. Some of them, at least, had the decency to look ashamed. Was this all that the humans of this world amounted to? Disappointing.


There was a little mark-up for an outsider's room at the peak of a busy season, and then there was this. The markup was a bit of tongue-in-cheek harassment, a visitor's tax of sorts. Happened all the time, even in his own world in a modern society. But this here, this was an insult. Ulric was not in the mood to be insulted. Ulric was not in the mood to be insulted before a crowd of jumped-up savages in Gucci armbands, who thought themselves superior for being born in a place that may or may not be subsidizing genocide. If these people would like to be entertained, then they should get what they want. And choke on it.


Calmly, Ulric's hand returned to his purse and he withdrew the silver coin blazoned with a dragon's skull, its crown of horns catching the light of the morning suns.


The purser's eyes widened as Ulric laid the coin on the kiosk surface, his finger pressing down hard enough that he was probably imprinting the coin's markings into the wood. He held the eyes of the purser and, with deceptive speed, snatched the front of the man's shirt with his other hand and drug the startled face to within a few centimeters of his own.


"You will take this coin that you asked for, you unloved fucking bastard, and you will make change to return to me for all but three Eld Squires, or I will break you in half over this desk." Ulric told him with careful pronunciation and a tone that calmly announced great violence in the near future.


Panic visibly took hold of the man. Ulric watched the adrenaline cause the purser to break out in sweat, his face paled, and he looked like he might become sick. He'd tried to pull away and gone nowhere, and his hands scrabbled futilely for a few moments as they attempted to free himself from Ulric's grip. It felt like a child was trying to break loose. Ulric was sort of waiting for somebody to come over and raise issue, to intervene.


Nothing. Nobody moved, not one in a pavilion where at least two dozen were present, seated or otherwise. A thought came to him that seemed like it had its origin in a different age. Cowards, one and all. And this one. Why would a man so frail try to insult his betters? Which brought him to his next point. Why was Ulric better than this man? Strength? Maybe. But not just of arms. No one with any decency would attempt this sort of dishonest, intentional slight, for no better cause than to enjoy the suffering. It was cruel and petty. Cruel and petty people shouldn't be allowed to continue being so. However you had to go about fixing them.


"Weakling." Observed Ulric without particular anger, he was well past that now.


"I will now count to five. You have until then to save your own worthless life by giving me my change." Ulric casually declared.


"One."


"I'm sorry, it's a joke…a…I…I didn't mean it. P, Please let me go." Blabbered the idiot, wasting a fifth of his life.


"Two."


"Oh gods please, no, oh gods…" chanted the fool, before he finally realized he needed to start making change and that he'd wasted forty percent of his life.


"Three."


"Hallowed be the gods in their halls and the stars in the sky, your mercy on my soul be, your…" prayed the dying man as his fingers worked, counting out coin.


"Four."


"…and I won't ever do it again, I swear it." the prayer had turned into beseeching of a different sort, and he seemed to be struggling at carrying a ten.


"Five."


"Done! Gods! Please don't kill me!" The purser cried, figuring out that all he'd needed to do was count nine Sil Knights, nine Sil Squires, nine Eld Drakes, nine Eld Knights, and seven Eld Squires in his final moments.


And a good thing that the folk in this place were so wealthy that he'd had the coins to do it. Not bad mental maths, considering the conversion factor of a thousand Eld Servants to one Sil Servant. Ulric wasn't sad that the purser got to live. He just wanted to be treated fairly and, if that meant folding the purser in half, well, then it meant folding the purser in half.


While this minor drama unfolded the peanut gallery grew increasingly alarmed. When the last coin hit the kiosk surface a collective held breath released audibly. There. They got their entertainment for the morning, some schmuck learns an important lesson about personal responsibility, and Ulric got breakfast. Everybody wins, right?


"Thank you for your service, young man. Good day." Ulric said, sweeping the change from the kiosk surface into his coin pouch.


He was handed a shaking plate and took it without rancor. The lesson had been learned and that was all that mattered. For the both of them.


Gods, violence really was the answer. No amount of arguing, appealing to common courtesy, or imploring that justice be upheld would have resolved that situation favorably. The only way to prevent the abuse was to destroy your antagonist. Or be willing to, with their full awareness of that fact. Sad. But also true. Ulric didn't get to write the rules around here, he just needed to know what they were. That was a big one.


Now that rightness was returned to the world, Ulric could be about finding out what smelled so good from the street. It was a combination of grilled meat kebab and sushi roll. It was also excellent and Ulric ate six of them, washing them down with some orange-red juice that tasted like pineapple mixed with mango, sweet and rich. None of the other patrons would meet his eye, which was for the best. As low as Ulric's expectations had been, these Bartalan had failed to reach the bar. Now he understood why the missing knives were relevant.


The knives were a statement about personal accountability and the acknowledgment that a man's life was his own, to be defended by his own hand and his words were weighed against the knives of the other men around him. At least, that was the way amongst the Iriel'en and, to a lesser extent, the Aes'r he'd met throughout Orlethrem. Even that fool Sam'sav Morion, spoiled Lordling of the Zelussin who had attempted to usurp Ulric's claim to the Ancient Glade, had understood and accepted his agency in events. Even when the choices made arrived at the point of his own death.


The lack was the manifestation of an absence of cultural appreciation for the worth of one's own life, the responsibility for choices and consequences for poor ones. In many ways, it was a similar failing of his old world's society. People did not internalize the value of their own lives, they assumed that they would be protected, that it was the responsibility of the rules and civil infrastructure at large for their safety and prosperity. They had lost the need for self-preservation. The people of Ulric's world had, finally, evolved a civilization that was almost entirely beyond the brutal savagery that might require one man to murder another for a spoken word or deed and the need to be ready to repel such aggressions.


That was not the case on Varda. At all. But these people seemed to believe it was. Fools, the lot of them. And now he knew why Harlan and his kin looked down on the folk inside the walls. Fenced in, placidly bored, needless, and harmless. Except where they were utterly destitute and without hope. They were tamed, or, maybe, dominated. No wonder the prospect of a war with the distant Elves did not trouble them. None of these Bartalan would see a whisper of it, nor would they raise a hand in anger until, maybe even decades from now, the Elves carved a path to the city to have their vengeance for Prosper's butchery.


That put another pin in Ulric's intentions to wipe out the Merchant Lords. They were neutering their own populace, for the sake of maintaining control.


Fuck he missed his hand-carved hut in the glade, Prespang already grated on his nerves. Nerves. Ulric's were shot, he realized. Between the huge numbers of strange people, the stress of the situation, being in enemy territory, and the prolonged aggravation of the drive from the Moot, Ulric was trending hard toward the hostile.


The hints were there. Suddenly the Innkeeper and Varrock's sideways comments clicked into place "staring like a hungry wolf towards sheep", "greetings young hunter", "nose to the wind and hackles quick to rise", these were all unsubtle references to the edge with which Ulric was carrying himself. Not anger, really, but a distinctly adversarial bearing. Some part of him had labeled these people Enemy and he was subconsciously behaving accordingly. Except that the jerk off manning the eatery register really did need somebody to fix his attitude. Perhaps threatening to break him in half was a bit much.


Emotional intelligence wasn't his strong suit but Ulric was pretty sure that having Taipan around had been a kind of security blanket. He didn't feel as exposed, knowing his lethal partner was holding his back. With her by his side he had always felt some sense of invincibility. Without her he was a little raw and his response was to lean harder towards a predatory mindset. Prey and rivals abounded and he was in another monster's lair where he had to remain vigilant against all threats. Huh. How about that? He wasn't sure what to do with this information, but who knew when self-actualization might come in handy?


When Ulric stood to leave, he could almost feel the relief from the Bartalans within the square. Fuck'em. Bunch of pets, rolling around for their master's treats. This had to be a recent thing, there was no way any civilization like this stand for long unless they were overwhelmingly powerful. That old Wolfkin could likely kill half the pavilion before they could stop him. Christ wouldn't even slow down on his way through the whole lot. All the promising ones must get drafted into the army, an intentional selection to control the bravest and most likely to resist being swamped by all this passivity. Take the aggressive ones and separate them out, direct them towards a manufactured enemy.


Not bad, Evil Dick, Ulric praised the imagined progenitor of this war. Not bad at all. He wasn't above recognizing when an opponent played well and smartly. It merely meant that he had a better idea of what he was up against. And how he might destroy them.


So thoroughly had these people been conquered they didn't even view themselves as such. Ulric could use that. Just look at how they'd responded to his overt threat against the bastard trying to extort him for giggles. They'd frozen, the whole lot of them. Like rabbits. There was a cold logic to it. If the population was toothless and suppressed they would pose less chance of resisting domestically so that attention could be directed to exerting influence abroad. The populace had to be complicit so that resources and attention could be focused on the war in Orlethrem. Anything else would give the Elves time to get their feet underneath them. So long as he stayed away from the professional soldiers under Prosper's direct control, Ulric had a feeling he was unmatched in combat potential.


Truly, he was behind the enemy lines. From here, he might be able to do terrible, terrible damage to the infrastructure that powered Prosper's engines, the ports.


The seed of a plan formed, but he wasn't ready to look at it yet. Let it marinate for a little while.


With that in mind, Ulric strolled through the streets, moving along with the crowds unhurried. He mapped the positions of various businesses, the storehouses for valuable foodstuffs, and whatever looked like it might be destroyed most easily for maximum impact. Inevitably this took him to the dockside. There were a dozen access points, arrayed over a couple of kilometers. The scale of the Bartalan port dwarfed Trachn'ir. The docks themselves were stone, not wood, which precluded a fast-spreading fire as a way to shut them down. The piers were wooden though, which might prove vulnerable. He'd gone the entire length of the mighty shipping behemoth before an idea occurred to him.


What about an explosive?


He'd never had any reason to do it himself, but he'd had enough time working with and around organic chemists to have a solid set of synthesis procedures for some rather potent detonation speed compounds. Those mad men held competitions within their departments for who could make the most sensitive, highest-yield substances possible, and a rather hefty betting pool guaranteed everybody gave it their best effort, in addition to professional pride and exclusive departmental prick-waving rights.


The synthesis wasn't the problem. The real issue always arose that, once you had these incredibly powerful explosive substances produced at scale, how do you avoid leveling your lab while you store them? The lab, and the city block along with it. A litany of accidents involving a once common fertilizer reagent came to mind. The nitrated ammonium compounds were notorious for sitting around forgotten until somebody did something everybody nearby would regret.


It was doable. More than doable. With some glassware, the right reagents, and the appropriate amount of caution he could whip together some nasty plastique-shaped charges. He even had the proper core to remotely detonate them. [Ceraunoperception] was a simple oscillation of his electromagnetic mana. A tweak could cause a metal rod in the charge blocks to spark and set off a primary explosive, like a blasting cap. He'd need to wrap them in metal foil to prevent accidental activation by static sparks or some such stupidity. It was somewhat incredible that your average materials science undergrad had at hand the training to manufacture ludicrously dangerous weapons and only barely enough wisdom not to actually go and do it.


Ulric never claimed to be a wise man.


Oh, hell yes. Yes indeed. The plan was coming together nicely. He wondered whether or not the Watcher was ever going to regret bringing him back to life.


Between his jaunt around the dock district, lunch, and a somewhat meticulous survey of the shipyards and port, where he spent over three hours simply loitering around to observe the flow of people and boats and to gather something of an idea about the protocols for onboarding vessels and their cargo. The use of handwritten logs was similar to Trachn'ir, so was the healthy number of patrolling guards.


What was a little out of the ordinary were the lighthouses.


Being on a river, Trachn'ir did not have lighthouses. Here though, rocky coasts made the things a necessity, and two of them flanked Bartala. One shown from the northwest crescent a kilometer from the exterior city wall, as best Ulric could estimate. The second was located at the southeastern portion of the port itself, essentially guaranteeing that there could be no mistaking the entryway to the harbor from the open ocean. Speaking of which, not visible from afar but crucial to the layout of the port was an artificial reef that grew in a great arc from the coast to the open ocean. Watching, he saw vessels being flagged from the port. Ulric wasn't sure why the whole port and reef situation bothered him until he realized that Bartala wasn't a natural harbor, the deep water harbor had to have been created through extensive dredging or mana-based Terramancy. Quite the undertaking. All the curves were too clean, too symmetrical to be the action of wind and wave on the irregular coastline. Also interesting was that the crest of the sea barrier could only just barely be seen below the surface of the water. Differently colored flags marked the artificial reef, which bore a regular series of stone-worked spikes, almost akin to sharpened crenellations that were peaked to take the bottoms out of vessels that attempted to come in unguided.


That explained the number of ships sitting offshore awaiting a guide boat to show them the safe entry points into the "bay"of Bartala. Ulric had excellent eyesight, and he could make out huge metal gates at a dozen different locations, operated by a single man or woman who responded to the flags and that lowered or raised to permit the keels of even the great galleons through them. They could also be raised completely to block the access points. Now that was a stroke of absolute genius. The fortification of the port meant that its navigation was, more or less, randomized, and completely controlled by the portside officials and the guide boats sent to make sure only the sanctioned entryways were utilized.


Ulric was again impressed at the farsight of such an elegant system of control. There was virtually no cheating this system, it could be adjusted on the fly by what looked like a system of pulleys and cranks and could change with very little notice, hence the colored flags to indicate which routes were currently open.


Slick. Somebody had an eye for the fine details.


Ulric watched all manner of items brought into the city from his perch on a stack of crates. His study went undisturbed. Probably because he was clearly armed and, for once since entering this gilded shitheap, his apparent barbarian heritage was doing him the favor of inducing troublemakers to find somebody the fuck else to bother. These city dwellers might look down on the tribes who scratched their livings from the harsh reaches of Prespang, but they were too toothless to directly confront the hard sons and daughters that those wastes produced. At least when those bandit pricks had ambushed him, they'd had the balls to do it with steel in their hands and a declaration of clear intent. No shifty-eyed sideways games or manufactured slights. Just good old-fashioned banditry. Honest scum would always rate higher than whatever the fuck that purser was trying to achieve.


Satisfied that he'd learned all he needed to know for the immediate future, Ulric hopped down easily from his crates and made a casual amble back towards his Inn, meticulously taking the side streets from the main causeway he'd used to navigate in. Thusly he had a somewhat comprehensive atlas of the first two tiers of Bartala when he arrived back at the familiar timbers and the half horse half fish sign that marked his Inn. He'd have to do something about those damned oxen. And the wagon full of goods. Perhaps he could buy passage on an outgoing ship, for a percentage of the coin of its sale. Hmm…later, Chief, later. You got a promise to keep and a wedding to attend.


Which means you gotta get your stank ass into a bathtub, he told himself, with a snort. It wasn't egregious but all that walking under the clear skies and ever warming days was a recipe for sweating.


Ulric found the Innkeep easily, her auburn hair standing out, as well as her slight figure and utter dominance of the stones beneath her feet. She was cleaning a series of mugs, the efficient motions of a damp rag returning them to readiness so that the bartender could dry and stow them for the evening rush.


"Highness, this one does require a bathtub." Ulric petitioned, being carefully respectful.


He'd watched this woman strike men three times her weight with a wooden baton hard enough to send them to the floor like they'd been hit by a pneumatic bolt gun of the sort used to dispatch cattle. One rise of her arm, deceptively corded with muscle beneath the dainty, milky skin revealing dress, and one fall. Bang! One more ne'erdowell to drag into the gutter out back of the joint. The bouncers were mostly for show, it had turned out. The majority of the rabble didn't have the good luck to have one of the strong arms come over and toss them from the establishment. Most were destined to face the mercy of the mistress of the inn and found that there was precious little.


The Innkeep smiled at that address, glad that she would receive no trouble from the clansman with an evil eye and the smell of trouble about him.


"It pleases the house to deliver one. I will see to it now, Honor." Said the woman with perfunctory obeisance.


A snap of fingers towards one of the girls absently sweeping the floor, more to blend into the background than to accomplish anything, brought them from their open hiding place to bend ear. Orders were conveyed with efficiency and the girl hustled off with purpose. This Innkeep was wasted here. She should be exercising her talents somewhere, like leading an army.


If he wasn't a married man currently sort of at war with these people he'd immediately court and marry this woman, content that he would live the life of a well-kept house husband. A pity. Failing that goal, Ulric would have to be sure to stay out from under her feet. As he made his way up the stair, he realized that the Innkeeper was everything his own mother had threatened him with throughout his life. It was only with the wisdom of years that he understood that a mother does not want a daughter-in-law who makes her husband happy, she wants one that keeps him out of trouble. It was with a grateful sigh that Ulric entered his room, content that he had died before his mother's curse could take hold.


Once again, grey eyes swept the room, noting the positions of everything inside and comparing it to the mental notes from just before he'd exited. Everything matched. He didn't relax until he'd relieved himself in the bathroom. There are no words for how relaxing it was to take a shit sitting down, with no chance a ravening animal would spring from the bushes to chew on one's withers. The cultural norm here was to employ a bucket of soaped water for the purpose of *ehem* hygiene following the act. Ulric was well beyond being weirded out by minor details. When you lived a life in the bush wiping yourself with leaves you prayed did not contain a contact poison that induced paralysis and debilitating rash you stopped sweating the small stuff.


Upon washing his hands, Ulric realized that his hangover was dissipated. Probably just as well too, the headache and vague nausea had put him in a vicious humor, on top of the stress he was already under. It'd be a shame if he threatened murder on some extended family or guest at Varrock's granddaughter's special day. There was a non-zero chance that was why he'd been invited by the canny old wolf in the first place.


            

    
        Chapter 153: Cleaning Up

    
    
    
    
                He'd made it back from his foray into the city with a good few hours to spare. The four-by-five-meter room was pretty closed in, which made doing his balancing exercises a little awkward, but manageable. With that in mind, Ulric stripped down, again to reduce the amount of sweat he would be introducing into his garments. Doing the laundry by hand was exactly no fun, he and Taipan had spent enough hours dunking and mauling their clothes in a stream with soap to not want to do it ever again. Cleanliness wasn't merely a matter for the finicky either. Out in the wilds, excessive body smell signaled you to the beasts, flagged your position for anything large enough to be interested in taking a whack at you. Vardan wilderness was not in short supply of beasts that qualified. Taipan was a stickler for some things and not bringing in ravening hordes was on that list, hence his newfound detest for lye soap. The laundresses of Irielhos were much missed.


He was in the middle of the exercise routine, brain off, core cycling Ceraun into his muscles and joints in a gradual process of saturation that Bathe Iriel had insisted would help refine his control and elevate his body's integration with the magic that circulated through his mana channels. Stepping into a low crouch, on the toes of one foot with the other leg extended almost parallel to the ground, heel supporting the rest of his weight he shifted, slowly, into a forward lunge, hold, straighten up vertically with the body's weight on the supporting leg with the other barely in contact with the floor. Reverse the process and repeat it with the other leg doing the supporting. All the while, Ulric tried to maintain the almost zen absence of fixed thought, losing himself to the motion and to the thrumming cycles of his core.


The difference between the highest echelon of close combat fighters and the lesser was in their ability to utilize their cores to bolster their abilities naturally, synchronizing the movement of muscle and magic. The classes augmented this process, and increased its rapidity and efficiency, like training wheels. Masters like Idra didn't need the class to facilitate his swordsmanship, he was able to deploy his full strength without thought, like he was born to it. Christ, to a far lesser extent, did the same, though that one was at the beginning of the road that Idra had spent centuries walking.


Ulric was far behind these two and, after his last examination of Taipan's status, was now farther behind Taipan than he had been when they'd joined the Legranel. Prior to that, he'd been catching up, particularly after the awakening of his core and the vast increase in the ease of controlling his Ceraunic mana. There were fits and jumps though, the growth was not smooth. Taipan had been stuck at what she called a wall, a plateau of her skills, which limited her climb in potential. Breaking through that wall had let her find a new ceiling, far above the one before. He was certain his own abilities would stagnate, the physical growth in his stats had halted months ago, courtesy of the Royal Guard conditioning and relentless Taipan's training regime. Ulric had a hunch his own wall was related to the bizarre synthesis of individual skills that had produced the ability called [Ceraun's Dance, First Movement], that little addendum being a hint that he was entering new territory.


He straightened after completing the set of motions and began his routine of pushups, dips, and core exercises. Fear was what was holding him back, as much as he hated to admit it.


Once, just when his core awakened, he'd been held in the grasp of a being that was so far beyond his mundane reality that he barely believed it. Only the lightning burns feathering his skin convinced him it was real. He'd witnessed, perhaps even called, the attention of, the Prime elemental of lightning. It was like the electromagnetic force granted consciousness, a gigantic sprite in the upper atmosphere of the planet.


The touch of its consciousness had just very nearly scoured Ulric's mind clean, which would have allowed his newly awakened core to birth a lightning elemental in the husk that remained. Spooky. The feeling of connection, with everything, like a bass vibration that sounded through reality at a fundamental level, was one of the clearest memories of that meeting. And, just for a moment, Ulric had felt that note when he'd given himself over to his instincts in a desperate moment to kill the [Amberfang] that was leaping to take Taipan's back. [Ceraun's Dance] had, so far as he could tell let him become a living lightning strike. He was pretty sure that if Smith Uldin's work wasn't so good, his sword would have melted or warped to have that kind of energy running through it.


He was now hanging from the door frame by his fingertips, removing one finger at a time to hold his weight with ever less support. Five-second holds from full grip to index fingers only. Then back to full. Then to the small finger only. Then ring only. Middle. And, now to do it all again but with only a single hand at a time. His forearms were more than burning halfway through it.


Ulric couldn't afford to let fear cripple him. He hadn't used the odd Akashic class skill since, it had fucking wrecked him for one thing and drained his core like nothing he'd ever experienced for the other. Ulric didn't like being afraid. Especially not of himself. He was going to have to find the courage to step up, summon that mantle of power again, and try to keep himself intact long enough to seize control of it. No pain, no gain.


He dropped from the door with hands almost numb and had to clench them repeatedly to squeeze the blood back into the abused digits. Pain. Just like building muscle required some element of destruction, developing his connection to the Ceraunic Knight class was going to require some damage. All to the greater good. For better or worse, Ulric was [Lord of the Ancient Glade]. That was going to bring challenges, threats, and responsibilities. It already had. His new life hung in the balance hinged around simple might. He'd have laughed it off if his failure didn't also have a chance of hurting other people. Being responsible for other people was not something Ulric was comfortable with. Nearly his entire life in the Before, he'd been alone, and happy for it. At no point had he ever had what might be considered a relationship that entailed someone depending utterly on him.


The Iriel'en needed him to succeed. The Aes'r as a whole, needed him to succeed. They weren't defenseless, weren't helpless victims. Far from it. But if he didn't manage to at least throw a wrench into the machine that was Prosper's dominance of Prespang they faced a grim future of being slowly whittled away by superior numbers. The Legranel had already lost the ruling line, to a man, and were now reestablishing their chain of command. The mad gambit to send a hit squad of hard-to-come-by Adept Mages to remove the Iriel family had failed, sort of. It hadn't killed the Iriels, but it had sorely weakened them in the short term. Enough that the impending attack on the newly discovered Havens had a chance to succeed, wiping out most of what constituted Iriel's people. If the core of Orlethrem fell, it wouldn't take long to isolate and destroy the rest.


A loud knock shook him out of his brooding. There came the smooth turning of the mechanisms of the lock and the door swung inwards. A couple of the Inn's hired hands walked in hauling the big wooden tub. The young man and similarly aged woman, perhaps just a few years shy of his own apparent age, made easy work of getting the turned in the hall and partially into the room. They halted abruptly and stared at him incredulously, for some reason. Did he have something on his face?


As the pair's cheeks reddened slightly Ulric realized that he was still standing in the middle of his room, buck-naked, and covered in sweat. Oh. Oh dear. Well, they hadn't exactly given him time to dress now, had they? Now was the time to fuck with them.


Grinning widely Ulric ushered the pair in with a welcoming wave of his hand, "Come, come, thank you so very much for bringing the tub! Just throw it any old place, please."


The pair wilted as he approached to tug at the tub and pull it fully inside his apartment. Neither one would meet his eyes and also worked hard not to look at the heathen barbarian so carelessly flaunting himself in front of them. Gods this joke never got old.


"You'll have to forgive my state of dress, or rather, the lack. I prefer to take my exercise without the interference of stifling clothes. The better to ease movement, you know." He issued the fake apology with bubbly cheerfulness.


The pair nearly fled, but found their courage and faced him down with every last ounce of professional decorum.


"Our pardon, guest, we did not mean to interrupt. Did you still require the bath? We can return later, it is no problem. At all." The man said hurriedly, hoping to escape.


"Oh, no, no problem, I did ask for the bath, after all. Not your fault I grew impatient and forgot myself in the exertion. No, no, I couldn't trouble you to move this thing again. Please, proceed, carry on as if I weren't even here." Ulric responded, cutting off the retreat.


"Er. It takes a moment to fill the tub, honored guest, perhaps you would be more comfortable waiting with clothes on? The air holds a slight chill. Very slight. Umm…not that it shows." The woman offered, trying desperately to find a way out of this trap.


"Really? The winds carry a refreshing breeze most days on the expanse outside your high walls, in its absence I could not tell. Thank you for your consideration, but I am quite comfortable. Please, do go on a bath after working up a sweat is a joy I do look forward to." Ulric replied easily, well aware that there was no evident chill.


The pair exchanged a brief glance of doomed acceptance before resigning themselves.


With his eyes locked firmly over Ulric's shoulder, the man raised his arms over the tub and Ulric felt a sensation from his mana sense, a feeling of dampness, like a gathering fog. The woman joined him, staring devoutly into the bottom of the tub. The air thickened somewhat and water began to condense in a growing sphere over the tub. Ulric watched this process with fascination. He had so much to learn about magic and its uses. He didn't know exactly how the pair were coordinating their spellwork but the lack of apparent effort suggested they were sharing the magical load. The growth of the water orb accelerated until it just almost grew larger than the diameter of the tub before it broke apart, falling in heavy rain to fill the tub to three-quarters of its height. The pair released a heavy breath before the man lowered a hand into the water and his eyes grew distant as he concentrated on weaving his next spell.


A few moments passed without any evident change but, within a count of ten, the surface of the bath began to give off gentle steam.


The man withdrew his hand and lowered the rolled-up sleeve. He turned and, with an almost apologetic nod towards the woman, fled with as much dignity as he could.


A glare from his abandoned partner followed him, promising retribution. She cut off, recalling her duties, and returned to trying very hard to not look at him, failing, and then trying again. Alright, alright, he'd let her off the hook, now that her moral support was gone.


"Thank you, very much, the both of you. I appreciate your diligence, and the hospitality of this house. Here, for the trouble." Ulric said, digging through his purse briefly for a pair of Eld Knights.


Tipping was not a norm in his prior life, nor was it a thing within Irielhos. The Duties were compensated commensurate with their responsibilities, that is to say exceedingly well both in stipend and respect from the residents of the fortress. Elsewhere though, tips were common, especially for the servers, maids, and cooks. Taipan had trained him in the appropriate habits of remuneration.


The poor serving girl's eyes widened slightly at the carvings on the coins, a larger weight than she would have expected from this uncultured heathen, but she received them gladly and both went into her purse. Ulric knew with certainty that there would not be an even split, given that her partner had so ruthlessly abandoned her. It was fair, courage had its reward, sometimes.


A brief dip of chin and raise of dress hem and hurried, "Your generosity gladdens, call the house for any further needs, Honored Guest." before she pivoted in place and fairly well dashed into the hall, cutting like a running back to break sightline with the room.


Ahh yes. Now that was a nice diversion. Ulric went to the door and gently closed it before he retrieved a bar of soap and lowered himself with a contented sigh into the water, heated just below his ideal but acceptably hot. Glorious.


Try as you might, there was only so much that could be accomplished with a wet rag. A good full soak just scratched a different itch. Ulric didn't leave the tub until the water had cooled to room temperature and left a measurable amount of his weight in grime, exfoliated skin, and clay that refused to part from him. His hair was also properly degreased.


Which reminded him, his grooming was, shall we say, insufficient for attending an official proceeding as a guest. It would not do to bring embarrassment to the host and Ulric could not abide rudeness. Taking advantage of the water, Ulric shaved himself over the tub, removing the fast-growing beard that had taken over his lower jaw and cheeks while traveling from the Moot. He went ahead and trimmed his hair as well. Cutting your own hair with a belt knife is a thing that takes patience and a damned sharp knife. Ulric had both. He still could not recommend it where even a middling barber with a pair of shears was available. Even so, by the time the Twins were well into their descent, he had assumed an almost presentable visage.


He had to admit, he did rugged but civilized well.


A knock on his door sounded and the still naked man considered another round of "Come on up then!" but decided against it. Too much of a good thing ruined its enjoyment.


"A moment, if you please! I will be dressed presently." Ulric announced.


It only took a few minutes to don his garments and stomp his feet into his boots to settle them on his socked feet.


He opened the door and saw that it was Varrock, the Lupid Beastkin wearing a rather fine red coat of wool with silk, a somewhat rare commodity here, sewn into interesting depictions of wolves hunting great stags through a stylized forest. It almost looked like ink art, with broad strokes and abstract shapes, but done in black silk. Ulric appreciated the workmanship of Varrock's finery.


"Good to see you, Old Man Varrock. I trust that we are on time?" Ulric greeted the Elder Beastkin.


The low growling voice answered without particular venom, "Certainly, I would not be late to the decline of my line. It is good to know that you had a face under all that scruff. Valin never do grow beards properly."


Ulric had to smile at the grumpy old codger. Normal people would simply say "Clean shave." and move on. Varrock was too much the irascible coot to settle for such niceties. His grandmother, may her hell-cat soul rest in peace, would have got on swimmingly with this guy.


"Right then. Let us go so that I may see all the workings of the great Varrock be made to shit through subpar matrimony." Ulric said, digging the old wolf a little in return.


"Agh, you only twist the knife you irritating pup! It hurts almost as much as my head did this morning. Thanks to you, for returning me to my room, there may be some redeeming qualities for you yet." The Lupid said, squeezing in his gratitude while bitching, which was the only way you were going to receive it.


A nod of acknowledgment was sufficient, he wouldn't judge the Beastkin too harshly, not knowing the full depth of the man's misery regarding his clan's loss of stature over the years.


"Lead us on then, Varrock. I will be your second." Ulric told him, with a gesture down the hall.


The Wolfkin drew himself up, straightening his spine to face what came, and he announced their departures like a captain launching into rough surf and stormy seas, "We go."


The golden light of the Twins was dimmed by the heavy cloud cover that had threatened since yesterday. A storm was blowing in and the darkness of the skies promised some rough weather. The gusts hadn't yet started to herald the rain's arrival but it would come not far following the fall of dark, if Ulric's experience were not nothing.


Through the main avenues, Varrock led the odd couple, both striding in comfortable silence. Ulric was surprised when the Beastkin took them up to the gate to the second tier, paying for their passage. The guards did not attempt to ransom Ulric this time, apparently respecting the Elder Beastkin's reputation. They continued to make their way through the city, the sidewalks busy but not terribly so. Ulric wore his sword, at Varrock's insistence. Some curious glances were directed towards the pair but that wasn't exactly surprising. The old boy cleaned up nicely and his gait, steady and confident suggested that he owned the ground he walked. Only people who commanded respect and had the ability to back it up carried themselves in such a way. That fact was reinforced when the Lupid took them up to the gate of the third and penultimate tier of Bartala, which Ulric had not yet entered. A Sil Squire was the fee to enter, which was a considerable sum to simply be allowed to walk through the gate but the Wolfkin didn't so much as blink.


Forget mere surprise, Ulric was now mighty curious what had this surprising coot drinking himself into a coma in a, please grant me forgiveness Innkeeper, oh thou of righteous fury, do not strike me, dive.


There was a possibility that Varrock had slightly understated his clan's fortunes. Seemed like something the old goat would do.


"I heard an interesting rumor earlier this afternoon, while I made a few last round arrangements." the Wolfkin said, with thinly veiled humor.


"Oh?" Ulric replied noncommital, he wasn't sure where this was going.


"Indeed. A long-time Captain of a trading vessel I know said he witnessed a barbarian savage threaten to break a café attendant in half and shake him down for most of a Sil Drake." The Elder Lupid said with a carefully neutral tone, struggling not to reveal his amusement.


"Ah. Yes. That." Ulric said, a little bashful about his loss of temper.


"In point of fact," Ulric remonstrated, "I did not shake him down for most of a Sil Drake. He asked for one, instead of the three Eld Squires that was the real price of the meal, and I gave him a count of five to make change. On his life."


Now the Lupid couldn't restrain a chuckle any longer and shook his head at the younger man, whose overwhelming lack of subtlety reminded him of the simpler, more honest days in his homeland. It would seem that the old ways were alive and well in whatever backwater from which the Clansman prince haled. Varrock did not know why they had sent one of their scions into the world, carrying his fortune and a blade that must have been a clan treasure by its craftsmanship, but it had the scent of a tale worth telling.


"You must understand, young hunter, that such things are not done in prosperous, safe, domesticated Bartala." Offered the elder to the younger man, not willing to scold for a course of action he respected, and yet which might lead to trouble.


"These folk, these well-bred, well-kempt citizens of one of the jewels of Prespang, they have no idea that bringing insult towards a man is a thing that might have consequences. It is not their way, especially not where the Magistrate would never support the honor of a barbarian over the word of a citizen. Prosper's laws are written for their sakes, to keep the peace so that coin continues to flow, personal integrity does not enter into it." Instructed Varrock, still fighting back a grin at the imagined sight of the poor attendant, probably feeling for the first time the threat for his own life.


With a brief considering pause, he reflected musingly, "To hold one's life on their name and deed, it is a thing of the Wastes, the Reaches, and, I suppose, of those most reclusive Tree Sleepers in Iriel, if rumors are to be believed. Harsh lands and hard lives breed respect for one's word, and its use. These people," gestured the Lupid contemptuously, "have never struggled for their lives before beasts or bandits or desperate rivals with nothing to lose and everything to gain by their death. They do not understand." Reflected the Beastkin with a note of sadness in his tone.


They walked along in silence for a few more moments, Ulric taking in the advice of the old salt and appreciating that he cared enough to offer any.


"But I will say, that in the hold where I was born and raised, if a man attempted such an intentional deception they would have their throat torn and the tribe would not bury them, that, even dead, their shame would not be hidden from the skies." Added Varrock eventually.


Ulric smiled at that piece of information. The old boy was a solid sort and everything he'd learned of him and his clan said that they were folk of hardy nature, honest, and fair. If they were a little hard-edged and quick to anger, Ulric couldn't judge. Prosper's hegemony had done the Lupid clans an ill turn, isolating and fragmenting them. They had also, through the draft selections of the Baron of Bartala, recruited heavily from them. To the detriment of the clans.


"Thank you for your wisdom, Elder. I find little patience for the small cruelties these people seem so willing to inflict. As for the magisters…well, their writ extends to the walls of this city in my eyes and Varda is vast." Ulric said to his new drinking buddy, fishing a little for the Lupid's disposition.


He wasn't disappointed.


The wolfish grin was back in full as he grumbled, "If it did not bring the full weight of Prosper's army down on my people, a magister would not show his back to the grass outside Bartala."


The smiled faded quickly though as Varrock lamented, "I could lay a hundred wrongs deserving of blood at their feet. Alas, I have children. And those children have children. It is not in this old man's heart to put their lives at stake, even for justice."


Yeah. Ulric understood that. Sometimes the cost was too high. Sometimes you had too much to lose to do the right thing so you chose a bunch of less right things. The decline of Varrock's clan was a case study in compromise. But he couldn't blame the Beastkin for their reluctance to escalate, to call down Prosper's might on his folk. The nail that sticks up gets hammered down.


            

    
        Chapter 154: Wedding Party

    
    
    
    
                Varrock continued to lead them through the most evidently affluent region of Bartala yet. This must be the commercial and artisanal district. Everywhere were signs showing the tools of the goldsmith, the silversmith, the scales of a merchant company, the depictions of bolts of cloth or looms for weavers. Where the peoples of the first two tiers had lived in clustered blocks of dwellings, here it was far more common for modest standalone homes, mostly of only two stories, the lower for the business and the upper for residency. Also new to this tier was the presence of estates. Walled-off pockets of flagrant luxury behind which stood the sort of buildings that men created so that they could announce that other men were their lessers. Ulric saw little behind the walls, their metal scrollwork inlays being all but curved into a giant middle finger towards anybody who passed by. But, where a few servants entered or the master of the estate happened to be leading their procession into their bastion of self-importance, he saw magnificent gardens, fountains crested by almost lifelike statues or even complete panoramas, cropped lawns, entire stables the stalls filled by some of the strongest, healthiest of the Horselike riding beasts he'd seen yet, and more. So much more.


There wasn't so much of this in the Before, not like in the pre-collapse days when a corporate town would glitz like Vegas, before it was a nuclear sinkhole, and glam like Shanghai. Meanwhile, fifty kilometers or so down the highway, a city that looked like a refugee camp huddled, stinking of desperation and hopelessness. Things had gotten pretty bad there towards the end, especially once the famines hit. Amongst the Elves, especially in Irielhos, there had been little to no indication of personal wealth. Galed Uldin, a Master Smith of near legendary reputation for his craft, lived in a humble home whose only trappings of fortune were the precious metals and mana-rich materials strewn like litter around his home or bound up in some half-finished, maybe abandoned project, propped up against an overwhelmed bookcase. Within that smithy had been a dragon's hoard of cut gems, ready to hold some arcane circuit or rune binding, and stacks of ingots of the sorts of alloys that kingdoms might be founded on, or fought over. But then, Smith Uldin was a bit of an odd case, even amongst his odd kin. Even so, there was no comparison to the somewhat gratuitous displays here in Bartala.


Gods, even the city being carved out into distinct levels, literal geographical levels of wealth, was offputting. Ulric didn't know what would drive a man to compensate that hard but he was hopeful if he never found out. Which brought him to his next point.


"I cannot help but notice, Varrock, that you lead us, with certainty, to parts of the city I would not have thought you frequented. We met in a rather humble, if clean, well-maintained, and efficiently run, establishment in the poorest ring of this place. And you are constantly speaking of your ill means, but you did not even raise an eye to pass the exorbitant gate fees."


His somewhat mysterious drinking buddy waved the cost off, like the buzzing of gnats.


"I am old, pup, not senile. Just because I have not had the connections and surfeit of riches to play games with the magister-anointed artisans and use Prosper's gilded trade routes doesn't mean I do not remember them. That is what makes it sting all the more." Admitted the Elder Lupid.


Regret tinged Varrock's grumbling voice, and weariness that bespoke a long, losing struggle, "There was a time when my clan held an estate here, a local holding in addition to our traditional lands, from which we could take an active part in the trade games of Bartala."


The Beastkin recovered presently gruffing "But no more, and the Hells take it! My people remain free, if poor, and we are not beholden to the Magister's stamp, Prosper's silver collar to be worn around our necks."


Truthfully, Ulric had little to add to that statement. It was a sentiment he could sympathize with. Maybe, if he'd been willing to throw away all his ambitions for success within his career, he'd have found a happier path to walk, well, limp, through life. Misery he had not been required to cultivate in that old life, even though he had raised it well. More and more, Ulric was realizing that loneliness had not been required either, but that was a harder habit to change, given his love for quiet solitude. Varrock dared to lead his kin out of that trap, and suffered still the consequences for it. But, the old wolf, despite his growling and bitching, seemed happy with his choices. What more could a man ask?


Yeah, Ulric commented to himself, he could respect Old Man Varrock's chosen path and the man himself. They had come a little further along through the extravagance of the inner Bartala. Suddenly Ulric recalled another wolf-headed Beastkin, one for whom the meeting had been equally as unlikely, but ended on far worse terms.


He remembered then the mercenary leader he'd killed way back when in the canopy of the towering trees, a primordial forest in which he'd been reforged. Graus, he'd called himself, Graus Elf Bane, a name that held heavier meaning, now that Ulric knew what the Elf Bane was. Getting a name like that earned you a more Promethean punishment than a simple application of Ceraun to stop your heart cold.


"Varrock, not to imply that all Lupid clans know or relate to one another, but do you know of a warrior named Graus, brother of Vars?" Ulric asked lightly.


The Beastkin spat instinctively before locking his gaze on Ulric, predatory intensity about him. That answered the question fully but the old man spoke anyway, and with such venom as Ulric was unused to.


"That monster, and his even more monstrous sibling, can feed crows in the Hells for a thousand years and not repay their crimes."


Ulric blinked, nearly startled into sound by the Beastkin's uncannily parallel justice by devouring bird. He only nodded though.


"What makes you raise the spectre of that dog of Prosper?" Asked the Lupid pointedly.


A few answers flickered and vanished, most of them sidesteps or evasions. He settled on truth though. First, because Varrock had earned his regard, and you did not offer half-truths to men or women you respected in serious affairs. Second, because it would be interesting to hear the response.


"I met him, once, and killed him. He was leading Valin and Jormun in the act of harming an Aes'r child." Ulric said, without emotion.


Now it was Varrock's turn to be surprised.


"Really!? A pup like you? No, no, I believe you young hunter." Varrock exclaimed, a bit more enthusiastically than his usual grumble, before Ulric could even object to being subjected to doubt, or being called a pup, both of which were, perhaps, valid.


Without delay the Wolfkin continued, a bit more composed, "It's just that, last I'd heard, that one and his clan of hired swords for the Gilded Thrones were doing their best to wake the gods' ire with atrocity across the borders. I must admit though, that it sounds like a thing he would have taken part in. He was known for worse."


That was true, of course. Graus had been deep inside Orlethrem, and had, thanks to an artifact that allowed scrying into even the depths of Iriel, led a band of mercenaries to kidnap Lumyt'seit Iriel, son of Bald'rt, Heir of the Deep Woods Elves. They'd killed the boy's friend in the process of taking him and beat the child viciously as well. Ulric had been crouched, hunting the smaller, safer creatures of the canopy, in one of the normal-sized trees that parasitized upon the massive branches of the god trees in the [Forest of the Forgotten] when the group had come through. They'd, for reasons that defied logic, stopped their flight to attack two Greater Beasts that had nearly killed one another fighting over a third Greater Beast's corpse. Madness. Hopeless greed. But it had thinned their numbers and given Ulric the chance to use his bow to even the odds even more, shooting from high ground into their backs. He was no Elf, but Ulric had been taking his food with little else for months by then and they made themselves easy targets.


"Then his slaying was a good thing?" Ulric asked, his own heart settled on that matter long since, but just cementing his certainty about Varrock's attitudes.


He liked the old wolf, but he'd only known him a day.


Varrock's cheerful laugh would have terrified people in Ulric's old world but he was long since used to the Beastkin's fearsome features.


The Lupid gave a hearty slap on Ulric's back that almost staggered him, unexpected as it came, and the Elder announced jubilantly, "His slaying ends a taint on my entire people, Ulric. We are all of us who are not contemptible, relieved that he is gone. Maybe I'll point you in the direction of his foul brother and hope for similar results."


Ulric had been trying to hide his identity, somewhat, so he'd been using his Surname, Einar. In all the hubbub of the common room and more than a little sauced, he'd slipped and offered his given name to Varrock, not that it mattered because the crotchety geezer never called him anything but "pup", "young hunter", or the like. It was an acknowledgment of sorts, from the Elder man, of a matter of great respect. The suggestion that Ulric might go and punch the older brother's ticket as well was fairly amusing.


"That is good then." Ulric said, slowly.


He was still unaccustomed to the casual acceptance of manslaughter but some folk just made it easy to be glad they were dead and not a tragedy at all to have been a part of getting them that way.


"I would have to confess," he spoke solemnly, "That I did not know much of the Jormun-Lupid when I came to these lands. My people do not frequently find themselves in proximity to these stretches of Varda. I was afraid that there would be a condoning of the actions of that one. He presented himself as an honorable man might, though I only learned of his savage history later."


Which was, you know, a massive understatement considering that none of his people had ever even heard of Varda, knew of its people's existence, or even, maybe, occupied the same galaxy. Werewolves were myths, Elves were Fae legends, and all the rest was pure fantasy.


Varrock eased his companion's worries thusly, "Some would. They should go to join him wherever he receives his reward for the lives he destroyed. Most would not. The Lupid clans are fierce and to be an honorable warrior is a calling many choose, but to bathe oneself in the blood of innocents and the unarmed is to be less than persons. Any who condones or engages in such action is a beast in spirit, if not form."


That was good. Because Ulric considered it open season on genocidal assholes and war criminals. He'd rather not have had to add entire clans to that roster.


"But enough of such heavy things, Honored Warrior, we are arrived at the scene of my undoing." Announced Varrock, in his usual grumble.


And they were. A large pavilion opened up, its wide double doors thrown open and inviting to the participants of the event. It was in the fashion of doting parents a lavish affair. Banners hung, streamers of silk flew from poles, flowers of exotic nature were scattered here and yonder, and the square was dotted with low tables surrounded with cushions, which Ulric was guessing was the norm for the Lupid clan from which Varrock hailed. The old wolf was definitely understating his position, the decoration of this venue was not that of a pauper. Serious coin alone was invested in the floral arrangements, many of them would have almost had to have origins far distant from Bartala or intentionally green-housed by a professional hand. Speaking of which, a flower like a tall, intensely blue and violet lily closed its petals around a flitting form, like the jaws of a bear trap, the recurved spikes hidden by its whirls of color, as it snapped up a bird straying too close in midflight. Ulric jerked his hand back from the similar plant he'd been about to touch and glared at the smiling Beastkin next to him. Bastard.


"It is a very…lively, event." Ulric deadpanned.


"Just so, pup, just so. But I could not allow my granddaughter to suffer an ignoble joining when she will suffer a fool of a husband." Replied Varrock with a droll tone and a slightly raised brow.


Those wolfish muzzles were surprisingly emotive, when you learned what to look for.


He wasn't sure how much of the décor might be some sort of trap for the unwary, so Ulric resolved not to touch anything lest he lose a finger to a tablecloth or some nonsense. Just when enough "normal" presented itself to him he went and forgot how magic suffused this land, warping it into barely recognizable reality to his preconceptions. Varrock had spared no expense for his daughter's daughter.


And lo! There was the blushing bride and her soon-to-be groom. She wasn't blushing, of course, and he wouldn't have been able to tell beneath her full sable coat regardless. What she was, was a prime candidate for Ms. Wolf. If he had to guess, the young lady stood nearly a hand above his own head and was almost as broad across the shoulder as he was. Her gown must have cost a fortune in area of coverage alone. It shimmered, revealing in its sheer form-fitting nature and color that a tailor of great skill had spent great effort, and collected a commensurate amount of coin, to create it. The young Beastkin's muzzle widened, bright white predator's teeth revealed when she saw the approach of her grandfather. A slim, if well-defined, arm hooked around a substantially less impressive, though even more luxuriously outfitted male, whom Ulric supposed was the betrothed, and pulled him along in her wake.


This picture of Lupid beauty hauled her catch along to present them both for Varrock's review, the girl joyful, and the boy intimidated. Old Man Varrock's gruff exterior must not have been a secret, nor his sharp tongue.


"Grampa! You are finally arrived!" Flounced the lass, gushing on her special day.


Varrock, for his part, was melted substantially by the presence of the girl, and in a feat of strength, Ulric didn't know the aged man had in him, lifted her up in a giggling whirl before setting her down easily. Huh. Pretty spry.


"Grampa, stop it, you mustn't," complained the girl without heat, "You'll muss the dress! And it's sooo pretty, you shouldn't have been so lavish."


Her false protestations and obvious joy in the gown made it clear that Varrock had his coin's worth to please the girl. The old man's teeth were showing at his granddaughter's lifted gaiety. They continued showing, but a slight lowering of the corners of his mouth indicated a less than thrilled attitude towards the younger man in tow. Ulric barely merited a brief flash of curious eyes before the powerfully athletic lass closed on her doting ancestor.


The Lupid bride to be slugged her granddad in the arm like a welterweight boxer and she chastised with a flash of low growl, "Now don't be like that Grampa. Erswinn has been looking forward to meeting you, don't be dragging him over rocks on first sight."


It was amazing that, despite a few octaves difference, the girl managed to echo her grandfather's tone perfectly. Twitching slightly, Ulric saw the wolf ears of the young lad, already low in deference, drop a notch even lower in embarrassment at being championed so loudly, in public, by his fiance.


Oof, Ulric remarked to himself, poor lad. He tried not to wince, even as Varrock absently rubbed the forming bruise on his bicep.


"Hurrumph! Very well daughter of my daughter, I will be charitable. For you. Well met, Erswinn, son of Dalus, may the Twins shine over your hold." Varrock greeted, with a slight dip in his muzzle being as far as he could bring himself to be polite.


The Wolfkin lad perked up a bit and returned the greeting, hesitantly smiling, more from nervousness than anything else, "Thank you Grandfather Varrock. May the Twins shine over your hold, and the rains nourish your grass."


It was another one of those ritualistic things, absent any meaning to the ones that spoke them other than fulfilling the basic necessities of civility. It did inform Ulric that the binary stars overhead were considered good fortune and the rains that had beat down on him during his errant navigation across the plains were not always guaranteed, or you wouldn't have to wish for that to happen as a token greeting.


Varrock shuddered slightly at being referred to as the young Lupid boy's grandfather, and Ulric clung to neutrality as hard as he could. If he started laughing now, he might not be able to stop.


Perhaps the wedding would not be as dry as he'd feared.


"And who might you have brought to share in this our celebration, Honored Elder?" Asked the somewhat lanky young Wolfkin, his head coming just shy of Ulric's chin.


Where before the milling Lupid kinsman of the two clans had been largely ignoring the group out of a sort of manufactured privacy, there was now a host of questioning and thoughtful attentions directed toward the four figures. Ulric was the only Valin amongst the group and might as well have been in a chicken suit for all that he was out of place. The out-of-place former Earthling wasn't exactly sure how he should introduce himself and was rescued trying to come up with an explanation by Varrock.


Gesturing his way with a jerking thumb, the Lupid said simply "Picked him up on the way in and kept him handy before he could run over any innocents in the streets."


Which drew a coughing snort from Ulric and a shared roll of eyes with the granddaughter.


"I am called Ulric, and I made recent acquaintance with this old badger chaser yesterday. He invited me to make sure he does not trip and fall." Ulric told the bridal couple drily.


Varrock's loud sniff went mostly ignored. Varrock's descendant side-eyed the old man pretty hard before addressing Ulric politely, if not warmly.


"I see you are familiar with Grampa's manners. Be welcome guest Ulric and thank you for keeping him company, for all of his grousing he is a treasure to me." She said knowingly.


Ulric gave her a shallow bow and a simple "My pleasure, and congratulations."


The groom took Ulric in with substantially more cheer, offering his hand and a more energetic "Welcome to the festivities, Clansman Ulric, it is so uncommon to meet with one of the residents of the distant holds. I hope that you look on our hospitality with favor. One day, I would like to guide our trade networks to include even the Northern wastes, much as Grandfather Varrock once did."


The exuberant shake of hand went on slightly too long and Ulric had to rescue his hand being as courteous as possible, offering a relaxed "I am moved by your graciousness. My kin welcomes worthy friends, young Honor."


Given that he was his only kin that was not an untruth. Well, maybe except for Taipan, who probably counted since she'd decided to use the rescue of her little brother, his decision not to have her killed for failing her duties as a Shadow, and facilitating the cure of her father's bane poisoning as the metric for the exchange of three gifts, an ages-old marriage custom amongst the Iriel'en. Bald'rt had desired that end for reasons that Ulric would never pry from that pointy-eared trickster's skull and he was caught by the technicalities of twisty fae customs. That the thing was recognized by the Dragons of Iriel, Bald'rt's three mighty wives, was the cincher.


It was then that Varrock's granddaughter, whose name Ulric still did not know, ushered them all along to find seats of honor at the head of the venue. Right the hell up front, on a small raised dais. Ulric barely suppressed a groan.


Once seated, the young man flagged a server, and plates of incredibly succulent roast meat slices, honey-glazed bread, and grilled vegetables were arranged before each of them. Conversation struck up then, with Dame Linebacker leading all parties. She was a force was the young lady. Inside of ten minutes, Ulric had determined that the youth tying himself to her was unaware that he was going to be wearing the proverbial dress in their relationship, whether he liked it or not. As time went on, Ulric mostly stayed silent except to permit the young man to inspect his sword and to say without any exaggeration that it was crafted by a master of the ancient metallurgical techniques unparalleled, realized that the Grandson-in-law was cast from that mold best described as a loveable idiot. He was not obviously bright. Not exactly slow, but just lacking the sort of piercing mind possessed by Varrock or many of the Elves. Ulric was sort of ashamed to think it, but the lad really did remind him of nothing so much as a puppy, all happy enthusiasm and utter lack of guile. Was that just him projecting because of the fuzzy elder's complaining and naysaying? Very possibly.


Speaking of which, such was likely why the old curmudgeon considered the youth with such disdain. Varrock, Ulric was coming to realize, no pun intended, a Wolf at heart. Cunning, sensing weakness, and calculating, though hiding most of it behind a screen of steady bitching. He complained so frequently that you might think his irritation kept him from having a keen awareness of everything happening around him. The Granddaughter took her relative's complaints in stride and made sure to limit what ire might come her chosen mate's way, like an umbrella shedding the rain. She also, with some delicacy probed for information on Ulric's background. It hadn't been since he'd traded words with the Iriels, or maybe that oddly canny village guard, that he'd felt the sort of dynamic mind behind a conversation possessed by the Elder and Younger Varrock.

            

    
        Chapter 155: Promises to Keep

    
    
    
    
                All things considered, the evening wore on rather pleasantly. The grumbling of his host, the artful deflection of the Bride, and the simple positivity of the Groom made for an interesting collage of conversation. The Lupid clans in attendance soon blended into the background, having evaluated him, and he they in return. Each was friendly enough, none had reason to resent the presence of Varrock's unusual guest. They chalked him up to a strange turn of mind in the patriarch of the Bride's Clan, while the rest were merely satisfied that their clan's scion was happy to be there, doting on his wife-to-be. All but one in attendance knew the lad was marrying up, outside his weight class so to speak. Some were left to wonder as to how he'd pulled it off, given the obvious difference in the presumptive pairing. Ulric had no such doubts.


The lad's clan was filthy rich. Loaded. The boy told tales of his clan, with the sort of absent way of one who was not bragging at all, but was so blissfully unaware of their fortune that it could be offputting all the same. They held a corner of the markets for bringing many of the meats into Bartala and also to distribute the nonperishable processed items made from it to ports wide and far. Sometimes it's easy to believe such success was accidental, but that was rarely the case.


It was a simple but meticulously executed business model: buy relatively generously, but exclusively, from a network of farms and tribes in whose lands resided some particularly savory animals. High-yield beef, mutton, and pork, but also, of critical importance, rare and exotic treats. Through their network, they would load the animals, still alive, onto vessels and transport them to the butchers in the city. The bargain hinged on the fact that all of the beasts being transported were gelded or spayed so that new herds could not be manufactured outside of the agreement.


Almost all of the food on the table was provided courtesy of the lad's family. The Groom's family had done well enough to earn the Magister's seal from Prosper, certifying their clan's enjoyment of the optimal shipping routes and protection of the Merchant Lords, for as long as the taxes were properly paid and they accepted inspection by Magisters whenever and wherever they wished.


Not being the most perceptive guy around, Ulric felt certain that the pair were genuinely enamored of one another. He was also certain that the old wolf never would have gone along with it if not for the boy's clan being incredibly affluent, able to give his descendants a brilliant future.


Meanwhile, the venue and its decoration were Varrock's doing. Ulric discovered that one of the components of the salad he was enjoying greatly at the moment was the sumptuous petals of the murderous [Twilight Finchcatcher], the blue-violet lily with a penchant for avian slaughter he'd nearly donated a finger to earlier. That one was all Varrock, who imported them from the swampy downs where they exclusively grew. The plants were favored in the gardens of the wealthy elite of Bartala.


Narration from the bubbly Bride told of a proud clan of warriors turned caravaneers who had gained a reputation for never arriving late and never failing to make a delivery. That success had blossomed through the early adoption of the Free Artisans Guild and their transition to also making the goods they delivered, which skyrocketed the clan's wealth and standing in the region. Clan Varrock had done well for themselves for several hundred years before breaking with the requirement for Prosper's Magister's seal.


The decline of the clan was talked around, none so gauche as to mention it directly, but Ulric caught enough in the byplays to fill in a few of the gaps in the Old Man's drunken stories the night before. At the end of the day, the clan refused to bend knee to Prosper's control and that was the end of it. They had their own traditions for training their artisans now and rejected the taxes on their goods that did not go to the local territories or clans but instead fed distant Prosper, lining its coffers. Varrock's clan wanted nothing to do with Prosper, they wished to be left alone. Over time, the pressure and overwhelming size of the Merchant Lord's empire was grinding them down, cutting them out of markets.


Clear was the picture from the two sides of the situation. Join Prosper's empire, accept the Seal of the Magisters and the taxation and control policies they dictated, and find success, or don't, and face creeping doom.


Under the steady probing of the Bride, Ulric was sort of forced to present nearly the full scope of his and Taipan's long-established cover story. He slipped, once, when he mentioned Taipan as his wife. That sent the Bride into full inquisition wanting to know all about her, for some reason. He told them mostly the truth, that they had begun with her working as his guide, escorting him through the more dangerous regions while he worked to establish his position and consolidate dominion over his lands. Later, after much struggle, holding each other's flanks against Greater Beasts and variant monsters, and some cultural misconceptions, they found themselves wed.


"WIIIEEE!" crooned the Bride's alto, "So romantic! See, Erswinn, I knew the Barbarian Clans held stories like tales of old."


The Groom nodded placidly, lightly petting his partner's arm as he agreed, "It is so, Nanya. A wonderful tale, Ulric. And fitting to accompany us who will soon join you and your doting love on this marital path."


Ulric wasn't so sure he'd describe Taipan as doting but she had her moments. He lost a second or two wondering what she was doing just then. The time table said she had arrived in Iriel long since, months ago. What had transpired since he had no idea. She was as late with her rendezvous with him as he was his making it to Bartala’s walls.


He was distracted from that train of thought when the pair of lovebirds then traded an almost sickeningly sweet stare at one another, leaving the rest of the world behind for a minute. Varrock pretended to gag on a bone to break them up and Ulric had to hide his face beneath a napkin or reveal his wide grin.


The old wolf winked at Ulric while Nanya, the Bride, none the wiser, attempted to succor her choking grandparent and give him water to clear his throat. Erswinn, the Groom, remained blissfully unaware and suggested a few softer portions to his grandfather-in-law, still trying to maintain favor with the notoriously irritable Clan Head.


All told, this entire Wedding was not so very far off from the ones he'd attended in the Before. If you ignored the canine features of the participants, you might easily find similar scenes on old Earth. In a bizarre twist, if he had to guess, this might be the most normal thing to happen to him since he'd been reforged on Vardan soil. No lethal beasts, no warrior people, no fights for life. Just a couple of lovebirds getting married, an old man resenting anyone who thought they deserved his daughter's precious jewel, and their two clans sort of awkwardly intermingling, as strangers meeting for the first time do.


Wine came around, poured from clay amphoras rather than the bottles of his old world. Ulric thought it was a little dry for his palette but the sort of thing that could grow on you. He kept himself to a modest two glasses, not wanting to risk inebriation causing him to make Earth references in conversation or to do something to cause a scene. It was a little strange, because the wedding was proceeding almost in reverse, with the food and drink coming before the ceremony.


Varrock had explained that the actual nuptials were performed at the setting of the Twins which, Ulric saw was imminent. The rest of the crowd similarly gained awareness and naturally started to drift towards a raised dais with an arched trellis hung with grape vines, still leafed out and bearing their bunches, and a bevy of flowers woven alongside, representing, probably, all the usual hopeful nonsense that surrounds a wedding.


"Hey! Old Wolf, just where are the Bride's parents, anyhow?" Ulric whispered low, hoping he wasn't bringing up anything sensitive.


Varrock frowned and made a beseeching gesture of the skies before he replied, "They were wintering with a caravan, caught by an early freeze and held late, thanks to the reluctance of the ice to break up. Word arrived that they are on their way, but there are certain traditions to be observed and it is the time when the time of the Twins over takes the Moon's coven. Nanya would not hear of delaying the union."


He nodded.


Ulric then caught the older Beastkin's narrowing of eyes towards the Groom.


"My daughter's daughter wished to be wed before she grows fat with pups." He said flatly.


Oh! Oh no. No wonder the geezer had a bone to pick with the happy-go-lucky idiot. Digging in forbidden flower pots. A bold move, young wolf, a bold move indeed.


Speak of the Devil!


Now richly sauced, Erswinn the Groom wandered over, tail fairly wagging from excitement. He wasn't a bad kid. Maybe not exactly what you want to join the family tree, but he didn't have a mean bone in his body and that counted for something. Maybe the kids get their mother's brains. And her brawn. And hopefully just their sire's cheerful smile, and instinct for recognizing opportunity.


"Grandfather! It is time, please, I would like for you to do the honors. Nanya speaks so often of you and with such praise, I would not have any other to bring us together." Gushed Erswinn.


Ulric saw Varrock working himself up to say something biting and jabbed the old wolf in the leg, shaking his head and mouthing "Don't". His granddaughter would never forgive him for upsetting her marriage, especially not right here at the moment of climax.


The hackles on the Lupid dropped and Ulric heard him mumble "End of my line, litters of doe-eyed little soft bellies." as he allowed himself to be led away.


When the couple to be wed took their places on the dais with Varrock between them all the gathered Lupid rose and gave their full attention, so Ulric joined immediately. The pavilion fell to complete silence as the two took each other's hands, delicate grips preventing claws from digging in. Later, someone would tell him what it all meant but, for now, he let the Beastkin tongue roll over him.


"Gathered are two clans, who, through love, become as one." Intoned Varrock, his voice resonant and rich, absent its usual growling complaint.


"Nanya, Clan Hora is here to join Erswinn, Clan Bitsnes for the sake of their future together."


The Elder Lupid began wrapping first the Groom's hand and wrist with a long silk ribbon of white as he went through the ritual.


"Clan Bitsnes of the Bartalan, who brings the wealth of masters in trade and the security of his name, is hereby bound."


With that, Varrock began to wrap his granddaughter's hand in the same fashion.


"Clan Hora of the Horan Reaches, who brings the cunning of pioneers and the ferocity of her name, is hereby bound."


Arms raised over the two as if lifting them skyward, the Old Wolf declared finally


"Clan Hora to Clan Bitsnes, Nanya to Erswinn, may their fortunes intertwine and their children never want. So it is witnessed. So it is done."


Thus bound in spirit and blood, the couple turned to their kin and raised the tied arms high resulting in poor Erswinn being jerked to his toes in his fresh-faced, and far taller, bride's excitement.


And the crowd went wild. Almost literally, with barking and howling and all manner of canine yips and growls. The Lupid language was guttural and used less of the lips than the tongue than did Valin or Aes'r. It was not unpleasing to Ulric's ear, just uncanny. Dredged up from his mind were the long-gone calls of wolves in the forests, of coyotes across the canyons, and dingos ringing through the Outback nights. None of those were to be heard again on Earth. It made him sort of happy that their like could be found here on Varda and not only when a predator turned its hungry maw your way.


As if called, a predator of another sort skulked into the pavilion. Richly robed, sleeves extending well past his hands in a ridiculous show of preening overconfidence. A declaration that the office denoted by the heavy gold links hanging down to his chest, carrying the sigil of a Magister of Prosper, was more than enough to render him immune to all harm. The man's eyes callously scanned the gathering, cataloging those present and dismissing them immediately. They were cold, dead eyes, absent humanity. Ulric knew when he was looking at a psychopath. This man was exactly the sort who liked to peel the wings off flies. This was the kind Ulric knew should be killed on sight, before they hurt someone.


"What is this? An unsanctioned gathering? My office has given no approval for any legal proceedings." Announced the slimy bastard bringing the celebration to a dead halt.


Both clans were suddenly doused, and the honored pair showed expressions of anguish at the peak of their moment being stamped upon. Varrock was visibly livid.


In the sudden absence of joy, the cold wind of the approaching storm blew in somewhat portentiously, sending streamers fluttering from their poles and flower petals scattering into the air. The timing was almost too perfect.


"Ah, so it was known that this gathering was not granted the benediction of my office. A pity. Given that no request for betrothal has passed my desk I feel…slighted. Yes, I am most grieved by the disrespect shown the honorable office of Magister to Prosper. I cannot condone flagrant violations of the laws of our great city Bartala." Declared the Magister, brimming with sadistic glee at having turned this gathering of celebration into an impromptu hearing.


A quartet of guards entered the square to flank the Magister. They were armored in thick steel plate and carried halberds with a wicked half-moon blade and a nasty recurving spike. The men moved like robots, devoid of empathy for what they were doing to these people. The presence of armed men in proximity to his kin sent Varrock over the edge, the Lupid Elder leaped down from the dais and stood in front of the magister putting himself between the Beastkin clans and the Magister.


"You! We need not Prosper's blessing to wed our clans. We need not your sanction to choose our mates. And we need not some pompous slug wearing a golden slave collar to carry his master's barking to our ears from distant shores. You have brought blades into a gathering of joy and I will not stand for it." Growled Varrock, teeth bared.


The Magister looked down his nose at the Beastkin in the crowd before leveling a dead stare at the Elder Lupid.


"I know of you. You are that holdout in the North West. The wretch who smuggles and skirts the laws and brings his unwashed stinking family down in ruin with him." Stated the Magister coldly smug, "Good. Even gladder am I that I noticed this fracas and came to put an end to it. Too long have you operated outside the law, you and your mangy lot. I am not sure I shouldn't have you arrested and put to trial at this very moment. And your lawless pup bitch over there along with you."


A lift of the arm, sent the ludicrous sleeve falling to its elbow, sallow pale flesh revealed, lined with blue veins like it had never seen the suns light. The long finger nails, extending three or more centimeters past the tips of the digits were painted silver and blue, perhaps holding some kind of meaning, perhaps simply an affectation of the owner's whims. At the raised hand the guards stepped forward.


Varrock snarled and suddenly crouched low, his leg whipping to cleanly clear the legs from the ground, bringing the nearest two heavily armored men down instantly. He dodged backward immediately to avoid being skewered by a halberd spike. Ulric was moving as soon as the old wolf did, to intercede when he recognized the turn in the Lupid's body that said violence was coming.


He was too late. Varrock was coming ready from his evasion when a quartet of slender blades of ice entered his chest, originating from the Magister's finger tips, the blue painted nails explained as artificed Infrig catalysts. Blood, thick and frothy, coughed from the Lupid's mouth, and the young couple on the dais screamed, one in outrage and the other in denial.


Ulric smashed his hand down through the ice, breaking the thin lances off before the virulent bastard could tear the Beastkin's body anymore and he supported him with the other hand.


The two guards were picking themselves up as the other two advanced warningly towards the crowd, menacing them.


Blood ran freely to the stones and Ulric knew he could do nothing to stop it. Nothing at all. Varrock knew too.


A clawed hand pulled Ulric close, to force out a whisper, all he could manage through torn lungs.


"My kin. No harm."


Ulric took the clawed hand in his own, and squeezed it as he met the dying man's gaze.


"Never. Not a hair, Honored Varrock. My oath." Ulric swore, forcing the words out past a grief he'd never known.


He saw the light leave his new friend's eyes and felt the force of will that animated those old bones leave them. He held a body now. And Ulric turned grey eyes on the ones responsible for it.


Howling rose up behind him as he gently lowered the brave man to the stones, composing him as he did. He heard the cries of Nanya for her grampa. He heard the rattle of metal on rock from the guards advancing. He heard the feathers of a bird flutter as it flew by unknowing of the tragedy that had just occurred.


"A barbarian, friending the dogs? I should have kno-" Started the Magister.


[Ceraun's Dance, First Movement]


All the world turned to violet light and time seemed to stop. There was Ulric, his hand on Xef'tocht's hilt and there was a murderer with his blood-soaked hand still pointing. And there was a promise to keep. Lightning surged and he became part of it, a living blade of rampant energy that roared forwards faster than an eyeblink and struck the Magister.


The Magister was destroyed, a blacked soot all that remained besides what bits would soon come raining down across the city block. Ulric raised Xef'tocht, its blade embedded halfway along its length into the cauterized stone, and removed the top half of the head of the guard on his left, shearing through inferior metal like a razor through aluminum foil.


Shouting from the guards was drowned out in the thunderclap and they barely reacted when the first of their number was decapitated. Flash blinded and stunned by proximity to the lightning. He would have smiled if he could feel anything but the most sublime hatred. Rage was not in this. Rage was hot, burning inside the mind, consuming everything around it. Ulric was a frozen ocean, with thoughts like the pinging of ice as the glaciers moved.


Moving again, he spun to bring his long blade over his shoulder in a glittering arc that separated the next man's armored shoulder and neck from the rest of his torso. Both seemed to fall too slowly to the stones. Ulric saw a startled expression on the dead man's face, as if he couldn't believe that killing a good man had no consequence.


Ulric started to lunge towards the next guard and found his legs locked up, a screaming agony rolling up through him. The backlash. His core wasn't empty though, he had more to give.


[Surge]


The point of his blade punched through the arm and chest of the turning guard two meters away as Ulric lunged, erupting out the back of him, destroying his heart and lungs. It carved away his spine as it did, and he dropped, pulling the sword down with the weight of his corpse. Ulric loosed the hilt and pulled his knife as the last of the four came charging, polearm raised to split his skull. Ulric threw the knife, which caused the coward to flinch behind his clean, never-tested plate, and the once reluctant warrior laid his hands on either side of the man's helmet before he could bring his weapon down, inhumanly fast even without the magic to amplify his limbs.


[Absolute Zero]


The last of his mana left him in a rush and a wall nut-sized sphere in the center of the guard's brain turned to a pellet of frozen matter that quickly disintegrated while rendering the majority of the rest of the organ solid as it stole the heat from its surroundings to lift itself above thermal zero.


The guard dropped bonelessly, his armor and weapon clattering loudly in the night. Frost spread slowly from the dead man's helmet, the metal transmitting the cold within to the stones.


Done. And done. And done. And done. And done.


Ulric breathed out slowly and straightened with an effort. Now he had to endure the punishment of [Mana Exhaustion] and the backlash of joining the lightning's flow. A distant part of him would have loved to see what the Iriel'en mages though of that. Don't join yourself to the Ceraun they said. They didn't understand at all. You're already part of it, it's in and around and through you. The electromagnetic is everywhere. You just needed to know how to find your way back out is all. Every source has a sink.


He was avoiding thinking about the obvious thing and forced himself to face it head-on. No running, Ulric. Varrock is dead, killed by Prosper's thugs. Now he is avenged, but the work is not done. There were those who set this in motion who still had to answer for it.


The Lupid clans were in shock, both from the senseless murder of their Elder and the incredibly rapid violence that followed.


Nanya freed herself of her paralysis first and ran to kneel over her grandfather's corpse, cradling it in her arms as she wept and wailed. Erswinn lowered himself to take her into his embrace in turn. The Lupid in the square circled their kin, shielding them in their suffering. The man didn't mind being excluded from this, he was not one of them, even if he grieved with them.


Ulric turned and pulled his sword out of the dead guard's torso, grunting at the effort it took him to combat the sharp throbbing pain that felt like it had burrowed into his nerves. His whole body rang like a bell with it, all the way to his eyes.


He almost forgot to pick up his knife from where he'd slung it at the last man's face. Ulric liked that knife, it had helped him kill an Adept Mage and followed him all the way from the glade, so it was a mark of his state of mind that he would neglect it.


Dodging again Ulric, he warned himself. Quit avoiding it. Varrock is dead, killed in front of you. You didn't stop it. You probably couldn't have if you tried. Accept what has happened and learn what you can from it. It dishonors the memory of him to not embrace his death and its meaning to you.


I liked that grumpy old bastard, Ulric lamented, eyes burning. He snatched back his composure immediately. He would grieve, properly. But later, when it was safe. For now, Ulric had just publicly slaughtered a Magister and his escort in front of a crowd of people. People whom he had promised to keep safe. There was only one certain way to do that.


Raising his voice firmly, so that the mourning Lupid could hear him, Ulric demanded "Tell the spineless tools of Prosper what happened here was my doing. Tell them that I was the one who killed their men. Tell them that Varrock tried to stop me and I killed him. Let nothing connect you to this thing. My name is Ulric Einar, and I go now to Prosper to rip the life from the Merchant Lords who have allowed this evil to happen to a good man. Tell them that too."


He left the square and the broken remains of what had been a beautiful day and the sorrow of what had been a wonderful friendship.


The storm rolled in overhead and thunder parted the heavy air of the night with its peels. It sounded like funeral bells to his ears, at first. And then, as he made his way through the wide, mostly empty streets, like the beat of a war drum.


Thoughts crystallized as he forced his battered body to return along the path back to the lowest tier. First, the Baron, Prosper's fist, to go with the eyes that Ulric had just blinded. Then the port to cut off the blood. The city wouldn't starve but it would slow the movement of goods and supplies. Enough to force the expense of manpower to return Bartala to working order.


Would people suffer? Undoubtedly.


The fortunes of the residents of the city depended upon its trade, which depended upon the ships in its harbor, and the piers that gave those ships birthing. Likewise, the shipyards to repair and build those vessels. Ulric would destroy those things anyway and cripple the gears that turned Prosper's machine. He would not slay the populace though. They were innocent. Until they raised a weapon towards him, anyway. If they did that, they declared sides with the Merchant Lords.


I will be your second.


He had said that to Varrock before they left. It was a sort of joke, as the Elder Wolf had acted like he went to his own end. The bitter irony of it almost made him sick. Varrock had not deserved to die this day. He had deserved to live to spoil his great-grandchildren as he had his granddaughter. Out of all the ways this day could have gone, the native of a once tame world would not have thought that it would end like this. And it was not even over yet. Ulric had more to do. Farther to go.


Alright, alright, so maybe not the Baron first. First, he had to gather his things, as much as he could carry and move quickly. The wagon would have to be abandoned. Good riddance, he hated those foul bovines anyway and the feeling was mutual. He hadn't planned on going loud so soon.


He hadn't planned on a lot of things.


Next, he had to procure some reagents. They would be relatively common, but probably under names that were unknown to him. He'd have to describe the various properties of them to arrive at the correct substances. You don't play games with high explosives. He'd have to make a very low mass proof of concept run before upscaling it to useful quantities.


Magic was nice, but Ulric's core was limited, as he was being reminded by the throbbing headache that matched his heart beats. He would need very high-quality clay, perhaps even porcelain. A liquid explosive could be mixed with the clay in proper proportion to create the plastique which he could use to create shaped charges, thus accomplishing maximum efficiency in the use of the yield's energy. He'd never participated in demolitions but he had enough statics knowhow to be able to identify the most easily compromised structural fail points. The wooden docks themselves were a waste of time, replaceable in mere days or a couple of weeks at most. The stone support piers were the real target. Those would take who knows how long to fix, maybe even a year, perhaps longer if no Terra mage were available to speed the process.


The same applied to the ships. Shipbuilding was a fine art requiring specifically aged lumber and a fantastic amount of time. Not something that can be thrown together. Just ripping the bottoms out of the moored galleons would be a heavy blow. If he could get even half the schooners alongside them, he would have set back the transport potential for Bartala for years. Shipwrights don't grow on trees and there are never enough of them as it is. That was a historically documented fact.


Once the charges were ready, he would figure out how to handle the detonator. Really, if a man wanted to be extremely efficient, he would use very small charges in tandem. The right sequence of correctly placed blasts could do far more damage than a single large one. Ulric could maybe figure out a timing mechanism. What about simple mass of the metal conductor pin in the charge? Bigger pins hold more charge before arcing, he could time the series with pins of gradually increasing size all keyed to the same spell for building charge. Another thing to test, detonators are also not something one monkeys about with. It has to be right when the time comes.


So alright then, get your stuff, get mobile. Obtain reagents for the manufacture of explosives. Determine detonator sequencing and range of trigger spell. Place charges at night. Kill Baron in the wee hours of the morning. Leave the city before daylight.


It was a rough plan. Very rough. It would also take some time. He figured he needed at least two weeks.


Rain caught him just past the gate from the second to the first tier of the city. The front dumped a torrent down from the outset that pelted him for a solid five minutes before lightening to a merely soaking drizzle. Ulric was barely holding together by the time he made it to the inn's door. In body, spirit, and appearance he was a half-drowned varmint.


The warmth and light of the Inn bathed him and Ulric froze, living again the impromptu meeting with Varrock in the hall and the night listening to the Old Wolf's tales. A man sitting at a nearby table opened his mouth to say something to Ulric and his teeth clicked together abruptly when Ulric turned and shifted his attention to him. Yeah. He must look a fright right now.


Shaking himself loose of memory's hold, he closed the door to the breaking storm outside and labored up the stairs. It was a frustrating minute before he managed to get the key into the lock and staggered into the room, to fall, face first onto his bed, ignoring the wet of his clothes on the bedding.


The last coherent thought he had was that this was the last safe sleep he would have for a good while. On the morrow, he was going to start punishing the system that let a good man die in the street at the hands of a monster wearing human skin. Exhaustion and the price of his embrace of Ceraun claimed him.


Grey eyes snapped open and he woke instantly alert. Nothing stirred within the room and no sounds indicated what might have pulled him from his dreamless sleep. He took a quick inventory of his disposition.


[Status]
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                *********On The Banks of Zel, Haven of the Iriel'en************


Taipan's face was locked into a rictus of fury and hatred as she drove the envenomed broadhead of her arrow, shaft gripped firmly in hand, through the eye socket of another of Prosper's soldiers. The dying man screeched briefly before he fell at her feet. Losing not a moment on her most recent victim, she smoothly nocked the arrow to Blinder, her recurved laminated bow, it's [Forest Lord] bone core, thin layers of [Steelwood], and glassresin binding sending the bloodied arrow streaking to claim yet another life, this one a spearman about to run through a Melondi axe fighter from behind, taking the Prosper spearman through the heart as if he wore no armor.


She glanced momentarily at a swathe of the battle field that had contained a small flanking regiment of light cavalry trying to encircle the fighting retreat of the Eastern Aktinian sabers and pin down the Orlethrem. The thicket screening the flankers was devoid of life now, a sinister red glow rising from the ground there. In a few seconds, the drizzle of blood that was all that remained of those men and their mounts would fall, reaped by the Blood Moon. In his waning condition he could only manage such an exercise of power once every few hours. It had been enough, so far, to discourage the Prosper forces from using the dense formations that might allow them to punch through Elven defenses. They had learned after the first such regiment had evaporated in crimson light. That her father had felt pressured enough to spend his strength was telling.


[Umbral Armor]


Taipan summoned the Iskios in her core and melded it through her [Nightblade] class, cloaking herself from view. She blitzed across the battlefield darting from cover to cover and, this time, dove down from the lower limbs of a sapling [Heartwood] only twenty meters tall, reappearing in a dervish of razor-edged shadow blades.


[Shadow Manipulation-Lancet]


Midnight spears like a flickering sea urchin stabbed through the commander's group for this block of pikes, shredding their leadership and morale before their assailant was gone, vanishing again in a heartbeat.


It was getting harder to find the leaders, they'd stopped wearing their helmets, or, in some cases, passed them to subordinates to trap her. They were fools. When a man wearing an ill-fitting front-line bascinet is coordinating a turn of the cohort, while a man wearing an officer's helmet silently grips their spear and waits for orders, it took no genius to recognize the game. Twice she had sprung the trap deliberately, for it was now horrifying for the men's morale when an officer's helm was presented to them, and that fear spread like plague.


Taipan would sow terror in these men, sow it into their bones, and harvest it from their veins when it was most ready. Then she would drink her fill. Iriel would drink its fill of them.


She skirted along the tree branches, and saw a small Hunter detachment with like minds to herself. She saw them and they saw her when she gave a birdcall to signal them. Pointing to the siege engines that were under construction, the third set of mangonels so far, she made the hand signs for enfilading fire and retreat. They signaled with their fingers and thumbs in a circle, fingers extended, for the affirmative. In a minute's time they finished their stealthed approach. Taipan took a deep breath and called on her Hunter's class, raising an arrow to signal the ambush.


[Archer's Cadence]


Three breaths later, three arrows had joined those of her peers, killing half the carpenters building the mangonel and all of the men directing them.


Crossbows turned to the tree tops and loosed a volley but the Hunter squad was already gone. Taipan had dropped down to the forest floor and was crawling along ground level keeping her belly just above the damn leaf litter, like a spider closing on an inattentive bird.


She saw the siege crew drag their dead away from the half-constructed engine and a new lot of much more nervous looking men replaced them, taking up the tools of their not so fortunate predecessors and beginning again to construct the dangerous machines which could spread fire behind Aes'r lines, and smoke to reduce the visual advantage of the Hunters in smoke filled tree tops.


Taipan waited, four minutes, perhaps five, while the men reorganized. Slowly, she moved through the low ferns and broad-leafed bushes, leaving no rustle of foliage or sound to mark her advance on the blind spot of the man standing next to the commander on the horse. Her target wore a breast plate but was clearly not accustomed to it. Her clipped accent and darting eyes told all who cared to see of her displeasure at being so close to the fighting. She worked her hands into her robes absently, fidgeting.


The pair had naturally drifted slightly apart from their men, unspoken contempt for the lesser soldiers from their betters in the leadership unconsciously creating a separation. None saw Taipan rise from behind the mage and drive her belt knife through the woman's temple, the almost delicate appearing brown hand covering the mage’s mouth to guarantee she died without a sound. Before the corpse even hit the ground she had her hand into one of the tiny embroidered sheathes and deft fingers pulled free its miniscule but potent weapon. The Shadow’s hand flickered forward and withdrew. The poisoned needle she’d planted in the man elicited an absent slap of the hand to the commander's thigh as he issued orders towards his men, but Taipan was already leaving the way she'd come, her mission accomplished.


She heard the agonized gargle as the man's blood congealed within his veins and he fell from his horse. Startled shouts found the corpses of both soon after and the unaccompanied builders fled their post back to the rearmost lines. When the Hunters group swung back around, they would set fire to the unfinished mangonels and steal the tools being used to build them. No throwers would lay fire behind her kin's backs, trapping them.


When she had circled back around to the ground still held by her people to rest and recover her mana, she breathed a sigh of satisfaction. She'd been trying for that Adept Mage for six hours now. The woman had gotten lucky when the first arrow only clipped her ribs, after deflecting off a fortunate passing helmet. Fortunate for the woman that is, the helmet was holed through and through and its owner quite beyond saving. Not so for the Mage who had the antidote to [Striped Bark Viper] venom on her person. Well, it did her no good now.


Terrified shouts came from the front line and Taipan saw a massive cloud of crystalline particles, like ground glass, drift through the ranks of the invaders, almost half a kilometer across. Horror and choking cries of pain rose soon from the area as the incredible demonstration of Terra manipulation by Bald’rt’s second wife Shor sent the blinding, lung shredding quartz dust through their ranks. That entire frontal advance stalled and Aktinian sabers, Melondi axes, and Iriel'en great blades swept into the sagging, debilitated forces, hacking them apart along the trailing edge of the spell, ensuring there would be no survivors of the crippling magic. As it dissipated, the melee warriors retreated, having drawn their share of blood without shedding any. A flight of Hunter's arrows cleared another group of crossbows before they could loose into the backs of the fighters, advance and retreat both carving away at their opponent's hope for victory. As was the way of the Dance.


Taipan's attention was drawn from her resting vantage towards the Western edge of the battle, a piece of river shoreline where the Zel, a tributary of the Zelas ran strong with melt water. The steep banks made footing treacherous and Taipan saw what had drawn her attention. There, a lone figure wearing closefitting white combat robes without armor on her body, the only metal enclosing her gauntleted hands and the grieves running up to her knees, tore into a group of heavy knights with a berserker scream of endless rage. The Golden Beast Bathe punched through breastplates, shattered anything she could whip her legs into, and broke armored men like wooden dolls. Many jumped from the steep banks into the river most never to rise above the flooding surface rather than face her.


The former Iriel’en princess could only marvel at the normally sedate woman’s fury, when she snatched an armored man by his feet and used him as a flail against his comrades, to gruesome effect.


When none remained before her, she started chasing those that fled, bringing them down like a wolf hunting stoats. A trio of Royal Guards encircled her and guided her back out of the frenzy so that she did not exhaust herself further in her assault. This was a cycle that had run for over two weeks. The Elf warrior queen would dive into where the enemy deployed their heavy fighters, there, she would crush them until they were routed or her energies were completely spent. Once she had rested and donned a new set of white robes she would go out again. And again. White robes were now enough to cause banners to turn aside completely or reserves to be committed to try to hold their ground.


Through it all, Lumyt'seit, son of Bald'rt, acting Crown of Orlethrem received scouting reports and directed forces. He had managed to reposition his detachments as soon as he had word of Prosper's strategy, splitting half of the planned attacking armies to immediately close the Zelas with a blockade of scuttled ships and lay into the backs of the advancing forces with everything they had. The army was forced to turn to repel the Elves who were inflicting terrible, terrible damage to their rear lines and supply chains. Heavy losses did that half of the Elves’ force suffer but their sacrifice allowed the complete evacuation of two thirds of the Havens along their subterranean escape routes and half the remaining peoples were already underway of the same. From there, Lumyt'seit organized a campaign of terror. Everything from poisoned arrow storms, to sharpened stakes hidden along trenches cut across roads, to a never-ending play of flutes, discordant, menacing, and never allowing the armies a restful moment. Troops sent in after the flutes did not return and the sorrow song did not stop. It seemed a minor thing, on its own, but it was combined as one part of a symphony to terrorize the invaders.


Speaking of which, Vedyr, her dam, had not been seen in three days but the pigs soon to be wallowing in shallow graves for Prosper had stopped using command tents to sleep their officers and Taipan had heard several of the leaders she'd slain speaking of many of the mages refusing orders to appear in the open any more. Furthermore, entire supply wagons loaded with grains, water, and medical supplies were being thrown out because their contents had been poisoned and slews of soldiers had died before the source could be traced. The Heartwood Spear was stabbing at the hearts of these invaders, piercing their courage.


The Iriel'en woman rose, fully rested and ready to continue her role in her brother's plans: To be a [Shadow Panther] in their midst. For an entire moon cycle, she had aided her people’s war, fighting down the attempt to bring a surprise attack against the civilian population hidden in their sanctuaries. By this point, she had claimed more lives than she had any desire to count, a hundred at least. Still, there were more, but the ragged edges of the enemy’s morale were in sight. They could not endure the wrath of the Deep Wood.


Fierce joy did she take in her part in this play. It was only in the quiet moments that she wondered what sorts of trouble her mate and Honor might be finding himself in, without her there to limit his insanity.


*********Dingy Basement and Recently Cobbled Together Alchemical Lab, Bartala**********


Ulric sneezed and looked around, slightly paranoid. Furtive eyes found nothing out of the ordinary and he let slip a slow sigh of relief that his sudden spasm did not cause the apparatus before him to jostle. If it so much as vibrated there was a non-zero percent chance that the entire room would detonate. That might have been the paranoia. Or maybe not. So long as no red-brown smoke appeared, he was likely in the clear.


He hadn't slept in three days. He’d been feverishly laboring over this project for a week. Probably. Time was a little suspect at the moment.


An alchemist had provided all the reagents he required and the equipment, when Ulric offered him a Sil crown. The alchemist could probably retire for that amount but it had saved Ulric having to shop around and got him all the reagents he wanted, with some even being obtained from fellow alchemists courtesy of the plump little man’s own self going to get them. A few more Sil Squires hired some low-life shoulder thumpers to haul his glassware and supplies to a ruined basement that they then forgot existed. He'd stabilized the sagging structure with a few strategically positioned [Stone Walls]. The basement was damp, dingy, and smelled faintly of sewage, due to sitting below the positions of some leaky gutters, but it was in a seedy part of town that didn't even know the Baron of Bartala's name.


Ulric had only had to cripple two men that tried to mug him and break a cutpurse woman's arm in to convince the locals to leave well enough alone. As a token of his esteem, the alchemist, who recognized a fellow practitioner of the arts of Metamaterial recombination, or alchemy, offered Ulric his own stash of some kind of incredibly potent stimulant. The little blue pills tasted like cough syrup distilled through piss and dried overused socks but they acted similarly to an old psychostimulant and treatment for hyperattention disorder he tried once or twice. He'd stopped using them because of the comedown. But there was no come down if you just keep using them. Brilliant Ulric.


Thusly motivated and focused by hatred, cool, cold, sub-zero hatred, he'd assembled a surprisingly effective distillation, extraction, and purification rig. From there it was a matter of a day to work through the synthesis, more or less the same as in the Before, with a few tweaks involving very miniscule applications of [Absolute Zero] to keep his potential products from accidentally triggering. Cold liquid purified product mixed with an immaculate porcelain clay did, in fact, create a stupendously potent explosive that responded with exquisite sensitivity to small electric arcs. He had had to reapply his [Stone Wall] supports twice over during testing and the defensive wall he hid behind had lethal shrapnel indentations to warrant Ulric's caution.


Another entire day he lost to figuring out the detonator situation. It was harder than it should have been because he didn't know enough of the rune inscription techniques to make the ritualistic spell that would cause a spark applied to one rod, made of pure platinum, known as [Caelis Sil] or skysilver, to also transfer to the others simultaneously. He had a work around though. A very small [Arcanite Diamond] embedded in the metal rod could be "trained" to Ceraun, as Adept Werona Autumnclaw had shown him not so long ago, to emit a weak [Voltaic Riot]. It was a single use thing, on purpose. He did not want to leave any of these things laying around for someone to reverse engineer.


The result had unexpected benefits. When the small philosopher's stone responded to his Ceraunic pulse, weaker even than [Ceraunoperception], more an effort of will on his part, it resonated, induced the arc of [Voltaic Riot], which would trigger the explosive putty about a quarter second later. Before that happened, however, thanks to the minute amount of [Arcanite Diamond] being used, it also saturated with Ceraun residue and transformed into Deathstone exploding with an antimagic pulse just before the plastique's shockwave manifested.


What that achieved was to shred magical barriers or resistances before the wave of pure physical force annihilated everything along the wave front of the shaped charge's primary axis.


Eighteen immaculately sculpted blocks in the shape of a hollow cone were stacked with their remote detonators embedded inside, ready to trigger.


The flask of liquid Ulric had just purified would be enough to make the thirty or so button explosives that he intended to use to knock the bottoms out from the ships in the harbor. He was about to do that very thing when he realized that there were two flasks and that his hands wouldn't stop shaking. Hmm…it would appear that he had run out of the Alchemist's cache of staybusy's. Unfortunate. The comedown was even more unfortunate.


He was soon violently ill and, after forcing himself to eat and drink, passed out on a ratty straw mattress thrown down in a corner of the basement that held the second least amount of water. The driest area was reserved for storing his lovely little bombs, of course.


"Oh Watcher's symmetrical tots of divinity, please show me, your faithful, mercy!" Ulric moaned into the damp half-light of the room.


His candles had almost burned out, and guttered fitfully in their stands. He'd gone light on the lighting to limit the risks of a spectacular end to his second chance life, if an open flame somehow managed to ignite a fume or wisp of his materials. It was just as well he had, obliteration aside. If he'd woken to a fully lit room the spike of chemical pain between his eyes might have done him in by itself. He was sick again, and only barely managed to drag himself over to the mess he'd made the night previous.


Misery didn't so much love company as create it. A man alone in a decrepit basement, where none venture but the rats, who would be found mysteriously lying dead outside not much later, would find that misery could manufacture its own entertainment. Such as Ulric Einar, attempting to expel his boots through his abdominal cavity. It was just as well he hadn't eaten much these past days. On his back, acrid bile burning in his throat, and some wracking shivers setting in, Ulric longed for nothing more than to be huddled around the fireplace in his primitive home. Oh, but to be surrounded by wilderness devoid of anything but beasts and even more wilderness!


To make matters worse, the mania had faded and Ulric remembered well what sequence of events had led him to this place. The attack on the Havens. The decay of Prespang, thanks to Prosper's fetid rot. The callous slaying of a decent man at the moment of his granddaughter's joyous wedding. He hurt more now, inside as well as out.


Ulric had not been a man welcoming of emotional attachment. It had always been a slow thing, gradual, and almost begrudging. He was, slowly, changing in that regard. First, the boy Elf whose courage and wit had impressed him. Then the teasing humor and passionate love of his people in the boy Elf's father. The peerless cunning, gentle strength, and alien brilliance of that father's wives. Then had come the daughter, eventually, when he figured out that she had worked as hard to hold people out as he had, and why. And still others. The Royal Guard, dedicating themselves to the protection of their kin. A reclusive smith as odd as anyone Ulric had met but who made himself a bastion for a lonely, struggling girl. Even more after that. But he'd never lost one of them. Now he had. Honored Elder Varrock was dead, killed by a Magister of Prosper because he refused to lower his Clan to become tools of the Gilded Thrones.


Caring hurt a lot more than he remembered.


A quiet minute of reflection and Ulric figured out what bothered him so much about the Lupid geezer's going out like he had. It wasn't the way he'd died. If anything, Old Man Varrock went out like he seemed like he'd have wanted, giving some sonofabitch a piece of his mind and his teeth if he could manage it. No, Varrock was a fighter, there was no shame in leaving this world standing up for your people against their oppressors. So very far from it, Old Man. What bothered Ulric was that none of the other Lupid had fought back. None of them had so much as raised a voice or growled the entire time, until the patriarch was dead. Only Varrock had stood against them. He knew now why the Elder Wolf lamented his Clan's decline. The Beastkin knew they wouldn't strike back, he knew, even with his best years long behind him, that it was only him left to show teeth.


My kin. No harm. The dying wish of a decent man. A free man. And Ulric had given his word.


Struggling through the retribution of the drugs, Ulric knew he had to get his ass in gear. Varrock's people were still in harm's way. The Magister was dead and so were the goons with him but somebody would know there had been a gathering, they would know that there were witnesses. They might question the events, and might lean on the folk there to get the answers they wanted. Keeping that from happening meant giving them something else to worry about and dismantling the power structures. He needed to deep-six the Baron, publicly. Create a threat that would draw fire away from the Lupid Clans, especially Varrock's granddaughter, the natural place Prosper would start trying to apply pressure. Unless he put pressure on them first.


Thus convinced, Ulric rolled to his feet and fought through a wave of dizziness.


"Oops," He commented aloud realizing he wasn't in any condition currently to do anything sensitive without fucking it up, "Might have gone a little too hard in the paint. I'm gonna need to visit the brothel again."


Get your minds out of the gutters, they were the only safe places to get a bath in that part of town.


He'd spent four nights there over the last week or so, and earned a reputation as a down on their luck with cash and a penchant for poor decisions. And also, a strange obsession with games, as the girls whose rooms he'd rented to take a bath in were used only for the tub, soap, and to play some bizarre card game. When it became obvious the John wasn't interested in pawing at the whores several came to hang out in the room to join in the games between jobs. He very nearly had one of the girls trained to play Uno to a competitive level. Alchemist Meth was a hell of a drug.
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                On his way up the stairs from the basement to street level, steeper than he recalled, he did his best to scrub off some of the flecks of his stomach lining from his clothes.


"I'm gonna have to burn these soon." Ulric said, picking at the soiled robe and the undershirt that was more him than not.


Once fine, they were now a stained ruin growing ragged at the hems. Perhaps he should acquire new garments. It actually wasn't a bad idea. He was filthy enough to be difficult to distinguish from many of the locals in this ragged little slum but it was a little like rolling in shit to blend in with the pigs. A set of clothes to blend in amongst the townies of the first and second tiers was a good call. He didn't necessarily need to appear too poverty-stricken, just plainer than a bagel with no cream cheese.


The brothel was, under the full light of the Twins, a spectacle of the failure of Bartala to offer protection to all of its citizens. All cities have their underbellies, the populated by the ones who fell through the cracks. As usual that fall tended to be longer and its landing harder on the most vulnerable. He was waved in by the massive brute who guarded the front door and received a friendly pat on the back as he went by.


Tully didn't speak, had some kind of brain damage near as Ulric could tell that had never been healed. He'd done tough guy shit ever since and liked to lift weights. Ulric skipped the gate fee by doing more pushups and squats than Tully could. Sweet guy, as long as you didn't get too handsy, rough, or try to skip a bill. Since Ulric didn't do any of that, Tully figured Ulric was a sweet guy too.


Inside the run-down three-story building were girls of all ages. Like, all of them. Most didn't work the main attraction, so to speak, they were blowbys of the working girls, kept inside to do odd jobs and off the dangerous streets. The boy children got used to muck stalls, to clean and handle nightsoil, and to be sent on delivery runs. Those who didn't want to do that roamed the streets in small gangs that would converge on you like piranha if they smelled blood. Contraception and birth control were known and employed, both magical and mundane. There was a slight catch though, you had to have it available and you have to be able to afford it. When you live in a place like this, you don't have the kind of coin to access that sort of privilege.


A cute thirty-something with blond hair greeted him at the desk. Her eyes were flinty and sharp when the door opened but softened when she recognized the patron to be one of the harmless ones.


"Welcome Mr. Deertay," she said, almost genuinely warmly, "Should I escort you to Alowan again? She was occupied earlier, but the client only paid for the hour and time has long since passed. I'll take you on up."


Ulric gave her a polite wave and indicated himself wryly, "It has been a long…everything, I think. Please do."


Grabbing a key off the peg wall behind her she gestured him to follow, telling him in her curt but not mean soprano "Come along then."


In a just world, Elmry would have sung opera. Instead, she worked the desk and, sometimes, the sheets of a Brothel in a slum that would make those horror stories pre-collapse proud. There was no justice, but what men made. By extension, that made the cruelty they chose to make instead that much more demeaning. Ulric couldn't fix the world. But he could try to leave it just slightly better wherever he found himself. Even if that was just by showing kindness to those who deserved it.


Elmry worked the key in the low-quality lock, having to rattle it several times to get it to unlatch. She eventually won the battle and knocked thrice, the common notification that a John was at the door. She nodded and smiled, not faking it as she normally would have, and returned to her post.


The door opened and Ulric saw the pretty brown-haired girl of some indeterminate early adulthood age whom he'd visited for his baths. Her light evening gown, sheer linen of barely passable manufacture, was clearly donned in a hurry. Alowan's soft cherubic cheeks sported several fresh bruises and the pale skin of her neck was marred by livid choking marks. Her delicate nose had flakes of dried blood under it too. The set of her legs, hesitant and stiff said worse had been done to her. The fear and hurt in her face were more than enough to complete the story.


Ahhh. Here I go killing again.


Ulric reached out slowly and gently cupped her chin. He turned her face to each side, so that he could take full measure of the beating. The girl must have seen something in his face because she didn't flinch or struggle.


"Alowan. What does he look like?" Ulric asked.


She shook her head and a fearful instinctive flick of her eyes behind her told him that he wasn't going to have to look very hard. Good. He was tired and just not much feeling the mood for running around the slums going door to door for this asshole.


Ulric nodded and gently took the girl by the arm, guiding her out into the hall. He stepped into the room and closed the door as he heard slurred profanity issue from the bedroom.


Alowan heard the threatening bellow of "Whore! Where'd you get your smart-lipped little cu- Who the fuck are you?"


There was some rustling and then nothing that she could hear. She rubbed her arm where the hairs had raised for a moment and then fallen. The door opened and Ulric shook his head, feigning regret.


"Terrible luck. I'm afraid the poor man has had a heart attack. Dropped right there." He said snapping his fingers lightly, not noticing the small spark that darted away as he did.


"Inexplicable really. You stay right there Alowan, I'll bring him out and put him where he belongs, just a moment." He said, going back inside for a brief moment.


Ulric came out dragging the dead John by the hair of his head without effort and out of the brothel's front door before he casually slung the corpse into the street over Tully's head to pitch halfway across a gutter.


"Ein jeder kehr’ vor seiner Tür, und rein ist jedes Stadtquartier."


It all starts at home. If you can't even clean the mess under your feet, what complaint can you lodge against your neighbor or community at large? Some piece of dead garbage that had a habit of hurting women who couldn't fight back is allowed to do as they please? Dispose of it.


Tully smiled and waved at him and he returned the wave to the man. A good man to have around was Tully. He'd have pulled that fuck's arms out of his sockets and drowned him in the piss pools in that gutter. Alas, Ulric was too tired to fuck around with such amusing diversions. What he needed was to soak and try to get his head right for a simultaneous demolition of the port and execution of Bartala's Baron for his complicity in subjugating the people of this city to Prosper's will. To lead is to be responsible. Varrock's murder lay squarely on a Baron who allowed that scorpion-souled creature to move freely and act with impunity within his walls. If he didn't want to accept responsibility, then he shouldn't have taken the job. With the good, also comes the bad, and them's just the breaks.


Ulric gave Elmry a reassuring nod as he went by and the girl smiled, though she seemed a touch nervous. He wasn't sure why, the problem was taken care of, and with as little fuss as possible. People died suddenly of heart issues all the time. It would be virtually impossible to definitively state that Ulric had killed the nameless canker with a brief pulse of Ceraun across the electrical meridians of the heart. Which is what he had, in fact, done.


When he returned to the room, he found a tub filled with water, steaming at that heavenly temperature just short of being painful. Alowan was already in the tub and wearing much less than she had been when he'd left with the trash in tow, which hadn't been all that much to begin with. She was a lovely lass was she, and he wished he knew how to heal to ease her discomfort. It was a shame he was happily married and his terrific spouse so far away. He was relatively certain Taipan would have enjoyed teaching the girl a few things about the carnal arts. He was absolutely certain he would have enjoyed helping.


"I am sorry about the trouble, Alowan." He said regretfully, without increasing the indignity by being specific, "I find my patience stretched thin. If anyone causes you pain, and I am around, you may tell me and I will be glad to see them rendered inert." He told the lovely Valin girl in the tub.


Her frail smile said she heard and understood, even if that was no guarantee of anything. He would, but he wouldn't be around forever and they both knew it. She was a sharp card player and a nice girl, overall. Most of them were nice, in their own ways, that he'd seen. Life could be brutally hard and not even the slightest bit fair and these lasses dared the tossing seas with a brave heart. Histories often spoke of the oldest profession but he'd not had any encounters with those who made of their own bodies, and dignity, their product. Greater respect for them he had than for many who would look down on them. When they had nothing else, they still fought their way up to personal agency, rather than servitude. It was a courage he doubted he possessed himself in their places.


More and more, Ulric was convinced that the best of humanity seemed to lie at the bottom of its hierarchies. The farther a man or woman climbed, it seemed, the faster their soul eroded into a vessel for their own monstrous ambitions. Bald'rt Iriel was a rare creature, who wielded his power for love of his people, not for his own aggrandizement. He had attracted mates who held the same disposition, and they had raised their offspring to be as their image.


Those musings occupied him while he removed his clothes, intent on bringing them with him to the tub to be soaped and at least moderately cleaned.


He slid into the tub with a quiet "Hooooh boy" of contentment. Immediately he leaned his face against the wood and breathed deep, hoping he didn't fall asleep before he managed to clean himself and his clothes properly. The lingering effects of the three-day marathon had not yet completely left him.


Smooth skin pressed against his back, the warmth of another's touch that he hadn't felt since leaving the Legranel some two months prior. Two months of slogging through the wilderness. Two months of contemplation for all the lessons of destruction his species had to offer, the creation of arcane weapons, and the execution of guerilla war.


Lamenting at the necessity, the Reforged man wished so hard that things hadn't turned out this way. All he wanted was to be allowed to live in peace, explore the philosophy and science of mana, and to create a home where his needs were satisfied and he might cultivate a paradise of his own design in his free time. His wishes meant nothing. The desire of the Orlethrem to preserve the quiet sanctity of their lands meant nothing. The hope for a future full of freedom possessed by Varrock's and Harlan's Clans, exiled to the wastes and brittle reaches, meant nothing. Not when existed a force that sought to turn those wishes to ash for its own gain. It had to be destroyed. Root and stem, he had to destroy Prosper's power over these lands.


Fuck man, Ulric reflected. When had this little adventure of his gotten so damned grim?


Probably right around the time he was nearly eaten by a near-dead monster that had ravaged a large portion of the continent for a couple of thousand years. Everything after that was just a slow ramp up to his being able to see the spots of rot besmirching the gem that was Varda's glorious sphere. If it was a sphere, not some kind of dome on the back of a cosmic turtle or some bizarre shit.


Two slightly firmer bits of humanity, atop wonderful softness, squeezed against his flesh, and dainty hands began to stroke his back and shoulders and he figured that he needed to set some boundaries. Gently. Recent history had not been kind to this young woman, and the last thing she needed was Ulric's nearly autistic failure to express himself appropriately to add to her troubles.


How do you tell a girl who sells herself that you aren't interested in the one thing that she has that has ever been considered by others to have value in this world? And he wasn't. Not because of her profession or anything. It simply boiled down to he was too damned tired and missed his Taipan too much to enjoy intimacy without her. But how to say it right?


Fucking carefully, that's how, you goober, Ulric scoffed. And be nice about it.


"Just so you know," He said slowly with as much kindness as he could manage, "I have a wife who I miss dearly and have been away from for longer than I like. I haven't indulged in your touch because the reminder of her absence pains."


He heard the quiet voice behind him whisper just shy of being hurt, "Then you would like me to stop?"


Damn it. How was he supposed to react to that?


Honestly, Ulric decided, taking the hands in his own and turning to pat her head softly.


"No, I really wouldn't." Ulric admitted with a slight smile, "I would enjoy your touch, which I have sorely lacked, and I would savor every minute of it throughout the act, seeking to please you and ease your pains, while you please me and ease my own. And, later, I would find no small amount of regret that I might be spending my time with another while she who carries my bond lies cold in her own bed."


The slight tug of sadness in the blackening eyes of the young woman brightened somewhat.


"I see. Then you do not prefer men, or find me, especially now, less than you wish?" She asked, searching for, something.


Validation? Acceptance? Respect? Maybe a little of all of them.


Ulric gave her another pat before leaning back to lay his arms over the sides of the tub, somewhat more comfortable with the crowded space than before.


"Not in the slightest, Alowan. You are, as always, a fine companion and an able competitor at cards. Your other charms are many and would suit me greatly at another date. Just right now though? I need to be clean and to ease the knots in my mind before I finish a project of great delicacy." He told her without hesitation, hopeful that he'd managed to thread the needle.


Cheeks puffed slightly as she pouted, and she winced slightly at the habitual gesture.


"Poof. I was hoping I would get to feel you beneath me. Mysteries don't come to the city's dregs very often and I wanted to unwrap yours." Complained the prostitute.


Ulric couldn't help a grin at that mischievousness.


"Too bad lass, this is as unwrapped as you'll find me." He told her gently, refusing to give her misconceptions or the cowardice of a kind lie.


She leaned back as well, which was a pleasing sight for his sore eyes.


"Are you leaving after this? Bartala, I mean." the inquisitive woman asked.

Ulric thought about it for a second. He could finish the refinement of the explosive charges within three or four hours. It would take at least another three or four to set them at the positions he had planned, assuming he could remain unhindered. There would be some swimming involved, but he was confident that it would prove little obstacle. Then he would need to break into the Baron's residence or office or throne room or wherever the fuck he sat ignoring his people's needs. Call it two hours to do that, and another fifteen or so seconds to liberate the Baron from his mortal coil.


So…ten hours on the outside to complete his objectives within the city and see it punished for murdering Varrock. It was already past Midsunsrise, his seventy-five-hour marathon having cost him too much sleep. Normally, only four or five hours were sufficient on every thirty-hour day but, at this moment, he was in that place beyond tired. What with final preparations and the rough timeline, that would mean it would be well into the dark when he was done, which was when he wanted to be leaving the city. Surprisingly, yes, that meant today would, if nothing got in the way, be his last day in Bartala.


His face must have given his realization away, because Alowan's recovering cheer waned a touch.


"Nothing is certain, but, yes, I think it might be. It is a shame, I had thought you were almost ready to take me on, when last you held your reverse card to catch me ready to call 'uno'." He admitted.


He'd had to modify the game slightly to accommodate their deck structures on common playing cards but it wasn't too hard. Alowan was a fast learner and an aggressive adversary.


At the mention of the game, his near rival perked up a bit.


"I almost had you." She declared with vigor.


He nodded. Yes, she had.


"If ever I am returning to Bartala, which is not an impossibility, I will return here to give you your chance. At that time, I will have my wife with me and you will also have your chance to uncover whatever mysteries you might be thinking to find, though I don't believe those will be so very interesting. My Taipan tells me I have the most boring stories." Ulric confided in the girl as his hands worked soap into his clothes.


He'd just wear them wet and walk them dry, it was fine. Maybe if the lab caught fire in this last round of mixing, the damp cloth would prevent him from suffering any burns. He hated burns.


Alowan shook her head at him, not believing a word of it. But she was glad the strange man who had paid for her time to teach her card games and take long baths had cared to offer. The last few days had been oddly peaceful, until the John who liked to hurt girls. And even that one was gone now, courtesy of her mysterious patron. She didn't know how he'd managed to kill the John so quickly and quietly but it added to the secrets her curious mind would concoct fantasies about later.


Ulric left the Brothel lighter in spirits, just a bit, and lighter six Aul Squires, the heaviest coins he had besides the massive Tun weights. The funds were divvied up between twenty impoverished ladies of the night and one slowed strongarm of good heart. He didn't know that the coin would solve any of those girls’ problems but it sure as hell wouldn't hurt. Wealth absent happiness was useless and Ulric felt happier about parting with it, which was all that mattered. He grinned when he recalled the slack-jawed expressions disbelieving at the fortune casually laid out in front of them.


With a skip in his step, Ulric made his way back to the dingy basement to finish his little science experiment. Today, Bartala was going to get a wake-up call. Gilded cages were still cages and Ulric was going to blow off the doors off the hinges.
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                The Twins sat low on the horizon, spreading an entire painter's palette of oranges and reds across the choppy surface of Vatyn.  Peaking just above the waves on the opposite side of their daytime counterparts, the trio of moons, known as the Coven in these parts, a name Ulric quite liked, began their rise.  Two were in the crescent phase while the third straggler was waxing gibbous.  Streaks of golden clouds, striated bands of stratus, sat low in the fading blue-red hues of sunset.  More weather would follow those harbingers of storms. 


It was another one of those vistas that Varda seemed to produce like a magician, pulling even more scarves from their bottomless sleeve.  Shame he had to go and do violence with a view like that as a backdrop, but that was how things had worked out.  Ulric was sitting at the end of one of the slips, dressed in the way of the deckhands that pervaded the quayside.  He had his pack wrapped in ratty rags, strung from a pole like many of the untouchables that could be occasionally found, before guards rounded them up and had them collared and press-ganged into oar crews for ships bearing Prosper's Seal. 


It solved one of the mysteries of why there were so many rowers on these ships.  Obviously, because there were so many desperate poor who could be shackled to an oar, dummy.  Yet another perversion of law, injustice masquerading as ordnance for the public good. 


Ulric shook his head when he saw a small commune of them, harming no one and huddling around a small firepit made of scavenged cobbles broken free of the roads by steel-shod hooves and heavily laden wagon wheels, was rounded up by a squad of guards.  A summary judgment by statute, approved by the Magistrate, a loyal servant of Prosper, saw them collared immediately, the runed collars flaring brightly as free peoples were turned into property.  Bartala had this coming.  They had brought this on themselves, he told himself, remembering his brave friend.  That they didn't even understand why was not the point.  Hopefully, if he managed to break Prosper's grip on them long enough, they'd be able to figure it out for themselves.


Welp.  Time to rip the defunct adhesive bandage off. 


Rapid, efficient motions had his peasant's garb replaced by the blacks of the Iriel'en.  Over the top of those he pulled on the armor crafted, first by himself, and then, to an extent he would never match, of the bones and hide of the [Forest Lord].  The straps buckled everything into place and it fit him like a second skin.  Last, he donned the helmet, its bestial predator's visage completed when he pulled the faceguard down and clasped it into place, locking the grinning fangs into an apparent roar. 


Ulric rose and gave a brief toss of his head, checking his range of motion and visibility.  All fine.  He hooked the pack, much less full now that the armor was gone from its bottom, to his belt like a large satchel.  Xef'tocht he freed from its Wood and leather-wrapped disguising sheath.  Glittering midnight blue metal and a cyan wave pattern along its edge were just the first hints that there was something special about the blade.  It was another working of Galed Uldin, the weapon to go with the armor, its engraved runes charged with the core of the [Forest Lord], imbuing the enchantments with its fierce aura.  Xef'tocht was made to cut and the razored edge projected its desires into a sort of slicing aura a few centimeters away from the metal itself.  It would shear even through metal, provided that metal was not equally enchanted to resist its destructive influence. 


All told, this was the first time Ulric had really taken full advantage of Taipan's godparent's gifts.  Tonight, he was going to show Prosper why they should have left the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] exactly the fuck alone. 


[Ceraunoperception]


[Warrior's Instinct]


[Battle Rhythm]


Instantly, he became aware of the subtle imprints on his skin that designated living things, metallic objects, and, to a far lesser extent, wooden structures.  He closed his eyes to let the electrostatic sensory show him everything his eyes might have missed.  His somewhat aggravated mind calmed, becoming more focused, less antsy.  The slowing beat of his heart set the pace of the coming battle. 


In Ulric breathed, long and slow, and out, long and slow.  Ready.


Eyes opened slowly and he took off at an easy run, his legs taking him from one set of crates to another, slipping from cover to cover.  The matte, charcoal black enamel of his armor let him blend somewhat easily into the shadows of the stacked cargo awaiting its transport, keeping the sight of the Baron's retinue in easy sight. 


The Baron, it turned out, was not a hard man to find.  He went everywhere with a large compliment of personal guards all of them wearing cloaks with Prosper's sigil, all of them marking themselves out as being the masters whose booted feet stood hard on the necks of their lessers. 


Two days ago, after a manic Ulric found he could not endure the sound of water running down the walls of the abandoned cellar any longer, he'd gone out to locate Prosper's defacto figurehead and prime pencil pusher.  It wasn't hard, just climb the relatively low wall between third and fourth-tiers from a mansion roof adjacent.  Clearly, a failure in city planning and security, which he was discovering to be something of a common theme.  He had only to find the biggest, poshest, most asshole-ish place possible.  Whammo, one Baron located.  He'd taken his breaks while explosive charges dried and purification filtrations dripped glacially through their crude papyrus cones into collection glasses and occupied himself by following the Baron around the city.   Every day, around dark thirty, the Baron's escort circled him at his lovely estate's gates, and the lot of them headed down to the port, gracing the populace with the sight of what their riches could do when funneled towards a single man. 


Ulric made a game of it, seeing how close he could get before anyone shooed the limping beggar away or tried to give him a hard time.  He was within spitting distance, once, before anyone thought to wave him off.  These men had no sense of self-preservation.  Their armor and arms might as well have been made of silk, they were decorative.  So certain were they all that they were untouchable that the death of the Magister had shocked them into calling for Prosper's forces to locate and subdue the killer.  He'd heard the Baron complaining about delays and qualifications about those reinforcements to the chief of his guards, the only one of the jackboots that gave any semblance of competency.  There was trouble down close to the border of some kind, disjointed reports were sowing confusion.


That news had brought a hidden smile to the pretend beggar shadowing the group.  Ulric had placed his charges earlier this afternoon while he haggled for a ship to buy and runners to fetch a wagon.  His exit strategy he'd revised upon realizing that he did not need to travel overland and, in fact, that it would not be wise to do so.  The open water was far faster and, once he closed the false reef behind him, pursuit would be greatly delayed.  From there he could navigate close to the shoreline to the nearest port.  He'd beat word transported by land by days, if not weeks.  If the city was in something of an uproar over a Magister, it'd come apart at the seams when the Baron got whacked publicly.  


Attention to detail was nearly impossible to avoid while under the influence of the alchemist's little helper.  The semi-random twitches just made him more invisible while he stalked his quarry.  A pattern emerged that the Baron headed down through the city to collect the shipping manifestos from the docks and to receive their instructions from the Magister of the next city over from a sort of messenger bird system. 


Ulric knew immediately that those birds had to go and had placed a charge there at his earliest convenience.  It sat still, wedged between one loose slat and the stone wall beside it, unnoticed.  Some drunk sailor, still stinking of raw brandy and wearing a grain sack over his head had run over terrorizing the birds and setting them loose the day before, before jumping into the sea to escape the vengeance of the guards and the bird's keeper.  Whoever would do such a thing?


Now, armored and hidden in a cluster of penned beasts, the property of Clan Bitznes, in fact, Ulric watched from between the bars of the pens as the Baron made his rounds.  He withdrew the small platinum rod from his belt pouch and fingered it lightly, thumbing the white crystal embedded in the end of it.  Soon. 


Swimming the still-cold waters of Vatyn was a brisk experience but none of the galleons and a third of the schooners would not be leaving Bartala, ever again.  Not without a new bottom and a winch to lift them from beneath the waves of the harbor.  Men had yelled at him when he'd been discovered in the water but had then ignored him when he waved his belt knife and cackled madly "Six Eld squires to scrape ye'r barnacles o’ captains!  Only six Eld and they'll never trouble ye!"  No better cover could a man have than to be thought mad.  Out of consideration for Varrock's kin, he avoided any ships that carried the markings he recognized from the wedding.


He'd realized while testing the shaped charges that his putty like explosive had a far better application for scuttling ships than it did even for taking out the stone supports for the docks.  Ulric had tried rolling it into a very thin strand, formed into a long loop.  Triggering the putty at one end sent a cascading detonation through the loop.  The resulting hole knocked out of his shield wall down in the basement revealed that there was no chance it wouldn't simply blow a massive hole through the wooden hulls with the water pressure pushing the wall of cut planks into the interior.  He did love it when a plan came together.


The moment was coming.  The Baron was almost to the Portsmaster, to receive his manifestos and be able to calculate the coin he would be claiming that day as his cut of the taxes. 


A disruption started farther down the docks and Ulric struggled to see what was going on from his hiding place. 


Oh godsdamn. 


He heard the gutteral voices of Lupid peoples, yips and cries in riotous frenzy, and soon saw that they had come in a large angry group.  Thirty or so, all young, mostly male, but more than a few female, had forced their way onto the docks and were pushing past hapless guards. 


At their front was Nanya and her new husband Erswinn.  The were dressed as if they were ready to travel and their expressions told of the kind of rage that had, along with the Alchemist's pills, been keeping Ulric going at full throttle, and beyond, for the three days prior.  He heard the pair demand justice for Varrock Hora, Patriarch of the Horan Valley.  They wanted blood for blood.


"Well, shit." Ulric whispered from his place.


[Ceraunoperception] revealed that each of the Wolfkin was armed.  Kitchen knives, garden tools, a few of the Clansmen from the Hora carried spears and swords.  They were no match for even the pissants that called themselves warriors guarding the Baron.  The Lupid kinsmen gave no sign that they cared, they were here to have justice.  This was Varrock all over again.  It would seem the Old Wolf's legacy was to rouse his kin to action, to put steel in their spines again.


"Promises to keep, Ulric.  No harm." He told himself under his breath.


Maybe it was better this way.  They deserved to see their vengeance first hand, not to hear of it later. 


[Surge]


The [Lord of the Ancient Glade] stormed from cover, pulsing his core to flare Ceraun into the [Caelis Sil] rod and its pure white gem before throwing it ahead into the group of Baron's thugs.


The entire quayside rocked as the pilings the docks sat on dissolved simultaneously.  Great gouts of water from many of the ships nearly lifted some of the smaller schooners from the water before they began to list badly. 


A tiny pulse of [Deathstone] antimagic washed through the Baron's men, even as they were drawing their weapons to slay the approaching group of Beastkin malcontents.  Such was always the way to handle the rabble, at sword point and in public, to send a message.  They staggered, unharmed, but stunned by what felt like a nauseatingly strong pull on the cores within them.


Ulric planted his feet and jumped, soaring high through the air.  For an endless moment he was flying, free from gravity's hold, the rushing of air coming through his visor so sweet.  His core thrummed fury and he concentrated on this first strike, feeling his mana join with the artifact blade in his hands.


Down he came hurtling into the gaggle of men that made up Prosper's choking hand around the throat of Bartala, rage in his heart for the wrongs they'd done and done nothing to stop.


[Crackling Draw]


Xef'tocht appeared as a half-moon of arcing violet, flaring bright as the Baron and the three men to his left were bisected at the chest, neck, and head, along his descending stroke.


Ulric hit the ground on his toes and pushed off, pulling from his core, turning his fall into forward momentum.


[Surge]


Like a cannonball, he tore ahead and shoulder-charged the commander of the guard, the most dangerous target, even as his employer's halves splatted wetly to the quayside stones.  The pauldrons of the cuirass absorbed the thunderous impact, dispersing it across his body raising a bruise from the force, while concentrating it directly in the middle of the Commander's chest.  Ulric blew through the only competent warrior in the jackboot squad and felt the man's breastplate cave in even as the ribs beneath shattered.  His momentum carried him forward, the dying man flying through the air before him, albeit far reduced from the collision and the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] continued moving behind the projectile that was now the brand-new owner of a lethally flailed chest. 


Surrounded by enemies and slaughtered prey the beast that slept in his mind howled loudly within and he nearly joined it.  Instead, he called lightning and air, hand swiping as if collecting snow, and threw the arcing maelstrom behind him, to devastate the men just now realizing that death was amongst them. 


[Galvanic Mistral]


A cloud of blood mist, body parts, tattered cloth, and armor shrapnel blew off the quay into the water.  The ones who had been standing too wide of the arclight blender panicked.  Some ran.  Some threw down their weapons and begged for mercy, others ran towards the back of the armored figure that had slaughtered their Baron and comrades, finding some measure of courage too late in their lives, and only at the very end.


The former commander ended his flight by slamming into his troopers, his body’s arc absorbed the first two of the swordsmen in front of the wrathful Reforged, and he turned one cut, another, and then, on the next, found his opportunity to retaliate.  Ulric caught the unbalanced overhand chop of the frustrated, terrified soldier and turned it to the side with an easy wrist flick that brought his Sith in line for a swift extension of his forearms that took the point of the blade through the faceguard of the man, to plunge out the back of his helmet, metal throwing sparks as it was carved apart.


He had to take a branching back step to pull away from a cut made towards his neck, the newest opponent in front of him delayed but not injured by the collision with his former superior.  [Ceraunoperception] put the awareness of the metal blade coming towards his back into his mind and Ulric made the conscious decision to trust Galed Uldin's craft.  Instead of trying to stop the strike he adjusted his balance and took it squarely off his back plate while launching a brutal uppercut stroke at the man who thought to steal advantage while Ulric dealt with the approaching attack from behind.  Mid swing, the Baron's man opened like a sashimi'd fish from groin to neck and the warrior behind him yelled in denial as the blow bounced from Ulric's armor, leaving no mark upon it. 


It felt like being hit by a foam bat.  Smith Uldin, you beautiful man you, I might kiss you, he mused before returning to predator focus.


That one wanted another shot at the champ, regripped his hilt, and came on with even more force.  Ulric saw the man's arms flare a dim orange and new he was drawing on his own core's strength.  The sword came around again in an overpowered hacking stroke meant to take Ulric's head.


Grinning behind his visor, Ulric took one hand off the hilt of his weapon and drew on his [Ohmic Knight] class's store of knowledge, pushing a dense plate of Ceraun mana into the gauntlet.  This had failed, once, but only because the enemy had a giant's strength.  He was certain none of these weaklings had that Svartalfin's might.


[Maxwell's Parry]


Electromagnetic force magnified the impact as he backhanded the incoming sword blade's flat, lifting the stroke high over his head hard enough to tear it from the man's empowered grip, sailing it into the night from its owner's forceful swing.  Razored leaves on Xef'tocht's hilt stabbed into the man's temple, slammed into it as he countered the errant swing while the disbelieving man tried to figure out what had happened, his grey matter seeping from around the deceptively elegant hilt. 


A short chopping stroke finished dispatching the disarmed fighter.


Two more came on in fanatical abandon, their swords low as if they would take him through sheer desire alone.  The Iriel'en would have laughed to see so little skill in their enemies.  Ulric just felt waste.  So much waste.


Raising his gauntleted hand, palm loosely open, as if to compel them to stop before they could throw their useless lives away, Ulric called again to the coursing lightning and it again gladly answered.


[Voltaic Riot]


Wrist-thick arcs leapt out, buzzing joyfully as they danced across the chests of the two men before scrolling across their heads and limbs, coursing Ceraun leaving its glowing metal edges and cauterized wounds through the already dead corpses even as they plunged face-first to the stones.


Ulric stilled the vicious flow of mana and took inventory.


The Baron and his men were very dead.  The Lupid Clansmen were unharmed, if frozen again by the sheer scale of the destruction around them.  Boats sinking, docks tearing apart under their own weight, and some dozen armored men wearing Prosper's sigil dead on the port stones.  They had not been still long, many of their weapons were stained red, dripping to join the rest of the carnage and Ulric saw why.


Those men who had run, and the ones who had dropped their weapons, were already dead, killed by the gathered Beastkin.  The knives held by the Bride and the Groom were crimson, as were their sleeves up to the elbow.  It gave Ulric some joy to see Old Man Varrock's kin get theirs.


His Lord instinct calmed, the foes dominated and stilled beneath his conscious thoughts.  Sometimes Ulric had to wonder how much of his willingness to throw himself into these things had to do with those instinctual urges.  Meh.  Did it really matter?  Ulric Einar was [Lord of the Ancient Glade].  The rest of Varda would learn to stop fucking with him sooner or later.


The Newlyweds approached him slowly, uncertain.  He realized he was still holding Xef'tocht and lowered the gauntleted hand that had ripped the last two frenzied men apart. 


"Are you Ulric, who befriended my Grampa and killed the Magister?" Demanded Nanya, with strength in it that would have brought a tear of joy to an Old Wolf's heart.


In response, he raised his visor, revealing his face.  A few splotches of other men's blood left streaks on his cheeks and brow.  The former engineer wiped a wristguard across, streaking it but keeping any of the driblets from getting to his mouth before he risked a spoken answer.


"The same." He replied simply.


The pair looked to one another and then to the ruin of the docks and the sinking ships.  The rest of their kin milled around, staying close to support the pair who led them but not crowding.


Erswinn gestured to the mess and stated, more than asked, "You have done this.  Brought this calamity to Bartala."


Ulric nodded and said gravely, "Yup."


"Why?  What would motivate you to do…all of this?  Surely not for a promise to a man you met only a day before." Challenged the Groom.


Well, the boy had asked, and Ulric didn't lie.


"Because they had it coming." Ulric answered, his voice taking on a hard edge, "Prosper has made themselves my enemy and Bartala was supporting their regime, through its ships, its ports, and its taxes.  I would have done something to limit the ability of the city to fulfill its master's goals regardless.  But.  The murder of a good man in whom I found friend, and an oath to him, moved me to go…further beyond."


He tried, without overmuch success to take the anger from his tone.  He wasn't mad at these two, after all.  It didn't help much.  Prosper still owed.  The pair and the crowd with them looked at him in disbelief, that all of this was a single man's doing.  It was understandable.  Ulric could do, with what his civilization considered common chemicals, the proper equipment, and a little time, what it would take a dedicated effort of specialized Adepts to accomplish, without drawing on his core's might.  The gift of a life spent hunched over tomes of chemical formula, electron orbital complexes, and metallurgical techniques at the cutting edge of the humanity of his world. 


Time was against him now, but he figured he'd see if he couldn't pull the wool from their eyes, to give them a parting gift of clarity.  Varrock would have wanted them to understand the way of things.  As he had, the cunning old wolf.


"Your people live in silver-wired cages in this city." He told the pair bluntly, but mostly Erswinn, whose family was exclusively installed within Bartala.


"They have been under its sway for so long, have compromised so often for the sake of their futures, their children's futures, that they don't even notice that they have become mere tools.  Glorified servants with the laws of Prosper forming the slave collars, instead of the more obvious ones.  Varrock knew this, it is why he turned his clan aside from it, even when it brought them hardship." Ulric explained.


Nanya's eyes widened at that angry summary, so similar to her ancestor's complaints about becoming Prosper's dogs.  She had always thought him bitter at his Clan's decline in fortunes.  But how did this man know any of this?


"How know you of our clan, or of these lands?" the Bride asked, becoming suspicious as Ulric's words and actions began to raise alarm bells, "I do not know from where you come Destroyer, but it is not here.  Tell us, truly, who are you?"


To answer the first was pain, recalling the grousing Elder Lupid telling his clan's tales, his brags, his failures, and all in between. 


Ulric couldn't keep the sadness from leaking into his answer of Nanya's question, "I know your Clan from its Elder, Nanya Hora-Bitsnez.  Your grandfather spent most of an entire night regaling me with all things Hora.  He seemed a good sort, in spite of the growling, so I gave him my ear.  The old Badger chaser spun me the tale of a determined and decent man, who loved his kin fiercely.  I could not help but listen."


Many of the Lupid in the crowd, especially those who had known well the fallen patriarch, grinned their wolfish grins to hear him described as an old badger chaser.  It was the sort of thing he would have said of himself.


Standing there in armor so near to artifact armor and holding a true Artifact sword, covered in the gore of his shattered enemies, it seemed like there was little point to hiding.  Besides.  This was part of his promise.  The Merchant Lords would have a choice, expend effort on lowly Lupid Clan peasants who had never done so much as rustle a Magister's robes or direct their will towards finding and killing a threat that had survived their Adepts, their hired killers, and, now, ravaged one of their most profitable trade ports.  It was obvious which one they would choose.  Especially when he went and did the same thing to the next port down the line. 


Ulric might be a tiny little hammer, but with Orlethrem acting as his anvil he could still make Prosper bleed.


"And, to answer the second part of your question, I am Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade].  I didn't tell you any lies before, I am also husband of Taipan who was once daughter of Bald'rt Iriel, the Blood Moon.  Oh," he added as an afterthought, because it seemed like the event that kicked all of this into motion in the first place, "and I guess I'm also the [Forest Lord]'s slayer and, somehow, the old monster's successor." He told the crowd of Beastkin, slightly uncomfortable with all the attention.


Eyes widened all around as he made his identity known, in the way of the Iriel'en when it was time for Serious Business.  The Wolfkin stared at him in silence and now he really was uncomfortable.  What?  It had been a busy year.


Husband and Wife Lupid exchanged glances again, before Nanya shrugged her resignation.


"It would be like Grampa to bring along as second, to his only granddaughter's wedding, a Lord of the Land and not mention it to anyone." She said, as if that explained everything.


Oddly enough, the rest of the gathered Beastkin just sort of nodded along in agreement.  Ulric found himself nodding along with them.  It did, indeed, sound like something the irascible codger would do.


Loud clanging rose up from the city, deep, sonorous iron-sounding gongs.  Alarm bells.


Ulric realized he'd gotten too caught up in the Lovebird's questions.  Time was short, he needed to be gone from this place.


"Welp.  Time to go.  You people should go.  All of you." He suggested to the young lovers who, youth notwithstanding, were leading their pack decisively.


Even Erswinn, with his compact stature, compared to his wife, was showing a solid core of spirit.  The Old Wolf misjudged that one; He's tiny, but he's got a mean streak a league long when his folk are in trouble.  That pair was going to do their clans proud, if they survived.


"Leave Bartala and take all that is of worth to you that you may, " Ulric urged, not wanting them to be here when the inevitable agents from the Gilded Thrones came to raise questions, "Tell all who will listen that I have done this, because I have.  And will do it again elsewhere.  I swore to Varrock to keep you from harm and I will.  Destroying this port, in part, was to draw their eyes away from you.  But I cannot be everywhere.  If you free yourselves of this trap of a city, with your goods, your kin, and your ships, you can live free, doing much as you have done before, but absent Prosper's chains around your necks."


That was as much of a plea as he could make.  He needed to be gone five minutes ago.


"How will you leave, Ulric?" Erswinn asked suddenly, head tilted, as if he'd had a sudden inspiration take him.


"I have a little dingy out on the edges of the dock, way over yonder.  Why?" He questioned, impatient.


Clock's ticking, he reminded himself.


"I can do you better, for all you have done for us.  For what you have done for Grandfather." Said the Young Wolf, determination in his tone.


"I need a crew!  Five hearts full of courage to serve Clan Horan-Bitsnez!  Who will sail into the reef blind?" Challenged the next leader of his combined clan.


Fourteen Lupid stepped forward instantly, and the gods love every one of them.  Erswinn selected his five by hand and the rest looked disappointed to not have been chosen.


"Take this friend of our clans to Shore Begone, man the ship to whatever port he wills it.  I would have his word be my own while he stands aboard my ship.  Return, if you are able, when his need is done.  If you do not return, we will sing your songs to our people, of heroes that carried the honor of the clans on their backs, and bared their fangs to our enemies, no matter the cost." Erswinn commanded, his word holy writ to those five.


Ulric goggled.  Holy shit.  Now he knew why Nanya had "settled" for this rather miniature Lupid boy.  Napolean Bonaparte had needed a footstool, but if he had one when he arrayed his forces the other guy was in for some fucking trouble. 


The young miss of her house was only a moment behind.  A snap of her clawed fingers brought three Lupid from the crowd, ones who had been wearing weapons.  They knew which end to use, by the look of them.


"You will go with my mate's crew, to defend the ship and its occupants.  Do not return without knowing their fates, dead, lost to the seas, or gone to war with our enemies." She ordered, with no doubt as to whom she considered her enemy now.


Gone were his reservations concerning Graus and what that might imply for the werewolf sorts of Beastkin.  Graus was an animal.  These here, these were men and women of honor.  Ahhh, Varrock.  You see this?  They had it in them all along, they just needed someone to show them the way.  They needed you to show them, by deed, instead of word, what a life's weight is.


Erswinn's chosen sailors gestured for him to follow and he did, the three Hora warriors in tow.  Ulric saw the Lovebirds take their folk out from the wreckage of the dockyard.  Suddenly, he didn't doubt that his promise to the Old Wolf would be kept.  Varrock’s kin would be just fine.
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                They were sailing towards Prosper, from the West to the East.  That meant the winds were against them, but the Shore Begone was a carrack, a sort of intermediate sized vessel between the gigantic galleons and the smaller, more maneuverable, low-hulled schooners.  Its three masts had auxiliary sails that caught and turned the wind to be able to sail even against the prevailing air currents. 


Ulric wouldn't have thought that five professional sailors, three somewhat acceptable warriors, and one rookie Glade Chief would be able to handle the largish vessel.  Reality was, in one of those rare turns, not so disappointing, the crack team guided the running of their carrock like a sculptor guides their chisel.  Erswinn had picked his men well, as had Nanya.  Their Captain was a wizard of the wheel, turning the boat so surely into good wind that it seemed like he could see it.  On Varda?  Maybe he could.


It took three days of learning the ropes, literally, before he was good for much, but Ulric was pulling his weight now.  Tying lines, pulling sail, even helping to rudder through rough surf, he was having maybe the most outright ebullient time of his life.  Sailing was now his third or fourth favorite thing.


Few things would have surprised Ulric Einar like discovering that he greatly enjoyed being a pirate.


He was a man of letters, learning, careful calculus, and scientific rigor.  Or had been.  And, if the last eight days of travel on the Shore Begone were to be used as evidence against him, a love for the open seas and disregard for life and limb that would have put him on any sea dog's crew. 


Vatyn was a gift to the world.  Harsh, choppy seas, changeable winds, incredibly forceful currents, it had it all.  And the storms.  Ye gods the storms. 


********************Three Days Out From Bartala, Shore Begone*********************


From his perch on a bit of rigging that had needed tending, under the watchful guidance of one of Clan Bitznez old salts, he watched the roiling black clouds gather, felt the push of winds that said the weather system was going to blow in on them in a couple of hours.  The sailors were taking it seriously, lowering sails, battening down the hatches, or whatever the fuck nautical people were on about when they were making sure the bulkheads were sealed.  He finished the knot he’d been working on, much, much more slowly than the canid Beastkin.  Despite their large, powerful mitts, they were deft from practice. 


Waves grew choppy, he heard them slapping against the ship, felt the pitch of the boat change with increasing frequency.  The captain of the ship was turning into the waves, riding them more evenly, now that they were decided that going around the blow wasn’t going to happen.  The nasty business of dark skies ahead was only the tip of the iceberg.  The entire horizon was dark, a big one was rolling through.  Thusly set in their course, the ship was turned to ride it out.


A throaty tenor above him, one of the crewmen sitting in the crow’s nest yelled, “Friend of the Clan!” to get his attention, then pointed a claw to the deck below while they shouted, “Get below!  And lash yourself in your hammock!  Vatyn has a test for us today, to see if we are worthy to sail her!”


He did as ordered.  He liked sailing, and learned quickly, but he still had to be told what to do, and the heightening winds promised that, when they were under that set of clouds, he probably wouldn’t be able to hear what the crewmen said.  Already, dark palls of grey, curtains across the sky, were falling as heavy rain cut loose from the storm.


Hand over hand, bare feet finding the next step of sturdy rope, he retreated from the rigging to the not quite polished deck below.  Solid hardwood gave him a sense of security.  At the instruction of the Wolven clansmen, he went below, finding the hammock he’d been assigned in the hold.  The hold held little, at the moment.  Mostly foodstuffs.  Empty barrels, some, though most of those were being hauled above, lashed to the deck to fill with rainwater.  They shouldn’t want for that, not by what he had seen.


Ulric went to his hammock, a surprisingly comfortable affair of canvas and netting, and got into it.  He wasn’t alone, many of the sailors had already completed their duties and were already ensconced.  That didn’t worry him.  The sailors ran a bit of rope through the netting of their hammocks, in a cross, to make a harness and slipped inside of it, effectively tying themselves in place.  That worried him.  It meant that the pitch of the ship was going to exit safety thresholds.  On a boat this big, that kind of angle meant big, big ass waves.  He found the little line of rope tied to the hammock, whose purpose he had not understood before, but now did, and mimicked the tying of the harness over his chest that would keep him from falling as the ship buoyed over the waves.


Then, anticlimax, he waited.  The wolf faced crewmen laughed and japed, made light.  There was a slight hint of worry there though.  These sailors knew what they were about to experience.  It was Serious Business.  That didn’t stop them teasing one another, bragging, or declaring the greatness of their Clan though.  Fatalism was a large part of the identity of the professional sailor.  They knew the sea was greater than they, knew it swallow them all whole if it desired.  What would be, would be.  Which was not, unfortunately, a skill Ulric had and he was turning into an anxious mess as the swells beneath the ship began to take on a palpably larger note, and the sound of the wind on the hull grew loud, resonant, like they were inside the body of a cello.


“Here she comes now, you mangy seadogs!” the Cook taunted, “I hope you ate well, before we join the sand below!”


What a comfort.


The Cook, a cook by virtue of being the oldest and least physically fit of the bunch, not for any particular gift over a stewpot, as all here knew well, was not wrong about the storm’s arrival.


Gusting winds pummeled the ship.  The sails would have been ripped clean from the rigging had they been up, even the semi-magical fibers of the rope and canvas used on Varda unable to withstand what had to be at least two hundred kilometer per hour windspeeds. 


A gut-wrenching rise lifted the floor seventy degrees and the daring shouts of sailors filled the hold as Ulric clenched his hands around the harness and they rode down what felt like a mountainous wave, his weight held almost entirely by the harness as they fell.


Like the rollercoasters of the Before, the ship barreled down a massive trough before rising up an equally massive crest, the Captain at the wheel on deck guiding the Shore Begone through the teeth of the storm.  Rain was sheeting down outside, the roar of it filling the air.  The Captain must have had gills to breathe out there, he mused between appallingly sudden changes in tilt.


Ulric’s core pulsed in his chest and he looked down between the clawlike hands gripping harness for dear life, to see why the little magic engine in his body had bucked.  Light from a porthole flared brilliant silver and he knew.


Thunder boomed, loud as anything he’d ever heard.  Deafening crashes of sound started and did not stop. 


And, here on the open water, in the heart of Prespang, Ulric was again in the presence of Ceraun. 


He felt it, gathering all around.  He felt it sitting atop the atmosphere, binding sea to sky.  Pulses of his core mirrored by pulses of lightning from the sky, lances of power that split the darkness to the beat of his heart.


Time vanished and it was all Ulric could do to hang on to himself.  Ceraun was close.  The memories of his awakening came back to him fresh and, not knowing what else to do, Ulric worked his core’s energies, forming the shell that was designed to isolate you from outside mana while you stabilized your transforming nexus. 


[Core Capacitor]


Ulric shed the mana within himself, all once.  He emptied himself of the power that chased itself inside him, wrapping it around the ship, eyes closed and unaware of what he did at a conscious level.  All he knew was he had to do something or he was going to vanish, carried away by the storm.  Ceraun was close.


The shell, after an eternal moment, snapped together, and the call to oneness became quieter, less insistent.  Peals of thunder didn’t come any slower, nor did the flashes of light that accompanied the rise and fall of the deck get any dimmer.  But he wasn’t being stripped away from himself, and, just right now, that was good enough.


“I’m in a Faraday cage.” He half giggled to himself, unheard thanks to the sturm und drang outside. 


It was an island of safety in a way.  Wrapped in his mana, the electromagnetic essence would pass around the ship, would effectively ignore it.  They were safe.  As long as the ship didn’t come apart in the towering waves and drown them all.


Hours passed, they had to have, but he didn’t know.  All his life hung on holding the shell together, maintaining the separation from the force that motivated lightning mana.  Ulric never even noticed when he stopped rocking back and forth in his harness, when the pitching waves grew calm.


A voice loud right next to him cried, “By my grannies teeth!  Is it you holding the lightning out?!”


Ulric opened his eyes and found the Captain, sodden to his bones, fur matted, looking mostly like a drowned dog, looming over him.  The others were freeing themselves from their harnesses.  It would appear, that the worst of the storm was passed.


He couldn’t feel the Prime’s influence anymore, not even a whisper.  The pulses in his core were gone too.  Like unclenching a fist held too long, it was difficult to unwind the shell, but he let it go. 


“I uh, probably,” Ulric said, not completely with it yet, “Sorry.”


“Hah!  Sorry he says!” grinned the wolfish features, and a hand clapped down on the meat of his shoulder, then repeated it five or six times, pummeling him with enthusiasm as the soggy man laughed uproariously


Many of the other sailors joined in, sharing their Captain’s gaiety. 


He was starting to get his head together, in spite of the throbbing ache of holding the shell for so long and draining himself of mana to do it.  They were out of the storm.  Holy shit. 


“Come on up then, let’s have a look at you!  I was certain we were headed for the bottom, cooked before drowned!” the Bitsnez shipmaster announced, clawed hands gently helped him up.


A little wobbly, partly because he was in mana exhaustion and that carried with it one hell of a headache, and, partly, because he was busy putting the experience into perspective, he let himself be guided up the stairs to the ship’s lower deck, to the sight of clear blue majesty overhead, and only a few scattered whisps of cloud.  The seas were calm, Vatyn’s surface not quite still, but not choppy. 


“Wow!” Ulric ejaculated, “What a banger!”


He turned to see the crewmen beginning to ascend to their posts, untying the sails, preparing to get the ship underway again.  Ulric focused his attention on the Captain, who wasn’t quite dripping water, but who was still most certainly soaked.


“It worked then?  Ceraun, it couldn’t get through to the ship?” Ulric asked, unnecessarily.


Instead of suggesting he might be slow, the Captain just nodded his muzzle, and turned to look out over the ocean, toward the line of receding black clouds, the storm that had passed them over.


“I don’t know exactly what you did, Friend of Clan Bitsnez, but, yes, it worked.” The mature Beastkin told him, beginning to squeeze out his tail as he did.


“Like nothing I ever saw, that one.  Lightning fit to fill the skies, I didn’t need to feel the waves beneath me, I could see where I needed to go, even through the rain!” the Grey furred man said, shaking his head.


“I knew we’d had it,” the Bitsnez clansman said, laughing at the close shave, as the old salts did, “Skylances like that, one hit and I would have been killed, the wheel unattended, we’d have rolled, gotten buckled by the sea, broken up and tossed beneath.  And then, just about the time I figured to shit myself, a shimmering violet light encased the ship, and all the lightning that came near traveled to it and vanished into the water.”


The Beastkin looked to him wonderingly and concluded, “I never seen anything like it.  And hope not to again.”


“You and me both, brother.” Ulric agreed.


********************Present Day, Shore Begone************************************


Shore Begone was a hell of a boat.  He’d underappreciated the ship builder’s art before.  Not anymore.  Two more storms the fine vessel had weathered, though nothing like what happened that first time.


Ulric saw more distant ones that might have come close though.  Fortunately, the winds carried them wide.  The seas out there, beneath vast thunder heads, saw the fingers of the Prime Elemental of lightning reaching down to touch the water.  Raining bolts that flickered from cloud to wave, or danced across the clouds in webs that boggled the mind for their scale. 


They'd skirted narrowly around a few electrical storms that turned isolated regions of water into a plasma lamp.  No ship could have survived that insane lightning rain.


It was still sobering to know how eerily close death had been.


Later that day, after escaping the Vatyn’s challenge, they’d come across another ship, or what had been one.  It was scorched kindling, drifting in the waves.  A multitude of bodies still floated with what was left of their vessel, Humans and Beastkin alike.


Shore Begone sailed past that reminder of the fickleness of the seas and no one laughed for a while.


It’s funny how not all dyings are sad things though.  Not really funny “Haha”, more like funny “This is how it is, so get over it”


The day after the storm, four days outside of the harbor of Bartala, which Ulric had closed behind them by breaking the levers that lowered the ship blocking gates, they encountered several ships bearing the flag of Prosper's Magistrates, the enforcers of the Merchant Lord's laws. 


Like a combination of lawyer, judge, and executioner, those individuals were the direct will of Prosper, writ large.  Ulric smiled when he considered that three of them, besides the one that was likely still running through Bartala's gutters at the moment, were now food for whatever Piscium inhabited fair Vatyn's salty waters.  Of those, he had seen many, and even caught a few, when the crewmen showed him how to deep-sea fish.  He was pretty sure they were joking about catching a Leviathan that would eat the ship for his trouble.


He knew at least a couple of those specimens were some godsdamned spooky looking sharks.  One of the fuckers was transparent, right up until they opened their gnashing jaws.  Then it was all hard lines, black eyes, raking fins, and about four rows of serrated teeth that did to meat what a wood chipper does to…well…basically anything.  The other one was a little less sinister and more overtly hazardous, since its long tail fin, like a thresher shark on steroids, could sling compressed water blades that could bite through hardened wood hulls. 


[Blue Slashtails] was what those were called and the entire crew mobilized to put harpoons into the water when a trio of them came at the boat from the water line.  The water blade would destabilize beneath the surface of the sea, pulled apart by the water around it.  Just above the surface though, it performed only a bit worse than Ulric's [Water Jet] spell, which could carve steel.  Or [Forest Lord] bone.  Needless to say, a few of those to the Shore Begone's structure and they'd have the Vatyn spilling into the boat, some fifty kilometers away from solid ground.  At least the bastards tasted good.  Shark fin soup was a euphemism for ecoterrorism in his homeworld but it was damned fine eating here on Varda.  The rest of the animal got used in a variety of ways, which fascinated the land lubber from a distant world.


The oil from its swim bladder was of particular interest.  The stuff burned like absolute hell fire.  Ulric's mana sense pinged hard on Incendere, once the thick, goopy, tar-like substance was freed from the organ that housed it.  Sounding off against it with his core, he would have thought he was looking at a campfire in a leather pouch.  Wild stuff. 


Some people liked the teeth, finger length, incredibly sharp and serrated for arrow heads.  Ulric thought the Iriel'en Hunters had the better idea with their hand long almost miniature spear head arrow tips.  Whatever got shot with one of those stayed shot.  Vardan monsters didn't like to give you second tries at killing them before they played some nasty trick or another to take you with them.  The little teeth did make reasonable shave razors though so his beard was kept under control while the crew traveled. 


Anyhow, his thoughts wondered again. 


Ulric had found that, in terms of ship to ship battle, if the two ships came to a boarding scenario he had the ultimate trump card.  [Stormfire] was the pinnacle of ship destroying technology from a middle range.  The magic used lightning mana to ionize the air around a core of fantastically hot fire, feeding the flames as it traveled, heating itself and gaining destructive power, until it tore itself apart and evaporated, somewhere in the four hundred meter mark.  At two hundred fifty or so meters though, the lance of Ceraun infused Incendere was incredibly violent in its combustion.  A wooden vessel hit by the spellform was not seaworthy after.  Period. 


That initial hypothesis was tested against those first four of Prosper's vessels. 


The day had started peacefully enough but the call of their spotter broke that up, sometime early on the fifth day away from Bartala.


“Flags!” Shouted the Clanswoman from the crow’s nest, sending the crew into a frenzy.


The Captain angled the rudder to take them slightly closer, just close enough for their spotter to identify the flags as being those of Prosper.  Once that had been ascertained, the Captain asked Ulric what he wanted to do.


“How do you lads feel about piracy, when it comes to Prosper’s ships?” He answered that question with his own.


A good few cheers rose up and the friendly grin that he’d found a little scary from wolf faces became a little scarier.  That grin was not quite as friendly.


“Since you offered, Friend of Clan Bitsnez.” the Captain answered, and cut the wheel the take them on a course that would cut off the ships.


It took a little over an hour and a half to close, even with a good wind.  Varda was large and her horizons distant.


The spotter cried “A Magister!  Large compliment of Prosper’s thugs to guard him, too!”


After that, a rolling report on the ship’s burdens: heavy on armament, light on cargo.  Ulric didn’t know how the Beastkin on high saw from so far with such precision, but she documented weapons, food, camp gear, even wagons and draft animals in number and type too specifically to be guessing.  It was a fairly easy puzzle to assemble.  All the goods that might permit an army supplied by a city as its base to go abroad with heavy supply.  Such as might be the case if you needed to put down a rebellion of Beastkin that had only recently been associated with the killing of several of the agents of a malicious Empire.  The positions of the crew with regards to piracy sort of hardened up a bit after that.


Ulric offered his assistance in “unleveling” the playing field.


It should be noted, at this point, that Ulric had not so far observed the existence of particularly effective explosive powders.  There were a few examples of black powder, although he didn’t even consider that explosive, mostly because it wasn’t.  Black powder was incendiary.  At best, with the proper refinement, tedious grinding, sifting, and granulating, it could be a somewhat poor secondary. 


His manufacture of RDX in Bartala might have been the first demonstration of what a properly purified and applied primary high explosive could do.  He wasn’t worried that the alchemist he’d partnered with would attempt to recreate it, the man had a proper regard for his own life.  When Ulric had conducted a heating and hammer test on a half teaspoon of material in the man’s presence, the alchemist had promptly noped out from the alchemical lab Ulric had created and wasn’t seen again there. 


Some people had sense, Varda, mostly, seemed to breed a generally more sensible folk. 


Ulric suspected that those who didn’t managed to create exactly the sorts of accidents that rendered energetics in the Before into something of a niche following of weirdos.  Just the kinds of people that went on to become organic chemists.  Mention in passing that you were forced to engage with something that had a combination of carcinogenic, toxic, and high sensitivity around those type and you could hear their erections.  Psychos. 


In any case, what Ulric had not seen on any ship was the presence of cannon.  Some pointed questioning of the bosun had it explained that most ship combat was done via ballista, archery, ramming when achievable without destroying or damaging your vessel, and, mostly, a boarding action with bloody sword and axe work.


He took a backseat to the negotiations that were signaled between ships by way of a language of flags, like the signalers on the decks of aircraft carriers, but with a lot more sign language profanity and insults traded.  The Captain had asked if Ulric could use his powers to assist in making sure none of those arms or supplies reached the Western Vatyn, where they might be used to permit a campaign against Clan Hora-Bitsnaz and he agreed happily, explaining exactly what services he offered.


After being offered a chance to abandon their ships, all but one to carry men, stripped of sails, to await a pickup from another passing craft, an inevitability since these maritime transport "highways" were much frequented, which offer was rejected, the pair of schooners or ketches, a galleon sitting low and heavy in the water, and a nimble frigate, were sent below. 


A flare of Ceraun and Incendere, an ineffectual response from the magic wielding Magister, and the burning vessels were abandoned for the mercy of the seas. 


He’d like to have been able to say that nobody died except for the Magister, but that would have been a lie.  Many men and women who had placed their faiths, and lives, in Prosper, who had chained their fates to those of the Merchant Lords in their Golden Thrones, were lost.  Ulric probably was directly responsible for the deaths of over a hundred.  He hadn’t targeted the row boats.  Had deliberately given the sailors and warriors an out.  But, even so, the galleon in particular was carrying a large detachment of soldiers in its births and not nearly enough room was on the row boats to accommodate all those being carried. 


War is hell.


Ulric wasn't fucking around any longer.  He didn't need to observe himself an evil in action to destroy its sources.  If the Merchant Lords were enabling their rule over the independent City States through the use of this so called "Federated Defense Corp", their own private army, whose main body was right now attempting to fight its way to the Iriel'en Havens, then everybody in that collective military was his enemy. 


Similarly, if Prosper used its strangling laws to control food supplies, transportation, communication, and trade, then the Magisters who were scattered about seeing to the enforcement of those laws were all targets, extensions of the Merchant Lords' will. 


Hence the piracy.  


Three more ships bearing Magisters and the fires of war were destroyed.  Only one accepted the offer to cast off sails and remain adrift for pick up.  Those were handed a message to bear to their allies: The [Lord of the Ancient Glade] is at war, break with Prosper or join her doom.  Melodramatic, but appropriate.


His terrorizing of the high seas fulfilled three distinct purposes: crippling communication, depriving the Merchant Lords' their diffuse presence in Prespang, and taking the ships that fed that fetid empire out of play.


Ah, wait, forgot one, it was also incredibly fun.  Fun in a wanton destruction kind of way, in the child pushing over a tower of blocks to see them fall kind of way.  All his life, the one in the Before, he'd kept himself on a tight leash, adherent to the society and nation of his birth.  He'd tried his hand at fitting in, restraining the growing urge to lash out at the myriad nagging wrongs that seemed to leap out at him, but which so many others either ignored or accepted.  Not anymore.  Ulric was free now.  Free to act, to reach out and strike at the wrongs, to destroy the ones that perpetrated them. 


Even better, he had a foe that liked to wear uniforms.  White ones, which were easy to spot, and hard to miss.


"Honor!" the Captain of the ship cried, the grizzled sea dog, excusing the pun as they were all Lupid Beastkin, said something in their native tongue before translating, "We have sight of Port Edunshire!  Eagle's Perch calls it fifteen leagues out, we can be there by sunsdown if the winds hold steady."


Alas, all good things come to an end.  His pirate’s life was over.


These clansmen would be considered criminals when word came back to the Merchant Lords.  Hopefully, the combined Clan Hora-Bitsnez would be well away to the remote barely tamed lands of the Outer Reaches.  Horan Valley, the much-vaunted by Varrock domain of Clan Hora would not be easy to strong arm with the Orlethrem tying up most of its forces. 


Ulric wasn't so idealistic that he thought there would never be a consequence for the actions of rejecting Prosper's authority, but he wasn't also so naïve as to think that it shouldn't be done anyhow.  Besides, if he had his way, the Merchant Lords had an expiration date that was sooner come than later, including whoever was pulling the strings behind the scenes, running their centuries long con on Prespang. 


In any case, he would disembark out of sight of this "Port Edunshire" and make his way on foot.  The Shore Begone would turn, taking its brave crew back towards the Western coasts of the Vatyn, beyond Bartala, and to the small harbor held by Clan Hora-Bitsnez, and he wished them luck.


Resistance on the return trip should be light.  There simply weren't many ships left in this part of the world.


After consulting the crew and polling their opinions, Ulric had burned every dock between here and Bartala as they'd gone. 


No bullshit, no games, the Shore Begone sailed in just past dusk and sat some hundred meters off shore, with its stern to the ships lining the docks.  A flight of flaming arrows fired from the pirate ship announced intentions, a universal notice for noncombatants to get the fuck out of Dodge.  Then Ulric used [Core Capacitor], emptying his core completely to raze the port with [Stormfire].  Ships, piers, docks, even some of the stone pylons were obliterated.  It wasn't nearly so thorough as his meticulous deconstruction of Bartala, but, then, that had been very personal and he'd had time.  When the lightning empowered flames washed over the dockyards it ignited basically anything that burned and spread hungrily, good enough.  


Most times the only people on the docks at those hours were guardsmen and he held no sympathy for the instruments aiding Prosper's oppression.  All the same, he hoped that not too many people were caught up in the hellscape unleashed on the docks.  Prespang's cities along the coast of the Vatyn were being used to fuel the war machine against the Orlethrem and against himself.  Ulric was committed now to breaking that machine. 


That didn't mean he had to like killing, even if it was supremely satisfying to be directly able to inflict grievous harm against the ones who had caused him, and those he’d called friend, harm.  Matters were helped none that he'd once been on the receiving end of a mage's fire and knew the full extent of what he was doing to anybody who happened to be there.  It was an odd thing, to savor the destruction of one’s enemies while lamenting their deaths.  But [Stormfire] didn’t have a stun setting, and in war, everybody plays for keeps.


The Lupid clansmen were aghast at the scale of his assaults but cheered jubilantly for the destruction of Prosper's hold on the region.  They knew what was at stake too: everything.  The Merchant Lords would, one day, turn their eyes back on the Clans and would come to erase them, if he and they failed.  He was not intending to fail.


That had gone on for the remaining twelve late spring days of his passage from Bartala, which brought them to this last day out at sea, some five hundred nautical leagues from that once great port to here, in the depths of Prespang’s Highlands.  Prosper herself only lay some three more weeks by ship, curving around the coast to find the mouth of the Zelas.
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                Night fell before the crew guided the ship in with caution born of experience. Rocky shoals were common in this area and it took only a single mistake to rip the bottom out of even so large a ship as the Shor Begone. Under cover of dark, a crew of two, Ulric, and one other to return the boat rowed in to shore. A clasp of forearms was all they shared before the Lupid pulled oar back to his people's boat and they set course by starlight to make a breakneck run for safe harbor.


Ulric, standing on the rocky beach, softly lit by silvery moonlight, was going to do the opposite of find a safe harbor.


Deep, steadying breaths and staring at Varda's endless starscape helped to recenter his focus. A quick check on his status revealed that all parameters were green and he was ready to do the old ultraviolence. Ulric took a moment to shrug his large travel coat into a more comfortable position. It was a waxed canvas affair that felt more rigid than his armor and weighed twice as much. The high collar jutted up under his chin and the wide poncho style hood made him feel like a dark lord of the Sithian order of space magi. Actually, the only redeeming quality of the gray-green duster was that it was utterly waterproof. Just as well, the rain smell in the air tickled his nose, alongside Vatyn's salt.


Another storm. Fandamntastic. No wonder there was an inland sea splitting the continent, all it did was rain around here.


Off he trudged, carefully placing his feet to avoid rolling an ankle on the wet stones jutting up from the shore. No sandy beaches and clear blue waters had he seen yet along the Vatyn's coastline. It was all obscuring blue green waters bordered by high cliffs or, as here, stone dotted moonscapes that made travel in the dark an exercise in frustration. Frustration he was treated to in full while picking his way up from the shore to something of a highland kind of terrain under minimal illumination. Low rocky hills abounded, up, up a rise and then down, down to a fetid peat bog, thankfully avoided by going half a kilometer around, and then back up the next boulder ridden hill.


Two hours of dragging himself through the not quite darkness of a humid spring night in this rugged verticality left him in a foul temper, and that was before the hidden clouds up above dumped torrential, sheeting rain down on him for three minutes, before tapering off to a merely perpetual drizzle. Times like this, he deeply regretted leaving the glade.


Eventually, he'd had enough. Enough of just about everything, and he huddled beneath a boulder to get himself out of the rain, finding fitful sleep.


Dreams came, the punishment of a flogged conscience. He saw jagged arcs of lightning jumping from the pyroclasms unleashed on ships, their burning sails lighting the night. There were spasming, rigid forms locked in the throes of electrocution. Sometimes he was consumed by the powers he wielded, turning into a mindless storm. Sometimes he simply exploded, a cascade failure causing his core to erupt inside him. He was forced back through battles, this time failing, freezing, forced to watch the sword he hadn't blocked end him. Or end another. Varrock was there, frequently. Sometimes Taipan as well. The final macabre pantomime was sufficient horror to force him to come awake with a choked off gasp of pain weighted to rage. He wiped his face briskly, trying to shake off the awful not quite memories and found there were tears in his eyes.


Deep breathes, Old Man, he reminded himself. Nice and deep and slow. He spent another few minutes calming down. The nightmares were becoming more frequent, enough so he wasn't exactly surprised by them. The crying in his sleep was a little worrying. It was uncommon in the time he lived, there hadn't been a war, of any kind, since the Big One that had driven mankind underground, but he was beginning to suspect that he was suffering "combat fatigue".


Too much stress, too much brutality, too much overstimulation of his adrenals.


It had been a little over a year, by his old reckoning, since he'd woken beneath the boughs of the arbors on the [Plateau of Ancients]. The last quarter of it was a little much for a quiet, self-imposed hermit, who made a living tinkering with metallic complexes and fiddling with graphene microstructures. As usual, he'd thrown himself into it with nothing held back. Fixated on hammering through the obstacles that stood before him. That was no shield to the horrors he'd seen and, sometimes, done.


Ulric was doing the right thing, he felt it in his bones. The thing that felt like the only way to bring an end to greater pain for larger numbers of people, some of which he had come to feel friendship, or, even love. Right did not equate to easy, fair, or kind. War was not kind. But it was here, whether he fought or not. The only thing worse than fighting a war is losing one.


"Grim dawn there, Ulric. Awfully grim," He noted aloud from his pocket of eroded boulder.


Rain had departed but left its buddies the clouds behind. The Twins would not grace him with their dance this day. Some combination of muted light and air temperature gave the impression of it being just post sunsrise. The wind wasn't yet picked up, lending the morning that distinct stillness that early hours possessed. Atop the rocky cliffs he saw his destination ahead: Port Edunshire.


If he was going to be completely honest about it, the place looked like a shithole. None of the majestic old Europe architecture and high walls out of fairy tales. Just gray stacked stone mortared by red-brown clay, surrounded by a palisade wall that might have been constructed last week. The logs were newish, still fading from being peeled whilst green. For that matter, many of the town's buildings looked new too.


The only feature of the port town that was remarkable, other than its recent construction and dour, soulless impression was the huge lift that allowed masses of goods to be transferred from the city overlooking the sea to the ratty docks below. The lift looked similar to that of the Iriel'en, only absent their artistry. A great square platform, without rails, was supported by arm thick ropes run through a system of massive pulleys anchored into the cliff face. The timber framing holding the pulleys was new. Ulric was honestly at a loss as to why anyone would bother with building this place up. It had no harbor to speak of, the docks might accommodate six or seven smaller vessels, at most, and its position on this high cliff virtually guaranteed that there was no fresh water other than what a subterranean cistern could provide, according to how much rain it caught. Who the fuck knew what lived in that kind of still water.


Something twitched inside him. Some instinct drawing on subconscious information made him lie flat on the rocky ground, the gray-green canvas of his overlarge coat blending effortlessly with the landscape, and remain completely still. He'd seen nothing to provoke that kind of reaction but when your gut tells you to freeze like that, you'd better damned well do it. A round of the Twins must have passed while he lay there, watching. Trying to figure out what could have triggered the reflex to go to ground. A sea gull cried again, plaintive and distant from somewhere above the depressing little city. Ulric's eyes scanned the town and the coastline. He did not see a single bird.


A breeze had picked up and carried with it another such sound and this time he knew why he was frozen, why his gut said to wait and see. It wasn't a seagull, it was a person. And they weren't crying. This was a despairing wail, full of pain. There was something bad in the air here. Wrong. Closing his eyes, Ulric knew he was about to add to the weight of awful shit on his dreams. He just knew it.


Welp. Nothing for it. Let's go see what fresh hell Prespang has to offer, courtesy of the maybe ancient evil elf monster over there in Prosper.


He could not have chosen a better metaphor for what he found.


The first clue was, upon coming around one of the many rocky outcrops, a small caravel approached at great speed. From his position, crouched behind the stones of the elevating highland, he saw that it bore markings familiar to him: Trachn'ir. This little boat was either far from home and had run the Elves' blockade of the Zelas, or it was flying false flags to hide its real origin. Either way, the vessel drawing in towards the docks so quickly was up to no good. As he watched, he had that suspicion confirmed when the small hold opened and naked figures wearing collars came out of it, marched along the dock towards the lift. Each and every one of them had the long, pointed ears, and features of Aes'r-Celestin. They were all Lowlands Forest Elves. Perhaps the ship really had managed to break through the blockade.


The slaver's ship did not stay long. After unloading its "cargo", it pushed off and turned back towards the open sea. Ulric stopped watching it to see what came of the enslaved Elves. After they were all herded up to the lift, the great pullies were engaged and the heavy platform, slowly, began to rise up the cliff face. Ulric changed position, he would lose sight of them soon as his cover also blocked the view of the top of the bluff, the landing point for the lift hidden behind the outcrop.


Darting from boulder to boulder, eyes scanning endlessly the hasty palisade, the short guard towers, and any sign of adversary, Ulric managed to reach a new hidden cleft that gave him a view of the apex of the lift, from a spot above it, near to the crest of the highland crags. He was higher now, than the city itself, which sat on a leveled bed of compressed stone and dirt. From this lichen covered nook he just barely saw over the low, roughly cut logs of the wall.


The second clue to the mystery revealed itself.


Each Elf from the lift was bound, hands manacled to ankles but with just barely enough chain, so that they could scarcely shuffle. They were prodded along from the lift, which immediately returned below, and their captors took apparent joy in shoving, switching, and generally terrorizing them as they were moved to, for lack of a better word, a paddock. From there, some kind of organizational system split them up and they were escorted away to be tossed into some of the stone and clay houses, the newer looking ones. Some of them.


Ulric's third clue as to the nature of this evil place was when a group of Elves were roughly pulled over to a set of timbers and summarily crucified, their agony filling the air as he watched. The twisted signboards were then hefted and set upright, bleeding freely onto the mud of the small square next to the paddock. This close, the cries of the hanging Elves merely joined the symphony of pain that he was now able to hear clearly. Every now and then a particularly high, piercing shriek would arise, which was what he had heard from his position farther below the city.


With a start, he realized he was shaking. Furious. Already he felt the sharpness, the hardening of his vision to turn the world into a place of over contrasted, geometric edges. Ulric knew what this place was now. It was a charnel house. It was a place where people were tortured until their souls withered and the beauty that was the magic of this world was turned into loathsome poison by their suffering. This was a place for creating the Bane.


Ohh Varda, he lamented, look at what they do to your wonders. Mercy died an early death inside him. These people knew exactly what they did. None of them could be allowed to survive.


Shivering from the combination of hatred and sympathy for the dying Elves, Ulric sat back against the stone of his nook and cultivated violence. Wails of the tortured, sometimes ending abruptly, finally, proved ample fertilizer. It wasn't even Midsunsrise.


Head cradled in his arms, he let the baptism in cruelty continue. This is why he was here. To destroy the ones who would do such things. To rip them from Varda's fertile soil by the root and burn them.


Here I go killing again.


Smooth, efficient motions he made, unclasped the heavy coat's hood and unbuttoned it, letting it fall away. Next, he dug through his pack and reassumed the armored mantle that would become the last sight of every living being inside those walls that did not wear a collar. There were no innocents down there.


Ceraun raged inside him, driving, while his core hummed ominously.


[Warrior's Instinct]


[Battle Rhythm]


[Ceraunoperception]


Cool clarity of mind descended. Ulric stopped fixating on the screams and the knowledge of what was happening inside the city and determined his actions. First, get over the wall.


His matte black armor did not exactly camouflage him, not under the grey skies and against the granite rocks of daylight. It did somewhat obscure his form, especially when he was running at a speed that would shame an olympic sprinter, which he now was.


Rocky ground blurred beneath him as he kept one hand on his large sword's hilt keeping it stable on his back as he sprinted from cover in a straight line to the nearest guard tower. The rails lining the open walled, roofless tower were about five meters from the ground. They were only two meters above the top of the flat timbers of the palisade, timbers not even cut to points to prevent an attacker from doing what he was about to do. Ulric jumped, not even needing to enhance his body to land atop the piss poor wall. Barely even breaking stride he then jumped to clear the tower rail. The guard who was huddled inside her cloak against the damp air, barely registered the dull thump of his leather boots against the wood.


The woman started and opened her mouth to shout but Ulric buried her, covering her mouth while he drew his belt knife and ran it through her heart twice. Barely had he completed that before he hopped the rail to drop down to the muddy streets inside the abomination of Port Edunshire. The next guard tower was roughly a hundred meters away and facing a different angle, the walls facing the highlands being roughly pentagonal. No shouts or hints of alarm accompanied his murder, his passage into the city was clean and quiet.


Taipan would have been proud of him.


Sensations of bodies through the wall assailed him, the impressions of the atrocities being committed pressing upon his flesh until he almost canceled the spell to flee knowing exactly what was being done to the victims within its range. Move.


Ulric moved, heading towards the next guard tower. He kept low, drifting past the alleys, letting speed be his cover. A mere twenty meters from the guard tower, a man turned the corner of the alley ahead. Without slowing, Ulric threw his hand up and instinctively purified a measure of Ceraun into white mana before tuning it to Caelum.


[White interference]


[Wind Blade]


The thread of vacuum guided the thin shard of hardened air at arrow velocity and then more, curving upwards before banking down along the thread of Caelum, itself following hidden air currents. The man had just unloaded himself from his pants before the sound of muddy footsteps alerted him. His eyes raised from his task and looked up just as the hand wide Caelum blade took him diagonally across the face. It looked as if someone took a full swing with an axe, splitting the man's head open with a spray of gore. The corpse dropped. Still no cries. Excellent.


Up and over, Ulric hopped up against the wall of an adjacent stone hut and launched himself to the rail of the tower that served as an overwatch, saved for last in this little cluster of sentries because its occupant was looking out over the Vatyn, instead of watching inland.

He hauled himself easily over onto the platform and, after a brief struggle, his arm wrapped around the face of the similarly huddling watchman, crushing the man's mouth and nose against the [Forest Lord] bone plates of vambrace and cuirass. Three strokes of his knife perforated kidney, heart, and lungs, before he dropped the body and rolled under the rail to fall back to the interior of Port Edunshire.


He was in view from the other posts for no more than a handful of seconds. Still. Eventually, someone would look around and notice the watchers lying down on the job and an investigation would reveal his presence. That left him with a dilemma.


Two of the posts down, three to go. Or was it better to simply begin destroying the perpetrators within? Two seconds he crouched there, deciding.


The perpetrators, he decided. He’d never clear the guard posts while remaining undetected. As much as his dearly missed wife tried to teach him her art, he wasn’t anywhere close to her match at avoiding observation. That he’d done so up to now was already beyond fortunate. What he could do instead, was create chaos by freeing the enslaved.


Each of the stacked stone huts with their thatched roofs appeared, to his electromagnetic senses, to hold between four and ten captives, and up to three tormenters. Ulric drew Xef'tocht from its sheath, wavy lines of cyan metal edge seemingly hungry to be used.


Ulric leaned, back to the corner of one of the huts, and concentrated on the positions of the evil fuckers inside. One back to the door, hips waving over a bent over captive's form while another watched from the side. Motherfuckers.


Spinning around the corner, Ulric brought Xef'tocht down through the lock, the vorpal blade shearing easily through the door and went through, shoulder low, blasting into the dim light beyond the portal. The rapist died first, a horizontal flick of the Sith severing his spine at the base of his neck, as his head turned towards the sound of Ulric's entry, and the second was only a second behind, impaled through the chest, the woman's eyes dimmed as she coughed out her last breaths, blood welling from her nose and mouth. There and then, there were no more male or female monsters, just monsters. Ulric pulled the sword free, unpinning the body from the wall and he took stock.


Seven captives, three beaten into unmoving piles, but alive, two chained to some kind of torture table, strips of skin missing, a female strapped to some kind of wedge, digging into her crotch with weights hung from her ankles, and then the young boy that was being sodomized. And this was the first godsdamned hut.


He only threw up a little bit. Grimacing away the horror, compartmentalizing it away to nightmares in the future, he got his act together.


"We have no time for delays, " Ulric whispered harshly, rapidly, in Elven, "I am from Irielhos and I come to free you all and destroy this place. Whoever can fight or hold weapon, speak, whoever cannot, follow behind and help your kin as best as you can. If you cannot move, then stay here, I will send any who are able to take you away from this place once I have finished killing these monsters."


Orders given, he began using short, careful strokes of his sword to cut the bindings free from the slaves. The woman moaned softly when he lifted her off the implement, leaving streaks of blood behind. The weight on her legs was appalling. Bastards. She was able to move but it was clearly excruciating. He finished cutting down the ones bound to the peeling tables and they huddled quietly in a corner weeping after he cut the chains off them. He was about to try the same on the slave collar of one of the unconscious Elves when the youth being abused cried, quietly, "No!"


Freezing, he looked to the Elf, maybe a decade older than Brighteyes.


Shaking his head, the young man crawled over, whispering, "You cannot! The collars must be rendered inert first, the spells inside it will kill if it is removed or destroyed."


Every single moment, and another bit of light leaving the world. Ulric tried not to curse.


"How?" He urged.


The Elf shook his head again, "I do not know. None have been freed. But all were shown an example when we were captured of a victim of a collar being removed without inactivation. My mother died, instantly." The Elf told him, too hurt to even sound sad.


His hand gripped the Artifact sword's hilt so hard it ached before he unclenched it.


No time. Fuck.


"Fine. Then, if you are seen, you can be ordered to stop or to resist your rescue?" He checked, seeing an immediate problem with his plans.


Nod.


Fuck.


"Fuck! New plan, stay here, tend your kin and yourself as best as you can. If possible, assist in freeing your people as I go ahead and kill the demons in this hell. My priority is saving you all. Failing that, destroying this city completely before any of you can be used to create Bane." He told the boy, wintry as he realized that freeing the captives might not be an option.


The Elves in the room nodded, understanding. They even looked slightly hopeful. For which outcome, Ulric would not ask.


Five minutes in this hut. Too long. He had to hurry. Get in, slay the monsters, get out, you can't play hero anymore.


Resolved, Ulric checked the streets down both ways, before he repeated the cut and ram tactic before, blowing through into the next little house of horrors. He didn't even look at what was being done to the captives inside. A downstroke of blade to cut the torturer almost in half to the waist and then out into the muck of the streets.


He worked a grid, emptying each hut of Prosper's villains, and had cleared roughly a third of them before bells began to sound and yells rose up. The jig was up. Standing over the most recently gutted torturer, Ulric readied himself mentally for what was coming. He'd saved himself so far, not tapping his core's strength almost at all. Fifteen minutes of running flat out was wearing through his stamina though, so he took a few minutes to simply breathe and gather himself. Patience, Ulric. Do it right. Concentrate.


Shouts grew louder and closer as some of the huts were investigated and the dead men found.


A long-held breath slowly sighed out of him. Time for the beasts to meet the Greater Beast.


Ulric tore out of the hut and instantly charged into the backs of three men running in the wrong direction down the street.


These unlucky ones fell with a single broad stroke, spines severed. Xef'tocht was proving its worth, in spades. The blade sheared bone without effort and the length, once thought a touch over long, allowed it a wide swathe of destruction propelled by Ulric's full strength.


"There! To me! To m-aauuhg" Shouted another who turned the corner and spotted him.


The [Wind Blade] that drove through his chest was too late to silence him.


The aborted yell of alarm brought a small squad of six into the street, standing shoulder to shoulder in the narrow confines. Ulric wasn't going to give them room to breathe.


Forwards he dashed, [White Interference] again pooling unaspected mana in precise quantities which he immediately harmonized to those rigid, enduring notes of Terra.


[Stone Wall]


The rock beneath their feet liquified and resolidified instantly, a twenty centimeter wide ridge of stone halfway up their ankles trapping them in place.


Two did something that empowered their legs, ripping free of the rock, they dropped to the mud to avoid his strike, lightning coursing through his sword.


[Crackling Draw]


A line of seared, cut stone and four corpses appeared, their chests ripped open by the lightning infused stroke. Ulric had to dodge now though, as his two misses had come up swinging and he was still recovering from the expenditure of the skill. The first accelerated suddenly, three sharp spear thrusts darting in towards his chest. He parried two, slipped in the mud and took the third off his cuirass's side plates, and then returned the favor with a thrust of his own weapon into that one's gut, drawing a groaning cry. He couldn't finish the spearman though, a large, curved scimitar, much like that one back in the Canopy, came down at his head.


Ulric swayed backwards, retracting his sword and clipped a forearm with his return stroke, not deep enough to put it out of action but enough to have the big sword user concerned. Ulric settled his feet as the other man retreated a few steps. Another pulse from that one and he took a massive over-head slash at Ulric from much too far away. Ulric readied a guard by instinct but was confused by the maneuver from such range until the nearly invisible Caelum wedge blasted his own guarding sword back into his armor and knocked him down with its force. He hit and rolled awkwardly thanks to the slick mud, regaining his feet while the scimitar's curved blade rose high again. Fucking magic.


His hand dropped to the thigh bandoleer he'd made so long ago in the glade, and he sent on of the short, slim knives in a spinless throw. It hit the man in the stomach, beneath his breast plate, and bit through the light mail under his leather jerkin. The links broke but saved him being perforated. Down came the scimitar again, and the blast of wind. Ulric had set himself this time though and the blade broke apart on his sword, shedding off his armored form, though it sent him skidding backwards another meter. Whatever horseshit that was had a cost though, the swordsman's arm struck by Ulric earlier went limp and he looked at it as if betrayed.


More shouts were closing in, Ulric needed this one gone so he could reposition and come at them from behind.


He drew another throwing knife, this time pulling Ceraun's flow into the small projectile. Ulric willed the charges apart, created the link, from source to sink, and hurled the knife. The swordsman smiled at the ineffectual blade and prepared to bat it aside.


Ulric lifted a hand and stole his smile.


[Lightning Javalin]


Thunder shook the thatch roofs and the jagged violet bolt flashed, taking the swordsman in the chest and arm, blasting him away to lay smoking in the street. If he ever got up, he wasn't going to be happy. Ulric had no chance to finish either of them, he turned and ran down the streets, the splatter of mud giving away his position as he led the pursuit back towards the lift. He hadn't come through this part of Port Edunshire, hadn't done his little angel of death routine, so there should be more assholes running around. Which was good, he needed them packed as close together as possible.


Lo! And Behold! There was a wider road, slightly drier, and Ulric raced to it, shouts following. He turned onto the central lane and he and a group of at least twelve armed men stood face to face only three meters apart. The little squad, two deep all the way across the street was a justifiable use of Werona's gift to him.


Ulric pulled the Tephras mage's catalyst from his belt and pointed it at the group as they started their charge. A small portion of his mana drew into the catalyst and the tuned [Arcanite Diamond] reverted it into unaspected magic before the circuit runed into it by the Adept Ash mage twisted his magic into a street filling, dense cloud of incredibly hot ash and cinder.


[Pyroclasm]


The billowing black and glowing red speckled cloud engulfed the men. Agonized shouts rose jarringly high pitched and were rapidly cut off as they broiled rapidly inside the ash. As the cloud traveled it dissipated, thinning and rising to reveal the cooked bodies in steaming mud. Nearby thatch roofs caught fire as the widening edges of the spell grazed them.


Sonofabitch, Ms. Autumnclaw, that is a doozy. It was one of the first unnecessary thoughts he'd had in a long time, born of surprise at the potency of the Adept's Sauri magus's working. Idly he wondered how many more of those volcanic clouds the catalyst had in the tank.


Focus, idiot, Ulric reminded himself, before taking off down the street. He turned another corner and kicked in a door. Another rapist. Shiza. He murdered the animal, cut the bonds of the four Elves in the hut, and moved on. Shouts, commands to "Find him!", and general chaos as the flames on those thatch hut roofs started to spread smoldering embers and smoke drove into the streets, pushed by the eternal winds coming off the Vatyn.


Three more huts, three more torturers dead, three more groups of mauled Elves cut free but still enslaved. [Ceraunoperception] was carrying his ass, letting him play musical chairs with the soldiers who couldn't figure out how their quarry kept slipping behind them, how they kept being caught isolated. Speaking of which, Ulric turned the corner in a rush and ran another man through the back. He let the hilt of his sword go and quickly grabbed the head of the second and wrenched it around, breaking the neck loudly. Ripping the blade free, Ulric was running back towards the wall when his mana sense felt a dense gathering of Aquae, water magic, which was growing.


Uh oh. A new challenger appears. A mage was joining the fray.


Ulric had made his way towards the far western watchtower, the opposite side of Port Edunshire to the one he'd entered. Crouched low, he spotted the tower scout looking for him. The scout jerked upright immediately and pointed in his direction, yelling. Damn, spotted. Ulric sped down the alley, and almost stepped into the huge puddle that was, somehow, spreading through the streets like creeping frost. Something told him he'd better not touch that water and he jumped to scramble up one of the huts and crossed the narrow alley by jumping roof to roof. More shouts said he was too visible but he'd gotten past the Mage's trap and was now headed back towards the lift.


Mana pulsed and Ulric threw himself down to mud. Water congealed from the air where he'd been and abruptly flashed to steam. It was a dual spell, a combination of Aquae and Incendere, or a very subtle bit of magic using only water. Somebody might know enough kinetic theory of matter to have figured out state manipulation. Dangerous, he realized, dragging himself up to get out of the area. He needed to neutralize that mage.


Suddenly his [Ceraunoperception] grew foggy, blurred, as if someone had injected static into it. Fuck. The Mage had realized there was some sort of detection being employed and was doing something to the water in the air to spoof it. He let the spell fall away, before the mage got smart and introduced false signatures to trap him. Back to doing it old school.


Taipan loved this game. Search and destroy, thirty second head start. Ulric couldn't help but miss his wife for a moment, as odd as that seemed at the moment. Alright, sad over, rage on.


Ulric swept past another two alleys and kicked in another door, killing the two men inside loudly and immediately stepped out. Just in time for three armed men in light armor and a fourth wearing a dark trench coat all too similar to the one that Captain Firecracker had been wearing. Hoo buddy, you stepped in it now.


[White Interference]


[Cinder Pearl]


Ulric decided to play into the image that he was a pyromancer himself, given the Tephras spell that was more or less the only magic he'd actually been observed using was an offshoot of the more common Incendere. The six blue white jewels of solid fire spun into burning life and he sent them rocketing towards the group.


The Mage raised a palm and water drew up from the mud lining the streets, turning it to solid clay in an instant and forming a wall of water to intercept his attack. Neat trick, Ulric had to admit, as his spell hit the wall of water and he grinned beneath his helmet casting again. Even as the gems detonated, Ulric reached out with his core and seized the air around the mage hardening it into a dense and, importantly, insulating shell of Caelum.


[Skyshield]


Flashing steam and roiling flame rose into the air and, trapped, poured down the walls of the dome of air, trapping the heat inside. Screeches filled air before cutting off and silence greeted him. He had to tip his hat to the Mage. Using steam against them had been his idea, after all. Which was how Ulric learned one of the most important lessons about dueling mages: They are not dead until you see the body.


A water bullet the size of a large apple shattered his shield so fast he barely saw it and hit his pauldron hard enough to snap a buckle. The world spun violently and he was thrown four body lengths to slide through the mud another two.


"Ugg…" Ulric moaned quietly, thankful he'd kept a hold on his sword through that. The right shoulder pauldron was undamaged but hung half off his body, one of the straps and buckles having been torn by the magical strike. That leather was [Forest Lord] hide, about as tough a material as you'd come across. His entire shoulder area was also bruised to shit. Ulric's respect for the power of those Aquae spells ratcheted up substantially. Mage uses water beam and it's super effective.


Ulric clambered to his feet, keeping his eyeballs peeled on the dissipating steam cloud. The three escorting the mage were cooked. The mage himself, however, was unharmed though a barrier of clear water was swirling, destabilized by the heat that it had had to dissipate. A barrier. Just like Captain Firecracker. He was good. As good as Gother Cenur'it? Ulric would soon find out.


The lack of shouts and clamor was good, it meant he’d managed to thin the ranks, didn’t have to worry so much about getting shot in the ass. Ulric focused all his attention on his enemy.


Both combatants had the same idea at the same time, now that the other's antagonist was directly before them and they weren't actively avoiding some form of attack. The Hydromancer's eyes turned white as he peered into Ulric's Akashic connection. Ulric didn't even waste the effort to stop him, instead focusing himself on the Mage, his being, form, and calling up the hard-faced man's own link to the planet's tapestry.


[Scan]

[image: image][image: image]

The flood of information poured into his mind and he instantly saw the abilities of the mage laid out before him. The only reason he had time to interpret and internalize it was because the mage was doing the same thing for his own information, seeing the breadth of Ulric’s own imprint into the world called Varda. The Hydromancer, Mr. Ifrudo the waterlogged torturer of Port Edunshire, was an Adept that had forgone any attempt to regain his spells prior to awakening. He was, in the reckoning of those that could call themselves true mages, a cripple. The Aquae Adept was also wearing an expression close to naked horror at what appeared before him when Ulric’s status manifested. Good. Fuck’em.


Ulric felt the spellform holding that barrier together, like a tapestry of energy bound by will. Relentless, he reached out with his own core and grabbed the working in his metaphysical fist, guided by his mana sense and scores of hours of trying to untangle an Archmage’s workings, and pulled.


The barrier came apart and the Hydromancer's look of horror was replaced by shock.


Instantly, the mage recast the spell pulling the pool of spilled water back into shape. Ulric jerked it apart again. Ektyl'rt, counterspelling, required a refined mana sense and the ability to recognize a spellform's overall structure so that you could destabilize it. Only those who had mastered their own mana and its control could reach out to another’s. It was hard as shit to do in combat conditions, which was why Gother had had him practicing the skill while Taipan tried to kick his liver, in between throwing small ice balls at him randomly. Pain was a phenomenal teacher. So was Gother.


Lord instinct howling, he gave in to the aggression and drew hard on his mana, tearing the third attempt at a barrier apart before spinning up his own power. Ceraun, endless, chasing, dancing Ceraun, came easily. Caelum, free and fickle and gusting, joined to it, forming four scythes of air bound together by lightning.


[Galvanic Mistral]


The mage wasn't ready for the synthetic spell, he tried to pull Ulric's weave apart and found it to be like pulling apart a knot tied with steel cable. Ulric's will wasn't so easily broken, nor was his spellform so sloppy that some schmuck could pull it apart on first glance, not with two different harmonics joined. He realized, too late that he couldn't break Ulric's spell and raise another wall of water screaming denial. It snapped into place between them just before the crackling maelstrom hit, blocking the mage from view as the spells collided sent droplets exploding into the air as a fine mist.


A cry rose up and Ulric felt satisfaction in his bones. [Prismatic Weave] elevated his mana control to a thing of thought becoming deed. Not as good as that dry old bag of bones after all, he confirmed about his enemy.


The Reforged man wasn't going to be fooled twice though, that yell meant he'd survived and Ulric was already dashing to the side, eyes scanning the surroundings for threats. Nobody hit by his Mistral made sound, they didn't have lungs to do it, or most of a head and neck or anything but chunks. Three bullets hit the place he'd been standing meteoric trenches blasting mud craters and throwing debris, while the highest slammed into a hut and blew its wall inwards. The scientist turned warrior smiled at the ploy. Fool me once.


Ulric firmed his two-handed grip on Xef'tocht, and pulsed [Ceraunoperception] briefly before letting it go. The jamming was still there but he distinctly felt the Mage, hidden behind his dispersed shield. He only had one arm and it was holding his stomach. Ulric screamed and threw his sword in a glittering spin he heard the gasp along with the damp hiss of the blade shearing through flesh. Water gathering in the air for some sort of last-ditch effort, probably that rain thing, dissipated, as well as the remnants of the water wall, the will behind it gone.


Xef'tocht was standing tall three meters past where the mage's chest had been, buried halfway to its hilt. The Hydromancer lay in two clean pieces, as if parted by a laser for a bilateral dissection. Ulric stood straight and pulsed [Ceraunoperception] again, worried about his mana reserves. He was working with maybe fifteen percent, by the slightly hollow feeling in his core.


Nevertheless, lightning still hummed through his mana circuits and body.


These were the people creating the Bane. Ulric wasn't done yet. Not until they were all dead.


Four of the sadistic fuckers came around the corner and sprinted at the evidently unarmed man. Ulric pulled his knife and let the lessons Taipan had drilled into his brain and body come to the fore. Every nasty trick, feint, and way to hurt a man. Every cut to bleed him, blind him, and destroy him blurred into the background of his brain. The charging men's expression fell when they saw their lone enemy smile with all the warmth of a glacier.


There would be no nightmares for these men. Ceraun cried for release. So did the Lord Instinct. So did he.


[Surge]
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                Ulric sat recovering on a stone next to the nook from which he'd hidden before his assault on what had been Port Edunshire, sea breeze cooling the sweat on his face. Sweat mixed with no little blood, actually.


Idra'se had said once that he was not greatly impressed by the combat art of Prespang.


Ulric knew why now. They fought like the battle existed only from the waist up. Ulric was no master, he'd seen them in action and knew well the long leagues between himself and that level of skill. But the subhuman bastards that had been posted here must have been even lower than the low, chosen for sadism rather than any other characteristic. If the huddled, maimed, and savaged Aes'r in front of him were any indication they were over achievers in that respect. When no more Valin walked the city except for himself, Ulric had gone to each and every building and freed its captives. What was left of them, anyway.


At some point, the men left in the city had decided to start slaughtering their slaves. They hadn't got very far with that before Ulric found them and pulled their guts out from their still screaming bodies. He wasn't being metaphorical there. With his gauntlets on he could easily punch his fist into a human's body, one that wasn't being reinforced by mana, at least.


Even so, he had not saved everyone, and, of those he had, the mass of traumatized Celestin was in shock. Some of them had been here for weeks, what little Ulric could get out of the survivors. The slave collars were no trouble, they'd been linked to the mage overseer. When he died, they were rendered inert. It was common knowledge, amongst the slavers that is, and that was why the first order given a slave was to never harm a master. So it was that Ulric had been able to break the collars loose of the Elves and set them free. Three then immediately threw themselves off the cliff, a sight which would never leave him. Not to his dying day.


Gaping in stunned silence for a moment he'd cried out in horror "Why?!" when he recovered. None answered. Nobody else jumped, but they didn't answer either. He guessed it was a stupid question, really. Nothing had prepared him for what he'd found in those huts. Even when he'd thought he understood what it meant to create the Bane he hadn't. Not until he saw the attempts. Not until he saw the "failed products", stacked in a mass grave outside the city awaiting burning. Gods' blood.


Sometimes you need to turn to something greater than yourself. Ulric had few illusions about justice in the world. But he wished hard that there existed some punishment that found men this evil and inflicted some sort of balance to the scales of the world. There was magic, and even godlike beings, and all that shit. Maybe something was out there that could repay the pain reaped by those mad men.


Clouds were moving in. Again. It was only Sunscrest and his soul had taken a pounding this day. Now he had to find some way to keep over a hundred or so naked, tortured, and half-starved Elves from dying to exposure. His hand was stroking his knife hilt automatically and Ulric forced himself to stop. He decided his first move: He needed to keep these battered folk out of the rain.


Concentrating, Ulric envisioned a set of eight domes of hardened air. It took more effort than he liked to admit to force the spell into place but the [Skyshields] came, forming a set of shelters over the assembled mass. Next, they would need heat. That was a more mundane task. Ulric cut down parts of the palisade wall and gathered thatch to use as kindling. He built log cabin style fires that would burn for a long while near each little cluster of freed slaves. Nice. On to the next thing.


Food wasn't hard, since the bestial Bane crafters apparently felt like they worked up an appetite inflicting suffering unmentionable on innocents. The grain bins were full, the larders well stocked. Ulric ended up putting kettles over each of the fires, held up by more pieces of the palisade and cooked stews with meat, tubers, rice, vegetables, and fruit just thrown together. He was slightly ashamed by the lack of subtlety but these people needed nutrients, not a fancy feast.


That brought him to the next trial. Some might take illness. Normally that wasn't a concern but they were just so weak, so hurt. And covered in wounds. Ulric's first aid kit was gone now, he'd done his best to triage and treat but there were too many. Five more succumbed to wounds in the following hour. One was the female who'd been put on the wedge with weights. She'd bled out. Ulric was sick. And then numb. There's only so much a mind can take before it starts hitting off switches to stop from coming apart.


For the rest of the day, he sat in his nook, his helmet thrown aside and his head buried in his hands. He really wished he could see Taipan right about now.


************Orlethrem Crown Command Post, Zelussin Territory*******************


Taipan found herself wishing for her mate's presence. He was alien, even for Valin, but, despite a cool exterior, gave her whatever warmth he possessed freely. She could use the comfort. Heir Lumyt'seit, along with the Chiefs of the other tribes, with notable exception of the Zelussin, were assembled around a round table. They were silent and brooding, still digesting the most recent news: Betrayal.


The once princess's message to her brother had included the possibility that Lord Sam'sav Morion was a traitor to the Orlethrem, a seller of Aes'r blood, and had conspired with Prosper to provide gaps in the blockade of the Zelus. Lumyt'seit, as was proper as Crown and acting Chief of Iriel, had sent Hunters to investigate the truth of this matter. Three of the eight were slain and Morion had fled, but not before also murdering the Chief of the Zelussin to slow the response to his crimes.


A triad had been involved in the escape, though, fortunately, they were caught alive. It was not long before enough information was extracted that could corroborate Taipan's report that the traitor had been feeding Prosper information and padding its coffers through slave trade. The Zelussin were still appalled by the situation and none of them would meet eyes with their cousins for shame. They were not to blame, but still held close this great stain on their tribe. A representative for the new Chief of the Legranel, recently chosen at their Moot had arrived ten days after Taipan’s run, along with three thousand Herd riders who would act as light cavalry units and flankers. They had mangled the auxiliaries sent against them, had pinned the Federated Defense Corp, preventing them from spreading their numbers wide to encircle the lines of the fewer in number Elves, turning what should have been an overwhelming victory into a blood bath for the invaders, for they had been forced to fight into the Elves, without leverage of position.


As of this morning, the last of the Havens was empty, their secrecy that had shielded them destroyed by the artifact somehow gained by their enemy. Iriel's people were safe, as were the Melondi, the Celestin, and the Zelussin noncombatants. Ironically enough, it was decided that the Havens should send their peoples to the [Plateau of Ancients], that place considered a no man's land for over a thousand years, thanks to the fell guardian that killed any who dared approach. If all else failed, the kilometers high cliffs would make assault all but impossible and the [Ancient's Gate] could be held for as long as necessary. The Aktinian, within a week of receiving word, were ready to take to the seas if need arose, carrying their civilization on their fleets, and the Legranel would be incredibly difficult to pin down, vanishing into the plains like dust motes on the winds. None of those contingencies had been necessary.


What remained of Prespang's army was currently licking its wounds, trying to find its way out from Elven territory.


Two months and more of maneuver, stalling, running battles, and almost constant fighting at night had left the so called "Federated Defense Corp" a mangled remnant of itself. They had lost seven in every eight generals. Infantry officers were, as her Honor liked to say "rarer than frog fur". The Aes'r had done as the Aes'r always do: Turn Orlethrem into a verdant crypt for invaders. The difference this time was that they had suffered more grievous casualties in the doing. And that they did not consider themselves done when the enemy withdrew its shattered remnants from Orlethrem’s borders.


Brighteyes, Heir Lumyt'seit, Taipan found herself correcting her husband's aggravating habit of misnaming everything. She grew vaguely irritated that his mannerisms were brushing off on her, but concentrated on her brother, who had finally raised his namesake emerald and gold eyes from the status reports to hold those of the attending Chiefs.


"We have blunted the advance, and broken the forces sent to invade. The Aes'r people are defended now, upon the [Plateau of Ancients], with enough forces to hold the way up for as long as necessary. I believe the battle is not done." the young Golden Crown told the council gravely.


He glanced towards the corner of the room where his father, Bald'rt Iriel lay in a bed sleeping, still recovering from his poisoning, and from the efforts of preventing Prespang's armies from ever being able to marshal their numbers effectively.


"Our enemy has used the Bane once, and, I believe that they will attempt to do so again. They will wait until they can inflict maximum harm, regardless of strategic impact. I have a glimpse into the mind of our enemies. They hate the Orlethrem, hate them completely. This war is not one of conquest or to expand their influence by weakening a rival. They want our extinction as a people." Lumyt'seit told his peers.


They shared considering gazes before they agreed with the assessment. Each had come to similar conclusions also. No other reason for such mindless aggression, absent cause or provocation could be found. The Elves of Orlethrem had always been fair in their dealings with the Otherkin. Hard, especially amongst the Iriel’en, but always fair. Bargains struck, and treaties signed were inviolate; none of the Aes’r would tolerate an oath-breaker amongst them. That so much of Prespang’s mage power should be expended to murder a Lord of the Elves, that so much of the army Prosper normally hoarded conservatively would be wasted on an attempt to murder the children, crafters, gardeners, and noncombatants was unthinkable. Unless they intended to exterminate the Orlethrem.


Brighteyes, seeing that this was not a point for discussion presented his strategy, "First and foremost, we must seal the Zelus to Prosper. They must not have access between the Southern Ocean and Vatyn or they will, inevitably, move supplies and, likely mercenary armies against us."


Immediately, he turned his singular gaze on the representative for the Zelussin telling that woman with a gentle tone, "This task is, and has always been, yours of the Zelussin. It is still yours, if your kin want it. Morion's seized coffers will pay for the expense."


The middle aged Zelussin woman shelved her surprise and nodded firmly, without speaking. Iron in her expression said that the Zelus might as well have stopped flowing for all that Prosper would get a ship down it.


Taipan sat back and listened as her youngest sibling, her only living brother, set a strategy of strangling Prosper. Similar to his previous initiative but with the main difference being that they should triple their internal security and be especially vigilant against espionage or attempts to use Bane as a depopulation threat. Too many of the Orlethrem had already given their lives.


"And then, " Crown Lumyt'seit said with an angry glint in his eyes, "We will kill this invading army to a one. None are allowed to leave Orlethrem who have carried a weapon into it. Are we agreed?"


A round of "Aye" circled the table.


There were formalities, which didn't interest her and then the council dissolved and she was left with only her family in the meeting room.


From the corner of the room, came a loud exclamation "Whew! By the Roots below and the leaves above do they ever drone on! Are you sure you will not keep the crown after I am hale again?"


Bald'rt Iriel, once and future King of Iriel, had been pretending sleep in the corner to avoid partaking of the meeting and now stood to stretch.


His heir smiled up at the father's antics, glad that his sire was regaining his energy and his humor. Dour and desperate had been times of late, Prosper’s venom dripped thick from the knife they had tried to drive into the heart of the Orlethrem. His people and the Clans of the Orlethrem, had survived. As always, at cost too great, with too many widows and widowers, and not a few orphaned. Seeing the [Lord of the Deep Wood] reclaiming his former glory dispelled much of the young Lord’s gloom. The sooner Bald’rt reclaimed his mantle, the better.


"I would rather not, Father. I am a child yet, and there is much I would rather learn to do first, before I make a life of jostling the elbows of ones who already know what their duty tells them to do." Lumyt’seit of Iriel said quietly.


The older Elf, still thin and wane for one of his brown skinned clan, ruffled his child's golden hair lovingly.


"You jostle them so gently and with such care that they believe it is their own thoughts that drive them to move. I am proud." Announced the Father to his son, and they both smiled.


Three women, jewels of their clans, entered from the side room where they had been holding their own meeting.


Bald'rt's wives were scarcely better off than he after his initial poisoning, having burned their own vitality to hold the Bane at bay, but they had recovered far more swiftly and had nearly returned to the picturesque appearance that was held by their clans as the standard for beauty. They had just decided how they would each best utilize themselves in the upcoming battles and made the final arrangements for enacting an embargo upon Prosper.


Messages would soon be delivered to the respective Tribes to be themselves passed to every port of call that any merchant vessel trading to or carrying goods from Prosper would be considered aiding the enemy of Orlethrem in its war. The trio beheld their husband and children, the eldest and youngest of their brood. Shor's daughters, along with their husbands, had gone ahead, coordinating the fleeing peoples, keeping order, and leading the warriors escorting those masses in their flight. They continued to help the other Great Houses organize the populace hidden upon the Plateau.


Lady Vedyr stepped forward with a determined expression leveled at her husband.


"If you are well enough for staying awake through the entire meeting, you are well enough to give me a child, Bald'rt, Son of Jold'ir." Declared the Elf whose skin matched her husband's, her eyes holding heat.


Taipan's mother Vedyr had been awaiting her coming season with intentional anticipation. The near parting had motivated her to bear her husband another child. Both of Vedyr's offspring were, in a way, dead to the world. Her Eldest lost to assassins and her youngest had chosen to leave her name behind, to join her Twice Born Husband's household. This third child's life would be charmed.


Bald'rt shied away from his first wife and hid behind the other two, "Stop her! You don't know what she'll do to me! I am too young, and too pretty, to become a brood stallion, useful only for its remarkably potent seed." He japed.


Bathe Iriel, his third wife and mother of Lumyt'seit, calmly took her husband by the collar and threw him bodily towards his first wife. Shor, the second wife, looked on in amusement. Shor had had seven daughters by her uncanny husband and knew exactly what Vedyr was going to be doing to the man. Later on, when Vedyr had sated herself, she might join them.


Vedyr caught the weakened King of Iriel and lifted him over her shoulder like a sack of grain, turning to haul him towards their temporary bed chamber. Now that her season was upon her, she was having none of his nonsense. He struggled feebly, honestly too tired and weak, unable to resist her.


"Perfidy most foul! You will not have heard the last of me! Bald'rt will return!" Came the shrill cries of the [Lord of the Deep Wood] cut off when the door to the room slammed shut, driven by Lady Vedyr's foot.


Taipan could only stand in awe of the shambles that Iriel's reputation would be in if the behavior of its lord in private were common knowledge. Utterly shameless.


Disregarding her father's lack of dignity, she turned her thoughts again to her mate, many leagues distant. After delivering her message and recovering three days from the utter exhaustion, she had activated her Hunter's Mark ritual, using one of the four vials. Her Honor was far, far, to the North at that time, but not in the right direction. She didn’t know why he had deviated from the course they agreed on, but assumed it was for good cause.


Their plans had come undone, almost from the start. Taipan of the Glade had carried word to her kin. Instead of returning however, she had become part of the effort to repel the attack. Her strength was needed by her brethren, and her Honor would have joined to their defense, she knew. She carried his honor into the battle, ravaging them in his stead. It was not an easy decision, to stay and join the fighting to oppose Prosper's attack over going to her partner. She was his Shadow, in addition to his wife and that duty she took as seriously as the other. In the end, she felt it was what he would have done, had he been here himself.


Two and a half moons of endless hunting of invaders had it taken to break their wills. It had been a close thing, that first critical call to arms to stop Prespang's secret advance forces, funneled through the blockade courtesy of a blood traitor, who was still alive. For now. Taipan joined her kin in merciless savaging of those enemies en-route to the Havens. Then they had turned to repel the advance from the Northern borders, driving along the Eastern coasts of Vatyn amongst the hilly highlands of the Melondi, the wooded forests of Celestin, and the persistent attempts to claw down the Zelus.


Now though, the expedition into Orlethrem was stalled, defeated, and retreating in shambles, which meant it was dead, though they did not know it yet.


All the while the combined arms of the Aktinian, the Melondi, the Celestin, and the Zelussin had held the line of advance, most of the Iriel’en not mage hunting and destroying command structures were circling behind the Prespangers. Scouting reports and orders had not come through one way or the other between Prosper and her generals for weeks now. Nor had supply wagons. Or healers. The few stragglers that might manage to escape Orlethrem would discover that most of the settlements along the border, careful encroachments of decades, would be empty. The livestock killed, the wells poisoned, and the people driven away to find new homes much farther to the North. Iriel’s patience was ended, Lumyt’seit, son of Bald’rt had commanded the border cleared for seven leagues and the Hunters saw it done. No succor would the retreating armies of Prespang find when they left Elf country. Only the lurking Hunters, who would see the defeat completed utterly.


Today's meeting had established most of the details for how that execution would be done and how they would handle the treason of one of their own. That meant that Taipan was not needed here any longer and she burned to be gone, to find her Glade Chief before he managed to upset the order of the world a second time. It would be years before the Greater beasts reshuffled their territories, the hierarchies resettled, and the wilds would not be safe to travel until then. Iriel would be years returning order to the wilderness of Orlethrem. Orlethrem would be a century recovering the lives lost in the defense. In spite of it all, the violent attack, the treason, those returned to the forest, Taipan knew that the Aes’r were victorious.


"Brother Lumyt'seit, Mother Shore, Mother Bathe, it is time that I return to my Honor's side. Our people are defended, and so I must go." She informed her family, without preamble.


They each gestured the hand signs for "It is so." before also signing "Fare thee well". They did not speak further, there was no need. In the months spent fighting, many a silent meal had been shared and many a conference held. Things were not as before, she was not any longer a daughter of the House of Iriel. Taipan belonged with her Honor and mate. She turned immediately and left the meeting place, stopping only long enough to stock her travel pack for the long, long run and to retrieve the vial which would prime her [Hunter's Mark] to locate the quirksome creature that she had, once full of loathing, and later gladly, bound herself to. For both their sakes.


***************Outside the Port Edunshire********************


In the end, Ulric had had to burn the small town to the ground. None of the Elves would enter again its walls, not even to escape the elements or retrieve supplies. That had been entirely left up to Ulric, who was thankful that he had only to haul the stores of food and water a short ways downhill to where the milling, weeping lot of them had settled. Clothes, medical supplies, anything that might be useful he packed into barrels and stored in cargo wagons, hitched to stout, cloven hoofed beasts remarkably similar to horses that would have been tough to handle, before his time spent driving TMF1 and TMF2.


Compared to [Direhorn Oxen], the mules were easy. He had the wagons just down the hill to where the Orlethrem huddled inside a few hours of daybreak, and the smoke of the burning Port Edunshire rose up, would be visible for kilometers from the sea. He didn’t worry overmuch about that, he’d left plenty of smoke pillars rising in his wake, one more wouldn’t hurt.


The barren, stony highlands were not conducive to leading a bunch of naked, abused victims of absurd cruelty with any degree of success so Ulric had to compromise by creating crude long houses using [Stone Walls] and [Skyshields]. Once he’d recovered the mana to do so, that is. The stone walls would remain in place for weeks before the binding magic fell away from them, Terra was amongst the most stable and long lived manaforms. But Caelum, that one rejected stasis fundamentally and would unravel within a day, in spite of all that Ulric might do to keep it held in place.


However, the wards and barriers around Irielhos were designed to protect the citadel, Ulric couldn't even come close to replicating it. A sneaking suspicion said that it wasn't the construction of any living mind as he knew it, but a working of the living demigod into which and from which the fortress was built, [Irielhos] itself. Ulric had seen the core of that entity once, like a beating sun, deep, deep, within its subterranean roots. The tree was sentient and powerful in the extreme. It just didn't have the same thoughts and needs as anything Ulric had ever interacted with. So far as he could tell though, it did everything in its purview to shield the Iriel'en.


Whatever the case, Ulric couldn't fathom how to produce air barriers that didn't unravel swiftly and thus spent every morning recasting the roofs of the long houses. It wasn't a huge mana expenditure, it was merely annoying. Similarly annoying was that he was now playing nursemaid to a bunch of Elves that had lost about seventy percent of their will to live. In the two days since he'd slaughtered the tormentors and guards they'd shown little motivation to do anything but huddle in clusters and weep.


The raw agony and grief that enshrouded them was a nearly physical thing and it was starting to get to him. His nightmares, freshened by recent experience, weren’t helping anything.


His nerves were on the ragged edge. It was coming to the point that he was hoping some Magister from Prosper would wander by so he could murder-death-kill them to release some of the pressure. It did not escape his notice that hoping a living creature with a conscious mind and feelings would stumble through for the express purpose of slaughtering them was not exactly a healthy mindset.


Grey eyes surveyed the hillside, its firepits lit and smoking and the forms clustered into the warmth but refusing to do much other than, occasionally eat and drink. His already sour expression tightened. On the other hand, perhaps wanting to murder the people responsible for this atrocity was a healthy mindset after all. What Ulric had witnessed in these past days went beyond barbaric. At least no one else had jumped off the cliff. A few more had gone off the edge yesterday, a group of five, and it was purely awful to know that they probably had good reason.


Probably the worst of it though was the stillness. He wasn't moving. Neither advancing nor retreating. Waiting here for some sign that the former captives could do something, anything, to take control of their lives and ease the burden off of him. So far, nothing. Worse than nothing, really, he was having to actively clean up after them all. He'd had to dig the latrines for them, for fuck's sake! They were just aimlessly wandering over to some rock that took their fancy, seemingly at random, to defecate or void their bladders. No attempts to clean themselves or wash. That, at least, they would do once he provided buckets of water from the, now ruined, city.


His chores to keep the Elves alive, though tedious and aggravating for its necessity, did not occupy him long. That meant that he was left to brood and to worry, two things which were not conducive to a happy Ulric. Or a stable one.


Muttering to himself, the former scientist sat on a rock counting his fingers to try to figure out how long it had been since he'd set out from the Moot.


"Sixty and change days of being lost on the plains. Seven days sidetrack with the M’rakur. Then there were the first two days in Bartala, Varrock got murdered, and then an unknown span not less than four days and probably more like ten days after that before I bombed the port and left. Then twelve days being a pirate along the Vatyn’s coasts. Next was this hellhole and I've been here for…three days? Yeah, three days. Then that's sixty-three plus seven plus twelve for eighty-two. Add twelve more and three gives us fifteen plus the big chunk and…ninety-five. It's been a little over three Vardan months."


Ulric sat back and let that sink in. Two entire months and some change since the lunar cycles on this world were thirty days on the nose and that’s how they judged months. And, in that time, he'd probably killed close to fifty, maybe upwards of seventy men, depending on how many were patrolling those docks. Holy fuck. His eyes searched the, for once, cloudless blue sky for answers. There weren't any. Probably because it was the wrong question drifting around in his brain. The question wasn't "did they deserve to die?" it was, "would I do it again?". Repeatability is the heart of science, after all.


He scanned the hillside again, the squat, magically raised walls of the structures dotting the land, the shattered people still not free of what had been done to them, even if the collars were gone. He thought about Varrock.


Yeah, Ulric decided. Yeah, he'd do it all again. Someone had to. None of these people deserved what had been done to them. Not the Elves here. Not Varrock's kin, who were facing exile from civilized lands back to their remote holds because they demanded justice for a murder. Not all those downtrodden hunkering in Bartala's slums because they couldn't beg, steal, or buy a Magister's grace to own or partake in legitimate business within the city. They were all made criminals for not being born into connections and not willing to sell their integrity to get them. All these people needed someone to destroy the corruption that seeped into the bones of the City States.


It's sort of like radiation therapy, Ulric rationalized. You have the cancer, it's going to only get worse and kill you, so you go to a professional who's only going to kill you a little bit. Very carefully, very precisely kill you, and only enough that you'll recover completely in a short while. It's the only way to reach the cancer hiding inside. He snorted to himself, then, because radiation therapy hadn't been used in almost two hundred years. Gene therapy was, without exclusion, the superior treatment with none of the risks and side effects. Might as well cure headaches with trepanation.


Well. Ulric couldn't change Prespang's genes and overwrite its society. The work of the nemesis was too complete and Ulric was just some guy who woke up in a forest in his birthday suit. What he could do though, is keep cutting the heads off this hydra and maybe buy the people here space to break loose, like the Wolfkin clans did. Big ass maybe there, Glade Chief.


What else was he to do? And, while he sat here on his dead ass mulling it over, armies were being gathered and marched against the Orlethrem for the sake of conducting a genocide. His armored fingers tapped against the bone plate on his thigh, unable to really snap within the confines of the gauntlets. A steady clicking of bone against bone would have driven any nearby who wasn't already batty off the deep end.


Something's gotta give here. He owed these people. The generosity of the Elves had probably saved him dying on the plateau over the hard, hard Winter, he knew that now. But he couldn't do this anymore. He couldn't go, but he couldn't stay, and he couldn't leave them behind. What do you do when there are no good choices? Make the ones you can live with, no matter how much you hate them, no matter what anybody else might think about them. Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade] would not be weak here, not when weakness might doom more than just these few tattered souls on this stony hillside. He would not permit all the killing done so far to be rendered null and void because he shied away from the right thing, when it was also the most painful thing.


Ulric's voice rose, loud and deep and channeling the total absence of tolerance for anyone's shit that was his maternal grandmother's legacy.


"I'm done baby-sitting you [Bark Weasels] you hear me!? " He bellowed at the hillside, turning heads at the unexpected tirade.


"Three days now you sit wallowing in your own misery, doing nothing to help yourselves, doing nothing to prove that you are anything more than meat for some Prosper dog's dinner! Done is done! You were enslaved. You were abused. You could not stop it, and did not, and nothing you ever do from this day on will ever change that past!" Ulric raved.


He pointed at that hateful cliff, and screamed, "At least some of you had the will to make an end of it, for all that it pains me that they did! For all that I grieve for your hurts, and theirs, I say that this sight before me is disgusting! You are Aes'r, you are children of the forest. Yours is a people ancient and powerful but you let yourselves be broken this easily? And worse! You will hand yourselves back over to the first Magister with a collar in their hand and, eventually, one of you will succumb. One of you will resist just that fraction long enough to become twisted, your core rendered into Aes'r-Bane and then used against your kin!"


Voice lowering threateningly, Ulric shouted, with conviction, exactly what he thought about that, "I tell you this, I will kill everyone on this hillside before I let you become the fuel for your people's extinction! Had I known that this was all the strength in the hearts of Celestin I would have just burned the city down to start with and saved myself the days to head towards Prosper, that I can get my hands around their necks faster!" 


The thoroughly fed up, stressed out, partially combat fatigued bastard that was Ulric Einar pointed up at the Twins and prophesied, "When next those Twins rise, I will leave this place. If you haven't found your courage by that time to come with me, then I will cleanse this wasteland of your shame and speak of it to no one! None will know you failed! None will know your spirits withered! It will end. Forever. But none of you weaklings will I leave behind me to maybe become the Bane."


Glazed eyes cleared somewhat in the face of his tirade. When he delivered his ultimatum, some even grew angry. Good. Let them be angry. They deserved to be angry. They deserved a lot of things, but what they didn't deserve was to be left here on this fucking rocky shit heap to be tortured to death when he was gone.


It pained him greatly, but he couldn't stay. He couldn't keep watching over them forever. Every minute here was one he wasn't finding his way to put an end to this travesty. Every day let the Merchant Lords guide this land called Prespang further into darkness and stacked the odds harder against the Orlethrem. Eventually, numbers would add up. It might take a long time. But it would come. Unless somebody managed to put an end to the ones pulling the strings, it would come.


More gently now, still furious, but more gently, Ulric told them what they needed to do, even though they already knew what they needed to do and had simply chosen to do nothing instead.


"Go up the hill, take what clothes and arms as you may from the dead there. Use whatever supplies in that accursed place you need to create litters to bear those too wounded to travel under their own power. Clothe yourselves, feed yourselves, and rest tonight. Tomorrow, the decision comes and either you follow me to the next port town where I will obtain ships for you to sail back towards your homes, or I will judge you undeserving of the mercy that compelled me to not simply end you all where I found you."


Ulric hated this place. He hated this choice. But it was the only one he had. He wondered for only a moment what Taipan would do. She would have cut their throats one by one while they watched, without hesitation. He'd only had glimpses of it but Bald'rt Iriel, that joking, silly Elf bastard, would have turned that hillside to dust before he allowed his people to come to harm for what, to the Iriel'en, were dead men and women who had merely not yet realized it. Hard was the [Heartwood] but it needed to be to support the heavy crown of the forests.


He turned away from them then and returned to his boulder nook. Whatever they decided, it was their choice now. At least, at this last bit, they would be given a choice.


In the shadow of the boulder lay his helmet and his pauldrons. The right shoulder pauldron itself was undamaged but one of the critical straps and buckles that secured it was ruined. Hanging awkwardly as it did it would impede his fighting, blocking his sword arm or vision as it flailed about.


Doubtless the armor had saved his life probably a dozen or more times, especially against the spell that had destroyed the strap. If he'd taken a hit like that without it, it was likely his entire shoulder would be gone. As it was, the entire upper right part of his chest and arm were incredibly sore, though the shock of that impact had been distributed expertly through Galed Uldin's craft.


Well would Ulric remember the lessons of that fight against the mage. Maintain contact, do not let them gain space to whomp up something nasty out of sight. Use Ektyl'rt to destroy their barriers or continual workings where possible, drain their resources and steal their initiative while they restore their defenses. Most importantly, they aren't dead until you see the corpse. Gother's training was the difference between living and dying. The precision and mastery of his workings, the tightness of the will and weave of the mana, and the exposure to rapid, continued assaults from afar were critical to his being able to respond effectively. An Adept focused on one manaform was incredibly potent with it. But they were also limited by it.


Tenderly rolling his shoulder he winced. Part of his armor compromised and a thrashed arm were probably a small price to pay to gain the experience of a life and death fight with one of Prosper's combat mages. Without being burned nearly to a crisp, that is.


Ulric set to trying to see if he could, perhaps, rebind the broken strap with some of the rope in his pack. He didn't have much and it wouldn't be anywhere as good as the strap had been but it might let him wear the pauldrons without compromising himself. It had been surprising how effectively he'd been able to push into opponents, using his shoulder armor to turtle through their strikes and render their weapons ineffective. When he had Christ's level of mastery he wouldn't need to do such things, he'd be able to, as far as Ulric could see, walk through the attacks unharmed.


Ulric was tying a square knot to join the two pieces of remaining strap into one, fiddling with the lengths to try to mimic the previous fit, when a hand took his shoulder roughly, approaching footsteps completely soundless.


"Ghaag! Ora!" He yelled, starting, his entire body flushing with instant aggression.


The grip pulled him half up from his seat and he was almost shocked at the easy strength. This assassin was a cut above any of the enemies he'd come across in the last weeks and he dropped the pauldrons, adrenaline pulsing, core lighting with power.


In the grip of his foe, caught unawares and nearly defenseless, Ulric was drawing his knife and readying a desperate magical onslaught when his cheek was turned by a second hand with incredible tenderness and he was kissed extremely thoroughly, the smell of a familiar Elf woman filling his nostrils, her taste on his tongue a thing of dreams.


Taipan!
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                Softness, heat, sweet smell, and sweeter taste assaulted him without pause.  The knife he'd drawn to tear out his attacker's innards dropped to the stones below, forgotten, that hand far better occupied pulling his assailant down to grope, squeeze, rub, and generally get handsy with his long lost wife.


Taipan was returned!  And how!


Breaths stolen between bouts of passion took on a slightly frantic tempo.  He'd never missed anything like he'd missed this touch.  The Elf woman, by her determined efforts against his armor's straps, felt the same way.  Cracked open like a turtle, the cuirass was pulled away and he took the chance to let the sight of the dusky Persian hide, flashing emerald and bronze flecked eyes, and black silken hair, cut short, soak into him.  And what a sight. 


Flared hips hidden behind thick pants, made of a sort of fine canvas or tough denim and leather boots that rode all the way to mid-thigh, laced tightly to reveal the lithe form of those legs they covered.  A pouch laden belt held those pants, along with a separate knife belt with its sheath and a variety of vials, many of which were poisons or antidotes to those poisons.  The robust coat extended just past the belt and buttoned to a high neck, guarding the delicate slope of her neck from thorns, branches or, sometimes, claws and fangs of the beasts or blades of enemies.  Even the thick material of the coat couldn't hide her full chest or the sculpture of her shoulders and arms, strong despite their efficient breadth.  His Iriel'en wife was a marvel of athleticism. 


Best of all, her lovely face was canted in that familiar tilt, with a small upturn of her lips that said she was well pleased. 


Damned right she was, Ulric only wore his Iriel'en warrior blacks beneath his armor, the fine silken threads form fitting his frame.  If Taipan was an Olympic volley ball player, then Ulric was a gold medalist power lifter.  Broad across the back and sturdy shoulders, combined with his thighs and calves made clothing something that required specific tailoring for one of his height. 


Thus paused in their consideration of one another, Ulric attempted to greet his wife, only to have her toss aside his priceless armor, crafted by her godfather, like trash and she covered his mouth softly with her hand, with a mild shake of her head.


"No, Ulric, do not speak.  This is a time for staying silent." His Shadow advised, her lilting voice slightly breathless.


Smart lass was Taipan.  She further demonstrated her wisdom by putting his hands to use undoing the many small loops that held her coat closed.  It was a task he relished.  Off came the coat and then the undershirt, drenched by the effort of her travel.  He noted then as he drank her in that she was thinner than he'd last seen her and showed faint signs of hard travel.  The cuts from her fight with the Leor assassin had left faint, pale scars tracing her body and face.  Those did not diminish her in the slightest with their contrast to the satin skin they crossed.  His lady had lost weight, had gone through hard times. 


Ulric decided that the rest of Varda was going to godsdamned well wait.  Just right now, this lad was going to see his lass bedded, wrapped in a blanket, and then fed until she had not the strength nor inclination to move until morning.  The faint wrinkle of what happened in the morning twitched and then disappeared, wadded up and thrown into a lock box in his brain.  Just for safe measure he wrapped mental chains around it and threw it down a well.  Today and tonight, there was only Taipan.  Now he had to finish getting out of this damned armor.  It was an enthusiastic helper he had in his lovely wife.


Wordlessly they did those things that lovers do including the ones normally reserved for special occasions, or, in this case, when they had been too long apart.  It wasn't until much later that they said those things that lovers said when they were too long apart.


The pair of them currently sat naked under a blanket, ladling stew from a kettle he'd drug into the nook.  It was cramped with two bodies, the large travel packs, and the heavy kettle but neither wanted to separate just yet, not even for a little leg room. 


Taipan's satisfied exhalation through her nostrils announced the end of her eating, her bowl filled three times and emptied three times. 


"I had almost forgotten how gifted you are with a few spices and a humble pot, Ulric.  From here I will not move for some time I think." Purred the Elf contentedly.


All according to keikaku, Ulric muahahahed to himself evilly.


Show her a good time, properly, within her boundaries, and then feed her well, and you were past half way to captivating a likely lass.  Advice from his father, who insisted on starting Ulric down the path of the house husband early, in spite of a younger Ulric's rough edges and slight misanthropy.  Theirs was a happy marriage, his folks from in the Before. 


Granted, he and Taipan were already joined by the decree of Bald'rt that had made Taipan his Shadow, more an extension of his person than not, and she herself had later tied him back in return through an old Iriel'en wedding rite, without asking him.  Win some, lose some, break even on the house.  Nevertheless, Ulric liked a good hearty meal with some pizazz and heat to it and the Iriel'en lady warming his hip suited him in this.  Varda had a plethora of herbs, roots, and seeds, and other assorted botanical supplements to food.  The trick was figuring out which ones would poison you and how to prepare them to neutralize the toxins.  He'd learned that some of the better tasting spices had to be paired specifically to another and served together to completely prevent all the adverse effects.  Sort of added a new angle on preparing a meal that if you flubbed your seasoning, you suffered debilitating cramps and heart palpitations.


This was the first time he'd been able to relax, completely relax, since the Legranel Moot.  Even getting half wild with Varrock, he'd had to keep half an eye towards anyone trying something stupid, whether they knew who he was or just wanted to stir up trouble with the visitor from afar.  Not now though.  Just right now, all was well on Varda. 


Until tomorrow, whispered his traitor brain and he immediately strangled the thought in its infancy.  All's well on Varda, he said, daring his brain to try again and force him to [Voltaic Grip] himself in retribution.  That'll teach the sonofabitch, he muttered internally.


"Ulric I can hear that worm ridden thing grinding away from next to me.  What knots tie you?" Taipan asked him, breaking him from his thoughts. 


Damn, she really did have a bead on him.


Reluctantly, he allowed her to draw him from hiding.


"I might have to kill all those Celestin outside tomorrow." He told the Elf woman sadly.


His Shadow knew he wasn't joking and took his hand to give it a squeeze, saying calmly, "They will deserve it then."


Surprise lit his features and he stared at the woman, "Really?" He asked, needing to verify his hearing wasn't busted.


She began poking him repeatedly in the side, her stiffened finger prodding the space between his ribs until he managed to fish around and pin the offending digit, and her hand, to his side.


"You over think every single thing, Glade Chief.  Even the things that go without saying." Taipan informed him, without sarcasm, "I heard you as I approached, you can be quite loud when you are angry.  If this place was one of those where Prosper was attempting to create the Bane and those people were intended as its fuel then they cannot be allowed to stay here.  No matter what."


The jabbing finger had stopped attempting to extract itself to prod him and he released it as she continued her thought.


"If you have thought on this fact and decided that the only thing to be done is to slay the broken Elves then that is what must happen.  Prosper must not have them." Concluded Taipan, definitively.


A little milder, echoing his own hesitation on the matter but much less than himself, she said simply, "If they cannot even find the will to live for themselves, then their death is already a thing done in truth.  It is cowardice that they make another finish it."


"Some didn't." Ulric said woodenly, remembering the cliff.


Her hand gently scrubbed through his hair, comforting, "Ahh, my dear Valin." She crooned softly, "You tried so hard to save them all, I know.  But it was not in your or any power but those who chose these deeds.  They carry the weight of the wrongness here."  


Ulric found he could only nod, he didn't trust his voice.  It was true, but it still hurt.  They stayed silent for a time.  Eventually his Shadow said, without sadness, "I will kill my cousins tomorrow in your place, if they cannot find it in themselves to live.  But only if you wish."


Immediately Ulric was denying her, without thinking, "No!  No, it is my task." He told her, too harshly at first but mellowing immediately.


None of it was her fault, and she was offering him a kindness.  One he couldn't accept.


Firmly, Ulric made clear the commitment that made her proud of him, "I have given them my word and I will see it through to the end.  Whichever end they choose."


They remained in somber silence, with Taipan petting his head gently and holding him to her chest.  At least until a wayward nipple slipped too close to his nose and he bit it, drawing a yowl from her and then they were off to the races again.  It had been a long couple of months for both of them and tomorrow would come no matter how they spent tonight.


When the Twins rose over those craggy hills and fog laden highlands, sixty-seven Celestin stood under the red skies of what was once Port Edunshire, ready to travel.  Thirty-eight of the most broken, cruelest flayed, inside and out, had gone to the cliff in the night and found their peace.  Ulric did not have to wet his knife in an innocent's blood, and he would beg the favor of any god that roamed this land that it would shelter the souls of those brave Elves.  They had suffered more than any three lives put together.  In his book, the universe owed them one.  He owed them one, for not having to bear that weight on himself.


It still sucked.  Yep, he summarized, looking out over the grey rocks, the mossy greens interspersed, and the sixty-seven Elves that had decided that they would try to live, Ulric old boy, this is still a turd sandwich, you just didn’t need to add the dysentery mustard.  Taipan, in her own way, tried to make him feel better by rubbing his bottom.


After he had swatted her hand away, with a squinting glare to convey how deeply inappropriate that was, he continued to review the troops.  They were battered.  Most of them had scars.  Some lay upon crude litters, their bones broken.  Others had the desire to live but not the strength, so badly had they been beaten, raped, starved, or any combination thereof. 


Ulric was not an overly emotional man.  Some might even say he was a frigid asshole.  He would disagree, offering evidence that he could also be an unrepentant horn dog, a raging homicidal berserker, and, occasionally, merely an irritable prick.  But the scene that greeted him this morning was one to pluck even the heartstrings of the most cynical and jaded of persons. 


Nobody with a functional conscience could not look out over the hillside and not know courage when they saw it.  These folk deserved to be given a chance to live and he would see they got that chance.  No matter how many of Prespang's civil servants or guardsmen he had to tear apart to make that happen.  Port Edunshire had very simply done away with the remaining compunctions Ulric had about his chosen course of action. 


Was Prespang to blame for the ills facing this continent?  Not really, no.  They were, in fact, victims as much as anyone else.  However.  They were wearing the jerseys of team Atrocity and Ulric was going to take that personally.  The bodies lying broken upon the rocks at the bottom of this cliff, the ones floating in the surf of Vatyn, drifting in its currents, and the huge pit nearly filled with their predecessors sort of changed the game for him. 


There was a war, way back when, that his ancestors had fought in, where they had been the ones following orders to participate in horrors against the innocent.  Many of those had been, at least in their own eyes, fundamentally decent people who thought that they served their country and society by taking the orders of evil fuckers.  Only problem is, taking the orders of evil fuckers, indeed, not actively attempting to destroy the evil fuckers, made you one yourself.  There are no bystanders.  Every choice is one of consequence, even the choice to stand aside.  That was the lesson learned by those who came after, once they'd rebuilt their society after the war.  Every man or woman bears the burden to do what is right and to resist those who would do what is wrong.  Neutrality is a lie.


And so, it was with a heavy heart that Ulric Einar was going to be forced to war with any and every individual he came across that stood in the way between himself and the Merchant Lords.  Or who attempted to stop him from sending these poor Celestin home.  Everybody was going to be given a choice in the matter:  Step away from Prosper, shed the chains they had wrapped around your throats, or face the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] in his wrath. 


He hadn't signed up for this shit.  Dour expression locked in place, he noticed a gentle breeze behind him.  It passed across his back plate and the armored skirt that covered his legs to the side.  Then it went under.


The searching hand had returned to finagle his rump and he turned to scold her, "By the Dancing Twins above woman, can't you see I'm being sad over here?!"


His mate simply leveled her slightly tilted almond shaped eyes, glittering in the light at him and pointed out, "And?  You'll be less sad if I play with your bottom."


Turning, she made to raise her coat over her hips and her knees did something to make her stunning rump roll at him threateningly, "Or perhaps you might play with mine?" his Taipan teased, utterly shameless.


Her Bald'rt genes were awakened fully, it would take days before she settled down.  They would be good days.  But wholly inappropriate for the sight arrayed before him.  Even so, he couldn’t look at her without being distracted and she knew it, by her quiet chuckle when he deliberately turned away from her.  She was just teasing him to help him keep from stewing over this tragedy.


Straightening himself to regain some semblance of dignity, Ulric addressed the survivors of Port Edunshire.


"You are ready to live then?" He called out over the hill, hoping the answer would be yes and that he wasn't going to have to kill anybody.


The now clothed, crudely bathed, bandaged, and reasonably fed crowd returned a muted, but firm, "We wish to go home!" to him. 


Good enough.  He wanted to go home too.  But not yet.  Not until the doing was done. 


"Then that is what we shall do!  March behind me.  Care for yourselves and your kin next to you.  I will not go fast but you may still have to hurry to keep up." Ulric ordered, in Elvish.


"And you!" He said towards his imminently unhelpful Shadow.


"And me?" She replied, lightly, her expression one of complete innocence, hiding pure darkness.


Ulric dropped it, and the finger he'd been raising.  There was little point trying to fight back.  He might as well throw rocks at smoke, he'd hit nothing but still be covered by it.


Deflated somewhat, he hefted his pack into place and began the slow walk down from the hill that would remain burned into his memories for the rest of his life, along the coast to find boats for the Lowlands forest folk limping behind him.  He was joined by his Shadow and she strolled easily along beside him, apparently unencumbered by the weight of what had happened here.


It wasn't that the Huntress did not care, only that she had done what she was able to and would not fixate on what could not be changed.  It was an Elf thing.  They didn't really live in the past, only the now and the future.  Sometimes it made for jarring interactions.  Two Iriel'en might duel each other for an intentional slight, coming at each other with extreme ferocity, and immediately become friendly following the outcome, the matter settled completely in their minds.  Done was done with the Aes'r.  Ulric wished he could play that particular card from their deck all the time, and emulated the mindset whenever he could. 


The ones that had chosen the cliff were those that were unable to leave behind what had happened to them, had faced an entire future where that hell would follow them in every waking moment.  To be an Elf, with centuries ahead, and be caught by the past was suffering, a half-life.  He did not blame them their decision.  Even now, the survivors were struggling against their hurts and injuries now, but their thoughts were turned towards a future where they once more lived freely in their forest homes.  Joy was ahead of them, even if it was far away.


"Have I ever told you that Elves are sort of weird?" He asked his Wife, as he picked his steps between loose stones and those made slick by the damp, misting air of the highlands.


She raised a thin eyebrow at him and her lovely lilting voice was low as she set her trap, "Do tell."


"Well, first of all, you all have either the most fatalistic or the least encumbered by the past psychology that I have ever seen.  You don't seem to forget anything but you just keep those memories in a little bin and they stay there, never coming out to bother you." He told her.


"And?" She prompted, smooth gait almost seeming to make her hover over the difficult terrain.


"And it's damned near unnatural." Ulric told her seriously, recalling all the ways that his own recollections seemed to find their way to the fore, drifting like bubbles through hot tar before emerging to the surface of his conscious mind.


Tilting his chin to examine her marvelous form's motion and the beauty that still had an almost physical impact on him, he informed his wife in a matter of fact tone that, "I can be sitting at dinner and will suddenly relive an excruciatingly awkward conversation with a schoolmate twenty three years before, who I have not spoken to, seen, or heard from for two decades, and still be mortified by it."


Sweet bell chimes of laughter carried in the ocean breeze for a moment before she controlled herself.


"Ahhh, Glade Chief, that sounds very much like you.  But let me be so bold as to suggest that it is you Valin, and you more than most, by far, that are weird for being so unable to control your own minds." His Taipan rebutted.


It's like the woman had never even heard of an intrusive thought.  No wonder she thought he had worms in the head, little burrowers digging up the past to come haunt the present.  Here it comes, she's going to say it.


"This is why you are worms in the head." She said it.


"Unsinn!" He retorted in his grandmother's tongue.


Perhaps she was correct, he had to leave some room for doubt.  But how under the dancing Twins do you simply never have stray thoughts creep their way through the cracks?  Perhaps there was a fundamental difference in neuronal function.  Human brains might as well be a collection of cobwebs being laid by a hundred spiders simultaneously, each talking to their immediate neighbors but no one else.  The resulting tangle was comprehensive but, shall we say, not entirely well organized or tidy as it might have been.  Those loose ends of electrochemical signaling and evolutionary drive to consider and avoid negative outcomes created the conditions for adverse experiences to somewhat inevitably skip to the fore, overtop of, say, remembering Taipan's expression when he went down on her.  It was a damned good expression.


"And what else does my twisty Valin find strange in his Aes'r friends?" Taipan urged, enjoying the game.


"The lot of you are too emotionally stable." He told her plainly, his eyes growing distant as he contemplated the Iriel'en response to death and grief from the attack on their home and now the Celestin to the brutality inflicted on them.


"It's probably related to the first thing, but you Elves are relatively robust towards trauma.  You feel and emote dynamically, but spring back to stable set points, perhaps different than before the trauma, as a result of internalizing the experiences so completely, but stable.  Like a willow tree bending in a high wind, just to snap back to upright when it passes.” Ulric punctuated that by waving a hand, as if it were bent over, before returning upright.


Thumbing toward the milling Elves that were putting themselves together he said, more seriously, “Like these Celestin behind us.  I know some of them didn't, but most of them did, and all they needed was a boot in the ass to get them there, one way or the other.  It's a kind of emotional durability I don't think many Valin of my old world come close to possessing, though I read some horror stories that suggest otherwise.  I know I don't." Ulric confided, still coming to realizations about these pointy eared not humans.


In point of fact, Taipan had been one of those slightly deviant cases. 


Before she'd put it behind her, she'd allowed a tragedy early in her life to carry forward with her.  Not in the form of her vendetta, Elves held a grudge like nobody's business, but in her emotional closed-offness and persistent defensiveness. 


That was not the way of the Aes'r, to reject the new because of the old, to bias so intensely and hate.  Healthy suspicion and skepticism, sure, but not hate, not normally.  Part of the hard reset in her attitudes was related to her having let go of some of that prior trauma.  In a way, she'd committed suicide, allowing the person of the past to die so that she could grow into the future.  Cutting her braid and abandoning her old name were the outward expressions of that internal realignment.   He'd heard of similar things in human psychology but he wasn't sure it was as decisive and hard a transition as what Taipan had showed him.


"Perhaps you are right, Ulric.  But is that a bad thing?" She inquired.


He looked up from his examination of his path, to meet her viridian stare, and immediately denied that, "Hell no!  It's just weird, like I said." Ulric explained, sharing his rumination on Varda being a garden, of sorts, " It makes me think that the Watcher's tending of the people in this world didn't just play a role in optimizing the physical bodies but also the minds of the creatures of Varda.  Makes sense, [Polar Weasels] are kind of like a big version of an extinct mammal called a wolverine from my old world, but even though they both ambushed prey, the [Polar Weasels] were way smarter about it, more cunning in their positioning and attack."


She came out of left field and hit him with an observation he hadn't made yet.


"Have you ever considered, Ulric," Taipan's melodic voice suggested, "That you are also a product of the Eternal Gaze's workings and that your own legacy weaknesses are a matter of conditioning?  You seem to be robust until you brood.  Could it be that the contamination from the experience and memory of your past life and not a product of whatever in the hells you mean when you say your 'hardware' is what makes you any different?"


He almost stopped walking for his confusion.  It was an interesting concept.  The more he rolled it around, the more validity it held.  Mental patterns are incredibly potent and can generate neural patterns all their own, not the other way round.  It was very possible that Ulric's brain was, by its nature of having been created by the Watcher, along with the rest of him, substantially different in its construction than his old Earth body, with its long dead planet tending godcreature unable to guide that world.  Then his mindscape was more a function of his routines and memories, more flexible than he'd given himself credit.  Perhaps that was why he'd found himself changing somewhat rapidly since his reforging.  Fascinating conjecture. 


His lady wife threw another hot take at him, smiling as she did.


"Have you perhaps not noticed, oh [Lord of the Ancient Glade], that you are more like the Aes'r now than when you arrived in our lands?  For a man ripped from one life and thrown naked into another, you have demonstrated rather exceptional strength of purpose and a sound heart."


Hmm…perhaps she was onto something.  He did tend to fixate less, did release the past with more ease, came back to level more quickly, in spite of the massively, aggressively, bewildering circumstances in which he'd found himself this half Vardan year, and more now, gone. 


"Which one of your parents did you get that big, luscious brain from Taipan, your da or your mum?" He asked her.


She ruffled his recently shorn hair playfully, and whispered into his ear, "Ohh, wouldn't you like to know?  But that would be telling."


Friggin Taipan.  But she’d helped break him out from the looming depression and the incredible rawness of her cousins’ pain, and that was worth something.  Worth a lot, really.


The lands between Bartala and their next pocket of civilization in Prespang, another City State called Kistalfer, was almost exclusively that same sort of sparsely treed highlands rises, frequently interrupted by deep fjords, and the lows all inevitably led to vast marshes and peat bogs, which eventually rose slightly to the vast plains of the Legranel.  There was good reason why most trade was conducted by boat in Prespang.  Ulric's route had, by some grace of fortune, and probably a fair amount of foresight by Taipan, gone the western end of Prespang where the land tended to become more gently rolling forested foothills, before breaking up into still volcanically active basalt plateaus and deep, glacier carved canyons, referred to as the Outer Reaches.  North of these was the coniferous taiga of the Endless Pines, also known as the Northern Wastes.  Overland travel through Prespang was rough going and didn't let up until one reached prairie land staked out by the Orlethrem's Plains Elves.  It was a source of historical tension between the peoples that predated the current troubles.


As they were now saddled with a number of near invalids, Ulric and Taipan kept to the highlands and high ridges, not wanting to subject fresh wounds and weak systems to the damp and insect ridden marshes.  It meant a great deal of sideways progress as they followed the coast, having to go around the steep fjords, and, frequently, being forced to descend a slope only to immediately climb the next one.  Needless to say, the hours of foot travel were not ones which made rapid progress.  Even so, slow going was still going. 


When he and Taipan weren't teasing one another they were mostly silent, the one basking in the presence of the other.  And there was great teasing.  Particularly, he had let slip that he'd missed the border town and, in a major snaffu well on its way to a fuckup, gone completely across the huge open plains between Legranel lands and the coast of the Vatyn, crossing some thousand kilometers of outback Prespang without being able to correct his mistake, spending months in the wild.  Taipan chewed that mistake like a dog the finest thigh bone.


"Where are we now, Glade Chief?  Perhaps you will lead us all the way to the Coven before we reach our goal?  Hmmm?" She mocked him, the Coven being one of the ways to refer to the cluster of moons that orbited Varda in tandem. 


He made the Iriel'en gesture that implied one was of ignoble birth and riddled with defects towards her, which made her throw a rock at him, bouncing the projectile off of his chest plate harmlessly.


Behind them, one of the Celestin men made sound like they were being sick, and another, a woman this time suggested they all stop and, in her words "let these two shameless [Fireplume Wrens] fuck each other into silence already and spare us their flirting."


Ulric suspected that one of being a mind reader because that was exactly what he'd intended, only to come a bit later that evening.  How did she know?


His winsome wife, of noble bearing and dignified manner, lowered her pants to show them her rump, yelling "If you sad, rootless, cripples had one of these waiting for you, you'd maybe walk a little faster so that I could!"


It was a sound strategy.  She did have a nice rump, among other things.  He was just slightly amazed that she would mock recently tortured refugees with it.  Taipan was a Taipan, she bit when provoked.


The exchange did increase spirits somewhat.  The Celestin were starting to come back to themselves, as the immediacy of their experience faded away.  Simply walking on their own two feet, towards a destination that led towards home did wonders for their wounded souls. 


A stand of scraggly, wind twisted trees marked the place where they would make camp.  It wasn't much but, between the trees and the scattered boulders, there would be a break in the sea winds and cover from a gathering of cumulonimbus clouds closing in on them from the Vatyn.  The Twins had just passed Midsunsfall and the lengthening days meant several hours of daylight in which to get folk comfortably ensconced.  There was light to go on, but the wounded were done, their litters heavy, and their limbs shaking.


He called a stop and cast his eyes around for the best place to bed down.


A circular formation of boulders around a hollow where a once larger boulder had migrated its way down the hillside made for a welcome easy shelter site.  Ulric only needed to create a set of four [Skyshield] diamond shapes fitted to create a peaked "ceiling" over the formation to complete the improvised shelter.  The rain would shed easily off the Caelum barrier and they would not need to cut boughs or make lean-tos to stay dry. 


Admiringly, his Shadow observed, "You are becoming more proficient with your magics Glade Chief.  Have you been practicing?"


Do endless mental simulations and repetitive casts for near enough to two months while guiding a pair of jumped up water buffalo through the savannahs count?  Evidently it did for something, he actually was getting better with his spells, especially since he'd figured out how to more easily revert his magic to baseline.  Doing it Shor and Gother's way worked, but his way was, for him specifically, faster. 


"I have, dearest wife.  Thank you for noticing."  Ulric preened.


"Is that why you were repairing Uncle Uldin's armor?" She asked innocently.


He deflated a bit at that, as he'd taken an unnecessary wound in that encounter.  The armor had probably saved his life or, at the very least, prevented a catastrophic injury that almost certainly would have left him without use of his right arm.  It was an unforced error.


Hedging a bit, he grumbled, "Well, I wouldn't say that precisely.  I wasn't really practicing at the time, more like executing.  Fighting mages is hard." He complained, without irony.


"Oh?  Is it?  Tell me more, dearest Husband." Urged the incisive Amazon sardonically.


So, Ulric told her about it.  The whole thing, starting with the bandits, the M’rakur, the doings in Bartala, Varrock, bombing the port, razing the docks along the Vatyn, and cleansing Port Edunshire.


When he was done Taipan wore sympathy on her features.  It was sort of a hell of a story.  Ulric had to wonder if he drew trouble like a magnet drew iron filings or, more likely, all these evils would have merely continued on with no one there to bring them to a halt.  The reagents for the reaction were there, it merely required the presence of a catalyst to bring them forwards to completion.  Ulric was that catalyst.  He brought change wherever he went, and rarely peacefully.  It was difficult to rationalize that reality with his ultimate objective of living a peaceful life.


"Well, that's my story." Ulric concluded, drily, "How'd you keep busy, Taipan?"


Now his predatory Shadow did smile and it was all the [Shadow Panther] in her.


"Much as I did before ever I met you Ulric.  I hunted Valin in the forests like rabid [Heckler Monkeys] and wrought terror upon them." She told him, satisfaction dripping from her sultry voice.


He should have known.


"I should have known." Ulric admitted, before applying a needle, "I'm out here saving Elves and freeing Beastkin and you're killing every Human you can get your hands on."


The tinkling peals of her lovely, murderess's giggle, rang out.


"I had to make up for lost time Ulric," his Taipan told him seriously, "I feared that I might have grown dull spending my days in service to you.  But I found that the old habits die hard and it came back to me faster than I'd expected.  Prosper's invaders have learned to fear a Taipan's bite."


He was pretty sure she was joking.  At least a little…Or, no, probably not.  At the end of the day, his lovely lass was, in fact, a Taipan.


Ulric had long since accepted that part of her.  It was sort of cute in an "I keep horrifically venomous pets in my basement, you wanna see?" kind of way.  Ulric dismissed a mental image of her wearing too many bracelets over black clothes with fishnet stocking and an eye brow piercing chained to a nose piercing, chained to a nose piercing, with black mascera around her eyes.  Goth girl Elf was a good look on her.  Down, Simba!


So it was that he was able to tell his Shadow, without sarcasm, "Well, love, so long as you're having fun, I'm happy for you."


Truly, his life was a bear on a unicycle away from a three ring circus.  Watcher, are you not entertained?
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                The reward for good work is, frequently, more work. 


After the circle of boulders was properly sheltered, the Celestin formed groups and made their own camp fires, but Ulric still needed to assist them.  All were injured and many had taxed what little strength they had making the numerous climbs throughout the day.  Some were already asleep, having laid down on the dirt as soon as the camp was set.  Ulric couldn't blame any of them.  Which was why he was manning another set of kettles, preparing food for the ad hoc refugee camp. 


Playing Iron Chef was fun, in its own way, and it would prove beneficial for the Lowlands folk to get proper nutrition.  There would be another long trek tomorrow.


While he gathered water from a bitterly cold, but fresh water spring, Taipan vanished.  She returned half an hour later with a wild boar that had skin with what looked like green trefoil leaves growing from it.  Its hooves were of wood, instead of keratin and the same was true of a gnarly set of tusks.  Ulric was relieved when the tough, bark-like hide peeled away to reveal soft flesh.  The [Bough Boar], cute name he thought, added a solid sixty kilos of meat to their disappearing stores.  Feeding a small village of half-starved Elves was proving a growing concern and he was ecstatic that Taipan was there to offer her skills. 


Meat wasn't the only thing that went into the cookpots, however.  Damned near the entire animal ended up there, bones cracked open for their marrow to dissolve, liver, heart, kidneys, brain, even the blood was drained into the pots.  Ulric didn't shy away from such a minor detail, he'd eaten worse while surviving alone on the plateau.  In fact, these additional tidbits, combined with some camp bread baked while the soup came to a rolling boil, made for a fantastically rich broth.  Ulric helped Taipan gather some of the known edibles from this region.  This highlands forest wasn't her usual stomping grounds but she knew enough to find the sure bets: starchy tubers of a radishlike plant and something very similar to a carrot.  These too went into the pot, finely diced.  He waited until the hard boil was done to add the seasonings, so that the high heat didn't overly damage the spices' flavors and nutrients. 


Overcooking was a good way to cut the nutritional content of a meal by some twenty to thirty percent, perhaps more, many vitamins were thermal sensitive.  It wouldn't really matter here, of course, every drop of broth was going to be drank.  Still, it was the principle of the thing.


The Twins snuck behind a nearby fjord shortly after supper was consumed, leaving pockets of Elves huddling for comfort, and a few flickering campfires, though most had burned down to coals.  Heat wasn't a huge problem.  Spring was on in full and most nights had lost the chill that its early months possessed.  Instead of settling in within the rock formation, Ulric and Taipan retreated a healthy distance away and set up their traveling shelter for some "private time".  Ulric put the sarcastic female Celestin's suggestion to put his wife into a sex coma to work.  She fought back like a demon and they declared a truce when it became clear that pyrrhic victory was the only one to be found.  Boneless sleep claimed them several hours after dark. 


By the time the Twins next made their appearance, with the moons falling low on the opposite horizon, Ulric and Taipan had already stowed the shelter and made themselves ready for travel.   Their refugees, many of whom appeared to agree that the best medicine for broken hearts was another's warmth, were still mostly abed.  Ulric wasn't worried about it. 


Laying in his lover's arms, he had the good news that the strike force that managed to break the blockade was halted, surrounded, and soon to be doomed and the Havens were emptied.  It was a heavy sigh of relief from him at that revelation.  Even better, the evacuated Aes'r were now safe upon the [Plateau of Ancients], which meant that some of the time pressure was off him. 


The once holy land of the forest folk was now the Elves' sanctuary, something that struck him as incredibly appropriate.  He'd lain there, just before sleep claimed him, idly wondering if they would march all the way to the glade to find safety.  He hoped so, the Canopy still housed fearsome monsters and some of the beasts were finding their way down to the once only scarcely occupied forest floor. 


Without the [Forest Lord] sniffing about at the feet of the giant arbors, those one and two kilometer high trees, living monuments to the Ancients, the [Forest of the Forgotten] would come alive again.  It was probably fine though, the Iriel'en were there and they knew how to survive in the old, dark places of the wood.


Another piece of news that brought a smile to the beleaguered man was that Lord Savris Morion of the Zellussin Elves was declared a traitor to Orlethrem for his crimes of slaving, attempted murder of a friend of the Elves, and aiding the enemy in war against his own people.  The asshole had been behind the Triad sent to murder him and Taipan after all, and had also been the one behind the scenes, running the Trachn'ir centered slaving ring that he and his wife had tripped across while moving through the lands of the Lowland Forest. 


Bald'rt was reportedly burning cold on that matter as he'd deliberately chosen not to kill both the Lord and his Lordling when they had offered rudeness at his hall's Festival of the Lost.  Ulric's rightful claim to the glade was challenged by Lordling Sam'sav Morion in a naked gambit to murder him and take the glade, and Taipan, who was Ulric's technical property, as his own. 


Bald'rt let Ulric handle it, a show of confidence in him, and which sent a message to the rest that the fledgling [Lord of the Ancient Glade] was both not to be trifled with and had the respect of the Iriel'en.  That Sam'sav was a coddled mewling putz who the reforged man, under the insistent urging of the Lord Instinct whispering sweet, sweet ultraviolence, crushed, did little to undermine the [Lord of the Deep Wood]'s position. 


All told, the defection of Morion had nearly spelled the end of the Havens but Taipan's run, as it was called, saved the day.


Which was why his wife was a little slim in the thigh, ribs just a bit too proud, and cheeks ever so slightly withdrawn.  She'd made that frankly astonishing trek not once but twice.  First to take word to save her people's hidden kin, and then, after fighting relentlessly against the invading forces, she'd done it again to rejoin him, but a bit slower and since she had to stop to track him down while he moved.  If that didn't warm the cockles in your jaded, bitter heart, nothing ever would.


Since the secondary objective to throttling whoever was behind all this nonsense was to send the Celestin freed slaves home, they needed to get some ships.  They would find those ships in Kistalfer.  Ideally something not too big, a frigate or galleon or even the intermediate sized vessels like Clan Bitsnez's carrock, the Shor Begone, were too large to operate without a trained crew.  Ulric could hire a crew, it was true, but things may not work out that way.  He was a passable sailor, if the first mate knew his business and told him what to do and when to do it.  The rest of his refugees?  They probably couldn't muster the strength to man the sails or even less to pull oar.  Then their best bet would be a small schooner and they'd just be traveling nice and cozy like. 


Once they secured a ship, Ulric would set course directly to Prosper.  He and Taipan would go forth to enact justice on the Merchant Lords, the only way you were ever going to find that rare affliction levied on them.  The boat and its passengers would sail on up the Zelus towards the lands of the Orlethrem who would see them taken care of. 


And Varda did just love it when Ulric Einar sat down and made such pretty plans.


From another long detour around a fjord, Taipan had spotted something unusual down the long stony slope: a town built upon the marsh on huge stone pilings.  They'd immediately got the Lowlands forest kin down and still while the two of them scanned the small village for signs of life and anything that struck them as suspicious. 


There were a couple of things that stood out immediately.  The first was, who builds a village in the middle of a huge fucking bog in the first place?  The second was, who then also builds a big stone wall around said village in the middle of a huge fucking bog?  When he directed a questioning lift of the eyebrow to his wife she shrugged and mouthed "beats me" in Elvish.  She enjoyed many of his idioms, legacy of old Earth.


Hmm…he was coming up at a loss.  The wall was almost normal, Varda liked her monsters, and he didn’t even want to think about what heinous critters called that gigantic bog home.  But why a village in the middle of nowhere, with no rode or marked path?  Unless there was one and he just hadn’t seen it, that was also an option.


The Twins were just past the apex of their paired trajectory.  Even with all the boulders, scrub thickets, and deep water sheds running through the highlands down to those soggy flats, there was little chance that they'd be able to approach completely undiscovered with this group.  That meant the Celestin would have to hunker down and stay quietly out of sight. 


Ulric might be able to get close, he was getting pretty damned good at moving rapidly from cover to cover.  That too was an unnecessary risk, for with them was Taipan, who was one of the best stalkers of a people who comprised the best stalkers of the Aes'r.  Under the circumstances, he did what any good man does, and sent his wife to do the errands while he took care of the house.  When he said that out loud to his wife, he had to fend her off briefly as she tried to jam her thumbs into a very painful place on his elbows and only subsided when he was bleeding freely from a small bite wound on his hand. 


Damnit her teeth were sharp!


Satisfied that her husband and Honor understood his place in the world, Taipan stealthed down the challenging, boulder strewn, slope towards the town that should not be where it was.  She knew her maps, had studied the positions of her enemies for years.   This place wasn't on any of them. 


As she picked her way, carefully keeping her senses sharpened to catch even the slightest of motions, she started to make out sounds from the mysterious walled village in a place where no one would want to get in.  Closer she crept and the sounds resolved.  She now understood the walls.  They were to keep people in, not out.  The "village" was arranged in a uniform arrangement of fifteen longhouses.  Perpendicular to those and spaced across a large open square at the center of the village was smaller bunkhouses.  The square was empty.  The walls were not.  A guard walkway circled the perimeter of the stone mortared wall which was all of seven body lengths high.  It was not made by magic, this wall had been built using the stones up the slope and mortared from the clay and sand of this bog.  The sounds were shrieks, moans, agony turned loose into the air to poison it with suffering. 


One of the wails took on a fever pitch, its very note painful to Taipan's senses.  She felt, more than saw the pulse of corruption that accompanied that cry's end.  It felt like a dullsteel lined blanket was thrown over the Twins for a moment, the skies darkening with a profound evil.  Her core rang a discordant note as she watched.  The sensation fled, the light returned, and the misery song resumed its chorus down below.  But Taipan knew she had just witnessed, first hand, a soul broken, an Elf's core weaponized to destroy itself and all other things like it.  In the den of sickness below, the Bane core had just been formed.  It would be ready to be refined now, alchemically dissolved to create a fine powder that would destroy any of the Aes'r if even the smallest mote of it came into contact with them directly. 


Taipan noted the man who ran joyously from one of the longhouses, his hands covered in blood, holding the fruit of his vile labors, a soul killed Elf's core.  She would recall the fervent smile on his face, the sheer satisfaction that he had succeeded in atrocity when she needed reminder of what hate leads to. 


"Hate blinds the eyes and leads the feet astray.  Hate is how the Hunter loses the way."  It was a saying of her mother, Vedyr, directed often towards her wayward daughter.  Taipan hadn't understood its meaning for the longest of times.  She did, now, and what she had seen unfolding below was the end of that insane path. 


Hate led a sane creature to embrace carnage like a lover's touch.  Led men to become worse than any beast, for they came to relish in the pain they caused.  The hurting became an end unto itself.  It became clear to her now why her Honor had held such bitterness in his expression before she'd put her hand to his shoulder when first they were reunited.  He had witnessed the cruelties being perpetrated and it had wounded him inside, had left a scar of hate against those that had done this thing.  That was a wrong, her mate should not hate, should only seek to erase the wrong, not to cause pain.  She would be diligent in seeing him instructed properly, and his heart's wound soothed.  The twice born Valin sometimes seemed to drink in Varda's pain as if that would lessen it for all.  She would be diligent, Taipan promised herself.


Ulric waited patiently as his mate came back up the hill.  Even knowing exactly what to look for, even watching her every movement as she left his side, it was like watching a mirage that seemed to fade and reappear elsewhere.  No one below would have a snowball's chance in hell of spotting her.  When she came back to his hiding place and lifted her obscuring hood, Ulric didn't even need her to say what she'd found.  He'd worn a similar expression, he was sure, a mere four days past.


"They're making the Bane down there, aren't they lass?" He asked anyway, softly.


Taipan nodded, and he took her into a gentle embrace, holding her tightly against the tide of memory.  They both needed a hug at that.  Eventually his mate seemed to achieve her usual alert calm, absent the slight quivers of fresh horror. 


She leaned her forehead against his chest and he heard her whisper, "It is not making, Ulric.  It is made.  I watched a twisted Bane core fetched out from one of the torturers chambers before I returned.  I do not know if the rest of the process is completed here or if they transport the cores somewhere else for completion."


Made.  Success.  A weapon of mass destruction, of targeted genocide. 


"Men made such things in the world of my birth once, Taipan," Ulric confided in his wife.


This was not a thing he had ever spoken of to her, not at any length.  He had only told her that his world was crippled by wars on a scale unimagined on Varda.


"They used them, too.  The entire world burned for their crimes, her skies and seas and lands scalded by radiation for generations." He went on, tone rigid from controlled anger.


Taipan huddled close, "What became of those men, the ones that used the weapons?" came her hushed question.


Ulric patted her head gently, "They were all killed, every one of them.  Their family lines were sterilized, where they weren't eradicated.  I don't say that I condone that part, but it is what happened.  I can't tell you their names because we scrubbed them from history.  Those men do not exist anymore.  Entropy has them now."


His wife brushed her hand across his cheek and smiled her predator's smile up at him.


"And we are going to bring these this Entropy as well?" She demanded in the form of a question.


"But of course!" Ulric answered instantly, "As soon as the Twins have ceased to shed their light on this part of Varda you and I are going to go down there and kill every single one of them, as quickly and quietly as possible.  I will then try to figure out some way to prevent the bane cores, if there is more than one, from being used.  Already I have an idea, but it will need some testing to confirm."


That last part was true.  Ulric had had a great deal of time to think on his wagon ride through the vast savannahs.  He had arrived at a somewhat reasonable proposition for how to eliminate the potent magical effects of the Bane, without requiring being a genius like Shor or having access to the alchemical apparatus she'd used to produce the neutralizing agent: He would use a [Deathstone] pulse. 
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                His arguably most impressive achievement to date was the synthesis of an almost pure crystal of solid unaspected mana, a white magic crystal that was resonant to any manaform.  Unlike other species of gemstone that carried certain affinities for only a single manaform, such as ruby for Incendere, sapphire for Aquae, emeralds for Germen, or onyx for Iskios, to name a few, Ulric had managed to create what was known as a philosopher's stone.  Once created, the stable white magic gem would utilize and then amplify any mana sent into it, boosting the output of the mage significantly.  There was one small problem with Ulric's achievement.  His wonderful little [Arcanite Diamonds] did not leak mana, traces of imperfect casting built up inside them and, eventually, they would reach a supercritical point at which the philosopher's stone would, spontaneously, transmute into a sinister black crystal that consumed magic with incredible violence. 

Create a large [Arcanite Diamond], saturate it with mana, and it would convert itself into a sort of antimagic crystal that, for some reason, was inherently unstable.  Perhaps because Varda itself was saturated with magic, a thought to follow up on later.  Anyway, the antimagic crystal, the [Deathstone] always exploded and, when it did, it released an incredibly potent blast of antimagic.  The pulse tore apart active mage workings, disrupted core manipulation, and, diminished or neutralized entirely the mana within nearby objects, rendering them magically inert for a time.  Ulric was pretty sure a large [Deathstone] pulse would eradicate or disrupt the Bane core's unique mana signature, possibly destroying it altogether.  That should render the corrupt core harmless. 


Should being the operative word.  It had to be tested to be sure.  If it worked on the core that would produce the final product it would also work on that product as well, the mana signature to corrupt Aes'r mana and flesh was a profoundly specific one.  And, some part of him insisted, unnatural.


Those reservations didn't matter.  Best to focus on the problem at hand, which was another town full of psychopaths breathing his air.  And their victims.  Gods, another group of Elves to take care of.


"Can't be helped, you must do what you can do while moving forwards." Ulric mumbled to himself.


"Are you chewing on yourself again?" Checked his Shadow.


Ulric rubbed his hands over his face, before admitting, "A little.  But no more.  What are your thoughts on how to handle this?"


Taipan regarded the walled facility far down below with no little contempt for a long minute while she turned it over for herself.  Eventually she seemed ready to give him her assessment.


"Kill them all?" She asked, sarcastically.


Sighing, Ulric flicked her forehead, drawing a slight yelp from the troublesome Elf. 


"Be more specific lass, I know we kill them all.  We already agreed that we kill them all.  What I am asking is how we do that and prevent them from turning on the captives, as happened while I was hunting down the last survivors of Port Edunshire, after I'd finished the overseer mage and broken the collar's hold." Ulric specified.


Rubbing her forehead, she glared at him a moment before she answered succinctly, "We prioritize stealth and silence.  I will take the guards from their posts, almost certainly without raising alarm.  I could open the gate for you to enter, the wall is too high to jump, but you should easily climb it.  Once inside, we split up to maximize speed."


His partner raised the point that had occurred to Ulric already, ever since she'd reported what they were dealing with.


"There will likely be another of Prosper's combat mages in command." She informed him without outward concern.


Ulric mulled it over for just a few seconds before he told her "Then that one is yours.  You should be able to find him easily enough, they like to wear these big black pedophile coats.  End them before they know anything is amiss and we'll have an easy enough time of things.  I'll focus on cutting through the mooks."


Siccing Taipan on the mage was the most likely way to keep him from causing trouble. 


"And no playing with your food." He told her, which earned him a scowl.


"Says the one who is repairing my godfather's armor because he let his prey bite back." She returned.


Touche!  She got him there.


"Yeah, well, I'm still learning," He defended himself, "You're an ancient murderess steeped in the ways of hunting men like beasts."


She snorted, before responding teasingly "Who are you calling ancient?  Look at mine features, so youthful, my skin satin smooth, and my breasts that do not know the touch of Varda's pull to its floor.  You wrinkle as a dried apple before my eyes, Glade Chief."


"Brightest stars burn quickest Taipan, my glory brightens all the world more greatly for its short duration.  I cannot help it that you smolder so fitfully for the long centuries." He returned.


"Ass." She retorted.


"Strumpet." He countered.


"Not if you go on like that, I won't be." She threatened.


Damn, she had him there.  He greatly enjoyed her lascivious tendencies when she had the mood to share them.


"Fine, so I enjoy your harlot ways." Conceded Ulric, before addressing the technicalities, "Then I amend my insult with the consideration that it is permissible and encouraged but only in circumstances when I am directly involved and move to refer to you, formally, as a situational Jezebel." He lawyered.


She giggled then, as she always did when he turned their snipping into contract law.


"Acceptable, my Jarltyn Valin."  She chimed.


Jarltyn, the Elvish word for salty.  It was one of her favorite bits of idiom from his old Earth. 


Her smiled faded then, and Ulric knew she was thinking again about the site down there and what was happening within.


"It was bad in there, wasn't it?" He prompted.


Sometimes talking about it made it slightly better.  Very slightly.


She signed, "Very." without speaking.  Fair enough, he wouldn't push her. 


After a minute of picking at the sparse grass beneath his feet absently, he told his Shadow slowly "We'll take them tonight, and set the Orlethrem free.  Hopefully the ones we've already liberated can help take care of them.  I begin to worry about supplies." Ulric confided.


His wife showed the wisdom of her years, "Worry about tomorrow when it has come.  For now, think only on what we may do for those under your wings."


Sound advice. 


They were silent a few more minutes, each leaving the other to their thoughts. 


"You-"


"I-"


They both began at the same time and paused before he waved her on, deferring.


"Did you really destroy the ports of Ignos, Faraway, Ruis, and Hhrondur with a single spell?" His Shadow inquired, slightly skeptical.


Ulric gave her the Iriel'en hand sign, two fingers tapping each eye before squeezing a fist for "It is so." in a very strongly affirmative.  In spoken words the gesture meant literally "On my eyes and heart".


She tossed her silken mane of short hair before regarding him with those intense metallic bronze flecked green eyes.


"You have come far, Glade Chief.  Farther than I would have thought possible in such short span.  It seems Lumyt'seit's instincts about you were right, you are slipping whatever bonds held back your strength.  I wonder if Gother Cenur'it knew entirely what he was unleashing when he taught you to wield your power as a weapon." His Shadow mused.


Ulric shrugged.  Power was a tool.  So were weapons.  So long as you respected them there was nothing to be afraid of.  Unless you didn't know the full extent of those weapons.  Magic was a strange thing.  Unintended consequences dogged its use.  All things are connected, to touch the web in one place had effects elsewhere.  He was only just now starting to appreciate that fact.  Ceraun, the great Prime elemental would be proud that he was learning this lesson.


"There is in you, I think, an impulse to destroy that is nothing to do with the Lord Instinct." Taipan continued, and his eyes widened a bit at her assessment but he didn't interrupt her as she spoke.


He couldn't, really, she wasn't wrong.  All it took was losing one old Beastkin friend he'd had for one day and he spent half a week making high explosive shaped charges to destroy a couple of city blocks worth of infrastructure and butchered a Baron and his guards.  Nobody was that easy to tip over the edge, it had to be there to start with, to some extent.  Just buried nice and deep like.


"This is good.  Ones like you are not allowed to be weak.  I will stay by your side and guide you, Ulric, so what I want for you to do is to stop holding back.  Measure your blows, as Idra'se taught you, use your strength as you would in the Dance.  But use it fully, without restraint.  Your enemies must know fear when they move against you.  They must know that they play games against a dragon." The Huntress told him grimly.


Oh.  That wasn't where he thought she was going with that.  He'd been sure she was going to warn him about excess, not tell him to just push the throttle forward and forget about the brakes. 


Curious he couldn't help but wonder aloud at her, "You are not afraid that I will become something monstrous?"


Taipan grinned towards him and checked him with the observation, "Whose daughter do you think I am, Ulric?"


Right.  Taipan was the daughter of Iriel's Blood Moon.  Bald'rt Iriel, when his son was murdered by Prosper's agents, went out and leveled the city, killed every living person in the place.  That same jesting, prodding, teasing Elf was an implacable force of nature when roused to it.  He supposed that he was being too black and white in his mindset.  Sometimes decent people had to do awful things.  The alternative was to do nothing.  Ulric knew what came of doing nothing.  History was rife with examples of what allowing those who should be stopped to continue would bring.


"If you try to do something beyond the pale, I will stop you Glade Chief, that is my duty as your Shadow and your wife.  But I do not think you will.  You have an impulse to destroy, but it always seems to be aimed towards something that needed to be destroyed in the first place." his partner declared with confidence.


That was nice, that kind of trust.  It helped, given that he wasn't always sure if he was exactly trust worthy.  Oh he tried, certainly.  But he had to try and that was the part that concerned him.  Don't over think it, Einar, he warned himself.  Taipan's a good judge, if she thinks you've got it under control then have a little faith.


He ruffled her hair, ignoring her indignant squawk and batting hands, saying "My gratitude Taipan, I'll leave my back to you then and concentrate on everything in the front."


Self-imposed burdens are the hard ones.  They weigh down on you, but in a way that makes them hard to see yourself.  Eventually you forget they're there and start adding new ones.  Then, one day, you wake up and find the pressure is crushing you.  Glad indeed he was he had someone to point out when he was doing it to himself.  He would do the same for her.  They could make life lighter for each other, in spite of all its challenges.  Was this what he had been missing all those years in the Before?  Probably a big part of it.  But, then, it was unlikely that anyone in that world would have been willing to accept the latent, for lack of a better word, predator in him.  All that time he'd just thought he was sick in the head.  Which, of course, he was.  Just not in the way that he'd suspected.


A warrior born in times of peace was doomed to find dissatisfaction.


They subsided then and awaited the fall of night so that they could descend on Prosper's suffering factory like the old Christ cult's angel of death Uriel.  Nobody had ever thought to tell these sinners about the lamb’s blood on the doorway.


The time arrived. 


Down from their hiding place they went, Taipan leading, Ulric behind.  Moonlight from from the largest of the moons being full and the other two at a waxing gibbous bathed the hillside in ghostly light.  Ulric stepped carefully along his Shadow's trail, balancing on his toes and feeling the terrain beneath his boots before resting his weight, to avoid moving loose till or slipping on a smooth piece of granite substrate. 


Slowly, methodically, he made his way, avoiding mistakes in the silver light.  Through it all his heart beat in his ears, and he felt like a drawn bowstring.  A mistake would set the entire encampment to alert and there was no telling what would happen to the prisoners inside.  Not to mention, if they roused the mage inside, they would be subjected to their powers, which were unknown.


As he came closer, he began to hear, once again, the sorrow song of tortured victims.  It was no less heart rending now than it had been before and a small bit of him was gladdened that he had not inured himself to the suffering.  It would cost him a good bit of his remaining humanity to not feel anything in the presence of this.


This time, however, he had a secret weapon: Taipan.  Quick and quiet as her namesake she slipped up and over the wall.  A moment later, the figure of one of the watchmen, faces indistinguishable in the dark, jerked and stilled.  He couldn't decipher the form of the Elf that had to have been responsible from the shifting torch lights on the tower's frontage.  A handful of breaths later, another of the vigilant forms became still.  And on and on until the entire perimeter lay exposed.  Taipan had cleared twelve sentries inside of three minutes, circling the entire town.  She must have been sprinting to do it but made not a single whisper of sound. 


Watcher's tits, that lady is spooky sometimes, Ulric remarked to himself as he came to the base of the wall.


Carefully he found handholds, more like finger holds, really, and pulled himself up the mortared stone.  Slowly, very slowly, so as not to accidently click some piece of bone armor against the wall, Ulric climbed.  It took a couple of minutes, all the while being inundated with the cries of the prisoners. 


Night was no repast from their punishment, and it spurred him on.


At last, he made the top of the wall and pulled himself over, dropping down to the damp ground below.  Or so he'd been expecting.  Instead, he felt the distinctly elastic hardness of wood beneath his feet when he alighted.   Godsblood this place was built to float on top of the marsh, not merely to rest on stone piles.  What did that say of the soundness of the soil that it could not be built upon without relying on buoyant force? 


Drawing a slow, steady breath in through his nose the rich, dank smell of the swamp around assailed him, along with the distinct metallic bitterness of blood.  Lots of blood.  That's why you're here, Ulric.  Now get your ass in there and put a stop to it.


[Ceraunoperception]


Instantly he surveyed  the interior of the longhouse and regretted it immediately. Exactly as bad as Port Edunshire. 


Xef'tocht came free of its sheath and Ulric went to the door.  He'd thought carefully on his previous experience.  No professional infiltrator was he, he'd relied on Xef'tocht's incredible sharpness to cut open the door.  It did it well but a man still needed a good full swing to make it work and there was still some slight sound, even for so clean a cut as his blade could make.  He had a better plan and it came from inspiration from something he'd done long, long ago while bringing Brighteyes home.  He'd chopped up some incredibly tough fire wood by using [Absolute Zero] to make workable rounds.  He could create far, far more fine workings now.  A thin disk of zero temperature would cause that lock and latch to come apart at a molecular level, he would be able to simply pull the door open.  First though, a gentle tug to test if it was locked in the first place.


The door gave to his slight pull.  Unlocked.  Unlatched.  The utter arrogance of these people.  They'd spoiled themselves on slaves unable to resist them in any way.  A mistake.  Varda punishes mistakes.


Ulric pulled the door open and slipped inside, pulling it closed behind him silently.  Each of the torturers was having his, or her Ulric noted, way with a prisoner, completely unaware.  Three lamps hung from a central support beam to light the interior, poorly.  The matte finish on his armor rendered him nearly invisible from inside the shadow of the entryway.  He knew how he was going to handle this.  Fast.


[Surge]


Ceraun condensed into his flesh and he became more than simply human, lightning magic heightening his muscles' speed, nerve precision, and reaction time.  Around the corner he went, graceful death.  One stroke to decapitate, another three muffled steps and a thrust through heart avoiding the victim being abused, five steps and a downward slice to open a throat to the vertebrae, another step and he lunged to sweep the vorpal blade through the skulls of two attacking a single woman, and on to the last at the end of the hall, his sword's point stuffed into the back of the head to avoid the prisoners on either side, hanging from chained manacles attached to the ceiling rafters. 


Done.  He let the enhanced physicality fade and surveyed his work.  Six men and women who had long since abandoned humanity to become Prosper's tools of murder.  Elves looked at him and, to their credit, not a one had raised a single sound.  He didn't even have to raise a finger to his lips.  Whether they knew their liberation was at hand or they had simply stopped caring about anything that happened he didn't know.  Soon enough, they would know that their ordeal was at its end.


He exited the long house and went into the next, stepping passed the unlocked door.  There were only three in this one and he made his way through them without [Surge].  Only a single one managed to raise a sound, a gurgle as his lungs filled with blood, the major arteries in his chest severed by Xef'tocht's hidden reverse edge. 


And on to the next.


This one would be harder.  Inside he felt eight forms moving freely without collars.  By the sensation of [Ceraunoperception] this lot had gotten creative: They were forcing some of the prisoners to torture their fellows and watching.  That meant they would be more likely to spot him, even if he was moving with enhanced speed.  He needed to take them all more or less at the same time.  He considered it for a moment before deciding that this was what his [Wind Blade] was designed for.


Ulric reverted a portion of his lightning magic back towards unaspected mana and then tuned Caelum.  Eight almost transparent crescents of cyan, hardened air, hovered above his head.  Ulric readied threads of wind magic, the vacuum channels that would guide the knives of wind magic along their flights, and pushed the door open.


[Wind Blade]


In a fraction of a second, he attached the "guide wires" to their targets and launched the attack.  Eight crescents whistled through the long house around the victims being forced to victimize their kin and hit their targets within a half a second of each other. 


Varda got better by another eight disgusting souls leaving her. 


Magic was cheating.  He'd long since embraced that fundamental unfairness.  Each of these slaughtered men and women had cores, could utilize their Akashic connections to manifest abilities beyond the normal.  But only if they had the chance to do so.  Well, if they weren't expending their attention on these grotesque burlesque shows they'd have a little left for their own survival.  Not his fault if they were incompetent, in addition to evil.


From the opposite side of the "village" a metallic screech rose up and a desperate cry.  A red-orange glow flared casting that area in a flickering panoply, like a bonfire had been lit.  The voice was male and not at all happy.  In fact, if Ulric wasn't mistaken, they sounded pants shitting terrified.  More metallic clangs.  More flashes of light and a splash of fire bathed the side of one of the long houses, smoldering against the damp night air as it dissipated. 


A flicker betrayed his mate, who was blinking backwards before flashing an arrow to her bow.  The thirty centimeter long blade that consisted of the arrowhead, more aptly a small spearhead, disappeared when she loosed, the rippling shadow that had coated, along with the dense blue infusion of mana in its shaft, told Ulric that his Taipan was using more weapons than just her bow.  That black film that flickered like fire across the arrowhead was her [Twilight Flame], corroding mana and flesh, almost like a piranha solution.  The blue glow was her Infused arrow, which magnified the piercing capability of the projectile.


Flame billowed upwards, intercepting the arrow's trajectory.  Or, at least, he supposed, that had been the idea.  Ulric heard the soft *chuck* of flesh being struck by the arrow and a keening yell rose up.  Taipan's form vanished in burst of shadow.  A moment later there were several more similar sounds and the yell cut off, choking before silencing abruptly.  Ulric had a feeling the mage, which is likely what was causing the fire, was now inert.


He was unable to pay the goings on more attention because the door he was standing beside opened and a man with a crossbow came out of the entrance. 


Ulric palmed the side of his head and loosed a fine flow of Ceraun.


[Voltaic Riot]


The violet arc ripped a sizable hole through the temple beneath his palm and out the other side and the corpse dropped, the grey matter in its skull flash boiled. 


A figure pushed past the falling body and Ulric took in the form of a woman with a battle axe, her muscles corded along arms and shoulders.  She reacted quickly enough to Ulric's sweep of Xef'tocht, catching the blade with the flat of the axe head.  Sparks rained down as Ulric sheared off half the metal blade, her parry having cost her most of her weapon's lethality and he stepped into a kick with all his strength behind it that caught her just beneath her sternum, blasting breath out of her and launching her back through the door into a man coming out.  Both of them went down and Ulric ran his sword through the woman's chest and through the man beneath her, impaling both.  He ripped the blade free and drove it again, to be sure.  Creatures were tougher here than on old Earth, and he wanted to be sure.


More of Prosper's thugs came out from the long houses into the night.  They died within seconds, mostly.  Taipan was on a nearby roof shooting down into them from behind as they exited.  Ulric was sweeping through the ones that got to cover.  Using his sword, mostly, and some tactical applications of [Surge] to finish them before they could put up any organized resistance.


Within seven minutes of Ulric's feet hitting the floor boards, all the guards were dead.


Ulric climbed the wall, leaving Taipan to begin rounding up the survivors, and went to retrieve the Celestin still hiding on the hillside.  It took him almost fifteen minutes to get back up the hill and to bring the Elves down, by which time the square of the "village" was full of Elves, these of no particular clan, but an assortment of all of them, with the exception of there being only a bare three Iriel'en. 


Into the opened gate they walked and Ulric was hearted to see the former Celestin slaves go to their cousins immediately and begin consoling and aiding them.  It was the same story as Port Edunshire, all of the captured Aes'r were injured, most would carry scars the rest of their lives, and some, would not be able to survive the toll of what had been done to them. 


Ulric took his Taipan's hand and squeezed it as they watched the Orlethrem come together to comfort and treat one another.  She returned his squeeze with her own and they stayed out of the way as the food stores were broken into and an impromptu meal assembled for the wretches clinging bravely to life through unspeakable horror.  Their role was to keep watch and make sure nothing else came to add to the suffering.


In total, when the Twins rose once more over this corner of Varda there were One hundred forty eight Orlethrem freed from their captivity.  Twenty-seven had left in the night to find their ending.  More lives added to Prosper's tab.


From up close, Ulric could see that a road of sorts had been made through the swamps and bogs around them, using the stone pylon and wood decking style of the Bane town, floating it above the surface of the soft, eternally soggy ground. 


It was a huge investment, that road.  It also meant that this location, unlike the one in Port Edunshire, was not new.  Where Port Edunshire was once a rocky hamlet of little matter, only really important for being a place to signal ships that they were on course towards Prosper, and retrofitted for the purpose of turning people into an arcane weapon, this place had been built long ago and kept hidden by being off any map.  Only that one small road, through an almost impassible swamp, was a clue of its location. 


Probably, the hilltop village's refurbishment was done, in part, to allow greater ease of delivering Elf slaves to the place, along with supplies. 


And what supplies!  Where the tiny cliffside horrorshow was merely adequately stocked, able to receive regular shipments by boat, the nameless fort was lavish.  Grains, dried meats, dried fruits, processed flour, sugar, salt, and more were in the store houses along the back side of the place, adjacent to the gate that led down the floating road. 


Every man, woman, and, yes, sadly, child, of the Orlethrem freed slaves carried whatever they could.  Three more days were they stalled in caring for the wounds that could be treated and giving Taipan's cousins time to begin healing the other wounds, before they traveled.  Ulric spent most of that time worrying and packing the half dozen wagons that had been left behind.  Not enough wagons to actually transport all the wounded and crippled, so, not being a wainwright, he settled for making sleds.  These were piled high and rope harnesses tied so that teams of a score of Elves could pull each sled easily, even in their weakened condition.  It was necessary, else many would starve by the time that they arrived at Kistalfer.


Judging by the distance they were able to travel with the smaller group, which would be lessened by this increase in number as the horror-town had contained many who had been captive longer, Taipan reckoned that they had at least a week of coastal travel to reach the City State that would provide them with boats.  Hopefully.


Before they left, there was just one more thing that Ulric needed to tend to: the Bane core.


All of the refugees were evacuated and moved a not so small distance uphill.  Uphill was also upwind.  With the coastal air masses pushing Northeast to Southwest along the Vatyn, they should be safe in case his experiment generated magical fallout.  Now to get to it.


The concept was relatively simple, Ulric was just going to make a big [Arcanite Diamond], one the size of a basketball.  Then he was going to hit it with lighting until the crystalline matrix saturated with Ceraun.  When that happened, it should catalyze the [Deathstone] transformation and destroy itself, emitting its antimagic burst.  That burst would tear apart whatever sensitive magical arrangements it touched, and that ought to include the Bane core.  Simplicity itself.  Also, hilariously dangerous and Ulric didn't think anything with a core would survive being in close proximity to the detonation.  Which was why he was going to be way, way far away when he did it.


All of the Orlethrem on the hill, and Taipan with them, were watching as Ulric searched the town for the remnants of a ruined Aes'r soul.  He found it, inside a building that looked like some sort of command post.  There were correspondences inside and he cursed again his inability to read.  It wasn't worth the risk to take anything out of this place, not and maybe contaminate one of the Elves with the Bane core.  It was a wild thing, now, in its unprocessed form, and would lash out randomly at anything that mirrored itself.  Ulric, as a Valin, was completely safe.  So, when he opened a locked chest and found three of the cores, he was glad no one was around to see him vomit.


Fuck.  Three.  How many lives?  Doesn't matter, Einar, done is done.  Destroy this fucking place and let's get the hell out of here.


Steadily, Ulric set about concentrating on building the crystal lattice for his [Arcanite Diamond].  Slowly he envisioned the matrix linking to new layers, the repeating system of units locking into place.  The task was demanding, mentally.  This kind of finesse required total focus and absolute precision.  As he had demonstrated earlier, a flaw in the process made the result unstable.  He wouldn't necessarily mind that since it meant he didn't have to convert the crystal himself and tap his own strength any more than was required to make the thing.  Problem was, if it wasn't perfect, it would probably go critical while he stood next to it.


Therefore, Ulric took his time and built the solid white magic diamond correctly.  Eventually, the process of adding units and layers of lattice became sort of zen, his mind emptied of everything except this one single task, over and over and over. 


Aaaand, finally!  He looked down at the radiant white orb with facets shimmering.  No flares of prismatic fire, no odd pulses of magic.  Nothing.  It was a marvel of magic coupled to science.  This gem should remain stable, functionally, indefinitely.  Until enough mana passed through it to saturate it, which, by his estimates of the ambient mana density, would take a couple of million years.


Now it was time to turn this wonderful piece of philosopher's stone into a mana rending bomb. 


Ulric reached out through his core, taking hold of the electromagnetic force and building a negative charge on the [Arcanite Diamond], forcing the two halves of Ceraun into separation and thus a motive force arose to try to restore balance.  Ulric was holding that motive force still with his will, maintaining the isolation.  He was holding a throwing knife from his leg bandoleer, a sacrifice to the cause, as he wasn't going to be coming back for this and didn't want to be anywhere nearby and driving the electrons off of it to feed to the white gem and thus was the link made between them.  Now, wherever the knife went, the mana on the diamond would seek it out, and vice versa. 


Carefully, Ulric established a loop, and let Ceraun run it, chasing its own tail to find completion.  A violet arc coalesced between the alabaster sphere which he had placed into the chest containing the cores and the knife, which he drove into the wall.  With an effort, Ulric amplified the cycle and poured more mana into the loop working, causing the arc to thicken and its buzzing to intensify.  Then he ran.  Hard. 


Out from the walls of Horrorville, Ulric Einar beat feet up the slope, maintaining his concentration on the Ceraun feed.  It wasn't as hard as he'd thought it would be, keeping his hold on a spell so far from himself.  In a way that made sense.  The electromagnetic force was infinite, expansive.  His core, refashioned to collect and wield that force with particular ease, was more or less, made to do this.  Ulric realized then, as he climbed the hill as fast as his legs could carry him, that there were implications for doing more with Ceraun than he had done so far.  There was very little reason why he could not simply reach out into the clouds and tap the electrical potential held between them, or between the clouds and the ground. 


The trouble with these philosopher's stones is that nobody knew how long they lasted, precisely.  They were so rare that nobody had done the destructive testing required to engineer such a spell.  Mostly, the things ended up used as a spell anchor for something very minimalistic but that required a stable catalyst.  You couldn't have them just exploding all willy nilly.  So it was that Ulric wasn't sure how much time he had to ru-


*Whoomp*


 A black hole pulled the magic from his core in an instant, triggering mana exhaustion.  He felt pressure inside as the wave passed over and through him and then fantastically tired, like he'd donated blood and gone running.  The wave front hit the gathered Orlethrem and most of them fell down, instantly drained as well. 


Staggering forwards, Ulric was then hit by the physical shockwave, which sent him ass over elbow up the hill a good six meters.  What few Elves had remained standing were similarly knocked flat, even though they weren't tossed like leaves in the wind as he was.


Lying there, bruised from being thrown against several large rocks, he recovered the breath that had been knocked out of him and turned grey eyes on the origin of the blast.


Horrorville is fucking gone man, He thought. 


No smoke, no fire, no debris or chunks of wood, nothing.  Just a great big godsdamned hole with its geometric center where that chest had been sitting.  Water was pouring from the surrounding swamp, slowly filling it.  Even as it did though, weird shit like pale ghost lights rose up from the edges of the hole.  A few times, jagged sparks of almost shimmering black lightning jumped out at random.  Anything that lightning hit burst into the negative image of flame and that included rocks, water, dust, and the air itself.  Those more obvious ripples of badness faded over the next minute or so.  Yikes. 


Ulric put making another one of those on his "Never again" list.  Holy fuck.  At least the Bane cores were gone, deleted from reality along with the place of their making.


Getting up was a multistep process.  The depletion effect was insane, it reached into your whole body.  He was completely mundane for the first time since his reforging.  That wouldn't last of course, his core was already beginning to pull latent mana and refine it into lightning.  But it would take time and leave him weak while it did.  Same for everybody else gathered above.  Taipan was glaring at him. 


What?  He'd told her it was just a hypothesis. 
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                Thanks to Ulric inflicting the entire hillside with mana exhaustion, nobody was going anywhere soon.  Varda’s wilds were dangerous enough without good walls to keep out the nasties, escorting the refugees, most of them wounded, if not actively bleeding, unready to repel attacks with their core’s resources was folly. 


"I said it was going to need some testing to confirm if it would work." Ulric said for the third time that day.


"Hmph!" Replied his Shadow.


She wasn't taking the [Deathstone] explosion very well and he wasn't sure why.  In a way, this was an opportunity!  The Elves had this idiosyncrasy about their cores in that they were far, far more efficient at replenishing themselves but only when they were within a region in which they had synchronized themselves to the local manaflows and natural currents of mana in the environment.  It required a period of meditation and contemplation, to feel and harmonize with the dragon pulse of the planet. 


Taipan had been moving too quickly to be able to do such a thing and the Orlethrem had been too busy being tortured to reflect on much at all that wasn't a way to somehow commit suicide.  Now the Elves all had the chance, and it would serve them well.  The scowl leveled his way when he reasoned this way towards the tall Huntress was just more evidence that she wasn't ready to be rational, even when she immediately sat down to attune her core's energies to the local Vardan currents of coastal Prespang.


For Ulric's part, confusion was just something he was going to have to live with.  Elves.  Women.  Women Elves.  Some combination of those was responsible for this situation, he was sure of it.  Gah! 


Whatever, she'd figure it out, he decided.  Maybe she’d even let him know some day.


Ulric huddled over a fire and relaxed, his armor laying by his feet.  He was glad to be out of it.  Not because it was uncomfortable, Galed Uldin's work made the stuff feel like a second skin, but because it was growing warm and Ulric hated being hot.  Even with the mild sea breeze, he found himself sweating under the noon day heat of the dancing stars above.  Unless he was badly mistaken, this was the perfect opportunity for a siesta.  Most of the Orlethrem were meditating or just sacked out.  Enough were milling around that it should be safe to sleep away the more acute effects of mana exhaustion, namely the eye watering headache. 


He lay on his back, using his pack for a pillow and watched the low flame that had cooked lunch burn down to coals.  He was asleep not long after.  When he woke to a booted foot prodded his ribs to wake him he was feeling much better.  The sight that greeted him was the frown of his wife and he wondered if this was how Bald'rt got to start most of his days.


No wonder the Elf liked fucking with people, he had to take it out on somebody.  It was an ungenerous thought but he could not unthink it. 


"Taipan, if you don't stop frowning, your face is going to stick that way." Ulric advised, as he sat up and took in the boulder strewn hillside with its impromptu refugee camp.


His sylvan wife crouched down in a squat that looked as stable and easy as sitting in a chair.  She leveled those piercing, beautiful green eyes at him and said "You are worms in the head."


It was not the first, nor perhaps even the hundredth time she had accused him of such.  She sounded serious this time though.


"I am serious this time." Taipan told him resolutely.


Before he could say anything, his Shadow began to pace, that half stalking back and forth, graceful strides taking here here, then yon, then back again to a beat only she knew.  Her pace was not normally a good thing as it meant her agitation required physical outlet.  He wondered what brought this on.  Surely not the test run for his [Sundering] which was how he'd come to think of the [Deathstone] bomb set up from earlier.  Welp, time to stay quiet.  Anything he said could and would be used against him.  With her doing all that back and forth there was no way she'd outlast him.


After a minute of aggressive waiting, she came to rest and attempted to bait him saying "Well!?  Are you not going to ask why?"


"Nope, I'm sure you have your reasons, and I trust you." Ulric said, artfully disarming that particular trap with honesty.


Her mouth worked soundlessly for a moment as she attempted to incorporate that statement into her reality and failed for a moment.  Eventually, he saw her repeat his statement to herself silently, as if to taste the words for poison.  A toss of her hair saw her on the offensive again.


"Ulric, this is not a matter for your endless joking.  Something is wrong with you." Taipan declared.


I mean, he thought to himself, where to start?


"Lass, you're clearly angling in a certain direction.  You'll save us both a lot of time if you just say what you're thinking." He told her earnestly.


Normally she wouldn't be beating around the bush.  He wasn't sure what was different this time around, but he was confident she'd get there soon. 


He received a flat look, as if he'd been attempting to trick her somehow.  Ah!  The hands went on the wide hips, a sure sign that he was in trouble.  If only he knew why.


"Now I am concerned, Glade Chief." the Elven paragon of her clan told him in a suspicious whisper, "You are making this too easy.  You are up to something and I will find out what it is."


Thus accused, Ulric wasn't entirely sure what was going on here but he was now certain it would be amusing.  He raised his hands with his wrists crossed, as if beckoning for the rope.


"Mea culpa, noble wife.  You've caught me." He said without inflection, "Now, I'm pretty sure there are some chains somewhere around here.  Maybe when I've been properly arrested, you'll decide to tell me what is going on between those luscious ears."


Her blush and the quick look around to see if anyone had overheard were worth the slap of his offered hands and her hurried hushing, hand clamped over his mouth aggressively.  


"Hush, you shameless!  It is bad enough you keep staring at my breasts where all can see, we are not even in the baths!"


"Thayproplyherdeverthnglasnyte." He mumbled through her hand.


Her aforementioned lovely ears twitched and she probably considered stabbing him just a little as she glared into his eyes while her own narrowed dangerously.  Her hand came away from his mouth and took him by the hair firmly.  He briefly considered kicking her legs out from under her, but decided that he was enjoying the game too much in its current phase.


"Ulric Einar, you will stop playing games with me right this second." He was ordered.


"I am sorry, Taipan.  Please, go on, I submit to your judgment." He surrendered without effort.


Late afternoon light cast long shadows on the hillside, the combined shade thrown from the pair of them made for an interesting shape on the moss-covered stones.  When Ulric noticed two Orlethrem holding conversation, pointed looked directed their way, and wind carried voiced that sounded suggestively like they were taking odds of some sort, he was certain about his course.


All of this was going in the Reforged man’s tool kit for wrangling deadly snakes.  Normally he would have been offering resistance, denials, defenses, reasoned arguments.  All of which would have only served to give his strikingly beautiful mate something against which she might push back against.  His passivity now was turning her attempts to provoke a fight into a display remarkably like someone trying to combat water.  And every bit as amusing to watch.


Against Taipan right now, he might as well have been Idra'se in a sword fight, simply never being where a sword's blow was going to be.  The major source of his enjoyment of this byplay was how little he was involved in it.  Honestly, his lovely lass was doing all the work here.


The Elf huntress, mistress of her environment and deadly fierce, regarded him carefully, still hanging onto his hair like he might make a break for it at any moment.  Normally, Ulric wouldn't tolerate anybody laying hands on him.  In fact, if anyone on this entire planet ever tried it, they'd get to find out if they could hold a live wire.  But, for her, he was willing to make an exception.  Especially on account of he could really glomp a nice survey of her tits from here.  They were amazing tits and, with her bent over and looming he thought he might just be able to see their tips, even beneath the sturdy wool of the Hunter's coat she wore.  Mmm…no, just a trick of the light, he decided.


"Did my father teach you this!?" Taipan demanded, releasing him to step back.


"This?" Ulric gave her nothing, sitting there with the innocence of a babe newborn.


She started fondling her belt knife's hilt, the way her mother did when she was deciding how out of line Bald'rt was for one of his endless prodding statements, made just ambiguously enough to avoid being taken as an antagonism.  By a gnat's whiskers was the difference, and Bald'rt Iriel lived entirely on that line.  Ulric couldn't help some degree of pride in being compared to that great man.  Still, they had places to be, eventually, and he'd rather be doing something other than getting grilled for…something, he was sure.


"Wife, in these past five minutes, joy though it does give me to have your eyes so intent on my person, I have not yet arrived at the foggiest notion of what you might be talking about." He duly informed her.


More of the Orlethrem appeared to be taking notice of their byplay.  Some weren’t even being so very quiet about their betting pools.  Most appeared to be accepting credit on future favors, since none of them had much more than the clothes on their backs at the moment.


With the solemnity of clergyman taking the sins of the parishioner Ulric said, "If you plan to keep me under inquisition much longer, however, I feel I need to remind you that you will need to meet the obligations due a prisoner of war who has surrendered honorably."


That broke her.


"Iriel'en do not take prisoners of war, you accursed man you!" Taipan screamed at him, her melodious shriek echoing across the hill and turning heads towards them.


Oh yeah, that's right, they didn't, did they?  He laid back down then, on his back.  If she killed him, at least he'd not have to worry anymore about whatever the hell had her so riled up.


"Mete out my fate then, Taipan.  I would have an end to this." Ulric demanded from the ground, for the first time indicating that he was growing weary with this farce.


The Iriel'en Paragon looked around desperately and was awash in the amused observance of her cousins, who dearly needed something in which to take some solace from recent trials.  Many smirks met her unhidden. 


It was unseemly to have their business on display amongst a hundred strangers and none of them even from the same clan, let alone household!  Her partner was still there on the ground, making of himself a rotted stump for all the resistance to her cuts.  Why didn't he fight back?  What game was this?  Taipan was sure she'd have pushed him into some kind of defensive position from which she could secure an oath, which he would keep, to never again do whatever he'd done to destroy those wicked cores. 


A few tens of meters closer, a handful of seconds earlier, and that negation would have torn her mate's core apart in its hungering greed to consume mana.  And here the idiot was with that calm, relaxed stare, as if none of this was important.  And why wasn't he falling into her trap!?  Thus foiled, the woman found she had no outlet for her agitation.  A remedy for this iniquity she was going to partake of post haste.


Reaching down, Taipan pulled Ulric up by the black silken undershirt on his chest and hissed menacingly in monosyllables, her furious, cute, button nose pressed to his, "I will bed you now and when I am done, if I am still angry, I am going to hurt you."


Thus threatened, Ulric saw no other option but to accept her challenge.  It's what Bald'rt would do.


"Do your worst, I will not negotiate with terrorists." He challenged, enjoying the smell of her from this close and the downwards, angry turn of her thin, dark eyebrows.


Unamused by her mate's antics, the Huntress dragged him to their rocky nook and, with quiet intensity, tried to slay him through coitus.  When she had failed gloriously, and exhausted both of them in the attempt, they lay together soaking in the heavy after-action calm.  It was probably the best hate sex of all time, in either of the two worlds he'd lived.  He still didn't know what brought it on, but figuring it out, and how to reproduce it, was priority one.  Ulric Einar would never tell his mate of the abandoned thought experiments he indulged to provoke the hotter than a forge fire Iriel'en woman into a wanton rage fuck.  Ten minutes of cuddling later he didn't have an answer, either to the initial question or the reproducibility program, but he wasn't being injured so he supposed that she'd worked whatever it was out of her system.  Perhaps she was ready to negotiate.


"You ready to tell me what's going on?" Ulric asked, cautiously.


"I have.  You are worms in the head, Ulric.  There is an absence in you, of even the most remote fear of dying, or, perhaps, just no conception of its possibility when you do things that are not to be done." Came her muffled response from her position sprawled across his body, using him as a pillow against the hard ground beneath.


She raised her head to stare down from his chest at him and told him plainly, at last, what was on her mind.


 "What circumstance would prompt a normal person to turn back is treated by you as, at most, a cause to take extra precaution as you commit to some fresh insanity."


It had not necessarily escaped his notice that he didn't respond to incredible danger with terror.  A healthy dose of quiet fear, but not pants shitting terror.  He'd mostly just chalked it up to being in acceptance of his own life's choices and their consequences.  Only when the Elf woman stated it as she had, did he reflect that she had a good point.  Maybe he really was crazy.


"I think you're right." Ulric told his partner and gently ran his fingers through her hair, enjoying its silken softness.


Her surprise at his admission was duly noted.  Was he really so clueless all the time?  Best not to ask that particular question.  Let's try a different one, Ulric decided.


"Is that a bad thing though?" He asked, plying his lover with a scalp massage, of which she was enamored. 


"Mmmmm…bad is not how I would…mmm…say it." Came the slightly glazed over response.


Odd that he had a harder time wrapping his head around enjoying being fully subdued into Taipan's mate than being some kind of fearless Geomantic guardian for a primeval forest memorial to a dead race.  She might be exaggerating though, he still felt fear, something crawling out of the weeds and eating him was more or less background noise to his existence, ever since the [Forest Lord] tried to do it. 


She must be interpreting his fatalism for lack of comprehension.  Ulric was willing to admit that he didn’t respond to threats or frankly horrifying situations with much in the way of panic or terror.  He was completely willing to grant the woman that absence of that kind of reflex might be indicative of some kind of mental illness.  But…so what? 


His cogitation was ended when his Shadow recovered enough from her massage tranquility to follow up on her previous statement.


Worry tinged her voice as Taipan followed the thread of her own concerns, "Dangerous is how I would describe it, Ulric.  You do and think things without the limit that normally restrains mortal beings.  Paths untrodden because they lead into the Dark.  This [Deathstone] explosion is just the most definitive example.  Ulric, what would drive you to make an [Unraveling Flare] like that?"


Her point was a good one.  How many awful things done, unleashed, on his old world because men with more intellect than sense did things that they could before they considered whether or not they should.  Was he retreading the path that led his own world to its crippled half-life? 


Maybe.  Probably even.  Ulric had decided early on that he wasn't going to introduce Earth's technologies willy nilly into Varda.  He'd more or less kept that personal oath so far, having avoided any real detailing of things like bombs, guns, biological agents, or chemical weapons.  Given that there had already been invented species curse poison in the Bane he really didn't want to add to that potential for mass harm.  Crawling around in Ulric's head were all the ingredients for baking a fresh hellscape pie.  In his head was where they were going to stay too, most of them.  The C-4 didn't count, not really.  Firstly, the alchemists of this world already had working knowledge for creating similar substances, just not the ability to scale it up or mass produce it, and Ulric hadn't so much as whispered in his dreams how to industrialize the methods he'd employed in Bartala. Secondly, if one of those alchemists got curious and starting mucking around with the combinations of substances, and apparatus set ups he'd been using to produce the high explosives, they might figure out a working recipe.  Far more probably however, the town guard would be scraping the bits of them off of the walls of their destroyed lab.  Ulric couldn't discount the slim chance, but he wasn't overly concerned on that score. The secret of primary explosives and remote blasting caps was basically safe.


Anyhow, that had nothing to do with this conversation and Taipan was antsy enough without his woolgathering making her more upset.


"Okay Taipan.  Okay, I will not say that you are wrong." Ulric conceded softly, hating the uncertainty, "Only that I was not otherwise sure how to prevent those warped cores from being a threat down the road.  Shor came up with a way to invert the Bane's mana signature to destroy it but, I'm not going to lie to you, that's well beyond me right now.  It's probably going to be beyond me for a good few years too."


Considering the colossal loss of life that could accompany those nuggets of awful and the consequences of leaving them behind he whispered meaningfully, wanting to know if there was a better way, "What would you have had me do, Wife?"


Taipan's expression dimmed as she too let her thoughts drift over the potential for tragedy represented by the Bane cores.


"…I do not know, Ulric.  Truthfully, I do not.  They could have been buried.  They could have been thrown into the sea.  But none of that would have destroyed them and in this world, they would have remained, to cause grief later.  I do not know what else you might have done, Husband." the Elf woman admitted reluctantly.


She sharpened and headed him off before he could say anything.


"But you put yourself at terrible risk to do what you saw as right, and did it, seemingly, without pause.  It is not what course you chose, but that you have so little regard for yourself that you do not even attempt less dangerous roads when you find one that accomplishes your intent." His Shadow said, some of her aggravation returning.


Easy for her to say, he thought somewhat harshly.  They were on the clock over here and he was the only one who even had a remote shot at keeping Prosper's hired bastards from sniffing around here and taking their monstrous work home to finish it. 


Ulric had the power to kill their ambition right here and now.  Didn't that also mean he had the responsibility to do it, even if it might hurt him? 


He was a single man.  He'd be here and gone in, at most, a few centuries if Bathe's wyrd body magic did what it was supposed to for extending his life span.  A single vial of the Bane could sit around ready to unleash a genocide for all time.  It wasn't right to turn away from his duty just because it was dangerous.  Weapons like this thing had no place in the world. 


"I refuse to apologize for that, Taipan." Ulric told his partner severely.


"I made a choice when I woke up here on this world to do what my conscious tells me is the right thing.  No more compromises.  No more deferring to another to let it be their responsibility.  Good men permitting evil to exist, granting it freedom to go on blighting the world for fear or because it was far away, was a cowardice that nearly killed my old world.  It will not have this one, not while I have some say on it." He declared angrily, meaning ever last word of it. 


Ulric Einar was no bystander, not anymore.  If he'd chosen differently, he wouldn't have bothered saving an Elf child and putting himself on this collision course in the first place. 


Taipan punched his thigh viciously, glaring, and hissed at him, "I know this you insane, valiant man!  That does me no comfort when you end up dead for it!"


Oh.


Ulric calmed, his budding anger gone completely.  She was afraid for him.  He'd almost forgotten that his dying had impacts beyond himself now.  Taipan had suffered losses enough already.  Of course she'd worry about him.  She was hiding her face from him now, tucked against his side so he wouldn't see her "weakness". 


Still an asshole, Ulric, he chided himself.


He took a few breaths and pet his Taipan comfortingly.  He did owe her more than to be a widow because he didn't have enough regard for himself not to do something stupid.  Or to put himself, maybe themselves, into a situation because he didn't stop to find a better way. 


"I'm not used to caring about other people's hearts, lass.  I'm sorry.  For making you worry, for being too far up mine own ass to consider you.  It's a habit from a past that needs to be broken." Ulric apologized quietly to the top of her silken tresses.


"I'll do better." He promised her.


She bit him.  Lightly.  Just hard enough to break the skin. 


"See that you do, Glade Chief." His Shadow-Wife threatened him, "Or I will drag you back to that hovel you carved into a [Godtree] trunk and see that you never leave it again.  Varda has survived before you arrived, and it will survive without you.  So have the Aes'r.  You are mine, Ulric, and you should not forget it."


He wasn't sure he'd ever been told he was cherished and credibly threatened all at once.  It could be tough being close to Taipans.  He didn't complain about the bleeding though, he'd deserved it.  That didn't stop him from throwing the Elf onto her back and biting her back though.  Granted he wasn't biting her anywhere near as hard and her breasts would surely survive the experience.  After some brief resistance and playful shrieks they made up.  He really had missed her all those days and he was going to be better in his duties towards her.  Or else.


Later, when they'd returned to clothed status and he'd slathered his hand and side with a coagulant plant extract to stem the bleeding, they attempted to come to something approximating a productive plan of action.


"We're gonna need a big ass boat lass." Ulric summarized succinctly.


From her cross-legged perch on a smooth stone, using her coat for a cushion, his Shadow reviewed the troops.  A hundred and change beaten, bruised, and thoroughly traumatized Orlethrem that wouldn't be fit to do much more than walk for days or even weeks.  Some of them would never run under their own power again unless there were Healers that could reverse spinal injuries. 


His lady love chirped her begrudging agreement, their having debated the matter for several minutes past, "Very well, Glade Chief.  I will admit that separate vessels will only introduce chances that our wards are separated and recaptured, but there may not be a choice.  We simply cannot eliminate all risks.”


“Besides,” the ever-realistic Elf challenged, “You still have not told me how you plan to achieve the task of obtaining this 'big assed boat', as you call it, or a crew."


Now Ulric reached down into his coin purse and provided her answer summarily, a single Tun Servant, it's untarnished sheen catching the setting suns brilliantly, the emphasis to his calm assertion, "Easy.  We buy one."


Between the fat dowry Bald'rt had gifted his daughter when she went through with her marriage plot against him and the bounty on a [Mindworm] they'd collected early in their trip through the Lowlands forests, they had the cash on hand.  Minus the coin he’d spent on alchemical supplies, buying silence, and making a donation to the brothel’s denizens, they still had plenty of coin to handle a few boats, surely.


Hell, Ulric realized, unless he was missing his guess, he could buy a fleet of ships if he had a mind to. 


It wouldn't even be a bad investment, such a thing would almost inevitably be one of the ways he eventually established his territory's sufficiency, creating a stable trade route from the Northern edge of the [Plateau of Ancients] through the narrow band of Celestin woodlands and across the Legranel's great plains.  A few ships to run the riverways connecting the Zelus from Iriel to the rest of Orlethrem wouldn't go awry.  The bigger waterways would support even a deep keeled galleon.  One of those, coupled to a small fleet of schooners or longships would more or less be sufficient to keep his domain financially solvent. 


Ulric Einar would, if he managed to survive, establish a comfortable living for his budding household.  Taipan would be happy camped out under the stars, tracking and killing various nasties that climbed down from the Canopy of the [Godtrees], but Ulric's long-term plans for her involved maids, an efficient staff to run the glade's affairs, and traveling the world.  They just had to both survive. 


One thing at a time Old Man, he cautioned.


Taipan's shrewd gaze locked onto the coin he displayed and she immediately announced "I will do the bargaining, Ulric."


That went without saying.  He had little idea about the fair cost of things and Taipan was a cutthroat negotiator.  The girl had haggled her own godfather relentlessly into accepting the price for an artifact blade to be the cost of materials and the opportunity to learn a foreign world's armoring and metallurgy techniques. 


Speaking of which, Ulric still owed Galed a sit-down talk on grain structure and some of the intricacies regarding massaging metallic properties with alloying, heating, powder sintering, and some vapor deposition tricks that might let the master craftsman generate the sorts of tailormade alloys and ceramics that drove Ulric's old species to technological supremacy.  Just nothing related to atomics, engines, or the energetics that might make mass produced artillery.


To demonstrate his concession, Ulric placed the Tun servant, with the intentional motion of a ritual, into his wife's own belt pouch, wisely intoning "My fortunes are yours to administer, dearest Taipan."


"It is good that I found you so quickly Husband." His Iriel'en partner informed him dutifully, her softened expression denoting her pleasure that she'd reigned him in appropriately, "Who knows what trouble you would have found if I let you go on rampaging around Prespang?  Rumors about a maniac in bestial umber armor razing the coast with impunity had me concerned.  I confess I am surprised by the…thoroughness of your campaign."


"They killed my friend." Ulric responded simply, still angry about it, somewhere down in his bones.


She patted his head gently, nodding her agreement, "I know, husband, I am not faulting you.  In fact, it is good to find that you have this ferocity in you.  I sometimes worried that the softness that you carried around would stay your hand when it was time to show your enemies the sharp side of your blade.  No more.  My [Lord of the Ancient Glade] bares his fangs with satisfying result." Taipan told him smugly.


Another reminder that Elves weren't pointy eared Humans. 


Where he tripped himself up thinking in circles, she tended to cut across to the most direct route.  Not inconsiderate of subtlety or nuance, just more willing to put the small things to the side and focus on the problem at hand, without letting her focus be diverted.  Aes'r lacked the desire to expand and dominate their surroundings, but they held to a chosen purpose with a single minded devotion that was alien in its longevity.  Which was why getting one of them riled up enough to carry out a vendetta against you was poor planning in the long term. 


"Just make sure that you consider whether the path you see first is not beset by avoidable sorrow.  Boldness and foolhardiness are separated by a fine degree." His Shadow cautioned, a moment later.


The point was well taken.  Last thing Ulric needed to do was sit down and become the next Oppenheimer.  Now that Taipan had sort of highlighted the problem he decided then and there not to make another [Arcanite Diamond] until he'd solved the spontaneous saturation problem.  There had to be a way.  A way to flush the residues of mana from the matrix of the crystal or a way to conduct those remnants of mana, like a heatsink drawing excess thermal energy.


Hadn't he, in the course of working out a way to generate a more universal mana shielding effect than his [Cindershield] spell already worked out a concept for using water mana to carry energy?  That line of thought was the one which had resulted in the solid white magic spell in the first place.  Perhaps a solution lay in that direction.  Or maybe it was one of a physical sink.  Some kind of material that would shed the mana from the philosopher's stone, or isolate it from the residues of power that accompanied spellwork.  A faraday cage of sorts to shield it, made of…oh damn, you could do it with Helite, the mana disrupting metal from which his old trident had been made. 


Ulric couldn't keep from stroking the bristles on his chin as he vanished into his own mind.  Woven wires of gleaming blue metal wrapping the pure mana jewel to preserve its purity danced before his thoughts.  A rude elbow interrupted him.


"You are doing it again." Taipan chastised flatly from her rock.


She sighed her resignation, planting her chin into her hand to rest a head weary of her husband's tangled roads before she asked, "Well, out with it then.  What fresh madness leaks through the worm-eaten holes of your brain now?"


Shaking himself from his tinkering fugue, Ulric patted her shoulder consolingly, "Nothing crazy, this time." he told her putting her at ease.


"More like, an answer to crazy." he explained, outlining his safety precaution, "Your warning got me thinking about how to prevent the white magic stone from saturating to produce those spooky [Deathstone] explosions.”


Sea eagles called loudly overhead, as if commenting on the future prospects of people who dick with things they don’t understand.


“I got an idea, but it requires Helite, or something similarly able to disrupt and shed mana.  If the [Arcanite Diamond] is shielded, it might not contaminate.  If it is also enmeshed in a substance which draws mana, like a vacuum from the crystal's interior, I think you can also purge the crystal, venting off the saturating mana and preventing the transformation.  So long as the application doesn't pull too much magic through it and saturate more rapidly than the purge can disperse.  My kingdom for some numerical metrics on mana energy units, this is a straightforward related rates application." 


He stopped when he realized he'd been roaming through his brain aloud again. 


Sylvan eyes, their slight tilt and almond shape lending exotic casts to her Iriel'en features, glazed lightly before she refocused.  Too much magical theory did that to her, Taipan had almost no interest in the metaphysics of the arcane.  Not interested did not mean not able, however, his lass was fast on the uptake and caught on to his meaning quickly, once he stopped bombarding her with his stream of consciousness babble.


"Perhaps, Ulric.  What you speak of has precedent in the stable Artifacts and catalysts of which I know.  Staffs of Verdant Growth and Rain calling rings must also be worked by their makers to prevent mana corrosion and instabilities.  You should speak to Mother Shor and my Uncle Uldin before you go playing around with this.  Their experience may find shortcomings that are easily avoided."


Truth. 


Her next musing thought he could do without.


"By the Roots and Skies Ulric, I leave you alone for a couple of Moons time and you work out the Alchemist's methods for manufacturing [Blast Clay], only more destructive, make an [Unraveling Flare], and, now, Artificing.  If I do not put apron strings on you, or children under your feet, you will think us into untold troubles."


He hadn't really considered children.  He'd never wanted them in his previous life, but then, he'd never really known anyone he wanted to have them with either.  Little Ulrics running around?  Taipan had indicated that interbreeding was possible, though he couldn't see how given that they were, clearly, different species.  Gametic exchange of genes seemed unlikely between such divergent creatures.  But, then again, spooky magical bullshit and he was pretty sure he’d seen a half breed at least once already.  That her motive to have them was to keep him busy and out of trouble was the part that he found disturbing.  Sounded like something her own mother would do to keep Bald'rt out of her hair.


Drily, he told his partner, "Thank you, for your confidence in me Wife.  It warms the cockles of my heart to know you hold me in such high regard."


He didn't mention his last suspicion.  Honestly?  He didn't want to know.


Her steady regard said she meant business. 


"Do not worry, Ulric, we are not yet ready for children.  But when our enemies are feeding the roots and my season comes again, I think that I wish to try.  If only to ensure your line before you start another war, you silly man." The Amazon snarked playfully.


He feigned outrage, knowing her to be in jest.


"Now hear this!  I didn't start any damned wars around here, you folk were doing just fine on that score without my help.  All I did was maybe nudge things forwards a little by deep sixing some child harmers and maybe upsetting a continent's ecosystem of fantastical eldritch nightmares by killing their king beast." Ulric proclaimed.


Raising his voice loud enough to be heard by their nearest neighbors, he announced "And don't think you can threaten me with a good time!  If you are so foolish as to permit it, I'll put children at your hips, to follow you like ducklings for a century, just see if I don't!  And you're going to like it too, why there'll not be enough juice in my body left to fill an aco-"


Raising up in alarm she hurried over to shush him mashing her hands over his mouth and stop him from adding any more details to his monologue.


Ear tips reddened, anxious glances around to see how many had heard, more reddening when the knowing glances of the Orlethrem nearby met her gaze, all of it was greatly amusing.  She would learn not to challenge his auth-or-i-tah, not where others of her kin were around to be used against her.


She glared down at him and spat, "Shameless!" and he grinned, because he was. 


He wasn't sure about the particulars of when and how much one could speak publicly about their bordello but Taipan had confused him before with her openness.  Apparently, ears were off the table.  And probably any mention of fluids.  He was also starting to wonder if she was going to realize that he would need to breath, eventually.


A distant call came across the hill "No wonder the Treesleepers practice stealth, they have to learn to hide from their wives!"


Taipan jerked away from him and spun while she scanned the hill for the source of the sally but came up dry, her stance promising Bad Times for whoever had heckled them.  Ulric chewed a knuckle to hold a belly laugh down, shaking with the effort of it.  He needed a laugh, things had gotten awfully grim around these parts as of late.  Their bramble, his new term for a group of Elves, of thin, wan, convalescent souls was improving.  Poking fun at the odd couple carrying on like newly-weds, which is what they were, he reminded himself, was good for them.


"Easy now, Taipan, it was a good joke." Ulric calmed, patting the stone where she'd been sitting earlier. 


"Besides," He continued mirthfully, "I would like to imagine a sort of societal arms race of Iriel'en wives learning to hunt and track the Deep Wood for their spouses, while said mates grew ever more desperate in their practice of avoidance and traceless movement through the forest.  The culmination of which is the peerless forest folk I have come to know and the pinnacle of which I am come to love."


He was uncomfortable with straight admissions.  It was a vulnerability he avoided mostly unconsciously.  Sometimes though, it was best to be uncomfortable and honest.  Especially with regards to the lady who had been teaching and guiding him all these months.  There were some very good odds that Ulric would have died, either in the forests on their way through the wilds, or in the various circumstances that had presented themselves between, without her.  Besides, the mollified warmth of her beholding was worth being bad at intimacy.


Reclaiming her throne on the coat padded stone, his Shadow-Wife was, finally, back to her usual even, if barbed, kilter.


"Fine, Ulric." Taipan allowed, "They may have their jests at our expense.  I suppose it harms nothing and they have earned from this world some ease to their pains."


She straightened slightly, indicating that they were back to business, "Then we are agreed?  We enter Kistalfer, discretely, and procure a ship large enough to carry my cousins back to their homes with a crew hired on that contract that will not turn aside from their duty."


Ulric gave her the Elvish hand sign for "Yes/Continue"


"Then, we part from the ship past the Iron walls of Prosper, it and its cargo of my kin to continue up the Zelus, we to infiltrate the stronghold of our enemy.  From inside, we then find means to choke to death the Merchant Lords with their gold chains of office." Taipan summarized.


"Yep." Ulric confirmed.


"And, when it goes badly, because things seem to have ways of turning on their ends when you are around, Ulric, we die bathed in the blood of our enemies and leave their burning city a shambles as precurser to my father's inevitable return to remove Prosper from living memory." Taipan smiled, even as she said it.


The would be hermit returned her smile.


"Exactly." He agreed.
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                Soon enough, the worst of the mana exhaustion faded from the Orlethrem and the bramble of Elves got their more mobility challenged counterparts settled into sleds or packed as densely onto the few carts that had been strewn about Horrortown as possible and off the travelers went.  They would not be making it far, not with the boulder strewn crest and trough topology of these coastal highlands, but any progress was forward momentum. 


Ulric took point for the travelers, picking the easiest course possible, while Taipan did Taipan things, disappearing into the scraggly thickets and sparsely wooded copses that hung around halfway between the boggy downs and the rising rocky outcrops.  Her ability to simply vanish into the wild was a thing to marvel.  He was glad to know his own solid senses wouldn't be the only early warning they got if trouble came a calling.  Tense alertness remained the order of the day, Varda punished mistakes. 


Vigilance was rewarded with boredom.  Nothing happened.  For the six hours of ponderous travel, the only source of discontent was in the aggravation of the injuries of the Elves and the occasional hazard of loose rocks from under weary feet.  That and the aggressively obnoxious tendency for the hard, smooth substrate here to blend with the grey green plant cover to make a deceivingly chancy stride.


More clouds were cresting the rise, low, rolling, and canvasing the horizon.  Reddened by the descending Twins, the sea promised another gift of rain this night.  Ulric had heard of places where it rained three out of every seven days but he'd never experienced it, and had sort of discounted the impact such frequent soaking would have on morale.  He was learning, now, through experience.  Nearly daily rain was oppressive when you had to be out in it.  It also made travel a right bastard.  The freshly wetted granite and basalt of these highlands was slick as glass and falls were frequent. 


As if called from the abyss, a high rich voice, as if from an angel, called clarion across the highlands, "Curse these bastard hills and all who give us reason to travel them!"


It would seem his lovely lass had slid to the stoney ground again as she patrolled ahead.  Between the loose mossy ground cover and the lichen that blurred where grass and bared earth bones came together, it was, essentially, impossible to avoid all of the slick spots.  The various patches of wet on his pants, elbows, back, and chest attested to this reality.  Some comfort he drew from his Sylvan partner's shared suffering.  If it were only him falling, she would razz him endlessly around the camp fire for his clumsiness and, this way, he could raise counterpoint.  Less amusing was keeping the carts from toppling over, a task that had put many of their wounded allies to pulling escort duty.  The frequent ten and fifteen meter bluffs, places where the stone had sheared away from a hillside to roll into the peat bog below, were no laughing matter at all when traction was not guaranteed. 


Fresh water, at least, was plentiful in these parts.  They had not the ability to transport large volumes of potable water, and the swamps were swiftly discovered to be richly sulfurous and metallic to the taste.  Not a source to be utilized without a light filtration and, preferably, a distilling to purify.  Time for such things was a luxury and luxuries were sadly missing from this journey.


Twilight gloom was all that stopped the travelers from pushing onwards.  Objectively, Ulric knew it was an abbreviated day of trekking.  Emotionally, it was made long by its strenuous nature, oppressive atmosphere, and the weary bodies of those who traversed.  That gloom he and his ragtag band of refugee Elves now saw to parting.


Salt-tinged air was soon given the flavor of wood smoke as small campfires sprung up across the dale through which they'd decided to call camp.  From here, even the smoke would be dispersed before clearing the low rises around them and the group would be relatively safe from observation.  Unless an enemy scout tripped into exactly this small valley or happened to be roaming the switch-backing fjord cliffs they would remain buried within the terrain. 


Ulric rubbed the tightness out of his feet, his boots tossed aside in disgust.  Even the fittest, most highly trained bodies would struggle through Prespang's Vatyn coasts.  Poor footing, damp springy mosses, and an ungodly amount of elevation changes put strain on muscles unaccustomed to the region.  If he were put to the question, he wouldn't be able to claim that they'd made better than twenty-six or so kilometers in all that afternoon.  No chance at all of having hit forty, which was what he had hoped for when they set out.  Even now, his ears picked up the sounds of pain that accompanied the worst of the injured, in spite of their grit to withhold evidence of suffering.  Cruelly broken bones and mangled bodies could only endure so much of this kind of punishment. 


In a way, it was good news.  The barren, craggy fjords made landfall from the sea virtually impossible, except in very specific locations, around which the settlements along the Vatyn were already built.  The well-nigh impassible bogs made inland travel untenable, but for the most desperate of circumstances.  Which only left these highlands, their vales more specifically, as the likely places where even the most foolhardy would settle.  That was to say, they didn't have much to fear from stumbling into villages as they crossed this swathe of Prespang.  It was also unlikely that any forces searching for the escaped Elves, if even anyone knew they were gone missing, would think to search the desolation between Kistalfer and Port Edunshire. 


Only a madman would do go overland rather than by ship.  Hue Hue Hue.


Crazy like a fox, Ulric chuckled to himself.


Mist rolled in from atop the fjords and descended into their tucked away valley and the fires nestled therein became softly glowing points along the creek that meandered through the watershed.  Ulric rubbed his hands together against the damp chill that served as a counterpoint to the ever-warming days.  He'd guess it was topping some twenty-eightish Centigrade under the midevening suns.  Probably scooting something closer to fourteen or fifteen now, and that damp air was making it feel far cooler.  He was glad to get his own fire laid in and crackling cheerfully, the piney scent of the local trees spicing the smoke.  It wasn't a few minutes after he'd gone round the other fires helping the Orlethrem who needed assistance and generally making himself useful to get everybody bedded down and fed that the rain came on in a steady drizzle. 


He cooked his own meal in the shelter of his and Taipan's shared shelter, having donated his canvas Legranel rig to about a score of more needful pilgrims, those too hurt to be able to raise their own tents.  Scents wafted out from the [Steelwood] pot, his old friend in this world, and he was dashing with salt to complete the flavor profile when Taipan entered, soaking wet and slightly bedraggled from her time scouting about. 


Without a word, she stripped down to her skin, taught muscle covered in the appropriate places by generous curves, and layered by a satin smooth hide just darker than cinnamon.  Needless to say, Ulric was a fan of the view, especially when she went to removing the thigh high leather boots.  Unfortunately, it didn't last long as she immediately set to putting on a simple robe from her pack.  He sort of missed the whole far eastern shrine maiden getup from back in the more peaceful days of Irielhos, but that stuff took up quite a bit of space.  Besides, that many layers and a lady would roast making the pace his Shadow had held these last few hours.  Once she had her garments arranged for drying, she held out her hand in a wordless demand for sustenance.


Ulric gladly ladled full a bowl and handed it off to her.  His reward came from a deep sniff of the contents and a gluttonous inhalation of the stew.  The bowl was offered to him again without speech and he, again, filled it.  The bottom of that bowl was found with determination but the Iriel'en woman at least sat down by the fire this time. 


Meals amongst the Deep Woods Elves were taken in silence, a custom that Ulric had found peaceful and adopted himself these days.  His own bowl he ate from with gusto, and refilled immediately before scraping the bottom of the pot to give Taipan her third helping, this time with chunks of the crusty camp bread to slop out the broth.  Both occupants of the tent then spent a quiet few minutes bustling around the big teepee arranging their gear and readying their equipment for rapid deployment. 


Caution in dangerous territory was one of his Wife's tenets, to the odd warrior religion she cultivated in herself.  None better he knew for navigating the wilderness than his Taipan, except, perhaps for her mother.  Himself an avid camper and hiker in a time long before and a man who had scratched subsistence from the Vardan forests when he was dropped naked amongst the vast arbors of the [Plateau of Ancients] for months, Ulric knew he had perhaps a tenth of the skill for surviving out in the bush as his lady love.  If she did it, it was a good idea to do in turn.  Except when she assumed that one could see in the dark as well as she did, a habit that he found profoundly annoying.


Speaking of annoying habits, Taipan had curled up into the blankets to form an Elf burrito which precluded him from the use of seventy percent of the bedding without so much as a word.  This, he was almost certain, was a power play by her, to force him to ask to be let into bed.  Dozens of ways did Taipan have to attempt to subjugate him, and this one he wasn't going to allow.  Iriel'en lived life as a competition amongst themselves.  Contests were found in every aspect of life and they enjoyed challenging and being challenged.  To be excluded from this was to be seen as unworthy of even being considered as an opponent. 


Even were it not the case that it was one of his wife's myriad ways of fucking with him and rather that this behavior was merely a product of about seventy years of solo adventuring, he wasn't going to try to big spoon his way to warmth while his back cooled with the dying fire.  So, he did what any rational person does in that situation. 


Carefully, gently, so as not to disturb the dozing form within, the former engineer lifted the burrito containing his beloved up and tossed it out of the shelter to land in an outraged heap outside. 


He was not ignorant of the fact that it was still raining as he did.


"Einar, you twice born bastard!  You will pay with your heart's blood!" Screamed the rudely roused Elf, tearing her way out of the confining bedding.


Poking his head out of the shelter door he rejoined, "Well worth the price to enjoy the warmth of mine own blankets!"


Blurring with the speed of her leap he was hit in the hips by a shoulder tackle and a crafty hand that hooked his knee sent him to the floor.  Ulric knew better than to let her have the initiative though and immediately locked his legs around the squirming form that was trying to achieve a knee bar. 


He locked his ankles and gave an intentional squeeze, tensing his thighs against her sides and he felt her abdominal muscles lock to prevent him from rendering her unable to draw a breath.  A reaching claw attempted to rake his eye and he had to burn a precious moment fending her off, mostly successful because the pressure he applied to her body with his legs was preventing her from breathing more than a shallow gasp at a time.  He wrangled the arm and hooked it behind her back, overpowering her with difficulty.  The other arm he similarly secured after a fairly intense struggle, that one he secured as well with the hand holding the first restrained arm. 


Growling issued forth and he knew what was coming.  Just before the teeth could latch onto his thigh, he snagged her silken locks and slowly, deliberately pulled the biting maw away from his  tender flesh.  Baleful emeralds took him in, their bronze flecks shimmering in the firelight and he saw in them that the fight was not yet out of her. 


Grunting, Ulric clenched tighter and levered his knees into position one at her navel and the other in the vicinity of a kidney.  Taipan was as fine a specimen of Elvendom as could be found, but Ulric was, in their words, a freak, with might that was very nearly unnatural for a Human.  That strength he used now, in a mismatched opposition of his lower body against her core, a battle which she could not win.  Slowly, timing to each begrudging release of breath he cinched the noose of his grip tighter until the Elf could no longer take breaths of any significance, in the way of an anaconda strangling a boar. 


Ulric was rigid with the effort of holding the wrists in one hand and the gentle but firm hold of the hair with the other. 


"Your bedroll is in the rain lass, and, unless I miss my guess, you're going to pass out from anoxia in about thirty seconds." Ulric reminded his partner, holding the jerking and squirming Elf in place.


Taipan chose unconsciousness, fighting until the end, and, after she was out, he put her into his bedroll and retrieved hers from the rain.  He got the blankets and bedding drying by the fire, not badly soaked but certainly damp under the misting precipitation and was stripping down for bed when his mate bolted upright.


"Hominum!" Declared her gasping cry as she tangled herself in the bedroll and spare blanket.


This was immediately followed by a few light coughs and something in Elvish that he wasn't completely certain of, other than it involved his being grilled alive and served to some kind of animal.  Soon enough though she relaxed and laid herself back down, resting in an easy, relaxed sprawl, as if he had not just had to body choke her to senselessness.


"You are improving Ulric." Announced the melodic voice of his mate approvingly, "You would not have thought of a compression submission when began our journey."


Checking the blanket with his hands to make sure it wouldn't hotspot and catch fire he observed, "Before our journey, I would not have imagined that I would find need to render my wife unconscious on occasion to secure my rights to a bed."


The husky chuckle that said Taipan wasn't angry about the contest results, graced his back with its sweet music before she reminded him, as she did every so often when this game was played, "It is good to know that you have not gone soft in my absence.  I simply cannot abide a weakling, Glade Chief."


Taipan was gracious in victory, while the furs dried out, he only had to deliver a full body massage and prepare her a bath using [Stonewalls], river water, or snow, and heated stones from the fire before he would be allowed the privilege of his quartering with her.  Pissing rain as it was, he was glad that he had not been forced to make the tiger in Iriel'en skin a bath, although, he wouldn't mind that massage. 


Now that he'd earned his place in the bed, the pair of them assumed their regular status of his becoming her body pillow and they lay listening to the sound of the other's breath until sleep claimed them.  As he drifted off, Ulric's thoughts went over the nights past and the times that he'd lost this little play of theirs.  Squeezing moans from the woman's muscles was as much fun for him as for her.  It's not so bad, he told himself, losing his grip on waking life, being bound to a Taipan.


Screaming. 


Ulric shot awake, climbing out from the blankets even as the loosely robed woman next to him darted to her bow and threw the quiver over her shoulder, not even taking time to belt it on.  She was outside in a flash, leaving him behind while he pulled on his own robe, having been asleep in the buff.  Taipan's wisdom again bore fruit, she was already finding the source of the panicked shouts while he was grabbing his sword from its place next to the bed.  Gleaming deep blue metal caught dying coals and a background part of his brain catalogued that the fireplace indicated Moon's Peak as he tore through the teepee flap, into the night beyond.


A heavy thump drew more cries and Ulric felt the ground shiver through his bare feet, even as he ran, eyes scanning the dark for the source of the fearsome impact.  There.  Something huge, silohuetted against the Coven, their vibrant crescents of witch-light illuminating a hulking form. 


This monstrosity was easily as big as a tank, and as armored.  The beast looked like an armadillo chimera'd to an ankylosaur, the stubby, ridged plates of armor on its tail giving way to a mace like clubbed end.  That tail was buried almost entirely through the thin turf and into the craggy bones of the valley floor beneath.  Mangled forms that had been people were scattered around it, and pulped remains fell away from the beast's weapon when it extracted itself from the stones. 


Senses came alive as his core interfaced fully with his body, mana rippling through his body.  It was like being born, in some ways.  A world blurry and dim suddenly thrown into crystal clarity and he felt himself lit like a beacon.  The Lord Instinct, ever waiting, sang in his thoughts, a melody of rage and violence.  Here was a challenger, an interloper that threatened his sovereignty over all that he had taken under wing. 


Ceraunic core humming Ulric gathered his power while the beast turned its ugly head.  A long toothy tongue flicking out to taste the air and locate prey.  It had no obvious eyes, its forehead smoothly armored plates.  It had plenty of teeth though, half meter needles and recurved, to send hapless creatures inevitably down the wide gullet.  Some taste must have caught the monster's attention, and Ulric wasn't long finding out what.  A hobbling, desperately shambling trio of refugees were a bare handful of meters away and egressing as fast as their battered forms would allow.  They wouldn't make it.  He saw that immediately when heavy, bristled fur bearing legs lifted and it started into pursuit.  It wasn't fast, but it had plenty of ungainly gallop to close on the near cripples. 


*Chock*


A fleeting blue dart bored into the monster's flesh midstride, through a gap between forelimb and body no bigger than his hand, Taipan at work.


The behemoth released a shrill, piercing roar halting its charge immediately and jerked itself to curl around the wound just as two more arrows flew in from the dark to skip off the bony carapace.  Ulric decided his course of action, now, to support the strategy of his more experienced wife.  Beating against that ridiculous hide was wasted effort against this behemoth, they needed a way to circumvent the armor, and Ulric had something in mind.


[White Interference]


The circulating lightning in his core neutralized and he immediately attuned the turbulence hidden by serenity that was the harmony of Aquae.  Water from the air and ground compressed at his call, like drawn to like at his core's insistence, pulled easily from such plenty around him.  The sheer exhilaration of willing the world to change and seeing it do so soared through his being in spite of the circumstance, and Ulric channeled a beam of hydraulic power towards the monster wedging itself around one of its only vulnerabilities.


[Water Jet]


Mastery of this spell had turned a linear flow into a spiral and the finger width lance of water ripped into the ridged plates on the back of the monster's thick neck, hungrily drilling.  The monster barely flinched at the pressure, didn't understand the danger of the insistent press on its body until the layers of bone failed and white-hot pain tore into its neck.  The monster armadillo shrieked and broke off its attack on his wife.


Turning away, the focused beam Ulric held upon it drawing a carving along its armored hide, the beast whipped its tail and Ulric cut off his channel with a curse, throwing himself into the dirt as the damned tail elongated, plates separating connected by a dense cord of what looked like braided steel cable as thick as his thigh.  The momentum of the beast, coupled to the lengthening of the tail sent its maul of an appendage hurtling through the air above him with audible fury.  Ulric watched as the arc of the bony appendage sent it into a complete turn riding the force of its strike to reposition facing him, the tail itself contracted and arched over its back, ready to swing again, like a cannon in battery. 


Godsdamn!  That was dangerous!


There was no blocking that and Ulric had glimpses of the little Svartalfin's giant hammer.  Same story, he absolutely could not be touched by that fucker or his ticket was punched.  He got to his feet quickly, holding Xef'tocht with a little uncertainty.  Could the blade get through that armor?  Probably, if he put enough oomph behind his stroke.  Would it rip him apart if the blow didn't destroy its central nervous system immediately?  Also, probably. 


A throaty chuff from the beast and a pawing of earth that tore stone like mud preceded the monster's charge.


Ulric fled immediately in the opposite direction, not daring the risk in the low light. 


Momma Einar raised no fool and he wasn't going to even think of taking that thing head on.  His bare feet flew over the ground and a glance over his shoulder confirmed that the monster was still coming, albeit not as quickly as he was going.  Again, he cursed the darkness and activated [Ceraunoperception] to keep track of the beast behind him.


Hurried options skittered across the surface of increasingly distracting ones and Ulric focused to shut out the noise.


[Warrior’s Instinct]


Better. 


Smoother thinking now, his legs pumped, feed slapped against stone and moss and Ulric Einar ran for his second life while hashing out his options.


Water worked well enough on that carapace, but that working was absolutely his best shot at defeating armor, and it was still too slow without some way to pin the tank beast down.  Unless…distant memories of broken ceramics and shrapnel flashed through his adrenaline-fueled brain while he ran.  Heat shock?  Fuck that, Ulric cursed with disgust at the horrible idea, and at the minor skid across a loose patch of moss that only barely didn’t end in tragedy.


[Absolute Zero] needed him to be in touch range and he wasn't getting that close to it.  Think Einar! He yelled at himself while his feet navigated the slick stones as he ran.  Just don’t fall down is all warning whisper sounded.


Taipan was not idle, he though he saw a flicker of motion off to his right, just to the side of the monster and a pained shriek from the beast rose up as a second arrow joined the first in the oh so small gap in its protection.  Brutal claws stabbed into the stone, stopping the Greater beast without grace, and it didn’t even completely stop before attacking the source of its pain. 


The creature did that tail whip again, its bulk possessed of incredible agility for such size and the rough spikes of the tail whistled.  Where Ulric had gone low, the beast had shifted its strategy alarmingly quickly, bringing the tail parallel to the ground.  A small outcrop was obliterated in its passage, flinging shards into the dark that brought a pained yelp from one of the Elves that had not gained enough distance. 


It would have turned his partner to Aes’r mist if she'd dove to the ground.  However, Taipan had not gone low. 


Spectacular agility on full display, a vertical leap took her up and a blue flare, shadow fire rippling across her bow threw her into a surreal contrast with the moonlit night as his Shadow let loose a three-arrow volley at the neck of the monster, projectiles having been held in a grip that Ulric wasn't sure he could make and still draw that wickedly powerful recurved composite stave. 


One arrow skipped wide off the armor.  A second hit at an angle and entered the flesh but stopped halfway up the arrow's shaft.  The third was money and fletches disappeared into the monster's flesh.  A keening wail rose up from the creature and its eyeless head focused on the falling Elf's form, even as her feet touched the earth from her jump. 


Shit.  Queasy anticipation seized him.  This was where the bastard thing showed its trump card. 


One thing he’d learned in his time upon Varda was that there was always a kicker with these monsters.  Cynical expectation of the worst is frequently rewarded with the satisfaction of being correct.  And also, the consequence of it. 


Thrumming pulses of mana raked the earth beneath the monster’s claws.  The dome plated face shimmered brassy and, before his very eyes their foe’s smooth carapace took on the luster of metal, blue-silver.  Moonlight reflected as if from a mirror from the beast’s mana reinforced armor and Ulric knew cutting that creature was now strictly impossible, even for Xef’tocht. The posture of the beast shifted towards aggression.  Uh oh.


The barbed tongue flickered twice in an instant and it launched itself towards Taipan who had gained distance following her triple shot.  Lessons of the [Shrieking Ravager] were well learned, Taipan was in flight as soon as she landed, not waiting to see what the retaliation of the beast would be.  She'd cut like a world class soccer player and juked sideways before vanishing beneath her cloak of Iskios mana.  The creature made to charge before her abrupt visual camouflage took hold and it aborted, a sign that it possessed some kind of optical sight, from an organ Ulric hadn’t been able to see in the night.


Their enemy’s great toothy maw tilted in puzzlement.  That confused pause lasted a breath. Which was all the head-start his partner got before another few flicks of its tongue found the taste of her passage and it took off to Ulric's nine o' clock, assuredly on her trail. 


Ulric heard his Shadow's throaty yell as she ran, updating him, "Ulric!  It sees by smell, movement, and the vibrations of the ground below!  The monster is poisoned but there is no telling how long it can continue to attack before it succumbs!”


When the beast deflected to turn on Taipan, Ulric had halted his own flight and was plotting, especially when it became clear that invisibility was no camouflage against the monster's senses.  Gods blood he'd have killed to have [Reaper's Basil] on him, that bastard would taste hell if he threw that powdered magma into its face.  Irrelevant Einar, focus.  It sees by smell, can it still be taste blinded?  Burned?  Shocked?  All of the above?  Maybe.  Maybe not, with that ironclad natural armor. 


Ice slid down his spine when he saw his Shadow's graceful form slide sideways, betrayed by the wet stones.  Her hand caught her fall and sent her rolling just a breath before the treacherous valley floor was pulverized by a meteoric strike from above.  Flying fragments of rock as big as a medicine ball pelted the Elf and knocked the wind from her lungs as she sprawled on the ground.  Even dazed, his mate was aware of the danger and fought to her feet.  He watched her form evaporate into shadow and the kneeling Elven form reappeared a dozen meters away just before the place she'd been got cratered again. 


Ulric could see the effort that cost her, she'd been pulling hard on her mana, using layered skills to penetrate the monster's defenses and inflict maximum harm to it with every opportunity.  By the sound earlier it was wounded, maybe even mortally so.  But on it came anyway, berserk with fury to kill the insects that had bitten it.


Mana coursed inside and Ulric drew a throwing knife, linking it to his magic with a pulse of effort. 


[Lightning Javalin]


Unleashing the energy of his spellform, a jagged violet lightning bolt took the beast in the head.  Head snapping aside the beast staggered to a halt and nearly buckled to the earth.  Only nearly though, and Ulric could just barely make out that the smooth, almost polished gray-brown carapace was now smudged and charred, sparking residues of his magic zipping across the shimmering mana of the beast’s armor hardening mana.  And also, to his dismay, intact.  It was, as he’d feared at the onset, nearly unphased by lightning.


So he tried again.  And again.


Two more bolts of lightning split the dark, thundering loud.  They were followed by a gale of wind bound by arcing light that crashed over the goliath form throwing a massive font of sparks against the shimmering mana shield.  A shrill beastial scream rose up from the monster as it endured the assault.


But it withstood the best he could throw at it, scarred, but alive, mobile, and pissed.


“The armor is harder than steel and the shield resists my offensive magic Taipan!  I don’t think arrows are going to do the trick anymore, either.  We need a plan!” Ulric shouted, taking off immediately.


His attack had brought the beast’s attention back towards him, as he’d expected, and he was running again, slipping and sliding across uneven highland, while the wicked talons of the behemoth simply gouged into the earth below to give it traction.  His bare feet slapped loudly on the rocks and his lungs were filling as he shifted into high gear, racing at top speed to stay ahead of the chasing predator.  


While he ran, his partner, like a wolf, was angling for the Greater’s flank.  She put his heart into his throat with an almost casual sidestep of the downwards stroke of that pulverizer of a tail and he saw her leap onto the monster’s plated back.  Her knife glittered in the darkness before being consumed in black flame and she struck hard, a hammerfisted stab driving the blade into the adamant hide of her foe. 


Sparks flew like a magnesium flint, showering from the blow.  And again.  Again.  Taipan was lashing out like a lunatic, her hand gripping a plated ridge and her preternatural balance keeping her in place as the beast broke not its stride as it continued to try to close on his heels.  All this he knew from a brief glance over his shoulder and, while his heart pounded and his legs churned as hard as he’d ever run in his life, he realized that he couldn’t do this for much longer.  Ulric scrabbled into his belt pouch and he drew out the Tephras infused catalyst gifted him by Werona.  Whatever juice was left to it, he needed something to turn the tables.


A flare of brassy light and a sound like a bell pealed too hard precluded an exultant shout behind him, from Elven throat “I have broken the shield!”


Abruptly sliding to a reverse pivot, Ulric was suddenly charging towards the creature’s massive jaws, which had opened wide in anticipation of feasting on its prey. 


Ulric shouted, even as he damned himself for a suicidal mook for this idiot gambit, “You gotta bail, it’s getting hot!”


A gout of pyroclastic ash hot enough to melt bronze materialized as the man channeled magic into the instrument gripped in his hand, magic flowed and his guts clenched when jet black cracks snapped across the surface of the catalyst.  Unable to halt its bulk so rapidly, monstrous form plowed headlong into the massive plume of cinder and brutal heat.  Ulric saw his partner throw herself to the land below, rolling gracefully to her feet, as if she practiced egress from rampaging monsters on the regular.  That ash filled the gaping, biting mouth and throat and Ulric concentrated the mana in his core to fill his body with potency, praying that the gem powering the Ash mage's working didn't explode as he tossed it aside in his sudden sprint toward the boiling cloud covered beast.


[Surge]


Empowered muscles threw the former engineer into a full steam baseball slide passing under the rampaging monster, and his cloud of ash.  Braced against his forearm and shoulder, his artifact blade’s keen reverse edge hungering, Ulric dragged the weapon along its entire length across the super predator’s underbelly as he went.


The Glade’s Vengeance bit hard, its imbued edge parting the softer hide of the armadillo Greater’s stomach.  Screaming its shrill cry, it tried to throw its bulk down on him reflexively but sheer magically enhanced momentum carried him through its rear legs.  Knowing the tail awaited him now, he drove his hand hard to the earth and his flesh pained him as it was abraided by stone, and tore up moss and soil, and he threw his legs out to the side.  The action redirected his painful slide, pushing him sideways, drifting on his thigh and hip, shredding his robe along that side.  The bone mace smashed down where he would have been and the monster howled again at its newest wounds, burns to the throat and a sheeting of blood from its surgically opened guts.


Unbelievably, their enemy was still raring to go.  Bleeding, its organs exposed glistening in the moonlight, poisoned, burned, and draining its core’s vitality to imbue its hide with titanium strength, the thing gained its clawed feet again and came on any way, furious rage consuming it.


Ulric’s own blood trailed down his scraped thigh and hip and he’d lost two fingernails on his left hand while altering his trajectory enough to not get pulped.  Core howling, Lord Instinct howling, he was channeling all the mana he had left, ready to lay a killing blow of riotous lightning.  He didn’t get the chance.


Lithe, graceful, elegant savagery blurred towards the beast, shadow made into weapons like great claws covering her hands, Taipan assaulted the monster slashing at its legs and undercarriage, her seemingly mindless aggression putting the creature on the defensive again as it tried to curl around its exposed abdomen.  That club-like tail flailed trying to drive the ferocious Elf away, keeping her at bay, even as she continued to relentlessly drive against its defenses, sending sparks high into the night air with her blows, razored slices carved from the bone plates. 


Ulric was almost transfixed by the sight, this two meters and seventyish kilograms of vicious Iriel’en that had been his wife showing the cunning violence of an Elf Hunter.  He couldn’t risk a magical attack, not and catch her up in it.  He couldn’t join her or he’d get in the way.  Acid anxiety gripped the man as he watched, hating his inability to compliment his wife’s desperate attack.  A single mistake, that was all it would take for his mate to be completely destroyed by the colossal strength of the Greater. 


Taipan made none, dancing her midnight swords dance under the moons, Iskios her arms.


Death found the monster in a single moment of overextension, a too strong blow that lodged its appendage in its extended form into the stones, locked temporarily in place.  Lancing towards the Greater, fast as her namesake, Taipan drove in and deftly drew a poison vial and punched it into the stomach wound, arm covered to the elbow in a claw of darkness.  Deep into the cut Ulric’s had made went the Elven huntress’s arm, crushing the vial in her shadow covered talon, and she leapt away, too rapidly for the creature to even flinch away, glimmering green and bronze flecked eyes pitilessly beheld the slain monster that did not know it was dead.


Taipan, certain now of her victory and pushing herself to her limits, landed with her boots at a slightly unfavorable angle, her footing was not sure when she came to rest, the betraying rocks below almost toppling the Elf woman.  Pained and furious, guts burning with toxin, the beast’s final act was to whip that tail again, slamming an outcrop with its momentum in a shotgun of stone shards that battered the woman's form, drawing a pained yelp to go with the thudding impacts that sent her prone to the ground.  


Ulric threw himself forward, ignoring the now sagging creature to go to his partner, a swell of concern rising. Beyond that ultimate strike, the beast made no more attempts at offense, could not continue its reckless predation.


No mere smudge on an arrow’s head, within its vitals was a near to full vial of toxin so potent the smallest drop would shut off a smaller animal’s nervous system within a few minutes.  The big old horror over there began frothing blood within a few seconds and its spasming limbs failed it, sending it crashing to the ground, despite its incredible constitution.


Sweating, bleeding, adrenaline screaming, half naked in the drizzling rain, Ulric was as alive as he’d ever been.  His budding fears at Taipan being badly injured were allayed as she levered herself up.  By the set of his Aes’r-Iriel’en partner’s shoulders, squared, even though she’d been slow to rise, so was she.  To quote young Brighteyes from a time long ago, “They were glory.”  And they had come very, so very close to being the opposite of glory. 


There is no joy like living when death has its cold clammy phalanges around your neck.  He closed in on the Elf girl, still basking in her triumph, without her notice and pounced.


"Ack! Ulric! Not here, in front of the Heavens and all who stand beneath them, you savage!" Cried out a surprised Sylvan warrior princess as he picked her up in a hug from behind and squeezed, gently but firmly.


"You maniac!  What made you think dirking that monster was a good idea?!" the reforged man growled into her hair.

Relief unlike anything he'd ever known flooded through him and Ulric felt momentarily drained, like dread had been the only thing keeping him moving.  Dread.  Fear.  He could have laughed.  After her accusations of being unthoughtful about his own mortality he found plenty of concern about hers.  Looks like Ulric Einar was certainly afraid of something after all, it just wasn't related to himself.  Oh irony.


A shaky breath left him and the once recluse took up the Elf woman in an embrace and he refused to let her go for at least three minutes, ignoring her protests.


"If you are not going to pin my ears to my shoulders for further embarrassment, will you at least help tend my wounds?" Came a final, somewhat breathless, complaint.


Ahh, thank whatever resident gods great and small, he silently whispered, she's not too hurt to bitch.  It was a good sign.  Ulric let her go then and set to inspecting the wounded lass.  Some contusions, pretty bad, in spite of how smoothly she’d been moving, some real grit in the veteran Huntress to ignore the pain. 


Her yelp when he prodded her side probably indicated some pretty significant injuries to the rib cage, maybe more than bruises.  His gentle probing at the nasty looking bruising and torn skin on her thigh drew a hiss of pain and narrowed eyes. 


“It is likely broken, if in a minor fashion, Glade Chief.” Taipan assessed, with more calm about the injury than he could summon himself.


Mashed ribs and a busted leg.  Both were drastically limiting to mobility and, as his lady wife had demonstrated with gusto, mobility was essential to her ability to fight and survive against men and beasts.  For the time being, Taipan was out of action.  She took the verdict with more aplomb than he did by a great margin, having been wounded in combats and hunts many times before.  Never out in the wilds of a hostile nation, far, far from the aid of her cousins amongst the Elven tribes, however.  Certainly never with a hundred and change of her kinfolk, wounded and drawing predators like meat drew flies.


With her own wounds tended, Taipan took obvious glee in returning the favor, cleaning his scrapes with ointment and wrapping them in tight bandages.  His fingers she carefully tied together to prevent him from causing her bandaging from coming loose.  The robes he’d been wearing were a total loss, shredded along one side and covered in blood, his own and the Greater beast’s.


Between the massacre at the wedding back in Bartala and now this he was just straight up out of clothes that weren't tie died in somebody's remains.  Problems for future Ulric.  Presently, they had to see about the refugees.  Those that survived.


News was…not great, but not as bad as he'd initially suspected.  Six were dead, three eaten and three pulped by the creature's tail.  About three times that were wounded in one way or another by the initial attack, but then, they’d already mostly been hurt and so the calculus regarding events wasn’t much changed.  The Greater beast, because that is no doubt what it was, especially once Taipan fished its awakened core, glittering facets of brassy orange declaring magical potency from its chest.  At least they had not failed through incaution, the monster had come at them from an almost impossible to expect angle: straight up from underneath.


The creature had burrowed up from the underground right dead in the middle of the sleeping Elves.  Most managed to get away, as the monster had started by eating those first three victims alive.  It killed the next group in a single slap of its massive tail. 


Bitterness spiked in him as he surveyed the carnage.  Imagine, living through all that they had, finding hope to live again, to see home, just to be slaughtered by some fucking jumped up armadillo.  It wasn't fair.  Life wasn't fair.  Fair was what you got when you had a gun on all parties involved, as near as Ulric could reckon these days.


For an hour, Ulric helped the Orlethrem bury the remains of their kin in a single grave.  The hole needn't be large, most of the corpses had been rendered into paste.  Still, digging through the thin highland topsoil and the rocky ground was a task and a half.  At least it was easy to find the stone to raise cairns.  Ulric didn't know what to say to these long-suffering folk that wouldn't sound patronizing, so he didn't say anything except for a simple "We live still, and the Twins rise early tomorrow, so get what rest you may."


Cold it may have been but at least it was real, a solid thing to hang onto.  There would be a tomorrow for those that lived and that tomorrow would have to be dealt with.  Best to do it well rested.  Taipan had long since finished carving apart the monster while he conducted funeral services and loading the spare room in wagons with the more valuable bits, especially those biosteel cables in its tail.  The meat was, of course, a no go, not after she’d loaded it up with a whole vial of toxins most insidious. 


Well past the witching hour was it by the time a knackered Glade Chief returned to the dry of his shelter.  He'd gone and found Werona Autumnclaw's Ash magic catalyst, too tired to be anything but grateful it had lasted as long as it had.  Curiosity over why it hadn't completely broken down and detonated could wait for later, he was for his blankets.  His loving wife was already abed, wrapped again in her Elf burrito from both their bed rolls.  Cursing quietly, he retreated back through the pissing rain and dropped down to restoke the fire.  Not for the warmth, not really, although the damp chill was leaving him somewhat puckered.  No, it was for the comfort that crackling flame and radiant heat gave to the heart.  Morale was likely to be in the shitter.  His.  Taipan's.  Everybody's.  Who would have thought such a thing lived out here in the middle of the crags digging burrows under the dale waiting for things to come to water?  Anybody with sense, Ulric, he chided.  Where else would life congregate but around fresh running water?  It was a mistake to have been so relaxed. 


Wait, no, fuck that he told himself.  That's fucking wrong, Ulric remonstrated.  They had done well, had set watch, had traveled with care and had responded as aptly as anyone could have.  Varda was simply a lethally dangerous place, that was all.  There was a reason all the towns had walls.  There was a reason for the vast swathes of wild country between the pockets of civilization.  Things went bump in the night out here, and they bumped real good like.  All a man could do was be vigilant.  Absolute safety was a pipe dream and he had to accept that about this life.


It was a habit of the Before, to dwell on what couldn't be controlled.  Probably due to stress.  The twice born Valin shook off that useless negativity and chose to focus on the good.  Taipan.  Alive and well.  In a couple of weeks, she'd be right as right rain water, an analogy no doubt conjured by the persistent damned bullshit that seemed determined to fall from the sky constantly around here. He’d be fit as a fiddle in a few days and fingernails regrew just fine.


Without care for the grumbles of a lightly tenderized serpent, Ulric broke into her haven of furs and went to sleep spooning the soft form.  The strong grip that squeezed his mitt was as much as he needed to know for most of the world to be alright at the moment. 
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                Adventure across Varda's landscape was no minor feat, as was proven, again, on the morrow. When the stiffness of the injuries set in, and the depth of the bruising became obvious, his Shadow declared herself a liability in combat. No wonder, she'd gone completely apeshit on the monster with a rib cage that was almost a flailed chest. Slightly less agility, less able to shift her frame from the direct path of those rocks and there wouldn’t have been any almost about it. To think on it nearly made him break out in cold sweats. The mildly broken leg was more than an inconvenience. Bones mended though, they’d both come out luckier than the few Elves under where the beast had clawed free of the ground.


Taipan, by virtue of being somewhat crippled for a few days, as she'd announced loudly and with some unconventional profanity that morning, was reclined on a wagon with her similarly incapacitated kin. She was ill-pleased about it, but, at least, not injecting her venom into everyone around her.


Ulric was walking next to the wagon containing his wife, eyes roaming the immediate vicinity. He was still pathfinding the refugees, only now he lacked the foresight provided by Taipan's scouting. To rectify that incredibly hazardous situation, he was running ahead every hour or so to trailblaze a path. This pathfinding swiftly taught him the value of his wife's efforts on their behalf, as it was a brutal pace to maintain throughout the day, even in his condition. The raw scrapes did him no favors, even treated as they were. Sweat burned under his bandaging within an hour of his exertions.


Midsunsrise was just past, and they had made their way from the camp valley into a higher ground, skirting massive boulders and cliffs that dropped to what looked to a now quite large canyon housing a river. Ulric's thighs and calves were going slightly rubbery at the unceasing effort of five hours of sprinting, hill climbing, and hill descending through the rough landscape of these highlands. Prespang was some gnarly hiking around these parts.


At the moment, they were keeping to the high ground, away from the tangled canyon lands that had replaced the swamps of days prior. The elevation generally was lifting and Ulric was fairly certain they were working out onto a small plateau. Even the fjords were evening out, becoming a more monolithic cliff face along the coast, some two or three hundred meters proud of the white caps of the Vatyn. It was good news, the terrain here, being more even despite the hummocks of thick moss and increasingly tall grasses, was far more forgiving of the carts and those who walked alongside them.


Whispy tufts of seeding grass stalks marked the wind's passage, whispering softly as it blustered off the sea. Running into their faces as it did, Ulric was glad they were traveling effectively downwind. It was most of the warning they got before another piece of Varda's more virulent ecosystem found them.


It began with the rich, cloying scent of pollen. What with the spring being in full bloom this was not unusual. What rang alarm bells in Ulric's hindbrain was that there was the ever so faint note of the volatile organic compounds that were associated with rotting meat. Esterdiols, sickly sweet, the sharply nail polish remover scent of ketones, and the fouled egg odor of sulfides put his instincts on edge. Taipan was the first to give words to the growing unease that was, until she spoke, merely a bad vibe on an otherwise wonderful day for a walk.


"Ulric, do you scent that?" Said the artisan navigator of Varda's wilds, alarm clear in her tone.


For the first time, he intentionally sniffed and the breeze obliged with a heavy dose of the odor that had provoked his wife's question. It was floral glory mixed with decaying foulness.


Features scrunched against the offensive bouquet, Ulric responded in the affirmative, "Aye. Flowers and death, Wife."


"Any idea what it might be up there? We can't be far from the source." He noted.


Painfully slow, the tall dark beauty climbed down from the wagon seat to stand beside him, her ears twitching anxiously. She closed her eyes and made a series of careful sniffs, drawing deep on the air. Ulric saw her expression fall even as she made an olfactory survey of the wind. Uh oh.


A long-suffering sigh from her roost made him nervous. Taipan wasn't afraid of the things out here, not generally. That meant that whatever was ahead was a real treat.


"It is [Gilded Queen's Rose], Ulric. In full flower." She said keeping her voice down to prevent panic amongst her kin.


Another few whuffs of the breeze and her features took on an edge of concern.


Waving him over his partner walked him through how bad becomes worse on Varda.


"By the thickness of the scent, I think that we are coming to a nursery, the [Gilded Queen's Rose] has flowered and brought bulbs to fruition, they are now themselves grown and form a cluster of conjoined organisms. Such is why it is imperative to destroy them before they can flower, or as soon as as can possibly be managed." Explained the forest-wise Huntress.


She shook her head sharply and signed "apprehension" even as her warning whisper conveyed to him what they were up against.


Voice low, Taipan said nervously, "Even a triad would not try going through this, Glade Chief. We would run wide, as wide as necessary of it, to avoid catching the monsters’ attention. They share senses through their roots, passing information from flower to flower and sharing the nutrition of the kills that are digested."


Fuck. Taipan had told him of the herbaceous monster once, a while back. It was a Greater beast, for one, its core housed in the giant, fang-petaled flower stem, the flower which could process a cow, like branches down a wood chipper. It was also possessed of a sinister toxin, potent hallucinogens, and liked to use spores to cause its victims to lay down and bask in the suns' warmth, even while they were eaten. If they resisted, the thorns adorning the numerous vines that shrouded its base, vines that acted as a half dozen cat o' nine tails lashes, emitted acid that sounded like a piranha solution, eating through pretty much any organic material in seconds. Overall, not a good time.


"You're saying there's an entire field of them somewhere up ahead, this thing that you described as a hideously dangerous Greater beast? As in, more than one, which would have been bad enough?" Ulric checked.


She flashed him the Elf sign for "Yup."


Ulric thought it over for a minute. Detours of any kind were costly, given how slowly they already moved with the victims of Prosper's Bane production facilities. Things would be even harder now, without Taipan scouting and providing fresh meat to supplement their supplies. Ulric could hunt, but he couldn't do that and also lead the group. Would they have enough food to make Kistalfer?


Starving in the wild wasn't exactly how he had envisioned separating from the Aes'r rescued from death by torture. There was also the consideration that the wounded were going to draw in scavengers and apex predators alike, more samples of the heavy hitters of Varda's ecosystems would investigate all this lovely food being dragged around with them. The longer they stayed out here away from civilization, the more likely it was that something even worse than whatever in the hell that nasty from yesterday was would find their trail. Could they afford to go around? Could they risk the monsters ahead?


"Taipan, does fire hurt these Rose beasts?" He asked, reaching for clues to find an angle on this problem.


Her chin dipped in answer, but her words added new layers to the chaos onion he was eating, "Incendere is highly effective against the flesh of the [Gilded Queen's Rose], but even the slightest ember causes them to enter their mobile state."


Voice dipping, as if at an extremely unpleasant memory, she continued, "They withdraw their roots from the soil and crawl at somewhat impressive speed across the ground, to avoid the source of the flame. They also become incredibly hostile and fill their surroundings with toxic spores. For a single Rose, I would say that this is a good idea, for a nursery…," Her ears bounced once violently and she immediately waved a hand to reject that notion, the fearless Amazon aggressively opposed to his suggestion, continuing her dire warning, "If a nursery detects even a single cinder of fire they will go mobile and the wind will carry their poison in a cloud to overwhelm us, unless we can come at them from upwind." rendered his budding idea moot.


She said what they both were thinking then.


"If we achieved that, then they would smell us and begin hunting us. There would be no point to combating the creatures, we are best served fleeing."


Damn. So no [Stormfire] bombardment then. The consuming plasma ball could get incredibly powerful as it traveled encompassing a pretty wide area, but probably not enough to wipe out an entire field of the little nasties.


On to the next thing then.


"Can we go around then, get upwind and just go? Without provoking an attack as we do?" He asked, slightly hopeful.


The sign for "Unwise." spelled doom for plan B.


"With so many, and moving so slowly, we woulds must go far, far to escape their attention. A league, maybe two, to keep our scent from them. The beasts prefer to remain still, it costs them less energy, but there are always extremely aggressive variants in a nursery and those would come for us at first notice. The others would follow when blood was spilled, in either direction."


Double damn. No to fire. No to flight, unless by a huge margin. A margin that could very well prove fatal to all those who followed him. If not to the lack of supplies, then by incurring the attention of the monstrous natives of Prespang's coastal wilds. The scent of blood and wounded was as a lit beacon, calling whatever thought it could feast on them. Such was Taipan's assessment that morning. Ulric lifted his hand to signal a stop for the convoy and sat on a hump of grass to have a think, totally lost. After a few minutes of fruitless meandering on the situation, he turned for help. No sense having a guide if you weren't going to ask for their professional opinion.


"Options?" Ulric asked of his Shadow.


"We are, Glade Chief, to borrow your odd uses of speech, completely boned." Said the Shadow.


With that assessment, Ulric rolled backward off the hump of tall grass and lay on his back, the deep blue of Varda's skies and majestic clouds rolling fluffy and white overhead, uncaring of the trials below. The Twins were dancing their rounds ascending through their course with equal dispassion to events on the terrestrial plane.


Why was adventuring so goddamned hard?


"Why does this adventuring have to be so goddamned hard?" He bitched aloud.


Rich laughter, followed by a moan of pain from disturbing her abused ribs, met his observance.


"Welcome to Varda, my love. It is with good cause that few know the peace of a death in sleep." Said his Wife, enjoying his suffering as an offset to her own.


The pause was taken advantage of by the refugees, the Orlethrem having unloaded their burdens with almost fatalistic relaxation. Tight groups, sort of impromptu support groups, what Taipan referred to as social "Rings" had spontaneously formed once the Aes'r were freed, and they were very strongly maintained throughout the trip. It appeared that these types of clusters of a couple of dozen or so individuals was a natural tendency for Elves. Taipan's lack was atypical. According to her own admission she had less than a quarter of the normal close relations as most of her kind. It figured that he'd have attracted the Iriel'en equivalent of a misanthrope.


Sunscrest came. Sunscrest went. The sea breeze continued to bring with it hints of the calamity ahead and Ulric found no revelation from his sightless stare into the heavens.


What about a new spell?


The intensity of their adventure since leaving Iriel had pushed him hard, had fed him a host of combat experiences and honed the lessons of his trainers against the whetstone of bitter, to the death battles. As a result, his classes were becoming refined, his capabilities evolving to meet his potential. The Elementalist class in particular was facilitating a rapid growth in sorcery, especially since he'd regained his full range of elemental magics. There had been those odd, almost instinctive metamorphoses of spells he had long since mastered to consider as well, twice his magic had "twitched" to turn an already potent [Flame Crash] into the volcanic [Stormfire] and the humble [Wind Blade] into the devastating [Galvanic Mistral].


He had a feeling that his title of Ceraun Touched had some part to play in that as well, some nebulous guide towards the impulse to extend his magic outwards. Ulric forgot just how divergent reality here was compared to his old life. Will could become reality on Varda. Magic could bridge the gap between heart's desire and what was. Possibility itself was mutable through the core of an evolved creature. Did that mean he could do anything? Not really, the limits were certainly out there, dig too greedily and too deep and the Balrog awaited. The law of unintended consequence would devour the unwise mage whole.


Ulric was starting to get the sense that the Akashic classes were a buffer, a built-in safety mechanism, probably installed by the Watcher as a sort of evolutionary guide to prevent the reality hack that was a core from causing its owners to delete themselves unintentionally. Mages sort of broke that relationship by externalizing their magics in a less limited way. They also incurred the proportional risk of leaving the calm shores of class skills, precisely guided and directed mana, and entering the deep waters of true magic. Or, as Taipan tended to think of it, straying away from the lit paths to wander into the Dark. Only literal decades of alien knowledge had permitted Ulric to wield this biocrystalline reality warper without the aid of Varda's established magus training. He was creating his own path through the endless depths.


An answer to this current problem was out there, he had only to find his way to it, without unmaking himself along the way.


Question was, would a new spell do more harm than good? Ulric just didn't know how to assess the risk. Firstly, thanks to the teaching of Iriel's Dragons and Archmage Gother Cenur'it, he'd come a long way in weaving mana to create more precise spellforms with better control over the latent forces of Varda. Secondly, he'd been getting more familiar with wielding his powers, flexing this awakened core to its fullest. Thirdly, learning from the school of magic Adept Werona Autumnclaw hailed from had expanded his understanding of what could be done with mana and how it could be manipulated. Counterpoint: Magic isn't done by half measures. Once you bring a weave into being, empowered through your core, done is done and you had to live with the consequences. If he created a construct that set off those lush flowers of doom then they were asses in the wind and there was no guarantee Ulric could womp up something off the cuff that would do the trick.


"Taipan, I'm coming up blank," Ulric conceded, "Would you mind going over everything you know about these nasties again? After that, I'm gonna go up ahead, just to the edge of that little valley, and get a look at this nursery, as you call it. If nothing else, it sounds like something a man might not get to see too often."


He needed to see it for himself and he needed to do so with the details of the Greater beast fresh in his thoughts. Maybe something would come to him.


While the injured Orlethrem lounged around in an illusion of carefree relaxation, Taipan reiterated all that she knew of the [Gilded Queen's Rose]. When she finished instructing him, with warning to make as little noise as possible, step softly, and go no closer than thrice a stone's throw, Ulric went ahead to see what all the fuss was about firsthand. He went slowly. He made as little noise as he was capable of making. And, he lived in mortal terror for every second of his passage that the wind would change direction, an errant current reversing and bringing the smell of wounded Elves to the super predators that hid behind the rise. The only saving grace was that, if the winds did shift, they'd carry the smell of their wounded comrades and it wouldn't be him fucking everybody over.


Seeing was still not quite believing.


It's one thing to hear about a five-meter-tall monster plant, like something out of Little Shop of Horrors, except religiously cycling steroids and hitting the gym for a living, and it was another thing to witness it. Great viny roots bigger than his legs spread out from the base of the monster, waving as if wind-blown to hide the deliberate searching pattern for those woody, gnarled, thorned tentacles, barbs gleaming black and big as his hand, as they canvased the surroundings thoroughly, if slowly. The central stalk was smooth, a dark forest green, thornless, and had a very slight taper from his entire wingspan to merely larger around than his linked hands could encircle.


Atop the stalk was the reason for its name, a great set of rose petals, each large as a beach towel, pearly white, and each one lined with a brilliant metallic gold that sent rays of light scattering across the nursery as if from a dragon's hoard. It was beautiful. Add to that, about twenty more smaller versions of the same monster turned the center of the dell ahead of him into one of Varda's wonders. The kind you only need to see once before wishing that you never do so again, and which you were glad to have witnessed from far, far the hell away.


Ulric resisted the urge to whistle softly. Or run screaming. Neither were exactly sound decisions, even if they were understandable.


"Now that is just one hell of a thing." Ulric whispered ever so softly to himself.
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                He watched for a few minutes longer, observing, soaking in the sight of a Greater beast spawning more of itself to go forth one day and feast on the unprepared or unwary that traveled Varda's wild places.  No good idea came to him other than the first one: Kill it with fire.  But how?


Lightning was great for a very localized fuck this guy in particular kind of magic but that down there was going to require a broader stroke to do the job.  Now that he'd seen what awaited, he was going to go ahead and veto the whole new spell idea. 


Unless it was an absolute humdinger.


Whatever he did here had to work the first time, there would be no second chances.  Similarly, there was no way he'd even consider trying to fight those monsters heads up, they'd probably eat him alive and everybody else on this little plateau.  The only reason they hadn't already was that the floral Greaters hadn't detected them.  Yet.


Looking like they were gonna have to add nearly a week to their trip and maybe run out of food before they reached Kistalfer and, with the wind at their faces carrying their scent, they might draw the monsters down on themselves regardless.  Rare was the Vatyn not shedding a brisk breeze from its surface onto the coastal highlands.  Taipan had told him that these trade winds were a godsend, bringing rapid transport by sail across the inland sea that bisected the continent.  Currently, those same winds of good fortune were creating a Catch-22.


Back with his now resting wife, who was meditating and lamenting her unwillingness to learn her Mother Bathe's techniques for mana circulation that might facilitate her own pinnacle body's natural healing, they again came to a meeting of minds.


As Ulric lowered himself to sit by his Shadow, he confided with a despairing chuckle, "We're completely boned, Lass."


Taipan, veteran of the tricks that was roving out into the deep wilds smiled and nodded her agreement, having said that very thing not so long ago this day. 


"If it were just me and you, it'd be fine.  I could carry you fast enough to outpace those things, for long enough to make Kistalfer, according to your judgment about our position." The Glade Chief summarized, "And, if needs be, I could spread flames across that whole valley and we could just hide in an improvised cave made from [Stone Walls] until the toxic spores got carried off in the wind."


A dip of her delicate chin preceded her completion of his thoughts, in voice pitched low so that their refugees didn't hear, "But the wounded Orlethrem." She said.


He signed "Yep." with resignation.  There was just no way to keep them all safe from a cloud of poison or to flee with so many injured folk, and even the ones who were relatively mobile were just beat to shit and still recovering from the starvation. 


Abandoning his wards was not an option.  If Ulric could do that, he wouldn't be in this mess to begin with, he'd have ignored a bunch of thugs hauling an Elf child through his forest and gone back to scratching a living out of the glade before being, eventually, eaten by something nastier than he was then.


"That fairly well brings us to something I had considered earlier and, because you got mad at me for doing dangerous stuff earlier, did not mention." Ulric intoned steadily.


There was a door number three.  If attacking the things was a bad idea, because they couldn't possibly defend all the Elves, and going around was basically the same as feeding them to the monsters themselves with extra steps, then the third option was to get the monsters to leave on their own.  Fire wasn't going to work, since it berserked the bastards into releasing a toxic plume.  But what about food?  A little hint of something to eat might draw the creatures off, pull them out of the way, like a cork from a bottle so that the convoy could slip through. 


"I'll let the creatures become aware of my scent and draw them into following me, leading them away and allowing the rest of you to make your way across this valley and to the safety of Kistalfer."


Emerald gimlets narrowed to slits and strong hands clenched around the hilt of her belt knife at his words.  Clearly, she was about as happy at his suggestion as he was.  Which was funny, in a way, because she'd once considered disposing of him by a similar ploy back when she wanted him murdered to free herself of her bond.  How times be a changing.


"You cannot do this, Ulric.  I will not let you." Declared the Elf to the Human.


"All you gotta do to stop me is just give me a better idea, Taipan.  Anything at all." He responded firmly.


The thing about responsibility is that it stays with you, even when it sucks.  Especially when it sucks.  A man who drops his burdens just because the hill starts to get steep shouldn't have picked them up to begin with, because now people are counting on him to get to the finish line. 


Realistically, the Elf woman was the better choice of the two for the sort of maneuver he had in mind and, before her injuries, Ulric wouldn't even have been that concerned that she could pull it off.  But not with a rack of busted ribs, a mild hairline fracture of femur, and some fairly substantial bruising along her leg, the deep kind that made muscles not work right, on account of the tissue fibers were all mashed up and the blood vessels feeding them had leaked under blunt force trauma, swelling her thigh to nearly twice its normal thickness. 


Or was it thiccness?  Stop it Einar, you're Being Serious Now. 


No solution was forthcoming.  They both knew it was the best option.  Had she been firing on all cylinders, Ulric had little doubt that she would already have volunteered this plan and argued staunchly as he did.  And he would have rejected it for similar reason until being, eventually, won over by it being the only real choice that they had.  Just like she was.  Eventually.  The Twins had fallen low before he managed to convince her.


"Damnit lady, I didn't do all this to get those sorry bastards over there eaten!" Ulric growled, at his wit's end.


Scowling, his mate snapped back, said something that was both everything he wanted to hear and terribly cold for its truth: "And I would not trade all of their lives for yours.  Not if I had to cut their throats my own self."


A man would starve trying to subsist on nice from Taipan.  Just as it wasn't much in himself, either.  Not that he was laying any kind of judgment on her for that position though, if that were the choice, he'd do the same on her account.  Saving these Elves was a priority, from sheer decency and also from the pragmatic need to keep them from being turned into weapons of mass destruction.  But they did not even slightly tip the balance compared to Taipan in his heart and, a bastard he might be, but he was also an honest one and would admit it.


Ulric knew that they were not at an impasse.  Her own injuries put her in the camp with those unable to flee at speed and there was only one way manifest to solve this particular problem.  Somebody had to lure those monsters away and the only somebody around here that could do it was the guy wearing the bones of an ancient beast. 


He cheated and went over to where the ruffled Iriel'en sat and he took her in a firm embrace, breathing in the smell of her.  She only resisted a bit before relaxing into him and he felt her arms circle him to return his comfort.  They stayed like that for a few minutes before the grip tightened on his ribs and he received his marching orders in the form of an intense whisper into his ears.


"You will lead the monsters South and East for exactly one hour.  Then you will place flame between yourself and the chasing beasts, driving them away.  Then you will circle back North and East to meet us on the other side of the valley, where we can make fires to delay the advancing nursery, if it tries to follow.  You will not die, or do anything stupid, and I will have your oath on it Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade]."


"Define stupid." Ulric lawyered, rubbing his forehead against hers and trying to memorize the feel of her against him, just in case.


She bit him on the neck.  Gently though, so her heart wasn't in it.


Thusly warned, Ulric gave his oath. 


"Did you have to fondle my chest while you swore, Ulric?" Taipan asked of him.


"No, dear Shadow," he nonchalantly said, still not having released the idols of his worship, "Just giving myself some motivation to not get caught and eaten."


She rolled those lovely eyes at him and let him have his fun.  And what fun.  They couldn't lay together, not with her side all banged up and the heavily bruised thigh, but tomorrow was going to be a fucking nightmare and they both could use the skinship.  Besides, if you can't cop a feel of your willing, hotter than the hinges on the gates of hell wife then what was even the point of living?


Fires burned low in rock lined pits across the barren highland plateau, cut from scraggly wind tortured trees.  The Orlethrem pilgrims, journeying back towards sanctuary huddled in their groups, mourning the most recent losses and comforting their peers.  The only sound was the ever gusting Vatyn sea breeze.  An evening meal was taken, heartier than usual in recognizance that this gambit would require everyone to have a much strength as possible.  Tomorrow, a great deed would be done, a flight that would test them.  Ulric spent the night with his mate reclined against his chest, and they spoke little.  Words weren't so necessary between them in times like this.  Just being there was enough to satisfy two peoples that had once embraced near total solitude.


Oddly enough, he slept like a baby.  There was a time when the off the cuff words of a coworker or supervisor had cost him precious shut eye.  It was enough to draw a chuckle from him when he considered how little any of that shit had ever mattered to anyone but him.  In any case, there was no hurry to rise, to dress and armor himself, and to prepare their breakfast. 


Taipan would lead the caravan of her cousins through the dell, once he had cleared it of the nursery of Fell Flowers.  The plan, such as it was, was simplicity itself:  Ulric would circle South, approaching the valley from the plateau's high ground.  From there, he would draw the monsters in and kill a few of them, thus provoking the entire mass of botanical death into giving chase.  Then would come the fun part, where he fled as rapidly as possible, pulling the monsters like a stopper from a bottle.  The trick was, once the floral beasts had his scent they would not give up their prey so he had to come up with a plan to shed them and rejoin his wife and her kin on the other side of the valley. 


No big deal right?  Ulric asked himself ironically.  Riiiight, sure thing buddy, he replied to his own snark.


Things were fairly well set in stone so the pair of them decided to fill in the refugees and let them know which way the wind blew, an appropriate phrasing, on account of that was more or less the problem.  They spent a few minutes getting the Orlethrem situated into a loose gaggle, ready to move, before presenting themselves before their wards.  Once, Ulric had taken under his wing a single injured child.  Now, he had well over a hundred and fifty individuals from adolescent up to middle age.  There were no young children or older adults because they'd succumbed fastest to the torturer's attentions, which made Ulric's blood boil just thinking about as he looked over the massed peoples.  For a moment he surveyed the assembly and, without preamble, told them what was up.


"We have a problem ahead, which could well spell the end of every single one of us," Ulric began, his baritone sounding loud over the mostly flat shelf of grass, scrub and rock, "There lies only a kilometer or so away a nursery of [Gilded Queen's Rose], and it is nearly completely mature, or so I have been informed by my partner here, who is among the few that have faced such creatures and lived."


He indicated Taipan, who took over for him with her characteristic brisk intensity.


"My Glade Chief speaks truth.  It is a mature colony with a fully flowered adult and we cannot go around it for fear of your ailments, wounds, and general smell of vulnerability drawing more beasts down on us, so far a detour would we needs make to avoid the trade winds carrying our scents to the nursery and spelling all of your dooms." Announced the former princess of the Deep Wood.


The crowd shared worried looks but remained silent, resigned to their lot as dependents.  Elves were nothing if not realists.  They knew the score here, better than anyone.


Carrying on, Ulric's doting wife revealed their plans, with her usual compassion.


"Because he is unwilling to abandon you all to your fates here or to bring the knife to bear himself, my idiot mate has decided that he will draw the monsters into pursuit, leading them away, as may be the chosen course of a madman or a drooling fool." Spoke his adoring Taipan, anger seeping into her words.


A few smiles broke out as her scathing opinion of his plan made itself known. 


A few of the young women near the front, because Elves are assholes, mustered the energy to heckle the pair of them, the first speaking loudly enough to be heard by the crowd, observing "Let us hope the Valin runs better than he washes, his stink will have them chasing for weeks!" while the next crudely declared "Perhaps we will be allowed a night's sleep free from our cousin's love songs, her voice is sweet but so very loud."


Which was unfair.  Ulric only smelled as badly as the rest of them, and at least he didn't need somebody to clean his wounds for him or haul him around on a wagon.  And besides, as many of them as were able, and some that probably ought not be, were also guilty of bumping the uglies and they weren't exactly quiet about it.  Jerk ass pointy eared dicks.


Clearing his throat loudly, Ulric took over the announcements before his Shadow could further make her displeasure with him public record and to get this over with.  If he let her go on this would devolve into a fiasco, which it sort of already was.


"Yes, thank you Wife, your generous spirit warms my bones and your kin are simply drowning in gratitude. " He commented sidelong at his partner, before gathering himself to address the Orlethrem.


"There are no good options, and so I have chosen the one that has the highest chance to succeed, as any reasonable person would do.  Once I have the attention of the monsters, I will draw them away from the dell where they reside and you lot will, with my dearest Heart at the helm, push through with as great a haste as can be made, towards the city Kistalfer, which lies ahead not so many leagues.  I will rejoin you when I have either dispatched the monsters or broken from their hunt, hopefully well before we exit these highlands, let alone make sight of Kistalfer's walls." Ulric called to the gathering.


For this perilous and selfless act of courage Ulric received the following benediction from one of his graceful pilgrims: "We will remember your bravery over our cups and wish that your spirit find its deserving rest!"


A young male inquired, "How long is Valin mourning custom before one may court the widow?" before they were immediately challenged by another, "Not that it matters for you, Dagred!  You would sooner flap your ears and take flight before she would spend on you, her favor."


Taipan scowled when a reclined form shouted, "Have I gone worms in the head?!  This is the best they could come up with?  The Treesleeper's audacity has infected her mate."


Her hands landed on her hips and she leaned forward, ignoring the flare from her ribs as she called out "Silence, you [Bark Weasels]!  This is our course and you will like it!  Give thanks to my gentle Valin, my vote was to cut your throats while you slept and raise a monument later!"


Loud raspberries greeted her from the peanut gallery.


Ulric was now completely certain that the Aes'r couldn't find a fuck to give with all the King's horses and all King's men.  He had to respect that kind of chutzpah. 


"Alright, alright," Ulric interjected, before his Shadow started a riot, "She wasn't really going to cut your throats, and neither will I or I'd have just set you all on fire a week ago."


Running a hand over his face to regain some semblance of poise, the human tried to finish his Elf wrangling and go do something more fun, like bait heinous plant monsters into following him across the wilderness.


"Look, this is what it is and I don't care if any of you like it.  If I thought I could feed one of you to the fucking flowers and get the rest of you across the valley I'd do it.  Since that isn't an option, and everybody else is too godsdamned slow or crippled, or fucking, whatever, then it falls to me and the lot of you can kiss mine hairy, sculpted ass!"


Clearly, he'd failed to maintain decorum, the razzing of the crowd and his own wife proving too distracting.


"Hair aside, it is a rather fine rump, is it not?" Questioned one Elf thoughtfully, and an agreeing murmur sounded throughout the crowd.


Ulric sighed, before turning to his mate and saying simply, "Welp! I'm gonna go fight monsters, you deal with these assholes now."


With that he fled the field, heading South to pull the nursery of photosynthetic predators out of their nesting ground.  His boots clicked audibly against the stones but there was no avoiding that at his rate of speed and, in any case, the point of this was to draw attention. 


The retied shoulder pauldron wasn't exactly a perfect fit but it'd do, and the rest of his armor was as impressive as ever, its [Forest Lord] bone plates secured to the under armor and chain mail filling gaps in the plates to keep sharp claws, arrows, or whatever else from slipping between the plates.  Xef'tocht was secured in its sheath and Ulric was very much hoping he never got close enough to the beasties to need to use it.  He had no doubt the weapon would cleave through the tough vines and resist well the bite of their acid but the rest of him would not be so fortunate.  Uldin's armor was probably as good a barrier as he'd get but any liquid that got to flesh was going to fuck him up proper, a piranha solution was the next thing to lava so far as its effects on organic matter.  Ulric had some slight poison immunity, thanks to the sheer robustness of his body, that constitution stat coming into play, but he had no illusions about the limitations of such things.


No sir, the objective here was to Stay the Fuck Away from these creatures and get them to follow him just long enough to let the caravan pass through this little valley.  Shouldn't be too hard, Taipan said he could outpace the creatures by a fair margin with a decent head start.  But.  Varda had surprised him before.


Which was why he'd be keeping Werona's catalyst gift handy for sure.  His own flame magics were fairly good, packed plenty of punch, but there was a difference between what a generalist manages to whomp up compared to a specialist.  Adept Autumnclaw was a savant with creating ash plumes of devastating thermal potency.  Her instructions on heat distribution, isolation, and the manipulation of Incendere were invaluable to him and had impressed upon him the dedication to her craft that she'd possessed. 


She was as close to a thermodynamics doctorate as he'd met in this world.


Which fact reminded him, Ulric hadn't completely abandoned the idea of experimenting with a new spell form to deal with his current problem.  A wide area of effect spell to complement his rather penetrating repetouir was an oversight that he'd been long overdue. 


“Whatever you do, go big.  Don’t short dick this.” The Reforged warned himself.


It was a gamble, a game of bones that was life upon the surface of wyrd, wonderful Varda.  Hopefully it did what he wanted it to.  If not, fuck it, he'd run like, well, like a horde of carnivorous plants as big as a damn palm tree were hot on his tail. 


Gods what a grand old time was adventuring.
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                Ignoring the rub of his armor against the soiled robes that pressed against raw skin and scrapes, Ulric Einar took about twenty minutes to circle the narrow valley, like a small cleft in the otherwise gently rolling plateau they'd been crossing.  An hour, no more, that's how long he needed to hold the attention of the [Gilded Queen's Rose] nursery.  Carefully, not being incredibly careful about going quiet but not necessarily trying to make noise either, Ulric moved to the lip of the valley, watching as it dipped away at a relatively steep incline, about a kilometer and a half across and perhaps five long.   


Alright Mr. [Lord of the Ancient Glade], time to earn your title.


Summoning his magics, Ulric reached into that reserviour of power that was his core, bringing the Ceraunic engine to life. 


Carefully, Ulric wove Caelum laced with Ceraun, preparing the spell that was most likely to inflict maximum damage from this range without triggering a death spore cloud.  He felt the little knots of hardened wind elongate at his command, thinning, sharpening, and forming curved scythes of almost metallic density.  The faintly cyan blades of air were wrapped and bound by snapping arcs of electrical current, like chains securing them to the larger central blade that would guide his weapon.  Ulric pushed the limit of his control, eight blades around their central leader, feeling the mental strain of keeping so many constructs moving in synch to his will.  The pressure on his mind was immense and he almost groaned with relief when he loosed the spell.


[Galvanic Mistral]


Whirling Caelum and Ceraun howled across the slope of the valley, gaining speed as it did.  A loud crack announced that the central blade broke the sound barrier as the spell ripped into the middle of the nursery, scattering shredded petals, roots and stalks into the air.  Six of the Rose beasts died instantly, ripped to pieces, and they threw deeply indigo sap/blood to splash the earth like a modern art painting.  Arcs of plasma holding the blades set flame to several of the creatures as the spell impacted. 


Instant was the response, roots tore free of the loamy valley soil and the mother plant, which Ulric had been trying to target, but you keep a magical blender the size of a mac truck on track at the speed of sound, released a cloud of spores.  The others, as Taipan had said they would, did not, but instead scattered and began to move back along the trail of his spell, winding backwards and forwards, searching.  It was as predicted, the creatures didn't see, not directly.  Instead, they smelled, homed in on vibrations through the ground and sound, and had some kind of thermal sense.  Attacking from range was the way. 


Ulric pulled his magic together again and gave the terrible mass of writhing thorns and snapping toothed petals another taste of the good stuff.


[Galvanic Mistral]


Another pocket of five [Gilded Queen's Rose] were rendered bite sized and another huge clod of churned up grass and soil scattered into the air to join the flying chunks of Greater beast and their almost fluorescent blood.  This time, the search pattern became far tighter and they formed a wedge, its point directed straight at him, answering the question in his mind.


Twice.  That's how many times they needed to pinpoint an attack vector.


From the valley floor there rose a low moaning sound, like a french horn but several octaves lower, he could feel it in his bones more than his ears. 


Oh, Watcher, that was the roses screaming a near silent war cry as they berserked. 


As one, the nursery went mobile and came up the valley's steep rise as if it were level ground, about as fast as a dog ran in the Before.  A cloud came into being, birthed by a violent lashing of thorned vines, and Ulric stared uncomprehending for a few seconds until he realized that what he was seeing was a cloud of dartlike thorns flung at great speed in his general direction that was so thick it obscured the Twins as the storm of acid laden thorns peaked in their flight. 


"Job's done!" Ulric announced, convinced that he now had the monstrous attention of his new, though, hopefully temporary, traveling companions.


Boots scraped against the rocks below as he launched himself into a hard sprint, long legs putting him at a ground eating pace to the South of the Plateau.  He trusted the plan and focused on running for a few minutes.  A quick look over his shoulder saw the last of the horde cresting the dell and he slightly increased his stride.  It also revealed the steaming soil as vegetative matter, stone, and whatever else was eaten into by the vicious acidic fluid of the half meter long thorns now rising from the plateau like a heavy black grass. 


Ulric was a man who liked to think on the move, the exertion of muscle helped get his brain to concentrate on a problem.  Normally, he didn't have toothy company that made failures to come to conclusion quite so mortal a proposition but, here he was.  Inspired by the distant hiss of chemical abomination on the landscape and the dull rustling whistle of roots bearing herbiferous death, Ulric Einar ran like hell for a good five minutes before slowing into a steady jog.


Heart beat steadily within his chest and he took deep, even breaths as he ran, his armor rustling little for the perfection of its fit.  He reckoned he could keep this twenty-five kilometer an hour pace going for about a half an hour.  That should be aplenty to keep any sign of the Orlethrem's passage from discovery.  Meanwhile, Ulric was going to work out the theory for how to create an inverse to the spell he'd accidentally created, [Absolute Zero]. 


In his attempts, early on and very much in foolhardy innocence, he'd created a perfect vacuum which had also reduced the temperature of the air to kinetic zero, almost killing him with the supercooled air.  It was a spell that he still didn't use willy-nilly.  Now though, he was more or less certain that he could do the inverse.  Instead of drawing air away, Ulric was going to drag it in and pressurize it.  Rapidly.


There was a fire-starting tool for hikers called a fire piston.  The little device was just a cylinder with a pocket for tinder in the bottom of it.  You strike the piston, hard, and the compression lifts the temperature of the usual atmospheric gases inside the little metal tube to the flash point of dry grasses or cotton or whatever. 


Now, he'd never be able to do that with just Caelum, the air magic simply didn't work like that.  Mana expenditure rose roughly linearly to the volume of air you tried to move.  To fire piston a large volume of air would take more mana than even his impressive core could muster.  No sir, he was going to cheat a little.  Unlike a diesel engine, which uses sheer pressure to bring fuel to combustion, he was going to use the admittedly less efficient but far less demanding hot bulb method of ignition. 


The main difference was you needed a red-hot contact surface to trigger the ignition in a hot bulb.  He would use a [Cinder Pearl] to accomplish that.  The pressure he was going to get from taking an air mass from way up and driving it down a [Skyshield] cylinder beneath another [Skyshield] acting as the piston.  The mass of air would serve as both piston and combustion gas. 


Ulric was coming to terms with the fact that magic was cheating.  It was impossibility.  The classes were ridiculous nonsense that operated according to rules he had not yet figured out.  However, the king of all bullshit was the feats of the pure mage, the possibilities of a core turning thought into reality. 


There was some aspect of his old world's galactic wizards of the classic cinema, chief was that you had to believe what you were doing was real.  If you didn't put your back into it, your doubts would cripple the working.  No, magic demanded conviction.  Ulric's revelations while in the grips of the Prime Elemental of Lightning, Ceraun itself, had opened his mind to the possibilities of true magic.  One of those involved dispelling the illusion of distance.  There was no difference in action on mana before him or kilometers away, only the image of what he was intending, the knowledge of the forces he was bringing to bear, and the precision of his weave. 


A lifetime and change of learning provided the knowledge.  The teachings of the Elves’ master sorcerers the precision, and the heartfelt desire to watch his enemies perish in flame the image.  Ulric was not a nice person. 


Ribbons of air magic reached into the skies as he ran, his core exerting its strength, twisting what could be into what was.  Caelum, amongst all the manaforms he knew, was the most akin to the playing of music.  It was nebulous, whimsical, and required harmony to bring Varda's atmosphere to bear.  As his will extended upwards, threads of power forming a net to catch and direct the winds high above, he mused that he'd never learned to play an instrument properly. 


Did playing the songs of mana count?


For half an hour, Ulric held streamers of Caelum herding the winds high above to form his piston, rounding up the masses of cool air so prevalent, clouds tearing as they were pulled into the working.  The trick to this was patience.  And focus.  He was no Caelum cored Adept, nor did he have the subtle skills of a master Weaver.  What Ulric had was the Elementalist class to help him handle fine strands of elemental force and a working knowledge of fluid dynamics.  He was weaving rings of laminar spirals as fast as he could, each layer of rotating air adding to the one before, the mass of wind magic growing with each iteration.  By using his strength to create the flows slowly, he was doing with painful increments what another might do in moments.  However, he was also not burning through his reserves of mana, was conserving his might for the coming heavy lifting.  Well, more like the opposite of lifting. 


His working was sort of impressive, from a visual perspective.  Majestic even.  Anyone looking up would have noticed the spiraling clouds, white wisps mixed with faint cyan as he formed a spinning mass of deceptively violent air that was positively girthy in its accumulated atmospheres.  Wind speeds in his working would be tornadic but, unlike a normal weather pattern in which the faster air was at the center of the spiral, his flows were in lockstep, forcing the outermost streams to move faster than the smaller rings within. 


It was important to what he had in mind, and the difficulty of forcing his core to tie the layers together would be worth the effort.  The improvisation he'd come up with, creating layers of laminar flow which would keep the windstreams moving without interfering with one another, like an onion whose rings spun independently of one another, made the need for [Skyshield] barriers obsolete.  Ulric wasn't going to use the thin air between his piston and the ground as the combustion gas, the piston itself, crushed by its own mass against the ground would burn.  If he could drop the mass hard enough, which was why his working was so high above the ground: he needed to give it plenty of space for gravity to assist the fall.


Boots scraped against the stones as Ulric skidded to a halt.  He was sweating, his legs burned, and his mind knew none of it because his singular obsession was the rotating mass of Caelum held high above, the white and cyan tie dye of ordered fury whirling some half kilometer above.  It was nearly the size of a soccer stadium and the strain of holding it in place was pushing his limits hard.


Even using the properties of air currents to his advantage, Caelum wanted to be free, wanted to burst from the confines of his weave and follow the Vatyn's currents, those skyroads established by the great patterns of temperature and pressure and the migration of the planet's very atmosphere.  Ulric's little pocket of energy was nothing before those masses and it was all he could do to prevent them from tearing the piston apart.  But he was done, he'd come far enough, some fifteen kilometers, and the time was now.  Before his hold slipped.


Imagine turning a stiff door knob that had been greased.   One can do it, friction will exist.  But only if you squeeze godawfully hard.  That is the equivalent of the effort of his core to coerce his spell to form at this magnitude. 


Panting from the magical and physical toil, he watched the hunting monsters roll over the terrain like a gnarled tide.  They had his scent.  He didn't understand why they behaved as they did, why they came on with such single-minded hunger, the calories from his measly corpse would not feed so many creatures, did not warrant the energy expended to claim it.  And yet they had come on without hesitation.  Was it vengeance for the monsters he'd killed?  Probably not.  Taipan had painted this creature as one whose sole motivation was to feed, on sunlight, on unwary prey, it didn't matter.  It fed, and it grew and that was what it would continue to do until it died.  Like Kudzu from a horrorscape.  


Well, they were in for a rude awakening. 


Ulric stood with his arms overhead, hands clawed like he was hanging from the edge of an abyss, into which he would vanish.  Which he would, if his will failed. 


One last surge of the arcane, one final culmination of will, and Ulric drove his hands down, hurling with back and shoulders as if he held a sledge, and, with them, pulled threads of wind magic with all his might, turning those laminar flows of circular air currents into a downward spiral.  Like a stampede of bison, dragging the leader to the side caused the entire herd to turn and, when they did, nothing stood before the weight of their charge.  The vortex plummeted, slowly, at first, and faster.  And then faster still. 


The timing was a little off, the nursery wasn't going to be directly under his working but he didn't have the concentration to spare on that, what was done now was utterly done.  Besides, the last little iota of his will was now spent on a humble [Cinderpearl], bringing that tiny little jewel of flame to life, its incandescence brilliant even under the light of Midsunsrise.


With a flick of his hand, Ulric sent the gem hissing through the air and dove for cover behind a tiny divot of earth, bordered by a few knee high stones, which were the reason he'd stopped in the first place. 


Peeking over the barrier, Ulric watched a calamity unfold.


His mass of air hurtled into the earth like a giant's fist, smashing dust up into the air, flattening the horde, even as the rotating winds pulled their vines and petals into its vicious flow, like a concert hall raising their hands to the song.  That tiny jewel of Incendere sitting under the center of the air piston was crushed, releasing the pent up heat inside and the faster moving winds at the outer edges of the working dragged the thermal bloom outwards, flames rolling away from the center along the grounds instead of up, even as the Caelum piston crushed itself, its density skyrocketing.


All according to-


The world turned to flame and the ground bucked.  Ulric's barrier came apart and was thrown, and he behind it, twenty meters across the ground, in a kaleidoscope of grass, sky, clouds, earth, sky, grass again, spinning like he'd been tossed into a tumble drier.  And a drier it was, air like a blast furnace around him would have injured him had it not passed so rapidly over his form, rising as it went, carrying its wicked furnace with it skyward.  He was probably yelling but he couldn't hear past the roar of the explosion.


*PING!*


[Cloud Hammer]*****OVERRIDE*****[Vortex Flare]
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*PING!*


Face down in the dirt and gasping for breath, the former engineer knew for certain that he would never speak of this to Taipan.  She'd never let him live it down.  Lifting his head to stare at ground zero, he groaned a loud "Not even close."


Scorched earth terminated about five meters shy of where his little blast shield had been, fat lot of good that had done him.  It would appear that ignition had sort of saved his life a little, the rapidly heating central mass, the densest point of his working, had burned fiercely and created a negative pressure, drawing the incandescent heat upwards, forming a nice little roiling fireball upwards as it did.  Without that, the reverse vortex he'd made would have rolled over him in its full glory, baking him. 


The scary part was that he hadn’t exhausted himself in the doing.  He’d taken so long to put the spell together that the crystalline construct inside him was able to harvest Varda’s Field and sustain his reserves.  As insane as it seemed, Ulric could have done worse.  And died for it.


He had to stop doing it this way.  What was this, like, the third or fourth time he'd nearly blasted himself to smithereens?  Ulric now knew what a rocket oxidization chemist felt like.  Your entire life is spent making things that you knew would destroy you, the room in which you stood, and, likely, the entire building, if you made even a tiny miscalculation or mishandled so much as a drop of your life's work.  But what the fuck were the safety protocols for making spells to wipe out hordes of monsters?  Don't?


The answer to that question was "Nope."  Because there, in that little charred field of blackened grass and falling ash, was exactly zero sign that the nursery of [Gilded Queen's Rose] had ever existed.  Very likely, what was left of them was up in that rising pillar of fire, vacuumed up in the reverse shockwave. 


"Can't argue with results like that Old Man." Ulric spoke aloud, gravely rough with fading adrenaline and the euphoria of the skydiver whose parachute successfully opened. 


He couldn't use this on people, Ulric realized, not at that level.  [Vortex Flare] was a war crime waiting to happen.  Nothing he'd ever managed to do before could enact damage on this scale, not even his full bore [Core Capacitor]'d [Stormfire] had this kind of potential.  Such was the power of working with what is, in harnessing the power of the elements of this world instead of generating the force from one's own core. 


It took a little time, and a lot of finesse, but the energies present in a humble low-pressure front was colossal.  Ye gods, a Caelum Archmage was an entity of vast power, Ulric realized.  To wield the atmosphere as a weapon, with all of its weight, mass, and latent force, they'd likely be able to snuff out Ulric's little working like a candle.  How exactly the fuck had Idra managed to kill that Infrig Archmage? Ulric asked himself, realizing anew the incredible feat that must have been.


Stiff from being rag-dolled across the plateau and whispering praises yet again to Uldin for the majesty that was his armor, Ulric rose and collected his sword, whose sheath strap had broken in the tumble and which he re-tied as he walked.


There had been two distinct pings in the middle of all that nonsense.  The first one he had been prepared for, there was always a little notice of a new spell.  The second one though, he hadn't been expecting.  Which meant it was time to bring up that spooky little widget that defied reality to access his own link to Varda's manaweb, his very own page of the Akashic Record of the world.


[Status]
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What caught Ulric's eye immediately was the title.  Weaver of the Heavens.  Varda had acknowledged his growth in creating workings of the elements using his awakened core, no longer was he merely counted amongst the mages who had survived their core's awakening to an elemental tuning but he was also firmly in the ranks of those who went beyond.  Ulric's diligence and training had been recognized.


He didn't feel different, that wasn't normally how the Akashic thing worked, except for that one time with the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] but that was a story all on its own.  He'd been sort of adopted as guardian by a fae land of incredible magical potency and steeped in the legacy of the Ancient people of Varda, a proto civilization that had its origins in magitech and whose descendants had become all the races of the present world of which he knew.  Normally, the titles were recognitions of specific achievements of renown.  For anybody who [Scanned] him now, they'd see that Ulric was considered a master of his core and its powers. 


Nifty.  And creepy, but he was long since resigned to the Akashic shenanigans being bizarre.


The rest of the status was, mostly, the same.  Traits unchanged? 


Check.


Classes?  Oh, damn, there must have been a notification in all that mess earlier.  His Elementalist class had changed a bit.  Multithreading.  Interesting.  Why did so much of spellwork remind him of programming? 


Making his way to the North and East, circling to intercept the caravan of refugees, Ulric wondered what his dearest Taipan would have to say.  He'd cleared a whole entire nursery of the rampaging flower demons by himself and had generated not one, but two new spells that could deal some extremely hefty punishment.  Careful not to be too absorbed by the blue boxes of Akashic nonsense, Ulric inspected the spells next, knowing that there would be some new information there.


[Cloud Hammer] was no joke, the sledge hammer of air had bashed a rather imposing monster into the dirt, if not killing it, then at least causing it no little distress.  If he worked at it a little, Ulric had a feeling he could get the shape of the working to be refined to a point, like the pick side of a war hammer, and that, falling like a ton of bricks from directly overhead, would leave whatever it hit at the bottom of a nice crater. 


At his best guess, he figured his [Cloud Hammer], as he'd just used it, to be around five ton moving around five hundred kilometers an hour.  The delay was the problem.  It took a long time, twenty minutes for him to create the working, and there was a significant, say ten or twelve seconds, for it to reach the ground from its origin.  Now, Ulric could do it faster in the future, given that the mental algorithm was in place, but it still took a lot more time than his normal spells. 


Hmm…as he strolled, eyes scanning the surrounding grass for more trouble makers that Varda spawned like a dog shed fleas, Ulric figured he could cut the time to make a half ton hammer to about two minutes.  A long time, but he only had to hit something once with it.  Pure kinetic force was a different kind of power than his fancier lightnings and fire spells. 


Of [Vortex Flare] he needed no consideration.  Even if he scaled it down as he was planning to do with his [Cloud Hammer], it'd still be massively destructive over a wide area.  He couldn't use it with anything that might be collateral damage around.  Damned thing might as well be a firebomb of the variety used to kill cities during the turn of the century wars in the bad old days.


All that and he was just moving air around.  What was the limit?  Could he move gases selectively?  Separate the air solution into distinct phases and remove, say, only the oxygen from an area?  Surely there had to be a way.  Maybe through ionization.  Apply Ceraun to the air, to charge it, some gases would charge easily, some less so, so he could charge the reactive oxygen and extract it, like an ion filter.  He'd know if he was successful if the resulting contained Caelum caged gas was flammable.  He'd also know by the color it ionized in response to his Ceraun arc.  Oxygen carried a distinct blue violet while nitrogen was a pronounced red.   Other gases would each carry their own signatures but, at least on old Earth, these two elements were the most abundant fraction by far. 


Alright, yeah, that was a pretty easy way to test his results.  He'd need more mana to ionize the nitrogen component, it being the more stable molecule by far with its triple bonds.  Many of the trace gases, such as carbon dioxide and the noble gases were also stable, at least compared to diatomic oxygen. 


Okay there Ulric, you're onto something here, he told himself cheerfully.


Hey!  Since he'd been playing around with moving heat into an area, what about out of it?  The ground was a thermal sink, could he use Infrig to draw the latent heat from the air into the ground below, generating a cold field? 


On impulse, Ulric refined unaspected mana and then, with difficulty, as his Ceraunic core still made generating Infrig touchy, he used the ice magic as a siphon, connecting the air thirty meters away in a space the size of a minivan to the ground beneath it.  There was a distinct temperature difference between the hot air and the cold stone beneath the ground and he found it was rather easy to use Infrig to amplify the gradient exponentially. 


A moment later there came a loud hiss and a fog cloud billowed away from the area effected by his spell.  It wasn't even that hard to widen the mouth of his siphon and increase the radius of the spellform.


Huh, grunted the former engineer, neat.


Fingers of frost slithered relatively quickly into the surrounding turf, covering the sparse grasses in dense white crystals of condensate frozen to sparkling crystals even as he watched. 


"Woah," Ulric commented.


He walked over slowly to the chilling field and put his hand close to the encroaching frost line.  As soon as his fingers broke the plane of those icy feathers of grass he felt bitter cold, the kind that hurts as your exposed tissue is damaged by the frigid effects of frostbite. 


Jerking his hand out of the area of effect, he noticed that his mana was being depleted at an alarming rate and realized that the outside air was feeding its heat into his working.  He needed a closed system to do this properly and shoved a dome shaped [Skyshield] around the area reflexively, cutting it off from the outside atmosphere.  Instantly, the ground fogged and crystals of ice precipitated from the air, a diamond dust glittering in the light of the Twins behind the Caelum barrier.


*PING*
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"Well I'll be damned." Remarked Ulric, considering that he'd maybe not been using his talents to their utmost. 


There were all kinds of nifty things you could do if you just isolated a volume of atmosphere and played with it.   


He'd almost drained his mana reserves with the experiment, a dangerous thing to do in Varda's wilds but inspiration was difficult to come by and he was probably alright, given that the nursery would have eaten just about everything it detected for kilometers around.  Anything with a sense of smell that had any survival instinct would have fled the horde of spawning Greater beasts.  That fact made his and Taipan’s little plot here telling for its ludicrous risk, as the jibes of the Orlethrem had made them well aware.


For the next two hours, Ulric walked, keeping his eyes on the environment while his thoughts strayed to some of the dirtier tricks involving the things a man could do with thermal gradients and intense cold.  He also lamented, briefly, that he could not give to his wife the gift of the matriarch beast's core, a thing suggested by her father so very long ago as a joke.  It would have been amusing.


All things considered, this little hike with the flowers had proven most expedient.  He’d gotten in his exercise for the day.  He got to do some pretty bitching magic.  Doing that bitching magic had given him some new ideas for even more bullshit reality hacks.  His class abilities expanded and he got a fancy title.  Hell!  Even his level, whatever the fuck that thing was supposed to mean, had almost increased, courtesy of the score and some of ravening plant monsters. 


What a day!
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                He ended up having to wait a little while before rejoining the party.  Turns out he'd sort of drifted East a little farther than anticipated while running from the monsters, on account of he was more worried about not getting caught, and dying, or fumbling the threads of power overwhelming, and dying, or running headlong into some other wilderness horror, and dying, to keep track of the position of the Twins.  So sue him. 


Ulric hated navigating across these godsdamned boulder and moss strewn high lands, there were so few useful landmarks to triangulate with and the dancing suns above only gave you a general bearing.  So it was that his orienteering snaffu led to him having come all the way to a set of fjords along the coast, without crossing the paths of his wife's group.  After a minute of angrily staring at the Vatyn's white caps and endless horizons, he determined that, having completely fucking missed them, he would need to sit tight and signal with a big smoky fire, the way the Legranel did. 


"FUUUCK!!" Ulric shouted across the plateau.


It wasn't reasonable to feel betrayed by having reached the coastline without meeting anyone but then, his day so far hadn't been exactly the most reasonable experience.  Godsdamned adventure.  Godsdamned huge ass plateau.  Godsdamned fucking monsters roaming around like voracious locusts.


Someday, he'd learn to watch his great big mouth, both internal and external because a burst of motion from over his left shoulder was all the warning he got before a sand colored scorpion the size of a Doberman tried to harpoon his face when he turned towards the commotion. 


*Crack*


Ulric went over backwards as the barbed stinger punched him in the forehead like a juiced up Barry Bonds.  His helmet mashed his face but he would never complain about its saving his thought slug from certain doom. 


"Oooof!" his breath escaped him as his back slammed into the sod and he rolled away, and kept rolling, with the pincered terror following with snaps or claws and spearing tail. 


He rolled to his feet, the monster ruthlessly closing on him, and accessed his core's strength, a brief explosion of power and speed gaining him distance from his arachnoid assailant, and taking a measurable portion of his stamina with it.


[Surge]


One great leaping backstep took him out of the creature's reach and he got his sword loose from the clever half sheath in time to block a wad of oily venom shot at him from the arched tail. The acrid magenta sludge made him think of battery acid mixed with fruit juice and hoped it wasn't a contact poison because there was definitely a glob on his neck, which he quickly scrubbed off with his gauntleted hand.  Mostly.  Fuck that stuff was like pine sap!  Or Quickcrete, as he learned when he took hold of his sword's hilt and his gauntleted hand stuck, its joints locking in place around the base of the hilt. 


Life sure never got old around here.  That was about all he had time for idle bullshit before he shifted gears.


[Warrior's Instinct]


[Battle Rhythm]


Calm focus settled over him and a feeling like a metronome keeping time to the furious pace of combat combined with the adrenaline racing through his veins.


Its attempt to blind and smother its prey foiled, the scorpion came on faster than he liked for something with eight dagger tipped legs, serrated razors that snapped like bear traps, and a tail that would simply love to pour acrylic glue spiced with hyper venom into his chest cavity.  The chittering cries from its mouth parts put the finishing touch on this little slice of not okay rushing him down.


The soothing, analytical distance of his combat skills were vital to keep his head above the Lord Instinct waters of rage.  Together they synchronized to ready him for this knife edge struggle, as they always did.  That was useful when a nightmare bastard of a scorpion was barreling down with your death on its skittering mouth pincers.  Best part was, Ulric had only recovered about fifteen percent of his mana pool, not having had the opportunity to sit down and rest.  He'd have to deal with this cqc and try to avoid using [Surge] unless absolutely necessary.


That proved a worse proposition than he would have liked as the creature massed far more than its size would indicate and he found it's mad assault nearly bowled him over, in spite of his own strength.  A claw reached for his leg and he withdrew the shin just out of the snapping reach with a branching back step, bringing his sword from its high guard down and across to hack the offending thing off.  Streaming sparks declared that strategy to be a failure, the armored carapace managed to endure Xef'tocht's cutting enchant.  The runed sharpness aura from his enchanted weapon had scored a deep gash into the chitinous armor, but hadn't gone through.  The scorpion thing was harder than whatever steel Prespang's soldiers used!


A skill he hadn't properly employed in active combat from his class blossomed into his mind and Ulric's core extended his limited magic into the metal of his sword, establishing some kind of circuit throughout the metal.  He intercepted the swipe of a claw, batting it aside and felt the surprisingly stiff force behind it fall off sharply, and his blade's edge took on a mild heat shimmer. 


[Inpulsa Soak]


At the cost of a small chunk of his mana, the scrabbling monster's attack was dulled and his weapon put off a noticeable warmth.  Oh!  Oh dear, this was more useful than he'd given it credit.  Ulric pulled back and deflected another overhead stab of the venomed barb, the penetrating strike caught with the flat of his sword and another draw from his Ceraunic core stole the impulse from the attack.   Even while the jabbing tail slowed, his blade's enchanted edge turned from its usual cyan to a dull red that faded to merely shimmering heat mirage as the scorpion retracted its barb to ready for another attempt to spear him.


The creature must have sensed some measure of risk in further delay because it advanced with heightened aggression, lashing out with pincers and tail and even its legs when he tried to circle it to put those natural weapons at a disadvantage.  The eight legs kept it incredibly mobile, turning in place like a tank on treads just as quickly as he could side step, presenting its offensive firepower at all times.  Time and again, Ulric found himself on the defensive, having to make sweeping parries and rapid blocks, switching from multiple angles as his multi limbed attacker could make simultaneous attempts to rip into him.  Three times a claw almost hooked an arm or leg to drag him off balance before he was able to retreat or deflect it, nearly to the end of his rope under the maddened assault.


All the while, the circuit of Ceraunic magic from his core stole energy from the clash of weapons and added a portion of it to his own as heat that began to draw blackened lines where the blade met chitinous exoskeleton.  Definitely he'd been sleeping on this [Ceraunic Knight] ability's usefulness.


A magenta dripping barb lanced in towards his leg and he side stepped, his balance sure in the dancing steps of the Elves and Ulric put his back into the first real opening for a counterstroke.  Xef'tocht's unreal cutting power, heightened by the visibly radiant heat held now by its edge, parted the armorclad tail, just behind its bulbous venom gland sending the scorpion's most dangerous threat spinning high into the air, a spurt of vitreous green ichor coating his armored skirt as it did. 


"SCREEEEE!!"


Earsplitting screech, like nails dragged across a chalkboard through a loudspeaker made him flinch.  The enemy wasn't advancing though, it retreated out of his reach, claws withdrawn defensively.  Ulric wasn't about to let the bastard off that easy, not and let the gathered energy within his sword dissipate until he could no longer defeat the fantastically hard exoskeleton.


Yelling fiercely, he burned his strength to finish the creature before it could flee or regroup from the loss of its potent stinger.


[Surge]


A diagonal dash to the left took him to an angle and Ulric's upstroke removed the front most leg at ankle height before continuing through the leg behind it close to its body, its shift away from his blow preventing the arachnoid creature from being bisected.  Ulric backstepped from the dual pincered attempt to grab his arm and face, even as he twisted his wrists to bring the weapon in a circular motion, catching those claws from below.  Feeling the flow of the monster's movements, knowing this was his chance, he poured the last of his Ceraunic energy into a combination, electromagnetic force gathered into the cutting reverse edge of his sword.


[Maxwell's Parry] 


The burst of charged repulsion pushed the murderous pincers high above the creature's ground hugging thorax, and Ulric pulled his sword's hilt back to his shoulder, lining Xef'tocht parallel to the ground, tip aligned with the gnashing mouthparts.


[Surge]


The combination finished as he lunged into a stab, driving his enchanted blade through the creature's snapping chelicerae to the sword's leaf-shaped guard, and the heavy monster's limbs flailed as its brains fried inside its armor.  Ulric ignored the aimless battering of carapace to wrench the blade back and forth, tearing apart the innards and guaranteeing the beast was killed for good.


Dead weight threatened to drag him down as the scorpion thudded to the ground, heavy corpse suddenly inert.  Reeling from the sudden expense of his reserves, Ulric fell back a step and went down when his rearmost leg went jelly on him.  He hit on his scraped hip and cursed viciously for a few minutes, in between panting breaths. 


A whole group of notorious Greater beasts felled without a scratch and here he was damned near killed to death by a bug.  He'd have laughed if he wasn't too busy being relieved. 


Close, Ulric, he told himself, watching the bright lime colored hemolymph of the scorpion drip from its tail and mutilated cephalothorax. 


Too close.  It was a reminder of the innate danger of this land.  Things came from ambush, far stronger, far faster than they had any right to be, with an instinct to kill that was close to insanity.  There was no safety out in the wilderness of Varda, nothing was guaranteed in this primal place. 


Bitterly, Ulric mused for a moment, what if there were two of them?  Guess I'll just die, he decided.  If that monster had gotten a clever bone, it would have splashed his shoulders and legs with that incredibly fast setting venom paste.  His hand was still locked to the hilt of his sword.  Just a little of that shit on his shoulders and it would have prevented him from putting his weapon to use.  A bit on his knee or ankle would have crippled his mobility.  Either way, he'd have been pretty fucking toast.


The sense of victory from earlier that day was gone, replaced by the awareness that Varda punished mistakes.  Especially the ones you hadn't known you'd made.  Slowly, Ulric pried his gauntleted fingers from around the hilt of his weapon and then went over and collected the head sized venom gland and forearm length stinger.  What a gnarly critter.  Gigantic bugs were now at the top of Ulric's most hated monster type.  Nothing with that many legs should ever come in a party sized package. 


With care to avoid too much damage, Ulric split the carapace with his sword, it was difficult, but less difficult now than when it was alive.  Probably reinforced through some kind of magical shenanigans, as so many of these things seemed to be.  The core he beheld, pulled from deep inside the corpse, was a whirl of lime and magenta and big as his fist.  A large core, compared to the size of the creature.  Maybe a Greater.  He'd have to ask Taipan when he saw her.  In any case, Ulric had to start a fire and all that running, survival juice fueled battle rage, and near dying bullshit put him in a mood for roasted crab.


Highlands scrub grass wasn't bad, as tinder goes.  Some dead scrub branches were a little bit suspect but he found one that was sound enough for a hand drill and spindle and what's the good in having a young body if you weren't going to use it to make a friction fire?  Five minutes of spinning wood got him the ember and a tuft of grass granted him that old friend of humanity.  Five minutes of adding fuel later and Ulric put the legs of his assailant over the coals of the fire and then draped the whole thing in a piece of damp sod, careful to leave some gaps between coals and sod so as not to suffocate the flame.  Billowing white smoke rolled up into Vatyn's trade winds, and Ulric sat back, sword across his lap in case anything else cropped up that needed deading, listening to the pop of steam escaping carapace, accompanied by the calming music of a fire while he waited.


Wonder of wonders, the Plainsfolk knew what they were doing, Ulric noted mildly observing a movement on the horizon.  He'd been resting for a couple of hours, maintaining a high smoke volume from his now bigger rock pit and there, just over a short hump in the terrain, Taipan led her caravan of tramps, slowly, towards his stone lined bonfire.  They were a good few kilometers out, just specks on the landscape.  Ulric reckoned it was at least a couple of rounds of the suns above before they made landfall on his camp.


Plateau scorpion, as it happened, was good eating.  A little stringy, a little smokey, but not far off from a rich lobster flavor.  His water bag was nearly empty, and he’d probably go ahead and find a little rock spring, of which there were not a few on this highland, the aquifers kept full by frequent rains.  Thought was followed by deed with that regard and he located a spring large enough to submerge his head within a half a round of the Twins' dance.  In addition to the refill of his waterbag he’d take the chance to scrub scorpion guts off his armor and body.  The venom-glue was not a contact poison, fortunately but it was somewhat volatile and Ulric felt some muscle tremors in his legs and forearms that promised a powerful neurological component to whatever suite of toxins in that secretion.  Taipan would be thrilled at having a new pharmaceutical toy to add to her collection. 


Munching thoughtfully on the delicious meat hidden inside those razored pedipalps, Ulric couldn't help but lament the lack of butter in his life.  It was a gross oversight.  Just because he was roving out on a trek of revenge and war didn't mean he had to do it like a damned savage.  A nice, vacuum sealed tub, that's what he'd work on one of these evenings. 


Ears twitching slightly at the sight of him, those ever impressive emerald and bronze flecked eyes taking in the cleaned monster husk impassively, Taipan guided her crew into camp.  Stiff from the long ride, his partner climbed down from the seat of the wagon and stretched gingerly while the few Elves well enough went to help tend the draft animals.  Ulric rose and gave them a hand, filling feed bags with grain and securing them over snuffling muzzles of the dim, horseish creatures. 


They had the appearance of a Clydesdale but with shorter muzzles and broader foreheads.  A third eye in the center of said forehead also set them apart.  The thickly muscled haunches, fetlocks, and ankles of the animals, terminating in heavy hooves were very similar to a horse.  The beasts had a thick coat of wooly fur and each had that curious brown and white piebald blend of coloration.  Fortunately, the enormous draft animals were less skittish than horses, probably because they could imbue themselves with a potent burst of Caelum and run atop the air, escaping into the skies for a few minutes.  They also turned invisible when threatened.  That combination of evasiveness and stealth made corralling and rounding the fuckers up when they got spooked a near total exercise in futility.  You just had to put out food and wait for them to get hungry and come to you.  


Speaking of getting spooked, some of the wagons appeared to be in rough shape and, at Ulric's questioning glance, Taipan favored him with a terse, "There was a burrowing variant of a [Steel Eagle], hidden beneath the valley floor.  It was nearly starved and came out ravenous when the nursery vacated the dell."


He followed the baleful glance over her shoulder to see a carcass strapped atop one of the wagons.  Seems he wasn't the only one ambushed.  Glad to see that Varda knows how to share her bounty of nonsense with others.


"Were any harmed?" Ulric asked.


The amazon huntress signed "Nope." and he nodded, without further inquiry.  It was handled, nothing more needed be said on the matter.


In a similar vein the tall dusky beauty indicated the body of the scorpion with a raise of her fine eyebrows asking the question with her expression alone.


"Dinner." Ulric responded simply.


The rueful giggle as she looked over the remains of his kill made him smile as well.  It sort of went without saying that their meal had tried very hard to make sure that eater and eatee were reversed.  Taipan sniffed the smear of magenta tar along the tail spike and her nose scrunched against its acrid sweetness.  Then she carefully examined the core of the beast, the swirls of latent mana within the facets of biocrystal faintly iridescent. 


"A fine kill, Glade Chief," Praised the seasoned veteran of Vardan big game hunting, "I have not seen this one before, but I have slain others of similar kind and they are always a challenge.  The barrage of attacks from multiple angles are difficult in melee and the fiends normally do not engage unless they can ensure a close range ambush."


Good to know that his walking encyclopedia of virulent fauna had some working knowledge of the local critters.  He decided to pick her brain a little, now that he'd gotten the "horses" taken care of.  Taipan always had fun stories associated with her ecological surveys.


The other Aes'r had pretty much taken care of themselves, their rings becoming more self-sufficient as they convalesced.  It was about two weeks since he'd rescued the first group of Legranel from Port Edunshire.  It was only a week and a half since the freeing of the victims of Horrorville, but they were coming along well.  Gentle questions asked of the residents had revealed that the farthest back anyone could date the places Prosper had created for the synthesis of their Aes'r Bane was two years, in the case of the swamp floated concentration camp, and about eight months for Port Edunshire.  It could have been longer for the bog riding place, but no one had lived or spoken to any who had lived longer than two years past under the attentions of the inhuman fuckers that had been running the place. 


"You say it shot the venom from a distance and that it hardens rapidly?" Inquired his partner, who had noticed the magenta encrusted gauntlet.


"Yep," Confirmed Ulric, showing her the smear on his neck as well, "Dries like acrylic fastener and near as hard as glass, which is super impressive for a natural compound.  That venom gland must be the bug equivalent of a chemical refinery." He noted.


Amazingly enough, his Sylvan bride tasted a very small bit of the murdercrete and said with surety, "Mostly a paralytic.  Hints of brain fog, and perhaps hallucination.  Hmmm…" She hummed before taking a few extra sniffs, "And a heart's rhythm interference component.  It was a more potent cocktail than its Southern cousins."


Ulric had learned long since not to underestimate his Shadow but she was stretching his incredulity now. 


"Are you trying to tell me you can taste different types of chemical function in toxins?!" Ulric demanded.


Her head tilted in surprise and her lilting voice asked, "You cannot?"


Ulric crossed his hands in an "X" to reject that notion.


"No way.  What?  That's like…something only a wolfhound can do, or something." Ulric told her.


She was now visibly confused.


"But!  Your glade, the herbs, roots, and other plant components you brought from there are all highly toxic.  How did you know their effects when you gathered them, which ones could be prepared safely as food when first you harvested the riches of the glade?" His Shadow asked.


"I mean, I did skin contact tests, microdosing tests, and gradual edibility tests.  The ones that smelled and, or, tasted toxic or if I never saw an animal eating, I determined by grinding it up, mixing it with lard, and using it to poison arrows so I could see how the wounded prey responded." Ulric told her.


How else would he know?  Many toxic compounds had distinct flavors but that was just a general thing, like bitterness being associated with alkalinity and acidity being associated with sourness.  Being able to taste test a poison like a fine wine and come up with the individual toxins and their effects was outrageous. 


The Deep Woods scout steeped in decades of wood lore covered her eyes with her hand and her ears twitched hard, once, a sign of pique. 


"What?" Ulric asked.
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                Glittering eyes stared  at him reproachfully. 


"Ulric half of those plants are phenomenally potent lethals.  I have three of them in vials on mine belt, in case I need to slay Greaters, such as that [Goliath Macer] from a few days ago." His partner said evenly.


"Tell me you did not try eating those." She demanded.


"I did not try eating those." Ulric replied immediately, complying with her orders and so not truly lying.


She continued to stare at him and he cracked.


"Okay, I definitely did try eating those." He admitted.


Now she did shake her head at him.  Absently thumbing her bow, he heard her grumbling to herself in her native tongue.  In there he caught "Should have gone with the [Dusk Centipede] on him" which he was almost certain was a reference to their meeting in which she'd grazed his calf with an arrow coated in [Striped Bark Snake] venom, which had made him ill rather quickly but hadn't killed him outright as it was supposed to have.  Her brother Brighteyes, whom Ulric was escorting home from his kidnapping, forced the reluctant sister to provide the antidote before Ulric's heart stopped.  Ahh, yeah, come to think of it, that was sort of why he'd nicknamed her Taipan.  Fast, beautiful, and deadly venomous.


Turns out part of his reforging had given him a more or less peak human body which had come with some measure of poison resistance.  Nothing so grand as immunity, he just needed a comparatively larger dose than expected for his size.  He'd probably managed to develop something of a tolerance for some compounds while he'd, very carefully, tested different plants for edibility back in the early days in the glade.  Partly it was thanks to the genetic fuckery of the Watcher, guiding evolution in a sort of optimized path.  Vardan creatures were all more resistant to biochemical attack than the creatures of his old world.  Some monsters developed magically assisted toxins that were potent enough to slay even those things that had resistance to the less infused varieties of glandular warfare. 


Taipan had for sure inflicted some nasty bit of poison on that huge armadillo thing, the [Goliath Macer] he guessed it was called, and it had continued fighting, albeit it the creature would have succumbed to the toxins eventually.  Problem was, they kept getting pinned between their protection of the Orlethrem and the monsters.  That didn't give them the space and time to simply kite the bastards while the envenomation did its job, as Ulric had long since gathered was one of his charming wife's favored tactics. 


"The Eternal Gaze truly works implacably." Taipan laughed lightly.


"Yeah, well, good thing too, cause Old Wonder Boobs the Cosmic Voyeur tossed me naked into what might be one of the most dangerous places on the entire continent." Ulric reminded her.


His wife patted his shoulder knowingly, "And thereby saved you the time of learning Varda's rules slowly or wasting all of its efforts by your dying to some weakling warrior or a feral dog or some such stupid thing years down the winding forest's trails of life." 


Ulric snorted at that assessment.  Got that shit right.  Slow learners didn't long survive the [Forest of the Forgotten].


"Yeah, so, anyway, you wanna piece of this dude or what lady?" Ulric asked, offering a leg of the scorpion thing to his wife.


Taipan smiled gently and signed "Gratefulness" as she took it, tearing into the meat with sharp teeth with gusto. 


"So much better would the creature be had we butter." She said, licking her fingers after munching down on the pale pink flesh.


"Word." Ulric agreed.


Having fulfilled his husbandly duties of feeding his spouse, Ulric saw to their shelter set up, not wanting the woman to aggravate her ribs and leg any more than possible.  The sooner his partner was back to full battle readiness, and capable of resuming her scouting duties, the happier he'd be.  Taipan roaming the wilderness nearby was like wearing a cozy weighted comforter on his mind.  At the very least, he knew they'd get some kind of early warning if skulking fiends came a knocking.


Following the shelter, he made a couple of rounds around the perimeter of the Elven caravan, checking on the separate campfires to see if their denizens needed anything or  to  simply offer a courtesy greeting.  Ulric was an asshole but he strove to avoid rudeness, and walking by a campfire in the fading light without so much as a wave of hello was sort of prickish in his book.  Perhaps his monster hunting had earned him the Heaven's blessings because there was no more disturbance along the course of his walk.  Anything out there that might be outside his sight made sure it stayed that way and that was just how he liked it. 


When he completed the rounds, Taipan had their bedroll ready and patted it to indicate he should take rest with her.  Her invitation was all the more welcoming for the absence of her clothes.  When a lady that pretty tells you to take a seat, don't ask questions brothers, sit the hell down.  Ulric followed his own wisdom and shed his armor, with a little help from dexterous Elven fingers.  Once liberated from the confines of plate, mail, skirt, greaves, and gauntlets, his helmet long since retired to his belt that day, the weary man enjoyed the comforting warmth of his mate.  A proper soporific was the cozy embrace of the Elf and her deep even breathes.  All too soon he mumbled something unintelligible into her hair before drifting off to sleep. 


Twice, Ulric woke in the night, never gaining complete consciousness, and pulsed his core's magic to sweep the surroundings with electromagnetic perception, finding no sign of enemy, and twice returned to slumber without remembering waking.  The sneaking things that had been skirting the camp felt the thrum of latent power, an awakened core humming like a high voltage line, and fled into the night for easier prey.


The Twins rose ever earlier in the mid spring season, though it was more gradual a process than his old Earth, thanks to the longer orbit of Varda around her binary suns.  Once he'd untangled himself from being used as his regal partner's body pillow, wiping a thin streak of her drool from his chest once that delicate task was accomplished, Ulric completed his morning workout of balance and stances and then suited up for a fresh chance to see just what Varda could throw at them.  He hadn't got much farther than stoking some coals for a breakfast fire before he was joined by a bleary eyed Iriel'en princess, who had left the teepee flap bare assed and without evident concern about it.


If she ain't worried about it, I guess I'm not, Ulric told himself, still uncertain about Elven standards for modesty.  There had to be rules for it, but damned if he could ever figure them out.  In any case, Ulric Einar would not be the one complaining about this vision of female form, long legs displaying the shift of perfect musculature beneath soft skin, hips flaring with a fantastic bottom, and taught stomach leading up to equally well sculpted arms and shoulders.  He whistled softly in appreciation.  The lass did birthday suit under the golden light of early morning like a champion.


His approving gesture earned him a slow turn and a dancer's pose. 


"Ten out of Ten, Taipan." Ulric informed her, receiving a gracious nod of acceptance of his praise in return.


She smiled and tussled his short, white growing hair, rejoining, "You have come along, my Glade Chief, I find you now sit at a strong eight and half out of ten."


The hair was a gift of having been burned horrendously by a pyromancer nearly half a year gone now.  He'd come real close to kicking the bucket then and had lost all the hair on his body.  What grew back in had grown in white, except for his beard, which retained its dark brown coloration.  Those worst burned places on his arms and legs never did grow hair properly.  Bastard Captain Firecracker.  Although, Taipan did seem to like his august appearance so it wasn't all bad.


Since she'd come within striking distance, and so ill defended, Ulric took the opportunity to pinch her rump.  Supple flesh mishandled thusly drew a startled yelp and a slap of hands to drive him away, which he reluctantly did. 


"Sorry Lass," Ulric apologized without feeling, "Autonomic response.  A reflex.  Your cheeks bare to the wind draw my hands like magnets the iron filings."


Taipan glanced around the campsite and surroundings to see if her cousins could see and found no sign that any were awake and about.  When none became apparent, she waggled her hips at her mate teasingly, knowing what it did to him.


"Oy!  You're about to start something you damned well know you can finish!" Objected Ulric, stricken by the display. 


Having her stroll around nude was one thing, having her doing a belly dance right next to him was a whole other ball of wax.  She was killing him over there.


"I am just reminding my Honor of what pleasures he will know when I am recovered enough to mount him." Taipan taunted, continuing to rock and sway.


Damn you Bald'rt genes!  She knew damned well that was at least a week away.  He groaned in misery.


"You are a cruel wench, with deviltry in your heart." He complained, mesmerized by the motion.


"Then perhaps you should not excite me with your grabby paws, yes?" She replied, ending her torment.


Victory was hers, this time. 


Ulric held up two fingers in surrender, "Mea culpa!  Aye, Taipan, you have won.  I will refrain from reaching for paradise, even though the sight of it tempts my weak will."


The smug Elf strolled, slowly, into the tent to dress, having dominated her partner's will after he had instigated her rightful rebuttle.  All according to her keikaku.


Greatly relieved was he when the troublesome Shadow returned from their mobile domicile clothed in her hunter's garb.  The sensible, stout clothing was designed for function, not to abuse his sensibilities in her not so subtle attempts to rule him through flirting promises.  All was fair in love and war and the two did not divide so cleanly in his Taipan's mind.  Nor, really, in the minds of any of the Aes'r, only it was the Deep Woods Elves that took it the farthest.


Putting matters of the bedroom aside, Ulric now had to contend with the chore that was moving this merry band of travelers along to safe havens.  In as straight a line as could be managed out here in Prespang's rugged coastal high lands, the Orlethrem had made some forty kilometers yesterday.  Not bad.  Not great, but not bad.  That put them probably a day or so out from Kistalfer and her ships.  Ulric wondered how badly this would go, this attempt to secure vessels to make the passage through the Rivergate, the arching fortification, controlled by Prosper, that permitted travel between the inland sea Vatyn and the great river Zelas. 


He probed his scrape hip, scabbed and a bit less tender compared to the day before, healing more rapidly than any injury in the Before while he thought the matters over.  There was no way that they approached the city with this bedraggled lot strung out around him.  How likely was it that news of the goings on along the coast had reached the overlords of these scattered City States?  Three weeks or, no, maybe closer to a month since Bartala.  Two weeks since the raids on those Bane sites.  Delayed as communication likely was, thanks to his sorting out the ports and vessels carrying Prosper's agents on his way from Bartala, it would not be wise to count on the ignorance of the enemy to dictate strategy overmuch.  The problems now made his engineering work figuring out doping solutions for graphene films seem trivial.  Microstructure physics and electrochemistry were tricky, but navigating the minds of humans, plus one malicious over mind that may or may not be an old as shit Elf, was downright daunting. 


How do you take advantage of human nature when the other guy wasn't even human?


"The clouds portend rain, Ulric." Interposed his partner, her study of the whispy cirrus high above and the red dawn of distant sea clouds that frequently preceded weather.


Of course they did.  If nothing else, he was now understanding of just where all the damned water came from to feed those Celestin and Iriel'en forests.  His plateau acted as a sort of rain reflector, the high walls redirecting these water laden trade winds back South, to drop their moisture as they skirted around the kilometers high shelf. 


"Best be on with it then," Ulric rejoined stolidly, "By your memory, we've got another day through this rough country and then we have to figure out how to get all these folk on arcs back to the promised land."


It was going to be a long as shit day, and taxing.  Ulric was now on scout duty and the scout's job was to cover twice the ground that the main party did.  At a minimum.  Leaving the wrangling of the Orlethrem to his Shadow, Ulric headed out to determine their path and to clear it of threats, making long zig zagging canvasses of the territory.


Two more scorpions he found, this time with his [Ceraunoperception] up and not facing limited battery in his core and he blasted them with [Lightning Javalins], the crackling violet lances of his magic ripping through the soft interiors almost ignoring the chitinous armor.  The creatures never even got the chance to rise from the shallow burrows that left their backs and tails exposed.  He didn't bother harvest their cores, it was time he couldn't afford to spend and he didn't want to be bogged down with extra weight for little purpose. 


The craggy plateau was changing.  Slowly, but surely, the terrain was falling more steeply away from the fjords and cliffs to a rolling series of hills and rocky beaches, visible from his position on the crest of a small rise.  They'd have a long, winding descent ahead of them but the next few leagues would be far easier to get across than was the highlands.  By the looks of it, the low hills were pretty typical coastal forests and grassy meadows.  He dearly hoped the gentler terrain wouldn't also welcome more wildlife to bother them. 


Satisfied with his bearings, Ulric returned to his winding back and forth back towards the caravan.  An hour later, he was walking again by the wagon carting along his wife.  Her lips pursed when he told her of the waiting landscape. 


"It is likely that we are come closer to Kistalfer than I had thought." She told him, before shooting a look back at the rest of the carts and their accompanying draft animals, the healthier refugees walking alongside to lead the placid beasts. 


"I do not believe we will be welcome within the walls of the city, not with so many of the Orlethrem.  It is almost impossible that it would be believed that you owned so many Aes'r slaves, that kind of wealth is rare, especially from the barbarian tribes." She thought aloud.


He nodded with that, it was his opinion as well.  


"Such were my thoughts." Ulric agreed, before asking in a hushed tone, "But what to do about them all?  Hide a few leagues shy of the city and have myself go alone, to prevent questions?"


A gentle pat on his shoulder and his Shadow said without irony, "The last time I left you to enter a city's walls unattended you started a riot, slaughtered a group of Prosper's thugs, and murdered a Baron in broad daylight before rampaging across the open seas."


Right.  Well.  He couldn't very well say she was wrong now, could he?


"I think, this time, we will try the slave gambit.  I will go with you, alone, with a false collar.  We will take our harvested kills into the city with us, and play the trader game again, it works well if you are not allowed to lose your temper and kill anyone." His expert in counterintelligence gently reprimanded.


"Trade season will be in full go, with many passing through.  The beating my kin have given Prespang's forces and the reinforcement of the blockade will provide uncertainty in the ports, as did your villainy on the high seas." Taipan smiled, recalling his story of raiding Prosper flagged vessels and sending them, and the magisters with them, to the briny deeps.


"Many were the soldiers who deserted rather than face the wrath of the Aes'r.  It would not be so out of the ordinary for a warrior who had collected a valuable trophy to have fled the field when their commanders were slain and their units scattered, as many were.  These vagrant warriors will cover our approach nicely.  The only real problem is explaining our wealth, although I think our possession of several lucrative cores, including a half dozen [Gilded Queen's Rose] from your initial salvo on the nursery will help with that." She continued.


Huh, he hadn't figured that she'd take the time to procure those but his Shadow was, it seems, ever the hunter and couldn't let those spoils go to waste.  Ulric scratched the beard that was filling in along his jaw, pondering the set up.  It was good.  Better yet, it was mostly similar to the ploy they had already been planning to run and he was less likely to get confused and fuck it up somehow when under pressure. 


"Alright Taipan, your judgment seems sound.  We will follow your lead then." Ulric decided.


Given that he was more or less complete dog water at a ruse or subtle con, it was best to let someone who could play the game correctly be in charge. 


"Is it possible that I can play dumb and let you do most of the talking?" Ulric inquired.


"It would probably be for the best that we do it that way, yes." Confirmed the Elf riding next to him without sarcasm.


She knew he was terrible at misdirection as well as he did.  Just like he had a knack for how to connect seemingly unrelated pieces of datum and create a broader picture of cause and effect or correlation.  The pair of them complimented one another's strengths well and filled gaps in the other's weaknesses.  It was a similarly effective relationship in combat, one's talents covered the other's deficiencies.  After all, as much as Taipan liked to vanish into the mists to come at her opponent's flanks, sometimes, what you really needed to do was to grab them by the throat and punch their face until it looked like ground beef.  Problems were not always nails, requiring a hammer.  But sometimes they were, and that was a fact.


"Swell." Chuckled Ulric, gladly relieved of the burden of subterfuge.


They ended their strategy meeting there, the caravan was approaching the set of planned switch backs to climb down from the highlands into those coastal forests he'd spotted.  Near as he could tell, from this vantage, they had ten kilometers of descending and another thirty or so of rolling meadows.  These were, in contrast to the scraggly thickets of the highlands, well forested, those trees hidden behind the shelter of some large sand dunes that lie between the sea's winds and the soft hills.  It was still up to him to ensure that no ill came to the group and he would do this duty as well as he could.


Constant pulses of Ceraun against his skin, Ulric swept the descent carefully with his detection at the maximum range.  He didn't have the best resolution but he was mostly on the lookout for anything alive, not necessarily counting their fingers and toes, if they had any.  It was an interesting spell was [Ceraunoperception], like an electric eel or shark's sensitivity but dialed up to work in air.  He was actually able to feel the increasing humidity as the storm system approached, the permittivity of the air shifting with the increase in water content. 


His senses were sharpening, along with his overall mental state.  The almost constant readiness to face enemies and regular skirmishes against men and monsters and combinations thereof were shaving the weaknesses from his modern man's sensibilities.  That little bit of reservation he'd had when they'd started this trip were mostly gone, replaced by the internalization of the awareness that threats are best destroyed before they manifest themselves, not after. 


Reforging had, rather swiftly, caused him to discard the prevailing notions of law and lack of aggression as positive emotions from his old world.  Passivity was unacceptable out here.  There had been though, a lingering tendency to be defensive, to respond to provocations rather than to actively suppress them.  It was a fine line to ride, asserting yourself amongst peoples as a being not to be trifled with but not being hostile outright.  The best analogy he could make to explain his attitudes now was it was a little like carrying a firearm.  You didn't walk around with a finger on the trigger, that was too overtly threatening.  However, you kept a slug in the chamber and the safety off, ready to rock should anyone or anything decide it wanted trouble.  He found the seemingly universal expectations that individuals deal with problems rivals and enemies openly and with extreme prejudice incredibly liberating.  It was probably that side of him that had been strangled in the Before, one of the sources of his anxiety being that he could not face his aggravations head on.


Speaking of which, there were some critters roaming down below, looked a bit like a mountain goat, long beards hanging from their chins, eyes with those horizontal pupils, and great spiraling horns.  Beefy looking dudes too, Ulric noted, they were closer to the size of a brahma bull than to the typical mountain goat.  Sharp hooves gripped the slope with surety and their agility could not be denied as they clambered weightlessly around the path through which the wagons would be traveling shortly.  Ulric paused, crouching low to observe these newest denizens of the wild.  He had maybe a quarter of an hour before the caravan reached this position, long enough to see if the creatures would move along on their own and to evaluate them as threatening or not. 


It wasn't long before he had his answer.


A bulky, heavily furred form that reminded Ulric of a chimpanzee but too big across the shoulders and too heavy in the head clambered up a boulder and squatted on short legs, it's long arms flexing impressively, even from his distant point of observation.  The creature had big fangs, similar to a gorilla, and appeared herbivorous, chewing a stalk of some vegetable, no, wait, a tree sapling by the looks of it, and made no aggressive moves whatsoever.  The goats froze at the sight of the creature's silouhuette against the horizon.  They then charged with abandon and Ulric got a look at another bit of Vardan evolutionary horseshit.


Clouds formed between the spiraling goat horns and Ulric's core could feel the gathering power there.  The lead goat lowered its head and the thickening dark thunderhead between its horns lined up with the back of the inattentive sasquatch on its rock.  Churning legs powered the goat up the boulder and, at the last moment the gorilla finally noticed the incoming danger.  Too late.  A thunderclap lifted dust and the goat shot forwards, burying its head directly between the shoulder blades of its target, a flash of light simultaneously flaring brilliant and the gorilla thing was blasted from its perch, smoking fur and patches of fire across its form as it fell to roll down the incline bonelessly.  It was, without a doubt, dead as shit.  The goat, now joined by three of its companions bleeted hoarsely across the landscape, declaring their victory. 


Hmph.  A lightning wielding goat.  Ulric dubbed them [Thunderhorn Sheep], for obvious reasons.  They appeared uninterested in the ruined corpse below, instead turning to graze on sparse grasses and vegetation on the hillside.  Ulric was somewhat flabbergasted by the blatant hostility.  Those monsters must be territorial as all hell to have that kind of response to what appeared to Ulric to be a more or less completely herbivorous and docile creature.  Being nice paid off in the Vardan wilds about as well as it did dealing with its peoples. 


He had to admit some amount of professional curiosity, from one wielder of Ceraun to another.  The ram, or was it a doe?, had used something similar to his [Surge] ability, gaining a very intense burst of power and speed and had also charged its horns with an actual storm cloud, which defied what he knew about meteorological workings.  Right between those spiraling horns had been the life cycle of a cumulonimbus cloud in miniature with its little anvil top and the incus or whispy cirrus border of the flat top from wind shear.  That shouldn't form like that, for a whole mess of reasons.  Ulric had a feeling he was looking at a more complex manifestation of mana.  Like a lightbulb going off, he realized that was it precisely.  The sheep monsters weren't pure Ceraun they had the Caelum and maybe even Aquae combination that was particular to a different flavor of magic altogether, storm magic. 


He hadn't really ever "tasted" storm mana with his own core.  Using his [Core Pulse] was one of the primary ways he had to diagnostically parse out the exact harmonics of a new type of mana and it was how he'd developed his original suite of spells back in his time in the glade.  He'd never been close enough to the source to do it with Kataigis, storm mana, and this was a remarkable opportunity to do so.  Once he had the manaform in its entirety to study in detail he'd be able to synthesize it with his own mana, effectively unlocking a new branch of magic. 


The only reason he hadn't done so with Sano to learn healing magic was that that shit was difficult.  Sano mages amongst the Elves were specialists that studied their craft for decades.  Ulric might be able to cheat a little with knowledge of biochemistry and anatomy but he'd not had the time to apply himself in that way.  Absent training, he'd just give himself super cancer or something similar if he tried to manipulate life magic.  The same had been true of the other more complex interwoven manaforms.  Subtle combinations of Terra to specifically focus on metals or minerals, doing things to directly convert water to steam, there were almost infinite variations of mana but each step away from the basic forms were an order of magnitude more complicated to handle.  Ulric wasn't there yet.  He came closer all the time, but time was something that had been in short supply ever since leaving his burned out and, or, carved house in the bole of a dead [Godtree].


This right here, this prepackaged little bit of Kataigis, in the form of the core of the [Thunderhorn Sheep], it was perfect for his needs. 


"Sorry little sheep, but you are now a sacrifice for Science." Whispered the reforged engineer.
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                Ulric winced as his stolid Shadow applied the antiseptic and mildly Sano infused salve to the stitched cut over his eye, its stinging leagues out of proportion to the wound that it was supposedly going to assist healing.


"Do not flinch so, Glade Chief, the others will mock you. Even more than they have already." Advised his partner sagely.


Easy for her to say, she wasn't having her face smeared with wasps, after it had been bludgeoned with bone clubs.


It was Midsunsfall, with plenty of hours before darkness, but they were halted because the caravan's scout had arrived back at camp beat like a drum, muscles still spasming randomly, at times, and hauling two dead billy goats. Not the gruff kind. More like Thor's. It took no rocket scientist for the Iriel'en woman, long marinaded in her partner's ways, to decipher the most likely chain of events, but she wanted to hear it from her mate's own mouth; it would be far more hilarious that way.


Already, the Orlethrem were, loudly, coming up with their own theories and none of them were flattering to Ulric's person. Several of them were riding the line of demanding he challenge the one who offered it to an accounting, but it would have been petty to beat an injured person and they knew it. It wouldn't stop an Elf, mind, they saw it such that if you had the energy to run your mouth, you had the energy for your ass to be beaten for it. He was, unfortunately, still too human for that. Much more of this though, and he'd be coming around to their way of thinking.


"Would you care to tell me again, Ulric, how it comes to be that you are returned from a relatively straight forwards look ahead in this condition?" Prompted Taipan, who was not laughing until she pissed herself only by the most ironclad strength of will.


Waiting would buy him nothing. What was he going to do, anyway? Save his dignity? Hah!


Ulric took over holding the compress his wife had pressed to his bruised face bones, the swelling already severe enough to close one eye, and began his sorry tale.


***************Four Hours Prior, Steep Descent*********************


The first step of science is observation. It was one thing to witness the actions, traits, and habits of his study from a perch a hundred meters distant, mostly hidden behind a rock outcrop. It was more useful if he could get close enough to see them in detail, particularly that nifty bit of high tier magic that sprung up from between the horns of the subjects. After having smote the mountain gorilla and, or, yeti from their territory, the herd of sheep had done nothing impressive. A lot of chewing, a little defecating and scattering of urine, some stamping against the loose turf on occasion. Just normal goat shit. Ulric decided that there was little to be risked and much to be gained by getting a closer look. If he could use a pulse of magic from his core to resonate with the suspected Kataigis or storm mana, of these animals it would be a tremendous boon to his understanding of how fundamental elemental forces combined into the more sophisticated phenomenon of Varda's landscape.


Thusly decided, the scientist slowly crept closer, moving carefully and quietly from cover to cover, stalking the sheep while they, oblivious to his presence, continued cavorting about the hill, showing no hesitation to jump small bluffs nor particular effort to climb the steep slope or hop down it for whatever moved their musky hearts. And musky they were, as a stiff breeze informed him. The ewes, which he now saw had smaller horns than the billys, were dogging a set of energetic kids that were almost cute. Those males though were shaggy, foul smelling, ill tempered, head butting sonsofbitches, not content unless they were chewing something or mating, which they did frequently with any ewe they could corner. Nothing he saw, as he watched for the next hour, indicated anything special about the mammalian Vardan mountain goats. Had they not been substantially larger than the extinct big horn rams of the North Americ Rocky chain of mountains he'd have said these were one of the less intimidating instances of wilderness ecosystem. Damned good thing he'd witnessed them kill the shit out of another animal just minding its own business or he'd have been unaware of their true nature.


Ulric had already tried a [Core Pulse] from hiding but the signal was too faint, too complex to be deciphered from this far away. There was Caelum and Aquae everywhere in the air around here, and Ceraun mixed in too from those approaching storm clouds and the signal to noise ratio for his ability was nowhere near good enough to parse the signatures of this new manaform. He needed to wrap this up and get back to the caravan before the weather turned on him. Just a bit closer.


A bit of loose gravel crunched under his foot as he approached the patently hostile highlands monsters ahead. The sound, sharp in the early morning air, was a gross mistake. Varda…well, you know the drill.


Ears stood up and the beasts went rigid. This close, about thirty meters away, Ulric could see the chewing of their jaws on whatever they'd scrounged up from the hillside stop and the dense pelts on their back raise in alarm.


Shit, Ulric remarked to himself, looks like his plan of studying the creatures from closer up was a failure. He readied himself in case the goats showed any of the aggression they'd shown that primate looking thing earlier. Just as well he had, things went from one to break the knob off and pitch it out the window.


The herd of [Thunderhorn Sheep] scattered across the steep decline that marked the highland plateau's transition towards rolling meadows below, graceful and powerful as they bounded with incredible agility across the treacherous terrain. All but three of the beasts, that is. The same three that had charged the ape-thing and these tore up the slope towards him with murder in their horizontally slitted, sickly yellow goat eyes. Evil eyes.


"Oh, shit." Ulric announced, unnecessarily.


He drew from his core, remembering the treatment given to the last ape to disturb these monsters.


[Warrior's Instinct]


[Battle Rhythm]


Between great spiraling horns, forming a pair of battering rams almost a meter in diameter on either side of their skulls, miniature storm clouds formed, whirling little thunderheads that made no sense coming into being. Damn.


Ulric pulled upon his own core and drew several throwing knives from their place on his thigh bandolier, charging them with electromagnetic force to create the link to his [Lightning Javalins]. When the monsters were within twenty meters, and closing fast, he threw the knives with impressive accuracy and cut loose the held spell.


[Lightning Javalin] X 3


Three bolts at once lanced out to strike the sheep head on, almost simultaneously ending the threa-


"Oh good goddamn, that's fucking rude!" Ulric shouted, watching the violet arcs crackle around the spiraling horn and into the churning clouds where it pulsed once and was gone, absorbed by the monsters.


Change of plans. Ulric freed his sword and used his [White Interference] to create a pool of unaspected magic, preparing a different approach, but the creatures had powered through his spells undeterred and then they gave him a taste of his own medicine, blurring forwards with sudden incredible acceleration, reminiscent of his own [Surge].


Ulric's blade intercepted the first in a powerful diagonal slash, the strength of the blow and the vicious cutting power of Xef'tocht shearing apart horn to cleave into the ridiculously thick skull below. Even with so much resistance, the power of the beast's charge, coupled with Ulric's own might buried his blade in the monster's brains. That didn't stop the momentum of over a hundred kilos of lightning infused goat from lifting him bodily from the ground, his elbow wrenching as he refused to release his sword's hilt and he was jerked through the air, attached to the dead monster while it hurtled to the rocky hillside.


Rising from his inglorious fall, Ulric tried to pull his weapon loose, scanning for the other foes. "Fucking ba- Stulgh!" Ulric coughed as the second sheep butted him in the side, a mighty tackle slamming him with magically infused force, absorbed mostly by his armor's plates.


Those plates did not so much good against the surge of electrical fury that rolled into him like a high surf, turning limbs rigid, and then launching him away from the offending horns far harder than the initial substantial impact warranted. Again, there were shades of his own abilities in that, a form of electromagnetic throw. He did not enjoy the experience, feeling the air whip by his face and his muscles spasm uncontrolled.


Ulric soared through the air, his sword still stuck in the corpse of his first kill, and he hit the stones of the slope roughly, world spinning crazily as he bounced to a stop.


Adrenaline fueled reflexes and long training got him rolling to his feet, even while his conscious thought was still coming to terms with being knocked ass over elbow some fifteen meters across the hill. He shook his head to pull the cobwebs free and tried to ready himself in the Undan but a spasm in his thigh shattered the stance and he nearly toppled. The third goat had redirected after the second had pummeled him, and Ulric couldn't do shit about getting out of the way, his thigh muscles cramping, a little arc of remnant electricity peeling across his armor, announcing that the initial hit wasn't the end of the goat's combined physical and magical assault.


He'd lost his sword but his core was still holding white mana so Ulric attuned Terra and raise a chest high [Stone Wall], just in time to intercept the shaggy monster's goat version of his [Surge] ability. The lunging charge smashed through his shield and clobbered him, horn cushioned by his own raised stone as it clubbed him across the head, his helmet making him see stars, thunder cracking again, even as he was launched a second time through the air. He landed in a stunned heap, and rolled to lay spread eagled, flashes of light filling his vision.


It took what felt like eternity to convince his limbs to get under him and another to find his footing. This time, he was almost completely concussed and even adrenaline had limits when you got your bell rang that hard. Which was why billy goat gruff number three was bringing its cloud bearing hammer down on him before he figured out that he was supposed to be doing something about it.


Instincts whipped into him by Idra's elite training and Taipan's never ending tutoring on all things killing got his knife ready from its belt sheath and he pulled his mana hard, drawing on his [Ceraunic Knight] abilities to deflect the oncoming ram. Roaring desperately, Ulric viciously back handed the butting horn with his gauntlet with all the strength he could manage.


[Maxwell's Parry]


Lightning mana met the storm charged horns of the sheep and a brief magical tug of war raged as the creature's own mana tried to resist the impelling of his own magic. Life hung in the balance for an endless moment before his Ceraunic core ripped the electric force into alignment, warping the magic within those horns to Ulric's will and the third and most devastating charge was hurled aside, the beast's mana turned against it. Which didn't stop the rest of the creature from hurtling into him, or the rebound from pushing him heavily backwards.


*CRACK*


Shaggy shoulders hit him in the chest and shoulders and he was sent sprawling, the animal's weight on top of him. Ulric pumped his knife, mostly out of reflex, driving it deep into flesh, clean punctures all the way to his fist doing terrible damage to the beast's innards.


Suddenly, Ulric realized through the rage and chaos of the battle that the monster wasn't moving and hadn't moved since hitting him. He turned his helmeted head slightly and saw the Cloud bearing horns were tilted at an extreme angle, its entire head sideways compared to the bulk of its neck, and Ulric dully realized that the animal's thick neck was broken by the sudden force of the mana laden collision. The recoil of the meeting of powers had moved him backwards, sort of cushioning the impact with the rest of the thing's body and reducing the hit to him significantly, even though he was now on his back for a fourth time in less than half that many minutes.


Ulric heard an angry bleat from the side and turned away from the dead goat's broken form to see the second goat that had hit him, pawing the hill for another turn, this time with a foul-smelling hairy bastard of a corpse on top of him, pinning him down.


Fury and magic combined and, with a brief [Surge] he shoved the heap off him and got his feet under him, readying himself to face the last of his enemies, blood dripping from his knife. He was a wreck, arcs of remnant energy refusing to completely subside and the thrashing impacts leaving him slow and vulnerable. He was in no shape for another direct meeting of powers.


There was blood pouring down his face, he realized, and he couldn't see out of one side of his helmet's visor, from where it had been bashed into his own face hard enough to cut him above the eye. Lightning was out, they had countermeasures. But what about Infrig? Ulric knew that Ceraun and Infrig didn’t play well together, the impetus of movement within the lightning magic being incompatible with the stillness of ice magic. Cold magic, to be more precise, but he’d argue semantics later, when these fucking goats were dead.


Difficult or not, that didn't stop him from calling on his core's magic again, cleansing it of the Lightning essence and harmonizing it to sheer, brutal cold, the crystalline clarity of Infrig, before weaving into that piercing lack of heat the whirling freedom of Caelum. Ulric was done playing around and he knew exactly how he was going to use his core’s ability to weave threads of power to kill with air and ice working in tandem. The usual difficulty of wielding ice magic bowed before the might of heat equations and thermodynamic formula, the calculus of removing energy from one body to shunt it into another snapping his mana to his will. In this, Ulric Einar’s will and intent were meshed perfectly to bring a siphon of thermal energy, Caelum and Infrig woven to tear the heat from the air and send it to the thermal sink that was the rocky earth beneath his feet, held in a tight grip to keep the system closed, the barrier of air snapping into place around the goat isolating it.


[Winter's Breath]


As corded muscle tensed above the cloven hooves and its long strands of fur rose from the power it gathered, Ulric slammed the [Thunderhorn Sheep] with a field of cold that would deep freeze a walrus. The burst of power that the billy used to propel itself now turned against it, and its hooves skipped across the surface of frozen rock instead of launching it forward. The animal laid itself horizontally out in the air in a manner that was faintly comical. In the heat of things Ulric could only find a grim satisfaction that the beast was still inside the clutches of his working. Incapable of anything but hate for all things four legged and horned, the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] was grimly overjoyed when the shaggy goat hit the flash frozen slope on its stomach.


Magic poured from his core, and Ulric made a clawing motion with his hand as he ripped the heat out of the air and sent it into the ground below. Fog billowed out from the node of his frigid spell, the construct intensifying its bitter work. The goat, dead center of the Infrig hybrid spell, climbed awkwardly on now ice-covered rocks set at a steep pitch, ice that refused to lend it grip to move with its usual ease.


More.


Ulric gripped his working and channeled it as hard as the arcane nexus in his chest would allow, pouring mana through the weave to strengthen its bindings on the spell's radius. Frost grew in as if in a time lapse, blooming in a ring from the circle of his magic, climbing over stones and bringing feathered white to the grasses. Brittle sparkles captured the light of the suns and the goat stopped its struggles, stilling without sound.


Snarling, Ulric didn't release his hold on the magic for another handful of breaths, until rational thought came back and he realized the goat was almost certainly dead beneath that coat of icy fur. He released the working and the barrier of Caelum allowed the cold inside to radiate outwards. For a moment, in the dead of spring, snow fell again on the hillside. The Sweat and blood on his face froze and remelted, as did the gore on his knife hand and wrist.


Silence swelled loud across the descent only broken by his heavy breaths and pounding heart. That silence broke when the statue of the beast fell over and shattered like porcelain, fragments of shaggy bastard scattering across the hill in a pile, some of the pieces rolling down the slope.


Body aching beneath a fresh set of bruises and limping slightly, occasional flashes of rampant electricity continuing to pulse as he struggled to tame the not quite familiar storm mana that was jolting his muscles, Ulric realized with a curse that he now had to drag these two remaining fuckers back to the wagons. That had been the point of all this, gaining the chance to study the manaform that was, even now, making his back muscles vibrate painfully. The cramps didn't really end, they just paused while they migrated. It was extremely annoying and incredibly devious. A fighter could adjust to a consistent weakness. A cut, a bruise, a broken weapon, these could be accounted for and worked around.


Having your trapezius clench mid swing, without warning, was debilitating. Bastard goats. And he had a long way, uphill, to haul them. Ulric Einar wouldn't so easily leave behind the fruits of his labor, not after so much pain to go along with it.


He'd lived. Gotten the shit kicked out of him from that headbutt and tackle, but he'd lived. And learned. And, once he'd cut these asshole sheep apart and figured out how they manufactured a storm cloud between their horns, he'd be a more powerful wielder of his own magics.


************Present, Refugee Caravan*****************


Taipan nodded to herself as he concluded his story.


"And what did Varda teach you today, husband?" the huntress asked, sharp teeth showing in her smile.


She enjoyed overseeing his growth, like any veteran craftsman watching a greenhorn earn their stripes. There was significant schadenfreude to be had in the trials of a rookie. For all that they'd experienced in the time since leaving Iriel, and even his time before he'd left the glade, Ulric was still not seasoned. Today had shown him that well. Furthermore, he'd had time to mull that fact over, dragging the three billy goats gruff, sonsofbitches that they were, up to the plateau's edge, aching the entire time, seeing double on the regular, and throwing up twice from the sheer ungodly migraine that had probably come from a concussion.


Take nothing for granted. And kill your enemy as hard as you can, before it does the same to you. Hunt like the [Shadow Panther], that doesn't pounce twice or give its prey even the slightest hope of escape before the bite that takes a life. And also, he concluded, remembering his lightning bolts being consumed by the horns of the beasts, when a creature wields the same forces you do, don't assume it doesn't have means to counter its own powers.


Ulric told her, and she was appeased, choosing not to scold or mock him when Varda had already done so fairly thoroughly.


"Good, Glade Chief. Not a few are tried and found wanting, unable to survive the lessons that the wilds offer." His mate said, solemnity speaking to kin she'd known that had perished.


"There are a good fewer young Hunters than older ones. That is because most who are returned to the forest, to join Varda's Dream, do so within the first three years. The rest figure out how not to be stupid or slow or clumsy." She added meaningfully.


Eyes closing to keep the double vision from making him sick again, he nodded gently, "Heard and understood Taipan." was his simple reply.
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                It had not failed to occur to him, particularly when he was puking up his guts on the hillside, that he'd grown less cautious and too reliant on his skills. The him that had hunted game on the [Plateau of Ancients] would never have tried approaching those goats like that. He'd have shot them from afar, preferably just the one alone, and learned what he may from one dead beast at a time. Ulric couldn't afford to get sloppy in his mindset. New powers, new abilities, these were useless if you put yourself into a dead end situation. He had to be better.


"You know, Taipan, when I was crossing the plains for those weeks on end, I kept thinking I was just starting to get a handle on how the monsters here worked. I came across Sano cored goblins that had, like, X-factor healing, there were grass types, a bunch of other shit, I mean I really got a good taste of the wonders of the Vardan wild. But all that, it wasn't really close to how many scary as hell things are running around out there, was it?" Ulric asked, humbled.


A supple, strong hand ruffled his hair and rested against his chin, the intense gaze of the Iriel'en woman's bronze flecked green eyes staring into his soul as she smiled and said, "It was barely the surface of what secrets Varda hides."


Ulric nodded, the throbbing behind his eyes making that a chore, and told her a little wearily, "Yeah. Yeah, I was starting to suspect as much."


They lapsed into silence then and his partner helped him gut and dress the [Thunderhorn Sheep]. Ulric retrieved the golf ball sized core, with its shimmering violet, sky blue, and foreboding grey swirls. Consummate scientist that he was, Ulric pinged the core and the other two like it repeatedly to feel out the tones and resonances of their subtle blend of storm mana. This was one of the most complex arrangements of notes that he'd felt to this point. It would be a tall task to reproduce the type of signature that was manifest in these cores. Not impossible, by any stretch of the imagination, just tedious and demanding of his attention. What a reward though…Ulric's lightning magic would open doors to this new synergistic manaform.


In addition to their obscure, though patently fascinating mana type, the [Thunderhorn Sheep] proved to be divine when cooked. Better roast mutton there would not be found anywhere. If he had the materials to whip up a good barbeque sauce there would be pulled mutton sandwiches that would cement his status as a god amongst the chefs of these lands. Some onions, a little spicy mayo, and maybe some spinach. Maybe not though, you didn't need to get too fancy with a good barbeque sandwich. Definitely some salty french fries though, that was just a given. Served with the Legranel's mead, to cap it off. Yeah, that was it, Ulric knew that his final destiny was to open an eatery on the Plateau. Twice Born Bar and Grill, the best godsdamned café food that this primal world ever knew. Or maybe that was just the concussion talking, who knows?


His shame was somewhat mitigated by the fact that the Orlethrem, so recently experiencing a living nightmare, were coming along nicely in their recovery. That was thanks in no small part to his efforts clearing the monsters and now he'd even treated as many as possible to a portion of fresh mutton. Ulric had to admit, as he canvassed the traveler's camps that sprung up from the ground around them, that things were much improved on the refugee front.


That the reforged man frequently cooked delicious meals for them and, between himself and Taipan and the supplies they'd taken from the torturers, they had traveled well fed and in as much safety as could be managed meant the pilgrims were growing stronger. Scars would fade, if memory didn't, and bones would heal. For the missing limbs and digits there was nothing but for to learn to make do without and the Elves that had been unable to come to terms with their maiming had already gone to their end. Now he just had to get them on those boats and get them past the fortress of Prosper, which sat on top of the mouth of the Zelus like a great fat golden spider spinning its threads made of wealth and soft power to strangle the lands of Prespang. That was going to be tricky.


Blinding headaches and mountain climbing after having the crap kicked out of you made for an early bed time. As much as he would have liked to hold a strategy meeting to confirm their plans for tomorrow, he just didn't have it in him. The Twins were still in the sky when the sleep hammer fell and Ulric would not rise until shaken awake before dawn the next morning.


"Abuh?" He asked blearily.


The hand on his shoulder withdrew and a gentle voice from above, so sweet and melodic, spoke as if from the heaven he had no belief in, "Get up from your blankets Ulric, we have today a challenge before us."


Flexing his torso, thankfully far less spongy and bruised than the previous day's tenderizing would have led him to believe, Ulric sat up and wiped his eyes before yawning wide. The headache was blessedly gone.


A naked Taipan stood before him, the Elf having been bathing with a wet rag, as travelers must. You don't want to be hiking around covered in sweat and grime. It led to chafing and health problems. Resistant as these Vardan forged bodies were to infection, there were limits. Without Sano mages on hand to heal any issues away, cleanliness was right up there with wearing boots for increasing your ability to travel long distances. The only light in their teepee was a small bowl of sheep fat with a twist of shaggy wool for a wick, the improvised candle made by his Shadow-Wife the day before and which Ulric considered a neat trick that he wished he'd have thought of. It was in the many small comforts she managed to produce in their journey together that her experience roaming this world's savage lands tended to shine.


Gods knew Ulric had missed many of them in his time lost in the endless prairies.


He'd also missed the sight before him, soft curves on top of chiseled muscle, moving in perfect harmony as she bathed. Never did the sight get old to him. But enough ogling! Ulric joined his partner in the ablutions, scrubbing methodically to remove grime from his own hardened musculature. Vardan life did the old body fat index wonders, he was rabbit lean. The Watcher's gift of a reforged body had honed nicely against the stone of brutal training and rigorous adventure.


Actually, now that he was up and moving, he felt pretty good, in spite of his attempts to get himself beat to death by the storm cloud bearing billy goats. It helped that whatever palsy inflicted by the storm mana in their horns had dissipated. He'd have to remember that one. Against something tough enough that he couldn't deliver a killing blow with his magics, a prolonged debuff was not a bad way to shift the odds in his favor. Set up the hook with the jab Ulric and then! The old dick twist. Seventy percent of the time it would work every time. Chuckling at the Holonet forum slang of a world long gone he continued his cleaning.


Now that the bodies were scrubbed it was time to do the same for the clothes, at least the ones that touched the skin. For the same reason a rag bath was a good idea, making sure your base layers and socks were fresh was paramount. Which was how it came to be that Ulric sat next to a rock pool in the dim blue lighting of predawn washing Taipan's underwear while she hummed quietly beside him running his socks over a smooth stone, back and forth which motion did wonderful things to her chest. Ahh the simple life. Following the rougher treatment, to break up the dirt and remove the worst of the nastiness, they tossed their underclothes into his [Steelwood] cookpot, to soak in soapy water over the coals of a low campfire. They'd bring that to a boil and let it cool and then they'd be ready for dress.


Similar events were unfolding throughout the caravan's many fire places as the travelers prepared themselves for the day. Many forms, most of them sporting scars, stumps, and bandages, dotted the gently rolling plateau and were the more beautiful in his eyes for their tenacity. There wasn't much quit to be found in the Orlethrem that had survived the Bane manufacture facilities.


Ulric was squatted down next to the cookpot, stirring their laundry gently when a passing female whistled and asked aloud, "What has a girl got to do to get one of those in her bedding?"


To which his grinning wife replied "You've got to try to kill them. Thins out the weak ones and, a good strong buck like this one, took three or four attempts at murder to get settled. Too settled, I had to catch him half dead and drug him to get him in the mood to bed me."


It no longer bothered him to be spoken of like this, the Elves were all rather open about things and it was nice to get a compliment so early in the day. Besides, he had seen himself in the water and he had the best man ass around so they could look all they wanted to. Bask in the glory says I, Ulric crowed inside while keeping a bored expression, bask!


He also knew better than to disagree with her somewhat badly generalized recollection of their "courting", lest she be provoked to provide more details to defend her claims. It was true she'd tried to kill him a couple of times and that he'd tried to kill her and ended up electrocuting her pretty thoroughly. Afterwards it was mostly just snarking and back biting until they'd come to terms. She wasn't exactly exaggerating about that drug thing though, they'd been high as kites on some kind of mushroom harvested from his glade when they first smashed. He was definitely going to want to produce that stuff at industrial scale and export it, it was bomber shit. No more could be had until he returned to his home on the Plateau though, sadly.


Just because he didn't see the need to egg his Shadow on, didn't mean he didn't have a counter punch ready though, as was the norm for their regular sparring.


"Be careful following my Taipan's advice, she leaves out a few steps! When first we met I killed her bow, told her off like she's never heard before, and ran Ceraun through her until she was pacified. If not for offending her brother's innocent eyes I'd have probably worked her over real good like." Ulric informed the female's shapely retreating rear.


To her credit, the passing Elf gave the best response from over her shoulder, "Don't threaten me with a good time you rogue!"


Ahh, Elves. They were fun sometimes.


His partner did not take umbrage to his retort either, he'd said nothing that wasn't so.


"If you like, I think I can catch that one and hide her in our bed for a few days." Offered Taipan, whose eyes had also followed the quite spectacular rump as it sauntered off.


Ulric laughed at that. His Wife had an inclination for "hunting" partners to spice up the bedroom, not that he was one to complain. However, such games were best saved for when they had time to be enjoyed. For right now, he was just happy to have his mate back and that they were both in one piece after the trials of this past little bit. A little dinged up, the both of them, but in one piece.


"It is appreciated, Taipan, but leave the poor thing be. She's only just recovering and you'll wear her out." Ulric predicted.


The smile on her lips said that was, indeed, the plan.


Deciding against ruminating on the hunting habits of Taipans, Ulric chose to continue stirring the laundry. Judging that it had received proper sterilization, he dumped the pot of steaming clothes and soon had them drying, hung from the hooks that were arranged to permit the tie off extra baggage or cargo covers on the sides of the wagon.


It was just as well they were coming to another port city, the intervening weeks had been sort of rough on his clothes. The reason he was sitting here in his skin now was thanks to the lack of options. He'd set out with three sets of travel robes and underclothes. Events had transpired to reduce him to just the one sitting here on the side of the wagon. Taipan had packed light, the better to make her absurd run to locate him, after weeks of fighting in against the attempted blitzkrieg on the Iriel'en Sanctuaries, and was in a similarly disheveled state. Most of the Orlethrem refugees were wearing little better than rags and the situation would have been outright dire had not the late spring season been comfortable at all hours, aside from the chilling influence of the constant trade winds coming off the ocean and the frequent rains.


Speaking of, a peal of thunder rolled from the clouds that were approaching and he and the rest of the caravan steeled their hearts against another blow through. Already the looming storm, carried on the vast versions of what those stupid goats had held between their spiraling horns, threatened aggressive weather. The entire camp began to batten down the hatches in anticipation, knowing now that this system wasn't going to miss them. They had long since learned that attempting to travel through these short, but frequently intense patterns was just an exercise in masochism; the pitiful speed of travel was not, in any way, adequately rewarding for the suffering endured.


Ten minutes later, Ulric sat inside the teepee, his clothes now hung from the support poles to dry, and the little stone firepit hosting a lively fire. Outside, rain came on in sheets, driven by pulses of Vatyn's winds. Thunder punctuated the storm ferociously and Ulric's core felt the faintest whispers of Ceraun, high above in the clouds. An almost subconscious call from the mana out there to his own. Awareness of storms was one of the newer oddities to his life, one that had mostly only revealed itself in the last month or so. He supposed it was related to an increasing comfort with the workings of his awakened core. Ceraun was a manaform that longed to connect things, positive to negative, as the electromagnetic force always sought itself, and that magic was part of his being in ways he didn't fully understand.


The increased connection to his powers was reflected in his conflict of wills with the [Stormhorn Sheep]. It used a manaform that was heavily laden with his own and they had clashed, its magically enhanced horn ram against his electromagnetic parry, and he had managed to sort of magically tug of war with the monster's instinctive "casting". He'd pulled its magic apart and redirected the Ceraun aspect of it, amplifying his counterattack. It was similar to performing one of Gother's magical parries but slightly different. Ulric very much doubted he could do such a thing to any other elemental form than something closely akin to lightning, it required too great an intuitive understanding of the mana, relied too heavily on the core's innate control over its attuned magic.


Still. Good to know.


His partner was reclined on their bedding, resting still. Her ribs and thigh would recover faster the less she moved. Ulric was the only one who received a passive healing boost from his core being in a saturated state, another gift of the Watcher's otherwordly crafting of his physical form. She was, nevertheless, coming on rapidly, by virtue of being incredibly healthy an in the prime of Elf life.


"How you doing lass? Feeling any better?" Ulric inquired of her.


She lifted a supple arm from over her face and looked at him appreciatively before returning to her resting position.


"Improving, Ulric. It no longer agonizes with each deep breath and I think I might even manage a brief run, though I would pay for such effort dearly later." Answered the Iriel'en Paragon.


"And yourself, Glade Chief? Your injuries and lingering debilitation are mending?" Returned the lilting voice from beneath her arm's cover.


He thought it over a second. Yeah, he realized, more or less he was alright. The long sleep had done wonders.


"All good, mostly. I think I'm starting to figure out that part of that Kataigis mana's difference to Ceraun is that it sort of sticks to a living creature a bit, digging into its body. It's less aggressively energetic but the additional resonances of Caelum and Aquae and whatever else give it much more robust staying power. An interesting manaform to be sure." Ulric replied, voicing aloud some of his contemplations.


He hadn't managed to reproduce the Kataigis yet, but he was puzzling out some of its nature.


A grunt came from the wounded Shadow and she sardonically asked him if he'd like to go get another to play with.


"Not on your life! I'll kill any and all goats from a long damned ways away from now on, thanks." was his retort.


And he would damn it! But, clearly, not with lightning magic seeing as how the assholes had absorbed his bolts with little trouble. That was the kind of shit that concerned him greatly. A sword was the weapon it was because it was sharp, otherwise it's just a bad club. His lightning magic was a weapon because it struck fast and hard and put down a target right fucking now. To fail in that was understandable when the target was big, the larger creatures took more energy to put down, had more robust bodies. But twice he'd had his magic do, essentially, fuck all. Once against that assassin wearing the artifact armor that had some enchantment that grounded his lightning, like a big ass Faraday cage. This time, the [Stormhorn Sheep] had slurped his spell up like a big 'ol magic smoothy. He wasn't sure what countermeasures he had against such a thing, but there was a hint in the brief back and forth of wills he'd had against the beast when their attacks had met. In that case it was Ulric who had come out on top, wresting control of the magic and turning it back against the sheep.


Looks like his training was not complete, Gother probably could have warned him about this, and so could Bathe, she could do similar things, manipulating the mana inside another's body with her own. They hadn't had enough time though, it was enough that he'd progressed as far as he had in such short span. He couldn't be upset, his life in Varda had started slow enough, but since leaving the glade the pace of events had ramped considerably. Ulric Einar was caught in the rapids now, just doing his damnedest to keep his head above water.


A sudden thought occurred to him then. He'd fought with the sentient peoples of this continent on several occasions and done well enough, taking, mostly, only a few wounds. In contrast, many of the creatures had come real close to fucking him up proper. Was there really so great a gap between the monsters and the men of the land?


"Taipan, a quick question for you," the confused Glade Chief announced suddenly against the backdrop of rain, "Are the people I've been fighting mostly weak bastards or are the monsters out in the wilds just, like, crazy strong?"


A light titter from his reclining mate left him without immediate answer.


"Ah, sorry Ulric Glade Chief, husband, it's just refreshing to hear such odd questions." The Elf lass replied, suppressing more giggles.


She lifted her arm from her face raised herself up gingerly and held his grey eyes with her own emerald and bronze ones as she expanded on her answer.


"Categorically, the monsters of Varda's wilds are not trifling creatures. There is good reason why few settlements are without tall walls and why almost none live in isolated steadholds. It is only with great effort that the denizens of the open are kept at bay and why the tribes that live in the outer reaches are renowned for their hardiness and ferocity." Begun his partner, instructing him in the common sense of Varda's people.


From her splayed legged seat, supported on her arms, his Shadow told him what he should have realized sooner.


"The fighters we have faced are not necessarily weaklings, although they have, mostly, not been of high level or deep in their classes enough to be of the caliber of warrior that would hold long against a seasoned Iriel'en Hunter or still less against one of the Royal Guards, with whom you have had protracted experience."


Tossing her head at his ignorance the Amazon grinned at him and told him with some degree of pride in her chosen mate, "Ulric, you stood with the best soldiers and mages that Orlethrem has to offer and drank their arts like an Elf lost in the deserts. Between your magics and your unnatural physical ability, it is little wonder that the enemies you have faced have been unable to withstand you. My Glade Chief comes into his strength well and there is yet to come, if I can keep you alive long enough to grow into your potential."


The possessive note to her explanation was not unsurprising, for all her odd way of going about it, Taipan had always tried to teach him how to live in this savage world. Weakness was not long tolerated beyond civilization's walls and his partner made it clear that she would not accept it from him, not where she could correct his habits carried over from a tamed, peaceful, devastated world. No, his Shadow-Wife truly was looking out for his best interests, it was just that Iriel'en did not babysit. They parented like leopards, dragging a wounded prey to be released so that the cub had to learn to kill on its own, the scavengers held away by the parent's presence. Very much a sink or swim approach.


He realized then that this was the way of the Elves warrior castes in particular. All were expected to be able to defend themselves but the greater houses, who carried the burden of leadership amongst their people cultivated a far more aggressively competent mindset. Which was why, when it looked like things were going to get dicey, they hid their citizens away in the Sanctuaries. Orlethrem warrior's viewed themselves as the porcupine's spines, hard and sharp to guard the soft underbelly that was their noncombat classes. Other cultures would also mirror this worldview, he just hadn't so much met many of them. The barbarians hunting the criminals of their tribe were ones. Varrock was another, the old wolf had fought soldiers in their primes unarmed and had looked to have the upperhand until that Magister had used his catalyst based magic. Even Werona Autumnclaw, as close to a scholar as anyone Ulric had ever met had, when the fighting broke out, showed a savage fighting instinct.


"So, it's not such an uncommon thing to get beat up by a bunch of random goats in the countryside?" Ulric asked.


Taipan laughed, then groaned at the pain from doing so, and glibly took his legs out from under him, "Oh, no, I did not say that, Ulric. You put your nose in a wasp nest like a cub and were surprised to be stung! Even those bottom feeders we reaped in Trachn'ir would not have thought to walk down a group of beasts outnumbered."


Fair enough.


"Yeah, okay, laugh it up Taipan, I deserve it. I can't deny that I did a stupid." Ulric allowed, seeing no sense in denying the obvious.


His mate took some of the sting out of his failure, commiserating with him by a gentle reminder, "We Hunters must all of us be reminded at times not to become unwary or over confident. It was you that taught me humility at the side of my brother, that even the least of your enemies is still a foe and nothing can be taken at face value."


She fell silent and he reflected on that lesson again, really let it soak into the old noodle.


Varda punished mistakes. Frequently that punishment was for keeps.


"Would that I were well enough for it Ulric, I would lift your spirits with the making of 'whoopee' as you call it." His Shadow said with a sly tone.


She laid back slowly and rolled over onto her stomach, kicking her fine legs lightly, the subtle flex of muscle beneath supple flesh alluring. Ulric decided that two could play this game.


"Alas, my love, it is a shame. But I shan't mope," Ulric returned, rising to his feet with deliberate motions, "No, I think I could go for a touch of exercise to loosen up these stiff joints."


Then Ulric ran through his balance and strengthening exercises still in the buff, which he knew got his partner nicely riled up, her eyes following him hungrily as he went through the stances, holds, presses, and routines that showed off nicely his physique in the firelight.


When he finished, the Elf woman, hoisted on her own petard, accused him petulantly, "Tease!"


Pretending innocence, looking around briefly for the accused, the reforged man then smiled and squatted down next this leopardess wrapped in Elf skin, waggling his eyebrows, "Then don't start what you can't finish, Taipan."


Pouting lips, full and moist, parted to release a regretful sigh from the woman, "Haaah, it is what I deserve, Glade Chief. But know this, when I am well again, I am going to Husband you most thoroughly."


Ulric thought back to the sally from the Elf girl earlier, grinning, "Don't threaten me with a good time!"
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                Alas, the peace was not to last long. The storm was a blow through and, while intense, did not linger, carried aloft on the Vatyn's strong trade winds. That meant that the caravan was ready to pack up and descend the gnarled switchbacks along the route Ulric had been scouting before his ill-fated encounter with the wild life.


It was a half round of the Twins' dance before the train of wagons, carts, and walking refugee Elves reached the descent. Looking down at it, Ulric was certainly not going to second guess the decision to only attempt that in the daylight and without rain. The trail was narrow, the falls precipitous, and their cargo soft and squishy. A rollover would kill all hands aboard. That said, they were willing to take their time and make their way down from the highlands into the verdant coastal forest and meadows that awaited below. Taipan informed him from her seat upon a wagon that, in clearer atmosphere, one might be able to just see the impression of the city to which they were headed from atop that plateau. Ulric didn't doubt her, but then, she had better eyes than he.


Painstaking, would be the way he described the climb down. The draft beasts employed by the minions of Prospers little house of horrors camps were not like the [Direhorn Oxen] he'd been forced to deal with on his little adventure, they were far more docile and less skittish. Thankfully, without the goats around to cause trouble, there was no obstacle that presented itself other than the terrain and the party thusly made a safe, if slow, passage. That was not to say it was without incident, however.


Ulric, a hand to his forehead to shield his eyes from the mid-morning sunlight, had observed smoke about thirty kilometers out. The group was about a third of the way from the bottom of their journey towards that approaching tree line, and the gentle roll of small humps of hill upon which that forest rode.


Turning to address his mate, he looked for a second opinion to verify his suspicions.


"Lass, that smoke is from people, and those people probably shouldn't be out this far from the city." Ulric stated, his question implied.


They didn't stop the caravan's movement, the worst possible thing that could happen was to be caught in the open on this steep descent. Going back up was not an option, it'd take all damned day to climb those switchbacks.


From her position, he watched the elegant features of his Shadow screw up in concentration as she considered the situation.


"Trouble, Ulric Glade Chief," assessed the former Huntress, chewing her cheek, "It is an encampment of some kind, I can make out no fewer than six different tributary fires contributing to that pillar."


Shit. This was basically exactly what they were worried about, running into some kind of armed force before they could evacuate the refugee Elves. Especially now, with Taipan all gimped up.


"Okay, well, this is a patch of bad luck and no doubt about it," Ulric stated the obvious in a low voice next to his partner's thigh as he walked close to her wagon, "But it doesn't truly change what we need to do just right now. First priority is getting off this goat path and getting into the cover of that forest."


Taipan's nod affirmed the strategy and she made the hand sign for "agreed" to emphasize the point. Tactically, there was absolutely nothing they could do about much of anything if they were spotted on this open ground.


Not much but lichen, moss, and asshole goats called the cliffsides home, especially since the [Thunderhorn Sheep] were committed to headbutting any intruders off the side of it. Ulric hadn't spotted anymore of the things at close range but small herds of the sonsofbitches were easy to see clambering around in the distance. The little ones might even be sort of cute, appearing to gallivant around as kids do, little flashes of light accompanying their juvenile thumps of horns as they played. But Ulric knew what they would grow into and wanted no part of the damned things. Given the lack of anything else on their rocky traversal, the wagons would stand out like a sore thumb. Blessed be the season, the thick leafy tree tops hiding them from those below their boughs.


Word was passed back down the length of the caravan about the obstacle ahead but no other sign did the travelers make that they'd observed the newest trouble to come, they had problems enough not falling off the narrow trail. Perhaps the Orlethrem had earned a patch of luck, a sign of favor from the heavens for their sufferings and plight, because nothing untoward happened and the refugees made the safety of the trees below in good order. Everyone allowed themselves some relief, once they'd passed into the shade of the leaves.


"Whew," Ulric commented, letting go a breath felt like it had been held for hours, "I did not need that anxiety in mine life."


He got a scrub of strong fingers through his lengthening hair for his troubles, a gesture of comfort from her Ladyship Taipan.


"It was a pathfinding well done, Ulric," the Iriel'en woman praised, "The slope was difficult but you got us down cleanly. Perhaps in no small part thanks to your clearing the path of our horned troublemakers aforehand."


She said that last with a smirking grin though so he knew he'd not be hearing the last of his close encounters of the goat kind from her. It was too easy a ribbing. Still, accolades from the master scout were rare and he'd take what he could get.


Taking the petting hand in his own and kissing the back of it once to acknowledge her, he took his leave of the wagons to do a survey of the immediate vicinity. Just because nothing had bothered them on the climb didn't mean it wouldn't down here in the forest. Varda sprinkled ravenous beasts about her landscape like paprika in a chili. A healthy dose, for flavor. Hand on his sword's hilt, the up and coming [Lord of the Ancient Glade] canvassed these rather dainty trees.


For once, this area almost paralleled what he knew of the forests on old Earth. The mix of evergreen, rough barked pine-like trunks in stands of a dozen or so interspersed with lobe leafed, smooth barked arbors that reminded him greatly of the venerable oak. Other species dappled the gentle hills, filling out a thriving environment that provided a thick detritus of leaves over top of a sandy soil, blessedly free of rocks. Ulric had just about had enough of trodding about exposed stone for a little while. The soft ground beneath his thinning boots felt wonderful in comparison.


Idly, he noticed that he was going to be in need of a fresh set of boots soon, the kilometers had not been gentle to his feet.


A twig broke not far away and he froze instantly, eyes scanning ahead towards the source of the sound. Adrenaline spiked immediately and he was in full predator focus to find the creature or person that had not so far away disturbed the peace of the wood.


He remained stock still. Anything out there would have an easier time spotting movement and, while his dark armor wasn't exactly camouflage, it wasn't particularly attention grabbing either. Hell, with his bestial helmet, it wasn't impossible something might, from a distance and through thick undergrowth, mistake him for part of the local fauna.


No further sound issued forth but Ulric didn't move. It was a thing Taipan had instructed. Trust your instincts, but do not allow them to overrule reason, especially not when an enemy may be present. Prey flushes, but the predator remains calm. Her wisdom proved correct, five minutes of patient waiting were rewarded by the jostle of low limbs and big fern leaves that declared the presence of whatever had spooked him. Whoever, or whatever, it was had resumed its movement, stalking quietly enough to signal to Ulric that it was up to no good.


The thing about many herbivores was that they weren't trying to sneak up on anybody, given that their food didn't run away. At least on Varda, not very often. Which means they typically don't care about making a little noise, especially in a herd. No, Ulric was fairly certain by the stop and go pattern of disturbance he saw ahead that its source was, in fact, hunting something.


Carefully, very carefully, the Elf trained one time woodsman of Earth slipped into the shadow of the unknown hunter and began to trail it. He'd come a long way in this game since his abrupt arrival, honing himself against young Brighteyes first, and then his far more proficient sister later. The difference between hunter and hunted was a fine thing, dancing on a razor's edge at times. One mistake was all it took to hand your target the information it needed to turn the tables and Ulric was determined not to give anything away.


In the spirit of this, he had not employed his [Ceraunoperception] to pierce the veil of undergrowth ahead. It was a subtle thing but Taipan said she could feel the pulses as a slight prickle on her skin at close range and he didn't want to give even that much away. Besides, now that he was directly behind the target he could follow it easily enough, even if he hadn't laid eyes on it directly.


Soon enough, that situation rectified itself. A small clearing ahead, at the bottom of one of the small hills there was a spring, small pool of crystalline clear water away from which burbled a tiny creek. Into that clearing stepped a red-haired human man wearing knee high leather boots, hard soled and uncommon for any who frequented the wilds. It was likely those hard soled boots that gave him away, despite his obvious attempts at being stealthy. The boots weren't what had Ulric's attention though, no, it was it his coat. A long heavy black trench coat with which Ulric was intimately familiar. That coat marked the adept mages of Prosper, their personal wizards and officers of the gilded empire. Mages who took coin to do murder as a bonus to their wages.


At the sight of the mage, Ulric's core spun up, cycling lightning in a deathly chase readying power to obliterate his enemy. Positive separated from negative, two poles forming at his will, separated yet yearning to become one again. The capacitance grew as Ulric channeled the magic, preparing to funnel his strength into a set of lightning bolts that would turn the mage, and his general vicinity, into a fulminating heap of ash and glassed earth.


Stumbling out from the thick brush behind Prosper's agent came a barefoot Catkin in a tattered tunic, bearing a slave collar made of silver metal, golden scrollwork tracing its control runes. Ulric hovered on the brink, a moment sooner and he'd have killed the both of them. Damned close call for the girl, that was. He'd have to wait for her to clear the blast radius before he could deal with the mage. Therefore, he'd stay under cover and keep track of


"Please! Lover! I cannot go farther!" Cried the Catkin woman in a husky, breathless gasp.


She was clearly exhausted, by the sound of her. The mage turned around and, to Ulric's amazement, picked the beastkin girl up in a princess carry and buried his face in her neck length hair, muttering something too muffled and soft for Ulric to make out while the girl giggled quietly.


What the fuck was going on here?


Raising his face, the mage, young looking now that Ulric saw him clearly, told her in muted excitement, "I am sorry, darling, only I cannot believe we've done it! Two years but you're free now, I have the unlocking spell! You will not be found, and never again will you serve those pigs!"


Uhhhhh…okay, Ulric had not been prepared to fall into a romance novel from the Pre-Collapse. Varda was more like a murder mystery with a dash of horror comedy. The jarring sweetness pouring off of the pair did not jive with that coat he was wearing. Prosper's mage core was, to his knowledge, a set of indoctrinated, hate filled fanatics bent on dominating the other races and establishing Prosper as a dynasty in Prespang, and all the continent, if they could manage it. So how the hell had the ginger kid over there ended up clearly head over heels for the cat eared beastkin slave girl?


Running her slightly clawed fingers gently over the youth's face and chest, the Leor girl with her tawny orange fur and burnished orange irises whispered something before hugging the mage tightly. Was this what it was like when Ulric and Taipan were flirting in public? Gross. They were rarely so flagrant in company though. And these two were idiots, the hidden man had decided. Did they have no idea what kind of hilariously dangerous bullshit liked to run around the woodlands? It was a wonder nothing had crept up behind them ready to slay them viciously. You know, sort of like he had been doing just a minute ago, now that he thought about it.


Things had just become complicated. Ulric had a buck and change of Orlethrem refugees, whose presence could not and would not, if he had any say on the matter, be known by Prespang's countrymen and most especially not by any agent of Prosper, including most especially their Magisters, Mages, and/or, armed forces. However, he now had an innocent civilian involved and some kind of unsanctioned dalliance if he was reading this situation correctly. Sure as shit, no self-respecting instrument of the Valin supremacists would be all cuddly with the Beast folk. But here they were.


Alright, think man! Ulric urged himself. He didn't have all godsdamned day, he needed to know what was in this forest and he needed to know what was going on with that encampment. Sitting here in the bushes spying on these love birds was doing neither one.


His ponderings were cut off suddenly.


Crashes through the brush preceded by a half a second a horse sized bird monster that had a jaggedly toothed beak, four legs bearing talons like short swords, and a glittering blue feathers tipped by golden yellow.


"SEEEEER!" Screeched the beast as it launched itself at the pair whose cooing had made them appear vulnerable to ambush.


Ulric was certain he was about to watch the pair mauled while he looked on in shock until one of the oak trees reached out and clubbed the bird from the air with a heavy *whack*.


One hand of the red-haired mage was free and his fingers were weaving eerily as his green eyes stared at the beast. The mage was chanting something that sounded like it might be Latin mixed with Greek and the four-legged eagle was trying to rise when a set of roots from the oak that had smacked it from the air tore up from the ground and wrapped the creature until it looked like a bark flavored mummy, and dragged it, screeching loudly and struggling the entire time, to be interred beneath the trunk of the oak tree.


Holy fuck! Ulric exclaimed to himself.


Aaaalllrriiiighty then, mage was some kind of tree bender. Good to know. The reason he hadn't [Scanned] the mage was the same reason he hadn't used [Ceraunoperception] earlier. When someone used that spell to look up your Akashic life story, you felt that shit for sure. It was a dead giveaway and almost never happened unexpectedly for any good reason.


The Leor girl was now on her own feet, though she remained clutching the mage boy's coat.


"Brodin! A beast! You slew it so bravely, you hero!" Cried the girl with sickening sweetness.


Ulric was going to have to get the fuck out of here or subscribe to insulin. Maybe his notions of the dynamic between men and women was somewhat skewed by extensive interaction with the Elves. Or maybe it was just his relationship with Taipan, which was distinctly alien from anything he'd known in the Before. Who knows? What he did know was that it was time to shit or get off the pot. This pair might be the best lead he could have hoped for to determine what goings on were ahead of him before he went and stuck his stupid face into them.


Readying himself to kill everything generally, just in case, Ulric rose from his hidden crouch and shouted "Ho there! Strangers! I mean no harm! I'm just a man from the Outer Reaches passing through new lands and finding many troubles. Have I come, at last, from the wilderness to civilization?"


The pair swung violently towards him and Ulric could feel through his core the vegetation around sort of come to order, awaiting the will of the plant manipulating Mage. But no fireworks, just yet. The girl's features had drawn back into a feral snarl of fear, which mostly confirmed the pair were not exactly in any danger of running to the authorities.


Hands raised placatingly, Ulric set out to soothe the pair, "Easy goings now, I have no business with Prosper's agents nor any that hold their ear." He started, smooth and even, hoping nobody did anything stupid.


When nothing stupid occurred, he took a few steps nice and slow towards them, very pointedly not reaching for his sword and raising his visor to show his face as he continued to ease them down from their scare.


"In point of fact, I was staying hidden because I recognized the young sir's coat and did not wish to draw attention, not until it seemed that I was mistaken about his alliance." Ulric explained watching for any sign that those trees and vines meant to make things rough for him.


They didn't and the pair relaxed a mite which was great, especially when the trees went back to being just regular old trees.


Pointedly glancing at the most recently weaponized arbors, Ulric addressed the mage directly, "I can't help noticing that you are a mage sanctioned by Prosper, or, at least, you bear the uniform of such. I had not known any of those kind to not be toeing the party line with regards to Otherkin, but, clearly, you are not of the common ilk.”


Hoping that he was right and that there would be no need for violence here, Ulric continued gently “Please, there are others with whom I travel that I will not allow to fall under sway of the Magisters or the aegis of the Golden Thrones. Being that we both have ones who we do not wish to leave exposed to those fat spider's authority, perhaps we can assist one another."


Beastkin girl and ginger mage traded looks and bent to whisper at each other.
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                Ulric let out the breath he'd been holding when they did.  If they were talking it over, it meant that there was probably not going to be any killing on this occasion, which suited him just fine.  He'd already had his fill of slaughter and there was, not so regrettably, more to come. 


But that was best saved for the fuckers who had it coming, not random peoples caught up in a system of indoctrinated cruelty.  Ulric still recalled those discussions wherein he'd been told of places in this little empire where people were defaulted to slavery and had to earn their rights to freedom and citizenship.  What kind of twisting of a person would that inflict?  To have naked ambition and cut throat competition be the only way towards a life of any worth?  He couldn't imagine growing up immersed in ruthless exploitation like that. 


These two might give him the kind of knowledge that only locals would have, that he could find the best way towards securing those ships for the Elves under his care and to make their way, finally, to Prosper.  It'd been almost six months since he and Taipan had left Iriehos.  Far longer than they had planned, but then, not much had gone according to that optimistic plan all that time gone.


Finally, the syrup sweet couple turned from their mutterings to address him, the Leor girl taking the lead in human tongue, "First, I would have your name, warrior.  Who are you wearing such uncommon armor and bearing a mastercraft sword while roaming the Kistalfin Wood?"


A fair question.


"A fair question, paramours," Ulric replied, and deciding to bet it all on a pair of hopelessly besotted youngsters, "I am Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade], friend of the Deep Woods Elves.  I've come into protection for a group of Orlethrem held by Prosper's agents for the purpose of twisting them into Aes'r Bane.  I destroyed those who did this evil and I wish to find passage for those poor sods back to Orlethrem territory.  Can you be of help in this?"


That earned him some widened eyes for certain.  Now more whispering, with much gesticulation on the part of the love birds.  He hitched his patience, no good would come of rushing them.  Best case scenario this pair could help him figure out what exactly the hell was going on with that encampment and maybe even how best to go about booking passage for a couple of smaller schooners or, better, maybe a big carrack for the whole bunch.  Splitting the group between ships was not optimal but he'd do it if that meant getting them seaborn.  Worst case scenario, these two would be of no help and Ulric would maybe have to kill them both to keep them silent. 


Gods that thought made him a little sick, but he knew he'd do it to save a hundred something other lives plus his wife's.  Just wish real fucking hard they don't make that necessary, Ulric told himself.  For once, it would appear that things were going his way though.


When the two arose from their hushed discussion it was with a consensus.


"Fate has dealt a strange hand this day.” The young Mage announced with certainty.


“I am once War Mage Adept Brodin Ivey, in company with my Chrissa.  Varda enjoys her small ironies, I wield the mana of plant life, once for Prosper, and now for myself and my dearest. We are ourselves in need of passage from these lands, Lord Einar." began the Mage earnestly, taking a deep, relieved breath.


"The cause I had to flee Kistalfer with my love is that I was being mobilized away thanks to the sudden upheaval along the western Prespang fronts and along the Vatyn coast.  Wild rumors were circulating regarding some force descending upon the small port towns and even Bartala herself like an angry dragon, and there was some disturbance that had the Magisters standing hard upon the necks of the Barony to raise men.  As if they had not already sent most of the trained men to the border to prosecute their aggression against the Elves." The freckled carrot top mage narrated.


Ulric hurrumphed lightly at that information, though he was, in fact, not a little pleased with himself. 


It checked out.  Ulric had raised Cain, a bit of an extended loss of temper following the murder of the Old Wolf and a culmination of his animosities for grievances general, really.  Sometimes you just get tired of putting up with the bullshit and have to go on the offensive.  That had included burning like five small ports and sinking some half dozen ships at sea.  No wonder the guys at the top of the ladder were starting to feel the heat.  Like a chisel placed just so upon the stone and struck, the fault lines in the empire were propagating, a set of cascading failures degrading the system's integrity.  Fandamntastic, Ulric told himself with some measure of gratification.  It'd only be better if he could see to it that it was their own feet held to the fire next time.


“They’d better send better than the assholes guarding the Baron of Bartala, or I’m going to start feeling like I’m bullying these poor sods.” Ulric remarked sarcastically.


With a gesture towards him, the Leor girl asked a bit timidly "Surely you were not the cause of the Magister's ire?"


To which he shrugged saying drily "Might be.  Unless somebody else was dropping Magisters into the Vatyn's deep and I doubt two people burned Bartala's docks inside a month."


They shared another look between them then and thawed noticeably.


"But this is incredible fortune!" The Tawny furred girl exclaimed, followed immediately by her lad who took her hand and shook it excitedly, "We have the Gods' own blessing on our union Chrissa!  With the debacle in Orlethrem, the Lupid Tribes' secession, and the ravaging of the Vatyn, there will be none to stop us crossing the sea to the Eastern reaches.  Just across the Heaven's Reach North Pass and we will be free of this cursed, rotting empire!"


Secession?  Ulric needed to know more, this was the first news he'd had of the Wolfkin since leaving the crew of the tribesmans' boat behind.


"Ho there, what did you say about the Lupid Tribes?  I saw off some kin of a dear friend, slain by Prosper's thugs, who had decided to pick up and leave Bartala, a wed clan Hora-Bitsnez.  Are they in trouble?" Ulric asked emphatically.


"Whatever happened in Bartala it raised up waves like a seaquake.  Clan Hora-Bitsnez declared themselves at war with Prosper and any who would stand with her and every single Lupid tribe rallied to their side.  They are, according to rumor, holding a Moot to raise a Lupid King, something that has not existed for at least five hundred years of Prespang's history!" The girl, Chrissa said wonderingly.


Shaking his head and patting his emancipated lover's shoulder calmingly the mage continued the story.


"A cascade of Beastkin tribes suddenly withdrew from the Empire's 'protection', three cities had their Baron declare the agents of Prosper, especially Magisters, under pain of death to set foot within the city walls.  If what you have said regarding the Bane is true and others know it then it is no wonder." Ginger spoke with disbelief.


"The Orlethrem are going to cleanse Prespang now, they will not stop until they have burned the taint of those who would wield the Forbidden from the continent.  Prosper finds its gold of little worth now that the Elves are preparing to come North.  Whoever can cut themselves free of the Gilded Thrones will do so now, rather than face the vengeance of the Aes'r." Predicted the youthful Germen Adept grimly.


"They'd better," Remarked Ulric with heat in his voice, "I spent time amongst the Iriel'en and their Crown has it in his mind to see Prosper erased from history.  So do I, for that matter.  Which brings me to my next point, what brings one of Prosper's pet mages out here in the wilderness with a runaway slave?"


The lovers glued themselves together, as if he had said he was planning to separate them.


"For love!  Of course!" Cried the Leor.


Of course, Ulric snarked to himself, trying not to roll his eyes at the two of them.  That's why they were stomping around in the savage wilds like a couple of poachers.


"It is true, Lord Einar of this 'Ancient Glade'.  Once I embraced the doctrines of the Gilded Thrones, as taught to me since I was a boy.  But I met this woman and she showed me the lies that Beastkin were less than people, she taught me what honor and dignity truly are, and I could not marry what I had been told by my superiors and lectors against the reality that she was.” The tree-wielding mage declared.


“I threw my order’s accolades and badges away, defected, and took my love with me away from the nearby city where I was garrisoned, and she was slaved.  It was a hard thing, to wake one morning and find that all your world was a lie.  A fiction told to make free men and women into slaves and other free men and women into their captors, all the while, only the Merchant Lords and their chosen tools knew real freedom." The young man said sadly, the realization fresh on him.


Ulric could sympathize with that.  It was a damned hard thing to do to admit you were wrong, harder still to admit that you had done wrongly to others, had become part of a cruelty.  Before the youngster could dwell on it too deeply the Leor girl wrapped herself around his arm and said with conviction, "It was hard, but you did wake from that nightmare, and you did come for me, leaving all else to the side.  That is what matters."


A small smile lit the young Adept's face at that reminder and he gave Ulric his attention once more.


"Orders came to all of the War Magi that we were to report to Prosper herself, at triple the duty pay, I might add.  I could not leave my Chrissa and her owner would not sell her, he had plans to open a soldier's brothel somewhere near the front lines.  Seeing no other way, I stole the seal breaking spell for the slave collars from Kistalfer's Chief Magister and deserted, fleeing with my dearest.  There was, according to the closely guarded rumors amongst slaves, a free person's camp somewhere in the Kistalfer Wood.  We are bound there and from there, somewhere beyond the reach of the Gilded Thrones." Explained Ginger.


Well, okay, Ulric supposed that made sense, in a kind of naively stupid kind of way.  The both of them would have been brutally executed had they been caught.


Prosper was coming apart at the seams.  It was better news than any he could have hoped for.  Taipan had told him of the battle for the Havens, of the blooding that the Orlethrem had given the strike force that had tried to launch a blitzkrieg to wipe out Iriel's citizens.  Great news, but he wasn't here to worry about the price of silk in China, he needed to know what was going on right in front of his nose.


"Look, as I've said already, I'm afield to find the way for my wards.  Anything or anyone gets in my way gets moved aside and I won't be worrying if it breaks in the doing." Ulric informed the couple, getting their attention as they'd started falling into each other's eyes again.


"I and my partner spied smoke coming from this Woodland, as if from a sizable encampment.  Would this be the free peoples camp you spoke of?" Ulric inquired.


"It is!" The couple echoed, before the Ginger Adept begged without shame, "Please, friend of the Otherkin, enemy of the Merchant Lords, guide us there!  I do not have much but I will gladly give what I can if it will get us free of the reach of Kistalfer's garrison.  Even now they will be mustering.  Not for myself particularly but to mobilize at Prosper's behest, I overheard the Praetorian’s orders to destroy this free people's camp before turning to join the reforming legions at the Gateway to the Zelas."


Ulric wanted to groan.  Of course!  Those idiots in that gathering had attracted enough attention to pull troops directly on top of his Elves.  If they were commanded even half way competently they'd have scouts out and it was a hopeless cause to think that they'd miss a caravan of Aes'r while looking for any stragglers from the breakaway group. 


Fuck.


Alright, that put him on the clock for real.  First thing's first, he had to get back to Taipan and let the refugees know what was coming.  There was a nonzero chance that they might have to lift weapons in their own defense.  Not that they'd hold out for very long against trained troops.  The victims of the Bane towns were recovering but many still couldn't walk unaided and most were still weak from their injuries.  A month or so from now and Ulric would bet they'd give as good as they got, but they didn't have a damned month. 


"Alright then," Ulric said, command in his voice, "You two are coming with me.  I have to give these tidings to my mate and regroup.  It would seem that our causes are joined from necessity.  I no more need these soldiers from Kistalfer finding the ones under my aegis as do either of you need them tripping across the breakaway group we saw from the heights.  We rejoin my comrades and then we see what must be done about the garrison's troops."


There must have been something in his tone or in the set of his face but neither of the lovebirds raised so much as a twitch of objection.  Gesturing to follow, Ulric turned to guide the once slave and the once slaver back through the forest to the caravan of refugees.  So it was that Ulric returned to find his rescued Aes'r lounging in semi comfort, they'd learned to find whatever rest they could during the trip.  Taipan was rewrapping her ribs in bandaging, sitting by a small banked fire bare chested.


All of this Ulric took in stride as he presented himself to the former Eldest Princess of Iriel and undeniably most enchanting lass in either of two lifetimes he'd ever laid eyes on.  He must have gained some measure of tolerance towards her because he didn't even blink.  The lovebirds though were star struck.  They might start drooling if they didn't close their mouths.


Ulric cleared his throat loudly, "Ugh Hm!  Taipan, love, we have good news and we have bad news."


Stoically tightening the knot on her bandaged ribs, his Shadow-Wife asked him lightly, her melodic tone beautiful despite its sarcasm, "And when has that not been the case in our time together?"


Actually?  A fair question, Ulric wasn't sure when the last time was that he'd not had his nuts roasting over a fire.  Arguably the nearest time had been back in Irielhos, but, even then, there'd been the looming threat of conflict goading him into desperate action to learn to fight and control his magic.  He was due a fucking vacation at some point.


"Your observation is noted but we haven't the time to philosophize about it, love.  The camp ahead is not hostile, they are peoples that had decided to break away from the control of the Merchant Lords, choosing the wilds to the safe cage of Kistalfer.  However, there is a detachment of soldiers recruited to go to the army that is reforming at Prosper that is headed their way to slaughter them and put down any hints of insurgency or threat to the Merchant Lord's power in this area.  They will be here, when was it again?" Ulric turned to address that last towards the blushing Mage and his enthralled partner.


As if poked, they pair broke from Taipan's spell and turned to give him their attention, very carefully not glancing at his still nude from the waist up partner.  Elves were fucking gorgeous on the regular.  It took some getting used to, did their casual nakedness and raw appeal, he could sympathize.  These two hadn't had months in the public baths at Irielhos to adjust.


"Forgiveness, my Lord, but this is the partner of which you spoke?" The Mage asked, slightly doubting.


"Aye." Ulric said simply, raising his eyebrow to imply the question "You got something to say about it?"


The mage coughed lightly to hide an exclaimed "Nice!" to which even his Catkin lover nodded agreement.


Ulric would permit himself some small smugness on that account.  It was only fair, given the trouble he'd had out of the Elf before things had come to that point.


"Uhm, to answer your question, the garrison would take a matter of perhaps another day or so to finish the muster of its men and equipment and another, perhaps even two, to make its way to the forest.  They will be cautious, reports have Greater beasts moving in unpredictable patterns since last autumn and some of them are drawn to large gatherings on the move.  They mistake it for a herd migrating and like to pick off stragglers." Reported the young tree bending Mage.


Taipan chimed in then, confirming that opinion.  It was one of the reasons that they had limited their party to just the two of them.  She had, by that point, replaced her under shirt and spared the younglings the impressive, and distracting, sight of her bosoms bare to the wind. 


Two days then.  As many as four.  It wasn't a lot of time but, perhaps, enough to find a way out of this mess.  At least it wasn't another nursery of sonsabitching monster flowers. 
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                Ulric chewed the situation over, a bit longer before he had his priorities sorted.

His main concern wasn't men wearing swords or pushing pikes, it wasn't arrogance to say that he had little to fear from mundane weapons, not when he knew they were coming and could leverage his core's powers against them from afar. It was the battle mages and the high level warriors that were steeped in their Akashic arts that were a serious concern.


Ulric had to admit that it wasn't likely that he'd be so lucky as to find the soldiers composed entirely of half trained grunts or hand selected thugs chosen more for their lack of inclination to ask questions than for their ability. Granted, the cream of the crop had probably gone first to the border with Orlethrem, almost certainly the best of the best had been amongst those slaughtered at the feet of the Havens. So, at least he wasn't now facing a hundred of Prespang's finest, if the whiskerless boy mage here was any indication of things. Still. Three or four battle mages at once could prove problematic if he was forced to take them head on.


Come to think of it, he realized, cowards always held something back to cover their own asses. Ulric would have bet a high-quality radiation filter from the Before that the pricks in charge over there in Kistalfer had kept a small reserve of crack troops devoted to the cause, just in case. Something to ask about later.


"Very well then, " Ulric concluded, "We now know what we're up against and we have some idea of when they will come, and even what direction, since they hail from Kistalfer. All there is now is to arrange a strategy to deal with them."


The somewhat awestruck Prespangers hadn't yet stopped gawping at the caravan of scarred and battered Elves, who were simply going about their regular business.


Those Elves had rather swiftly adopted a fatalistic sort of trust that Ulric would see things taken care of, so long as they followed closely and kept themselves in good order. That kind of trust made Ulric's teeth itch, he'd never been in charge of any group of people larger than a five person research team. It was laughable, a hermit now leading a troupe of people across hostile territory to find them a way back to their promised land. A veritable Moses was the nascent Lord of the Ancient Glade. Ironic, for an atheist. Or was he even really able to call himself such? He'd met maybe two creatures that could qualify for godhood and even communed with them. What do you call someone who knew gods existed and yet did not worship any of them? Ulric cut off that train of thought, refocusing on the situation before him.


He had these two young folk in a camp full of those who had been their traditional enemies, although nobody quite knew why that was the case. Ulric had his suspicions regarding those manufactured animosities but he'd confirm that shit later. He noticed the eyes of the pair drawn to a grassy dip in the forest where a huddle of Aes'r were following instructions from a self-appointed Lieutenant that Ulric and Taipan relied on to delegate to the Orlethrem rings that formed tight knit travel groups.


Right now, they'd stuffed something Taipan had killed with her Iskios magic into a couple of big cauldrons for stewing. Something pretty damned tasty by the smell of it. Teaching his Shadow to recognize herbs for flavoring, not just the ones that were hilariously toxic, had proven a godsend. Between the two of them, they normally managed to forage a belt pouch full of goodies that greatly amplified the taste and nutritional content of whatever wild game they managed to bag. Such was the only reason their preserved food stocks had carried them even this far.


Seeing the obvious hunger in the features of the two native citizens, Ulric sighed. Seems he would be playing the part of host again.


"Alright, we've got the gist of things, let's go see what's cooking, before the both of you start drooling." Ulric said, startling the pair.


Taipan looked at him somewhat smugly, noting, "You should avoid developing a habit of taking in strays, my Glade Chief. For a self-avowed hermit you seem to have a softness towards younglings lost in the woods."


Helping out strangers in the woods was what had gotten him neck deep in all this shit in the first place, when he'd saved an Iriel'en Prince, young Bright Eyes, only son of Bald'rt Iriel, and one day heir to the seat of power in Orlethrem. Only, since being near fatally poisoned, Bald'rt had yielded that throne somewhat earlier than planned and Brighteyes was currently acting Crown and warlord of the Orlethrem confederation. Odd world. Maybe Taipan had a point.


Still, he couldn't deny that his restraint had been rewarded. First by earning himself the friendship of the Elves and, just now, by gaining the intelligence he'd much needed to lead this rabble towards safety.


"Not my fault you people keep tripping over yourselves in front of me. Besides, my parents were sticklers for being good hosts, so you can blame them for the habit." He retorted.


With that they made their way to the steaming cast iron cook pots, great things big enough to stuff a man full grown into. Or a deer, which was probably what he was smelling now. Damn, now he was craving venison. He'd have to give his wife a foot massage for this gift of meat.


The Elf woman in charge of the cook pots only had one leg, the other missing from the knee down. She'd lost the leg to infection soon after leaving Horrortown in the swamps. Resistant most cored beings were to infection, but everything had limits and being starved and tortured in heinous filth for weeks was certainly past those limits. She'd born the amputation easily, which spoke volumes about what had come before. Right now, the peg legged She-Elf was ladeling stew into each bowl as it was presented to her. Tubers, spices, meat chunks, and other vegetables made for a hearty helping of culinary goodness.


Offering his thanks when he received his portion, he had to commend the resiliency of these Orlethrem once again. They pushed through the darkness and were on their way back to the light now. Smiles could be seen throughout the camps, and laughter heard. It was a little inspiring.


Seated now on a log, Ulric refrained from speech while he ate, a habit adopted from his time amongst the Iriel'en, who did not speak during a meal. As such, the bowl of thick broth and edibles disappeared rapidly.


A light belch concluded the meal, and Ulric sighed satisfaction before he addressed the wayward love birds.


"So. What now are your plans, the both of you?" He asked, setting aside the bowl and large wooden soup spoon.


They shared a look between them and the red head answered without hesitation.


"You spoke earlier of the Bane. Then these were once held by my countrymen for the purpose?" The Floramancer, Germen mage, or something close, asked, indicating the surrounding people.


Ulric only nodded, waiting to see where this was going.


The young former agent of Prosper looked around the camp at the handiwork of his superiors and shook his head sadly.


"I had thought I knew the worst of the crimes I had participated in. It seems that there is yet more I must answer for." The Mage said with the kind of tired resignation that comes with carrying a heavy weight voluntarily.


Fortunately for him, his companion wasn't willing to let him shoulder that burden alone and she took his head in her hands staring him down deliberately.


"You are not a part of this. The sins of others cannot be your own, or we all may as well be given death for the crimes of evil men the world over." Spoke the Leor woman in low tones.


"Besides," She continued, "Now we know our course with even greater certainty. We will help those who have rejected Prosper's chains and then we will go to lands that have never known them and begin our lives anew."


The Catkin released her companion and nodded firmly when he bobbed his chin in acknowledgement. Was it wrong to judge them for mirroring each other's gestures?


"Sooo…you were just going to pop in, tell them there were some soldiers headed their way and then, what, vamoose?" Ulric asked.


Both nodded again, emphatically. Hah. Well, he couldn't exactly blame them for that. It was already a pretty decent thing to stop by and do that much, instead of high tailing it the opposite direction and using that dissenters camp for distraction.


"Well, okay, I guess that makes sense," Ulric admitted with a measure of reluctance, "But why are you deciding to hang in there and slug it out now?"


The Leor girl raised a clinched little fist up and shook it against the oppressors, declaring boldly "Because we now have the help of Aes'r freedom fighters and their Lord!"


Silence fell heavy across the forest as one hundred forty seven pairs of almond shaped, metallic flecked Elven eyes locked onto the beastkin girl, its combined weight like added gravity. Spontaneously, the entire group starting laughing. Laughing heartily from the belly, some of them abandoning dignity to roll on the ground, most with tears from their eyes.


"What fighting am I doing with no legs, you daft wench!?" Cried one from her place on the ground.


"Oh, indeed, we're just stroll up to an army with our rags, scars, stumps, and a chipper attitude and spook them right off, aren't we?" Sassed another.


"I reckon I could bite a couple of them pretty badly if they got close enough." Offered a third, from the raucous laughter.


Ulric and Taipan, having been exposed to the heckling of their wards during their travels were immune. The two youngsters wilted somewhat under the barrage of merriment and sarcastic suggestions. Ulric almost allowed his stoic expression to slip when one of them offered themselves up to be swung by the Elf's one remaining arm as a weapon by Ulric in place of his sword.


Taipan patted the Leor girl's shoulder consolingly advising her, "Do not take them seriously. They have suffered much and it has caused them to enjoy being assholes towards whomever they meet. And also, you should refrain from speaking before you have thought about what you are about to say."


The reforged man found himself agreeing with her before he could catch himself. Gods what would Tolkien have though if he'd known that the noble and dignified Elves about which he wrote were real and were absolute dicks when they wanted to be?


Probably he'd have shipped their pointy eared asses off West a little sooner in the tales.


"Okay, okay, calm down you bastards, she didn't mean anything by it." Ulric scolded the peanut gallery, without any hope they'd discover shame, before he turned back to the pair of Kistalfer natives.


"More like you meant I'd be able to do something to help out. Which, thanks for the vote of confidence, but what makes you two think I can be of any help against a garrison of the Baron's troops?" Ulric asked them.


The ginger mage raised a hand bearing a set of rings, each with a different gem set. Ulric hadn't paid them any mind before, other than to note that it was unlikely the mage ever fought with a blade in hand. Wearing multiple rings could make your grip less sure and were not to be worn unless you were already going to be wearing gauntlets.


"This third one, the one set in garnet, is an Artifact, a gift from my wealthy uncle, inscribed with a rune circuit that causes it to change color depending on the strength of a nearby core's mana." Revealed the rebel Adept, showing the shimmering blood red jewel.


An Artifact? Neato. Like having a little [Scan] that didn't give itself away.


"Oh yeah?" Ulric responded, unable to hide his interest in magiteck, "And what's that dark red mean?"


The mage frowned at him a little before answering. So something bad?


"It means that your Lordship is a monstrous power that could likely snuff me and everyone in this clearing easily. Your mate is not inconsequential at all, either. The most likely candidate to be sent leading this force though, she is rumored to have been hand selected by the Golden Thrones to join their personal guard in no short time. She is deadly by all accounts, and my artifact went solidly orange in her presence, the one brief time our cadres interacted."


Right. Well. Ulric had not been expecting that kind of reply. Of course, Gother had always said his core and mana reserve were abnormal, especially considering his age. His musings on the nature of the commander of the group were interrupted by the widening smile on Taipan's face.


Sheepishly, Ulric ignored his wife's smug grin. She somewhat regularly called him unnatural. Not that he could take credit, the Watcher's reforging was not something done by half measure.


"Fine, so I might be able to make them regret leaving their walls. Whether I do or not depends on what we're up against." Ulric told them, not hesitating to hedge his willingness to commit to anything.


Under his protection were these Elves and he wasn't going to risk them getting them caught. They were so close to those damned ships!


"Look, I'm not going to sugar coat this, I don't really give a rat's ass about this encampment of free peoples. I got my plate full keeping these Orlethrem out of Prosper's clutches so they can't make any more Bane, and I have business with the Merchant Lords themselves. I'm not at liberty to run around playing hero to everyone I meet, especially not if I want to catch those fuckers napping. As it is, my intentions were made clear to any who bore word to the Golden Thrones, and I intend to not be stopped long enough for their catspaws and assassins to get a solid bead on me before I'm down their throats." He told the pair gruffly.


He'd already made too much noise when he'd lost his temper in Bartala and the ensuing hijinks upon the high seas.


"These human scum, no offense to you my husband, stand between us and our access to the boats of Kistalfer. It would be better to meet them in the field, where they do not yet know we exist, rather than to do so after discovery, from behind their walls." Advised Taipan.


Good point. Avoiding battle would cost them more time and mean more risk later. The fewer soldiers whatever thug Prosper kept collared to run the city, the easier a time he would have.


"Aye, Taipan, you are right in this. I'm not against wiping more of Prosper's pieces from the board, but I wouldn't risk you being less than one hundred percent, not when the injuries limit your mobility, which, I might remind you, is your greatest strength." Retorted the reforged man with chagrin.


Damn. Damn. Damn. Fuck and Damn. Was there really any choice?


"Fuck!" Ulric snarled, hating feeling like his back was constantly to a wall, "Fine! I'll do something about these soldiers, just you tell me everything you know about their number, disposition, and anything you can regarding whether there are mages or high-level, developed classes amongst them."


That second bit was directed at the conscientious objector, who spilled the beans without hesitation.


About forty men at arms, low level reserves, mixed pikes, swords, and archers, the usual fare in this not quite feudal society. Not a big deal, all things considered. Five of them were from Prosper's favorite mercenary group, the one led by the infamous Vars who turned murder of Elves into a hobby. Those would be trouble, they were rumored to be substantially stronger than any of the grunts. Then the commander, a zealot by description, but a competent leader and fighter. The real kicker was that there was a detachment of mages. That news came with a bit of a shock for Ulric.


"What the hell do you mean it's a choir led by a composer?" Ulric demanded, upon being informed of the presence of a dangerous mage component to the garrison.


None of these terms were familiar to Ulric as they were being used. Taipan was the one who answered, a calming hand on his arm. He settled down and buried the frustration and lurking Lord Instinct that was becoming more active with so many threats looming about.


"Few are capable of becoming Adept magi, fewer still since Prosper expended so many in their attempt to slay my father." Interjected Taipan, before continuing to explain the issue.


Somewhat contemptuously, the Sylvan Huntress continued, "Novice mages do not possess the learning or disciplined control of their powers to be potent spell casters. That does not mean that they do not have the ability to channel their limited energies though, and, being unawakened, their magic is somewhat easily joined to the control of another through use of a peculiar method of concentration. It leaves the tributary mages completely defenseless, is inefficient as only a single will may weave the magics, and is only done for desperation amongst the Aes'r."


Now that there was a wrinkle. So, you take a half dozen untrained mages and funnel their strength into an Adept. Sort of batterying the real mage.


"And this doesn't lead to problems with getting too much unaspected mana in one place and causing resonances?" Ulric asked, being all too familiar with the problems associated with wild magic reactivity.


It was Carrot top who answered, "It does. Which is why the choir cannot act to protect themselves. They must focus completely on regulating the flow of mana from their core into the score, the magical siphon that feeds their power into the active workings of the Composer mage."


Alright, that there was some good news, at least. Wait, this was an idiotic strategy, wasn't it? You didn't even need to attack this so-called Composer, just target his choir and he's got to protect them all himself, wasting the extra energy they're feeding him. Or, that was how he imagined it would have to go against another mage of any combat sense. Or against the Elves, who knew how to fight against mages.


"That's dumb." Ulric said, and outlined his reasoning.


"It is, it is folly to put children who cannot even manage to cast for themselves on a battlefield, but Prespang was ever eager to spend its blood to water the roots. They no longer bring Composers against the Iriel'en, because our scouts easily dispatch the entire Choir and thus free us of potential mages in the future. We used to leave the Composers alive on purpose, simply to watch another group of novices be led forwards to be slaughtered by our Hunters." Commented his Shadow with disgust at the wasteful expenditure of lives.


The Leor girl kicked a foot against the detritus of the forest floor, grimacing, "Aes'r can be arrogant, but your mate is not wrong to look down on the practice. Nor are you, who must be familiar with the arts. Against an enemy who faces them upon even terms, the Choir is more or less a sacrifice of many young mages to preserve the life of a single Adept. But such practice is seen as acceptable loss to the beasts in their high seats. What are a few lives to keep their precious Magisters and battle mages firmly in place?"


"Besides," Interjected the Germen Mage bitterly, "We are trained to deploy in such formations behind a wall of expendable troops. The conscripts will march forth, into the teeth of the enemy's defenses and draw fire while the Composer leads their choir from safety. It is standard doctrine."


Watcher's tits, whoever was calling the shots really did have no regard for life what so ever. None. It was a cold dead heart that pulled the strings of Prespang.


Their powwow died down after that and the pair of slightly worn down, bedraggled Prespangers took rest in the camp of those fey folk that they had been raised to believe were wild, unpredictable savages whose druids who sacrificed virgins to trees and kept Otherkin for pets and servants.


The reality of the Elves was that, while pretty, they were mostly just people. A little weird, with customs that didn’t make sense unless you might hang around for a couple of centuries, but people nevertheless. These Orlethrem in particularly were a bit earthy and, given their trials, slightly saltier than the average Elf. The weak and the frail had been pruned from their number long since, only the harder of the captives had long survived their torture, their inner strength a curse.


Given that their adoptive Lord had given his hospitality toward the pair, the Elves took them in as guests. Ulric went to bed without worry that the refugees and the couple would find friction between them but heavy with worries about the punitive force that was somewhere out there, maybe headed this way. Tomorrow would hold more of the violence that punctuated his life since waking in the elder forest, and which had made itself particularly frequent since setting out from Irielhos on this mission. Ulric lay awake an hour brooding on the revelations of the day, churning over his options. Taipan, with her understated understanding about how his krangled brain worked, snuggled his head on her chest to put an end to his self gnawing and the comforting heat and smell of her acted like a narcotic, parting him from the waking world gently.
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                Now that he knew the score, it was Ulric's task to figure out a way to handle the problem of some fortyish soldiers, amongst whom were some half dozen of the same high-level mercenaries that had conducted the murder of an Elven Tribal Chief in his home with his family, dead in the middle of Legranel territory. That wasn't the sort of thing a bunch of weaklings could pull off. The cherry on top was a small cadre of mages feeding their mana to a single Magus. Ulric didn't like the sound of that, not one little bit.


For all that Taipan scoffed at such methods, it did mean that the enemy battle mage might have substantially more firepower than was the norm. The norm was not exactly great news, twice he'd found himself fighting for his life against one of those battlemages. Twice he'd come out the other side and his enemy hadn't, but even so, it wasn't great news. Facing all of that straight up was probably a pretty bad idea.


Worse, Taipan was still healing from getting whacked by that huge beast on the high lands. The leg was healing rapidly thanks to spending most of her time riding the wagons, but running was straight out. She claimed that a slow march was probably fine. So far as fighting was concerned, the exprincess of Iriel could use her mana and most of her abilities but drawing her bow was not a great idea, that thing took an incredible amount of strength to draw and would be sheer agony on a rack of cracked ribs. Absent injury, Ulric would have had no hesitation to sic her on this supposed Composer, without whom the mage detachment was effectively crippled. As it was? No shot.


Sitting around the fire, the reforged man stared into its flames and plotted. Ignored were the goings on of the Elven refugees. Fortunately, he didn't have to endure any more of the Leor girl and her freckled rebel Mage lover flirting all over the camp as they had gone at first light to inflict their fawning on the denizens of the free peoples encampment some five kilometers through the forest towards Kistalfer.


Problems, Glade Chief, he told himself while his fingers snapped idly at his thigh, you got problems, but what you are needing right now is solutions. Sending Taipan to eliminate key targets isn't an option, not without having them tied up and distracted completely so she could get close enough to breath down their necks before striking. In close, Ulric was pretty certain that his Iriel'en Shadow was more than a match for most fighters, even a bit lame. Gods what he wouldn't give for five of the Royal Guards, with that and his own magical capabilities they'd mop the fucking floor with these jackboots.


Not helping, Ulric, he reminded himself. It did no good to wish for what could not be. He was probably almost two thousand kilometers from the Iriel and most of the Orlethrem forces were purging the shores of the Zelus, razing Prespang's fortifications from its banks and locking down the borders. Soon, those forces would turn their attention to enacting Brighteyes' campaign to "demilitarize" the border with Prespang. Demilitarize being, of course, a euphemism for burning every settlement to the ground within a hundred kilometers, destroying the crops and supply caches prepared at Prosper's behest, and eliminating anybody not packing pointy ears as they did. Word was supposed to have been passed that the Bane had been employed and no quarter were the Elves going to offer any they came across. Clearly, judging by the ignorance on that matter that Ulric had found in Bartala and from the Mage-Cat couple, Prosper was doing its best to suppress and spin that information. All of which led back to the situation where he was, effectively, in the position of having to solo an entire garrison before it could slaughter a whole bunch of folk who just wanted to live free, before those troops could then turn their attention on his own Elven wards.


Fuck.


His first instinct was to go scorched earth. Literally, just burn the forest down around the soldiers, trapping them inside a wild fire. It was the kind of large-scale destruction that he hated his people for in the Before, but there were reasons they had turned to such methods, namely being: it fucking worked. Ulric checked a maybe next to that idea and examined his other options.


If he left in the next day or so he could catch the garrison on the relatively open ground between the Kistalfer Forest and the lowlands that dominated the landscape right up to the very walls of the city itself. Without cover, Ulric could deploy some pretty heinous workings, namely maximum range [Stormfire] and even that ridiculously powerful [Vortex Flare]. It took time to get it rolling but he knew his foe was coming and they didn't know he was waiting for them, which made it a solid choice. A bit of an all or nothing thing though, that working was. He'd only get one chance to set it up and then he'd have to make it stick. Ulric couldn't drag that spell around with him, it had to be prepared on site and triggered. The air current he could establish on the move, but only up to a point, then it was too much to keep the damned construct together.


A hit and run style of picking the soldiers off he discounted immediately. Ulric could move quickly, astonishingly so, but he wasn't so sure he could disengage from a whole detachment.


On the other hand, the garrison troops had a nice long walk and they were almost certain to sleep at least once on their march. If he caught them sleeping, he might very well be able to make a surprise attack at night. With [Ceraunoperception] he didn't need daylight to see, while the warriors coming for them very likely did. Beasts hunted by senses other than sight as often as not but men did rely an awful lot on their vision. It was a weakness he could thoroughly exploit. The more he turned it over in his head, the better the idea seemed. For one thing, he might be able to combine a night assault with his magical bombardment plan.


Unaware of the almost savage grin on his face, Ulric ran through the plan. First, wait until night fall to penetrate the security of the troops, maybe have Taipan help him clear the sentries, she could probably manage that alright. Then, dispatch the Composer and his little squad of batteries. If he remained undetected, find out where the densest section of tents was and, fuck, maybe poison their water or cookpots or some shit. Then, he could exfiltrate and, from a half kilometer away, put a [Vortex Flare] down on top of the camp. Whatever was left of them would be seriously questioning their course of action. Ulric didn't need to kill the entire garrison, all he needed was to convince them to fuck off to somewhere else so he could get inside the town and buy a damned boat.


So it was, over the course of an hour or so, that the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] had the vague outlines of a strategy to deal with the two score warriors and their mage cohort. When he shared it with his doting wife she laughed at him. Then, seeing that it was not an attempt at humor, laughed even harder. The other Orlethrem, seeing an opportunity to take the piss out of him, joined in, mostly because they didn't have anything better to do than remember experiences that would break any but the strongest of wills. Ulric couldn't resent them for that. It didn't stop him from threatening to start a garland of pointy ears to hang as a wreath on his doorstep back in the Ancient Glade though.


"I am sorry, husband," Taipan said, being no such thing, "But you truly are worms in the head. You have come far in the ways of stalking, but you are not ready to infiltrate an enemy camp undetected, not and also find the mage cadre no doubt lying at its heart, under the greatest guard."


The doubt did sting a bit, even if it was probably merited.


Defending himself, he reminded her that he'd managed to do pretty well breaking into Port Edunshire. He'd gone pretty much undetected for a good damned bit.


Without venom, his Iriel'en Amazon told him plainly, "If the fortifications and settlements I passed by are any indication, alongside the facility I helped you with, that place counted on its intense isolation for its security more than was reasonable. Even as incompetent as Prespang's forces tend to be, they will be cautious when they take the field. Elven scouts and Iriel'en Hunters have taught them to fear the night, and so have Varda's monsters. Without a wall for protection, you could expect fully a third of those soldiers to be on rotating guard."


Damn. She was right. Ulric had forgotten the implicit threat that Varda posed to any who roamed far from the fortified walls and warriors of settlements. Savage beasts awaited any who were unwary with reminder that caution was as good as gold in the wilderness.


"Okay, well, I am all ears over here. Somebody, please give me a good idea." Ulric implored his seasoned partner.


Seasoned, he would say, because she still appeared as a young lass of her early twenties, despite being well over a century of age. And also, because she was a salty hard ass on her best of days.


Her lips turned up into a smile that only highlighted that sense she sometimes gave off of being some kind of alpha predator skin walker, pretending to be a person.


"Why not simply put one of your Caelum barriers around their camp and fill it with poison, as we did to the [Bloodstarve] broodmother?" She asked pointedly.


Ulric raised a finger to start counting off the reasons why that would never work, only to let it fall limply when he couldn't. Actually, it was a pretty great idea. His spell would be invisible in the dark and the poison would be silent and potent, provided they had enough to suitably dose the no doubt robust bodies of the warriors. Vitality increased the ability of the body to resist envenomation, and trained warriors would have a comparatively greater resistance than most people. Taipan carried around substances that would turn the better part of a healthy yak to liquid shit in a few moments though. She hunted Greater beasts and Greater beasts hunted back. Hard.


"You wouldn't happen to have more of those poison bombs handy, would you?" Ulric asked.


She put her hands on her wide hips and laid that look on him that said "What do you think?". Okay, yeah, that was a little dumb. She was Taipan.


"My bad, I should have known better than to ask by this point." Ulric admitted, and rubbed his hands together, thinking it over.


It wasn't a bad play, not at all. Even if the poison didn't outright kill the encamped soldiers, they'd be in no condition to force march and fight at the end of it. Battles were a thing of centimeters and seconds, every advantage was a good one.


He ran into a speed bump when he tried to get the Amazon woman to hand him the gas emitters and she promptly refused, wanting to join him.


“Now, who isn’t being realistic?” Ulric challenged, slightly incredulous that he was even having to have this argument.


The frowning bundle of Aes’r huntress had her ears set like a mule’s. She wasn’t taking being left behind lightly.


“How certain are you that you may even locate these soldiers without my guidance, Ulric?” The Elf woman struck, hitting below the belt.


He rarely got cut any slack for getting lost within the plains.


“This isn’t like that at all!” Ulric countered.


Grumbling angrily Ulric pushed back, “An entire detachment is going to make sound, they’ll be hauling around supply wagons, beasts of burden, all that kind of shit. They’ll make enough racket to find them from a league away, along the best terrain. Hell, there’s a good chance they’ll follow the same path the settlers used and I’ll be back tracking the damned road to intercept them.”


Without giving his fanged companion a chance to get a word in he also brought up what he felt to be the most relevant point, “And besides! You’re all crippled up, and will be for a while yet. You’d only slow me down if it came to a running fight or if something changed and I had to cross rough country.”


Arms crossed beneath her impressive bosoms, the Shadow-wife that held his loyalty was none too pleased.


“Between the two of us, I am, by far the better tracker and the more able navigator of the wilds. I can read this terrain better than you ever could, find the fastest route even if I were crawling on mine belly! You will not leave me behind again to conduct more of your sestu’irsk! My leg barely even hurts, for all your nesting and circling.” Taipan retaliated, also loosening her temper, as she’d lapsed into Elvish, with a word Ulric didn’t know.


“Uh huh,” Ulric deadpanned sarcastically, “Sure thing. Magical Elf bones just good as new in less than a week, are they? You hiding a Sano mage in one of those belt pouches then Taipan, maybe got yourself an artifact that cures mashed Elf muscle up your coat sleeves?”


“We go together or not, Ulric Glade Chief!” Taipan spat, refusing to acknowledge his critique of her present condition, “I am your Shadow, and more, your wife and my place is by your side, not sitting here taking my ease while you go to face our enemies alone. Too reckless by half are you when you are left to your own devices. That is my final word on it.”


The both of them exchanged glares, neither willing to budge. After a minute of intense staring, Ulric broke off, getting more furious at the silliness of it. The reforged man scrubbed a hand over a few days growth of beard and cursed in three languages, none of them spoken on this planet. Engineering seminars could get pretty salty when the beer was flowing and he gave vent to his opinions on stubborn women who refused to see common sense if you hung neon lights on it. Eventually, he was ready to admit that he might be wrong, that maybe his far more experienced huntress and general badass of a wife might know what she was talking about. He wasn’t completely convinced, but he had to extend trust that Taipan knew her business and wouldn’t do anything rash. Probably. Aggh! Fuck it!


“Godsdamnit, fine! Have it your way, Taipan. But mark my words, you get a little in over your head yourself sometimes, and this could end up with me having to pack you through the forest if we end up having to make a run for it.” Ulric yielded with heavy begrudgery.


“And, please, enlighten me as to what in the Watcher’s perky tits a ‘sestu’irsk’ might be.” He finished.


Smugness on the Elf woman’s lips faded somewhat when she remembered her lapse. Her lover had an incredible knack for getting under her skin when he wanted to.


“It is the Iriel’en equivalent to that thing you described to me once as ‘tom-foolery’, but coarser. The language is vulgar, moreso than I usually would use, but you are a splinter in the thumb when you wish to be.” Taipan answered.


They traded looks, both sharing mirrored thoughts about the other: You are a pain in the ass, but I’m stuck with you now.


Ulric sighed in defeat before he relented.


"Alright then, I say we do it as soon as possible, tonight even,” Ulric suggested, “ Me and you, we can get in position to catch them when they make camp. Then we'll just give them a little taste of whatever the hell you put in those bombs. While we're at it, I've got some pretty nasty tricks I've worked out recently and I can probably thin their ranks, if needs be." Ulric said, a touch more eagerly than he would have liked admitting not many months earlier.


The beauty part of using that hybrid Infrig spell was that it wasn't flashy, not at all. There would be no fire, no light, no thunder. Just the deep freeze. It was no [Absolute Zero] but it was orders of magnitude less demanding on his mana and he didn't have to be virtually touching anybody to use it. He'd already tested the combat power of the magic and its range on those sonsofabitching goats so there wouldn't be any uncertainty with regards to ensuring he gave the spell enough mana to pretty much guarantee anything dead center of the working was dead. Those on the fringes would probably not perish, but then, the poison should bat cleanup nicely.


Deed soon followed theory and the pair were off with only a light field kit. They moved as fast as Taipan's injuries allowed, which was a fair clip, far greater speed than they'd been able to manage leading the caravan, if not as ludicrous as they'd done while crossing Orlethrem.


Promisingly swift kilometers passed them by, and Ulric kept as close an eye on his mate as he did the surroundings, looking for signs that she might flag. None made themselves readily available. He was doing most of the advance scouting though, with Taipan judging the most advantageous pathing through the foreign forest. Her experience was, he was completely willing to admit, a boon for making excellent time through the wild, untamed coastal woodland.


Despite that she hadn’t had these gently rolling hills and dales as her regular stomping ground, his Shadow read the lay of the forest like a book. Together, they made sure progress and were careful not to invite the attentions of the forest's denizens. Purposefully, they bypassed the budding village of separatists, marked by streamers of smoke and distant sounds of hammers and the labors of raising a settlement. A couple of hours later, and the pair broke free from the stifling confines of the low forest, so much reduced compared to those vast tracts of arboreal majesty that comprised Celestin and Iriel'en territory, to say nothing of the towering colossi of the [Plateau of Ancients]. Grassy dales and soggy wetlands told the tale of being close upon the shores of Vatyn, but at sea level, instead of up in the highlands.


Just after Midsunsfall, the objective of their mission revealed itself. There, just over a hill, he and his sylvan partner spotted the banners flying from pikes, about four kilometers distant. Idiots. Who the hell marks themselves out like that? Ulric wondered, searching his memory of history. Heavily armed men going to ride down a bunch of defenseless peasants with impunity, that's who. These men were coming all this way out of their intended direction to send a message, a message that said dissent would not be permitted from those who they had decided to rule. Welp, not today motherfuckers.


Lying flat on their bellies, warm spring turf soft beneath them, Ulric whispered to his Shadow, "You think they'll stop to entrench and maybe get some palisades set?"


She would be more familiar with the tactics of her kin's generational enemy than he.


A shake of her short midnight locks preceded her answer, low and spiteful towards these her enemies, "They will not. The fools think themselves out to harry those who cannot resist them. They believe their numbers and their arms and armor sufficient protection. We will teach them this night, that Varda punishes mistakes."


Ulric patted her back gently, smiling at his spirited mate.


"Always." He agreed quietly.


There wasn't much to do, now that they'd found their target. Moving out of line of the marching enforcers of Prosper's will, they just stayed out of sight behind a low hill, saying nothing. Taipan made a game of pinching his rump at random intervals to see if he would make a noise. After an hour of this, Ulric retaliated by playing with her ears, watching her wriggle and writhe for a minute until she crawled away in defeat, scowling at him and making a rude gesture. Served her right. Elf ears, for those who are needing to know, are quite sensitive and very much are included in the erogenous zones.


Now that he had asserted his dominance, on this occasion, the odd couple watched their enemy from afar.


Leaning in close to whisper, in spite of the distance between them and the column, Taipan asserted, somewhat in disbelief, "They have not put out pickets, Glade Chief, they are expecting to find no resistance. They offer no defense against the bloodseekers of the untamed places. I…am almost insulted."


Ulric's reply, in equally hushed tone was "Why are these people so bad at war?"


It was an honest question. Their enemy had employed incredibly sophisticated strategy at a macro scale, what with the creation of Bane production facilities far in advance of the war, gradual consolidation of the Prespang City States, fortification of the Northern coasts of the Zelus, and the pre-emptive attacks that had left the Legranel without leadership and Iriel with a much reduced military capacity, alongside the subversion of the Greater House of Morion. It was all very skillfully done, with purpose, prudence, and understanding of how to attack the Orlethrem and co-opt the Otherkin independent tribes so as to use or, at least, marginalize them to prevent them from contesting Prosper's dominance. In startling contrast, there was the baffling incompetence displayed at a tactical level.


It still blew Ulric's mind that the men who had captured Brighteyes had allowed themselves to be sidetracked trying for those Greater Beast cores, when they should have been making for Prosper with all speed. The attack on Bald'rt had vastly underestimated the power of, if not the man himself, then most certainly his lieutenants, because the fact that only one assassin had been tasked with Idra was comically ignorant. If even two or three more had been deployed he might not have been able to go to his lord's side so quickly and that would have proven a tragic delay.


Then there were the thugs hired to manage and execute the slaver's ring. Granted, the Ogran in charge of that had obtained the resource to secure a pretty firm position within the city and somewhat deftly managed the organization of said slavers, but the men themselves were little more than thugs. He and Taipan had managed to fight their way through them without taking any serious harm, even if that had gotten dicey from time to time.


Those assassins had been pretty tough, but they'd botched their hit, clearly lacking in reconoissance regarding Ulric and Taipan's abilities and with poor coordination, to be blamed by their obviously insane counterpart. Which begged the question as to what leader would ever let their clandestine fixers roll with such a loose cannon?


It all added up. These were unforced errors, all of them. Why? When the top level decision making was so efficient, why were there so many flaws in the execution?


Ulric revealed his uncertainty to his partner, they had little else to do while the soldiers made an unhurried march along the wide roman style road that led out from the city to some small outlying village or waypoint between the city and the forest.


"I have wondered as much myself, Ulric," the dusky Elf told him, from her prone sprawl in the tall grass, "And I honestly say that I am uncertain. Perhaps it is, in part, that they have, by sending many of their best and strongest warriors and generals against Orlethrem with relative frequency, deprived themselves of their greatest talents reaching fruition or passing their skills to the future."


That wasn't out of the question. If, once every one or two generations, you send the high end of your respective militaries to their deaths, there was an inevitable decay in subsequent generations, as they do not have the benefit of learning from the cream of the crop. Pre-Collapse western civilization learned this when they, for reasons that baffled Ulric's imagination, decided to dismiss education as a priority institution and methodically drove out the gifted and motivated instructors, many of whom were formerly excellent in their chosen fields and had decided to retire to pass on their knowledge, which swiftly led to the decay of the institution generally.


It took a mere forty years for the results to manifest in near societal collapse when the younger generations could not properly take up the mantle of performing the tasks that the retiring engineers, health care providers, technical staff, and others left empty. Total Collapse came but a short century later.


Interesting hypothesis.


"It all reeks of some kind of pervasive lack of regard for life or value in individual achievement." Ulric told his wife.


"So concentrated are the efforts to undermine independence of the City States and to establish control over the lives of the populace of Prespang, that I think they are crippling their own people's potential, for fear of them becoming too hard to dominate. This feels intentional. It's too complete, too pervasive to be otherwise." He finished.


Emerald eyes stared back into his own unblinking for a few intense seconds. The focused gaze eventually broke to scan the surroundings with his Shadow's usual caution.


When those glittering orbs returned to behold him the expert in preying on Otherkin for her people told him only, "I had never thought of it that way. That the Otherkin were weaker than the Orlethrem I took to be, in some ways, a matter of course, a consequence of their shorter lives. But, perhaps, you are onto something, Ulric. Mayhap it is not accidental, or natural at all that they be lesser, but by design. A sick design, if so, to corrode your civilization's future that it may never be strong enough to stand on its own. Like choosing to make of your culture people of clay, soft and malleable, rather than of steel, strong and resilient."


They fell silent, Ulric to brood on the implications of the now more probable Aes'r influence that was leading Prosper's campaign across generations. It all made sense that they would care not for the futures of their kin if none of these people truly were kin at all. They were tools to be wielded, broken, and then replaced as needed. They didn't need to be excellent, not when they were replaceable.


A cold calculus, but it fit with his paradigm for explaining how events could have unfolded the way that they had. Similar events in history had occurred in the Before. Empires built upon slavery, conquest of less technologically sophisticated civilizations, and overt suppression of the populace always decayed. Their policy of treating those who were ruled as lesser humans, while those who held true power were the only real persons inevitably doomed them to regression and eventual destruction. It was damned near a natural law.


Funny how his passion for history gave him perspective into a strange world's current events while his training in the natural sciences gave him insight into the mechanics of its magic. Almost like he had been made specifically for this world, to enter it with maximum impact.


Fucking Watcher shenanigans man.
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                The Twins fell slowly, but steadily, and when the golden hour had come to Varda, the marching troops ceased their leisurely procession and made camp. From a kilometer away, hidden in tall grass and having tied bundles of grass, shrub branches, and leaves it to their persons to break up their outlines, a classical technique of the Iriel'en Hunters to camouflage themselves in places without trees, Ulric and Taipan watched with a predator's eye. The men were somewhat competent at raising their tents but there was a lack of the kind of precision and speed that rigorous training would have instilled. The display down below was one that was the result of merely occasional repetition over a few year's time, instead of intentional drill. Similarly, the arrangement of tents lacked a well-defined order.


Roman encampments were arranged in identical patterns, every camp, down to the positions of latrines, officer's quarters, and supply depots. A legionnaire in the Celtic lands could rotate to the North African campaign and find his bunk exactly where it should be. Not so for these. Tents went up almost randomly and some were clearly furnished by the men themselves, instead of from a central supply, judging by the variance of fabric, style, and coloration.


Holy fucking shit, Ulric whispered to himself in disbelief, the mages had a huge silk longhouse. Red silk! They stood out like a bonfire against the night!


He turned to lay incredulous eyes on his mate and found her sharing his astonished gaze. The two looked at each other for a moment and said, in the same breath, "Assholes."


They very nearly broke into giggles at the demonstration of sheer ignorance of sound military doctrine.


"My mother would be through their camp collecting the officer's scalps inside of an hour." She said without audible exaggeration.


Were her ribs and thigh not still banged up he didn't doubt that she'd tie an impressive number to her belt herself.


They had proven that the injuries weren't well enough for her to be truly combat ready though, not long after bypassing the free people's little village her normally ample strength failed and Ulric carried her the rest of the way. She wasn't a whole lot heavier than his pack was most days so he didn't much mind. Even though it was kind of a heavy pack. And he very tactfully did not mention the necessity. There had been more than one occasion in which his Shadow had been forced to haul his big ass around. It was just the way the pendulum swung on Varda. Told you so’s could wait until their nuts were well and truly away from the fire.


Ulric was a little more reluctant to engage in any sort of drawn out fighting with his partner vulnerable. It wasn't worth the risk. Her dissatisfied little squint and the odd flick of her ears made her displeasure with herself clear. He didn't need to tell her that her coming had been a mistake, a misjudgment, on account of they both knew it. Just like they both knew the only real reason she'd insisted was that she was worried about him, given the state he'd come back the previous day.


His own bruises hadn't yet faded, though most of the swelling had receded. Now he just had some real interesting patterns of blue-black contusions and snored louder when he slept from getting his beak mashed real good like. So, being that they both knew the score and neither was willing to get all sappy and talk about it, they just accepted the situation and adjusted, deciding to play things safe. Tonight, they'd simply put down a nice little poison bubble and then they'd scoot, nothing fancy, no fireworks, minimum risks.


Damned if he wasn't glad to be on the giving side of an unsuspecting ambush, he was getting a little fed up with shit sneaking up on him. Not that the goats had done much sneaking, he'd had that one coming. Bastards.


"I don't think any of your parents would have much trouble cleaning up this rabble, in all truth lass." Ulric replied to her, after having watched a little more.


The sloppy camp, the disorganization of kit and haphazard placement of armor and weapons, some of the soldiers even shedding all of their armor to sleep comfortably, and posh tents marking out the Mages and officers were a little bit tragic. This was going to be straight up unfair, just like any good war should be, when conducted by professionals.


Evening wore on, the soldiers drank, gambled, and made merry. Some men laughed and bitched at one another with an almost care free mien, others sullenly chewed on their rations and turned in early, more than didn't. Tents shared by occupants had lamps shuttered as the night wore on and full dark fell. The camp slowly wound down to sleep, the men of the garrison resting from their march. But not all of them.


Taipan's prediction held true, a full third of the force remained at full readiness and, in one of the few shows of discipline amongst them, held to a strict picket line with pairs of soldiers staying in sight of at least one other pair at all times. It was a precaution against archers shooting from the dark, and also of any particularly stealthy beasts that might also be capable of slaying two men too swiftly for them to raise alarm. Something like a [Shadow Panther] came to Ulric's mind. Whatever the case, this watch arrangement had likely come into being as a result of terrible bloodshed.


The Coven rose high over the lands, closer to their crescent phase, an impressive triad of silver scythes throwing earie shadows across the land below. Those shadows were a god send. They would make getting closer to the camp far easier, breaking up outlines and hiding motion. This next bit would be the tricky part. To maximize the chances of getting those Mages out of the picture, they needed to get the poison bombs, of which his lovely lass had three prepared, as close to the Mage's tent as possible. Ulric had a good arm, but he figured he could still only lob the thing a hundred meters and come anywhere close to hitting where he threw. Good old Rugby, the bombs were about the same weight as a game ball, if half the size. He could do it, especially with three tries. But they needed to get within spitting distance of the edges of the camp and that wasn't going to happen with those patrols.


All of this was to say that, right now, he and his guillied Aes'r partner were currently very slowly creeping along the ground on their bellies towards the South end of the camp so that they could kill two sets of guards quietly and quickly enough for him to throw the bombs, set the [Skyshield] barrier, and vamoose, carrying his wife as they made their way back to the forest. Easy.


Resisting the urge to spit out grass that was in his mouth, he lie still, watching the pair of patrolling soldiers about twenty meters away as they met their patrol partners, before turning to march the other way. The time to strike was when the pairs came together, it put all four in one place and without the eyes of the others being able to see for just that narrow window of time. Four armored men, simultaneously, in total silence. That was not so easy. Not for him, anyway. This here, this was work for a Taipan and the one he'd gotten himself into bed with was eager for the challenge, even if she was already gritting her teeth from the expected pain of pushing herself hard, short a duration as that might be.


It was time. Ulric was positioned on the flanks of the left two guards, with Taipan closing stealthily on the right two. His eyes hurt against the light of the torches the men bore, having adjusted to the dark and avoided looking directly at those bright flames to preserve his night vision. Those same flames had illuminated the immediate surroundings of the patrolling troops but prevented them from seeing beyond, into the dark. Ulric was able to get to within a mere four meters of his targets flanks. Taipan was even closer, her brown skin, dull colored clothing and expertly deployed natural adornments blending perfectly into the ground cover so that she was a mere two meters behind her soon to be victims.


How Ulric's pair didn't see her was beyond him. On the other hand, he hadn't seen her at all for the last fifteen minutes of their gradual vector onto the confluence of the patrolling soldiers, and he'd known exactly where to look. Truly, the mark of the master was to make something you cannot do appear not only doable, but easily so. Enough, the moment of truth.


Exploding into motion Xef'tocht came free of its sheath with a twist and bounding strides of powerful legs took Ulric into the shadows of his targets, hiding his figure behind them while he came in low and fast, like a lion from the darkness. The pair of soldiers facing him noticed movement and their eyes widened as the armored figure came into their vision, their mouths opening to sound alarm. A humming swing of his sword sent the blade through necks just starting to turn to see what brought their comrades to alert.


The heads came free, lifted high into the air, spinning from the momentum of his stroke and the two faces shocked at the sudden violence froze and twitched, Taipan resolving behind them as she twisted the stilettos she reserved for such tasks that she'd driven behind their ears, up into their skulls, killing them instantly. The dead men dropped in a heap, or would have, had his mate not caught them both with a pained grimace and bore them quietly to the ground. Ulric was catching his two by the collar, and hauling them to a soft fall. Decapitated heads hit the turf with a muted thump.


Over and done, in a second, maybe two. Already his Shadow had the three poison emitting smoke bombs free from their pouch and Ulric lit them with an incredibly fine pulse of magic from his core, a brief flash of Ceraun's spark, the first magic he'd used.


Well trained Adepts could feel the draw of magic from another working the aether, especially if they did so with a sloppy construct that, metaphysically speaking, sloshed excess mana from gaps in the spellform. Spells created from incomplete understanding of the Way, the interplay of forces, objects, and mana influencing them, were "loud" for those with a refined mana sense to detect them. Ulric and Taipan had committed to not using any Akashic abilities or magic until right here at the end, to maximize their chance to go undetected by the Composer and his Choir.


One, two, and then three, Ulric lofted the globes containing virulence into the camp and then drew his power, mental algorithm forming Ceraun into white magic and then attuning that to Cealum, as he snapped a wide, shallow dome of stilled air around the camp, thin enough to hold the gas that even now rose up in the camp's firelights, pooling against his [Skyshield], with its grey green roil.


Unceremoniously, the reforged man lifted his mate over his shoulder, her thighs against his chest and her waist folded over his back. Then he took off, running hard, ignoring the sound of his boots against the soft earth. Speed was king here, already shouts of confusion were starting to be replaced by coughing retches.


"Gonna pick up the pace now lass, hold on so my armor doesn't hurt you." Ulric warned, before saturating his form with the crackling energy of lightning.


[Surge]


It felt a bit like plugging yourself into a light socket, humming, vibrating energy, filling you with power. His gait didn't change but his speed doubled, at least, and the night air piled against his face. Holding the amplification hurt, tore at his muscles and joints that were not, even so robust as they are, ever meant to endure these kinds of strains. He kept it up for a whole thirty seconds, at the end of which he was half a kilometer away, having run like a godsdamned thoroughbred. As he pulled up, panting hard, legs burning fiercely and every bruise feeling like somebody had just recently frogged it, he knew he'd pay for that sprint all the next day. But it was worth it, to see them safely away from the garrison's soldiers.


He let down his not so featherweight Elven partner and they continued on into the night, gaining ground. Shouts were now rising up, calls to arms, screams of pain combined with dying wails, a cacophony that told them that their gambit was having effect. Soon enough, someone would panic and flee through his barrier, likely shattering it, as [Skyshields] over that large an area were not sturdy in the slightest. It should be enough. The brood mother they'd done this to had perished inside of a minute, with only one globe's worth of toxic gas. Three should have done terrible, terrible damage to even those exposed for a mere few seconds.


Ulric very carefully compartmented the knowledge about what they’d done to those people into a little box and stuffed it somewhere to give him nightmares later. Right now, he needed to be a hardass.


Traveling more slowly now, to account for Taipan's reduced pace and Ulric's own strained limp, they did not make the forest's treeline until dawn.


"Taipan, I dunno about you but I think we pushed ourselves a little hard on that one." The aching man stated the obvious.


Signing "You think?" his partner was in sarcastic agreement.


"Yeah, well, I think that was still better than trying to stage a raid with a bunch of cripples or me going in guns blazing against the whole lot of them. This way, if any of them made it out of that, they aren't gonna be happy about it. Ought to buy us time, at the very minimum." He summarized.


"Peace, Glade Chief, you are right." Conceded his partner, whose idea this had been in the first place.


"I am just grumpy from pain and at my injuries lingering so. You were held back by my presence and I do not care for the taste of that." Apologized the proud woman, a rarity from her.


More than once, Ulric knew for fact that his Shadow had gotten herself injured because she'd been unable to utilize her hit and run talents to their fullest, forced into situations to keep his own person safe, as her now self-imposed duty commanded.


"None of that now, love, you did as you felt was right and I'll not judge you for it. We are not always perfect and we've been pushing hard, without respite, for a good damned while now. Tell you what? Let's get back to the caravan and both of us take a turn on the wagons today." He suggested.


It should be fine, they'd scouted the area thoroughly by this point and the few able Orlethrem in their party could scout in groups of three, rotating frequently to avoid pushing themselves beyond their strength. Ulric and his mate had been expending themselves instead, to give the Elves a chance to recover. Whoever had survived their little trick were going to be doing what they were going to be doing regardless, so best thing they could do is get rested up to face it.


A few hours past day break they returned to the camp, to find the Orlethrem refugees preparing breakfast and going about the usual morning routine.


"On come the heroes, looking like a rough patch of heroing!" Greeted one.


"Like five leagues of dragged ass, if you ask me." Declared another.


"Don't worry friends, you can both find comfort in my bed if you like, I'll even throw myself into the bargain, both together or one at a-ooph! Why'd you hit me?" Came another call.


Ahh yes. Good to be home, Ulric remarked to himself.


"Can any one of you bastards remind me why I bothered pulling your asses out of those torture camps?" Ulric asked aloud, quite rhetorically. Which didn't stop him from catching a broadside in retaliation.


"You owe some Elf Lord money", "Inborn desire to serve your betters", and "Hero fetish" were amongst some of the guesses provided. Snarky fuckers, he couldn't wait to be rid of them so he could travel in peace, with only the ravenous monsters trying to eat him for company.


Fortunately, the ribbing was just a form of entertainment and they'd had their fill. That and the harassment had taken on the feel of ritual. These Elves would be lost without someone to lead them, without someone to clear the way forward. Nobody said it aloud, but Ulric and Taipan were most of the reason they hadn't chosen the cliff. He and his mate had given them hope that there could be a path home, out from foreign shores where they'd come so close to abandoning the will to live. He didn't know where they'd go, once he got them back to Orlethrem, but that was a problem for Brighteyes and the other Aes'r Lords to figure out.


Now that they'd gotten the welcome out of the way he went to check what was being stewed. Taipan's deer thing was already gone, devoured by the camp yesterday. Ulric's nose wrinkled at the bouquet of strong odors coming from the cook pot. Not bad, per se, but definitely gamey. It would seem his little ducklings had figured out how to secure meat, whether by trapping or by some other method.


Excellent. One less thing on his plate.


Watching his partner's slow, careful movements as she went to lay on her bedroll, Ulric resolved that it was probably for the best that he bench her for the foreseeable future. A few days wasn't enough to let those bones mend and aggravating the injuries was just retarding the healing process. The twinge in his legs when he tried to get up from his meal served as ample warning that he was going to have to take some of his own medicine, [Surge] had extracted its cost from him, the punishment for feats greater than humans were meant to perform. So it was that he retired to join his companion and they dozed through the rest of the morning.


By the light that had him shading his eyes when he emerged from the teepee, it was just past the apex of the Twins' romp through the sky. Ulric only needed some four to six hours of sleep to feel refreshed, and his body had recovered much of its strength in that time. Just a slight ache, like that of a solid workout remained of his pushing his body's limits. He was pretty certain that, as he grew more accustomed to using his Akashic abilities, his class was adapting him to itself, making him better suited to wield those powers. Similar to how his core had had to adjust his body to its mana flow. Bathe's techniques for cycling and saturating himself with mana were aiding in this endeavor.


Taipan he left behind, still dozing fitfully. Sleeping with broken ribs was a fitful process, at best.


He was doing the rounds through the refugee camp, checking in on the wounded, seeing what aid might be required of him, and just generally keeping his finger on the pulse of the Elves in his custody when the catkin girl from earlier came charging into the small clearing, her face aghast.


Shit. Only one reason this Leor woman would be out of sorts, her darling boy must be-


"The garrison soldiers took my Brodin!" She wailed, choking on a sob.


"Barely a score of them came upon the freemen's village, sickened and weak, but still stronger than farmers, artisans, and their families! Brodin fought them, slowed them down, he even took the life of his former commander, the Composer! But they took him." The woman told them, in between sniffing, snot trailing, and generally ugly crying.


Doing his best to stay calm, to project a confidence that he didn't really have, Ulric tried to get the Leor calmed somewhat. He needed to know more if he was to do something about this situation.


"Alright, alright, it's a pickle and no denying, but I'll do what I can. First, I need to know what you saw, in as much detail as you can give me. When I go after them, it's going to be to put them down for good, and the better you describe these men, the better the chances I manage to see it done." Ulric spoke, evenly and smoothly.


Could he save her lover? Probably not, odds were better than even that they'd already executed the kid, which was kinda sad. He didn't say that though, let the tawny cat girl hope, for as long as that was reasonable. When he said he was going to her lad's aid, the feline features sharpened and she told him everything, including that many of them smelled like a latrine.


That was an important detail. The poison had worked, to some extent, including on the survivors. Less than half the soldiers present compared to the count when they'd started and the mage corp gone, given that the mage boy had managed to take the Composer down with him. Ulric would bet his boots that amongst the remaining troops were the hired mercenaries. The tough ones. But they weren't at their best, by the Beastkin girl's account.


If any time there was to push the attack this was it. He wasn't taking Taipan with him though, not again. Ulric had a feeling this was going to get ugly and he didn't want to have to worry that someone he cared about was in the area when he started slinging [Stormfire] and calling lightning. Besides, he was going to have to move quickly if he was to take advantage of the lingering effects of the poison. Every second he waited was room for them to recover.


"I've got it now," Ulric told one half of the love birds, calm and cold as a winter morning, "Thank you, for telling me what you could. I'm going. Stay here, rest, if you can."


She shook her head and her claws extended and she growled, "I can fight too! I will go and save-"


Ulric picked her up by her shirt so he could look her in the eyes directly, holding her easily with one arm.


"You. Are not. Coming. I will not have you under my feet, and you will die when I begin fighting in earnest, my powers do not discriminate between bystanders and enemies." He told her gently, but with iron in his tone.


There wasn't going to be any fucking around with this one. Ulric's core was saturated and he was fully intending on hitting those men with everything he had, magical, akashic, and otherwise. If only he could use [Vortex Flare] on the fly. It was too new though, too clumsy. He might be able to use [Cloud Hammer], if they weren't too spread out, but he'd have to wait and see. Too much was estimation, until he saw the battlefield for himself. Ulric hated not having a plan, but he'd just have to play this one by ear.


Softly, he set the girl down, her eyes wide at being handled so casually saying much, though she said nothing.


"Great Oaf!" Scolded a random Elf woman, "You didn't need to frighten her, now come, girl, sit by the fire and wait with us. We will sing with you and feed you from our pot while the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] sees to our enemies. Please, don't mind him, the Glade Chief over there is terrible at people."


A young Legranel woman with one arm gone at the elbow, led the Leor away, sticking her tongue out at him as she did.


Scowling at the retreating backs he bit his tongue before he told the girl she was terrible at driving stick, which wouldn't have worked anyway because none of these people knew what a standard transmission was, or that he was laying a hum dinger of an amputee joke on them. Terrible at people, phooey! Next group of Elves were on their own, he wasn't even sure why he bothered saving people.


His grumbling was cut short by the presence of Taipan at his shoulder.


"So then, you are going to war today." She stated, without preamble.


He nodded, "Yeah. I guess I am. I said I'd try, and this shit isn't going to get any easier by waiting." he told her, though he was sure she already knew that.


"And I will not be going with you, will I?" His Shadow asked, frowning hard at him.


Sighing, he turned to look at her, since she deserved to have him look into her eyes when he made her stay behind.


"No, Taipan, you are not going with me. I would be glad to have you, would count myself blessed to know you held my back, but you can barely run, and you cannot pull your bow. I would not risk you being caught up in a spell that you could not avoid, and working around you would get us both killed." He said bluntly, saying aloud what they both knew.


His mate was a veteran warrior, a Hunter of men and beasts and she knew a liability when she saw one. Right now, she was a liability. Skilled warriors would see her movement and know they had wounded prey and they would leverage that against him.


Turning so that he wouldn't see her face as she wore pure misery on it, she commanded him with surprising calm, "Then take my bow with you, and my arrows. It will save you mana, and allow you to strike first from range, possibly from stealth, if you do not forget what I taught you about stalking woods blind Valin."


Her hands held her bow, the one he'd made so long ago in the glade, a composite stave recurved bow, using [Steelwood], [Glassresin], and a core made from a rib of the [Forest Lord]. It was his bow, once upon a time and it had served him well in saving Brighteyes. He took it gently from her and shouldered it, the string over his chest plate. The quiver he looped into his belt, so that it hung next to his belt knife, the way he'd worn his own quiver in the glade. It was kind of like reuniting with an old friend.


Ulric pulled his wife in close for a fast hug, and then turned and began his run. He didn't really need to say anything and, if he did, he'd probably just fuck it up. Best to get on with the business and let his hands do the talking when he got back.


The forest flew by underneath his stride, limbs overhead bearing blurred foliage while he ran towards the site of the free people's village. It wasn't far from the refugee camp and that meant that he really only had one shot to handle this without risking the Orlethrem getting caught in the cross fire. Ulric called on his battle skills, [Warrior's Instinct] with its calm, cool layering on his thoughts, [Battle Rhythm], letting him fall into the flow of the fight as time went on, a potent sense of his place within the chaos, an intuition with regards to the next step in the dance. Beneath it all, the Lord Instinct raged and howled for blood. It lived for this, and, therefore, so too did he, since that primal thing was part of him now.
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                It was almost sudden the way he came upon the site for the wildling settlement, his thoughts being focused on the battle ahead and running through the likely options for engaging with these unknown warriors. Any sturdy enough to have survived the poison would not be trifling, even if they were semi-impaired by the toxin's lingering effects.


"This is fucking stupid." Ulric reminded himself, coming to an even baker's dozen in recriminations for the shit show that he was walking himself into.


Ulric Einar wasn't some kind of goddamned hero. Last he'd checked, he'd never considered wearing a cape. But these motherfuckers up here were in his way and he'd said he'd try to see about that catkin's beau, lost cause that he was certain that was, the ginger mage was probably dead as hell by now. Bitching about how he'd ended up saddled with a bunch of dependents and with a squad of soldiers crawling up his ass wasn't going to do anything to push the needle in a good direction.


"Suck it up, Buttercup. Just make sure when the dust settles it's only you that still has his legs under him." He whispered to the trees.


Up ahead, some fifty meters was the periphery of the encampment. Smoke no longer trailed upwards from just the cook fires, shelters had been burned and some half dozen men and women were tied to posts in the clearing that made up some kind of village square. Probably some captured would be freemen to be executed or some barbarism or another. Wonder of wonders, one of the figures tied to a post had red hair so it would seem the young turn coat had survived his bout of good conscience.


For now, at least.


The forty or so other villagers sitting on the ground lashed together like fish on a stringer, hands of one to feet of another were just an added wrinkle. They were the lucky ones though, another score of roughly dressed men and women were thrown haphazardly into a pile, already slaughtered by callous hands. Of the survivors, many of them looked to have been subdued rather roughly and the attendant warriors did not look well pleased at having had to run their rebellious countrymen down. The vengeful expressions on those garrison faces were no doubt further curdled by the line of eight dead men in kit matching some of those still standing, dead in the assault on the village. All of the slain soldiers bore remnants of vines, roots, and thorns on their persons, many still tangled in the evidence of their killer's workings.


Not too shabby there Red, Ulric congratulated the rebel mage silently. He'd done a number on his former comrades, the powers of a mage in their element were not to be underestimated.


Ulric spent little additional time examining the prisoners, given that they weren't going anywhere in a hurry. It was the soldiers that had his devoted attention now. Seven of them, each armed and armored. Unlike many formal militaries that had standardized equipment these were all of them attired and equipped to individual specification.


The furthest to his left was a black-haired human man of middling height and a lanky build that carried a halberd that looked to be a great axe with a two meter handle. He was wearing light chain armor, dark orange leather jerkin, of some creature unknown, greenish metal gauntlets, greaves and breast plate.


The next was a dirty blond of impressive stature, easily a hand taller than Ulric. The great, square chinned Swede bore a claymore almost as long as Ulric was tall. The large warrior wore a simple dull bronze suit of full plate, its rough workmanship nevertheless providing formidable protection, and a slit visored great helm was hung from his belt.


Next to him were a pair of front-line fighters with sword and shield, wearing matching light scale armor similar to those men who had been guarding the former Baron of Bartala, so, these were regulars from the Prespang common defense forces. Not so regular, now he thought on it. Probably stout lads, if they'd lived through the poison attack.


A woman with burred hair carrying a long estoc with a rather fancy gold gilt cross guard, her armor was so light it was near to nonexistent, being merely thick padded coat with leather bracers and shin guards, small metal plates riveted at regular intervals to stud those pieces being the most robust part of her gear. She wore a half cape thrown over her shoulder and stood as the obvious commander of the group.


The last two were dark skinned archers, long bows slung over their shoulders and leather armor with a steel breast plate was their gear, their hair hidden by a steel skullcap. Those arrows had broad heads like a small spear tip, easily ten centimeters long and were thick as his thumb.


Having approached with caution, Ulric was fairly certain he was, as of yet, undiscovered. The motley assortment of troops made him nervous, something probably important putting his hackles up. That village square wasn't so much a trap as it was just a bad time waiting to happen. Ulric was under no illusions, he could be real nasty in a dustup. But this here was different and his instincts were warning him not to take chances. Especially not with the woman. Anybody wearing that little armor headed into a fight had ways to make sure the lack wasn't going to be a problem.


"Myert." Ulric cursed in Elvish.


"Fuck." He repeated again in Human a few seconds later, when nothing about the situation in that clearing looked any better for him.


He wasn't sure if the villagers had been captured to be used as hostages but he knew he wasn't going to let them be used that way, any more than he would have left those Orlethrem behind from the Bane camps to be recaptured and shipped somewhere else. If those garrison troops from Kistalfer thought to use the freemen against him, they'd find out real quick that he really wasn't a hero. If he had to use them all as meat shields to kill these pricks that was exactly what he was going to do and maybe don't get captured next life.


A cold calculus, but if your rescuer gets killed because you need rescuing then that sort of defeats the purpose then, doesn't it?


He was hesitating. All this was just him trying to get his mind right before he threw himself into another scrap that might get him killed to death. Taipan wouldn't be here this time to get him out of trouble so he was all on his lonesome. Hell with it, time to roll the dice, he quoted from a great man long dead.


Ulric unlimbered the bow, gave it a few test-pulls from behind the tree he was using for cover, just to get the feel back for its draw, and nocked an arrow. His Shadow favored twenty-five centimeter long, leaf blade style, bone broadheads these days, as they were more easily replaced from the wilds. This one had barbs carved into it, a new twist and evidence that her scrimshaw hobby was being applied to make her a more lethal archer. The oily black tar coating said broadhead meant that whoever it got into probably wouldn't be too worried about the barbs for long. He had to appreciate his wife's attention to the details.


Go time.


[Ceraunoperception]


[Warrior's Instinct]


[Battle Rhythm]


Armored feet made less noise in the underbrush than they would have months ago and, while he wouldn't have called his rush silent, the forest did not yield sufficient alarm from his sprint through it to be heard over the moans of prisoners, the roar of burning huts, and the small leather and metal sounds of armor worn by tired warriors. These men had been suffering the effects of his mate's poison bomb while he was sleeping soundly in her arms, and then they had marched all the morning long and fought a battle only a few hours ago. He was going to hit them like a truck. There was a satisfying irony in that, given his circumstances.


As he hit the woodline that marked the edge of the razed freemen's village, Ulric pulled up and took a steady shot on one of the archers, his core singing its Ceraun song in his chest as he did. It was barely sixty meters, child's play for the mighty bow.


*Thimp* The muffled bowstring slapped. The spear-tipped dart carved an almost invisible arc barely past its apex before it met its target.


*Chuck*


Blinder claimed its first victim. The leftmost archer dropped, transfixed by the dart with its barbed tip jutting from between his shoulder blades. A second arrow was on the way as the soldier fell. Ulric's lack of practice in these last few months showed, he'd rushed the second shot and it flew wide, skipping off the side of the second archer's armor in its passage but doing no substantial harm as it passed just under his armpit. He took a second longer on his third arrow, sending it along as the men started, their slow reactions speaking volumes about the lingering damage of toxins inhaled. He was already gone from his firing position, having loosed before breaking into a sprint around the circumference of the village, putting himself behind a burning home. Three shots taken in five seconds, even his Taipan would have been impressed, though she'd never seen him shoot. He'd play a game of shoot off with her when he got back, the Reforged told himself, breathing slowly and smoothly from his place in cover. Focus, Einar.


"Guaaagh! Fuck! Knife ears' shooting at us!" Screamed the second archer shrilly, making Ulric happy, the elation muted by concentration as he readied another arrow. He hadn't waited to see where he hit the archer before running for cover, trusting a certain hostile lady's work with her grab bag of awfully toxic coatings to seal the deal. He had a dozen more where that came from.


Of course, the warriors weren't taking his antics sitting down. They'd scattered, as he'd taken off to break sight behind his burning cover, leaving their downed comrades where they lay.


"Saw the bastard go 'round that pyre! Not an Elf, unlessen he’s shaved his ears!" Called a gravelly voice.


Damn, sharp eyes on that one, Ulric had to concede. Well, not entirely unexpected for professionals. Ulric fled back out of the clearing into the trees, before circling back the way he'd come in, eyes focused on the terrain while trusting his electromagnetic sense to pick up any armored living forms that got in range. Somebody wasn't skipping cardio day, he felt the spearman enter his field making rapid ingress, the Ceraun field around him tracing the enemy's route along his trail while he ran. Possibly a rapid movement ability of some kind.


Ulric shouldered his bow and pulled his sword free, Xef'tocht's cyan edge almost hungering in its sharpness. He'd angled to keep a line of trees between him and the warrior coming with such celerity, making sure he stayed just barely sight, tantalizingly close, but offered nothing more concrete than a glimmer of movement amongst the foliage. He let the mercenary gain on him over the next minute, not a challenge given the impressive speed of his enemy, fifty meters, twenty meters, ten, five, abruptly, Ulric juked behind a wide old hickory and a [Surge] jump took him straight up nearly six meters into the lower limbs of the tree, one hand catching to throw himself up to the branch, using its trunk to hide his movement.


For a moment he felt like he hovered, when he toe touched a branch to stay up for just a moment before dropping back down, the floating step allowed a befuddled warrior to pass below the target that had simply vanished. It was a favored move of the Iriel'en and these Elf hunting warriors, had they had any right to the name, should have known that. Alas, the Deep Woods Elves permitted few veterans of encounters with them to share stories.


Ulric fell like a cougar from the tree, long blade point down, his core rippling to life at his call.


[Voltaic Riot]


Buzzing, snapping arcs of electric violence flowed through his artifact sword just before his plunging strike hit. Xef'tocht's point punched through the seam between pauldron and cuirass, running down into the spearman's chest and out from his groin. Along the blade's passage, the rampant spellform tore devastating wounds through the body in its passage. The man made barely a sound, cut off abruptly when Ulric's weight and magic smashed him to the forest floor. He took a moment to extract the enhanced cutting edge from the armor, the sword torn roughly out of the slain warrior's form. Ulric stopped for a moment and listened for pursuit, hearing none. Looks like his pals were smarter than he was. Only a complete moron chases Elves and Elf associates into the woods alone.


A toe underneath the axe bladed halberd and a quick flick of his boot tossed the weapon up to his hands.


"Can't be littering like that Krieger," Ulric told the corpse roughly, launching himself back towards the clearing, "Don't worry though, I'll give this back to your friends."


Now he took a straight run tracing the spearman's path, adrenaline and the howling of the Lord Instinct loud in his thoughts. His core was humming, sending negative after positive in the eternal cycle of Ceraun's chase through his magic, and he was never more alive. Once, not so long ago, he would have worried about that, but no longer.


He hit the woodline at a sprint and slung the spear like a javalin. The two shielders immediately stepped forward in front of their comrades, raising the barriers to intercept the projectile, training taking over despite its poor odds of doing harm. While his projectile flew, Ulric noted the twisted features of the second archer who appeared to have died in quite a bit of pain, his arrow stood proudly from the man's chest, a lung shot. Odd the things you notice at times like these. The projectile sailed in and their leader finally wised up.


"Idiots! It's a trap, dodge!" Yelled their captain, her harsh yet collected voice aggravated by her men falling for an obvious ruse.


They were too slow, as was usually the case when dealing with lightning. Ulric clenched his fist and let Ceraun do what it did, allowing the lightning bolt he'd charged into the halberd on his way back to the camp to seek its beacon.


[Lightning Javalin]


Scintillating light ripped into the pair of mercenaries, blasting them to the clearing soil and thunder pealed its glorious tone. Ulric couldn't help the laughter that came, bubbling from some rampant joy inside. It only lasted a moment before he was back in control, pulling Xef'tocht again, and dropping Blinder at the edge of the clearing, its job done. The bow would only hinder his movements now.


"Don't spoil the surprise now lass, how else will they learn?" He called to the woman who stared balefully at him along with her two remaining warriors.


"I'll crucify you, you blood traitor!" She returned, coldly furious.


He was about to tell her to blow him when he realized that there was some kind of glitch in the Akashic language embedded in his brains. The female captain had literally said "I will nail you to an arbor" but his brain automatically retranslated that to "crucify" since this world, clearly, had not had to endure the worship of the Christ cult. Neat. But not important. He got his shit together and responded to her threat with fire.


Three gems made of solid fire spiraled into existence before him and streaked towards the Captain, little comets trailing flame.


Her eyes widened with surprise but she smoothly side stepped his attack, the burning gems erupting behind her, setting that half cape on fire as they passed, to her displeasure.


"You! You're the one wanted by Prosper! The monster responsible for destroying Bartala and Prespang's ports!"


The big claymore wielding guy lifted his visor and squinted before grinning.


"It's a Tun Servant to the man what hauls his ass before a Magister, dead or alive." He said, avarice naked in his voice, and he clamped the visor back down, hiding his features.


A Tun Servant? That was a godsdamned fortune! That kinda made him a little proud. Too bad nobody was going to collect. The claymore wielder and his leader were already working on separating to come at him from multiple angles. Too many bystanders for [Stormfire], the blast would probably catch them. The angle was bad for [Galvanic Mistral], it would pass through into the captured townsfolk. The Captain was too quick for his [Cinderpearls] and he had a feeling she would be able to keep the big guy from taking hits should he target the man. He couldn't afford to waste his mana here, he needed something they wouldn't see coming. "Valin never look up" came Taipan's admonishment, whispered to him as he lay on his back from an unexpected loss in one of their spars. So they don't, he agreed, his next move decided.


Ulric's core sought the sky spinning the winds above to his will to create a [Cloud Hammer], bringing Caelum into a concentrated mass high up above. If these assholes were going to give him time to work, then work he would.


Damn, Ulric cursed to himself. One of the shielders managed to climb to his feet, jerkin smoking, likely bearing hideously painful electrical burns across his body, but still holding his arms in a firm grip. The other one stayed where he was, stone dead.


Chattering still from residual shock to his nerves, Shielder One stammered, "H-He's d-doing something ag-again, let's fucking k-kill him before he fi-fi-finishes."


Not a moron, then. Ulric nodded sagely, leaning on his sword a bit, addressing the three remaining warriors calmly, dragging this out for as much time as he could, "He's probably right you know. I really am up to something and you're probably not going to like it. But the first person to move toward me is going to be the one I give it to, so you might want to draw straws or something."


That was mostly a lie. He'd already figured that Captain over there was too quick on her feet to get hit by his little love tap and he certainly wasn't going to waste it on the half dead guy who could barely stand up, which meant that William Wallace over there was going to get to eat three tons of compressed air moving at about forty meters per second. He was just saying that to make them think for another second or two while his construct came together. To some extent it worked, the three remaining garrison soldiers traded looks before they started advancing on him in unison, at the leader's command.


[Cloud Hammer]


Ulric's core heaved on the weaving, initiating the working's fall, and he [Surged] forward to meet the great sword wielding man head on.


No rookie was this man, in spite of Ulric's speed he got his weapon up and parried the rising cut, before also blocking the reversed overhead Ulric had twisted his blade into fluidly from the parry. They held the clinch, straining against one another, armor plate grinding against armor plate while they worked their weapons to find an opening for a clean short stroke from the bind. Shielder One was shambling over towards Ulric's left flank and Captain was circling to his right, only temporarily blocked by his angle of attack.


"Strong bastard," William Wallace grunted at him, before he shimmered red and a sudden burst of strength shoved Ulric back, nearly lifting him from his feet.


“Not stronger than me, though!” Boasted the powerful warrior.


Ulric regained his balance, returned to the Undin ready just in time to duck under a brutal cross slash at his neck. Another red flash and the great sword whipped overhead, forcing Ulric to sidestep the vertical cut, unblockable in its fury. He circled left, putting the nearly crippled sword and shield garrison trooper to his back but keeping the more dangerous estoc wielder in front of him, continuing to evade the series of enhanced strikes from William Wallace's combat skill. His movement was also keeping Wallace standing in about the same place as he'd been when Ulric engaged him.


"HRUAARR!!" roared the man, the empowered shout carrying mana laced potency.


The shout hit Ulric like a physical thing, blasting his ears and stunning him briefly, like that bastard Ravager but less concentrated. He was only staggered a moment, but the warrior was already leaning into a vicious diagonal slash that would either cleave his head and shoulders free or maul him through his armor. Ulric pulled on his class and turned the flat of his blade to intercept the strike, barely turning his shoulders to try to shed some of the incoming blow.


[Maxwell's Parry]


Ulric lifted his blade into the attack and braced himself, a tiny arc of lightning sparking to catch the warrior’s blade and reject it with his own class’s ability, rolling to the side the stroke. Vardan madness nearly undid him, more kinetic energy than should have been possible pounded his weapon, even while the claymore ripped easily through a meter of soil. Xef’tocht bounced back into his breastplate from the strength of the attack and he was knocked flat to his back, rendered breathless for a moment from the impact.


Unable to draw a breath momentarily, Ulric rolled to his feet painfully and saw the claymore rise up high overhead, it's wielder preparing the killing blow before he could ready his sword to try to block, the other two closing in to make certain he had nowhere to go, their shuffling having left him almost exactly where he’d initially met the giant man. All according to Keikaku.


Fruits of the one time engineer's calculated labors were rewarded with horrific effect. The warrior abruptly smashed into the ground, a sight akin to that of a giant that stomped a can of tomato paste, gore and gibbets flung wide under the impact of a multi ton piston of solid air moving at half the speed of sound. A two-meter wide crater a meter deep held the crushed remnants of the warrior's armor in its bottom, along with his compacted armor. The almost unthinkable abruptness of the warrior's death froze the clearing. All except for the man who had put that awfulness into play.


Ulric turned and whipped his sword with deceptive speed and even more deceptive range, Xef'tocht's cutting aura reaching out that extra centimeter, catching a shocked Shielder One across the eyes, who had thought himself out of reach. The man shrieked and dropped his arms, grabbing for his ruined face and Ulric swiftly pulled an arrow from his quiver in a hammer grip and ended the man's suffering, stepping forward and driving the arrow down into the man's forehead before turning back to his last enemy, confident that the poison tipped projectile would prevent any Akashic horseshit from creeping up behind him.


Captain had pulled up short in her attempt to charge him, while her vanguard had Ulric on the ropes, leaping aside when she detected the incoming Caelum missile. She saw her last man dispatched almost casually and considered, briefly, fleeing. Then she eyed the bow at the edge of the clearing, not so far away, and discarded that option. Running would only get her an arrow, or fiendish magic, in the back. They were committed to this, both of them.


"So. This is why they sent a Battlemage adept after a single man hiding in an Elf fortress." The Captain drawled, her estoc waving menacingly in front of her as she approached cautiously.


Ulric scanned the clearing, looking for any signs that the ones he'd thought dead might show signs of getting up. Taipan insisted that a man wasn't dead until you opened his throat. Or, you know, cooked him with lightning or crushed him to paste. It looked like it was just the leader left, she was probably the most dangerous but, without her tools, she was less likely to be able to contest him than if he'd ignored her minions and let her drag this out by evading his attacks while they surrounded him. The Dance of One Thousand steps dictated victory by advancing your position, not charging in to overwhelm without thought.


"If it makes you feel any better, that asshole came really close, before I rendered him to vapor." Ulric offered mocking consolation, "You know, if you people had just left me alone, I probably wouldn't have come all this long way to find out who gave the orders. All you sonsofbitches had to do was play your games with the Aes'r the regular old way, and leave me out of it, but we're well past that now."


The Captain spit and leveled a disgusted glare at him, "Filthy blood traitor! You raise weapon against your own people for those knife ears?"


That comment very nearly made him angry.


"Lady, you bastards used the Bane, you don't get to call yourselves my people. Besides," Ulric added glancing suggestively towards the captured freemen, the corpses of the slain villagers, and the ruins of their humble town, "I don't think anyone that does this to their own folk for the crime of not wanting to be ruled by Magisters on the payroll of a gang of Oligarchs in some far away fortress gets to tell me shit about raising weapons against their people."


Her snarl and lack of answer to that accusation were proof enough to him that she was, in the nature of jackboots across history, just another cog in the machine, too busy enjoying the harvests of their cruel crop to worry about the pain they caused sowing its seeds. Just one more tool of a despot, using their "orders" to hide their lack of empathy and the secret joy they took in carrying out their enforcement of oppression.


People like this were the ones that killed his world. Oh, there was always some fucker behind the scenes pulling the levers, but it was men and women like this one right here that went out and actually made it happen. Ulric Einar could find no sympathy in him for this woman or her ilk, especially when he'd found hope that humankind were not beyond saving in this world, if one could but weed out the sonsofbitches.


The Captain's eyes flashed white and Ulric felt the pressure of her attention as she [Scanned] him. He might have repulsed her, the weight of her examination was intense, which wasn’t a good sign, but his attention was on doing the same. Concentrating on her essence, the feel and impression of her through the Akashic link to Varda. This was starting to take on the feel of some kind of Vardan ritual.


[Scan]

[image: image]

Impressive. His enemy was strong, stronger than any sapient creature he'd been forced to fight that wasn’t Taipan, but there was a glaring weakness in her abilities: half her Akashic abilities were tied to her leadership and passive influences to those under her command, a type of magical fuckery with which he was entirely unprepared to try to comprehend, and she had no more minions. Looks like taking out the trash was the correct move, he was quite satisfied by the cheating of [Scan] and what it revealed about his foe.


The woman herself did not look as pleased.


"You're a monster." The Captain accused, bringing a smile to his grim features, mostly obscured under his helmet.


"Aye," Ulric agreed readily, "But one that eats other monsters." He clarified, which didn't seem to go over too well on the last surviving member of the troop that massacred and imprisoned a group of civilians and burned their village.


He reached deep on his remaining reserves, Ceraun screaming through mana channels, yearning to reach out and touch the world, to connect with something. Ulric obliged it, bringing the energies into his Artifact blade.


Red gold light snapped into place and the Captain lunged forward, her blade extended by hard light, the estoc now a lance and her gloved hand bearing a shimmering shield of mana.


Captain was fast, her lance flickered forward like an arrow. But Ulric had dodged arrows and he had handled faster thrusts than this one, as he did now, bringing his blade up from his low guard to shove the lance off course, whatever mana it was composed of ringing like crystal to his manasenses, immune to the arcing energy in his own weapon.


The Captain's form glittered and she stepped backward, although that understates the rapidity of the thing, one moment she was in range of the counter stroke he'd aimed at her head, one moment not, his sword passing through the space without resistance, forcing him into an awkward break in his form to adjust to the sudden chance in position.


More experienced, knowing her techniques disoriented and taking advantage, the lightly armored woman then screamed forward without pause, the lancing leading the way with incredible speed. Undin settled, his form polished, the attack came and not even from his ready he was able to pick off the stab cleanly, his blade pushing it up and away, where it caught his damaged pauldron. The repaired strap gave way with barely a hindrance and the shoulder piece soared up into the sky, to land somewhere outside the clearing, while Ulric retracted his parry just in time to catch an almost identical and similarly punishing stab. This one drew blood when it clipped the meat of his shoulder where the pauldron had been, but not without cost.


At the third lunge, Ulric twisted his wrists exactly as the aether lance contacted his blade, using the sheer speed of the attack against the enemy, his reverse blade flashed forward, diving towards her face and the Captain, her entire forward momentum being charged behind that sword tip, which had been pushed off center but not stopped. The Glade Chief felt a shock of victory at the maneuver, simultaneous with pain, as the lance of solar energy burned him across a collarbone.

His elation died swift death, a shimmering red-gold plate absorbed his counterstroke.


Ulric's blood flew into the air from the deep cut across his deltoid and the Captain's shield shattered, sounding like a brass gong before it broke, and she was launched to the turf roughly. Her forehead bled freely but she was already on her knees, rolling away and coming to a crouching stance.


[Surge]


Ulric came forward, grimacing against the pain of the wound that only just now reached his awareness, discarded by adrenaline and battle skills. Lord Instincts and combat training demanded he push the advantage, force his enemy to use their long weapon defensively.


His weapon led and the Captain swiped her lance strongly, despite from her weird posture she had the agility and strength to knock Xef'tocht's point high. Instead of trying to reposition his blade, Ulric let her weapon ride his own up and stepped through. Without losing the violence of his motion, he soccer kicked the downed warrior in the stomach, flinging her in a graceless arc to roll across the ground again. He'd heard ribs break and felt her light armor buckle under the power of the armored kick, boosted to inhuman degrees by his lightning imbuement.


Captain coughed blood up and levered herself to her feet, reforming her red and gold shield as she did. Tough cookie, Ulric had killed a guy with a kick like that before, and that was without [Surge]. They sized each other up for a moment, both now more fully aware of the scope of what they faced, then again they came together exchanging blows.


His blade rang on hard light mana, unable to find the flesh of the enemy. Ceraun sparked and flashed, carving rents into the constructs that healed themselves at each brief lull when they parted to find a gap in their respective defenses. The speed of the Captain's thrusts and slashing cuts made channeling his magic into an effective spell impossible while he empowered his sword to defeat the hardlight armor, so he concentrated on funneling his mana into his weapon, occasionally using [Surge] to launch a single devastating stroke from which he knew she was only by thinnest margins avoiding catastrophic wounds. Together they danced on the edge of disaster.


Twice, he unleashed a [Crackling Draw] that shattered the shield and lance, only to find them reformed from sunlight before he could find the killing strike and once he only narrowly avoided a thrust to his throat from the hardlight spear that materialized from her hands within a breath of being broken. The difference between offense and defense was found between eye blinks, but the woman was skilled, more skilled than he in terms of swordplay. Only his magic, and the tactics trained under watchful Elven eyes kept him in the fight.


All the while he was trying to crack her guard, the Lancer's precise attacks and blinking step refused to permit him to disengage, striving to maintain the optimal reach of her weapon while he worked the Dance to keep her from getting good angles but taking several glancing strikes that packed a hell of a wallop nevertheless. He was bruising beneath his armor, the thrusts like sledgehammers, pounding into him while he turned them away or armored plates directed the forces away from his center. His life was saved a dozen times by Galed Uldin's talent, and the bones of the [Forest Lord].


Briefly they separated and he was drawing ragged breaths now, his fitness flagging in the face of the blistering pace of the fight. What the hell kind of condition could this warrior be in to match him, especially after the poison and the battle to cull the village? He was glad he hadn't had to face her fresh, short would have been his odds. This enemy he couldn't beat through sheer aggression, and the seasoned veteran refused to give him space to work his magic. A second's inattention to craft a working would leave him vulnerable. Too long against the Aetheric Knight.


It was disorienting, fighting someone that could change their range with such alacrity, something which he knew was one of his own favored tactics, and he wasn't having a good time trying to deal with it, especially not with that damned hardlight lance diving in at him with lethal intent, while his own attacks battered against solar mana shields.


Sparks flashed again as Ulric batted aside yet another pair of strikes, and he knew his mana wouldn't last for much longer. He could only hope his skilled foe, who used that wickedly fast skill to reposition far too rapidly to predict, was likewise finding the bottom of her tank.


Fortunately, as they met one another's attacks and defeated them, frustration mounted visibly on his opponent's features, the Captain was similarly unable to extract a fatal blow, her lance caught repeatedly by deflecting strikes that seemed to steal her force and she was now on guard against letting the armored limbs of her opponent be used on her twice, unable to completely commit to a thrust and risk another trade of blows that would favor her more powerful adversary. Especially when the once cyan edge began to glow dull red and her close calls with it revealed intense heat radiating from the blade, increasing its destructive potency when she tried to block and parry, forcing her to evade more than receive the weapon. The vicious kick from earlier radiated brutal pain from ribs cracked through her Aetheric defense.


Ulric almost managed to force his enemy into a bind and put the [Inpulsa Soaked] weapon to her hands and face but she realized the danger in time and became more measured in her spacing. For another half dozen exchanges they sought to find vulnerability in the constant motion, the flow of battle taking on a ragged edge of exhaustion.


Suddenly, his enemy withdrew, her lance changed shape, dissolving and reforming into a winged spear. Her form glittered again and that ridiculous frontal acceleration put her on the offensive, with Ulric branch side stepping to keep his blade free for a counter to her legs that she evaded with that rapid backstep and charge skill, only she vanished to the side, instead of directly backwards. Ulric had been suckered, the veteran fighter was training his reflexes, had him assuming instinctively that she could only move directly forward or backward, when she could evade to the side and attack his flank all along.


The flicker step put the winged blade coming toward his face with him unable to affect a counter or dodge and he cursed when the weapon rang off the visor of his helmet, throwing brilliant sparks, and rocking his head back. Only her prior injuries kept the attack from defeating his helm, from being able to make the micro adjustment at the final moment to reach that blade through his visor. The Captain's strength was flagging, the agony of her battered side and the aggressive movements of her combat style piercing the veil of her [Aetherial Lancer] class's body reinforcement abilities.


A sweeping strike, the first truly committed attack in a dozen, meant to cripple him before her body gave out, sent the side blade hurtling for his exposed knee and Ulric took a chance, trusting Uldin's artifice. Instead of compromising his stance or losing time repositioning his blade all from all the way across his body, he reached down and caught the hardlight spear with his gauntleted hand, iridescent sparks flying. The gauntlet held, his fist gripping the wing blade protected by the overlapping bone plates shaped by a genius smith of a super beast's remains.


Ulric twisted, wrenching the lighter opponent to one side then turning his body, he [Surged] slinging himself to the opposite way and flung the lancer into the burning remains of a hut some four meters distant.


She'd been trying to back him into that hut to pin him for a solid minute, and he used her tactic against her now.


Ulric wasted no time, drawing most of the last of his reserves, Caelum and Ceraun wound together, six hardened scythes of air chained by arcs of violet, that he sent blasting into the inferno. The burning shack exploded, cinders and smoldering debris scattering widely across the village square, and the sound of a brass gong rang loudly, twice in succession.


"Was ist los?!" Ulric shouted, knowing victory was his even while the Ceraun bound Cealum aether screamed through the air.


The figure of the Captain flew backwards from the wreckage, trailing smoke and embers, her shield broken again, and, this time, it had not saved her completely from Ulric's attack. She hit the clearing floor limply and ragdolled for a few meters before she came to rest, unmoving. Stalking in slowly, keeping his guard up, Ulric saw that he'd removed the shield arm at the shoulder, her lance was gone, along with half the hand that had held it and the estoc that lay beneath her magic was nowhere to be seen. Several of the lacerations that streaked her body and legs through the light armor looked like she'd run into a boat's prop. Tough or not, nobody walks away from those kinds of injuries. What blew him away though was that she was actually still alive. So far, whatever he'd hit with the [Galvanic Mistral] had been pretty much turned into chum, yet here his enemy lay, alive and, relatively unblendered.


Classes are some powerful bullshit, Ulric realized again, trying to wrap his battle juiced and exhausted mind around Varda's complex weave of magical and physical, the twining of Akashic experience that fused with those who had the core to wield its powers.


Slowly, Ulric released a deeply held breath, his aching body relaxing, the additive damage of multiple [Surges] having accrued, though not greatly enough to slow him down overmuch. Yet. It was coming though, once the adrenaline faded he would be mostly crippled from this day's work. The female war leader might be alive, but she wasn't going to be happy, not missing an arm, most of her other hand, and with a fair savaging of her once imposing figure. That light armor had done her not so much good against his hybrid spell, though the radiant solar mana shield had blunted its impact.


Speaking of impacts, he realized his own armor had gotten fairly well abused, and he not a little in spite of its protection. Those lance strikes had been heavy, never mind that he'd kept them to only glancing hits, for the most part.


Looking down at himself, Ulric saw the scorched impacts that had mottled once pristine matte black enamel, revealing the polished [Forest Lord] ivory beneath. His old design wouldn't have held up, the former engineer knew that immediately. Each of the blows was targeting a gap or edge of plates, hoping to force its way to vulnerable flesh below. Only a master smith's craft in shaping and contouring and layering the armor to defeat such attacks had kept the combat prowess of his enemy at bay.


Close calls echoed behind his eyes. Desperate parries and last moment turns of his body keep thrusts from finding purchase. Too fucking close, Ulric realized suddenly. If he hadn't managed to peel off those others first, he'd have ended up skewered. Any distraction, any interference from total focus on the [Aetheric Ranseur]'s unbridled offense would have killed him. He'd need to sit down with his Shadow and reconsider any such future engagements. Which made him think of the bow he'd dropped


Watcher's tits! If he hadn't had Taipan's bow and had been forced to use spellwork to take out the first two archers he might not have had enough mana to outlast this strangely powerful garrison leader and her incredibly effective combination of movement and straightforward destructive assaults.


Ulric wasn't above admitting that this woman here was certainly a better warrior than he was, all things being equal.


Which was why you damned well never let things be equal. His enemy was still suffering the effects of Taipan's little trick, the poison suppressed but not cured, they had force marched through the night to try to catch their attackers returning to their "home" at the encampment, and then they had been forced into battle against one of their very own mages, who had taken his kilo of flesh before being captured. Needless to say, it was almost certain that she'd lost a step from being fresh. And Ulric was a proficient spell caster using wyrd arts that forced his opponent into an almost reckless aggression, because she could not let him have space to cast, limiting her room to maneuver to just outside the reach of his blade, where she could not truly maximize her weapon's reach or fight a gradual, measured contest.


Once her comrades were out of the picture, it was Ulric who held the tactical high ground, and, even then, he'd come just *this* fucking close to losing the use of one arm and getting impaled through his visor.


If there were three or four like her and he had to take them simultaneously, it was going to be a bad time. Shuddering slightly, Ulric dismissed such thoughts. Nothing was gained worrying about might be's. Deal with what is, which, right now, is a bunch of captured villagers in a burned out freemen's settlement, and you actually managed to take one of the big players from the enemy's forces alive for questioning. If she didn't bleed out, which, come to think of, he should probably start doing something about if he wanted to extract anything useful from her.


Shaking himself out of his addled post-fight meanderings, the somewhat reluctant Glade Chief put his sword in one of the burning shacks and mercilessly applied it to the stump of the woman's right arm, before reheating it and cauterizing the crippled left hand, saving two fingers and the thumb, before he moved on to repeat the task on the deep lacerations across torso and legs. He hoped his enemy hadn't been vain, because those scars weren't going anywhere for a while, and he should know. There was no Doc Yessiree here to work his miracles.


Regardless of the wounds closed, Ulric figured his fallen enemy maybe had an even chance of coming out of this. If not for those sort of crazy vitality bonuses in her status, creepy bullshit that that was, he doubted she'd still be here now. Odds were good that the only ones who'd survived the poison were those with particularly hardy constitutions, similar to his own. Still, Ulric wasn't taking chances with this one.


Anybody that could summon hardlight armaments that rivaled his sword for toughness and challenged the integrity of Galed Uldin's armor work was someone that you made sure of.


Toward that end, Ulric went and cut the villager's loose with a terse, "Get your folk ready to travel, and salvage what little you may." and bound the woman's crippled arm behind her before he lashed her legs together and tied her to a pole, such that he could just plant her like a flag wherever he wanted her without worrying about her running off somewhere or rolling towards a butter knife or something stupid.


With that done, Ulric went to go find his damned pauldron, which the former Captain had launched into the woods. It took him half a round of the twins to find the thing, nestled in a tree branch. By the time he'd returned, the freemen had appeared to have sorted themselves out, somewhat. The ginger mage had taken a thrashing, his face battered, an arm in a sling now, and one leg splinted at both the thigh and the shin, but he lived, which Ulric hadn't even considered as an option when he set out this morning.


Hell of a day, he remarked to himself. Not done yet, either.


Sitting on a rickety chair that had, somehow, survived the ransacking of the village, Ulric was watching the villagers finish gathering what remnants of their attempt at a peaceful life here that they could. He turned to Red, who was slouching uncomfortably, being unable to sit with his leg broken, and unable to get up by himself with the arm similarly disabled. He was forced to lean on an improvised crutch, formerly a shovel for cleaning Oxen stalls, by the smell of it.


"So," Ulric began more lighthearted in tone than he felt, "Now what?"


The mage shook his head slowly, visibly dampened in mood compared to the sort of puppyish enthusiasm he'd had when last they'd spoken.


"I do not know,” Slurred the rebel battlemage, eyes swollen almost shut from the beating he’d been given, “This place…We only wanted to be left in peace, we did not so much as bring arms with us. There were mostly just women and children and a few old gaffers who wanted to see their grandchildren live a life free of the Magister's litanies of laws, edicts, shalls, and the corruption of Barons with their hired thugs." Red said sadly.


"I was the only one among these that could field any resemblance of attempt to fight. Little good that it was, they took me and put the elderly to the sword, along with all the grown men, before they razed the settlement." The despondent mage told him.


Ulric hadn't paid the villagers all that much attention before, but, now that he did, he saw that the young plant manipulator was correct. Only adolescent men and boys remained of the male portion of the would be township, and none, man or woman, that could have been considered beyond their prime of life. The fucking butchers had slaughtered anybody that couldn't be brought to market, Ulric realized.


"You know, I once thought that I would be satisfied with the death of the man that ordered my friends hunted, and who made the attempt on my life, using Prespang's people as his tools," Ulric began, voice husky with controlled rage, "But now, I think I will not be finished until I rip this rotted empire apart at its seams."


His anger, and the matter of fact declaration of his intent brought a short laugh from the injured mage.


"Hah! I would have said that you were a loon, had I not just watched you decimate the elite warriors of Kistalfer, including the Sunlight Lance herself. Bethania Termelain was regarded as one of the finest soldiers in the region." the Germain Adept confided, somewhat incredulous.


"My superiors bragged that she would be tapped to serve as one of the Merchant Lord's personal guards within the next few years, an honor granted to only the select of Prespang's forces. They were wrong, she was promoted this very season. How in the Hells did you manage to take her, if you don't mind me asking." the junior battlemage asked, wishing dearly he had not been blindfolded in addition to bound.


Ulric opened his mouth to answer when some measure of the youth's exuberance returned and he chattered, "I mean I watched as best I could through the cloth, but the two of you were moving so swiftly, with sudden explosions of motion, counters and strikes, it was almost more than I could follow."


The reforged man narrowed his eyes at the interrupting youth, waiting for a distinct few extra seconds to be sure the man was done talking.


"Sorry." The young man offered, some of his more familiar sheepishness returning.


Goofy kids, the man far older in his own mind than in actual fact bitched internally.


"As I was saying," Ulric responded, making sure to eyeball the mage just a bit longer for good measure, "My partner and I poisoned the lot of them day before yesterday, in the wee hours with gaseous toxin. They pushed on without rest to take this place, thinking it the source of the assault, for which I guess you have my apologies, even though they were coming regardless. So far as taking little miss Sunshine here, she's only fifth or sixth scariest thing I've fought this year past. If I didn't have to worry about killing the whole lot of you, I'd have just cindered this entire clearing and been home in time to pinch my wife as she bent over a lunch stew kettle."


He was definitely fibbing a little, but he didn't know this former Prosper mage that well and it didn't due to let a maybe one day enemy know you were on your last friggin legs.


"You wield a Ceraunic core, do you not?" Red asked with interest.


It was Ulric's turn to be surprised, few of the people he interacted with made the connection, what with the somewhat wide variety of different elemental forms he typically employed.


"I do. How did you know?" He asked, intensely curious to know more about the root of his Adeptal powers.


The young man scratched his nose, grinning lopsided as he answered, "You threw the spear and it felt like it carried lightning with it all the while it flew, even before you unleashed the bolt. I have met only a scarce handful of practitioners or fully classed warriors that could bind lightning to their attacks. It is notoriously dangerous and challenging to master, few to manage it except for experienced mages. Only the Ceraunic attuned classes really have the kind of control you demonstrated."


Fascinating. So, there were other classes out there that shared some of his inclinations. Shouldn't have been too surprising, he'd met a fairly wide variety of different elementally awakened warriors and mages. None had possessed his particular manaform though. The closest he'd come was those goddamned sheep.


"As much as I'd like to pick your brain about these others, daylight's a burning, and I have people to see to. It seems that you have your own people to take charge of, lad." Ulric addressed the youth, who returned to his somber demeanor, now that he looked at the survivors of the assault.


"I do not know where we will go, Ulric Lord of the Glade." The Mage admitted to him.


After a brief pause and a bewildered look around the burning village, the young man continued, "The wilds are dangerous enough in normal times, and scouts are swearing that this year is one for the ages, they almost refuse to leave the established trails for fear of Greater beasts. Where will we go that is safe? We are marked for traitors now, no city state will take us in, nor will Prosper allow this challenge to their rule to go unanswered, not with the blood of their soldiers upon the ground, justified or no."


Ulric had to stop himself from sighing, having a feeling this was going to, somehow, end up being his problem to solve. There seemed to be a lot of that going around these days. His glade felt awfully far away right now.


"For now, lad, let's just go back to my caravan and see about getting these folk settled. At the very least, there's probably food in the cookpots." the [Lord of the Ancient Glade] offered, compelled by rules of hospitality to offer succor.


The freckled mage managed a brief smile of thanks, despite his beating, before he limped away to gather his charges and herd them towards the Eastern edge of the village. Ulric raised himself from his seat and picked up his prize, who had not yet expired, carrying her like an unusual flag as he left the destroyed village. He made his way to the head of the gathered freemen and began walking to lead the way back towards the waiting Orlethrem, and his no doubt worried wife. He looked forward to showing her the fruits of his labor.
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                "Honey! I'm Home!" Ulric shouted, announcing himself boldly with a piece of classical media to the antsy refugees and one somewhat less impressed Elven beauty.


Behind him, bedraggled, carrying pitifully little, and showing the marks of cruelty from their short time as prisoners, Ulric had to concede that he wasn't exactly at the front of a victory parade. Nevertheless, victory was what he had managed. He presented himself at the front of the Prespanger would be rebels and he planted his standard, the defeated Captain bound half dead upon the long flag staff pole, before the congregation of Aes'r, who were represented by his nearly recovered wife.


Taipan of the Ancient Glade, formerly princess Geyrt Iriel, first daughter of the Blood Moon Bald'rt Iriel, was tapping her foot and glaring at him from across the but recently established temporary settlement of Elven shelters holding the Orlethrem refugees. Those glorious emerald eyes, almond shaped, slightly tilted, and bearing glittering bronze flecks, hid well her worry for him behind their critical gaze, as she beheld the eclectic mix of humans and beastkin who followed him.


Ulric's grin held strong against the tide of her disapproval, as a cliffside against the lapping ocean. One day it would be sand, but that day was not this one.


"Ulric Einar, why is it that every time I let you on your own, you bring in strays?" His Shadow, lover, and legal wife asked him when he had approached to within a few meters.


Her skepticism was not unwarranted, Ulric realized. For a former hermit, bush wizard, then guest of the Elves, the fledgling [Lord of the Ancient Glade] was now in the custody of some hundred and twenty to fifty Elven refugees, up to a short time ago prisoners of heinous captivity where they were being tortured to attempt the creation of the Aes'r Bane. He had just dragged in another hundred and change Prespanger Freemen from their incinerated camp. Looking out over them and doing some rough maths he realized that he was growing quite the list of mouths to feed.


He was about to retort when a high pitch cry rose up and the fleeting form of the catkin girl darted across the forest floor to take up her Valin mate, the ginger Prespang mage being grabbed up in her embrace before he took her up and they put on an almost embarrassing PDA. He was pretty sure the soft moans coming from the youth were pain, as he was not a well man and the Leor woman wasn't going easy.


There were times when, dignity be hanged, you just gotta snog your lass, Ulric observed from the side. Also, he wasn't positive, but the Leor girl seemed to be dragging the lad's hands down to cover a pert bottom and things were progressing rapidly enough that any children present would need a few of the facts of life explained to them if those two didn't find some privacy soon. Evidently the couple reached that awareness without being told, and began a sort of awkward crab walk toward the nearest shelter. It's occupants saw the approaching pair and fled, rather than become voyeurs.


Such is life.


Turning his attention away from the pair and, pretending that they weren't starting a rapid process of undressing each other while alternately dragging one another towards a tent, Ulric resumed greeting his own mate.


She was somewhat less obviously overjoyed at his return but he knew better, the twitches of her ears were a dead giveaway. That and his Iriel'en partner was unaware that she had a tic wherein she fiddled with her belt pouches when she was worried, as if unconsciously checking for the presence of various poison vials, medicinal tinctures, and what have you. Currently, her hands had ghosted over her belt three times since he'd come into view.


The harmless meandering came to an end when he gave her a short bow and shook the pole holding his captive in her general direction declaring with excitement, "Look what I caught! It's a big one!", carefully ignoring her previous question. Taking control of the pace of discourse was an important skill in parlaying with Elves.


Her eyes drifted from his person, having given him a thorough examination and satisfied herself that her lunatic Valin was, more or less, unharmed. Free from that concern she was permitted to engage in their usual exchange of pleasantries.


"I cannot help but notice that the only enemy you took alive was female, and not altogether a poor specimen of Valin womanhood." Opened Taipan.


Ulric looked at the bound woman who was still unconscious and hanging from the bonds. She was alright, he guessed, or, had been before he'd downsized her sort of substantially, but he hadn't really paid any mind up until Taipan had mentioned it. He'd been mostly too busy keeping her from killing him to death to think about it. Besides, what were other women when he had his little [Shadow Panther]?


Oh hells, Ulric thought, that's what her father called her. Gross. But the rascally old bastard wasn't exactly wrong to lay that label on her. Moving right the fuck along now, Ulric, he coached himself.


"Pure coincidence, I can assu-" He began.


"I did not know you enjoyed such games, Glade Chief." Taipan cut him off, inspecting the prize with some curiosity and growing interest, circling in an easy stalk around him, in spite of her healing bones.


Uh oh. His sylvan huntress was working herself up into a mood. He needed to get ahead of this, before she built up steam. He wasn't sure where she was going yet, but he was aware of the signs that said a blow up of some kind was coming.


"Ah, no, you see, her class lets her summon hardened sunlight weapons so it was necessary to make sure she-" He explained before his Shadow cut him off again, running a finger appreciatively over the tightly bound curves of the captured warrior.


"Know now that should you wish to play this one, I will be the one tying your own person to the pole." She advised, eyeing him thoughtfully as she stepped away to return to her easy stance.


A slow grin began to lighten her expression at the clearly evil plans she was laying for him. Ulric waved his free hand hurriedly to curtail those grand designs.


"Ho now, easy there Taipan," Ulric calmed the Iriel'en woman nervously, recalling prior incidents, "You, ah, get a little carried away when it comes to the whole tying up thing. I like a bit of spicing up as much as the next man but whatever you're a thinking now, go ahead and bury it."


She'd have him staked to the ground naked if this went on, and, while that wasn't necessarily as awful a fate as it might have been before she'd come around to liking him, he wasn't sure he was ready to subject himself to the attentions of his Aes'r bride in that manner. Elves could have some odd ideas about fun sometimes.


Ulric was pretty sure the only way to get out of this without being publicly disgraced was to focus on business.


"This one was the leader of the garrison troops and tougher than nails, else she'd be hamburger right about now. As it was, I more killed her than not. If you can hold off on jumping me, can we maybe take care of making sure our only real source of intelligence lives to give it and get these sorry bastards behind me sorted?"


Taipan tapped her lips contemplatively, scanning the milling crowd of Otherkin and noting the deep, even breaths of the captive soldier that indicated they were not in immediate distress.


"No." His wife told him flatly, before she stepped close to him and took the pole in her hands, needing both hands to pass it to a nearby Celestin who held the makeshift victory banner with a confused expression that plainly said "What in the hells am I going to do with this?"


Deft fingers loosened the catches holding her medical pouch to her belt and she tossed it to the Legranel man standing next to the one now holding the captured garrison leader, who clutched it to his chest with a roll of his eyes.


His Shadow commanded briefly, "See to her aid, kill her if she should attempt to escape." before turning her full attention back to him, and he was now certain that he was doomed.


"I am afraid that you are going to be busy for some small time, Ulric Glade Chief." Taipan told him, running an arm through his and ever so gently twisting it behind him to ensure that she would have him in a joint lock in short order if he made to resist, and he winced more than a little, given that was the arm with the sizeable burnt slash across it's shoulder.


Sometimes you have to hunker down in the rapids and hope the rocks don't take the bottom from the boat. Now was such a time.


Ulric gave the crowd a parting shrug and said, "Just make yourselves comfortable wherever. I'll be back in an hour to-"


"My Glade Chief will see to your dispositions in the morning." Taipan told the watching peoples in no uncertain tone.


"Err…In the morning then." Ulric called over his shoulder as he was bodily shuffled toward the pair's hide teepee.


Once in the relative privacy of the shelter, the bedrolls already made out and some beast lard candles burning with bright, if smoky, flame, his partner released him with a gentle shove and blocked the doorway, hands on her hips.


"Am I in trouble?" Ulric asked, because he sometimes wasn't sure with Taipan.


Shaking her head in the negative, the Elf beauty replied "You are." in a smoky tone that said he was going to sleep little. And like it.


"Okay." Ulric answered, relieved.


Gentle, efficient movements of his Shadow's hands undid the various clasps and buckles that secured his armor and she set them aside in an orderly fashion to the side. Ulric made sure not to disrupt her and took note of the scorch marks on the [Forest Lord] bone plates, the dark coating of enamel/laquer burned through by the solar magic weapons. A puissant foe, had been the Captain. Xef'tocht in its sheath soon joined the various bits of defensive kit, and Blinder alongside it with its quiver of arrows.


Once the armor had been removed, the tall Elf woman took his arms and raised them over head, before pulling off the heavy woolen undershirt that served as gambeson. It peeled away easily enough, except at the shoulder, where congealed blood made it cling to the skin of his right arm. He grunted slightly when the fabric tugged at the wound, but made no move, and let his partner lower his arms, whereupon she made careful inspection of his bared torso and head, cataloguing the collection of bruises from which even Galed Uldin's armor could not shield him. No surprise, he was aching, tired, and full body sore from the repeated exertion of using [Surge]. Even in small bursts, the skill wore heavily on his physical integrity, straining joints and muscles. Absent Lady Bathe Iriel's training in body magic and reinforcement through his core's energies, he would have torn himself to pieces using that ability more than a couple of times.


Satisfied that he was not badly injured and would not be in danger of deepening any wounds, Taipan pointed to the bedroll and commanded, "Sit!"


He did. Perhaps it was the subtle influence of [Snake Charmer] but Ulric was pretty sure that his partner needed him to shut up and do what he was told for a little while. The Elf woman was basically the opposite of needy and, while affectionate in her own way, she wasn't what anyone could be considered clingy. When she demanded attention then, it was best to go with it.


"Tell me, in as great a detail as you are able, the events that transpired in the defeat of our enemies and the liberation of these Otherkin rebels." Taipan told him, unbuckling her knife belt and letting it drop to the floor.


Ulric did, the details coming a bit harder as his lithe partner's nut brown skin became visible in ever greater surface. He needed to swallow when the bare breasts, freed from their shirt presented themselves, tips hardened towards him. He managed to resume his report after a few seconds of blank staring, his hind brain having reset his cognitive functions by way of large diversion of blood flow. A second pause accompanied the shimmy and sway of muscular legs and a lush bottom when she removed her pants. Some sights never get old and, like a sunrise, each carries its own wonder no matter how many times it is observed.


At last, Ulric managed to force himself to finish his tale, to the satisfaction of Taipan, who stood in her glory, with her supple thigh boots still on, because she loved him.


"I fear that I am failing you Ulric." The nude woman told him seriously, wearing full her dignity.


Ulric nodded, as he knew that recent events were not to her liking. She took her duty seriously, and it rubbed her full raw to have been unable to come to his aid this last time most especially.


He took a few moments to appreciate the dance of light over muscle, the artistry of shifting shadows across skin, following his Shadow's breaths. Truly, she was a creature of unparalleled majesty. He became aware that her midnight hair was becoming longer, had almost gained the length to cover her brilliant eyes. His observation was assisted when his partner turned first to her left, presenting one long leg forward her back arched provocatively, before she turned to the other side and raise her arms over her head, hands cupped between her shoulder blades to show off her back and hips.


"You haven't failed anything Taipan," Ulric spoke after letting his mate bask in his attention a bit longer.


She preened little, for one of such magnificence. Most of her pride lay in her heritage and her deeds, not in her form. And now, much of those were bound up in her role as his assassin, body guard, and personal attendant, as well as lifelong consort. What little vanity she did hold claim to did relish his obvious enjoyment of her though.


"None of us have come through these battles unscathed, and they have not been trivial our foes, nor our victories over them." He continued, consoling the Huntress, who continued to shift from one picture of sensual feminine allure to another.


The game now was for her to try to break his self-control, which she was doing in spite of his best efforts to resist. Powerful was the booty, but he tried to keep his higher functions operational for long enough to respond to his partner's emotional needs. These kinds of push and pull interactions defined their relationship.


"If anything, we have come through remarkably well, a thing I have to attribute in large part to your doing," He reminded the very slowly dancing Elf, shifting to make his pants stop pinching before he continued.


"You have stood at the fore of everything that has come against us. I would not have you think that you do either of us a disservice by knowing when it is time to let me do as I must, without your guiding hand on my back. Not to mention, I'm sure there will be a time when it is Taipan who will go ahead to meet some enemy and I will be wishing that I could follow. This is the way of our life now." He told her, that last thought bringing him down some.


It would happen, eventually. He couldn't dodge every arrow and, sooner or later, somebody or some monster would hit him with something he didn't see coming. Varda punished mistakes, and nobody was perfect. That was a problem for future Ulric though, and present Ulric was at the end of his rope, the slow motion hip shakes cracking his resolve to make her come to him.


When he rose and took her up in his grasp, arms around her waist and buried his face in her silken tresses, to breathe deeply of her, she fitted her rump to his body and started rolling her hips. Sex was the most improbably sweet chaser to murderous violence that existed and he wasn't sure why that was, only that it was experimentally proven. It also served to soothe frayed nerves between lovers who had parted not knowing if either would be seen again.


"Tonight I am going to have you biting at mine ears, Ulric." Taipan told him, blushing deeply as she did.


For an Elf, saying such things was considered exceedingly lewd. All the nakedness and dancing weren't considered as intensely intimate as a few nips at her ears. Go figure.


"I will try to avoid roughing you too greatly, but you have worn down what little remains of my reserve, dear wife." Ulric growled into her hair, raising his hands to cup her.


"All according to Keikaku." She purred back at him, holding her hands over his and firming up the pressure to her desired squeeze, before they ceased speaking altogether.
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                **********Next Morning, Kistalfer Baron's War Room, Kistalfer Keep********************


A finely dressed man, dark of hair and beard, in well-cut long silk long coat, bronze with golden scrollwork depicting peasants bent over a field of wheat, with their little golden embroidered heads of fat kernals, stood with arms crossed behind him, overlooking his township. He was perspiring lightly, more from anxiety than from exertion. His healthy build, powerful and solid, said that exertion was no stranger and the scars and callouses on his hands attested to those muscles being hard earned. A great axe over the mantle place of the room was notched and its metal faintly stained, its ebony handle polished from the motions of generations of wielders, not a little of which was from the man's own action, to say nothing of the work done by his sire and grandsire.


The Baron’s stiff posture showed his dissatisfaction and that dissatisfaction translated directly to nervous shuffling in those who attended him, by his polite request at first bells this morning.


"It is full past time that the garrison troops returned." He said plainly to the gathered men and women of the room, his adjutants, lieutenants, and guard captains.


A few of them wilted further under the patent displeasure implicit in the Baron’s tone.


Continuing without inflection or increase in volume, in a voice that nevertheless filled the room with its authority, the Baron spoke again the source of his most recent chagrin.


“Take your choice of two score of the Federated Defense attachment from my garrison, scout for truth in the rumors of freed slaves, insubordinate battlemages, mutineers from the fleets, and rebellious elements from the nearby City States that seek to claim my outskirts for their little hamlet independent from Prosper’s authority, in defiance of my own. Determine the facts of the land, do not engage or contact enemy forces absent my command. Return with my men as soon as you may.” The Baron narrated, verbatim, his orders for the captain of the garrison before her departure.


“Captain Triella is late. My soldiers are missing.” He summarized, implicitly suggesting the failure of the absent Captain to follow his orders.


A sharp, narrow featured man of middling age, dressed in the resplendent robes of a Magister of Prosper announced arrogantly from his thick cushioned chair, the only one not standing at attention in the room, “It is Praetorian Triella now, your Grace. Her new position was ratified two weeks ago, and was only delivered into my hands this morning.”


The Baron did not shift, though his eyes narrowed as he stared out the window overlooking his city. He thought of his axe, though he said nothing.


“The Praetorian then, Magister, is missing with my men.” He granted, the temperature of the room dropping by a degree.


A massive human woman, red hair tied in a long bread, attired comfortably in plate armor spoke up without preamble, gauntleted fists clenched and pressing on the stone war room table, "The Praetorian Triella has not known defeat in her entire career. Are we here to believe that she was defeated by rabble and one rebel Battlemage?! An untested one, at that!"


The nearly snarling tone of his subordinate did not bother the Baron, who kept his honor guard for her ability with plate and arms rather than her social graces. Besides, she was drawing the Magister’s attention from her Lord to herself, distracting the man from the Baron’s obvious contempt, which he was having greater trouble hiding in recent weeks.


"Two days ago, Triella departed,” the Baron noted, intentionally omitting the Prosper granted title ascending her to the Merchant Lord’s private lapdog, “She took with her the greater part of my strength, to confirm the positions of reported malcontents abandoning duty and kin, spurred by rumor of the war's going ill and resentment towards our gracious Lords in Prosper. That supposed settlement was a bare half day's march from these walls, by best estimate. One full day of marching, and one full day to scout the surrounding forests." The Baron stated, the uninflected tone weighing heavily on the attendant crowd.


“The Praetorian is simply afield out of thoroughness, I am sure. Besides, there can be another detachment of soldiers spared from rallying points at a stroke of my pen. There is no reason to be concerned by a day’s delay.” Remonstrated the condescending voice of the Magister.


A wizened man in once lavish, now thoroughly ratty robes, who seemed almost totally dependent on remaining upright by virtue of being propped up by a metal staff holding an enormous spherical amethyst carved in countless glimmering facets, hocked loudly. The man drew eyes when he spat on the floor and cursed.


"Go touch Caecus! She took the entire mage cadre, the whole Choir, and my best student at its lead. If they are lost, then so too is the only Battle Mage detachment inside of a fortnight. The Golden Thrones will require sufficient explanation for this, or someone will hang from the walls." The old man croaked, his roughened voice that of a lifelong smoker's cough.


Murmurs spread throughout the room at that observation. It was, by now, well known that an attempt to assassinate the ancient enemy of Prosper, Bald'rt Iriel, had been ordered and had expended an incredible number of veteran Battle Mages, thinning the Empire's ability to support its frontier cities, which now relied almost entirely on the presence of the Magisters for magical talent. It was far less well known that evidence, in the form of evaporated regiments of soldiers, suggested that the Elf had survived the attempt. That he had not descended on them indicated that his potency was limited, but the very idea that the Golden Thrones had risked such a thing was unnerving. So too was the certainty that, sooner or later, the Blood Moon would rise over Prespang once again.


The Baron was hopeful that he would be dead long ere that enemy moved North to seek his vengeance. That eventuality might not be a concern if some force had made its way through the wilds unhindered and undiscovered, with strength enough to obliterate the troops he'd sent, all the mages with it, and not a single man alive to report the happening.


Reports were confused in recent weeks, ships had been lost and there was chaos in the Western city states. Something about a Beastkin uprising and ports being subjected to Wizard's fire. He had believed these rumors to be the result of ale sodden traders eager to run up prices, or, perhaps, the tall tales of deserters fleeing the catastrophic raid into Iriel some weeks ago, hoping to escape the rope with their excuses. Now, it seemed, he must entertain a different perspective on those whispered tidings.


A raised hand silenced the room immediately and the Baron took satisfaction from that. Small satisfaction, to be obeyed at a gesture was his right and their duty. Less would pull his displeasure down upon the undisciplined soldier. His displeasure was accompanied by pain enough to remind the entire populace of the price he extracted for failure to come to order. On occasion, he simply ordered the insubordinate peasant dragged to the walls, where he threw them a sword to affect some effort at survival, and then killed them in front of the city. His word was law and Baron Kistalfer was not one of those coddled pets who held their positions for the coin they generated his Liege Lords in Prosper. He was a warrior son of a warrior's son of a warrior's son, all steeped in the blood of Prespang's enemies. Enemies who knew that the men of his line did not use their voice in vain.


"Please, Geras, restrain your vulgarity in my presence. I value your advice and it would be harder to come by were you being treated for fresh lashes across your back." the Baron reminded gently.


The old man, High Mage of Kistalfer, chewed his cheek and briefly considered if he could turn the Baron to charcoal before the man crossed the room, that axe pulled from the wall. He gave it even odds. Those weren't the kind of probabilities that allowed him to grow old so he bowed slightly and held his tongue.


After another moment of contemplation, including whether or not Geras would choose to survive today, the Baron summarized the room's thoughts succinctly. He only wished he could find reason to send the Magister from this room so that he could speak openly his desires, without worry some objectionable detail would find its way to the ears of the powers that lorded over Prespang from afar. Powers that had displayed appalling incompetence and had wasted lives untold from Prespang's banners to launch a coward's trial against the Aes'r domestics. Among other horrors, if rumors were to be believed.


"We must needs expect the worst of our comrades' fate. What options do we have left to us?" He calmly asked of the room, almost as an afterthought.


Another man in light chain and scale mail with a silver hued metallic breastplate volunteered "The city guard stands at full readiness, three score."


The old man scoffed, which had the lightly armored man starting to argue on personal terms with the elderly magus' rude assessment.


"Enough!" Growled the plate wearing woman glaring alternately at the crude old man and the oblivious guard captain, "They are sixty light infantry worth perhaps a third of the combat potential of the force that was sent out of the city. Whatever slaughtered the Praetorian and her men would run through the city guard like a scythe through stalks of grain."


Nods went around the room gloomily, even from the guard captain. He was not a complete fool, just overeager to be of use to his Baron.


"The city guard has its part to play," Commented the ruler of Kistalfer, not bothering to say that role was keeping peasants in line, not fielding against a real enemy combatant, "We must turn elsewhere to see to our defense from outside the walls."


"To whom, Baron?" Asked another man with skepticism laid bare and no little anger.


The close-cropped hair, sprinkled with gray and trimmed beard denoted a man of military background, as did his firm posture, despite the right leg missing from the knee down.


"What is left of the men we have given to Prosper's armies? Perhaps one in ten that left their barracks to attempt the raid reported back to muster. And where now are those that had massed to march on the Legranel and the Melondi once the Deep Woods had had their welps killed like sheep?" He asked of the Magister assigned to Kistalfer.


The man's tone turned bitter as he waved a hand towards distant Prosper, answering his own question while the rest looked on, not entirely failing to hide their disdain for the reality being laid bare before them.


"I will tell you what you all know: Prosper serves Prosper, as always she does. The Golden Thrones use our men and women at arms to protect their own worthless hides, even while they send Magisters to breath down our necks, jerking tight the chains to remind who is the master." the salty old dog of war snarled, directing his grimace towards the robed man still in his chair, intentionally disrespecting the Lord of the City in so doing.


The seated Magister locked his eyes on the old Salt of a soldier. Such words treaded very close to opposition to his masters. This would be reported, there would be no tolerance of those who spoke treason, or even hinted at it.


The Baron knew that his veteran Sergeant was speaking truth, but it was a truth that did not serve his immediate interests, nor did it slay his enemies. That meant it was irrelevant. Prosper was to be obeyed, not because he was a loyalist, but because the Baron was a realist.


Even should the Orlethrem put pressure on the Empire, even if they, somehow, bent their forces upon the Gilded City and sacked it, the Merchant Lords would find a way to escape, would reassemble their power. And they would remember those who broke faith, who tested their hold upon Prespang. For almost five hundred years, the economic might of the great trade companies had bought their supremacy. Those who did not bend the knee found themselves without grain come the winter, and an army on their doorstep the next spring.


He would not be the one to end his line ruling Kistalfer, not even when the yoke grew heavy indeed to wear.


"The Gilded Thrones are a mountain I will not climb." Declared the Baron without hesitation, brooking no argument, "I would not have defied their will with all my forces at the ready and I will not with a bare fraction of it remaining! As my father and his father before him, I and Kistalfer stand in allegiance with Prosper and with the joined City States of Prespang."


The Baron's gloved hand clenched into a fist, warning his attendants that his patience was at an end, "Enough doomsaying! I do not stand here to listen to the frustration of my advisors, I stand waiting to hear what you assembled men and women will do in service to your lord and land."


The room subsided at the not so veiled threat. He would be forced to deal with the Magister's attempts to have his man executed at a later date. Once again, in spite of the gnawing in his belly at the consequences, Baron Kistalfer considered putting his axe through the preening maggot and his resplendent robes. Kistalfer had once been a free city, its people hardy and adventurous, and its lands held by their strength alone. He yearned for those days, more and more. But not yet. Not until he could be certain he didn't consign his people to the flames.


Chastened, the old warrior bowed low saying "Forgiveness, my Lord. It only rankles to have so little to offer in our cause. I can raise a levy from the township. They will not be fully armed or armored but I can empty the armory and have them able to wield bows from the walls, and spears at the gates. No matter what foe comes, the number will make up some little for their lack of skill."


Others stepped forward then, and the real discussion got under way for the coming defense of Kistalfer. When the hour had gone there was in place a plan of action to turn the great walled city into a thorny problem for whomever approached her with ill intent. The Baron found he could not be pleased at the results of this gathering, but he would settle for satisfied that it was the best that could be done. Come what may.


******************Kistalfer Forest, Midsunsrise************************************


"If I was a paranoid man, I'd think you tried to cripple me." Ulric mumbled towards his consort, who had been in a chipper mood all the morning.


She slapped his leg from her cross-legged seat on the blankets, enjoying how her slow to rise mate tried to hide from waking by huddling under the woolen covers. She'd wrung him dry, let him sleep for a few hours, then waked him to do it again. Then, when the Twins had barely cleared the horizon, she'd roused him to battle once more, this time not to rise again. Ehem. At least for a little while, he had claimed. She had plans to test his protestations and he was hoping she didn't injure herself in the doing.


"Many would take up the knife to have the chance to suffer such abuse, my husband." She reminded him, grinning at his worn out form.


She considered the rather impressively athletic doings of the last few hours with a glowing approval of her mate's attentions. Praise earned was due, she would not be thought uncharitable.


"I do not think so very many would have taken so long to admit their defeat, Ulric. We haven't gone so many times since that day in the deep cold outside of Trachn'ir. If the glow in my belly isn't reward enough for you, you may also have the honor of washing the bedding today, because we have made a wreckage of it in the doing." Taipan joked.


Ulric smiled beneath the blankets but he wouldn't let this man eater see it. She might get ideas and he was tapped out. He couldn't manage much more than a rather sedate big spoon at the moment. For a second he had to think about the odds that doing the laundry after boffing your wife senseless was actually some kind of Elf mark of high praise. He dismissed that after a bit however. The clue was that, if that were so, Bald'rt would have been a professional laundress and Ulric simply couldn't see the man standing out next to a wash line hanging sheets. No, much more likely that Taipan was just sassing him.


He flopped the blanket back to see her leering at him, which confirmed that she was, indeed, teasing him. Sighing hard, as if put upon, Ulric climbed free of the blankets and joined his Aes'r wife for a lovely breakfast of yesterday's bread and some stew reheated on the small coal bed inside their teepee. He had to admit, the bedding needed washed it definitely smelled like sex funk in there.


"I'm gonna have to start killing folk more often." He mused out loud, earning a light whack with a wooden spoon on the back of his head.


"Perish the thought, Glade Chief. I will not have you out risking yourself simply to have me waiting to devour you. If it be necessary, this Shadow will simply have to see to it that you find yourself in present condition more frequently." Taipan threatened smugly.


She started trailing a finger over his bare chest, tracing lightning scars.


"Oh no you don't, you succubus! How can you even still be ready to go, weren't you complaining about walking earlier this morning?" Ulric challenged, catching her hand before she got too absorbed.


"I can walk on my hands." The Elf said without any trace of shame.


"And I can eat with my feet, that doesn't mean either of us need to go around and do it! Besides, I'm pretty sure we're already going to have to suffer the attentions of the peanut gallery out there. You, uh, got a little loud last night." Ulric said, slightly proud and also a bit embarrassed.


Taipan's fuck yodels were, simultaneously, incredibly arousing and, when she got good and revved up, not particularly quiet. It got especially bad when she forgot herself and started giving directions, in precise and anatomically correct terms.


His commentary received a disdainful sniff and a wave of her hands, gesturing "Let them talk."


"My cousins have taken solace in their own games, besides, they have no room to complain when their Lord finds respite from his responsibilities."


"Fahh! I'm not Lord of these folk." Ulric denied, face scrunching up in disgust at the thought of having hundreds of people in his care forever, "Just giving them a hand until they can get back to their homes and back to their lives."


Taipan leaned over and cupped his chin, pityingly rubbing her cheek against his before she took his hair and roughly gripped it, holding him so she could stare into his confused gray eyes, her own emerald irises burning into him with her intensity.


"Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade], you are worms in the head. What did you think you were doing when you took the lives of these broken Elves into your care? They gave their honor, their allegiance unto you, and joined their cause to yours. These people are yours now. Forever. They will follow you, and their children will follow yours. You are their Lord now, and they the first vassals of your house." Taipan instructed, deadly serious.


Oh, fucking hell, Ulric cursed, he'd tripped across more weird Elf shit.
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                "This is more weird Elf shit, isn't it?!" He demanded.


Taipan nodded her confirmation, and gently stroked his head with delicate fingers.


"I am afraid so, Glade Chief.  You should know, by now, that you cannot give Elves gifts without incurring debts.  These are the rules.  It goes doubly so when you take an Aes'r life under your wings, as a mother owl covers her chicks.  Our kind do not do such things lightly, and the gift of one's aegis, one's honor, is not accepted without demanding balance.  These were not Hunters accompanying you where you all shared the danger.  You sought out danger for them, took their enemies for your own, without bargain, or recompense." His mate reminded him.


He really should have known.  The fae folk do not give gifts freely.  A gift accepted demands a gift of equal value in turn.  A life for a life.


Ulric lowered his chin to his chest and sighed again, sadly.  His destiny, it seemed, was bound up in having to deal with these pointy eared not Humans and their bizarre cultural nonsense.  At least he wasn't going to have to keep up with all those Prespang freem-


"Fuck!" Ulric shouted at the hide ceiling, coming to a realization, "Does this mean I'm on the hook for all these fucking wannabe Prespang rebels too?!" He demanded of Taipan, desperate for her to set him free with a simple shake of the head.


"I told you to stop picking up strays, Ulric, but you would not listen." Taipan told him remorselessly.


"Get over here!" Ulric demanded, grabbing up the Elf woman and squeezing her bounty, reveling in the delighted squeal she released.


"I thought you were 'out of juice'?" The Iriel'en woman snarked, as he massaged her gently.


"I just found out I have to play Duke Hermit to a bunch of friggin Elves and now these damned Prespangers, your boobs are the only thing that are going to make me feel better now." Ulric told her, allowing himself to pout just a little.


"Just my bosom?" She challenged, wiggling her hips.


"Fucking fine." Ulric groaned, realizing he was going to have to get in there and pitch one more game on short rest.


"But just the once!" Ulric lied.


"Okay." Taipan fibbed in return.


Noon came and went.  No jeers greeted him, his Iriel'en wife alongside, when they exited the confines of the shelter.  Instead, there was a boisterous clapping, the applause and whistling doing more bring blood to his cheeks than any amount of ribald commentary.  It was far, far worse than the hazing ritual of the Deep Woods baths for being well earned.  That went on for longer than was decent, but eventually trailed off and the Orlethrem, now Ancient Gladers, or whatever the fuck they wanted to call themselves while they were breathing his air, resumed whatever the fuck they did when they weren't harassing him.  Probably feeding small animals to trees, the heartless monsters.  Ulric was, to put it mildly, not entirely alright with the current circumstances.


He would tolerate it, for now, because he was riding post coital bliss.  But there would be a reckoning!  Probably.  Or, at least some ground rules.  He'd have to sit down and write some ground rules.  Godsdamned Elves and their finicky fae horseshit.  No good deed went unpunished.


It was a minute before Ulric was ready to entertain notions that didn't involve running away and leaving all these people behind.  When he got around to it, he now considered the prisoner but recently freed from her duties as a banner.  Dressed in a rough robe, one sleeve empty, with heavy bandaging around her limbs, legs, and one not so small one across her hard, yet once fine featured face, the Captain was a rough sight.  She might keep the eye but most of a cheek was gone and the bones had been cloven in a way that probably meant she'd always have a divot in her facial structure.


Ulric couldn't summon any sympathy.  The only thing those warriors had to do to avoid any of this was to stay home.


Crouching lazily in his loose wool robes and tough canvas pants next to the prisoner, his forearms resting across his knees, Ulric drawled, "Howdy miss.  Got anything to say for yourself?"


A silver irised eye tried to bore through his head and he couldn't help the malicious grin that widened his lips.  There was a specific joy in the misfortune of those who had earned it.


"I should have known a Brownie was involved in all this." Hissed the woman, turning her bandaged visage upon his Shadow.


"Curse your line you blood traitor!  Have you any idea how many fine men and women you gave horrible death to with your poison?  Three healers burned themselves from within, drawing the mana to try to save their friends and comrades." The defeated captain accused.


Was he supposed to feel badly about that?


Ulric looked over to his partner and gave her a thumbs up, calling "Nice brew lass!" as he did.  Taipan winked at him and made a kissy face at his praise for her poisoning talents.  That one had been a special little something whomped up to drive off the raiders attacking the havens that she hadn't gotten a chance to use.


Addressing again the now even more menacingly staring Valin woman Ulric asked simply, "What would you tell those men and women over there whose kin you murdered for wanting simply to be free of Prosper's slavery by proxy?"


"Traitors!" She growled.


"One man's terrorist is another man's freedom fighter." Ulric remarked. 


It was an age old paradox.  Breaking free of bondage required destroying the systems used to enforce it.  Collateral was always necessary and war was messy, no matter the justifications. 


"I had hoped to find some degree of reasoning from a worthy enemy.  If all you are is your master's dog, then I have no further use for you." Ulric decided aloud.


"Taipan, would you enjoy extracting what useful information might be had from this one?" He asked the Elf behind him.


"This Valin will howl to give me her soul before I release her." Taipan answered coldly.


Ah, yeah, that's right.  Taipan's older brother had been murdered by the order of Prosper some century ago.  She'd nursed a hate boner for the men and women who carried out the Merchant Lords' will ever since.


Something clicked in the thoughts of the Captain as she beheld the form of her soon to be interrogator.


"You!  Blood Thorn!  You are the Blood Moon's vicious little spawn!" shouted the Captain with open hatred.


She tried to wriggle from her bonds but the wounds and densely woven rope easily held.  All the woman managed to do was fall over onto the recently sealed wound where Ulric's magic had removed her right arm.  Her agonized cry failed to stir him. 


Taipan put a hand on his shoulder, having quietly approached to stand next to him.


"I am.  Your people tried to take my father from me, and, Void Born, you used the Bane to do it.  But the Blood Moon lives on and his strength will return in full.  Soon he will come for you, this time with the might of Orlethrem at his back.  We will water Iriel's roots with every one of you." His mate gloated.


Yikes.  Taipan was going full Taipan.  Ulric noted that she'd used a particular epithet that he wasn't familiar with.  He knew the words but he'd never heard her call anyone "Void Born".


Patting her thigh calmingly to settle her down before she got too excited he posed the question now circling his thoughts.


"What's a Void Born lover?  That's a new one."


"Sometimes, rarely, there are those who, unlimited in their cruelty and depravity, call out to the Abyssals, the primordial demons that live between moments of time." Explained his partner in her mother tongue, broaching a completely new realm of Aes'r mythology, one with which he wasn't familiar.


"These demons cannot exert themselves within the river of Time without being corroded, nor can they choose when they will manifest.  Therefore, they wait until a mortal soul beckons to them, using that call as a lodestone to anchor them, preserving their essence to grant that soul a dark boon.  The Eternal Gaze is ever watchful and has its own means to destroy such entities but they still slip through to work their evil upon Varda.  Ones who call them are called Void Born." His partner narrated, never taking her predatory gaze from the injured Captain of Prosper's warriors, her enemies.


Now she did turn her attention to him, softening as she took him in, despite the severity of the topic.


"The Bane is one of the Abyssals' workings, Ulric.  Long, long ago, a Void Born asked for a weapon to destroy their enemies and the gift granted was the knowledge for how to maul a soul and turn its magics into the fuel to kill any individual of a species.  The alchemical process for rendering the Bane core into a liquid that would not decay was also provided.  This evil is but one example of one of the demons trying to undo the Eternal Gaze's workings."


Now that there was some properly scary shit.  That was the kind of magic that made Ulric's hackles rise.  There was enough about mana and the Akashic that made him nervous, this ability to use will and a core to change reality, but the existence of some kind of quantum foam demons waiting for a chance to unmake the universe, piece by piece, that was another level.

Disturbed, Ulric had actually managed to forget the squirming captive soldier.  He noticed flickers of red gold and his core felt a draw of that distinct waveform that made up the solar mana the Captain had wielded.


"Now, now, enough of that!" Ulric said warningly and laid a hand on the Captain's leg, drawing the Ceraun of his own core lightly.


[Voltaic Grip]


Thin ribbons of violet arclight danced down the woman's thigh and her back arched from the current now racing through her, muscles involuntarily rippling into contractions.


Ulric let his power flow for a few more moments, leaving the Captain groaning into the dirt. 


"I won't have you causing trouble.  Any more of that and I'll just have to take the other arm, don't think I won't.  Far as I'm concerned, every time I kill one of you people I'm doing Varrock's shade a boon, so too with all the Aes'r you bastards have enslaved." Ulric told the woman tonelessly, deadly serious.


"So, back to the topic of these demons.  They are rare?" He inquired of his mate, still using the Aes'r tongue.


She nodded, dispassionately watching her Honor's arcane "scolding" of the bound enemy.  She'd tasted that particular use of his powers, the strange way he could join himself to lightning's flow and pull others into it as well, though he apparently suffered no ill effect in the doing.  It was an incredibly painful experience and one she'd not repeat again if she could manage.


"They are." She confirmed, fingering her knife while she did in anticipation of having one of her people's enemies beneath it.


"Invariably, the summoning of an Abyssal destroys the Void Born, sometimes sooner, sometimes later.  Always the price demanded comes due and the soul of the Void Born is consumed on the death of the caller.  The boon does not always vanish with the summoner though, as was the case for the Bane.  These corruptions persist and create ruin wherever they are found.  Some of the dungeons, the more malevolent ones, are thought to have been created when a desperate Ancient tried to preserve their dying race by creating a haven, only to have the bargain fulfilled in a manner they did not suspect." Taipan revealed.


Hmm.  Brighteyes had once spoken about dungeons.  Places of wild mana, guardian monsters, and hidden secrets of the fallen first race of peoples.  They fairly reeked of Greek fairy tale, the trials of Hercules and Perseus and such.  Ulric had better things to do than go for a field trip into Tartarus looking for some golden fleece. 


"The demon, you say it is corroded by time, that sounds like they can't hang around then." Ulric murmured, thinking aloud.


"No, the anchoring only shields them for a short duration, then Time begins to eat away at the essence of the things.  They do not possess a core with which to guard themselves from wild mana's influences, it tears at their being." His well versed partner explained.


Whew, at least there was that.  Given that he'd actually met the Watcher, with its impossible form and the weight of its immortal nature, he'd hate to run into something that directly set itself in opposition to that entity.  They might have a particular bone to pick with him, who had been brought to this world by the Watcher's will specifically.  Ulric Einar might have been a bit of a pet project from the immortal, for reasons beyond his understanding.  His connection to Ceraun gave that supposition more weight than before his core's awakening.  That kind of shit was outside his pay grade though and he refused to contemplate the doings of gods any more than he actually had to.


"Well then!  Nothing to worry about.  Sorry about this tangent Taipan, I just got a little sidetracked.  You know how it is with me." He said sheepishly, knowing he tended to get distracted on new trains of thought.


The She-Elf ruffled his short hair lightly and smiled for a brief moment, before returning to her neutral "business" face.


"It is fine, Ulric, I am well aware that you are worms in the head.  Thoughts are bound to find their way to fall into the holes.  Just to be clear, I do not actually believe this one to be consorting with demons, it is merely the worst thing I could think of to label the murdering butcher." Taipan made sure to clarify for him.


"Barbarian!  You sold away your own kins lives to be the pet of a Brownie murderess." Spat the Captain, recovering from Ulric's electrical disciplining.


"Once again, I cannot find the logic of such accusation." Ulric complained in low tones, "I have been in Prespang a bare few months and seen the way Prosper controls the lives of the peoples, abuses them, degrades them, makes of them less so that they are easier to dominate.  And, when they refuse to be held captive by the gilded chains of Prosper's laws and the Magisters, they are slain like animals."


"I have never killed a man that did not offer me violence or cause first.  I was content to leave your people to their foolishness until you sent your mages for my life and killed the ones who offered their guest right to me.  Why do you think me traitor for opposing those who were never my ally and who I never considered my liege?" Ulric asked, genuinely confused.


Angered righteousness spilled from the captive woman, she railed at him "All the Valin and Jormun of Prespang owe fealty to the Gilded thrones!  They have protected us from the knife ears for centuries, they united the tribes and clans to give us the power to control all the lands from the Vatyn to the White Wastes.  They brought prosperity and unity to our people."


"Which is why so many of the Beastkin are treated as second class citizens, the Barbarians of the wastes, who refuse to bend knee are decried as savages to be warred upon and tamed, and the Orlethrem, who will not fall under Prosper's shadow should have her people visited by violence every few decades to know sorrow time and again.  Your Merchant Lords are parasites, and Prespang is a slave empire masquerading as some kind of fucked up feudal system of independent Baronies." Ulric countered.


He shook his head wonderingly.  Zealotry was always based on insanity.  No reasoned person could believe anything with such single mindedness, such lack of doubt.


"I've walked through the gutters of your cities, seen how the powerless among you live.  I have walked amongst the Elves too.  The Aes'r do not know such poverty, they do not make of their kin less to rule them, rather, they demand from the ones who would lead them that those rise to worthiness to rule by their own wisdom and virtues."


"It figures that a barbarian would consort with the Elves and think their wilding ways superior to civilization.  Go on then, do your worst you knife eared slut!  I will give you nothing!" Challenged the injured captive.


Ulric rose from his crouch, raising an eyebrow as he looked to his partner, mouthing "Wow!" at the sheer density of this woman's devotion to the pseudo religion of Prosper. 


"Welp.  You asked for it." Ulric commented, lifting her by one leg and raising her up from the ground her head a few inches above the clearing floor supported by his left arm alone.


He ignored the lack of dignity in the captive's current pose, she was about to have bigger worries.


"Where do you want her Taipan?  She's all yours." He condemned the prisoner.


His Iriel'en mate gestured to a stand of something approximating cottonwood trees some few meters distant from the encampment. 


"Over there will do.  She will make noise and I would not have these peoples put off their suppers on her account." Answered the Huntress.


Ulric tossed the bound prisoner up and slung her over his shoulder like a sack of grain, hauling her to the place indicated.  He left his Shadow behind with the prisoner and made his rounds through the camp, seeing to the needs of the Elves.  Needs that, fortunately, they were increasingly seeing to themselves.  Many still required help but injuries were healing and strength was coming back to them.  Now he had these new people to worry about so he went to find their defacto leaders, the odd couple of Leor girl and the Ginger mage.  If he wasn't getting the same Treatment, Ulric had on his return. 
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                The bustle of well over two hundred men and women, Aes'r, Valin, and Jormun, only the Ogran and Svartalfin being excluded from the hodgepodge, make for a lot of noise.  Housekeeping tasks such as cooking, cleaning, firewood processing, stitching clothes, repairing wagons, it all added up and Ulric found himself a little stunned by how gradually it had snuck up on him that he was used to the myriad goings on of civilization around him. 


Was he more tolerant of the racket because he was in charge of it?  Technically, this was now his racket.  That had been the case, effectively, for weeks now, ever since he'd told the Port Edunshire Elves to shape up or he'd kill them himself.  Not his finest moment, but he'd been a little emotionally raw from recent events. 


His steady strides took him around an improvised tannery, where beast hides were being processed for use.  The nasty smell coming from those hastily dug pits was apalling, but necessary.  Ammonia was a useful, if noxious compound in the preservation of animal hides.  A whole industry was coming together from the hunting efforts to feed the small colony.


Scraped fats from the hides were being rendered down in big kettles to produce lard for candles and soap.  Some rather pleasing smells originating from a stall run by a Celestin alchemist who'd had his legs removed by his torturers and who now pounded herbs, flowers, and fruits into floral pastes, cooking down the oils to produce scenting additives for the soaps.  These and other bottles occupied hastily assembled shelves, stocked by the efforts of the half dozen Orlethrem novices that the master craftsman had adopted. 


They were moving on, all of them, Ulric noted gladly.  The past wasn't gone, but it was, firmly, in the past. 


A hammer rang piercingly as a Legranel smith pounded recycled slave chains into shoes for the draft animals, nails, brackets, fittings, and the other minutia of life.  Charcoal kilns had sprung up like a little mud dome village, cooking scraggly highlands deadwood into fuel for the smith's improvised furnace.  It was more than a little impressive to Ulric how quickly these people had managed to snatch normalcy from the chaos of their lives. 


Letting his gray eyed gaze settle on the former Kistalfer rebels, the motley assortment of Prespangers who had decided that the time to shed their allegiance to Masters who ruled from afar had come, only to have their former countrymen turn swords upon them, Ulric wondered if these would prove so resilient.  Currently, the Freemen still had the shell-shocked look of those who couldn't quite come to terms with what they saw.  Elves were rare this far into Prespang, and the otherworldly grace and beauty of even abused Aes'r was startling for the uninitiated. 


Ulric dearly hoped no conflicts arose between the newcomers and the old.  He didn't want to have to kill anyone because they thought to bring vendettas of the past to the future he had planned.  If Lord he had to be, he was going to make damned sure that everybody understood that treating someone as lesser because of the shape of their ears, the fur on their bodies, or the relative brevity of their lives was unacceptable.  Old Earth had learned her lessons the hard way and Ulric was damned if he allowed those lessons to go unheeded where he had say about it. 


Something would be learned, godsdamnit!


That was part of the reason why he was strolling through the improvised encampment, looking for the young Mage who had rebelled against his former comrades in defense of the Prespanger freemen.  All for love of a Leor woman who was a slave and who he had freed.  It was a sweet story, and even a cynical man like Ulric wasn't too jaded to appreciate that they deserved a chance to make things work. 


Nobody spoke to him as he searched, his liberated Elves used to the meandering inspections that their Lord liked to make through camp, the slightly poleaxed expression on his face a source for private mirth in their little Rings, in private.  It was the right of the lowest to laugh at the weight of responsibility upon the highest.  Ulric's quest was completed when he found a new lumber camp at the farthest outskirt of the camp.


There, with a team of the most fit Orlethrem and a group of Prespang youths and women hearty enough for the work, under the gentle guidance of the red-haired Germane Mage and his clinging mate, they labored to thin trees for the needs of the camp.  Well he said clinging, but, in reality, the catkin girl was likely all that kept the mage on his feet, he had taken a thrashing at the hands of his captors.  


Ulric watched a moment as the whiskerless "boy" a grown man of at least twenty-five, used his power to evidently draw the sap of a tree down to its roots, killing it, and then holding it with the branches of its neighbors while the woodcutters chopped the tree down.  Then the mage released the trunk, allowing it to fall towards the camp, instead of hanging dangerously in the nearby tree branches, and a team of draw knife wielding children went at the trunk like little termites, peeling bark from the dry timber.  Quite the trick, that.  While practiced hands debarked the tree, tiny hatchets limbed the lesser branches, stacking them for use in the charcoal kilns or for making wattles or, if they were straight enough, for use by the bowyers, fletchers, and smiths for spears.


It was an encouraging sight. 


Many of the Aes'r did not speak the Valin tongue, though Ulric was guessing that most of them did at least a little by this point.  None of the Prespangers spoke the Aes'r language.  They did this somewhat complex task through gesture and pidgin, managing to communicate effectively enough to keep the operation rolling smoothly, all under the leadership of the young Mage and his partner, who had been granted defacto leadership status by the Freemen.  The Elves took such things in stride because they didn't care who called the shots amongst the Otherkin so long as everybody gave their Lord his way. 


Not that Ulric was aware of such disposition from the Aes'r, who carefully hid their regard behind precise and intentional mockery.


Heartened by the demonstration of communal labor to shared purpose, Ulric interrupted after the most recent log had been dropped to the ground.  Only one tree in five were being harvested, the weakest and least healthy among a stand, as proper forestry practices for sustainability demanded.  He was gladdened by the almost instinctual habits for cooperative use of Varda's riches.  If only his homeland had learned to be as such, before catastrophe forced the adoption of this consideration upon them.


"Greetings, Adept Brodin.  How do the Twins find you this day?"


The traditional how do you do amongst the Elves was Ulric's default. 


Wiping the sweat from his face, both from the heat of a late spring afternoon and the effort of exerting his core's strength, the young mage managed a smile before his slightly winded retort of, "They find me better than they did yesterday, Lord Einar." followed by a short laugh from both he and his partner.


"What brings your honor to our humble labors?  You have need of my gifts?" The mage asked, suddenly bowing and taking on a more formal tone.


Ulric wasn't so used to that sort of behavior, it felt unnatural.  Even the Duties of Irielhos, who were polite and subservient as a matter of their profession, still gave him the sense of it was they who were truly in charge, not he.  He decided he'd pretend he was a project manager, like back in the Before.  They were all working for the sake of a successfully shipped product, but he held the final say in the research and development.  It made him a little more comfortable to frame things that way.  At least he was familiar with that environment, all this Lord of this and that stuff was about two thousand years gone before his birth and nobody talked like that anymore.


Waving a hand lightly in denial, Ulric frowned.


"No, no, nothing like that.  Just, you know, seeing how all your folk are settling in and making sure that our two groups are playing nice." He told the couple.


They passed a look between them.


"It is true that there has not been love lost between the kingdoms of Orlethrem and the city states of Prespang," Admitted the Leor woman somewhat bashfully.


"But!" She cried quickly, her ears perking up along with the long tail that sprang to attention from her excitement, "That is a thing of Prosper and we shed her grudges just as we deny her Magister's edicts.  We will be free people, not beholden to the will of the Merchant Lords, and these curious Elves of your Lordship have been nothing shy of welcoming."


"Really?" Ulric asked, a bit surprised. 


Granted, most of the Aes'r who were in his care were of the more egalitarian clans of Orlethrem, the ones that had far more dealings with Otherkin through river trade and shared borders, especially compared to the insular Deep Woods Elves.  But he'd expected some degree of grudge holding from them over their treatment at the hands of their captors.  Apparently, they distinguished between these Prespangers and Prosper's agents directe.


"Oh, yes," Mage Brodin agreed eagerly, "Once you and your Iriel'en consort, er, 'retired', our lot were at something of a loss as to how to come to terms with the loss of our settlement.  My dearest Chrissa and I somehow came to the center of deciding how to adjust and what best we might do but we were, honestly, lost for how to get so many wounded and now deprived to order.  It was the Orlethrem who began seeing to our getting shelter, medical care, and campfires going.  They were a bit abrupt about it.  One of the rather more blunt suggested that any who could not accept their new lot could be found a cliff from which they might jump."


The mage frowned a little and whispered under his breath, "I really don't think she was joking, no matter what Chrissa says."


That was a bit of an unanticipated gesture of charity from the Orlethrem, he had to admit.  Nice job pain in the ass Elf dudes and dudettes!


Ulric noted that the pair stuck together like glue, the Catkin woman refusing to let her recently captive beau out of arm's reach.  The young mage didn't seem to mind and the arm slung over the girl's shoulders familiarly indicated that he wasn't going anywhere anytime soon.  Ulric was still uncertain why the garrison troops hadn't executed him but it likely boiled down to wanting to make an example of him and the rest of the rebels by delivering their punishment in sight of the other citizens.  That was how it was done in the histories, at least.  Lucky for the youngster that the old play book was being used.  Someone less politically motivated would have ordered the villagers slaughtered just to have done with the situation.


"Yeah, that just kind of be how they do." Ulric said wryly, before feeling like he needed to explain further.


"They had a rough patch just a couple weeks ago, they were being tortured to death in one of Prosper's bane camps, you know?  You'll have to forgive them their little jokes."


It was one thing to know how the Bane was made, and not all that many did to begin with, given that it was more a horror tale whispered amongst dark stories of cold, creeping evils.  It was quite another to see the result of those efforts laid out before you.  That it would be sanctioned by the heads of state for the empire that was Prespang made it all the more vile.


The pair dimmed the radiance of their illicit love affair just a moment in deference to the travails of the Aes'r that had helped them so recently.  Not for long, of course, and the pair were beaming at one another again and Ulric was starting to regret seeking them out. 


"Anyhow," Ulric soldiered on, "What I need to know is, what are the plans for your people now?" He asked, before hopefully dispelling the hateful jest Taipan was laying upon him earlier about their being tied to himself.


"Whatever service you would deem meet to hold a place in your lands, Lord Einar.  You have proven to be a man who holds up the downtrodden and throws himself into the teeth of the oppressor, a true [Lord] of the land.  Your ancient glade cannot help but be a worthy place for those of us here who seek freedom to gather." Answered the Mage earnestly.


Now just a damned minute, Ulric objected mentally, trying to be stoic about the whole thing, wasn't the point of their little hoopla to be free of lords? 


He dragged a hand down over his face, hoping the pair would vanish and he'd wake up to three weeks ago, before he'd seen any refugee Elves or would be rebel Prespang civvies.


No dice, the two were still there before him, their lopsided smiles bearing down on him hopefully, weighing him down under the responsibility of taking care of their needs.  He didn't have enough food in the glade to feed himself, how in all the hells was he going to provide for over two hundred godsdamned people?


Sighing heavily, Ulric hoped nobody could tell when he sort of wanted to weep.


"Have you eaten something that sits ill, Lord?" Adept Brodin asked.


"My Lord is weary from his recent trials, may we help, somehow?" Echoed Chrissa, leaning into her ginger mage in her enthusiasm, nudging him as if to spur him to action.


 "Tell you guys what, we'll talk things over later, you look awfully busy here and I was just snooping around a little." Ulric fibbed slightly.


He'd been hoping they'd tell him they planned to rebuild their settlement, preferably a couple thousand kilometers somewhere the hell else.  Next time he saw a bunch of people getting tortured or massacred or whatever, he was sailing right the fuck on by.  People on this continent were like cats, you feed them once and they just hang around forever.


The pair waved him goodbye, offering a few not so subtle suggestions about sleeping rather than "busying himself in his marital chambers".  Nice of them. 


One thing to be said about his recent shag-a-thon with Taipan was that the 'ol girl had been up to it.  That meant her bones were well on the mend and she was another week out from being ready to fight, at most.  Maybe not at full steam, but any of his Shadow in the game was better odds by far for him than not.


Ulric grumped his way around camp, helped a few Elves by hauling some water in the heavy iron kettles, used a few [Skyshields] on some sled skids to help them move processed lumber, excavated clay from a nearby creek bed, sand, and whatever else needed a hand laid to.  Dark was falling by the time he was shood off by the ungrateful basta-, ehem, recuperating Orlethrem.


By the time he got back to the teepee he and Taipan shared he was actually sort of tired.  Maybe he had been running himself pretty ragged recently.  Certainly, [Surge] was a motherfucker on the meat and repeatedly drawing deeply on his mana had prevented him from sustaining his [Core Saturation] state for very long.  What he needed was a proper week of not much happening.  No battles.  No emergencies.  No monsters.  Just a solid, seventy-two hours minimum of some light manual labor, his stretching and balance routines, and combat drills.  That, and some nights of solid sleep, would put him to rights.


Fat damned chance, Ulric told himself.  Kistalfer awaited not a full day's march away.


He wasn't sure what awaited him there, but he needed their boats if he was to move this scraggly lot of people anywhere without losing them to Prosper's patrols or the beasts.  Now, he only needed twice as many, for shit's sake.


It might end up being fine, even at the massive expense.  The ships would come in handy, sooner or later.


Ever since leaving the glade all that time ago Ulric had been angling to try to enact a plan towards using the resources of the glade and the vast wilderness that was the [Plateau of Ancients] as a way to generate sustainable income, alongside whatever knowledge he possessed from the Before that didn't involve manufacturing explosives and weapons of war. 


The bows didn't count, that was more a tool for hunting food and defense.  Compared to the things humanity had cooked up and which swam through Ulric Einar's mind, bows and arrows didn't even rate as weapons.  Things like guided rockets, directed microwave emitters that broiled mansized living targets within moments, and a few nasty substances that made white phosphorus look like something you'd use as stocking stuffers.  Even post collapse, the knowledge to make these things wasn't gone and Ulric had always been curious as to the depths of depravity man was willing to go to, especially when the targets for his ire was his brother man.


No, Ulric wanted to make watches.  He wanted to make solar arrays.  Lightbulbs.  Mana batteries to power water circulation systems for cultivation.  Instrumentation to help treat injuries and the rare, if potent, diseases that Varda had to offer.  Exotic uses for the [Arcanite Diamonds] that might allow small catalysts for very localized, convenient magics to become ubiquitous.  In addition to that, Ulric wanted to cook.  To share the cuisine of a thousand dead cultures with this world.  Varda held a vast panopoly of spices, oils, meats, and vegetables and he would enjoy bringing these things together through the chemistry of the kitchen.  Maybe, after a while, he'd get Uldin to teach him proper smithing and he'd try to revolutionize metallurgy.


Whatever he got himself into, it would require shipping to obtain materials and to distribute finished trade goods.  The boats weren't a bad investment.


It wasn't often that the Twice Born man allowed himself to dwell on the future.  He was mostly convinced that doing so would jinx him, somehow.  It was a tiny bit of irrational pessimism that he had trouble dismissing entirely.  Being continually dragged into this fight or that emergency mostly prevented violating his contracts with the irony gods, being that they precluded frequent thoughts of the future.


Moving on from the afternoon spent aiding the various works around the forest camp, one that held a surprising amount of sophistication for compared to the length of time they'd been there, like mushrooms growing in a fairy ring in the woods, Ulric set out to find his wife.


That didn't take long, she was sitting comfortably by the fireplace roasting some kind of squat, short-limbed, beaver looking thing.  The animal's pelt, skinned out next to the fire pit, was dense and slicked back from water, an eye blurring grey-brown-green that would have vanished into the forest floor, or a creek bed, or almost anywhere, really.  It almost hurt to focus on the thick fur of the creature.  The buck teeth jutting from the front of its vaguely rodent face were metallic, looking less like teeth than wood chisels.  It lacked the paddle tail of a beaver, having a wide vertical tail fin more akin to a shark. 


Ulric wasn't necessarily surprised to see his partner in crime eating some strange creature, it certainly wasn't the first time she'd brought something odd home to the cook pot, more he was curious as to how she'd found the time.  As usual, the best thing to do when you're confused is to ask.
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                "Hey little lady, whatcha got there?" Ulric drawled at the cinnamon skinned Huntress slowly.


Looking up from her soon to be meal, she grinned widely at him, "Ulric I have caught a true prize! It is a [Fading Lakemaker]! They are never found back home in Iriel, they prefer the longer, if milder Winters close to the Vatyn's shores, but their fur is prized. The meat will not be anything to amaze, though your spices help."


The rapid onslaught of cheerful exposition threw him for a bit. His partner took a few bites from the cooked thing and chewed thoughtfully before adding a few more pinches of herbs from her belt pouch to season it. Her mood was surprisingly elevated considering the task he'd left to her earlier.


"You aren't high, are you?" He asked, making sure, and receiving a roll of her brilliant green eyes for the trouble.


That had only really been the one time, but it had left an impression on him.


"Sit, Glade Chief, and no! I am not high. Just look at this pelt, Ulric!" Taipan demanded, dropping her roasted marmot-beaver-woodchipper meal to the forest floor to wave the furred skin at him.


"It almost crosses your eyes to stare at it! The beast's core imbues it with a subtle stealth aura, disrupting direct attention, blending it into the surroundings. I half believed I was being targeted by an enemy mage work when a part of the creek nearby refused to resolve itself to my vision."


Ah, okay, now this made more sense. If there was anything that would put some soggy in his mate's bottoms it was the idea of a waterproof cloak that also made you impossible to see. Especially if it wasn't something that was available to her peers within Iriel. She'd fairly lord that one over her comrades, Ulric could already imagine the exchange of mocking observations between Taipan and Hal'et.


Ulric crouched down to rest his forearms across his thighs, balanced on the balls of his feet comfortably. The smoky odor of cooked flesh wasn't bad, definitely gamey, and with a strong nutty overtone mixed with the mild fishyness that accompanied beaver. It reminded him of wild boar and talapia blended together. He had to admit, he didn't find the coupling as enticing as many of the other things he'd eaten but he wouldn't turn up his nose at a new experience so he picked up the dropped meal and started taking bites from the backstraps of the roasted creature while Taipan stroked the soft fur of her catch lovingly.


Alright, Ulric was ready to admit that it was better than he was expecting, Taipan's charring done to perfection, just past rare with plenty of charcoal to mellow out the gamier flavors. Not too fatty, but then, it was only late spring, plenty of feeding season left to pack on the calories. He'd give this little animal a solid six point five out of ten.


"So," Ulric said around a mouthful of beaver thing, "How'd the 'interview' with the Captain go?"


Taipan draped the hide across her knees and went pensive a moment.


"She resisted little once I threatened to remove her breasts. That one had no little vanity to her, for what little care she appeared to take of herself, shearing her hair like that, and the savaging you gave her" His mate said, frowning.


"It would have been better had she held on longer, it is unseemly to go on hurting them once they start the truth speaking." She complained, irritated.


He knew his partner held few qualms about extracting information from captives, based on their experiences together in Trachn'ir. What few reservations she might have had about putting her own kin to the question were completely erased when it was one of the instruments of Prosper. He found no blame in himself for his mate at that.


Especially not now.


When the Magister of Bartala had slain his new found friend Varrock, Ulric went on an alchemical spree cooking up plastic explosives to destroy the dockyards, killed the city's baron, his body guards, and then sank every single ship flying Prosper's flag he came across for two weeks passage across the Vatyn. He'd known Varrock for two days. That mattered little, he found. When the enemy took from you, the only response was to obliterate them. Especially when you promised to keep that friend's kin from harm, and what better way than to erase those who would, eventually, seek to target them?


"Alright, that's fair." Ulric told the Iriel'en woman without judgment, "So, what did you learn?"


He deliberately avoided asking for the whereabouts of the prisoner now. He didn't really like the idea of killing captives, even though he wasn't going to go out of his way to prevent it. Not with these people. They'd pretty much earned themselves the death penalty in any court of law that ever existed. Even so, he didn't need to dig too deeply just yet. Maybe literally, he had plans for the Captain, even if she was a corpse.


Fingers tapped lightly at the full lips, their hue slightly lighter than the surrounding skin of her face. That the Elf was thinking it over said she hadn't finished processing the information and was organizing it for herself before she spoke.


That was a thing Ulric appreciated about the Aes'r. Maybe it was because of their lifespans, or maybe it was thanks to the diffuse way they instructed their children, but oftentimes Elves were in no hurry when it came to discussing matters. When they needed a moment to consider they took it. None tried to hurry a conversation along or chafed when a thought was mulled for even minutes at a time. To speak obvious ignorance or ill-conceived notions aloud, without thoughtfulness, was considered demeaning to your listeners. The intellectual rudeness was, frequently, grounds for being scolded by others involved in the conversation.


Ulric was down for that, even though it got him in trouble when he said things as they came to him, instead of pausing to chew on it a bit more. He was coming around to the Elf way of thinking more and more. Taking an extra second to ponder was paying dividends on appearing less moronic. It was also improving his decision making under pressure. A half second to plan before acting could make the difference in outmaneuvering the enemy, thereby seizing advantage or failing to spot an opponent's feint and conceding ground as a result. When you actually had the half second and weren't dancing on a razor's edge, that is.


"I believe that we may have more trouble in Kistalfer than we initially suspected." Taipan told him, at last.


She glanced over her shoulder, probably in the direction of the captive leader of the garrison troops, before returning her emerald attention to him.


"The man who leads the city state is, according to our prisoner, a decorated veteran of a score of battles, mostly with various barbarian tribes. That on its own is not so concerning, but he was also, if this Captain as you called her speaks true, a commander chosen to periodically cull the more dangerous beasts from Prespang's holds. By her accounts, the Baron of Kistalfer is a war chief, nothing alike to the kind you encountered in Bartala." the former Hunter revealed with clear respect for one that had faced down Varda's monsters.


She brushed her hand through her lengthening hair, and pursed her mouth, as if biting into unripe plums. The other hand made the Elf hand speech for "Foreboding".


"I do not like it, Ulric." She admitted, "It is one thing to eliminate the leader of a criminal enterprise who holds an office within the city, they must take pains to avoid drawing notice, which opens their defenses. It is another thing entirely to challenge a seasoned warlord within their own hold."


He had to agree with her on that. The monsters he'd encountered in the short span he'd been on this world were no laughing matter. [Forest Lord] not withstanding, most of the species at large in the wilds were lethal hunters or tremendously able defenders from aggression. Many of the non-predatory creatures adhered to the principle of "good offense is the best defense" and would go out of their way to destroy potential competitors or predators. Look no farther than to the [Thunderhorn Sheep] for evidence of that. They'd blasted a hapless grazing ape from the side of a cliff with no exchange of warning, sign, or call to make distance what so ever. They'd approached while doing goat things, noticed the ape minding its own business a little too close to those goat things, and summarily executed it with prejudice.


If this Baron had been hand selected for duty cleansing the countryside of such monsters, then he was likely personally mighty. Ulric hadn't been put in the position of having to come toe to toe with any of the real movers and shakers of this world yet. Prosper's battlemages and that dwarf juggernaut were the closest thing to it and they were, more or less, hired help. Mercenaries.


The fop in charge of Bartala was probably there because his family had a talent for making money and running the shipping business, which trumped his combat potential in the eyes of the Merchant Lords, who valued stability of their empire and smooth collection of coin over much else. This Baron though, was a fixer. A problem solver where the problems were armed barbarians raiding the caravans or a slavering Greater Beast marking out a valued mine or trading hub as its territory.


"Grottenschlect." Ulric commented, before trailing off into a few choice bits of profanity in his grandmother's tone.


"So, you don't think a direct approach will yield much chance for success?" He checked.


Her hands crossed in an "X" across her bosom in answer.


"Even should we find a way to prevail on the battlefield, the chances of obtaining a small fleet, such as we now need, is minimal." She added, looking past the immediate threat.


No assault on the control room then.


"It's not like we really planned to do that to begin with though." Ulric reminded his mate.


They'd never considered open warfare to be a viable path to Prosper. That it had, more or less, come to that in recent weeks was a matter of bad luck, a bit of less than strategic vengeance war-pathing on his part, and the moral necessity of liberating the Orlethrem from their concentration camps. The last three days had only added to the complications facing this expedition.


"Sich einen abbrechen." Ulric noted, realizing they might be overthinking things a little.


"We don't have to fight absolutely everybody. There's no reason we ever need to come into direct conflict with this Baron or his men or Kistalfer in general. We're just here to buy some ships." Ulric reiterated.


Taipan dipped her chin in agreement, but didn't drop the thread. Contingencies had to be considered.


"Our original plan was good. I think, had not we been forced into confrontation with the garrison troops it would have worked without issue. The difficulty now lies in that the loss of these men will put Kistalfer on the defensive. No war leader takes so many troops vanishing lightly. He will suspect that, failing to report, his soldiers have met unexpected enemies of such strength as to be completely overwhelmed." Taipan rejoined.


She smiled then and her expression warmed substantially as she considered him.


"That my Glade Chief and I, alone, proved to be that overwhelming force is a thing I will enjoy the telling of when we return to Irielhos." She informed him cheerfully.


Ulric nodded at that observation. It was gonna be real big dick bragging rights, was this one. He'd be able to prick Bald'rt more than a little about being out here doing all the hard work while the Elf King laid around in bed. He rubbed his hands together eagerly, constructing a pointed series of near insults to lay at the wily King's feet. This dog will have his day, Ulric cackled silently to himself.


Putting needles in Bald'rt's eyes aside, they first needed to figure out how to deal with the little problem of surviving to tell the tale.


"You're saying," Ulric announced, continuing where the fearsome lass left off, "That we did ourselves no favors getting into the city unremarked when now they suspect, rightly, that enemies are just outside their gates."


"Just so, Ulric." Confirmed the Iriel'en woman.


They took a minute then to brood upon the problem.


"I could go alone to infiltrate?" Ulric asked, already knowing her reply.


"Trees will grow without roots first." Taipan warned him.


Worth a shot, he figured. Now, they really needed to come up with something sharp.


Rather than stew in stillness, he and his lovely bride began to perform the multitude of camp tasks that life in the field demanded. Processing wood to make kindling, readying a larger piece of lumber to create a slow burning coal bank for the morning cookfire, hauling water to fill their kettle for brewing a stiff tea, shaking out the bedding, laying out the furs under open skies to air them out for a few hours, and the like.


The Twins had fallen by the time all the doings were done and the pair, alongside the rest of the camp, were approaching ready to turn in for the night.


Elves huddled around their cookpots, foraged berries stewing, lending the damp night air a sweet fragrance, in addition to the rich bouquet of the forest foliage. In rapidly assembled huts were now housed the malcontent Prespangers. A hum of conversation huddled over the camp as the groups of individuals conversed around their fires. The entire thing held the feeling of unwavering determination, of men and women that refused to buckle beneath the weight of their sufferings. Beneath that more outstanding impression was that of suppressed hope. It came in the light chuckle of a joke told, the bemused outrage of a prank, the giggle of lovers in arms.


For Ulric Einar, the whole thing made him want to break out into hives. These were his people to care for now, for some reason.


As he lay back on his fur bedding, Ulric felt his mind vibrating with the urgency to come up with a solution to the problem facing them. He hadn't experienced this since arriving on Varda's cosmological shores, a castaway washed up on distant shores with a brand spanking new body and no responsibility for anything but keeping his well sculpted ass from becoming monster scat. His Iriel'en partner had no such concerns, she was out like a pinched candle wick, lightly snoring. The occasional, incredibly cute, "Om, nom, mum" burble of nonsense rose from her as she dreamed whatever Elves dreamed of.


Months ago, upon his shoulders had settled the weight of responsibility to this woman when she'd revealed her "prank" of taking him for her mate in official terms. They'd been playing night games for a couple of months by that point and, through various cultural oddities, he'd already had her effectively bound to his side for life. So, on the face of it, nothing had much changed. In reality, of course, Ulric had a wife and that Meant Things regarding his providing a suitable life and doing what he expected of himself in such circumstances. Part of that was establishing his household and means of supporting them both.


Today, he'd realized that he was now responsible for more than a semi feral Elf princess and an untamed primeval glade up on a mana-rich plateau in the vast wilderness of Varda. That weight made his breath come in short, and he had to run through the grounding exercises that suppressed anxiety attacks. At least the neurochemical make up of his brain hadn't yet had such stress fed feedback loops ingrained in it. General anxiety disorder was not fun times, even if it was treatable with dedicated effort. If you saw it coming, the sneaky bastard.


Was it odd that he'd felt much safer about going out to do mortal combat with a bunch of Prosper's legionnaires than leading a group of ethnically diverse hobos? Probably. No helping it though, feels gonna feel. Logic had nothing to do with this not vague at all unease. Would these people be able to detect exactly how little clue he had about anything? He'd essentially been flying by the seat of his pants for two full seasons of this world's solar cycles. He'd had a couple months of formal education with the Iriel'en children and then another couple months of direct exposure to the folk of the continent. He had precisely fuck all idea how to lead a bunch of strangers into anything but total disaster.


Realizing that he'd fallen into a variation on the same theme of "What the fuck am I doing here?" for the last ten minutes, instead of sleeping, Ulric started trying to get his shit together and treat this like an engineering problem. They always looked impossible from far away. The trick was to take the big, ugly situation, and break it apart into small, easily disposed of bits. Once you did that, you could figure out what sequence would produce a solution path that had a high probability of success. Then you could start overcoming the inevitable obstacles that would arise.


Alright, immediate problems were already well on the way to being solved, Ulric decided. They Were Not Starving. It was late spring, so nobody was going to freeze to death any time soon. Currently, nobody actually knew where all these rebels and runaway Elves were located. Hell, there were good odds that Prosper wouldn't even tell anybody that they were missing a few handfuls of slightly tortured Aes'r, not without having to own up to the seed of unrest Ulric had planted revealing the efforts to create the Bane, after having already used it once. That was as likely to cause mass revolts as anything else. Everybody knew that, when it came to Species Poison, all bets were off.


The Aes'r would respond to that existential threat in ways that created holes in history books for a millennium. The City States would be forced to rebel to avoid being caught up in the Elven purge of their would be genociders. It had happened before.


Okay, so he'd bought himself a little wiggle room with that maneuver. Not that he'd really thought it out in such terms at the moment. He'd just been incredibly pissed off and awash with the righteous fury.


Fuck it, results Ulric, just focus on results and how to get them.


No chance he'd be able to take a city by himself. Ulric was getting good at making with the magic now but he was no Bald'rt Iriel. Or Shor. Or even Bathe and Vedyr. To say nothing of Gother in the old man's prime. Even with Taipan fully recovered and the Germane Mage kid Ulric wasn't going to bank that they'd even get past the city walls. Ulric could probably destroy the walls but not and do anything beyond that.


He took a second to process that he could literally rip down a stone wall thirty meters tall and three thick with his mind, more or less. Wild shit. Anyway, it wasn't good enough. Force wasn't viable here. Deception was also a low probability strategy, on that Taipan had been right. Ulric would have bet his favorite testicle that Kistalfer was locked up tighter than a Jainist's asshole.


No to aggression. No to chicanery. What about graft?


Ulric was loaded. Question was, did he have the kind of money that would convince a warlord to part with a few ships and not sic his troops on him? Probably not, the reborn engineer decided. Based on the sizes of the cargo holds in the ships he'd seen and the prices of goods as he'd learned of them, the annual port income would dwarf Ulric's meagre funds, impressive though they might be for an individual to have in possession.


Was money the only thing he had to trade?


The blackness of the shelter's interior was impenetrable, but Ulric chased the ghost lights that impressed themselves on his eyes as he stared sightlessly at the sloped walls of the teepee. A trade of knowledge seemed a bad idea, especially given that it was unlikely he'd ever be able to enter into negotiations with the leadership of Kistalfer without drawing their aggression. Would the Baron be more willing to bargain if Ulric used the wounded garrison commander as a pot sweetener?


A trade of hostages, so to speak, the ships exchanged at fair price for the life of the Captain, one of Prosper's leaders of arms. Damn, Ulric grunted softly to himself, that just might be the ticket.


Sudden cold poured down his back. He'd left the Captain's fate in Taipan's hands, with no specific requirements that the woman be left alive at the end of the inquiry.


"Shit!" He called aloud, turning to shake his Shadow from her slumber.


The Elven beauty came awake under his onslaught, slapping him away and cursing him to a life of stinging nettles in his socks as she did.


"Gah! Ulric, you [Heckler Monkey] of a shaved Valin ape, what think you shaking me from my blankets like some rooting [Stoneplate Boar]?!" his surly mate demanded in lilting accents tainted by grumpiness.


"Taipan, enough of that!" Ulric said, fending off the beating hands before she damaged something important, "The Captain, tell me that you did not terminate her after you were done with your questioning!"


The flailing subsided and his partner sat up. She leveled a menacing squint at him, her arms coming to cross over her chest, making her displeasure clear before she answered him.


"She hangs from a tree, where I left her to think on her crimes. This is why you have disturbed my rest?" the Iriel'en woman said.


Ulric tore out from the blankets, thoughtless of his nudity, and scrambled out into the dark. If some little beasty was eating his bargaining chip he was going to be cross. And he really had no one to blame but himself for it. Damn it!


He activated his [Ceraunoperception], the triplet moons being absent this night, or perhaps just covered by high flying clouds, he still didn't have a real bead on the exotic patterns of the lunar cycles of this world yet, to make his way through the pitch dark.


His Shadow-Wife had been carrying out her inquisition somewhere just back of the main camp clearing, to keep her workings from the prying eyes of the camp and to impose a sense of isolation upon the prisoner. Slapping branches from his path and navigating the wyrd electroperception that imprinted the grey scale relief painting of the forest upon his flesh, Ulric searched in vain for a few minutes.


"Idiot! Go wide, just find the woman's signature and then focus it down to navigate through this thicket!" He mocked himself, before putting the plan into action.


There! By amplifying the strength of the Ceraun pulses he could detect the conductive body of the prisoner, hanging by her feet upside down about fifty meters away, by the feel. Pulses this strong were perceptible as a crawling feeling upon the skin of others nearby, his magic raising hairs, which he wanted to avoid, as letting an enemy know you knew where they might be despite their attempts to hide from sight was relinquishing a terrible advantage. Now that his target was located, Ulric dialed the strength down and raised the frequency of the pulses, vastly improving the resolution of his immediate surroundings as he made his way into the stygian forest.


Steps taken silently by months of habit evidently caught the captive woman by surprise, her body jerked in their binds and she began writhing back and forth in anticipation of being consumed by some nocturnal hunter. When Ulric's form resolved itself to her immediate vision she tried to shout against the gag in her mouth, muffled profanity making clear her feelings on the situation.


Unceremoniously, Ulric reached out and used a whisper of his lightning mana to burn through the rope dropping the prisoner, only to catch her mid fall and sling her over his shoulder. He made his way back into the camp clearing, muttering his thanks to whichever deity, greater elemental, or Faustian bargainer of souls that listened for the woman not being dead.


Back in the subdued light of fading coals from numerous campfires, Ulric threw open the hide door to the teepee he shared with his wife and tossed the bound Captain to lie against the back wall of the shelter, where she awkwardly lay propped up against his pack. Her grunt and litany of invective, garbled through the cloth gag, were obvious enough.


Tough nuts, he noted to himself. Good things should only happen to good people.


"Whew!" Ulric sighed in relief, "Disaster averted."


Now he had two angry women in his tent. Taipan was waiting with her "I am now discontent" look, which meant she would be finding petty ways to make him unhappy for a few days.


"I think I have a plan, Taipan, and it requires this one alive." explained the still naked man to his sullen sylvan wife, using the Elves language to make sure the Captain wouldn't know what he intended and thereby try to subvert his plans.


"And, let me set a trap for [Bark Weasels], it only comes to you while you brood through the long night instead of sleeping?" Challenged the dusky Elf.


He took a second to parse her idiom. What did trapping [Bark Weasels] have to do with anyth- Ah, you just assume the little bastards are out there and lay the traps preventatively in suspicion that you'll catch one. Iriel'en way of snarking "Let me guess" when you know something for certainty. Got it.


"One of us had to find a way out of this mess, and you were snoring so marvelously that I could not bear to disturb you to talk it over." Ulric bitched.


A graceful finger pointed in his direction, making small stabbing motions, as the naked woman denied his accusations from her blankets, "I am not snoring, you great oaf! And to be always sleepless leads a Hunter to make mistakes, to put their feet in the jaws of the beasts, as I have told you before!"


Ulric didn't bother to reject her vehement denial. Or to acknowledge the unfounded accusation, he slept great these days, thanks very much. The first was absolute fiction, the second was inconvenient truth of his past but not so much these days. Neither held his attention currently.


"Can't be helped, Lady of the Glade, we needed a way forward and mine duty is to find our path. It cannot always be Taipan at the fore." Ulric chanted lightly, using his term of endearment for her, the one that he saved for dire straights.


It had the intended effect, the finger was withdrawn and she relaxed back, shedding some of her ire. It didn't stop her from giving a musical snort.


"Hmmph! Fine. It is as you say, Glade Chief. A Lord's duty to their people demands sacrifice of comforts. That does not mean you need to toss me about like laundry." Groused his wife, hanging on by a thin thread to her anger.


He saw weakness, it was time to pounce.


"I would have waited until morning, but yours is the only counsel I knew I could count on and time pressed heavily to guarantee our prisoner's usefulness. I apologize for my ungentle rousing, Wife, let me give you a rub down to sooth the ruffled feathers. I will share my strategy while I do and you can find its flaws."


The combination of praise, need of her expertise, offer of a thorough massage, and the chance to critique him completed the mollification. His partner rolled over to present her backside, cradling her chin upon her arms, her slight wiggle anticipating having all the muscles worked to deliciously boneless jelly.


"Acceptable, Ulric. You may begin. Lead me down whatever winding trail your spiderweb strewn mind has concocted for us, I will make sure it does not take us all over a cliff."


He resisted the urge to grin his victory, knowing she would be able to see it with her dark vision. Now, all her plotting against him would be curtailed, ensuring the next few days would be peaceful, his enemies abroad aside. Not just that, he had free rein to sample the delicious flesh of his wife, to feel her under his hands to his heart’s content. He'd won again.


All according to Keikaku, they both thought simultaneously, restraining showing their partner their smugness at coming ahead in the Great Game.
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                In contrast to the recommendation regarding sleep of the experienced hunter, turned to noodly puddle of mewling womanhood beneath the powers of his hands, they did not return to their blankets that night. Instead, they passed the night discussing more the prospective plan Ulric had for trying to get those ships by an exchange of prisoners. Or rather, a prisoner, given that between Taipan's poison bomb, Mage Brodin sucker punching the mage cadre while they were still half dead from the lingering toxicity, and Ulric finishing off the remaining men, only the Captain still lived.


When they weren't hashing out kinks to the scheme to coerce the ruling powers of Kistalfer to come to the table for negotiating in good faith, they were cuddling, flirting, and playing games of skill with knives. It was a fairly typical example of Iriel'en pair bonding, and Ulric appreciated the hand eye coordination involved in it, along with the various competitive bragging rights earned. Not by him, of course, but one day he'd be able to...well, lose by less of a margin, Taipan must have been playing with knives in the womb or something. Anyhow!


The Captain in the corner they ignored, she might as well have been a rolled up rug for all the attention she merited. Now that Ulric didn't have to worry about some creeper sneaking up and drinking her blood through the night, leaving her alive to serve his purposes, he couldn't care less about her. By the Captain's muffled curses, shouts, and complaints, she did not much find the carrying on through the night to her liking.


So it was, when the Twins rose, Ulric had not slept but nevertheless felt invigorated. His reforged body took sleepless nights far better than in the Before. Not to say he loved not sleeping, but he could do it and function perfectly well for a few days. He tended to either wax goofy or become a grouchy sonofabitch by the second or third day though, so it wasn't something to make habit of. Last night had been somewhat stressful, but spending the witching hours rubbing down the velvet over steel that was his wife's body, minus those exceptionally squishy bits, did wonders for his attitudes.


They had a plan. That alone made him feel far more confident in prospects for the future. Varda liked to kick his plans in the balls and make off with their purse but it still helped to have some general guidelines to fly by. He hated that out of control feeling of simply responding to life, racing from fire to fire to put them out before they became a conflagration that would consume his hopes for the future. For a former control freak, Ulric had come a long way in learning to go with the flow, to play along with the extemporaneous Jazz session that was Vardan life. That didn't mean his engineer's training and OCD tendencies didn't stop trying to impose order on the chaos around him, just that he grew less aggravated when those efforts inevitably failed, either whole or in part.


Ulric stood in the morning light, Twins scattering their dazzling light through the foliage of the coastal forest, in another one of those displays that made him grateful to have died. Smelling the loamy, sandy soiled dirt, the organic detritus, plant smells from all the undergrowth, and the distinct odors of the varieties of trees, eucalyptus oils, resiny pine smells, bitter tannins, it all combine to create an olfactory wonderland. Bared toes clenched, digging into the substrate, reveling in the post dawn cool of the ground. Sea breeze gusted lightly and the whispy cirrus, streaking white on infinite blue above promised rain anon.


Gods he loved this fucking world.


"Ulric Glade Chief, you are still naked." Reminded his Shadow gently, from the entryway to their shelter.


So he was. He'd forgotten to clothe himself in his eagerness to greet the day.


"Eh. Let them look, my love, for I am glorious this fine day." Ulric replied, unbothered by his bare skin.


An amused chuckle behind him preceded his partner coming to stand by his side. Taipan too was wearing only her birthing attire. They made quite a pair, the reforged human with his lightning scars, rippling musculature, and sturdy frame, accompanied by the lithe athletic femininity of the Iriel'en Huntress, that perfect combination of soft curve and toned, wiry limbs.


They took in the rising light of the Twins and enjoyed spring's idyllic splendour, standing hand in hand for an uncounted moment.


"Are we supposed to be able to get anything done around camp with those two basking in their skins?" Asked one of the Elf men about to begin readying breakfast, the cooking knife held easily and one eye covered by an eye patch, staring with the other at the Lord and his Lady unabashedly.


"Shut up, Idiot, you might spook them! I'm enjoying the view!" Cried another, being certain to pretend hushed tones at a volume easily heard from thirty meters away.


A Celestin woman peeled off her shirt and flung her pants aside in show of solidarity with her benefactors.


"Ahh! Now that's the stuff! A rousing wind across the cheeks and the Twins' light for contrast. Our Lord has a taste for the sweetness of life!" The Elf declared to her ring, and they joined her in a sky bath..


Several more followed that example. Soon enough, most of the camp was in varying states of undress and Ulric wasn't certain, but it would appear he had founded a nudist colony.


About that time, the general bustle of camp chores and rising daylight roused the Prespangers from their blankets, those who were used to waking past the rising of the suns for their tasks. They beheld a scene from some sort of barroom brag, hundreds of naked Elves sunning themselves under the open sky.


After a few shared glances and more than a few nonchalant shrugs, the Beastkin shed their garments in solidarity with their comrades in nature, not being entirely keen on the idea of full body clothing in the first place. The rest of the Prespangers awkwardly started going about their business or, some few, joined the rest in observance of the strange traditions of their hosts.


Ulric enjoyed some more the golden rays of the Twins and the refreshing air, alongside the comforting presence at his side. That is, until a naked Brodin and his Leor woman, also in the finely furred buff, marched up and presented themselves as supplicants to the whims of the DMV clerk, ready to receive what mercy they might.


"Greetings, Lord Ulric, I did not know the customs of your people included wind baths but it is surprisingly pleasant, if a small bit disconcerting." The young man confessed, before continuing on gamely, trying not to stare at either Ulric or Taipan, "We would make ourselves available to be of service, in whatever way we might."


"Ummm…we were simply wandering if this place is to become a more permanent encampment or if it merely serves for the moment." Ventured Chrissa, trying not to ogle openly as she soldiered on, "My Brodin wishes to weave the trees around this place into a Greenwall, to better repel the beasts or any who should seek to bring trouble."


She was completely besotted with her Brodin, but that didn't mean she had gone blind. As fine a rump as had ever graced a man was before her, and she wasn't certain if she'd ever recover totally her confidence after being witness to the full glory of her liege's mate.


For a moment, Ulric had to think that one over. It wasn't a bad idea, not at all. Even better, the tree weaving mage could do it without killing the flora, which appealed greatly to his sensibilities. Ulric certainly acknowledged the need to acquire lumber and create more robust shelters, but he didn't like damaging the woodland any more than necessary. This was a fine alternative, in his eyes.


"Thank you, Chrissa, Brodin, for bringing this to my attention," Ulric told them warmly, glad that somebody was thinking with their dipsticks, to employ an anachronism from the distant past of his world referring to quick thinking, "This is as good a place as any to hold out, and your suggestion is a fine one. I am grateful to you Adept Brodin for your efforts to secure our defenses and improve the lot for these peoples."


He was being formal, partly because he wasn't entirely comfortable with being anybody's lord and didn't know how to behave under those circumstances, and partly because Taipan was dragging her hand down slowly from his lower back to cup his left butt cheek. Minx.


The black-hearted savage herself offered a melodic and entirely decorous, "Your services are entirely accepted, with my Lord's thanks. Please, break your fast in your own time and be not rushed to labor. The days lengthen and we will meet our needs with hours to spare."


Her slow spreading smile turned to a pout when he caught her hand and held it to his chest, out of harm's way. The pair of attendees had the grace to ignore their lady's pouting discomfit at being caught.


No objection did Ulric have for the enjoyment his mate found in his body, but being diddled in front of a live audience was altogether separate from being unconcerned about been seen. There were some things that were simply undignified.


Now that the day was on in full and the camp was fully roused, Ulric supposed it was about time to dress and start putting balls into the air. He'd taught himself to juggle in the glade, for fun and to test his new reflexes. The mental juggling to balance events current was far more challenging. That made success in the doing proportionally more satisfying. If only he managed to make this thing come off properly.


When he strode into the pair's teepee to don his gear, the rest of the colony followed suit and collective sighs of gratitude rose from the more conservatively minded of the camp. What tortuous paths his life led him down.


Thin woolen undergarments, akin to tights or hose, went on first, then the heavy, durable canvas pants. Ulric pulled on the thinner of the robes he had, buckling his belt to hold pants and flaring waist of the robe tight, and Xef'tocht's sheathe he pulled over his shoulder, securing the great sword to his back. Then he pulled on the thick woolen socks and stomped his feet into his calf height boots, boots that were a touch on the ragged and floppy side, the leather thoroughly abused by thousands of kilometers having passed under them, through whatever terrain Varda had to offer between Iriel and the Vatyn.


Ulric hadn't shaved in a few days so he was starting to beard thickly, full on chin, cheeks, and jawline. His white hair had grown out into a wild tangle that just barely didn't get into his eyes. He'd need to shear it off short again soon.


Taipan reached readiness about the same time that he did, her tall boots terminating at mid thigh, hugging closely to the athletic legs beneath, sturdy pants flaring out before being gathered narrowly to her waist by the complex arrangement of knife sheath, leather pouches, and belt that made up her Hunter's kit. The quiver for Blinder hugged her back, high between the shoulders to make a quick over the shoulder grasp for arrows without interfering with her belted knife, poison vials, or other oddities carried around her hips. Her bow was strung and the new [Direhorn Ox] sinew string pinched the fabric of her grey-green coat, even that light draw creating significant tension from the powerful composite laminated recurve stave.


Attired for the duties that awaited, Ulric left the shelter, his Shadow clinging as her position suggested.


Almost as an afterthought, Ulric turned back into the teepee, rummaging around a moment before coming back out with the bound Captain, dragging her by her feet from the remnants of the woven rope by which Taipan had hung her from a tree branch. The gag must have gotten worked loose because a stream of invective suddenly pressed against his back.


"You savage fuckers! You will all burn when Prosper sends her arms to cleans this traitor's nest! That Brownie wench will serve her betters for centuries, then we shall see how gladly she wiggles her rump, and how eagerly she barks when her masters call! You will pay for laying hands to a Praetorian's body, you knife earred bitch!"


Ulric looked back to his wife who made a hand sign that wryly said "This one is dissatisfied" before crouching over the prisoner.


He was a bit surprised that less of the tirade was directly towards him personally, given that he'd been directly responsible for removing her arm, crippling her hand, and the vicious wounds across her body. All of that paled, so far as he could see, to the pain and indignities visited on her by his Iriel'en partner. The race hate was strong in this one. Perhaps it was her pride that was wounded, at having been so easily broken by Taipan's questioning.


At attempt at biting was rewarded by an elf fist breaking the Captain's nose and knocking her unconscious, before the gag was reset.


"Thanks lass, that was noisy." Was Ulric's only commentary on the whole thing.


He was coming to terms with the intensely hateful and prejudiced attitudes of the more fanatical elements of Prespang's ruling Valin classes or those entrenched in the indoctrination of Prosper. They must take this stuff in with Mother's milk.


It all smacked of a careful societal engineering designed to alienate and dehumanize the Elves, to make it easier to commit atrocities. Ulric had read once, long ago, that a problem had existed amongst the soldiers in the Pre-Collapse wars in which they would refuse to aim their weapons directly at the enemy personnel shooting around them and wasting ammunition while appearing to fight. It took a drastic overhaul in combat training to remove those reservations from green troops, to convince them to intentionally take the lives of the enemy combatants. Sounds like the Merchant Lords were ahead of the game on that score.


Resuming a stately course through the camp, baggage in tow, letting his eyes drift over the hustle and bustle of fortifying the camp. The new folk were industrious, Ulric had to give that to them. They were also losing their reservations at being surrounded by those people who were their historical and present enemy. Ulric had to wonder how much of that was a result of seeing the Elves unclothed and the evidence of the horrors visited on them by Prespang's own hands. That kind of vulnerability couldn't have been easy for the normally proud Aes'r and Ulric was suddenly finding his respect for their strength of will deepened. His Elves were not weak, that was for certain.


His Elves? That had happened fast.


*PING*


An eyebrow twitched at the notification, the Akashic record having changed in some important way before sending that shivering indication through his being.

[image: image]


A new title! The first in a long, long time, and with a fairly significant boost to those creepy fucking status things. But why?


Hmm...probably because he had finally accepted his lot as official guardian of his tagalongs. Apparently, it was a significant enough decision to warrant official notice in the Akashic, and a slight lift to his personal strength. Not that he had any certainty toward the stranger parts of Varda's odd rules. Maybe taking these people in represented a major shift in the lay of Varda's web of interconnected histories. Ulric shouldn't have had to have that spelled out for him, but the notification sort of did just that. He was the defacto guardian of the treasured grove memorial of the First Race, and, now, he also had a people that would dwell under his protection. Maybe they would eventually colonize the entire [Plateau of Ancients].


Ulric had a hard time imagining anyone would ever tame the insane Greater Beast Thunderdome that was the Canopy of the [Forest of the Forgotten] but stranger things were possible.


He must have sighed, he suddenly felt a probing digit poking him from behind, insistently jabbing into the meat of his shoulder blade until he responded.


"Will you stop tenderizing me by the fractions woman?!" He demanded of the grinning harpy behind him.


"You are too receiving of the All Knowledge a new title? Yes?" Questioned his partner, her features radiating smugness and the viridian flecked with bronze eyes narrowed with suppressed humor.


"Maybe, why?" Ulric returned, now suspicious.


Her poking and that look in her eyes indicated that she was enjoying herself at his expense. That in itself was not so unusual, but the timing was impossible coincidence. Wait, did she say "you too?"


"Spill it Taipan, what has changed for you?" Ulric probed, now intensely curious as to how a ripple effect of this Akashic horseshit might occur.


He had his hypothesis that there was a quantum entanglement of some kind going on involving mana acting as a common link between all the biotic and abiotic features of Varda. Perhaps the Watcher acted as an arbitrator or system moderator of some kind, imposing rules on the whole network.


"You first, Glade Chief, it is you that has set this into motion." Teased the almost skip stepping Elf behind him.


"Fiiiine." Huffed the disgruntled man, he wanted to have the information so he could try to find some connection, some logic to this whole thing, but he knew Taipan would stonewall him effectively, dragging this out because she had his curious nature pegged.


He explained the title, its flavor text, and the bonuses to his stats. None of these things made him happy. Imagine, just for a moment, if you were actually a believer in a higher power and that higher power leaned over your shoulder and said "Good going, I increased your bench by five kilos". That's what it felt like. Having come into contact with some of the superlative existences of this world, Ulric Einar, a devout atheist in his former life, was not thrilled to have higher powers taking interest in him or the quantum foam popping around his very toes while walking around this joint. Magic was a fascinating puzzle to solve, like discovering electricity. Akashic shit just made his skin crawl.
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                "Okay, now you." Ulric told her hurriedly, trying not bounce on his toes while he waited.


"See for yourself, Husband, bask in the light that is your Taipan." Challenged the She-Elf.


Damn it.  Whatever.  Ulric focused his sight on his Shadow-Wife, pulling slightly on his core, and the ever present connection between himself and the planet's being.


[Scan]

[image: image]


Hmm…interesting.  Ulric noted more than a couple of changes immediately.  Firstly, her title of [Shadow of the Ancient Glade] was gone, replaced by [Lady of the Ancient Glade].  Somehow something must have pushed his perceptions or her perceptions of herself more strongly from that identity to that of his partner.  Certainly he hadn't been able to tell from her attitude, she was as Taipan as she ever was.  The new title was interesting in that it also reflected an extension of the self to now encompass those under his protections.  More than that, it suggested that Taipan viewed herself as the enforcer of his will, not merely supporting him but actively enacting his desires. 


That was kind of sweet of her, really.  The fickle Elf gave off the vibe of a barn cat at times, independent to the point of distance, but always she was aimed, like the arrows she carried, at his ends and seeing them come to fruition.  Some things they didn't need to say aloud between them but seeing it in black and white was still nice.  He'd have to do something special to let her know he appreciated her efforts.  The last change was the most surprising, by far. 


Taipan had developed a new spellworking!  She seemed not to have much interest in the mage arts but here he saw that she had devised a brand new construct, and it looked like a doozy.  The normally evasive or single target nature of her magicks was, instead, branching out into a wide area ability that looked mighty dangerous for anything caught in its range.  In addition to the already deadly nature of the steel hard, incredibly thin and sharp blades her Iskios tended to produce, it turned the attack into a diffuse one, exceedingly difficult to defend against, and carried still that distinctive property of her core's influence to debilitate targets, including disrupting their ability to employ their own mana.  It seemed like she was subtly refining her skills to specifically counter mages, deeply classed individuals, or the nightmarish tricks of Greater Beasts.


What a lass.


"Hey!" He exclaimed, "You were actually listening to my magic lessons the whole time!  But you said it was 'dusty talk for ones with spiderwebs for brains' when I tried to get you to join me with Gother's instruction."


"It is." Taipan defended herself, slightly embarrassed by his remembering her exact words to escape being forced under the Archmage's thorough, and thoroughly boring, arcanology.


"That does not mean I did not understand it all." She huffed at him, "Only that I chose where to direct my talents and how to best shape my core's strengths to my own combat style."


"Besides, we are not all of us walking around with a small star in our chest, I must wisely expend my energies.  Most do not have your wellspring of mana to work with, Ulric, needs I remind you." She jested lightly.


He went silent at that and considered again the potency of his gifts.  An Elven core could recharge itself incredibly rapidly, filling itself from the dragon pulse of mana that enmeshed Varda, great magical conduits that ran like subterranean rivers of power, so long as it was attuned to those flows.  Ulric had a human core, which could not do such a thing, but his core was unbelievably efficient in the capacity to store magic, especially since he'd begun saturating his body with that mana, using his entire body like a reservoir to increase the available energy.  He looked at it like the mystical equivalent to storing sugars as glycogen.  He couldn't just fill himself to the rim with mana, that would kill him, but he could package it into himself in discrete quantities.  When Ulric wanted to expend his strength he could really bring some aetheric oomph to bear.


It was probably difficult for his Shadow to develop any magicks that utilized so much of her reserves at once.


"Well, now the secret's out, you just bought yourself some time in Bathe Iriel's How Do I Hold All This Mana course." Ulric threatened the Elf, watching her scowl as he did.


Body magics were notoriously tiresome to learn.  They were also instrumental to bolster your chances of awakening and, in the cases of the shorter lived races, living long enough to achieve the mastery that equated to an Archmage.  In the case of Bathe, body magics advanced enough could grant their user the ability to stand and fight a Greater Beast, unarmed.


"No arguing now, Taipan.  You know it's good for you.  Think of it as just more chances to bond with your mate." He chivvied.


"I could just straddle you and send you to sleep, instead." Suggested his Wife.


That there was a tempting offer.  Very tempting.  But no good!  He would selflessly deny himself serial bonkings if it let his partner reach a higher pinnacle, and therefore become safer in this volatile world.


"Auf keinsten!" He rebutted, not daring to use the human tongue and reveal his hesitation in her offer.


"Ulric, you know that I do not speak the throat disease that you name your old world's language." Taipan sallied.


"I refuse!" Ulric reiterated to her, rallying under his own banner. 


She might be able to pierce his defenses with her charms but he was just recently availed of them, and how! And thus temporarily immune to her, oh, Dukes, she's pulling the front of her undershirt down.  Look away!


Turning aside from the instant defeat that lie between shaded vales, Ulric began hauling his baggage along, whistling and ignoring the protestations of his lovely Shadow. 


They had business to attend to this day.  It wasn't even two Rounds of the Twins past dawn and he had to try to get their next steps in order. 


First, they had to make contact with Kistalfer in a way that did not reveal the position or, if possible, even the existence of the Orlethrem or these new Prespanger freemen.  That one wasn't too much of a challenge. Second, Ulric needed to establish his authority to a people that had, in all likely, no reason to value his word or care who he was.  In contrast to the first step of his planned diplomacy, this was a tricky one, and Taipan had suggested that a show of personal strength or what amounted to a litany of deed might be necessary to sway them to hear him out. 


Ulric wasn't so certain that calling lightning and fire down on a city was the way to get their attention, but he wasn't the expert at negotiating with foreign powers that his Shadow was.  She'd had plenty of experience in her time as Bald'rt's second, and then, tragically, first born.


Assuming that they could effectively get the other side to come to the table in good faith, Ulric would use the life of the Captain and offer of mutual nonaggression within the borders of that Baron's lands to bargain for purchase of ships and crew from willing captains.  Prespang was a large place, with many clans, tribes, and townships scattered along the Vatyn's islands, tributary rivers,  and tremendous coastlines.  With trade season entering its peak, some of those would be amenable to Ulric's offers.  Prosper was wealthy, but they'd made enemies in the doing and there would be those who preferred to remain in the Elves' good graces. 


Especially when, according to his Wife's accounts, Prosper had just gotten their asses kicked into their stomachs by the Elves' counter attack.  Few would want to earn the ire of a confederated nation of beings who lived for near to a thousand years and carried long memories with regards to who had done their people wrongly and who had proven friend.


That was the plan.  It wasn't a great one, he was willing to admit, but he wasn't certain what alternatives he had.  Crossing Prespang overland, to return to Orelethrem territory basically the way he had come would cost them the summer season and risk intercept by the turtling Prespang forces.  The border would be a fucking nightmare with edgy populaces worried about Elven incursions, Taipan had already confirmed a drastic increase in military activity to secure the long leagues between Legranel, Celestin, and Zelussin bounded lands. 


She would know, she'd run that border twice in recent history, undetected.


 If he had to, Ulric felt like he could probably make that overland push, with Taipan's help to avoid contact with most of the larger elements of Prespang's scattered City State led warriors.  But that basically meant restarting his journey in Autumn, marching North with Winter's grip awaiting.  Ask Napolean and the Wehrmacht how good an idea that was.


History was full of helpful lessons like that.


So, if he failed to make his intended attempt on the Merchant Lords' lives from this position, he'd be forced, more or less, to wait an entire year.  Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade], did not want to grant his enemies another year of turning precious Vardan air into plans to commit war crimes.


But.  That was a bridge to cross in the future.  For now, he had absorbed a greater priority in the form of two hundred, maybe close to three, now he had a good look at them all under Twins' light, near defenseless people who'd done nothing wrong but want to live a free life.  Just like he wanted to live a free life. 


Shaking his head at the mess things had become he couldn't help but be discouraged.  It had all been so simple, not so damned long ago.


"Fuck." he noted aloud.


"Mmm, yes, fuck indeed." Agreed Taipan, having some idea what [Bark Weasels] chased themselves through her Honor's thoughts.


He took seriously his perceived duties and obligations, did her husband.  Sometimes too seriously, but that was a common failing of those new to the weight of the crown.  Her younger brother had been receiving instruction in the art of rule since his matriculation, almost a decade, and he was still unready for the mantle when it had been, even temporarily, bestowed on him.  Lumyt'seit also had the benefit of his sire's wisdom and the guidance of her Mothers to see he guided the Orlethrem truly.  Ulric had none of that and was relying on that seemingly vast store of ancient writings he had committed to memory to go by. 


Some of those philosophies and teachings were so alien to her own perceptions that she wondered how his prior people had not destroyed themselves sooner. 


She resumed her study of the proceedings around the two of them, their walk having been noted by Ulric's new subjects.  They noted their Lord's meanderings but carried on their tasks, appearing unimpressed.  It was a game they liked to play and Taipan would not curtail it, because it was amusing, and because they never displayed anything that would come close to being called true disrespect.  That would have her taking sharp issue, and all knew it.  She doubted that there would arise a need to object, the Aes'r here knew they owed a life's debt to her odd Honor.


Taipan watched as the Elves of Celesta, Legranel, and Zelussin, with the rare Aktinian mixed in, began plying the fruits of the training given them as youths, going at their tasks with industrious vigor.  Only Duties held the entire collection of skills towards home, hearth, and the fine trappings of their heritage, polished to the n'th degree, but each individual was given a thorough education in a segment of those talents, and the use of their cores to weave the magics that went with them.  Cruder, and with much greater difficulty than would have been so for a true mage, and far slower than a Duty, nevertheless the Orlethrem were applying their learning to create an Elfhome here in this foreign forest.


Her cousins were employing their varied skills in mundane carpentry, carving, weaving, scrimshaw, tanning, and tailoring to rapidly install a semblance of the normal comforts and trappings of Orlethrem life.  The more adept of the collection applied themselves in a using the aether to speed tasks, according to the old ways taught them.  Wells were being dug, assisted with Terra.  Aquae webs were created and fed periodically, starting beneath roughly, but efficiently raised toilets that emptied into Terra crafted troughs of sealed stone to create running latrines, those cycled through Germane spelled woven root mesh gratings that emptied waste into cesspits that would, eventually, be covered over to ferment into planting soil.  If they remained long enough, the carpenters amongst her kin would carve water wheels to pump water from the nearby creeks and estuaries that would irrigate crop fields. 


In another of the tasks that the Aes'r were taught that were fundamental to the establishment of long lived settlements, Taipan watched a team of crippled Elves riding in a wagon use their cores to knit a drying on the earth, forcing the water in the surface soil to leave.  Behind them, a group of intensely focused kin followed, hardening the new roadway to prevent it re-uptaking the moisture and turning to mud.  All of these doings were the hallmarks of founding a village. 


It still annoyed her that Trachn'ir had not bothered to keep her streets dried.  It was a massive effort, so close to the river, true, and the infiltration of water would make the task one that had to be repeated frequently, but it was an early lesson and it galled her that some of the old ways were not being observed.  Traditions were tradition for good reason and the Iriel'en were sticklers.


Taipan brushed away her annoyance as she shepherded her mate through the budding village. She took definite pleasure in each rock he made sure to drag the bound Valin kinslayer over.  It was petty, but some things should be enjoyed without tainting them with too much thought.  The pain of an enemy was one such. 


 Ah, now, there was a sight to catch her eye.  A small group of lightly armed Aes'r breaking free of the woodline, returning to camp with kills secured to their backs, already gutted and skinned.   Others displayed bulging satchels, roots and foodstuffs poking out from the leather or burlap or whatever they had scrounged together to make the bags.


Already, it seemed, some of the most able of the Orlethrem had taken upon themselves the role of Hunter, taking their bows and spears into the woodland to obtain herbs, shoots, tubers, and to kill the local beasts for their bounty of materials, meat notwithstanding.  She watched fledgling Hunters working their staves, wrapping them in hide or treating them with boiled sap to water proof them.  The greenwood bowstaves would not last long, but aged wood was a luxury they did not have.  Others fletched new arrows, knapping stones or carving straight bones into the characteristic hand span broad heads, while others readied the glue and sinew bindings. 


Taipan was well pleased by the  rapidity of her cousins' recovery from their ordeal.  They had rallied strongly and, in spite of many crippling or disfiguring remnants of their captivity, were rising to become a single people again.  Her Husband's people, therefore, by extension, her own. That was another source of pride for her.  The former princess had renounced her name and birthright, had cut herself off from her roots. 


It was painful, but necessary, her shame had demanded no less redress for her multiple failings.  Now though, Aes'r would be able to call her family.  Perhaps, when enough time had passed, she would be able to call upon her former rings, to rejoin them as a worthy, under her new name. 


Ulric started cursing under his breath, indicating absently that her mate required her services again.


"Now where did I leave that damned flag pole?" Ulric groused.


He'd been looking around for it for a quarter Round of the Twins but the damned thing had up and vanished.  As much as he was terribly interested in watching the Orlethrem establish their infrastructure was, he truly needed to get this situation with the Captain resolved before too much time passed.  The longer their enemy stewed, the more time they would have to make preparations or resolve contingencies that he might be able to take advantage of, if he acted promptly on the advantage that the sudden loss of so many warriors might yield. 


"I could have sworn I left it right over here, this is where you caught up with me when I got back to the village.  Do you know where it went, Taipan?" Ulric muttered before turning to his Shadow for help.


In a rare lapse of attention, his Shadow-Wife's mind was elsewhere, her concentration on the doings of her kin having captured her focus.  Bronze flecked eyes were dissecting the goings on, examining the various tasks and measuring them to exacting standards.


"Taipan?" Ulric checked, "You there?"


She shook herself from her reverie and turned piercing gaze upon him, the unnerving focus of a predator on her.


"I'm sorry, Glade Chief, what was that?  My thoughts were bent elsewhere." Confessed the dutiful Elf.


"The flagpole I hauled our bargaining chip in on…Do you know where it's gone to?" He inquired, waving a hand vaguely in the direction of their initial meeting the day before.


A single pass of her sight and she realized that the flag pole had gone missing.


"It was over there, next to those grain barrels, last I saw it." His partner gestured, before scrunching her eyebrows thoughtfully while remembering her last sight of his objective, "I may be mistaken, but there is good chance some of my cousins took it as a carry pole for wild game.  The foragers had located some [Mossybacked Boars], a dozen companion sows, and three litters of piglets.  The adults are worthless eating, their meat absorbs too much of the poisonous insects and roots that they like to eat, but the piglets could be tied a dozen at a time to the pole for easy carrying."


Hmm, Ulric hummed to himself, that did make sense.  It wasn't like he was the sole proprietor of the flag pole, he'd simply used the longest unburnt piece of round lumber available from the remains of the sacked village.  Oh well, he'd have to make do somehow, he was growing weary of dragging the captive woman around by the feet, no matter how much joy it clearly gave his vengeful mate.  Taipan would be Taipan, but he didn't have to behave like a total savage.


"Damn." Ulric commented, "I might have to find that tree sorcerer kid and have him shape me a new banner stave to carry my prize with.  Can't be showing up to negotiate looking like some kind of vagrant."


It wasn't like he exactly knew how a man was supposed to go try to bargain with a hostile foreign party using one of their commanding officers as leverage.  He was making this shit up as he went.  Antisocial tendencies did not make for an intuitive sense for diplomacy.  If he'd been willing to drop a [Vortex Flare] on top of the city, that would've brought them to the table in a fucking hurry but he wasn't some kind of maniac.  Yet.  Anyway, his vicar in such matters, the dark Elf sauntering behind him had supported this course of action as the most likely to produce desired results. 


He'd have their eyes on him when he strolled up to the city with their Captain strung from a godsdamned pole, that was for sure.  For good measure, Taipan had suggested that he collect the helmets of the dead soldiers, as many as he could carry, on a string to wrap around the staff and serve as proof that he was responsible for the destruction of the force of combatants.  Helmets was technically his compromise with her, as his salty lass had initially angled for the heads of the slain.  Iriel'en had no chill when it came to war and Taipan was the pinnacle of her kind in this regard, as well as so many others.


The point of this was to show the Baron of Kistalfer and the other movers and shakers of the City-State that he wasn't to be trifled with and merited a measured parley.  He had a feeling that if he showed up with scalps or some such, the people in the city would be incited to fury at the desecration of their loved ones.  Not exactly the right place from which to start bargaining an exchange.  Besides.  He needed the crews to go along with the ships and he didn't want to spook any potentially willing captains with a show of barbarism. 


A rather fine line to walk, but this was the only path forward that he had open to him.  Crossing Prespang to make a run to the Orlethrem border was certain to be a blood bath.  They'd never pull it off without dragging these innocents into a pitched battle.  A last resort, to be sure.


Midsunsrise had come, the Twins hung above the low canopy of diverse trees, their varying ages producing a multi-tiered interlacing of branch, trunk, limb and foliage that permitted light into the undergrowth.  Not enough to promote excess shrubbery and ground cover, but enough to encourage berry bushes, patches of herbs, mosses, some clumps of tall grasses, and the odd glade where a tree had come down.  It was, by any measure, a tremendously healthy old growth forest.  Not as majestic as the greater arbors of Iriel but still a treasure, to the eyes of a man who had never known a mature forest in his entire life in the Before.


Ulric picked up the bound victim, er, prisoner, and slung her over his shoulder like a sack of corn.  This close, he could clearly make out the muffled litany of pejoratives she hurled his way.  Well, he wasn't about to blame her for that.  Ulric Einar had cost her an arm, two fingers from the other hand, and about a dozen deep lacerations that would definitely scar majorly.  In all likelihood, the fighting days of Ms. Captain were over.  Then, of course, was the fact that, between the poison and his assault, he'd been responsible for her losing every single man under her command, which probably stung the pride a bit. 


He resisted the urge to smile at her well-earned misfortune. 


"I really can be a bastard sometimes." Ulric said in passing to his partner, as they searched the perimeter of the camp for the German Adept. 


"You are only realizing this now, Glade Chief?" The Huntress replied drily.


Now he did smile at his partner's snark.  She'd been on the receiving end of his rough nature more than once.


"No, I always knew I was a cold blooded prick.  It's just that I never had much reason to care about it before." He admitted, stepping out of the way of another one of those carts full of hard concentrating Elves that seemed to be doing something that tingled his mana sense in the tune of Terra and left behind a firm, even trail of dry stone.


He wasn't certain, but he suspected they were creating a road bed, or wagon trail.


"And why now do you place value on this awareness?" Probed the sylvan woman behind him.


"Mostly you.  A little bit of your brother Brighteyes and your parents.  A touch of Hal'et, Christ, Idra and the other Royal Guards.  A lot of seeing how much the Iriel'en are, as a people, what I dreamt my own people could have been, if only they'd loved their world as much as yours do." Ulric told her, thinking it out a little for himself.


"You're all a bunch of hardasses, but it doesn't stop you from truly caring for each other, for your responsibility to your people and heritage.  Sort of reminds me that, for all the technology we developed, my kind were so…immature." He spoke aloud some of the ruminations he'd come to over many nights spent staring into the flames of a campfire.


"That is an interesting perspective, Ulric," Taipan mused after a few moments, "But what does this understanding for yourself change?" 


That was very like her, to come straight to the heart of the issue, on a direct path.  What did it matter that you knew a thing, if it did not lead to growth or change?


"I dunno," Ulric admitted slowly, "I guess, at the moment, it's enough to know.  I have bigger problems in life currently than knowing I'm an asshole.  In fact, those parts of me are going to be an advantage in the coming days.  It's going to take a callous heart to do the things I'm going to have to do in the next few months, if I'm to kill those sonsofbitches in Prosper for the things they've done.  I'll worry about trying to be a good person when the evils I need to exterminate are gone.  So long as I'm decent to you, and to the ones under my protection, everyone else is going to have to take care of themselves and stay out of my way."


Not nice of him, true, but he'd never claimed to be nice.  Sometimes it took an asshole to get things done.  Nobody had to like him for it.  They'd be grateful though, when they looked up and saw that one of the major sources for iniquity in this part of the world was ashes.  Not that he gave a shit, but he was confident that history would find him in the right in this.  The history of his old world more than suggested his course was heading off an eventual genocide against the Elves, Svartalfin, Ogran, and Beastkin races.  People like those in Prosper couldn't help it.  They always turned to fire and sword to ensure their dominance.


"Good." Taipan said, approval clear in her lilting tone, "That is what it is to be a Lord anointed by the All-Knowledge.  Your domain is yours.  Your will is all that matters.  The power to see it through is the limit to your ambition.  This is the way.  I will walk this path beside you, to keep your enemies afraid of the dark of your shadow."


It was an odd thing, to be comforted by the notion that you had a lady with an assassin's heart watching out for you but he did indeed find his partner's conviction a great warm blanket of assurance.  Together, he felt like they could be greater than the sum of their parts.  Where Taipan was a precision instrument, flitting invisible to find the seams in his enemy's armor, he would be a great big fucking hammer, crushing them when they tried to find their balance.
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                Time marches on. The rebel Adept and his lass were found at the far edge of the budding village from where Ulric had begun his search, because, of course they were.


It was an interesting sight, the combination of rather ordinary shaping of stakes for a palisade and ropes tied to pull tree limbs down, where they were held together. Then the mage went to work, passing his glowing green hands over the limbs and the wood joined together seamlessly, as if it had always grown that way, the tension in the holding lines now slack because the bend of the branches was fixed to their new arrangement. From what Ulric could see of the operation, it did not cost the Germen mage much in terms of power, he skipped merrily to the next branch and repeated the process, many times over, and where there had been a thick, but easily passable forest, there was now a tree high woven fence, the palisade stakes acting more as anchors and space fillers than the true meat of the living wall.


Ulric was suitably impressed. He'd already concluded that using what already was, was a far more efficient use of magical strength, but having it demonstrated with such relatively rapid casting, and without exhausting the young mage in the slightest, so far as he could tell, reinforced the lesson.


Neat. Maybe he should try to figure out how Germen and Sano worked. Healing magic was a somewhat glaring weakness in his toolkit. Only problem was, he didn't know how he was going to learn if he didn't have someone to teach him. Knowing the basics of cell physiology was a far cry from using Sano to conduct major surgery, rejuvenate diseased or damaged tissues, or synchronously repair multiple organ systems in coordination. Not any time soon, he had a feeling. Ulric had quite enough on his plate currently.


"Ho there! Adept Brodin, you are true to your word, you weave a live palisade at a pace I wouldn't have believed!" Ulric greeted the young mage enthusiastically.


Protection from the forest's denizens and, in the near future, perhaps more soldiers was a blessing he hadn't counted on. Nice it was, to have someone around he didn't have to take care of, besides Taipan, of course.


The boyish mage dipped his chin in a slight bow before standing straight with satisfaction in his task.


"It is the least that I could do, for those who have taken us in. Especially in light of my own past and the wrongs of my people against these Elves. We are, all of us, grateful to you all for your generosity." Brodin said solemnly.


The Leor girl squeezed the mage's arm gently and her cat ears flicked in excitement before she cheered her boy on loudly.


"My Brodin is the best Tree Weaver in all of Prespang! He will make of this forest a living labyrinth if you give him a month to do so!" She exclaimed, enjoying the freckled mage's blush.


The catkin might not even be exaggerating, Ulric agreed silently. He had, in a morning's time, created a good kilometer circumference of nigh impassable arboreal fencing. It would take a dedicated team of sawyers or a good damned hot flame to burn through a green wood barrier such as was being fashioned here.


"I have actually come to you to ask you for a minor boon of your talents, Mage Brodin." Ulric told the boy seriously.


He thought of the Adept as a young man, mostly because of his baby face and that naïve, slightly lost look he tended to wear, but the Germen Mage was at least the age of Ulric's own body, which meant that he was the same age Ulric had been when he'd died in the before. For some reason, Ulric still felt every bit the cynical old man, in spite of his youthful flesh. He was probably about a million years old at heart.


"Oh? I would be glad to be of service Lord Einar. Tell me what I might do for you, please!" Enjoined the allied mage.


It felt weird as hell to be given such deference but it would make things even more awkward if he got all strange about it, so Ulric powered on, as if it were common place to be the Big Wig.


"Nothing so great, Mage Brodin. My hunters have run off with my flag staff to use for catching game and I find myself in need. My banner is rather too large to drag conveniently." Ulric said, indicating the tightly bound and gagged prisoner by lifting her from his shoulder in one hand and giving her a slight shake before replacing her.


The volume and pace of muffled cursing increased from behind his shoulder and he grinned his satisfaction in her discomfit. Served her right, being shitty to his wife, a little rough questioning or no.


The young mage and his partner's eyebrows rose at that and the nearby Elves grinned wolfishly. They were all of them of a like mind with his Shadow, and, he was not so surprised to find, himself on this matter.


"I see," Brodin said dubiously, "Well not to worry Lord Einar, I can coax a proper pole free from one of these older [Seaside Hickories] in short order."


Together, the four of them marched off to a spot just outside the encampment proper to find a suitable old grey beard of a tree. They located just the ticket a few minutes later. Dominating a copse of younger trees, no doubt its seedlings, a massive tower of a hundred meter hickory spread wide its crown, gnarled bark telling a story of ages standing vigil over this section of wood. Brodin approached the tree with the sort of reverence that Ulric had only witnessed from the Iriel'en and immediately his impression of the lad improved further.


The Germen Mage knew proper respect for his elders, it would seem.


Ulric watched devout hands rest against the rough, deeply ridged bark and a gentle green tracing began to unfurl from the locus of contact. Rapidly, a writhing tangle of deep viridian rivulets, all tuned to the harmony of things green and growing, soared up the trunk of the old tree, disappearing into its spreading crown.


"Ware! The old senior offers us its boon, but it is on us to keep our heads unsplit!" Called Adept Brodin after a few moments.


True to tale, a five meter long ridge pole, smooth, as if it had been finely sanded, fell from the limbs high above, twirling as it careened off of branches in its descent.


Taipan made the catch, snagging the pole with some effort, both from the weight of the thing, coupled with the momentum of its fall, and from her still tender midsection. She handled it though and Ulric snaked the end through the bindings of his captive, through loops tied for just such a purpose and raised her high overhead, his living declaration of parley. If he wanted it to be a declaration of war, he'd have made sure just to leave the head.


"Ah! A finer rod from which to hang than you truly deserve!" Remarked Ulric to his prisoner, before addressing the Tree Weaving Adept respectfully.


"My thanks Mage Brodin, for this. It was wonderful to witness your art. All of the time, I find the workings of those who revere the magic to be a treat to see." He complimented.


The Leor woman positively beamed, seeing her besotted Mage receive proper accolade for his craft. The young man himself just smiled cheerfully, and inclined his head, maintaining a proper dignity. It only took a few minutes to return to the budding village, new banner held high, and they left the young mage and his irrepressable partner to their tasks. The young mage tending the bowed branches to create a densely bound fence of live trees, the young catkin girl cheering him on.


"Cute kids." Ulric noted to his partner.


"Agreed." Taipan replied, before observing, "If only you were as obedient as young Brodin. I would have less work than trying to wrangle a worms in the head Valin with a meteor for a core."


Ulric knew a prodding jest when he heard one. An invitation to battle, then.


"But would that mine own guide were as warm and affectionate. Certain someones around here nearly chill the bathwater with their gaze." He retorted.


A mild growl behind him told him his shaft sped true this morning. Aha! Where it bleeds, it can be killed!


"For a long while, I was afraid that you had suffered nerve damage, freezing your face in that cruel frown. But look! Even mentioning the demon seems to call its presence!" Ulric cried in false alarm.


She was about to try a cutting rebuttle but Ulric wasn't going to let her find balance in offense, "Perhaps you are in need of healing, wife, to pull the wrinkles premature from such scowling visage!"


"Myert! Ulric you Jarltyn heathen of a [Bark Weasel]! It will be you that needs healing if you carry on in this way. Ask mine father how many coats he has ruined, showing Vedyr that kind of cheek!"


Ahh, she was so irritated she used the Aes'r tongue out from habit. He was living rent free in between those lovely ears now.


"Alas! Only brave Bald'rt would know how best to tickle his [Shadow Panther] under her chin. Would that I could ask him now for his wisdom in taming the fairer side of Aes'r-Iriel'en." Ulric drove on, heedless of danger.


He could taste victory. She had erred greatly in mentioning her father to him. It only served to remind him, and her, that the two men, so dissimilar in features, very much had the same sense of sharp humor. If there was anything she hated, it was when Ulric was successfully needling her in the manner of her father. Mostly because it was extremely effective.


"You will be asking him how to unsew your mouth from the bottoms of your feet!" Roared Taipan, her strident tone grabbing the attention of the surrounding Aes'r, who immediately knew fun when they heard it, and stopped their doings to enjoy the show.


"A fitting end to the man who braved [Forest Lord's] wrath, only to meet his doom at the fangs of a Greater and so much more beautiful beast!" Ulric observed, his voice carrying widely.


"Knave!" She accused, trying not to crack a smile.


"Hellcat!" He retorted, truthfully.


"Compliments will win you nothing, Ulric Einar!" Taipan fibbed, playing with a lock of midnight hair.


"I would lose then, if only to find my fate in the delicious shade of a splendid Shadow." He proclaimed, earning a vibrant bounce of ears and a hurried look around.


Taipan only truly got embarrassed when he flirted with her shamelessly.


"Tonight then! Now stop this carrying on." His mate leaned in close, grinning her fierce, sharp toothed smile while she held his eyes with hers.


Breathing her in like this, all vibrancy and Taipan-ness, it was almost easy to ignore the goings on around him.


"As you wish, [Lady of the Glade]. It would be unseemly to continue, only your ears unsettle me so." Ulric desisted gladly, taking a parting shot below the belt to cement for all time his win this day.


That last earned him another bounce of ears and an even more vigorous darting of eyes, to make sure none had heard. She poked him repeatedly in the ribs, using her other hand to quickly hush him with a blushing, "Don't say things like that, Ulric! Not where the others can see!".


Contrary to the strenuous objections, and his previous slanders, his Taipan's gaze was decidedly warm.


Victory would be sweet this evening.


They continued their leisurely stroll through the camp. Ulric was certain the parting observation from a She-Elf in the clearing was meant to be heard by all.


"Mark you well brothers, that is the work of a master Hunter against dangerous quarry."


Ulric took some amount of pride in that. He was a [Snake Charmer] and Taipan was a Taipan. Oh, she was cute and blushing, mortified by having her ears mentioned now, but later, there would be glorious aggression!


He'd never been much of a lady's man, back in the Before. Hookups were one thing, but real, lasting relationships might as well have been dew before a sunrise, destined to fade before long. Come to think of it, he still wasn't running a great track record with the single life.


Hal'et had more or less decided to come after him for a giggle, which wasn't so much his doing as hers, and giggles were had. Taipan was a result of some kind of weird Elf cultural shit, a mutual similarity in being somewhat antisocial peoples that never quite got along with their peers, and circumstance, with Ulric basically being an adventure, conundrum, and challenge, all in one bundle to the lass. He was, through some odd combination of events, basically Taipan catnip. The Legranal Herdrider, Prenya, was more Taipan's doing than his own, he swore the woman could easily pull more tail than he ever could. Even other Aes'r women thought his Shadow-Wife was hot.


Rebirth had changed many things, but not even dying could make him cool. However! He was confidently terrible at picking up women, and confidence was attractive. Right? That probably wasn't how that worked. It mattered little. An almost supernaturally attractive Elf woman who was probably also a serial killer by the strict definition, enjoyed his goofy awkwardness mixed with brooding confusion about how to respond emotionally to anything, and that's what was important.


It was a good thing he'd been able to keep his good humor in all this, otherwise, the courses down which he rafted upon Varda might have gotten to him.


They Valin Lord and Aes'r Lady navigated the not quite warren that was springing up across what had been an unassuming thicket surrounding a small glade. The creek that seasonally overran to drown the undergrowth that made that glade burbled pleasantly, an undertone beneath the sounds of labors towards some measure of civilization. That same creek made for chilly, but refreshing bathing after he and his lass had helped wherever they were needed for the rest of the morning.


His talented woods craft wife got drafted for rope weaving duty. He watched a moment before he departed, her deft fingers flying through the braiding of prepared wood fibers to prepare a tight, durable cordage that would easily hold a [Blade Elk's] bulk suspended to drain its life's blood after being hunted. The other weavers made their own ropes of a similar quality but Taipan's speed was unmatched, and she looked almost like a village girl chatting and heckling the other Elves as they worked. Ulric found that he could almost be grateful for the adoption of all these Aes'r foundlings. Never happier had Ulric found his thorny mate than these past few weeks.


A few moments basking in the glow of Elven weaving was all he got, his lot was a harsher one: manual labor.


"Glade Chief! When you are done ogling your woman and wasting the day away flirting under the Twins, your back is needed!" Called an unceremonious Legranel, whose one arm waved, flagging him down.


"Fine!" He called in return, heading that way, a pile of worked lumber spelling his doom, "You're just jealous that you can't ogle her!"


The razzing Elf's eyes squinted and he turned his head in the direction of the dark skinned jewel of Iriel, mocking confusion, "I cannot? But she is just over there, and mine eyes see just as they did, two arms or one. A comely thing, but too tall for my taste, I'm not the climber I once was."


Ulric couldn't help but chortle at the self-deprecation, the Orlethrem were taking their maiming in stride. He pitched in to haul finished timbers to where they were needed, dug post holes for their setting, and worked a minor bit of Terra with his core to raise short [Stonewalls] that acted as bracing to hold them in place. Once the Aes'r and Prespangers overseeing construction saw that, he was press ganged into doing it for all the load bearing timbers being driven, until his core ran dry.


Above it all, bound to a flag staff of living hardwood set into the soft earth and braced to resist toppling, a baleful glare surveyed the growing village with deep seated contempt.


Never in her life had Triella Horang been so thoroughly mortified.


First, Brownie poison had nearly killed the entire detachment and only working the healing mages to their deaths, supported by the rest of the Choir, had kept all from succumbing to the toxin. Then that traitor had leapt on the chance to betray his City, murdering the remaining mages in a mad bid to buy time for some of the villagers to escape, including that furry slave he had managed to free.


Just when she had suppressed the rebels and put their huts to the torch for their trespasses that Barbarian mage had ambushed them. Triella Horang, Captain of Kistalfer's garrison forces and newly appointed Praetorian of Prosper had been defeated utterly. She was beaten in single combat, where she had outnumbered her enemy at the outset of battle. Her men had barely managed to even touch the enemy before they had been slaughtered.


Triella was a veteran of a half dozen engagements with the barbarian tribes in the Outer Reaches. She'd faced down the Tundra Walkers to the North, with their potent ice and frigid wind spells, the dwellers of the high mountains to the West, with their tenacious defensive tank classes, and the savage hand to hand melee fighters of the wide plains that marked themselves head to toe to declare their status, none of which had the kind of complex ritual scarring of this Ulric creature. He was a league beyond all of them. Power, speed, awareness, and destructive spells unlike anything she'd seen from a wilding caster. The ridiculously fine armor and that devastating weapon on top of it all made the barbarian the most complete warrior she'd seen since Baron Kistalfer himself.


How that dangerous an adversary had come a mere fortnight from the walls of Prosper herself undeterred was a ludicrous failing in the Magister's information networks. And that failure was compounded by her own loss.


She had been crippled, her prospects for attaining the highest position possible for one not of the Merchant Lords' personal houses were gone. Triella would never again be able to wield a blade. Her abilities were potent, her class's fundamentals run deep and strong, but she could not utilize them with only a single three fingered hand. Prosper had no use for cripples. Now, a Praetorian was vanquished before she'd even received her mantle, her men annihilated, and Kistalfer left weakened against the ragged horde around her.


That had not been enough for the barbarian.


Instead of granting her a warrior's death on the field, he had taken her prisoner, had bound her like a hunted animal and paraded her through his camp of Knife Ears and blood traitors. Then he'd turned his bitch of a Brownie wife loose on her person, to suffer the degradation of being mauled by that one's cruel arts. Triella had, in a moment of weakness that made her defeat seem a minor set back in comparison, broken with shameful ease. She had given what she had to give, unable to hold back in the face of the arrogant disdain of her Brownie torturer. Barely had the wicked creature even begun before she was unable to hold back her knowledge.


Now, to grind the shame of her defeat to the bones, she was born aloft above the din of Prosper's enemies, come together to make a mockery of the tenants of Prespang's common law and the edicts of the Magisters while they plotted insurrection and war, a living banner to her own vanquishing. The brute calling himself [Lord of the Ancient Glade] had proven a beast in truth, remorseless and implacable in his loathsomeness.


No matter what curses she hurled against the creature it merely smiled its evil smile and proved its own disgusting nature by whispering sweet nothings to a black hearted murderess, daughter of an even blacker hearted monster in the Blood Moon. Triella would know no peace until both were dead, consigned to the flames alive in punishment for their affront to the Manifest Destiny of Prosper to bring Order and Civilization to the continent.


Triella tried to utter another string of invective from behind the cloying gag but choked slightly, unable to breathe easily through her newly broken nose, struck down by that vicious brown skinned hag of an Elf while bound. Honorless dogs! Coughing down the mucus, spit, and blood that were clogging her nose and throat she tasted shame, along with the acrid metallic flavor of blood.


Ulric looked up briefly at the hacking cough of his bargaining chip. He hoped she liked the view, all these Prespang Valin and Jormun, striving and aiding one another as if they were one clan. This was the way it should be, the way it would be, when he had destroyed Prosper and freed the lands of the Merchant Lords' corroding influence.


He only paid the hateful pawn of the oppressors brief notice. A headache was looming from being, politely, squeezed dry of mana to help set the support beams for about a score of new structures. Longhouses, a couple of smithies, and who knows what else he'd helped to ready for roofing and siding. All Ulric knew at that moment was that he was pooped. And hungry.


Which reminded him, he wasn't certain how long it had been since his prisoner had either eaten or voided waste. By the smell of her she was due a dunking in the creek and he'd have to see her fed a gruel. He wasn't overly interested in her comfort, but he needed her alive and he wasn't into petty cruelty. As much as this woman had earned her fate, he wasn't so callous as to deliberately starve a captive.


Taking up again his standard, Ulric, without ceremony, dipped the prisoner into the cold, fast running creek and waved her around vigorously in the clean waters. Hateful eyes stared murder at him while he did and he wasn't exactly sure why this most recent indignity should rate as much compared to what had gone before but women were odd creatures sometimes. Maybe she couldn't swim. Regardless, most of the dirt and odor sloughed off her into the creek so he took the still dripping flag pole and braced it against his shoulder, taking off toward his shelter.
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                Midsunsfall was close now, some four hours of daylight remained. Ulric handed off the enspelled staff to a gaggle of Celestin running a food stall dishing strips of roasted something or other and a pot of boiling grain porridge with instructions to see the prisoner fed as much as she cared to eat and watered, whether she liked it or not.


No hunger strikes around here, if Ulric had to make a funnel and a hose to pour it down her he would.


The Aes'r accepted their Lord's task with loud groans and immediately knives came out to play a game of skill to determine who would be forced to feed the "chewed up enslaver". Ulric was glad Elf society had formal rules to the age old practice of "Shotgun, Not It!".


One of the tasks on Ulric's plate today was to try to fix his armor. The sunlight weaponry of his beaten foe had been impressive, but the bones of the [Forest Lord] retained a large degree of the formerly unkillable monster's resistance to magical assault. Bones soaking the mana of the [Plateau of Ancients] for thousands of years had ended up being, more or less, only workable using its own teeth and claws, from which Ulric had shaped his tools back in the Ancient Glade. That or whatever specialized arcane smithing equipment and craft employed by Uldin within his workshop. The scorch marks to his armor's plates was merely cosmetic, penetrating a bare half millimeter into the surface of the material. That damned strap holding his pauldron in place was the problem.


Originally, it had been broken by Ulric taking a savage blow from the Svartalfin assassin's hammer, a glancing hit that had instantly snapped the leather bindings. Ulric had tried his hand at crudely fixing the thing. Sadly, the Jury-rigged pauldron hadn't been up to the task of withstanding the Captain's deceptively powerful strikes. The wound Ulric had taken across his shoulder still burned with the sweat that he worked up as he took to his tasks, or you know, just moving generally.


That could have been much, much worse. A few degrees difference and the shoulder joint would be a cauterized mess, his entire right arm useless as the Captain's own severed limb. Therefore, in the interest of not having a gaping damned gap in his armor's life saving defenses, Ulric needed to fix the pauldron. And this time, he needed to better than half ass it.


Ducking through the entry flap of his shared home away from home, Ulric started scrounging through his pack. He'd kept a bag holding strips of the [Forest Lord's] tanned hide somewhere in the bottom of the thing, just in case. Now was a perfect time to make use of some of this precious resource.


Carefully, so as not to bend anything, Ulric cut free the buckle Uldin had smithed for the strap and discarded the ruined leather into the small fireplace. Next, he had to figure out how that burly Elf had affixed the binding to the pauldron and its attachment site on the chest plate. He found what he had afeared: rivets. The Master Smith had intended his work to last and wanted only the strongest joinery for his craft, therefore, the straps were all riveted in place, their repair and maintenance intended to be done by himself only.


The finicky craftsman wouldn't have trusted anyone else to service the gear he'd made. None of the true artisans ever did. It would be like letting a total stranger hold your child.


Uldin's choice was now Ulric's problem. He had to get those rivets out and replace them, without a forge or proper tools. Punching a hole through the [Forest Lord] hide wouldn't be a problem, his knife, still blackened and slightly warped from biting into a Pyromancer's fireshield and then conducting an overcharged [Lightning Javalin] to destroy said Pyromancer completely, was a fang from the old terror. Its sharpened edge and tip would have little trouble managing a tiny starter hole for the rivet he would drive.


Fidgeting hands changed the angle of the armor a couple of times, manipulating the cuirass around to find the best angle from which to view the problem. Eventually, holding it upside down in front of himself, Ulric figured he could probably fish one of his [Forest Lord] claw awls through the pauldron and cuirass joint and then run the replacement rivet, whatever material he could manage to find that would serve that purpose.


They had some metal on hand but Ulric wasn't so sure that he would trust his life to subpar mystery steel. Especially not a tiny rivet that he'd have to raise to heat for flattening the tail. Softening the metal often led to it losing some of its integrity, or becoming prone to oxidation, which, sitting on top of his body while he sweated inside it, would be a problem. Heating the rivet was another problem. He didn't have tongs and a campfire wasn't going to get to temperature. None of the forges would be done for at least a week.


Decisions, distractions, and damnation!


Wait! Ulric realized he had all the heat he needed, right between his fingertips. Induction heating! Ulric could use the trick of a fluctuating field around a metal to cause it to heat by the resistance of the metal trying to oppose the constantly shifting electric field he'd create around it! That method was used in industrial capacities for riveting, it was a one to one method for solving his current puzzle.


Grinning at the armor, Ulric set about planning how to get the rivets out. Normally, you'd use a punch or a drill press. The softer material of the rivet would pop out or be machined away. He had neither of those things, however. Hmm…could he fine his [Voltaic Riot] down and use it like a plasma cutter?


Honestly, Ulric hadn't really tested the full potential, hueh heuh, very droll Ulric, of his [Voltaic Riot]


The magical arc of pure Ceraun had proved sufficiently powerful to boil stone and cut through the armor worn by the schmucks he'd fought in Trachn'ir and Bartala. None of them had worn what might be considered topflight gear though, the metals they used were common as pigeon shit, totally lacking the alchemical or enchanting work of the truly gifted masters of smithing that he'd picked Taipan's brain about. Even their leathers were fairly mundane, not being harvested from the dangerous Greater Beasts, whose awakened cores saturated their very bodies with the aether, conveying incredible properties on them that made the corpse of one of those beasts a prize, highly sought.


Galed Uldin would have sooner swallowed his smithing hammer than use [Dire Ox] leather on his work. The least he'd tolerate was [Silverstreak Wyvern], or [Hammer Cyclops], or, if he could get it, [Crimson Bull]. Each a lethal monster in its own right, with notably tough skin that made supple, resistant leather.


The rivets were going to be a bitch, but Ulric had faith he could burn them out without slagging the rest of the armor, Taipan's Uncle wouldn't have used something so vulnerable to Ulric's own power.


Alright! Putting it all together, Ulric had a methodology to attack the repair process that made sense. He had the strap, the hide from his personal inventory. Now, he just needed to find an acceptable material from which to fashion rivets.


He could figure something out a bit later. First, though, he needed to test his hypothesis regarding tuning the [Voltaic Riot] to a more focused, precision lance of Ceraun. The randomness of the spell was mostly thanks to the sheer unbelievable ease of his awakened core in reaching breakdown potential. That permitted the arc to connect to ground to whatever was closest. In combat, it was a boon, the spell actually had some degree of tracking in close quarters, snapping to a target that was nearby, if it was conductive. Most living things were full of water, which made that not a hard ask.


Looking around, Ulric saw his first test case. Tragically, he'd had to leave behind the vast majority of his belongings in Bartala, when he'd fled the city aboard clan Hora-Bitsnez's massive trade vessel. The same vessel from which Ulric had rained fire down on the ports they came across and from which he'd visited death to every single Magister who attempted the crossing of the direct trade routes between Prosper and Bartala. That meant he lacked many of the miscellaneous items and spoils of the Hunts he and Taipan had accumulated on their journey.


Fortunately, or, perhaps not so much, Ulric had been accosted near constantly since reuniting with Taipan in their brief crossing across the Prespang Highlands. Ulric knew his first victim had to be a horn from the [Thunderhorn Sheep]. If that material didn't have a heavy dose of resistance to electrical energies Ulric would be ready to eat the damned things.


Putting aside the armor to be repaired, Ulric took up a gnarled, massive horn, its ridges prominent, like those of an ibex, thought the tips curved into a tight spiral at the ends, unlike that long extinct Earth mammal. He huddled on his knees over the horn, laying it down next to the stones of the firepit, to keep it from the furry hides that insulated himself and his partner from the ground.


Excitedly, Ulric's fingers snapped at his thighs as thoughts of how exactly to manipulate the energies of his spellform, how to modify the construct to focus the [Voltaic Riot] into a denser, more controllable prominence. It had to come down to magnetic fields. Ulric knew that a confinement would be able to create a "hard" path to keep the ion trail between his spell and its target. He also had to make sure to maintain a relatively concentrated connection between the surface he was cutting, to prevent conductive slag from coming back towards him, possibly shorting his arc or just bathing his face in molten dust.


Perhaps Caelum had a place in this. An accompanying jet of air, in addition to the electromagnetic arc, that would "fuel" the plasma jet with material, giving it the momentum to blow through the metal, pushing it away from himself and thereby preventing those fragments from interfering with the ion trail of his spell.


How would he ground the…Alright, Ulric, quit being a fucking idiot. You're just gonna hold the damned thing, anything you touch you can include in the circuit, keeping it grounded.


Blond moment passed, Ulric practiced forming a tight jet of air from Caelum. It wasn't difficult and the force, while nothing capable of harming most of the creatures of Varda, would be more than sufficient to sling the plasma and particulate material away, preserving the integrity of his magical plasma cutter and keeping him safe from blowback. The divot carved into the dirt below him from his Caelum practice reminded him of an air compressor's nozzle. Perfect.


What if he made that kind of a jet and directed it into an enemy's mouth, wouldn't the pressurized air hitting their lungs just kind of shred the soft tissue? Alright, there, you friggin psychopath, calm down, we're doing science, not murder, Ulric scolded himself, but filed that thought away for investigation at a later date. It was intrusive thoughts like that that had produced most of his first set of basic spells, back when he was just learning to manipulate the basic elemental forms of mana.


Back on track, Ulric now needed to make sure that he was able to keep [Voltaic Riot] confined to a very linear track, instead of snaking around with random discharges and along whatever path of least resistance the magic managed to carve through the air.


The old plasma cutters used a high voltage, high frequency generated pilot arc or a direct contact. The capacitance method worked too, creating a big discharge to kick off the ion jet, but Ulric didn't want to necessarily have to focus on holding a spell at ready. Easiest was to put his finger on the target surface but then Ulric risked having his finger sitting near what was about to be a high intensity electrical arc boring into electrified molten metal. Not a method consistent with his plans to grow old with all of his fingers. Pilot arc it was!


That wasn't actually a big issue, [Voltaic Riot] was the pilot arc. A streamer of Ceraun, sort of like he used to create his [Lightning Javalins] would work just fine to give his magic a path to ground against the rivets he was going to cut out. The big question mark was whether or not he could restrain the spell's destructive power to only that one small profile point, without having it slop to the sides or jump randomly, at sufficient intensity. High quality cuts demanded a large yield device in his old workshops. That would prove true today, since the greater the flow of power he was able to maintain, the cleaner the resulting cut would be, which meant he was less likely to have to file out partially bored rivet material.


Ulric raised his hand, finger pointed down toward the test material of the mutant sheep horn, and began to cycle his core's energies, maintaining the mental construct for his [Voltaic Riot], even as he tuned some of his mana to unaspected magic, before harmonizing it to wind attunement for the Caelum jet. All the parts in place now, the weaving of elemental magics began in earnest as Ulric fed the energy of his core into the workings. Air whistled from the down pointed finger, raising a blast of fine dust from the horn, scouring loose dirt from its surface, and Ulric's finger began to glow violet with the building potential, [Voltaic Riot] moments from following the Ceraunic leader down through the charged air jet, into the surface of the horn on the dirt floor below.


"What do you think you are doing inside the walls of our tent, Ulric Einar?" Came the piercing call of his Shadow, her musical voice now leaden with disapproval.


Sheepishly, Ulric looked up, his finger aglow, and tried to play off his experiment with a casual statement of "Just running a bit of a small test, Taipan."


"No big deal." He fibbed, hopeful that she'd buy it, not being a greatly experienced mage in her own rights.


"You have three heartbeats to stop that finger glowing." His Wife threatened.


"Yes dear." Ulric conceded immediately, caught red, well, violet, handed doing something moronic.


He let the Caelum and Ceraun bleed away to nothing and his core went back to its normal muted humming tone within his chest.


"We have already spoken of boots in the shelter Ulric, which I am gladdened to see was not a discussion I have had to have twice. Let me add that you will do any magic outside, Husband, before you destroy our bedding. My bedding, if you think to conduct any more worms in the head 'experiments' as you call them." She warned.


"I, uh, was trying to fix your Uncle's armor." Ulric defended himself lamely.


Taipan closed the flap behind her, cutting him off from reinforcements and cornering him without chance of reprieve. The skeptical expression on her face, a single fine eyebrow tilted high, full lips pursed, and a single finger resting against her cheek, the other hand resting on her hip as she stared down at him with emerald and bronze flecked eyes said she didn't buy that for a sack of [Bark Weasel] dung. Damn. He was routed and surrounded. This was a loss, for absolute certain. A wise man knows that there is only one thing that can be done to salvage such a situation with his wife: Time to beg for mercy.


"Sorry Taipan, I wasn't thinking. I won't do it again." He pled.


"That was not the question in my mind Ulric," the unyielding woman said, her voice pinning him in place, "The question was why you were trying the first time. Inside our home. With furs nearby. And you with your tendency to start fires with your little 'projects'."


She had him cold. And her predatory instincts were alight behind those wonderful orbs, telling him for certain that she knew it. Damn! If only he hadn't got so excited about a new engineering project! This was gonna cost him.


"The way that I am seeing it, Ulric," Taipan led, gloating already, "You are now mine pet for the evening. I had made wonderful plans for you earlier this day, while weaving. Some of the suggestions my fellow 'fairer sex' cousins provided I discarded as being too unwholesome. Those are back on the table."


Uh oh. He'd had to banish the use of ropes in the bedroom after one of her wilder outings. Other things had required forceful intervention to preserve his dignity. I'm in danger, he told himself.


"My ears unsettle you, do they?" the athletic woman purred menacingly, shrugging off her coat.


"I admit a fondness for your own, Ulric, but most especially when I am allowed to warm them between my thighs. Prepare yourself, Husband. It is Taipan who will hold the high ground today." His mate proclaimed baldly.


Ahh well. You win some, you lose some, Ulric took his defeat gracefully. Taipan made certain that her sudden reversal of fortunes was not brief, nor overly gentle. Nor to be forgotten by either of them any time soon. Marriage to a venomous serpent was full of pitfalls, it made him a better person learning not to do things that were obviously stupid. Especially when his wife liked to use athletic sex to reinforce her lessons. He faded away while contemplating positive reinforcement and Pavlovian training.
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                Two days passed like a summer storm. Two summer storms passed, as if driven by a typhoon. Then the typhoon hit them.


Ulric had never experienced a major storm system, Winter's Herald aside. The bomb cyclone blown in from the Vatyn was ferocious. Ulric didn't precisely know how warm the waters of the inland sea splitting the continent got, but he hadn't gotten the impression it held the tropical heat needed for the heat engine processes that drove normal hurricane systems. The gale force winds that drove in carrying stinging, biting rain, near to horizontally proved that such systems did, in fact, exist. Proved that reality beyond dispute.


Huddled within their teepee, [Stonewalls] raised hurriedly by Ulric around it to keep the lashings from being snapped like a guitar string under tension and carried off into the skies, Ulric had felt compelled to ask whether such blows were normal for the season.


Taipan's delicate, strong, hands signed "Not really." from her place tending the small fire. It was a pitiful, smoky thing, since all the wood outside was getting drenched. There wasn't much anybody could do about that situation but to bring as much inside as they could and keep bringing it inside as it was used, giving it a chance to dry before being tossed into the struggling coals.


"This was not storm birthed from the sky, Glade Chief. This storm is the conclusion of a war. A flame elemental was killed by an ocean elemental, dragged beneath the Vatyn's surface to drown. It's dying burned off much of its enemy's essence as it went, broiling sea and elemental alike, before flinging its remains skyward. That combination is what gave life to this gale." His Shadow narrated.


Holy hells. Now that was definitely a fascinating little nugget of Vardan existence.


"Does that happen often?" He asked, running a Glassresin honing rod down the length of his belt knife, creating a curiously high-pitched singing from the rod.


Oddities like that happened when you worked with mana laden tools. He mostly ignored the idiosyncrasies of magical items, unless they had functional applications.


The material of the fang was immaculate, but all edges needed touch ups. Glass or other ceramics had the requisite hardness to bring his [Forest Lord] tooth knife to proper order.


"Not particularly." Answered Taipan from her crouch, stirring the coals briefly to liven them up before placing another couple of small pieces of wood into the tidy pit.


"Not that it isn't unheard of, I am told that several islands in the Vatyn give rise to fire elementals from their great cinder cones with some regularity. Normally though, those hatchling entities do not stray close enough to the shore for an ocean elemental to snatch them up. Not even Gother knows why the beings of salt and sea do it, but they seem drawn to try to kill flame elementals whenever they have the chance." The woman regaled him, her calm voice washing over him with its music.


Predatory behavior amongst pure mana creatures? Something more territorial? Or was it a compulsion from the Primes? Perhaps the great Ocean itself had a grudge and carried out its vendetta with its lesser incarnations. This was a mystery he'd not crack any time soon. Too much of it was spooky Vardan wizard nonsense.


Curiosity was all this interaction would remain to him. And slight annoyance. Ulric had been planning to carry out his intended negotiation two days past. The storms had come through with fury though, and walking through such was not a grand idea, even for a mage.


A widow maker blown free from crown high up would kill him just like anybody else.


So, they'd spent much of the morning riding out the storm and the rest of the afternoon helping the fledgling village structures grow roofs. That had been a timely development, he noted sardonically. Ulric had created two centimeter thick [Stonewalls] in a long line, only eight centimeters wide, with a distinct curve from base to top. The resulting tiles could be plucked from the ground and formed a quaint appearance for the budding village housing.


If nothing else, Ulric had a future in roofing. A fall back for his planned export of debonair spices, rare alchemical reagents, metallurgy consulting, and [Steelwood] lumber. The scope and scale of his soon to be economic powerhouse of a homestead grew and he resisted the urge to dry wash his hands and cackle.


The following morning encore of sleeting lightning, stiff gusts, and pelting rain interspersed with hail was what had the Prespangers stirred like a kicked ant's nest. They knew the signs and what these smaller storms portended. After explaining what was on the horizon, literally, the Orlethrem, joined by himself and his Shadow-Wife, went into high gear to finish the structures that could be finished and baton down the hatches. If not for Adept Brodin squeezing himself like a fresh orange of mana to go about reinforcing the joinery, Ulric doubted the modest shelters would have held against this rousing bit of Vardan weather.


Even now, the winds howled outside, shaking the leather walls of the teepee disturbingly. They were well made, stitched from the hide of the [Forest Lord], with its own sinews. That did not mean that they were invincible to hurled limbs, stones and other natural shrapnel, nor immune to being carried off into the clouds. Ulric really hoped the teepee held up, otherwise there was going to be some real miserable fucking hours ahead of them. Maybe it'd be worth it to not have the Captain propped up over there glaring at him all the time though.


They'd had to bring the woman inside, of course. Couldn't just leave her out there in the teeth of the storm. Still. He was going to put a damned bag over her head before too long. With her around, he wasn't able to engage in the usual pleasantries of married life, other than some cuddles beneath the blankets. He'd changed much in the last half Vardan year. Not enough to pork his lady beneath the watching eyes of a POW.


Aggravation. He'd also been force to hiatus his intended repairs and experimentation. After being caught by his lass doing a stupid, and paid the wonderful price she'd exacted of him, he had to conduct his trials outdoors. Outdoors was, at that very moment, dropping fist sized hail, a combination of ground strikes and cloud to cloud lightning that had his mana senses buzzing with the closeness of that much Ceraun, and blowing wind hard enough to potentially lift him up and sling him into the forest, almost certainly to bash his brains out upon the trunk of a hickory. That is to say, less than optimal conditions for carrying out his plans. Any of his plans. No repairs. No experiments. No negotiations with hostile powers to barter for ships. Nada. Nichts.


Whenever they'd had these kinds of forced downtimes, he took the opportunity to pick Taipan's brains. She was a classically educated woman from a family of long history and consummate prestige, so she had much to offer in terms of worldly knowledge that only one of her elevated position would have, along with the run of the mill, commonsense workings of day to day Vardan life. More or less, he just asked her for stories of her upbringing and life in Iriel and put the pieces together to form a coherent picture of the world, through Aes'r colored lenses, that is. His Earth sensibilities were, frequently, jarred by the differences between what was considered normal here. If he'd had the time for it, Ulric would have known a huge degree of culture shock back in Irielhos.


As it was, he'd only intersected with a rather narrow portion of Iriel'en culture and that sliver was fairly similar to what historical background he had, because war never truly changes and military doctrines, paid for by the blood of kin, tended to have profound similarities. The warrior cult of Iriel had taken him in wholesale and he'd drank it up like Mother's milk. Probably because that's what the humans of his old world did better than most other things: destroy each other. Only at the end there had they learned their lessons, and those too late to offer Ulric a chance to witness the full glory that Earth in antiquity was said to have offered.


The result of these two days laboring to beat the typhoon, and now an expected three days to wait out its passing, were that he was going to, finally, sit down and be able to enjoy his Wife's company. She, it turned out, was also looking forward to a slow spell to share Iriel'en culture and the humble pleasures of house and home. All the morning long, she was also becoming increasingly agitated and the smoky looks, pouts, exaggerated runs of hands over her hips and chest were, finally, hint enough that something had to give.


Ulric exercised his Lordly rights and banished the Captain to other quarters, snatching up the prisoner to brave the storm before noon of the first day of the hurricane's passage. Out into the driving wind he strode. Ulric learned that making a [Sky Shield] while the wind was already being slung so violently was, basically, impossible. For him, at least. He just couldn't wrangle it into shape with his mana before the air behind his attempted working blew it apart in another fresh blast of wind. Sodden, soaked, and pelted by the odd hailstone, the Lord of the Ancient Glade soldiered on, braving the blow to deliver her wriggling form to Adept Brodin, to do with, like, whatever, he didn't give a fuck so long as she lived to be his bargaining chip.


Freed from the hateful staring, Ulric found the next two days of hiding from the storm's fury to be far more bearable. Especially when, upon returning from dropping off the captive, he was tackled from behind while peeling off the robe pasted to his skin by a missile of horny Elf. He had not been the only one chafing from the unexpected intrusion into their privacy. If you haven't been thrown to the floor by a randy Amazon you should definitely give that a shot. The bruises fade quickly you won't feel them anyway.


Bird song announced to all the third morning that the worst of the hurricane had passed them by. Glad he was for it, too. The forced rest for two days on end, after two half days of being penned indoors was a blessing, but he was ready to get to business. Taipan declared, upon achieving clothed status, that her body was healed. Ulric didn't believe it but the [Scan] told no lies, she was healthy as a horse. Damned if Vardan biology wasn't just all kinds of top notch. Broken bones like that should have taken a month to heal.


His mate hadn't even had Sano hands laid to speed the process. That there was just good genetics. And the artistry of the Watcher's guided evolution at play.


"I think today's the day Taipan. I will fix my armor this morning, and then! We shall depart to negotiate with Kistalfer for the purchase of some ships and crew, the better to be away from their lands without further bloodshed." Ulric spoke aloud his intentions.


"And if they refuse to accept a parlay or become hostile again?" Probed Taipan, always intent on discovering the odd twists of her partner's mind before he did something crazy.


"Then I'm probably going to have to burn all the ships in the port, and I might try to destroy the Baron's castle, to remind him to play nice in the future, or his descendants not to be puppets to monstrous assholes." Ulric mused aloud.


He wouldn't permit those ships to be used to carry troops or goods from Prosper. Either he got to use them too, or nobody would. Afterall, he was giving the ruler of this city a chance to declare himself not Ulric's enemy, in spite of the "misunderstanding" earlier. The Baron could be forgiven that, even if the orders were from his lips, in the interests of curtailing the violence. Peace deserved an attempt to live. But. If war was the choice then Ulric had to respect that. And act accordingly.


"I agree." Taipan agreed, her midnight locks of shimmering hair bouncing along with her satisfied nod.


"Then I suspect I might have to purge the populace to keep them from coming behind me." Ulric said, deadpan.


"I cannot allow that, Ulric. Both for you personally, and for your House. Some things should not be done outside of the very last of resorts. As my Father learned." Taipan told him seriously, frowning at the suggestion he'd laid before her.


Ulric smiled, glad that his partner had shown the appropriate willingness to keep him from doing something awful, "Just checking. I, of course, have no intention of harming the citizens of Kistalfer, those that do not raise arms. But I needed to know whether you had a handle on your own vendetta. I haven't forgotten the, eh, call it temperature of Bald'rt's temper of old, or your own."


Taipan fingered her knife hilt briefly, too casually, before replying, "I do not like that you would test me in this fashion, Ulric." She told him warningly.


"Nobody likes it Taipan, but that's why it has to be done. I trust your advice, trust it too much at times." Ulric shared his concerns with the former Hunter of her family's enemies, an assassin in truth.


His assassin now. Her displeasure mellowed slightly at his confiding the extent of his reliance on her.


"I do not know what I am doing, as you are well aware. I was a scientist, an engineer, in my old life. All I know of politics and whatever governments exist in this world are based on the history of my own people, who did not have magic, classes, monstrous hordes of beasts, or at least six sapient races with independent cultures. I'm making this shit up as I go and I want to be sure that I can rely on you to check my worst impulses. Humans are one of the most aggressive species on my planet. Their sins do not need to follow me to this world." He explained carefully.


This conversation was even more important now. It was no longer just he and her. There were others, those who had implicitly declared themselves as under his banner. That meant Ulric had power, the power to order people to do terrible things. His education, his instincts, demanded that there be a check on himself, to prevent the corrupting influence of such power.


Taipan looked at him almost sadly. She forgot sometimes, how utterly lost that he was. For all Ulric's sophistication, he'd been thrown headfirst into the deepest waters, to learn to swim the currents or drown.


"You are mine now, Ulric. We go together now. Fear not, you will not stray from the path while I scout the way." She told him, not without warmth.


Ulric clapped a hand gently on her shoulder, smiling.


"It is good to know. And I'm glad your leg and ribs are better, I was worried about having to go out there alone. It's going to be fine, now that we're able to stand before the walls together. So much for our little plan of staying unnoticed, eh?"


Taipan's soft chuckle filled the shelter.


"Ulric, you were never going to remain unnoticed." She giggled, before steadfastly telling him the facts of the matter, "The Twice Born always bring change, for good or ill depends upon their natures. But you seemed determined to try, so I wished to help you go that way."


"Are you now to be flying your standard?" Asked Taipan drily, gesturing in the direction of the Captain, now returned to her position bound to the flag pole, overseeing the village from her place at its top.


He shook his head. Varda twisted all his plans, sent everything sideways on him. He just had to roll with the punches.


"Alright, alright, enough fucking around. Time to get down to it. I'm going to do some fucking magic this morning!" He declared, turning to exit the teepee, a [Thunderhorn Sheep] horn in hand.


Ever dutiful, his Shadow padded silently after him. He ignored her when she muttered "He will set something on fire, I am just knowing it." in Elvish.


I mean, he told himself, that's sort of the point of it this time.


Under clearing blue skies, dotted with the dark grey remnants of the Fire Elemental's murder, he looked around at the morning's activity within the now enclosed village. It was going to be a shame to leave this place behind. Perhaps someone would come to colonize it sometime. Anyhow, good thing everything was wet. Who knew how this was going to go when he dialed up the amps on this spell.


Start slow, Ulric, he reminded himself, do not just swing for the fences right from word go. At least everything's wet, should keep the chances of an accidental spark taking kind of low.


Down upon the ground he placed the horn, its light blue color, whirls of white and dark grays streaking to elicit the sense of a stormy sky. Ulric didn't know why the creatures would have thematic coloration towards their abilities, but Varda, and by extension, the Watcher, might have had an artistic flair.


Holding one end of the horn in his left hand, Ulric concentrated on the magic, summoning the mental constructs he'd worked out over the last few days, the final configuration being refined in his thoughts while he waited out the weather. The image of a circulating jet of Caelum, tight down the axis of the spell, but forming wide loops back to the "nozzle" of the tight beam of Ceraun that would drive the cutting arc. Almost without conscious effort, Ulric's core spun up to ready his mana, eager to reach out, inconsiderate of what effect being touched by lightning would do.


[White Interference]


A measure of lightning attuned mana opposed itself, reverting to unaspected white mana, wild magic, free to be impressed upon by his will. Ulric attuned that portion to Caelum and guided it into his pressure jet construct, simultaneously filling the electromagnetic differential that would power the lightning part of the spell.


He lowered the pointer finger of his right hand to a few centimeters above the surface of the horn, using his core as an oscillator, driving the Ceraun at his fingertip into a frantic high frequency oscillation, while loosing the air jet. Ulric felt the magic through his core, felt the building pressure to release, even as the horn was cleared of debris beneath the thin, powerful air stream. He raised the voltage just a bit more, before the lightning bridged the gap. Contact.


A brilliant lance of ionized Caelum woven with Ceraun stabbed down to the surface of the horn, emitting a keening shriek as the incandescent plasma began to shower sparks of molten material from the horn's surface. It resisted, its nature being similar to that of the magic that touched it. It resisted for all of about two seconds, Ulric pushed his magic into the horn, running his own mana to force a connection, the arc brightened to blinding, then it reached sublimation and a hole bored completely through the horn, woven lightning and air in an incredibly tight spiral, like the finest threads of silk rope, driving into the wet ground below.


Steam erupted from the substrate and Ulric cut off the magic, temporarily flash blind. He'd forgotten how insanely bright plasma cutters were and, even turning his head aside, it hurt his eyes. Ignoring the flaring pain in his orbs he looked at the horn, trying to discern the effects.


A neat hole the diameter of his finger was rapidly transitioning through the blackbody spectrum, from white hot, to bright orange, dull red, and then to a black discoloration of burned horn. By the rapidity of it, Ulric concluded the horn was an excellent thermal conductor.


Interesting. It had opposed the lightning for a significant amount of time, courtesy of the significant Ceraunic aspect of the storm mana that the goats had wielded, most likely. Electrically resistant but thermally conductive? That sounded sort of like graphite or composite materials. Horn was a composite so that made sense. The internal structure of this bastard sheep's primary weapon might be rather more sophisticated than he'd originally suspected. He could simply force his own mana through the material, it just took a little effort was all. The advantage of a Ceraunic attunement to his core, he was certain.


Wonderbar.


To inspection of the hole itself. Pouring aching eyes over it, Ulric found himself well pleased. It was clean, very clean. Immaculate even. No deviations, no creep, just a perfectly symmetrical cylinder removed from the material along the axis of his pointer. A CNC would have wept with joy.


*PING*


[Voltaic Riot]***CAELUM HYBRIDIZATION***OVERRIDE***[Scintillating Touch]

[image: image]

"Geschickt! I might be getting sort of good at this wizard shit." Ulric observed, ecstatic from the better than expected results of the experiment.


It was everything he'd wanted, with a bonus. The obvious flaw in ever using this magic as anything but a method for machining or shaping inanimate materials, due to its requirement that he be touching them, was actually a built in synergy. Just as his [Voltaic Grip] rendered targets unable to coordinate their movements through the surging of electricity through their bodies, so too did the new spell. If Ulric managed to secure a hold on his target he could get all the benefits of that first magic he'd made with the added bonus of being able to use his other hand, or, really, any part of him he wanted to use as a locus, as a plasma cutter.


Magic was beautiful.


He looked up to Taipan, who stood behind him, her hands over her face to shield her eyes from the spell's brilliance. Sparks of molten horn had scattered around him, he noted a few minor burns on his sleeves and torso, bits of slag jettisoning from the bore to hit him. The cooling, steaming ground beneath his horn target revealed a bit of vitreous mud, glassified by the heat of the lance of woven mana.


"It worked, Taipan! First time too!" He exclaimed, excited as a kid discovering a new trick with their yo-yo.


The tall drink of water over there pulled her hands down from shielding sensitive eyes and looked at the smooth walled hole drilled through the ram horn. She frowned thoughtfully for a moment.


"Ulric Glade Chief…what will that magic not do that to?" She asked, hesitating for a second and gesturing to the cleanly bored hole.


Good question. He chewed his lip thinking. Hmm…you could use a high throughput cutter on just about any metal alloy known to man. You could get suboptimal performance, mostly pilot arc cutting on poor conductors, like woods or plastics. More or less the only things it wouldn't touch were ceramics and glasses.


"Probably I couldn't brute force glass, dry stone, or a homogenous ceramic. I think I can weave a streamer of Ceraun through about anything else that will complete the link to initiate the spell. Even materials that have a small hydraulic component can be finagled, it just takes more effort on my part." He told her, fairly certain.


If the resistant properties of the [Thunderhorn Sheep] horn hadn't been able to withstand his core, he didn't think much else would that wasn't totally electrically inert. The horn was grown such that it controlled and directed flows of energy, it didn't stop them completely. You could put a pin in a wood plank connected to a battery and it would burn a path through the material, proving that the dielectric of a substance was mostly just a suggestion when the electric potential was high enough.


"Why?" He questioned, curious.


"Oh, nothing of import, Ulric, just another piece of evidence that proves you are too dangerous to leave unattended." Taipan chirped, slightly aghast.


"Come here, Taipan. Pull my finger." Ulric ordered, pointing the digit towards her.


"Ack!" The Elf woman shrieked, and jumped away, acrobatically somersaulting to stand some meters distant.


"Do not amuse yourself with such jests, you maniac Valin!" She shouted from a safe distance.


"That's what you get for shooting arrows at me!" He told her, laughing.


She'd used blanks with big down and wool filled heads, and hadn't come to even a quarter draw but it was still disconcerting to see an arrow coming towards your hind quarters.


"Phaw!" She scoffed, "My prank arrows did not burn mud to glass!"


That was fair.


"Okay, that's fair. I promise that I will not point my new god slaying finger at you." He swore, waving the digit about threateningly at the sky.


"We are all of us doomed." A Celestin from across the clearing announced.


"Aye." the rest of the watching Elves, Men, and Beastkin, chorused.


Everybody's a critic. Well, Ulric knew progress when he saw it, and this magic was damned good progress. Armed now with the ability to cut metals to shape, he was one step closer to precision machining. A finger wide cut was too large, really, for anything that demanded exacting dimensions. Not to mention that it was limited by his dexterity and he would have to find a way to construct a light blocking visor or he'd be going blind.


"Jealous! All of you!" He crowed from his crouch over the site of his successful test.


"You only wish you could be as mighty as this Glade Chief. And with as fine a rump!" He challenged.


A few Elves who had been making rough tables shared glances.


"It is a fine rump." They agreed.


"There!" Ulric declared taking that as all the proof he needed.


Validation is a heady drug.


"My year's harvest against yours he turns himself to ash before next Winter's Herald? Who else wants action on this?" Another demanded aloud.


At that, the betting got lively. Ulric surviving to Winter was a Sixty-Forty split. He bet on himself, obviously. He was absolutely going to clean these doubters out, come Winter's Herald.


Suckers.


Riding the high of successful magic, and the promise of fleecing the unbelievers in the future, Ulric set about fixing his armor. Carefully, very carefully, he performed two more tests, fining down the width of the spell, with difficulty.


It was hard to narrow down so much magic, tightening up the Caelum that carried his plasma arc, and constraining it to prevent slop. Laminar flows were important for both the wind and lightning aspects of this working and his [Cloud Hammer] construct had proven a boon to his new application. Practice keeping the boundaries clean was tricky, but doable.


With a bore now about half the diameter of his index finger, Ulric burned free the two rivets, their [True Steel] holding up surprisingly well against his magic before yielding to spray against the ground below. Now, he had only to fit the newly prepared straps of [Forest Lord] leather with the old buckle and affix them to the cuirass and pauldron with new rivets of the same material, courtesy of Taipan sacrificing a single broadhead from one of her arrows. Induction heating was as easy as holding the metal between his fingers between two chopsticks and oscillating Ceraun between them, the fantastically accelerating fields causing the metal to, through its own internal resistance, heat to glowing where he could cut the hand length broadhead into quarters and then roll them into the correct shape with a borrowed smithing hammer.


It was rough, crude work, but it would suffice. The four pins slotted nicely into the prepared holes for the soon to be rivets. Ulric placed the pin on a flat stone, hammer raised in his left hand, the armor held steady by Taipan. His right hand heated the end of the pin and he brought the hammer down.


*Ting*


Once, mushrooming the red hot, softer head of the rivet against the cooler metal in the middle.


*Ting* again, to flatten the top, preventing it from advancing through the holes.


Then, Ulric turned the armor around and repeated the process on the tails of the rivets, pressing them down and heating the tail before smooshing it with a few powerful strokes of the three kilo blacksmith's hammer. Rinse. Repeat three more times. And now, he beheld the restored armor that had saved his life at least a dozen times since walking from the lifts that raised up into Irielhos.


All told, Ulric was finished with the repair before Midsunsrise. It felt good. He hadn't gotten to do something constructive with his magic in a good long while. Creating was always harder, more rewarding, than destroying.


"You and my Uncle are not so different, are you." Taipan stated, more than asked, looming over him while he filed the rough edges from the tails of the rivets.


Not at all. Ulric's first life was spent almost obsessively in the chase for his craft. He'd spent unhealthy hours behind monitors, reviewing crystallography, calculating grain boundaries and yield curves, and electrostatic seeding potentials, as well as consulting a veritable library of materials science references. Especially after his crippling, when most other hobbies had been denied him and he'd retreated from virtually all social life. For him, those last few years, the work was all. Flogging himself with his own need to master the secrets of his field, until that goddamned graphene seeding project had been thrown into his lap.


There was more than a little irony in that, he found.


The conditions Ulric had simulated as necessary to successfully dope the graphene demanded a Ceraunic Mage hold the lattice stationary binding the electrons, reducing the vibrations of the orbitals until the metallic cations could be introduced into their own lattice within the scaffold of the graphene. Then, the entire thing could be released and the lower energy state would snap the material together, like popping a glass pane into a frame. Conventionally, it was impossible. Upon Varda? For one professionally trained, child's play.


"Not so much, really." He confirmed.


"Losing everything I had ever worked for overnight sort of put things into perspective though. Dying is a wonderful lens for focusing on what matters. It also made a difference that I was healthy again, virile, strong, everything that I had lost given back in spades. Sort of gives you different priorities. There is also the fact that most of the computing and machines I relied upon are not in existence, and will remain that way." He said, looking over the rustic civilization growing up around him.


She seemed a touch surprised by that.


"Then you do not wish to revive your civilization?" She inquired.


He did not.


"I do not, lass. I do not at all. We had our chance and our world. We fucked things up. Best to let go, to find a different way. What other use is history but to learn what not to do?" He answered, posing the question that had baffled him throughout his entire life.


Why didn't people ever seem to learn from the past? His cynical answer was that they, mistakenly, thought that they were better by default than those who came before. They believed themselves wiser, more refined, less inclined to the same weaknesses and faults of their forefathers. They were all wrong, in his book, and the data supported his theory.


Taipan placed a comforting hand on his shoulder, "You hate your people, don't you?" She asked, surprised.


It would never have occurred to her that one could be so distant, so contemptuous of their kind as to come to hate them. For her, who viewed her people with high pride, it was alien.


"At the end there? Yes. I did. Now? I like to think I'm just disappointed in them. They could have been great, you know. Could have colonized the very stars. Instead, we let the worst of us destroy our world and, despite all our efforts to recover, I don't think we would have made it. Too self-destructive." Ulric told her, completing his analysis on the humanity of Earth.


Perhaps the Watcher's guidance would be sufficient to prevent that sort of carnage on Varda. Perhaps that was why Valin were not the only dominant sapients to walk the land. There were buffering species to restrain their growth, to control their predation. Certainly some of the same faults in the species were there, Ulric had seen too many parallels to think the worlds were completely unrelated.


He didn't know why this world and his old were connected, or how, but they had to be. Perhaps the Impossible had taken pity on its dead cosmic sibling and tried, from afar, without the proper tools, to adopt that world. It made as much sense as anything else, really.


But enough of that!


"It's time to get a move on Taipan. We've got some diplomacy to conduct with our neighbors." He told her, his grey eyes taking in the bound Captain, enjoying still the captive's vantage planted in the center of the village.


He donned the cuirass and buckled the pauldrons on over top. The armored skirt he belted over his pants, making sure that his knife was clear to pull, should he need it. Xef'tocht went on over his shoulder, the release snap given a quick inspection, to be ready to free the blade at a moment's notice. Ready.


Now that they knew the way, it would be no more than four hours to Kistalfer. They were going to run the Boston Marathon in an hour forty five flat. From there, they'd close in on the city at a much more conservative clip, to avoid potential scouting patrols. Taipan doubted that the city's leadership would risk any more troops outside the walls without relief, but she told him that it wouldn't be the first time Prespang threw away her soldier's lives without good cause, so they'd be prepared anyhow.


"All right you lot, I'm leaving for Kistalfer, to negotiate passage by ship for the bunch of you back to Orlethrem territory. If it goes well, I'll return by sundown tonight to escort us to the sea, where we will board and sail for the Zelas. If it does not go well, I'll probably still be back by sundown tonight but in a much shittier mood. Don't burn the house down while I'm gone." He told the gathered folk, after having waved them in for a quick status update.


"Mage Brodin, I leave the safety of these folk to you. I trust you can manage in my absence." Ulric confided in the young adept.


He hadn't known the youth for long, but anyone who could stare a lifetime of indoctrination in the eye and then pick a fight with an empire to oppose it was alright people to Ulric's way of thinking.


"I will preserve this place with my life, if necessary." The Germen Adept promised.


In the middle of a forest, that life would be a tall order, the Mage was in his element.
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That was about all the pomp and ceremony that was involved in his departure from the upshoot of a settlement. The Elves had shit to do and they were set on getting it done. Most of the Prespanger freemen had come out from the shock of their being set upon by their own kindred and had started to really adapt to the reality that their generational enemies were normal people with weird ideas about what constituted humor or good eating. The food was good, the jokes were taking some getting used to, and the man who had taken charge of them, Mage Brodin, was convinced that they should stay close to the barbarian with the Elf wife who'd saved them, and that was good enough for them.


Late spring's heat, probably somewhere in the upper twenties, wasn't overbearing but running twenty kilometers in armor faster than a lot of people sprint gets a man warm. Sweat ran freely down his face, soaking into his beard. Sturdy pants were fantastic protection from the thin undergrowth, some of which possessed either thorn, nettle, or just a nasty contact poison. A few of the more enterprising botanicals held two or even all three.


Three beasts attempted to stalk them. One paid for the attempt with its life, the bear-like creature sprouting a fletched shaft from between its eyes, to drop to the forest floor.


Taipan tied a bright colored ribbon to a tree limb overhead, marking the corpse for processing when they returned. They had not the time to stop just now, but his mate hated wasting the bounty of the wood and wouldn't if they weren't being pressed. Bear meat was alright eating if done properly.


On they ran, eating the low, rolling coastal forest terrain up. Sandy loam beneath their feet was easy on the legs and they barely broke stride for having to deviate around thickets or obstacles. Even the creeks and bogs were tame, compared to the Iriel'en forests and the rough, rocky Highlands they'd recently come through.


Hands on his hips, breathing deep to bring his heart back to its resting rate, Ulric kept his eyes on the boles of the trees ahead. The great [Seaside Hickories] were thinning, something more like beech and maple were becoming more prominent in the makeup of the forest. These lower, wider spreading crowns made the forest denser, more difficult to see ahead. Smooth barked beech with grey-white bark swirled with orange was slightly disorienting. He could imagine getting lost with the tiger striping effect of those trunks screwing with his ability to select landmarks. The maples, other than their navy blue leaves, were very similar to Earthen counterparts.


"We must be careful in this place Ulric." Taipan spoke up, a touch of concern coloring her tone.


He raised his alertness a notch at that warning, bringing up [Ceraunoperception] to scan the surroundings through the electromagnetic.


Nothing entered the thirty or so meter range of his ability to clearly distinguish both biotic and abiotic features of the forest.


"What has you spooked love?" He asked.


She tilted her head slightly, listening, before she shrugged.


"Nothing specifically. Only that the wood is quiet for this time of year. I am not greatly versed in the creatures or flora that inhabit these forests, unfamiliarity demands caution. Especially when we carry about live bait." She said, indicating the standard Ulric bore.


Ah, right. That. He'd sort of forgotten that the Captain was pretty badly wounded and blood scent, even from closed wounds, would draw critters.


"Good call." He praised, "I'll keep [Ceraunoperception] up. You keep those lovely eyeballs peeled forward, I'll watch our flanks."


It was their standard operating procedure.


"Heard and understood, Glade Chief."


More slowly they made their way across the many small creeks, low rises, and increasingly sandy soil. The smell of ocean salt became more dominant in the air, carried in from the Vatyn. They were about half way to their destination now.


He froze, instincts blaring. Taipan was already drawing her bow, having detected danger slightly faster than he.


A blurring streak leapt from a thicket of thorny shrubs in time to avoid the arrow that buried itself through the space its head had been a moment before. Ulric could barely track the thing, it went straight up, entered the leafy crown of a [Dusk Maple] as he had come to think of the blue pinioned trees, and then broke sight.


"Holy shit! That thing is seriously quick." Ulric stated the obvious.


Another arrow was already at half draw upon Blinder, his Shadow taking no chances against the foe


"It is also intelligent. It saw my gaze focus on its hiding place and knew its cover was broken. It also knew that I could reach it from where we stand. This creature hunts people, probably has hunted them for years." She narrated, keeping her exquisite vision scanning the surroundings.


"Rear!" Ulric shouted, feeling the almost blindingly fast thing coming in from behind his vertebrae, aligned perfectly to a seeing creature's blind spot.


His core roared to life and Ulric flung a hand out behind him, not even turning before he unleashed the screaming arc of violet fury.


[Voltaic Riot]


A wrist thick ribbon of dancing lightning tore into the trail behind and intercepted the predator's charge. It came too close to the hunting arc and paid, the Ceraun jumping to the closing beast and carving deeply into its hide as it passed, forced aside from the lethal pounce it had intended on Ulric. Greyish blue blood sprayed him as it aborted its attack, breaking away from the jolting spell burning through its forelimb.


He noted vaguely feline features in the creature as it passed. Then it was gone, streaking into the brush, out of sight again.


So fast was the monster Taipan hadn't even been able to turn and attempt a shot on it. It was a damned fast learner.


"Okay, so you were right Taipan. This thing is fast as all hell, and definitely smart. It made sure its second attempt was from a blind spot and it didn't even attempt to hide, just tried pure speed to make the attack. It knows you can spot it. Now it knows I can too, as well as that I can harm it. I clipped it as it went by."


He had no way to know how badly he'd hurt the creature. Probably not lethally, it was too fast for that, but it had definitely taken a raking from his spell. [Voltaic Riot] packed a wallop, whatever this thing was, it couldn't be happy.


A blast of sound rose from the forest, a roar of pain and fury that was like a tiger with hints of elephantine resonance. The monkey in his ancestry did not care for that sound. At all.


"Yep, pissed it off." Ulric noted aloud.


Taipan laughed at his dry commentary and then her shadow came to life and enshrouded her. He saw his partner blur and nearly disappear, cloaked by her Iskios mana. Thankfully, [Ceraunoperception] could pierce the veil of that magic his partner used, revealing her presence to him. The monster that had thought to hunt them probably did not have the benefit of his electromagnetic perception.


The Huntress leapt vertically some three meters, hauled herself one handed into the lower limbs of the trees and vanished into the canopy above, all without a sound. As soon as she left the zone of his detection spell she was gone. Spooky lady.


Ulric kept his head on a swivel, his core sending yin after yang through his body, anticipating the need to call power again. Next time, he was going to pelt it with [Wind Blades], confident he could snare it with the tracking vacuum threads of Caelum needed to let the magicked wind scythes seek, and use a [Winter's Breath] to slow it down, if he could judge the trajectory well enough.


He'd drawn his sword by instinct, unconscious of the motion, and was glad again of all of Idra's teaching. Ulric knew precisely wear his feet were, thanks to that Sword Master and he now appreciated how important that knowledge was. Where your feet are will determine where they will go, and where they will go should put your blade where your enemy was, and your body where his blade is not. It sounded simple. And it was. The devil was in the details.


In his other arm, he firmed up the grip on the greenwood flag staff. The Captain was screaming something into her gag but he didn't really pay it much mind. Woman was always howling about something.


For twenty minutes, Taipan played a weapons grade game of cat and mouse with their attacker. He only heard fragments of it. A muffled twang of bow here, a growling hiss there, and Taipan used curses in her mother tongue that he did not know, which told him things were tense.


Twice the creature tried for him, darting once from a tree above him, forcing him to throw the captive aside, lest she be ripped from stem to stern by hooked claws on a paw larger than a frying pan, and again a few minutes later, from over his shoulder. The dusty grey, white spotted, and mottled black patterned feline leapt for the back of his neck, only to be met by Xef'tocht and another flare of Ceraun. He missed, the monster vanished into a cloud of smoke, even as his sword passed through it, reconstituting behind him and dashing away into the brush. Taipan tore past him a half second later, in hot pursuit.


What the fucking fuck was that? Smoke teleport? He had no idea how a thinking, living creature could turn into smoke and retain consciousness. Scientifically speaking, that was bullshit.


He wouldn't have long to ponder, a sudden Elvish cry of battle was met by that spine tingling roar. Taipan was awfully mean in a fight, but this monster had to be a Greater beast. The fight played out for a few moments, eternal seconds in his mind. At last, a victor was decided.


Taipan fled from the tree tops, jumping back to his side, shedding her stealth ability. She was clawed down one side, superficially, since no blood was flowing. It had fairly rent her coat though, the tough material cleanly slit from her armpit to her waist, four parallel tracks indicating how closely she'd come to being opened up. A few cuts and scrapes dotter her arms and one of her boots had a nasty gash along the back of the calf muscle, which was bleeding freely.


This thing had hurt his favored boots. It had to go.


"What you thinking lass?" Ulric asked, noting the excited twitch in his partner's ears.


She was all hopped up on blood lust now. No way she'd abandoned the fight. Glittering eyes took him in a moment, teeth flashing in a grin before returning to absolute focus.


"Worthy prey, Ulric. Your strike earlier was a good one, it has lost most of the use of its left forelimb. I have blinded an eye and debilitated it with [Twilight Flame]. It should be finding using that blasted cloud evasion skill more difficult now, with my mana in its body. That is how it nearly managed to maul me. Its hide is resistant to my Iskios blades though, I will have to use my knife and arrows."


Taipan's assessment confirmed his suspicions about it being a Greater, for surety. He would have thought that almost being filleted would have made her hesitant, but the dusky Iriel'en had her knife out with an eager look to her.


"So, uh, you just gonna go in there after it with that?" Ulric checked, skepticism tainting his question.


She tilted her head in confusion before answering his question with her own, "Why not?"


Iriel'en. Madhouse bastards, every single one of them.


"Nothing important, Taipan. Nothing important. Here, let me try something first though."


Ulric couldn't see the creature, it was too good at hiding in the tree tops, but he didn't need to see it to hit it with [Wind Blades].


A score of fletchettes made from hardened Caelum shot into the branches from which Taipan had just recently arrived. The blurred form of the cat shot away an instant before the projectiles tore through the leaves that had hidden it, scattering bark chips, cut branches, and foliage like a shotgun blast.


Damn that thing really was agile! Even on three good legs it zipped away, difficult for his eyes to track. Like a puma. Or a Leopard.


"Well, I have to admit, it's probably too fast for most of my spells to hit unless I know from where it's coming." Ulric confessed.


He could probably get it if he was willing to burn down the forest but that didn't set well with him. There had to be some way to limit the thing's outrageous mobility, without just splashing magic around hoping to get lucky.


The Captain was straining against her bindings, jerking fitfully, her wide eyes fearful. There was a chance she knew what they were fighting, or, at minimum, knew of it.


"You think this one here knows what's out there?" He asked, bobbing his chin towards the mummified decoration on the end of his flag pole.


Taipan rejected that out of hand, with her typically straight line reasoning.


"We already know what it is, a predator that is hunting us, using the advantage of its home territory to remain unseen while it tries to find an opportune death blow. If they knew how to kill it, it would be dead. Which means that they do not, and that remains our problem."


He couldn't argue with that kind of logic.


"Fair enough. I am open to suggestions." Ulric notified her.


Taipan reaffirmed her grip on her knife hilt, "The new plan is the old plan. Be ready. I will drive the panther from the trees, but you must make a certain thing of it."


Ulric was getting some déjà vu. Wasn't this what had basically happened last time?


"Why don't I go up there and you stay down here to make a certain thing of it?" He asked.


"Because it will close its mouth over your neck before you make it to the lowest limbs and carry you off to eat later." She replied, terse, but entirely serious.


Fantastic. He wanted to object but Taipan was already cloaked and gone, dashing up into the trees again, leaving him to stand there on the forest floor like a schmuck, waiting.


Endless seconds rolled by. He heard rustlings from above but saw nothing. No more attempts came from the monster to leap at him from the bushes so it must have been evaluating its options. His Shadow, in all her fury, was not going to grant it time to recover from its earlier wounds, nor adjust to its recent partial blinding. It made sense, the best way to deal with most ambushes was to fight into them.


A yowl of pain, shaking of the trees, and a flare of Iskios announced Taipan's gambit. Locked together, knife buried in the monster's neck, Umbral armor around her forearm holding its wicked teeth at bay as the two of them fell from the branches his mate had suddenly slashed apart from around the both of them, leaving the two to fall. Just before they impacted, Taipan pulled her legs in and planted them against the [Cloud Leopard], leaping away from it in an acrobatic spin that let her hit the soft, sandy forest floor in a roll, bleeding off momentum.


The cat cost itself a smooth landing by clawing at her while she jumped away, raking her back and shoulder, digging into bicep, but unable to find deep purchase through her defensive ability to haul her back in. It landed roughly, Taipan's dagger in its neck, and three lesser gaps bleeding freely in its pelt along back and side, where she'd punched into a lung to cripple it during their scrum, lacing her blows with [Twilight Flame] to debilitate the monster. It never got the chance to rise and the shadow fire within it corrupted its attempts to unsubstantiate.


Ulric was already harnessing his strength, raising Xef'tocht over his shoulder, building the separation of Ceraun's essence that would carry its wrath into the Greater beast. When Taipan jumped clear he crow hopped into his throw of the Sith, sending the sword into a blurring spin of enchanted metal already crackling with power poured into it. Ulric bound the electromagnetic to his will, the gathered Ceraun joyful to be unleashed.


Xef'tocht hit the panther in the side, biting deeply, if at an odd angle, as if it might shear off the creature's hip. Even as it screamed its challenge, Ulric answered with thunder.


[Lightning Javalin]


Ceraun bridged them, connected the two with coruscating violet lightning. Ulric held the energy, twisting it, reversing the polarities, sending the power back to himself, absorbing the bolt into his core before returning it again. And again, and again, and again.


Four times, Ceraun lanced between them, following the path of ionized air, racing with the joy of a child wielding Thor's hammer. Cracks of thunder blasted the forest at every stroke against the Norse god's anvil.


When he released the spell, his core feeling strained by the act of restraining the lightning, he was certain that the beast would not rise again. This was the ultimate form of his [Lightning Javalin], sustained thunderbolts that lost little of their potency, fueled by free flow of his mana.


The panther was charcoal. And not one piece of it.


He didn't stop to even check on the thing, [Ceraunoperception] barely even registered it, most of the liquid inside it having been flash boiled. High voltage, high current interactions with biological things were not kind to them.


Instead, he sprinted to his downed mate, her blood running from the wounds left by the beast's claws. However the hell her [Umbral Armor] worked, solid shadows was outside his philosophy, it had very definitely saved her life. Slashes that should have almost torn her apart had instead left only the slightest parting of her Persian hide. Her clothes, on the other hand, were not so fortunate. They were ribbons.


He rolled her over ungently to inspect all the wounds, hands clearing the rags to ascertain the extent of the damage.


"Yeeouch! Ulric, not so roughly, the cut was shallow until you went hamfists on it!" She snapped.


Ulric gently judo chopped the top of her head, "Be still! Or I will tie you to the banner for safe keeping." He threatened.


He wasn't joking. She knew it, and stopped her struggling, letting him finish canvassing the scratches. They weren't bad, really. Drawn as if by a scalpel, but not deep enough to be worrisome. Once again, his Shadow had earned herself some scars, but had avoided anything that might cause lasting damage. He'd taken worse on his shoulder from the Captain's solar spear.


"You should receive stitches for these." He informed her calmly, breaking out the bandaging and other medical supplies from his belt pouch.


She frowned but didn't object, she knew well that tending minor cuts would accelerate their healing by three fold, making them less a hindrance to them should they find battle joined again soon. She offered him her arm and he took the sleeve of her coat, helping her out of it without worsening the four razor slices that ran from spine, across powerful back muscles and shoulder blades and ending at her deltoid and just under an armpit. The blood ran free but not swiftly, already starting to clot.


They got her shirt off without much trouble, giggity, and he got to really see the extent of the slash. Hot damn, that cat had gotten her good. Without her [Umbral Armor] and the tough material of the coat Taipan would have been laid open to the bones.


He didn't have a small hospital and apothecary around his waist like his Shadow-Wife did, but he had the basics. A numbing herb paste in a wood box, fine silk gauze, even finer silk thread for suturing, and a hooked needle with which to run the sutures. He daubed the first of the cuts with gauze to clear the wound of blood and conjured a minor flame to sterilize the needle. Then he applied the analgesic paste using the same piece of gauze and set to sewing closed the first of the tracks down her back and shoulder. She took it stoically. Ulric was no chirurgeon but he'd been sewing his own clothes since the early days in the glade. One stop knot was much like the next. Twenty minutes later, his Taipan was stitched back together and keenly unhappy about it.


"Why do we always meet with such monsters when we try to take walks, Ulric?" She complained.


"Because we are loved by Varda, and she sends us her gifts. Just look at what a core this thing has delivered to us!" Ulric told her, pulling free the light gray and white streaked core that had powered the feline creature's cloud form and wicked speed.


Facets caught the light, breaking it into almost foggy dispersion around the crystalline arcane nexus. Ulric's attempts to ping the mana within it revealed a hybrid waveform, Caelum, Aquae, Iskios, all woven together seamlessly. Subtle was the influence of the shadow portion of this manaform but it acted as a synergistic note in the chord of the magic. Fascinating. Ulric was just barely scratching the surface of Varda's magic. Just cataloguing all these diverse types of mana would be a life's work. Cloud mana. How fascinating indeed.


"We are on our way to force our enemies to bargain and you have been forced to utilize a sizeable portion of your mana, while I have gotten my hide striped and my garments are tatters. This does not much inspire the proper mindset in our enemies, behind their great stone walls." The Iriel'en paragon reminded him.


True. Or, perhaps not. Ulric tied the freshly cleaned skull of the Greater beast to the banner pole and stuffed the core into the fanged maw, binding it in place as well. Maybe they had now a second piece of bargaining power: personal threat. Anyone who could eliminate a monster like that [Cloud Leopard] was a serious problem. They'd almost easily be able to slip into a city and take victims of choice. Not that Ulric intended to do so, or to give Taipan any such orders, but the threat stood, none the less.


"You know, these people don't know a whole hell of a lot about Elves, for all they wanted their little war with them. Maybe you could just tie the strips into fancy braids and they'll think it's a weird Iriel'en war jacket or some stupid shit." Ulric pondered aloud.


Taipan dead eyed him, as if it were the dumbest thing she'd heard in a quarter century. Then her gaze lit up and she started giggling, before grimacing at her back.


"You are a genius Ulric! Only a worms in the head Valin would think of such a thing! It will work, these fools will swallow this ox dung whole and be wanting seconds!" She crowed.


He took no offense at her slander of his race. He might actually be a little crazy and these people were actually mentally handicapped for pissing off the Elves and turning a long standing low grade cold war into a genocidal campaign of extinction. Especially when their entire empire relied on not rocking the economic boat and building the illusion of prosperity through submission and intentional mediocrity.


Competence like the Captain's over there should not have been as rare as it was amongst the Prespangers, even for shorter lived races, yet it was so in Prespang. They sucked. They were being trained wrongly, on purpose, that they were easier to control and less of a threat to the powers that be. That might have been a funny joke, had it not gotten so many young men and women killed to no purpose, avoidably.


Fuck it, their problem, not his, Ulric decided.


"So it'll work? They'll be suitably impressed?" He checked.


"Just you wait, Glade Chief. I think I have seen something like this before, some Aktinian traders hosted island folk who had odd, but definitely provocative ideas about evening attire." She promised.


Deft fingers wove intricate patterns into the strips of fabric. She even found some long fern fronds and incorporated these into the weave, creating a live green, tan, and brown plait that Ulric had to admit had a definite aesthetic appeal, if you were into tassels and such. Half an hour of walking later, she finished her task with a "Ta-da-da!"


And Ulric helped her into the ruined coat. It wasn't unattractive on her. Not at all. The shortened lengths of it on one side lended the thing an asymmetry that was almost artistic, like avant-garde fashion. It also left one shapely buttock in her sturdy, but form fitting pants exposed above the thigh hight leather boot, the full, rounded curve revealing that she was not skipping leg day.


The one boot's leather was still ruined but it would keep until they found a chance to patch it, the calf beneath just needed a bit of bandaging and was good to go. Bastard cat.


Ulric whistled slowly. Not so bad. No sirrah. The sultry wild woman with her ragged clothes and dusty "ribbons" was a hit with him.


"I'm not going to lie to you lass, I think that look is fair the bees knees." He praised.


Grinning the Elf woman did a slow turn, popping her hip, before giving him a coquettish over the shoulder come hither and a blown kiss. Vavoom!


"Yeah, okay, we're having something like that made for you when we get back to Iriel. That's just sexy time in my lizard brain." He informed her dutifully.


"Praise me more, Ulric. I will have you frothing before we reach Kistalfer!" Purred the Elf woman.


He grinned but looked away, she was doing that swaying thing with her hips that was going to cost them time if he let himself watch.


"Easy, now, lass. Don't go getting us sidetracked riding a post "killed the Greater Beast" high. We'll celebrate later. Privately. Gratuitous celebration. And probably a fair bit of humping, if I'm entirely honest with you." Ulric told her, trying to hang on to decorum while the thought of her inside the shelter in that getup started playing in his mind's eye.


Welp. Time for mental calculus! The Lagrangian equation of motion states that the generalized force function "P" is the time derivative of the kinetic energy function "T" differentiated over the first derivative of the general coordinate "q" minus the kinetic energy differentiated over the general coordinate "q". Fuck me, it's not working, that bottom is shaking.


Partial differential equations it is then! That would take the stiffening out of a piece of rebar.


Ulric preserved the sanctity of their mission by running through maths that made him want to pull his own teeth and chew rocks and Taipan amused herself by making less noise than he did while also doing the lewdest "booty dance", as her mate called it, that she could manage without pulling her stitches.


In this manner they came to the edge of the coastal forest and its eye twisting orange and white Beech and those stunning blue maples. There, in the open just a few short kilometers away, was the site where they had caught the garrison troops making camp and employed chemical weapons to lay them low, before they could fall on the freeman village.


That hadn't saved the village, in the end. It had certainly saved the villagers, for the most part.


Three species of scavenger bird circled and yips and barks of small canids or foxes or racoon dogs or some shit said that a great feast was underway.
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                A feast it was, and a macabre one at that.  Even Taipan's euphoria from the vanquishing of a super predator on even ground could not withstand the sight that now lay before them.


A hundred men and not a few women lay down there in the bowl-shaped depression where they'd made camp in the lands surrounding Kistalfer, on their way to do evil to a bunch of innocents.  Most were contorted in agony, blood running from various orifices.  All of them had experienced terrible cramping and voiding of the bowels before the end.  The clutching hands of many at their chests told the story of the [Striped Bark Snake] venom having destroyed their hearts, freezing the blood within them.  The cocktail of other toxins was what caused the seizures and mass internal hemorrhage. 


Taipan hadn't held back on choosing her ingredients for this particular mix.  Aerosolizing it would have definitely classified it as a war crime back in the Before.  On Varda there were no tribunals of international decorum for war, just knowledge that what you tried to do to the enemy, they might return to do to you.  For those who had unleashed the Bane, this was the least that the Elves would do to be certain they would not do so again.


Looking down at the forms from that slight rise where he had cast the [Skyshield] which trapped the poison vapors, concentrating the toxins to overcome even the hardy constitutions of soldiers, Ulric had no small part to play in this scene.  They had it coming.  Soldiers choosing war had to accept that they would die in its execution.  That didn't make their dying any easier, nor could Ulric truly find any satisfaction in this.  Killing the Captain's subordinates on the field, they doing all in their power to end him and he doing more in his to end them first?  That was glory, in an old school sort of way.  There was an honesty to it. 


Nothing honest about the dying those poor assholes in that depression did.  It was sad, was what it was.  They should have fucking stayed home.


The robed figures scattered here and there, probably the Sano mages that the Captain had mentioned, giving all of themselves to try to save their comrades, that was stark reminder, if he ever needed it, that there was no justice in war.  Those healers had not deserved this.  Nobody really deserved it.  These had been people, with families, dreams, feelings, and thoughts.  Aspirations for a future they would not get to experience.  They should have stayed home.


"I don't like it, Taipan.  Not at all." Ulric told his partner, who had come to stand beside him as they viewed the results of their choices.


She took his hand, squeezing it gently.


"It is good that you do not, Ulric.  And, should you ever come to, know that your soul has died.  We did not do this thing because we enjoyed it, we did it because our enemies marched in force, instead of tending their families and fields." She spoke softly, but firmly.


Even the hard-ass Iriel'en did not love conflict, for all that they first amongst the Orlethrem prepared themselves for it, immersed themselves in the arts of war that the rest of their cousins would be spared the majority of it. 


Ulric squeezed the hand with his other, before striding down the small rise to finish his banner.  He collected the helmets of the dead, tying them to the living greenwood staff.  One hundred seventeen helmets and seven robed hoods, to tell his enemies the extent of his resolve. 


What would his department manager have thought, watching the guy she loaded her problems onto tying the helmets of a small army he'd helped murder to a flag pole?  She'd probably have soiled herself.  There was a small part of him that now wished he could put her on his standard and he wasn't all that thrilled about that fact, but there it was. 


Gods what he really he wished for was that he could be back in the glade about now.  This first.  That later.  Some loony toon immortal or something had started all of this and Ulric Einar was going to live long enough to make them regret it.


A good hard tug finished the last tie-off to secure the last of the headgear to his totem of pain.  The Captain, from her perch at the end, was slightly horrified at being used as a living heraldry, with her men's trophies below her.  He wondered if it ever occurred to her to be as horrified for what she'd done to her own countrymen. 


Probably not. 


There was a surprising amount of literature that indicated that war criminals never understood that they'd actually done anything wrong.  The Captain struck him as one of those holier than thou righteous cause types, the ones that never stopped to question because they were so certain they have heaven's blessing.  A fanatic.


Well, there was a lesson about that somewhere in all of this, if you looked hard enough.  Or, so people liked to say.


"Ready!" Ulric called, raising the standard.


In her braided half coat, like a midriff jacket with a single cutoff sleeve, short, midnight hair, so dark it nearly held a blue shimmer, bow slung over her shoulder and knife belted, Taipan was every inch of her like an Amazon goddess from a fairy tale. 


"Our enemies will know now the folly of their ways, Glade Chief.  If they should choose you as enemy, they cannot claim ignorance about what ruins comes to their door." Taipan judged.


She was being serious, so he didn't laugh, even though the statement sounded like something of a joke.  Ridiculous.  And, yet, it was true.  He could pulverize Kistalfer, if he wanted to.  Crazy.  Magic was cheating.


"Let us hope then, that they decide they love their people, more than they hate her enemies." Ulric commented wryly.


He sighed a little, deflating further at the scene before them.


"I didn't know how much killing I was going to be doing when I left Irielhos this Winter, but damned if I'm not getting tired of it.  I want this over with." He told her, gazing distantly toward the Kistalfer that sat some twenty kilometers distant, abutting the coast with her walls and towers. 


A great port city was Kistalfer.  Probably hundreds of ships.  There had to be at least a few that were captained and crewed by Valin or Beastkin who did not drink the cool aid.


Time to go find out.


They marched at a rather sedate pace.  Without a pack full of survival gear and rations, Ulric found this little trip to be about as easy going as any he'd experienced on Varda.  Level, easy walking on sandy grass, a beaten "road" kept clear of tall weeds, likely by the action of grazing beasts that used the path as a big game trail when freight wagons or trade caravans weren't occupying it.  To his left, the Twins had begun their fall towards the growing village.  Kistalfer grew steadily closer. 


Ulric noted no traffic into or out of the port.  No ships ferrying goods.  No galleys with soldiers.  Not even a small schooner carrying missives.   Nothing.  Kistalfer was locked down.  As they came closer, Ulric observed a red flag flying, the pennant atop the tallest of the towers being visible from a damned long way out.  He was willing to bet that flag meant the port was closed and that ships were to remain at distance. 


"Kistalfer is, as we had suspected, closed to travel, her gates and her docks both." Taipan spoke suddenly, her thoughts mirroring his own.


"They're worried then.  It is peak trade season, the merchants within that city will be crying tears of blood at the coin they're losing from traffic being refused.  Wonder how many of them have interest payments and debts that depend upon those ships coming in?  Wonder how many of them would be willing to part with a few vessels to stay solvent on the sly and decry the 'theft' due to Elven brigands." Ulric thought aloud.


Taipan patted his shoulder lightly, squeezing it briefly before praising, "That Ulric, that is the deep thinking I am glad to see you adopting.  Find the gaps in their strength to push advantage, the pivots to maximize your leverage, then show no mercy." 


He reached over and rubbed the small of her back gently, before dipping slightly lower.


"Be careful, Ulric, I may begin again the 'shake, rattle, and rolling' that disturbs your peace.  It would be a shame if you should be distracted while you start negotiating with Kistalfer's leadership."


Raising the hand quickly back to safe territory, they continued a chaste stroll.


"So, you're certain you shouldn't take the lead here?  You know way more about dealing with leaders of peoples than I do." Ulric double checked.


A gesture from her hand toward the banner he carried and her own skin preceded her answer.


"I am Iriel'en.  They will see only a 'Brownie', a 'Knife ears', or, if they recognize me, they will see the Blood Thorn that has emptied their veins for longer than many of them have been alive.  My testimony should be minimal or risk inciting them to unreason." Taipan reminded.


Then she reached over and mussed his lengthening hair playfully.


"Besides!" Her lilting voice rang out over the gently sloped coastal plain leading to Kistalfer, "This is your war, not mine own nor my parents, nor even the Orlethrem, though we are allies.  It is proper that you take charge in giving your foes terms before you destroy them."


He snorted at her proclamation.


"You are [Lord of the Ancient Glade], Ulric.  If they choose aggression, then we are merely making room for less foolish peoples to populate this lush land and this lovely site for a trading port."


Taipans gonna Taipan, he told himself, chortling.


Aloud, Ulric said "You have the least chill of any woman I have ever met.  How exactly did your folks raise you to get like this?"


The tall woman grinned proudly, "They raised me as Iriel'en." was her profound reply.


Touché.


"How did your own parents raise you to be a mad sorcerer with the [Forest Lord's] need to destroy its rivals?" Challenged the Elf maid in return.


"They saw I had a classical education.  Then I put myself through graduate school and completed my scholarship with honors." He answered honestly.


Books on advanced sciences were freely available.  Slots to sit with the best minds in their fields and learn directly from them were contested fiercely.  In a way, it was the intellectual equivalent to how Royal Guards in Iriel were chosen: direct competition and only the ones who rose to the top were fit to hold the post.  Ulric had fought long and hard in his studies to be worthy of attending professional school with a Master Materials Engineer helming his program.  Those who couldn't hang with the impatient, remorseless sonofabitch did not get to advance through course work to Field Projects for graduation to Masters of their field.  Resources were limited, those that did not have the drive or the ability did not waste the time and materials of society to humor their egos.


He noticed Taipan's green-eyed stare.


"What?  We were coming off nuclear winter and the near death of our species, times were hard."


Pityingly she told him again, "It is probably for the best that you died young."


He had been not quite middle-aged damn it!  Damn Elves and living for a friggin thousand years.


"I'll have you know that I was considered a distinguished gentleman of middle years." He rebutted.


Blank stare, bronze flecks shimmering in the daylight, met his assertion.


"Then you have always been like this?  A single minded, surly, iceberg of a man?" She asked, tongue in cheek.


She knew very well that he had, thanks very much. 


"Har, Har, Taipan.  Very droll.  I'd better be careful taking you to fights, folks your age have to start taking care of themselves.  They get a little slow." He teased.


Her fingers twitched over her knife hilt.  Hah!  Score!


"Slow, am I?  Would you enjoy seeing how fast that I might be?" She offered innocently.


"If I were certain that the movement of your legs would be inversely proportional to the movement of your tongue, I might take you up on that." He riposted, side stepping her invitation to a bit of sparring fisticuffs.


"You have never complained about the movement of my tongue before, Ulric.  Why begin now?" She rallied, attacking from the flank.


"Mostly because you're using it to abuse that lovely voice with salacious commentary, Taipan.  A pity, after you made such wonderful music with those pipes just a few nights ago." Ulric countered.


Ears twitched.  Full lips struggled to restrain the smug grin that accompanied those memories.


"The instrument cannot help but sound the notes under a skilled player's touch.  Perhaps my ill tune comes from the need to be played more frequently.  Or for longer at a time." His Shadow-Wife went for the jugular.


Ulric was not a man with performance anxiety, nor did he have any doubts that his lovers enjoyed their time with him.  As his lovely Iriel'en lass knew well.  But if she was going to go there…


"Poor, neglected, Taipan," Ulric faked pity, raising his eyes to the sky, as if searching for aid, "Perhaps she would not go untended if only she did not succumb to her own pleasure and slumber, leaving her partner unfulfilled." Ulric struck back, loosing a weapon held in reserve for dark times.


Almond shaped eyes, so striking, widened before refusing to meet his, and she looked away, blushing.  It was a pyrrhic victory, but he held the field.  Sometimes that was all the mattered.


"That was one time!  I was exhausted from mine injuries and leading the caravan!" Taipan cried, embarrassed at having gone to sleep "prematurely" one evening.


"Why would you even mention such a thing?!" She demanded.


"Don't dig too greedily, nor too deep, or the Balrog may come to the surface." Ulric chided.


One good turn deserves another, if they were going muckraking through their, by most definitions, healthy sex life.


Realizing that she had gone fishing in the wrong pond to win their little spar she signed, "Apologies."


Ulric accepted with a smile to tell her no hard feelings and a quick ruffling of her hair.


"We are within sight of the wall, Ulric." She reminded him.


And they were, he realized.  At some point in their bullshitting they'd come to the seaside city of Kistalfer.


"Damn." He remarked.


Fun time was over.  Time to get serious.


The city was, as all the deep harbored City-States dotting the Vatyn were, massive.  Walls dwarfing anything found in Orlethrem, of stone, raised from Varda's very bones, surrounded the entire ten kilometer circumference, reaching out half a kilometer into the sea.  No natural bay was this, the port had been fully dredged to create more than adequate draft for even the biggest trireme's, galley's, or dreadnought's to easily find berthing.  The lock down of the port had resulted in a rarity: Kistalfer port was completely full. 


Ships counting on the trade port for replenishing stocks and water, as a necessary part of their trade routes, or to repair from storm damage, had ended up stranded.  No traffic was being allowed from the City-State and all incoming ships were searched, its peoples verified before being permitted to come ashore.  They weren't taking chances.


Ulric was a bit surprised.  This precaution was sign that the former Prosper Battle Mage Brodin had spoken true regarding the leadership of Kistalfer:  Baron Kistalfer was a warlord, not a merchant.  The security of the city was given priority over coin and, as a result, Ulric, upon looking at the secured city, the patrols of guards, and sharp looking soldiery on display, discarded contingencies for getting into Kistalfer.  Way too dangerous, way too likely for something to tip off one of the garrison troops and get him or Taipan, or both up to their necks in hot water.


Good to know. 


"No shot we're going to pull a Trachn'ir in that place, lass." Ulric informed his Shadow, his fingers rapping on the helm hanging from his belt, bone making a hollow drumming sound as he did.


"Not unless I become a Valin and you a bearded Svartalfin." Taipan confirmed.


Together, they stood a quarter kilometer away from those hundred meter tall walls, battlements  at intervals that would allow hundreds of soldiers to be shooting directly downwards onto an approaching enemy on that great flat plain.  The small rise the city sat upon, artificial and magicked up from the earth to create a stone foundation, gave it a commanding advantage.  It'd take an army a million strong to siege this damned place, Ulric mused.  And they'd have to completely blockade it to boot. 


No wonder Prosper worked so hard to chain these City-States to its will, they were unassailable strongpoints that granted control of the seas and launching points for land armies, all in one.  Strategically, Prespang was entirely dominated by whoever held control of these City-States.  It was a raw deal for anyone who tried to buck the system too.  They'd be surrounded, isolated, and crushed by superior forces in short order.  Only those sheer cliffs and fjords in the Highlands were inaccessible by sea, and that was probably why there were no settlements, other than Port Edunshire and the other Bane town, Horrorville, there in the mire. 


"I dunno, Wife, seems like a tough sell if you ask me." Ulric voiced his doubts again.


If he were sitting behind those walls, he'd feel pretty solid telling some vagabond with a superiority complex to go bugger themselves.


"Their walls will not save them from Skylances.  Are you sure that you cannot bring one from the clouds directly?" Taipan inquired, going over ground trodden already.


"Told you," He answered resisting the urge to shiver with the memory, "Spooky Prime elemental up there, and my core drew its attention once already.  I almost got carried away with it.  If I reach up with my core to interact with it, I'm not certain that I won't be offering it an invitation to come take a look again.  Maybe that's paranoia, but Ceraun's not something to play with."


Normally, Taipan took his odd viewpoints with a grain of salt, as they came from a perspective that was so wildly different to hers as to be distinctly alien.  On this matter, she had no disagreement.  Ulric was under standing orders from Archmage Gother Cenur'it to never speak of making contact with the elemental called Ceraun, or be subject to some kind of cult inquisition or some such.


Gods on Varda weren't hypothetical, they were masses of mana, immortal will, and drives that had no human parallels to completely understand them.  The Prime Lightning elemental was a thing of electromagnetic force, a boundless, eternal entity that craved the connection denied it by its very nature, always halved into positive and negative.  Ulric wasn't sure what any of the other primal elementals were like, but he damned sure planned on never finding out. 


"I could do it, Taipan, not a problem.  I proved that my range of control can reach the lower atmosphere, even if it takes time to work the mana and shape my will so far away.  Like doing surgery by remote control.  I just don't think I'm ready yet." Ulric concluded, knowing that reaching beyond one's limits was invitation for disaster by recent experience.


She accepted his argument and put it behind, focusing ahead on the walls and her enemies behind them.


"Then how will we compel them to parley if they are not suitably impressed by this symbolic offering of their dead and their defeated war leader returned to them?"  She asked, to the point, as usual.


"Well, I guess I could probably just walk up to the walls and rip apart whatever wardloops they've got woven to keep the walls free from being manipulated by Terra and then pull it down a few slices at a time." He suggested.


An eyebrow raised, interested at that idea.


"Really now?  You believe you are able to counterspell an established warding construct?" The Amazon pressed.


"Gother taught me the theory to spell breaking. It's got parallels to writing cracking software and my Elementalist class lets me fine the weaves to wrap threads of my mana around their construct.  I'm pretty sure I could find the soft spots in it and sever the critical nodes holding the spellform together or just pump them with a DDoS of rapid aether surges to overwhelm them." He spit balled.


"Ulric, you are speaking witchcraft again." Taipan said warningly.


Sometimes he really wished Shor were around to talk to.  She generally picked up on his programming and math theory concepts and knew how to translate it to the common vernacular. 


"I can read their ward and subvert it with my core, let us leave it at that." He said, lamely.


The way he'd said it before was cooler!  And more technically true, which is what made it cooler!


"That I will accept," His Sylvan Wife allowed, "And no more of this Dee-Doss nonsense out of you.  I don't know what it is, but it sounds malicious and unseemly."


It was both, but he didn't know how she'd picked up on that.  She didn't even know what server load was.  A conversation for calmer times.
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                On a large central pavilion overhanging the wide gate that occupied an almost gratuitously large space in the wall facing them, no doubt intended for ceremonial uses in addition to allowing for assaults from above for anyone attacking the gate, appeared a group of people.


They were obviously the powers that be in Kistalfer, what with all the banners flying, the nice armor gleaming in the light of the Twins, and the rather imposing aura that rolled off of them. Five men and women.


The black armored man with a fan-damn-tastically large, single-bitted axe in his hand, held with ease speaking of phenomenal strength, must be the warlord Baron of rumor. Ulric had to admit that he wished he could carry himself with that kind of assured dignity. Majestically silver embossed armor of midnight metal, worn casually as a silk cloak. War axe held like a scepter for court. Helmet in other hand, as if an afterthought, because none would question the edicts issued from the bare face of the Baron of Kistalfer.


Nobody was in charge but this man wherever he went, that was the feeling Ulric got.


Number two on his threat detector was the woman to his left, her long red auburn braided hair trailing nearly to the ground. That was impressive because she was taller than the Baron, who was not a small man, and her heavy, ochre metal, armor looked like it belonged welded on the old Mk II Leopards in pre collapse mechanized cavalry. She had a colossal Sith, a two handed cutting blade strapped to her back.


To the Baron's right was a grey beard in a deplorable robe that had once been of incredible finery. Stained, ragged at the hems, patched in a dozen places, and long salt and pepper beard tucked into his breaches, the robed old man was not by himself so imposing. He was, however, leaning propped up against staff taller than he was, made of what appeared to be platinum, [True Steel], in the lingo of this world, burnished copper, and some metal of a blue not quite as deep as his own [Deathless Steel] Xef'tocht. At the apex of the staff was an amethyst about the size of Ulric's head, carved into dizzying facets that appeared to spiral inwards, even from this distance. That it was a catalyst of superior power was obvious. What few might know that couldn't feel the flows of mana that snapped around it through the fields of Varda's magical flows was that it was attuned to Ceraun. Strongly. That old man was a lightning caller of highest order, or Ulric would eat his belt.


Next to the old human wizard was a whip thin woman in light mail and grey scale armor, a huge warbow on her back and a long rapier on her hip. The arrows in her uniquely designed quiver were damned near as long as her legs, with bright metal broadheads with barbs on them. Small spears, launched from a bow that was probably damned near a ballista in action. From that height advantage she could probably just about reach them, provided her aim was on point. Ulric had a feeling her aim was fine.


The last was a Magister of Prosper, his gold chains of office and white with gilded thread robe clearly pronouncing who he was and who he served. Ulric wasn't leaving Kistalfer until that man was dead. He considered it a personal debt to an old wolf he had briefly called friend to kill every single Magister he came across.


The sight of the magister sent his core into a high rev, mana cycling loaded with intent. Magic was will. Will powered the Way, birthed the paths of power shaped by desire to shape the world. Ceraun coiled inside him like an adder readying. He could probably reach that far with a [Lightning Javalin]. It would be most of what he could do to make the streamer of breakdown potential and hold it over that kind of distance but he could do it. Smite that fucker right off the wall. The hand holding the "standard" clenched, the greenwood creaking from the pressure.


Thin violet arcs played over his knuckles and down the staff to the earth below. Temper Ulric, he warned himself, You're leaking.


"Calm yourself, Glade Chief. There will be time, I promise. Your enemies are mine and they will not live when we have decided it is meet to strike them down." Taipan comforted, in her Taipan way.


Three deep breaths he took and settled the roiling energy streaming through the arcane nexus in his chest. Fine. For now.


"I have it now, Taipan. Thank you." He told her, grateful for the reality check.


They weren't here to prosecute a grudge. He wanted some boats and crews, fairly paid for, that was all.


Peace, Ulric. Until they choose war. Then you can kill them all to death, the menacing growl came from the Lord Instinct. Seeing so many in one place that might challenge him had the urge to dominate and destroy riled. He clamped down on it, sending it to a muted whisper in his hindbrain.


"Let's go, Taipan. They've had their little inspection. Time enough to know we are not attacking or with army at our backs. Surely they realize we did not come to fight, two alone against a fortress." Ulric urged his partner, taking off at a stately walk, calm as could be.


Together, the Valin Reforged and his Iriel'en Huntress made casual progress toward the looming walls of Kistalfer and her Lord's court. They could have been taking a stroll through Irielhos, if not for the staff hung with helmets, defeated foe attempting her thrashing from her bindings, and the, maybe enemy, city before them. Gusting winds off the Vatyn carried sea salt and warm humidity as it rustled the grass and low shrubs of the coast in their passage. Clouds gathered from the great inland sea. Grey things, wispy high above, low and rain laden low down. Probably going to be some rain this afternoon, Ulric noted.


The working was subtle, practiced, and careful, which was why Ulric's mana senses did not pick it up. Not until the amethyst flared Ceraun. The field around them prickled with collecting charge, raising the hairs on his arms.


Instincts drilled by a skeletal Aes'r archmage's random tests had Ulric's strength arraying before the suddenness of the attack registered consciously. Webs of lightning tore into the air around him, enshrouding his lover as well, and a cocoon of Ceraun snapped into place, reminiscent of the shell he'd made so long ago when he awakened.


Just in time to intercept the massive thunderbolts hurled against him by the old man standing on the castle wall, the clouds he'd conjured secretly feeding him their energies in brilliant bolts from on high. Thunder cracked from the Skylances gathered by the catalyst staff from their birthings, streaming from the wizard to destroy Ulric and his mate.


Faraday cages were simple things, really. Conductive routes to guide electromagnetic waves towards a ground, the sensitive electronics or biological substances within them completely isolated from harm. Ulric caught the incoming lightning and held it in the flows of his own magic, tasting the notes of his enemy's inflections on the familiar waveform of Ceraun. Faint notes of Caelum and Aquae contaminated the magic, in a combination he now knew as Nephel, cloud mana, which had birthed the lightning in the feat he'd explained to Taipan that he would not mirror. The harmonies of energies were similar to that of the [Thunderhorn Sheep], and lessons learned there applied here. The Reforged circulated the captured mana, wresting it from its initial form.


White jagged spears flashed in again, joining their fellows in Ulric's aetheric grip, roaring around, trapped in the coils of Ceraun that had once shielded him from the touch of an elemental that might have been a god.


Riding the currents of his Ceraun, the old Nephel Mage's attack did not reach him, nor, more importantly, the treasured hide of his mate. Despite the raw power of the working, it was a weak thing, uncontrolled, unchained, the lightning completely divested of the mage too afraid to immerse himself in the flow of it, too ignorant to know how to rule the energies he tried to wield.


Ulric swallowed the mana whole, drank it in and bent the Ceraun to his will with the Watcher's crafting that he had evolved to the purpose of taming that force. Carefully, so as not to overload his mana conduits, Ulric used Bathe's teachings to saturate his flesh, absorbing the excess, before bringing his core to saturation. The extra he delivered into the earth below, where it harmlessly dissipated, the arcing, crackling energies vanishing after a few, brief, seconds.


So, the [Lord the of the Ancient Glade] concluded. That was it then? That is all this world's lightning callers had to offer, even armed with an instrument designed to facilitate the control of one of the four great forces that turn the universe? Pathetic.


He was tempted to [Core Capacitor] the lot of them over there. Shed the energies within his body in a single pure moment of annihilation. Show them how it is truly to be done sort of thing. Better not, he warned himself. He was already dancing on the edge of the elemental's notice, he could feel it. The Prime to which his core was attuned was out there, striving to connect everything together.


Taipan, not being overly sensitive to the movements of the charges in the air or the mana displaced by it, hadn't known what was coming until she was surrounded by lightning bolts. By the time the thunder was done echoing, the coruscating air was free of the things, leaving behind only the curious scent of burned air. She turned to her chosen mate, the odd Valin reforged who had always told her that Vardan mages were wrong in their castings of lightning. She had scolded him for arrogance and for not understanding the matter on which he spoke. That she still existed now was thanks to her partner's truth speaking on that subject. They should both of them be destroyed, the field where they stood burned and smoking. Instead, not so much as a whisper of scorched grass remained of the violent energies that had, with such impetus, tried to scour them.


"I am apologizing now, Ulric, for telling you that you were wrong about the wielding of Skylances. Whatever insanity that went on your old world, you are the greater of our magi in the wielding of Ceraun." She conceded.


Ulric grinned, triumphant. He knew he'd convince her, eventually. He wasn't sure how he'd do it, but here they were! Being proven right was a sweet beverage to sip indeed.


Radiating pure satisfaction, Ulric uttered the words he'd waited so long to say, "Told you so."


*********************On the Battlements of Kistalfer*****************************


"Welp, consider me retired." Announced the wizened Magus in his battered robe, the moment the calculated preemptive attack failed.


The old man looked at the crystalline facets of the gem in his priceless catalyst staff as if betrayed, then shook his shaggy mane of unkempt hair, beard tugging free of his robes to gust in the wind.


The Baron, who was struggling to maintain his even disposition in the face of incredible surprise, on two accounts, turned to take in the gruff sorcerer.


"What is the meaning of this, Geras?" Baron Kistalfer asked quietly, two questions loaded into one.


"That pup down there just ate the best shot I could throw at him, like godsdamned Gother the Unending Grove Cenur'it himself." The aged Magus declared, bluntly.


"I've kept a set of clouds on hand for days now, just in case an army presented itself at our gates. Seeing as how those two stroll up with a pole that seemed to have our lad's helmets, and their captain by the look of it, strapped to it, I figured this is what we were afraid of. Seemed prudent to put an end to the problem before it could become a bigger one." The Mage explained, which put the others standing upon the platform on edge.


Magus Geras was a known entity in this part of the world. Seasoned veteran of hundreds of combats, Master Adept Cloud Mage, holding the title of Weaver to go along with this for his control of the magics that went into turning the weather into a weapon. Mage Geras, with the staff he'd made himself, was a legend in his own right, which was why Baron Kistalfer tolerated the old man's salty mouth and insubordinate attitudes. They considered a duel to be too even to settle directly and so tolerated one another's mismatched personalities.


That the old Wizard controlled a gathering of clouds to smite an enemy army for a period of days was evidence enough of the mage's talent. Cloud working was known to be intricate and sustaining it an exacting enterprise. That Geras' masterstroke had failed utterly was unthinkable. Baron Tras Kistalfer knew that he could not withstand Geras' [Fulminant Spear], a conjured lightning using the power of the Vatyn's stormy skies as its source. The man standing with his Aes'r companion had not withstood the spell. He had dominated it. That was a feat that merited consideration.


"And you are certain that it was the man, not the Iriel'en beside him that was responsible? It is known that the traditions of the Deep Woods Elves in the arcane go back into deep history." Baron Kistalfer probed.


"Not a chance." Geras, scoffed, ragged throat full of disdain, "The Brownie didn't even know I'd hit them until she was beyond dead."


The mage coughed, loosened phlegm, spat, then continued, "Besides, I felt that bastard reach out and subsume the magic. I don't know how in the hells he managed it, but he took my spell into himself and came away clean, when he should have evaporated. Sorry Baron, but it seems my service is of no use to you here."


"What value is this whining old man then?!" Lambasted the Magister, "The moment an enemy appears, he is useless, after all his strutting about the keep! We are being attacked!"


Mage Geras, without word, wound his power, Nephel billowing, churning through his core. The Wizard was in the act of shaping a spell to freeze the air inside the Magister's lungs, before expanding to free itself explosively from the pompous fool's body, when the Baron put a hand on the old man's shoulder, halting his treason.


"Magister, you are ungenerous to your Battlemages," Siegebreaker Kistalfer corrected calmly, ignoring the scraping sound made as his gauntlet tightened upon the axe it held, "Master Geras is potent, of that I can assure you, or I would not suffer his crass wit. Our foe appears to have some unknown craft. It is unwise to reach conclusion before scouting the terrain and your panic is unseemly."


"Hild?" The Baron asked, the rest of his orders implied.


The archer immediately bent her skills on the pair, eyes shimmering gold as she enhanced her vision to eagle perception.


"None in the trees distant, the two are alone. They are what they seem, no glamours. The sword the barbarian carries is an Artifact, the armor of the pair is of immaculate quality but not artifact. The standard they bear does have the helmets of the missing soldiers upon it, and that is Praetorian Triella bound to the end of it, wounded badly, but alive. The panther skull on the staff has a Nephel core in its jaws. I can detect a Ceraunic core and an Iskios core between the two of them. The Elf is deeply classed, an assassin, I think. The man is odd, classes immature but potent, a mage, but there is an element of close combat buried in his aura." Reported the deeply classed Ranger.


"The Praetorian lives?!! We must have her returned, Prosper demands it!" Shrieked the Magister.


"Prosper can lick her own bleeding arse! That's either an Archmage down there or damned close to it, and we wouldn't be here if that Barbarian decided we shouldn't be." Geras said flatly, which pronouncement poured ice down spines.


An Archmage changed things. Changed them quite a lot. Baron Kistalfer wasn't going to throw the lives of his people away at the behest of a fool Magister, or that Magister's unfailing pride in the power wielded by Merchant Lords a fortnight distant. The Baron kept his attention on the enemy in front of him, and that enemy had a man he knew to be without softness or cowardice unnerved.


"The Aes'r Iriel'en is Geyrt Iriel, daughter of the Blood Moon." Hild said, suddenly compounding the situation.


Baron Kistalfer took that information and began careful calculations. The two had approached his city alone, without army at their backs. They had made of his soldiers and their still living Captain a banner. No doubt intended to inform him as to the fates of the detachment sent out to investigate the rebels. Also no doubt intended to intimidate him and his people with their prowess. Did that mean that an army of Iriel'en awaited him out there in his forests?


He considered the odds of that for only a moment before discarding it. The Knife Ears were good, but no one was that good. Not an army, perhaps a detachment of a few triads of their Hunters, at most. Enough to be a honor guard for their princess? To what end? And where had a Barbarian Wizard of such puissance come from? Why? Too many unknowns, too many angles of attack, potential traps to ensnare unwary feet. These were the hallmarks of the Iriel'en at war. However, the Deep Woods Elves did not consort with Otherkin, it was known. They had closed their borders since his grandfather's time, why now would they have partnered with the Barbarian tribes of the Outer Reaches?


"Baron, they are approaching. They come for parley, I think." Miria told him, one of few unafraid to interrupt her liege's ponderings.


His body guard was a prize, a child captured by his father in campaigns against the Barbarians and brought home to be raised at his side as his duenna. Beautiful of form, a ferocious fighter, completely devoted to his household, and his favored concubine. She would likely be the one to produce the children that continued his line, when they matriculated. She had refused his offer of marriage, as she bore no interest in the squabblings of courts or indulging the petty obligations of being a baroness. She was a sword for her Baron, until she died, and he would respect that decision. Which did not mean she had no guile or wit, Baron Tras Kistalfer knew better than to second guess his most trusted adjutant's judgments on these matters.


"We will hear them." He decided immediately.


"What?!" The Magister exclaimed disbelieving, "You cannot entertain the great enemies of Prespang, they are lowly savages, to be culled. Surely, Baron, this is some jest. It is preposterous, treasonous, you cannot mean-"


"Magister, our mages are certainly dead, along with many of Kistalfer's soldiers." Kistalfer's Lord said, iron in his voice, cutting off further objection like a blade falling.


"There are rumors of war, rebellion, and a failed attack upon the Orlethrem in the winds and now, of all times, the Blood Thorn approaches my wall with a man who turned aside the stroke of one of the strongest Battlemages I have ever fought with. They carry with them your Praetor, alive, no doubt intentionally so, which means they intend to use her to threaten or bargain. If you want Triella returned to Prosper, we should hear them out. If I am to preserve my citizens from harm, I must know what the enemy intends, which means I must hear them out. Thus have I decided." the Baron spoke, concluding the matter.


"I will go myself, you as well, Miria, and you Geras. Hild, Magister, you are to remain behind the walls in safety, to keep the city in my absence." He commanded, knowing his chief scout understood that she was truly to be serving in his stead and that the Magister was being given face to, at least publicly, show respect to his office.


"Master Geras, if the Barbarian mage demands your head for the unprompted attack, you will bend your neck to receive the cut. Is my will known clearly enough?" Baron Kistalfer asked evenly, almost as an afterthought.


The old man went still a moment before accepting his orders. Dead was dead, and the Barbarian hadn't returned the stroke, so it was possible he wouldn't take the Mage's life. Siege breaker Kistalfer would cleave him down the middle if he tried to break ranks.


"Aye, my Lord Baron. I suppose I will, given the alternatives. At least I'll get to say I got to see Geyrt Iriel in person before I go, eh?" He laughed.


Few ever did so and lived, and she was rumored to be a flawless gem of her kind.


**************************Outside Kistalfer**************************************


"They appear to have made up their minds, Glade Chief." Taipan reported.


Following the magical onslaught he and his wife had remained where they were. There was some somewhat animated conversation going on, although, most of the racket was coming from the white robed Magister. The rest seemed fairly laid back, considering the murder they'd attempted.


Ulric was still uncertain what to do about that. Part of him, anot insignificant, insisted that retaliation was in order. Something along the lines of a [Vortex Flare] inside the city, to remind these men that there were consequences for their actions.


He still resisted the necessity for involving civilians in this conflict, even though no real shield should that be. These people lived under the flag of Prosper. They were all of them his enemies until that flag fell, when you got right down to it. Even so. Some things should not be done, not until last resort. Or until they managed to invoke his wrath. Ulric knew better than to believe himself a saint.


If they'd hurt Taipan in that lightning attack he would level Kistalfer, burn her from the continent, and pour the ocean in on her ashes. Those were the old rules and Ulric Einar was an old fashioned man.


The lady herself was taking their attempt with somewhat better grace than he himself. She'd more or less suggested that it was to be expected that their enemy would try to revenge themselves for the death of their army.


He noted as much when three of the people on the proud pavilion retreated from the wall and appeared at the gate flying a white flag, which, in a coincidence that he found mindboggling, also meant truce on this world. What were the odds? Or perhaps it was simply a logical conclusion. Or something.


"They have always been as such, Ulric," She'd told him, far more reasonably than he was expecting for one who spent much of her life killing these people for revenge sake, "Ever did the Otherkin fail to reckon properly with the pain of the counterstroke, receiving it as if unanticipated, that they should bleed for their aggressions."


Well, fuck them anyways.


"So then, I should not send their lightning back to them, with perhaps a little [Stormfire] on the side, to remind them to mind their manners?" He checked, almost eagerly for the okay.


Taipan's ears twitched with humor at the not quite joking tone of his question. It was the sort of thing her Father might say, before disintegrating an offensive dignitary or one who thought that their father's father's name would permit them to challenge Bald'rt Iriel in his own hall.


"No, Ulric. At least, not yet. It was your purpose to obtain ships for the passage of your vassals, not to raze the homes of the enemy. I am your Shadow still, and my duty is to advance your cause. Your anger, as lovely as it is when it burns on mine behalf, must needs wait until your people are safe. We can always return to exact vengeance, if you decide it so." She argued, keeping her emerald eyes on the prize, as she always did.


"So be it, Lady of the Ancient Glade," Ulric conceded, letting the fury down to a simmer, "They will live for awhile longer. But another whisper of insult toward you and I will not be responsible. Those dickhead Orlethrem will have to learn to enjoy walking, should our hosts here insist on being rude."


The Baron himself was coming, riding a great dark grey bird, massive orange hooked beak that looked like a hawk's, churning along long digitigrade legs, wide taloned feet shredding the soft soil beneath as it ran, its long tail plume elegant in the sunslight.


A black Chocobo?! Ulric knew that his surprise was ridiculous, there had been three species of bipedal large bird on Old Earth, immediately before the Collapse. It wasn't even unlikely that someone would think to saddle a three meter tall bird that ran as fast as a car. Still. He wanted one. The other mounts were of a slightly lesser size, though still impressive. They came in a variety of colors, burnished browns and greys mostly, with streaks of black. Only the Baron's was a solid shade of plumage.


"Taipan, I'm gonna steal his bird. That critter is too cool." Ulric told her, in a dead pan that prevented her from knowing if he was being humorous or not.


"I must inform you that doing so would sour our attempts at diplomacy. If you feel you have the leverage, you may demand his mount in exchange for the living prisoner, though. That may pass." His Shadow advised, trying not to sigh at her partner's antics.


Stupid Baron, riding up here all dignified and shit. Let him try to keep his armor that clean after walking across the whole bloody continent and staving off whatever mega fauna decided to try to eat him the whole way. Probably has armor maids and everything.


"If I'm a Lord now, do I get armor maids too?" Ulric asked.


Taipan rolled her eyes at him but didn't say that he did not get armor maids, which meant that he did. Score! There might be some upside to hauling all these dependents around in the end.


The trio closed in and Ulric put aside bullshitting Taipan to focus. Sarcasm and absurdity were just how he responded to pressure. Just at the moment, with three individuals approaching who were heavy weights if he ever saw them, Ulric was feeling quite a bit of pressure. There were almost three hundred lives riding on this.


Don't fuck it up, don't fuck it up, don't fuck it up, Ulric chanted to himself, while the short minutes passed between the entourage closed the scant quarter kilometer remaining between them.


"I have your flanks, Ulric. If they move to attack, hold nothing back. You may unleash that ridiculous core to your heart's content, I will see you home safely." Assured Taipan.


And it was reassuring. Thanks to the old prick with his beard tucked in his trousers, Ulric was running full charge, with extra measures enriching his marrow. He felt like he was vibrating a little from all the Ceraun circulating through his system. The Lord Instinct whispered violence and obliteration songs in the back of his mind, as it did. Should negotiations break down, Ulric was going to stress test their defenses against [Stormfire]. He fingered the Ash catalyst in his belt pouch. One big charge from that, and Adept Werona's [Pyroclasm] would engulf the lot of them, shame about the device being ruined. It had saved he and his wife’s lives though, and he couldn’t ask more than that from an incomplete prototypes. He’d solve his [Arcanite Diamond] problem one day.


It took a literal shake of his head to get him back on track, gods did his mind ever wander.


Thusly satisfied that things were going as well as could be hoped, Ulric straightened and made sure his standard was held firmly. Today, Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade], was going to get his way.
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                Three feathered mounts lined up some fifty meters away, their leather tack gleaming under the light of the Twins, burnished silver buckles, and stirrups crying out the wealth of the owners.  The Baron ruled an entire City State of a trade empire turned real empire, so that was to be expected. 


When the three dismounted, Ulric was not expecting to see that the Baron was every bit as large as himself, who was one of the larger men he'd come across in his travels, especially compared to most Elves.  The Beastkin, of course, were a totally different animal, if you will pardon the well placed pun.  He was most especially not expecting to see that the armored woman was near a head taller than himself and the Baron.  Great googly moogly, what a heap of lady!  The wrinkled old geezer who'd tried the ol' surprise Skylance trick was a dwarf next to the two of them.


Armor made slight jangles, and the leather and chain beneath it creaked lightly as they came on, the only other sound the distant jeers of sea birds on the wing, keeping time with the wind.


At ten paces, the three stopped and leveled their gazes towards himself and his Shadow-Wife.  Enemies on the field meeting for the first time, none exactly certain where the other stood, none completely absent the confidence that blood would be shed between them.  For a handful of breaths, the two groups took the measure of one another, though no one attempted a [Scan] which would have initiated combat.


"I brought your men back to you.  They were killing innocent men and women on your lands, so I treated them like bandits.  Thought you had the right to know." Ulric said, sarcasm heavy in his voice.


He hadn't intended to start this dialogue by being an asshole, but he responded oddly to stress.  It brought out the inner misanthrope in him.


Cool dark eyes took him in, dissecting him to the bones.  The Baron wasn't a man of great humor, only quiet dignity and calculating mind.  And, there beneath it all, a simmering rage waiting to be loosed.  Ulric knew a fellow who held himself on tight leash when he saw one.  Like knew like. 


"My men.  Did they suffer?" Came the crystal-clear baritone, cold as a mountain spring, black eyes burning from behind the enameled and engraved barbute over his skull.


Ulric held back the urge to frown.  He knew danger when it was in front of him, just as he'd known it when he stood before Bald'rt in his court.  The Baron was a destroyer.  He was considering destroying Ulric.


"They did, briefly.  Some of them more than others." Ulric said honestly.


It was in his nature to not sugar coat things and there were some men to whom you did not attempt misdirection or find yourself regretting it soon.  The Baron's features soured slightly, ever so much, at Ulric's confirmation, though he made no other gesture.  Thusly encouraged, Ulric continued, determined to have it under blue skies exactly how those men had died, and why.


"My kin were warned of the presence of a detachment of warriors from your city.  I and mine are no friends of your kind and sought to go around them.  That proved impossible, they were bearing down upon those under my aegis at speed.  My partner and I intercepted them, employed a gaseous poison that stopped their hearts, among other things.  Your healing mages burned themselves out trying to heal the entire detachment, in addition to fighting off the poison in themselves.  The hardiest of them, including your Captain here, and some of the mage choir, survived, and made their way to a village of freemen, where they burned the village, pillaged it, and murdered their own kin, those that they did not bind for torture and execution in your city." Ulric recounted evenly, trying to remain neutral when speaking of atrocity.


Now the Baron did frown, and so too did the ogrish woman and the ancient man.  Ill news to them all, it would seem.  Clearly, they did not take the loss of their fellows well, which was actually a mark in their favor.  This Baron felt loyalty to those under his command, and cared for their fates.  Best to tell it all and be done with it, so that they could get down to the brass tacks.


"Some few survivors escaped the village.  One of those begged my aid, on behalf of her mate, a young mage who stood against his former colleagues and slew them for their crimes.  I gave my oath that I would go and try to save those whom I could.  When I came to the burnt-out village, I saw the remainder of your men and gave combat.  Those I fought myself, and those did not suffer much when they fell under my blade.  I do not love giving pain, even though they had earned it.  My people were in their path next, after their own folk, and I could not allow your soldiers to carry swords against them as well." Ulric finished, his own hard glare turned on the three who commanded those soldiers to what amounted to banditry by executive order.


"What of my Captain there, who you have bound like a rag to your pole?" The Baron enunciated each syllable too clearly.


"She lived.  It was not my intent, but her sun shields were solid enough, at the end, to keep her from death.  I decided to bring her back to my camp to pull answers from her regarding what your people were doing out here, and who you all are that gave them their orders to do what I judge in my homeland massacre.  My partner extracted the answers within an hour and we decided to return her to you as part of our bargain."


"And the Panther skull?" The large woman demanded, from behind her helmet.


"A [Cloud Leopard] tried attacking while I and my lass walked here.  Had to kill it on the way and figured I might as well bring along everything that has stood in my way the last week, just so we here are all clear what I will do about that, if it prove necessary." Ulric told them bluntly.


The three exchanged unreadable looks over that remark.  A Greater beast was no small threat.  That the human man and the Elf woman were not evidently harmed by it during the killing said much about them.  That he would baldly threaten all three of them to their faces also said much.


"Will you return my men to me then?" The Baron asked, all cold aloofness.


"They are still yours, even dead.  I do not want them, nor did I want to kill them.  But when a warrior leaves his hall behind and goes bearing swords, he accepts that chance.  They lie in a small hollow, about fifteen kilometers from this place.  Other than take their helmets, they are undisturbed, and unlooted." Ulric told the Baron, which was pretty damned sporting, if you asked him.


Had he been of a mind, he and Taipan could have brought Elves back to that site and looted everything of value off the warriors, stripping them down before leaving them to the carrion feeders.  They had left the dead in peace, instead.


"I would have that banner now, then.  If you please." The Baron demanded.


"Let's get to it then, shall we?  I came here for the ships in your harbor, to sail my people home." Ulric countered.


The Baron's expression startled for a moment before resuming its calm.  That was not apparently what he had been expecting to hear.


"The bollocks on this pup!  Did you pack them over your shoulder there afore you came walking boy?" The Old Mage exclaimed.


Ulric locked eyes on the old mage and he quieted.


"You there.  It was you sent lightning toward my mate.  You and I have things to discuss.  Later.  When I am done speaking with your Lord.  My word on it." Ulric promised the Elder Mage, who looked none too pleased by that oath.


An uncomfortable moment passed before Ulric returned his attention to toward the power that ruled this walled city.


"I would buy ships and crews, to carry my folk from these lands in peace, without grudge or vendetta."


"You wish that I should give ships from my harbor to take my enemies homeward?" Baron asked, voice raising slightly at that. 


"I wish that you should stand aside while I bargain ships fairly, speaking with captains and crews unmolested, that I do not have to be enemies of your people.  At least not for a while yet." Ulric corrected.


"And you believe that I should allow this?  Why?" The Baron inquired.


Ulric considered that question a moment.  Why indeed?  Mostly because he didn't want to kill anyone he didn't have to, and if he got those ships and was able to sail them to the Zelas, back to Orlethrem territory, he'd be able to kill far fewer people than if he had to fight his way back across Prespang.  Fewer Elves would die.  Fewer Valin.  Fewer everybody.  He'd had just about his fill of killing anybody that wasn't one of the Merchant Lords or the ones who were actively trying to make the Bane.


"Because it means less bloodshed if I am not forced to cut my way through your and any other warriors sent against me.  You seem to care for your citizens, the ones behind your walls, at least, and a rational man is one who will accept a bruised pride if it preserves the lives of his charges.  Except for that Magister up there on your wall, by the by.  Him I am going to kill today.  They murdered a friend of mine at his grand-daughter's wedding and I am not done by half burying Prosper's Magisters." The Lord of the Ancient Glade told his fellow Lord, in no uncertain terms.


The Baron laughed then, clear and carefree, a pleasant chuckle of mirth that soon turned into a rolling guffaw of humor.  The man didn't look like he'd laughed that hard in years.  He wiped an eye when he was done and his features were less rigid than any time before.


"I haven't been spoken to like that since my father.  Or Old Geras over there." The Baron said lightly, "You aren't afraid, are you Barbarian?"


He wasn't.  Not because the lot of these bastards weren't fearsome, that was sure.  He'd caught the old geezer's lightning but using Ceraun against him was basically the worst idea you could come up with.  Especially after those bastard goats had taught him he could wrangle their own mana and take hold of it.  The Wizard almost certainly had other weapons, more devious ones, things Ulric hadn't even thought were possible.  The other two were just scary looking fighters, who moved reminiscent of the Royal Guard, veterans of combats with monsters and men, talented and polished in their arts. 


Mostly, Ulric wasn't afraid of these people because he'd stared the [Forest Lord] in the eye and known what certain death was and nothing after that was ever going to come close.


"Ah! Forgive my rudeness," Ulric exclaimed, realizing that he hadn't even introduced himself, too jangled by nerves to adhere to common courtesy, "I am Ulric Einar, [Lord of the Ancient Glade]."


He then gestured to his side, towards the impassive beauty standing tall beside him, her grace and posture screaming threat should anyone do anything stupid, "This is my wife, Taipan of the Ancient Glade."


The Baron unclasped his helmet, pulling the thing from his thick, black-haired scalp, to hold cradled in one arm.  Without a word, the giant woman at his side did the same, freeing a tremendously long auburn braid to fall over her shoulder.  It was nearly as long as the great sword on her back!


"We are none of us remembering the rules of civility in these days, it seems.  Under parley, I should not have come with covered face.  My apologies for this break in decorum." The Baron said sonorously, before declaring with effortless volume, "I am Tras Kistalfer, third of my line and Baron of Kistalfer.  This is my blade, and my right hand, Miria."


A gauntleted hand indicated the comely, if severe, looking lass in the plate armor.  Next, the armored glove pointed toward the old mage, who tried to stand a little taller than his customary slouch against his staff.


"This one is Master Geras Etwinfar, High Mage of Kistalfer.  I have brought him here that he may make an accounting for his presumption earlier.  The Magus forgets, in his years, who rules Kistalfer at times." The Baron said, all cool dignity again, while the old man scowled.


Damn.  Ulric was going to have to practice that later.  That whole quiet lordliness stuff was sort of off putting.  Made him want to salute or something, it was fucking weird.  Could that be some kind of class thing?  Almost he wanted to ask, but that would be sacrificing what little standing he had here, acting like a rube.  Perhaps he should trim his beard a bit?  Ah fuck, he’d worry about it later.


“I know nothing about this Taipan you speak of, but the Aes’r standing by your side is Geyrt Iriel, an ancient enemy of Prespang.” Spoke the goliath red headed warrior, frowning directly at his Shadow.


“Short are the memories of Valin.  It was Prosper, your masters, who murdered my brother before you here were all whelped.  It was Prosper attacked my home, murdered the Legranel King and his entire family, not a year past.  It was Prosper that came for our children, our farmers, our grove tenders, not two months past.  Enemy am I, but one you created by your own choices.” Taipan responded, crisp and precise.


The Baron raised a hand and his guardian beast subsided, still clearly chewing her words.


“We are not here pretending that we are allies, without grudge.  I am full sore over the fates of my men, though they were given no order from my lips to attack the freeholders in my realm.  I sent those men to confirm hearsay, and to know the truth of matters, not to take it upon themselves to purge the village.  I would guess that those orders came from the lips of my Captain?” The Baron asked, not sparing his ill will toward the bound woman.


Taipan inclined her chin by degrees, “That was her confession.”


Dark eyes narrowed toward the prisoner, but Baron Kistalfer’s tone changed none, self-control ironclad, “Then I would have her returned to me.  She has much for which she must answer to me.  The lives of my men.  The fates of those freeholders.  I will not tolerate rebellion upon my land, usurpation of my realm, but neither do I condone the butchery described here.”


Funnily enough, Ulric believed him.  Mostly, he had a pretty decent bead on when somebody was trying to jerk him around.  He didn’t get the sense that this man before him did much in the way of misleading anything.  Too proper, too uptight, too rigid in his honor, and bearing.  It was beneath this man to get his way through untruth.  He’d crush you before he bothered lying to you.  Ulric could respect that, even if it meant he was dealing with a dangerous entity.  Only the absurdly powerful or the insane had that kind of confidence. 


"It is my intent to give her back to you Baron Tras Kistalfer." Ulric agreed, "But not for free.  I won her fairly, you might say, and in the doing took under my cloak all those who survived the slaughter.  Now I am loaded down with mouths to feed, ones whom I must shelter and protect.  I had people enough to keep, and now, I must keep these as well, thanks largely to the woman in question and the, perhaps misguided, actions of your own troops.  Ultimate responsibility for this lies upon your shoulders, Baron, these are, as you said, your lands." Ulric reasoned.


The Baron took that consideringly.  He and Taipan had worked on that line of argument for a couple of hours, her with the knowledge of the common accords for Lords and he with a knack for spotting logical inconsistencies and lawyering people over small details.  It was a fairly compelling angle of attack for any honest negotiation, and how the Lord over there responded would basically dictate the remainder of this diplomacy.  If he brushed this off, Ulric knew that no good faith agreement would be made this day.


Dispassionate dark eyes searched Ulric's own light grey, penetrating stare giving away none of the thoughts behind.  Ulric held firm.  So far as he was concerned, he was in the right on this.  Both morally and according to what passed for the laws of the land.


"I will concede this, in part." Baron Kistalfer admitted, after several minutes careful thought.


"These are, indeed, my lands, and those were also my warriors, acting on the orders of one I appointed to lead them, who thereby spoke with my voice, however much I now regret that choice." The Baron said, his smooth tone leaving no doubt about how much someone would be paying for those regrets.


"However, it is also troth that you and your Iriel'en wife have slain my warriors, have shed their blood upon my lands.  There must be a price for this, ere I will no longer be worthy to wear the circlet of Kistalfer." Baron Kistalfer concluded.


Ulric nodded and pushed the staff forward, offering it up.  The symbolic were gild of his soldiers bodies and the one who had led them was accepted, the great sword wielding woman Miria taking it in her gauntleted hand, holding it every bit as easily as Ulric had, in spite of the top heavy thing.  The loss of the [Cloud Leopard] skull and the core inside was a not so symbolic part of that exchange, both were worth their weight in Aur Knights, being the rare components of a Greater beast, one that had hunted the Baron's lands and peoples for no telling how long.  Greater beasts tended to live for many decades, sometimes hundreds of years.  As wily as that one had been, it was likely on the long end of that time frame.


"That debt is settled then.  We may now turn to the matter of ships." Baron Kistalfer proclaimed, closing the book on the deaths of a hundred warriors and a couple of dozen freemen.


What a wild world, Ulric thought to himself, as the exchange proceeded how Taipan had explained that it would.  There was a time, the most complicated thing he had to manage was not embarrassing himself in front of all the high tier warriors in Irielhos.  Or tracking down an asshole flesh merchant using his cabinet position as a front.  How the hell did I end up here?  Ulric asked the universe, expecting, and promptly receiving stone silence.  I ought to be in a library somewhere, he bitched.  If I could read.  Damn it, focus!


"What would an enemy of Prosper ask for the ships I have held in my harbor to prevent Prosper's enemies from having them?" The Baron asked, indicating that their prices were high indeed for his especial precautions for them.


"That would depend upon the ship's captains, the quality of their vessel, the size of their crew.  We will sit down to bargain, these captains who surely have desires that lie outside of the harbor of Kistalfer and I." Ulric returned, indicating that the prices might be lower for the defacto freedom he would grant them by liberating them from the Baron's quarantine.


The old wizard snorted at the exchange and muttered, "Barbarians and their horse trading."


If they thought that he was the worst thing that would happen to them while haggling, they had not reckoned with his wife.  Taipan would have their socks in the deal, and half again as much as Ulric actually needed to boot.


"Your intent is to enter Kistalfer and speak with its citizens?  That I cannot allow, not for any reason.  The Magister would send word to Prosper of treason at the suggestion, and then it is my own fellows I would find at my door." The Baron informed him.


Ulric nodded along with that rejection, it stood to reason before he sweetened the pot, "Then why not go enjoy lunch with your fine company over there, for, say, no longer than a Round of the Twins.  I would light the fires and cook the meal myself, if you would not mind the absence of my wife, who cares not much for polite company.  The Magister would no longer trouble you when your meal concludes." He suggested.


The Baron denied that motion, although a twitch of his lip, the ghost of a smile, indicated that there was no love lost between the two of them.  Oho!  It would seem this man does not love having his rule second guessed by his gilded masters from afar.  Cracks indeed were showing in the apparently solid Empire of Prosper.


Who'd have thunk it, a competent, self-assured ruler who sees his people as being subject to the will of a far shore is bound to chafe, especially when that will seeks only to extract, to consume, rather than to cultivate.


"The Glade Chief has offered you little but gain, Lord of Kistalfer." Taipan interjected, breaking her silence.


"To ease the pressure of keeping unwilling captains and their crews in port, to permit an enemy to depart your shores without raising violence, to pull a thorn from your side in his passing, under circumstances which none could use to impugn your rule or honor.  What have you to gain by uncompromising stance?" Taipan ventured.


"Loyalty?  To Prosper?" The Lady of the Ancient glade scoffed at the notion, "Your loyalty is to dew at day break, soon to evaporate.  She will not stand, not after using the Bane against my father.  Orlethrem will scour the Golden Thrones from Aesvartheim.  We will not stop at the border this time.  We will cross, in force, and there is nothing that will stop us from putting those who consort with Forbidden to the flame." Taipan declared.
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Vortex Flare (I): precisely matched bands of Cealum currents spread an Incendere wigger
through a crushed airmass, achieving incandescence that spreads outwards before the thermal
plume draws it back to s crigin, elevating the superheated air to its flash point asit draws in

objects with gale force winds.
300% Will + 300% Dex dmg*m ana consumed, Cactun Incendere, range (long)
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Under Glade's Merciful Boughs: you have taken the downtrodden, the abused, and the vulnerable under
your protection, granting the safety of your glade to those in need of its succor. They are yours and you

now stand above them, the tallest oak casting shade to the saplings beneath your crown
+2 Vit +2 Wis, +5 Soul
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Nase: Caplain

Race:Homan  Age:67 Sex: Female
Class: Actheric Ranseu  Subclass: Feld Commander
Core:Tos

Stength 0
agilty 16
Viaity

Intelligence.

Dexerity

Wisdom

Sl

Level: 23
Esperience: 497016519

%, weakened, seepless,no living subordinates
130% regen, ader sualight

Aspiring SoMier every branch a blade, every broom handle  speas,
you have a predilection for the arts of war.

215, -2 Agi, =2 Vit +1 Soul

‘Commander of Men: yous talents have been nurtored to command
the respect of your subordinates and superiors alke.

=3 Iat, 22 Wis, 1 Soul

Embittered Veteran: you have survived muliple conficts, each to no
clear end, the los of comrades 0 enemies unseen and vavanquished
fingers ke acid in your toughts

3 Tat, -2 Wis, -1 Soul

Arcane Knight batte ested and war forged, your mana infused

‘arms have proven their worth against your foes ime and again

15t +3 Dex, =2 Soul

Robust physigue ntease discipline and dedicated mining have refined your
form and increased your body's poteatal

S 3 Vi,
QuickStep: sl Potvork and grace lend yous fet inceased precision 1nd
ailiy
2 Agi, 12 Dex
Actherial Demsity: yous core excelsin the condeasing of it enegies into
olid consructs

[
Aetheric Ranseur: proclivity, trsining, and batle have produced a great sill

in he use of thusting and siabbing weapors, paricularly those of long reach.

You have elevated this abiity to more than merelyconventional mastry, blenfing
‘your core’s distinct energies with your combat abililtes

you lead others ko war and slaughter without hesitaion and
‘with dedicationto the mission. Your leadership enhances the acion of those.
‘ader your command, sreng thening yous aaks on the field.

Gtz

Handlight: concentrated solar mana bendsitelfto ceate self healing matrices
of varied forms, according o your will

Deadly Lunge:amplified speedand pover of prcise thrustingatacksor sabs

+25% Criical damage, -3¢

Advanced Lancer Proficiency: years oftaining and a fe devoted towar has

‘zranted the boon of increased mastry with giearms vih light armer to guard.

Rapid learmirg of combat arts with polearms and less stamina used by combat

arts with these weapors. Increased abilityto sharpen and maintain polearms

andlight amors, to maximize their effeciveness.

Sunlight’s Grace: the light of day bolstrs yourcore’s aility o conderse

‘mana and improves regeneration of you arcane reserves.

+30% Mana mgeneration uader sunlight

Subelass Traits:

Tactical Mind: imgroved abiliy to adaptto changes on the field apidly and
integrate these conditions into Orders o your men.

Unquestioned Authority: your commands carry magical weight, increasing

the claity of your inten, the speed o your subordinate's responses, and balstering
their resolve under stress.

Living Banner: your presence emboldens you comrades granting them increased
stamina rgeneration, and dispeling minor fatigue effectsor lingering minor
injusiesfor those inclose proximity: Increased personal stumira regeneraion while
in the presence of subordinates.

Clas Sdlb:
Greater Double Thrust: exerta dasticaly enhanced tinned sabbiag atack at
peecise locations in swcession.

Greater Heavy Thraust exerta sirgle dastcally enhanced pover stike with

‘yous weapon that deals improved catical damage and penetates armor effecively.
25% Catial dug, +25% dmg to Amor

Aetheric Step:infuse marm into your body to brefly drasically increase agility and,
lineasmotion

Aetheric Aegis consume the greater partof your mana reserves o imbue your bady
with major resisance to kinetic and magical damage.

Subclass Skills:
Rally: impel your men o close ranks and o redouble their courage with mana laden
suggestion. Preveats route for five mites, makes effected immune tofear efiects.
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Scintillating Touch(I): Precision weaving of a concentrated stream of Caelum charged by
Ceraun creates a phenomenally focused spear of plasma from the locus to the target. The target
must be joined to the wielder's flow of Ceraun to maintain the precise application of power.

Targets unable to resist the flow of energy through their mana vessels are paralyzed.
400% int + 300% dex dmg * mana consumed. Ceraun/Caelum. range (touch)
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Name: Taipan of The Ancient Glade

Race: Aes’r-Iriel’en Age: 137 Sex: Female

Cla eep Woods Ranger Subclass: Nightblade
Core: Iskios

Parameter
Strength
Agility
Vitality
Intelligence
Dexterity
Wisdom

Soul

Level: 35
Experience: 128,500/182,243

[Health: 76% health: knitting femur, hairline fracture of 4%,5%, and 7% ribs
[Stamina: 94% stamina;
ana: 100% mana; 130% regen. pacted lands

itles:
IDeep Wood Banshee: loss has turned your heart to one purpose: to be the final
vision of those who have incurred your vengeance.
+2 str, +3 agi, +2 int, +3 dex
[Farstrider of the Deep Wood: you have joumeyed into the deepest wilds and returned
scathed, your mastery of this domain is unparalelled.
+2 agi. +2 vit, +3 wis,
aipan: you carry the reputation of a serpent of otherworldly potency, so named by a
budding force in the world, and widely acknowledged by all who have the ill fortune to
ross your path. This fell viper's hostile demeanor is only matched by the acidity of the
venom that drips from its fangs. Where one deadly bite would do, it is known to give
ree in spite..
2 int, +2 dex, +1 soul
ILady of the Ancient Glade: you are wed to the Lord of the Ancient
lade, by royal decree of kin, honor’s law, and heartsworn vows. To preserve the glade,
o protect her people, and to carry your mate’s Honor, as he carries yours, these are your

rown’s Spreading Shade: you bear the weight of the Glades authority, speeding it like
vind through branches. Through your voice is known the will of the Lord, and through
Iy our knife and bow, his ire. The Glade’s allies know comforting strength in your
presence, its enemies, fear.
3 vit, +5 soul

[Elven Heritage: her elven body ages far more slowly than most
mortal kind. Elves are known for remarkable eyesight, low
light vision, extraordinary reflexes, and some magical resistance
[Elven Core: Elven cores regain mana very rapidly within a specific region
ey have become pacted but very slowly outside of that home territory.
I ocations can be changed through specific rituals. Pacted land: Iriel
aragon of Aes’r Iriel’en: you are the product of thousands of years of concerted effort to
breed truest the strengths of the deep wood blood lines. Your physicality is at the peak of

3 str, +3 agi, +4 vit
hird Eye: your vast experience preying on, and being preyed on in turn, by both beast and

IDeep Wood Ranger: the evolved class for hunters, emphasizing adeptness within the wilds farthest

Ifrom civilization. These unique combinations of scout, archer, and tracker, honed within the particularly

hostile forests of Iriel, are masters of the terrain and ranged attacks. They employ bows and knives with

oreat agility and are adept at finding sign of their prey. Few can claim to be more at home in places
vhere even beasts dwell with trepidation.

[Subclass:

INightblade: the evolved class for assassins that have mastered the arts of stealth and striking under cover

of dark. They can bend the shadows and moonlight into weapons stronger than the finest steel and see
rough the blackest night as the brightest day. These lone killers have a singular purpose: to prevent their

enemies from seeing the next sunrise.

lass Skills:

racking: imprint your own mana to illuminate the sign of a particular beast or sentient, making its

ell-tale footprints, brush paths, scent, and fur/hair more easily detected.
Archer’s Cadence: Improved breathing and muscle control when using bows improves draw and accuracy

0 a substantial degree. Fast following shots are more likely to hit the same target within a period of three
seconds of the initial arrow’s release.
IDeft Knife: long practice with small blades has produced a great dexterity in their draw and resheathing.

ives are more likely to find gaps in armor or tough hide.

ISilent Step: experienced hunters can pad their step with mana, deadening sound even in the leaf strewn terrain
of the forest. Move at full speed without making noise.

nfused Arrow: the ranger can concentrate mana into their arrow heads increasing penetration and detonating

brief moment after contact. Arrow heads are destroyed if made of substances that cannot hold increased
mana density.

[Sub class Skills:
IShadow Manipulation (Adept): pull dense shadows into a solid form shaped according to the user’s will,
strong as mithril. Weakened by strong light but can manifest resistance by consuming mana.

‘wilight Flame: infuse your mana with a consuming shadow flame to enhance its lethality, corroding mana and
flesh. Burns more rapidly before extinguishing, when exposed to strong light.
IFatal Thrust: edged weapons bypass a portion of enemy defenses, weaving a path through them with mana.

he amount of defense penetration depends on the amount of mana consumed. Mitigated by conscious target
mana reserves.

Jmbral Armor: wrapping your flesh with Iskios you carry the night with you and wield it as armor. increasing

e durability and strength by absorbing nearby light. Shadows beguile not only vision but other senses and
eliminate sound or air movement around you.

lass Traits:
Hunter’s Focus: Handling of bows and ranged weapons is heightened, more easily landing critical hits and
strike to the vitals of known prey.
[Bestiary: prolonged contact with lesser and greater beasts increases your familiarity with their habits, strengths,
and weaknesses. Increases lethality of strikes against known prey, improved poison application against known
prey, and reduces critical hits from known prey.

ilderness Baptism: prolonged exposure to the harsh environments, weather, and pestilences of the wilds has
creases your tolerance to moderate heat and cold, reduces your exposure in wet conditions, and makes you
esistant to insect bites. You can go longer without food and sleep.

[Subclass Traits:

idnight Eyes (Refined): see clearly in even pitch black environments using passive mana to enhance the eye
in absence of light. Does not produce blindness when exposed to light.
Assassination proficiency: improved faculty with daggers, dirks, punch blades, garrotes, cross bows, long bows,
jand rope darts. Learn combat skills more quickly while using these weapons under stealth conditions.
IBetwixt: Step through the edge of a shadow to appear in one nearby. Must have line of sight.

[Hunter’s Mark (IV): using the components of a certain person or animal to create
sympathetic link to them through your mana. The specificity of the mark and its

strength of connection depends on the materials used.

B50% Int duration * mana consumed * component integrity, Unaspected, range (ultra long)
Jmbral Petals (I): rapidly condense Iskios to shatter your shadow

ito a thousand razor sharp shards, directing them to your will, either as a cloud of blades

or a single spear of penetrating night. Targets struck by the skill are blinded and suffer mana

disruption. Penetrates shielding magics with great effectiveness.

00% Int +250% Will * mana consumed dmg, Iskios, range (medium)
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« Lightning Strike (0): generate a concentrated Ceraun charge and create a breakdovn path to 2

nearby target, delivering 2 powerful discharge when released.
300% Int + 200% Will dmg*mana consumed, Ceraun, range (varizble)
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Age: 4306 Sex: Male
Sublass Warrior
Core: Tempered

Steengih 16] 10
Agility u[
Visity 15[ +10]
Inteligence u #
Desterty v #
Wisdom 1
Soul u_»
Lewet: 2T
Experiomce: 148230

Fealte 557, broken Ief adius ulna
Stamina: 325 winded, tred
Mana: 15%, 125% regen

Tilles:

Twice Borne a mortal touched by divinity o ive again

Passing through the vold opens paths through the mind

+5 Wisdom

Lord of the Ancient Glade: you have explored thereaim of the

untouched forest glade, discovered ifs secrefs, andmade ofifs bounty your own.
‘You have laid claim to this land binding yourlife to it. Condiions are met, you
impose yourwill ssits Lord and tolerae o chalengers.

+5'sr, %5 agh, 5 vit, -5 it +5 dex, 3 wis, +3soul

“Keepal sas outsid of the ancientglade, a Lord's masery ks no bounds:™
Destroyer of the Forest Lord: you have fovgt and conguered.

‘The ancient predator that oamed the deeps ofthe cldest forest.

5 srength, =3 agility, + vislity

Base Trafie

Reforged: your bodywas craied by divinity, it assumes the

‘peak form imprinted by the soul from whichit was forged.

Mana Conduction: your core was crafted by diviity, it harmonizes.

cesonates, and emits mana more e Siciendy:

+25% maa gensraton; +25% mana shapire; ~25% mana capacity

Core Capacitor: you have leamed to empy your core extremely rapidly.
discharging it completely. Magnifies mana based damage and durability

of magical constructs. Requires mana safuration o actvate.

Overcharge: you have leamed to contimuouslyrelease and compress mana,
condensing it a it lows from yourcore. Ampifiesspell porver at greater mana
density when sucsessfil. Failie to confrol the mama results i a backlash to the core.
Warrior's Instinet. your experiences have wakened a penchant for violent confict
Adrmaline rushis 0% more eFfctie. Resist fear and calming stafus effects.

Mo Hkely to enter Blood Ragel.

=
Elementalit: mages tha obtsn some leve! of masery of all dlements, exchering
a focus to understand the true natue of mana hrough it varied forms. Gain
‘protsciensy wth clem entl mana fetinerent and hamonzaian. Locmased mana
‘percepticn and distnguihing variaions in the m anssphere.

Subchss
Warrior: the stariog point for martal prowess. For those who are drawn to
conflct,those whoare compeTed to defend themselves o ther ki, o trose vho
are simply sesking mastery for its own sike.

TmTal:
Elemental R finement: Handling of the elenentsarousd yos has increased
‘our abity o tune your mana fo e natured mana sroved sov. S0% increase
Sontrol of elerientd maa.

Batlemage: you are well practiced at casing in the midh of combat.

40% Improved cast speed for mown spels, 30% inproved cast speed for novel
spels

Armor sajusment. Experience teaches the varmor © vear im0t ke 1
second sk, reducag it interference with movement and conbat. Improved.
anmor it

Simple veapon proficiency: Basics ae basic for good masor. Imgroved
prficiensy fr spers, knives, elubs, and axes.

Learn combatskis more quickly while sing these weagons.

Loaghow praficieacy: Draw Hold. Releas. A simple cademwe fora
dangerous sone, plsyed by experierced tunters of man and besst. Improved.
‘proiciensy whie using agbaws.

Tmste
Core Pulse: Use your onn mams f sound agsinst e mana of the worls
nducing barsoons o fat sy allow prcepton of what fes beszas

Batle Rhythn: By concenirating sour mind and exgerience. you feel the
flow of combe, cecogizing the patem of the ightthe longer it goss. Eabances
reflaxes nd siuational awareness as batl contimues. Maximm

at o memites of exgagement with foes.

Thumatwey:
Volaic Grip (I):lihining chameled hrosgh a spce beteen

basds. Recuies both kandsas poins of comact

2574 Tt 150°% Wil dmg * s consumed, Coraun, tosch

Flame Crash (1) compacied flame i condznsed and fire, expandieg

> 2 pool of flame fromifscontct

207 I+ 125% Vill dmg * mana consomed, lceader, g (medium)

Water Je 1. waier s conpressed o a thia siream under high pressire

betieen the hands requires both hands o catrol.

2274 Tt~ 125% Vill dme * mana sonsumed, Aquae, range (medium)

Wind Blade (I1): thin, shrp crescentofsclid ai i fredat high velocity

21074 Int - 160% Villdme * mana onsumed, Caclum, range (long)

Stome Wall 11 2 éense wll of store 15 pul &6 up o the geound. 512 and
uabiity cependect on type of st

15741t +350% Will Gty  mana consumed, e, rnge Ghor)
TeeBlade () derse, sharp blade of e codts the am. Cut freez mnd

infict fros damage to urrounding areas theblade centacts

2074 Tt - 150% Villdmg. 150°% t - 200% Wil duabiliy Infig, range (touch)
‘Aholute Zero () create <n inense egionof cold,stllng e motion of

matte and dsiroying the fes hat bind.

404 T +100% il dm s consumad, i, rangs (hor)

Lightning Strike (): geneate a concentrated Cerau charge and crete  bredkdown path to
neitby target, deiering & powertuldischarge when eleased

307 Tnt = 200% Will dme* mana consmed, Ceraus, range (variable)
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Thss:
Deep Wood Ranger: the evotved class for huners, emphasizing adepiness within the wilds Srthest from
civiization. These unique combinations of scout, archer, and racker, honed within the particularly hostie forests
of riel, are masters of the terrain and ranged atacks. They employ bows and knives with great aility and are adept
at finding sign of thei prey. Few can claim to be mor at home in places where even beasts dvwell with repidation.

Subclass:
‘Nightblade: the evolved class for assassins that have mastered the arts of siealth and striking under cover of drk.
They can bend the shadows znd moorlight info weapons sronger than the finest seel and see through the blackest
aight as the brightest day. These lons killers have a singular pirpose: o prevent heir enemies from seeing the nest

Class Skills:
Tracking: imprint yous own mana to lminate the signof 2 paricolar beast or sentient, making i el ale
Soopints, brush paifs, scent, and forhair more casily detected.

Archer’s Cadence: Improved breathing and muscle control when using bows improves drawand aceuracy fo
substantal degree. Fast following shots are more Hkely to it the same target within a period of three secondsof
the inits arrow's rlease.

Deft Knife long practice with small blades has producsd a great dexterity in thei draw and resheathing. Kaives.
are more fikely o nd gaps in amor o tough hide.

Silent Step: experienced hunters can pad their step with mana, deadening sovnd even in the leafstewn terrain of
the forest. Move at full speed wihout making noise

Infused Arrow: the ranger can concentrate mana nto thei amrow heads increasing penetration and detonafing 3
brief moment afer coniact. Arrow heads are destroyed if made of substances that cannot hold increased mam
density.

Subclass Skill:
‘Shadow Manipulation (Proficient). pull dense shadows nto a ofid form with the strength of good steel and the|
shaspnessof a azor. Desiroyed by sirong fght.

‘Nightloals: infosing your skin with mana concentiates the essence of thestll nightinto it providing a potent
invisibifity, and muffling the sounds and disturbances of your motion unless siruck by powerfullight
Shadowburn Toxing infuse you mana witha poisonto enhance is lethality, ating avay at the vicim's mana
nd ressting anfidotes. Infused poisons erode rapidly when exposed fo daytight.

Fatal Thrust: dged weapons bypess a porton of enemy defenses, weaving a path through them with mana. The
‘amountof defense pene ration depends on the amovnt of mana consumed. Migated by conscious target mana

Class Traits:
+ Hunter's Focus: Handling of bows and ranged weaponsis heightened, more casily landing crtical hifs and
sirke to the vitls of knownprey.
Bestiary: prolonged contact with lesser and greater beasts increases your familadity with thei habits, srength,
and weaknesses. Increases lethality of sirikes against known prey, improved poison applicatin against known
ey, and rduces critcalhis from known prey.
‘Wilderness Baptism: prolonged exposure o the harsh environments, weather, and pestlences of the wilds has
increases your folerance to moderats heat and cold,reduces your exposure in wet conditions, and makes you
cesisant o insest bites. Yo can go lorger without food and slezp.

Subclass Traits:
Midnight Eyes (Refined): see clearyin even pitch black environmens using passive mana fo enhance the ey in
abseace of light. Does nof produce biindaess when exposed f fight
Assassination proficiency: improved faculty with daggers, dirks, punch bladss, garrotes, cross bows, lon bows,
‘and rope darts.

L eam combat skils more quickly wile using these weapons under stealfh condifions.

Thaumatugy
+ " Hunter's Mark (- sing the components of a certain person or class of person (o create
3 sympathetic fink to them through your mana. The speci ity of the mark and its:
sirength of connection depends on the materials used.
350% Int duration * mana consvmed * component infegrity, Unaspected, ange (ulra long)
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© Galvanic Mistral (I): Blades of Cactum bound up in threads of Ceraun, drawn into
‘violert rotation around a central blade that accelerates aggressively to subsoric speed.

s Int +200% Dex dmg * mana consum ed, CeraunCaclum, range(long)
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170% It - 200% Will g dorbiliymams expad Tocendars sazga(sor)
Shyshidd (IV): s basiaof Caslm esnb csatad by ollng inard hasmng i
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Sonding £ 3 t tmvals, gining dswrustive potental. Detonats on somact
i chises when th spall s mins w oven bomdarys conprrissd
50% fa - 150% Vil drg * maca conund, Cormn Incendare range(medise)
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into 2 pool of flame from is contact Expanding flam creates 2 vacwum,

solling the Incendere back oato iself to mdosble the heat

200% Tnt + 125% Wall g * mana consomad, Incendare, canga (short)

‘Water Jet (V): wateris compressed 102 thin stream sndar hgh pressvee.
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back alorg i path, vasty incrazing the mana efficiency ofthespell.

220% Int + 125% Witl dmg * mana consvmad, Aquas, ange (shor)
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250% Tnt + 150% Wall dmag * mana conssmed, Caslom, ange (lng)
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150% It = 300% Wal dobiliy * man consummed, Terr, arga (masive)

Tee Blade (V): 2 dense, sharpblade of ie coats the arm. Cots freeze 20

infict frost damaga to surrovnding are2 th biada contacs. The blade canbe
shattared to sand shards of nfis in 2 nareow cons tow xds 3 trget at igh spasd.
200% Tot = 150% Wall dene. 150% It - 200% Will dusablity, Infi, rangs Coucl)
Absolute Zero (I1):create an intense cegion of cod, sling the motion of

‘matter 204 descoyiag the iesthat bind.

400% Tnt +100% Will émg * mana consumed, Inee, range (shor)

Lightming Javalin (V): gensrate 2 charge and craste 3 braadlowa path 0.2

‘nsasby taigat o tanad object, deiverivg 3 powerfl slectic dischargs. Can be

6 snargy fom suscounding sovcess of Ceraua, sreatly amplifying pover.

300% It + 200% Wall deng*rmana consomed, Coravn, cang (madiven)

Cinder Pear] (V): condensation of fams produces 2 near solidawel of

dense combustion. Can be produced in chamled grovps ofup fonine

‘pears trat may be throren at high spesd singly or 3 2 sroup. Pearsceformad

o shaped charges, massively fcusing detonation potential loag theis point of
impact

200% Tnt + 200% Watl deng * mana consmad, Incenders, cange (oag)

(Cind r Skisl (V): rapidly soating Cinder pears create 3 somi sclid shast of
boming mans that can svagorsts wesker mans or bum objacts passize

‘asar o through . Absos surounding heat or avaiabls flam tostore 2 sseabl
incendars.

1705 i = 200% Wat dmg/ducability"maca consomed, locenders ange (short)
Shyshield (IV): 2 basriar of Caslum can'b ceatad by palling in 2nd hadsning 5ir
The dsadaned siis complately immobile scing 5 3 sonie barier and pravents
‘movemnt of atmosphere acrossthe barier. May be ayered with vacsom to 2mplisy
deadaring 2nd emerzy sbsorpiion.

230% Int = 300% Willducability * mana consomed, Castom, range (madiom)
Ceraumopercep ion(IIT): it spharical  sves of slectromsgnetic force which reflect
10 produca sensation, depending on the sucface featres of conductivamatarials
Refinements o puise ampfiuda and Saquency alfr the racsivad tactleinpot.

300% Int + 150% Dex sensiivity *mana consomed, Carave, cange (madivm)
Stormfire () flams woven with lihining, the consuming missile of

omansiated mana onizas matterit tovehes, comerin it nto fea Ceraun

eding isef s it ravel, gaiving destmetive potental. Detonates on contact

it objscts whan e spal s maca  oven boundary i comprommised.
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Flame Crash (1) compaciad flame is condersed and fired, expanding.

ko2 poo! of fams from it contat

200% ot + 125% Will dmg * mana comumed, Tncandars, cange (mbive)
‘Water Jot () wateris compressed 0 2 thin sream vndar high srassvre

et con the hands,caquire both hands to ontrel.

220% It + 125% Will éme * mana comumed, Aquaz, cange (madivrm)
‘Wind Blade )2 thin,sharp crescent ofsfid i is fira at tigh velocity
200% It + 150% Will dmg * mana comsumed, Castom, cange (lon)
‘Stone Wall (1):2 dense wall o stons i lled vp Som the grouad. Size snd
srability dapendent o type ofstone.

150% Int + 250% Wil éucabiity * mana comsumed, Tor, cange (hert)

Tee Blade (1) 2 donse, sharpblade of i coats the aom. Cots freeze and
iflct frost amage tosocrovoding areas theblade contacs.

200% -+ 150% Will dme. 150% It = 200% Will ocabifity, efis, tovch.
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Flame Crash (1): compacted Alame is condersed and fired, expandng

into 2 pool of flam e from ifs contact
200% Int + 125% Will dmg * mana consum ed, [ncendere, range (short)
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Thaumarurey:
+ Voltai Grip (I):lghning chanaeled hrovgh a space betveen
hands. Requires both hands s poiatsof ontact.

250% It +150% Will dmg * mara consumed, Ceraum, touch
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Inteligence
Dexterity
Wisdom
Sod

Levet: 20
Esperience: 145/192

PRl 7% vaijoed
Stamira: 85%, well rested
Mana: 110%, 125% regen, mara safurtion +2 soul

Tiles
‘Twice Borne a mortal toucled by dviitytolive again.

Passing though the void opens paths through the mind.

45 Wisdom

Aucient Glade Native: you have made the anient glade your home,
dscoveing is fruts, and barvesting it bownties. You fave a greater
intsifion fr what i is boon and whatis bane in th forgotten wood.
2 gl +2 int, 2 dex, 43 wis while inthe ancint glade

Destroyer of the Forest Lord: you have fought and conguered

‘The ancient precatorthat rcamed the deepe of the cldest foret.

45 strength, 5 agilty, +5 vility

BaseTr:
Reforged: your body was crafied by ivinity; it assumes the

geak form mpinted by he soul fom which it was forged.

Mana Condoction: your core was crafied by divinity, it harmonizes
esommes, and emifs mata more <ficenty.

425%mana regereration; +25% mana shaping.

425% mana capacity

Core Capacitar: yoo ave eamd to ermpey sove cor axtarmsly cagidly
dictasging it completaly. Magrsfies maa based damage 208 oty
of masicalconseocsRagpica mana satocation o st
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Tem entalist: mages that obtzin som < Ievel of mastery of all elem enfs, eschewing
focus to understand the frue nature of mana through s varied forms. Gain
roficiency with elemental m ana refinem ent and hamonization. Increased mana
erception and distinguishing variafions in the m anasphere.

Tass Traits:

lem ental Refinement: Handling of the elements around you hasincreased
our ability to tune your mana to the nafured mana around you. 50% increase
ortrol of clem ental mana.

Tass Skills:
‘ore Pulse: Use your own mana to sound against the mana of the world,
inducing ham oniZation thatm ay allow perception of what ies beneath.
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Nt Ulic Eimar

Race:Fuman®  Age: 4326 Sex: Mle
Qs Subelass

Core: Untempered.

Mana: 110%, 0% regen, mana saturaied

Tiles
Towice Borne a moral touched by divinity o five again
Passng through the woid opens path throtgh the mind
45 Wisdom

Base Trais:
Reforged: your body was cafted by divinity, it assumes the
ek form imprinted by the soul from whichit was forged
Mana Conducion: yout core was crafied by dvinity, it hamnonizes

$25% mana rgensrsion; 5% mana sepig;
$25% mana capaty
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it Foll bl mo ey
Stamiza: Full s, well rstd
Mz 2%, 12% czen

e

ToriceBorne: moral tovehed by divinity o fve zain.
Pssing thioush the void pens paths through he mind.
5 Wisdom

BaseTrai
Reforgad:your body was crafied by diviiy, it weumss the

ol o imprintad by the ool Som which it vas fozal

Mz Condoetion:your corewas rafed by diviity, it Pammarizes
ceonats, and it mana moce efiiendy.
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Name Ultic Einar
Race Human®  Age: 4326
Class

Core: Tempered

Strength
Agility
Vitlity
Intelligence
Desterity
Wsdom
Soul

Leve: 20
Experience 67/192

Healit: 79%, sprained 1t knee, bruised ibs, bruised Iegs
Stamia: Full stamina, well rested
Mana: 2%, 125%regen

Titles:
Twice Bome: amartal touched by divirity to live again
Passing through the void opens paths through the mind

+5 Wisdom

Ancient Glade Nomad: you have exploredtherealm of the
ntouchedforest, discovered some ofits secrefs, and girded.
yourself withits bourty. +2 dextarity while inthe ancient glade
Destroyer of the Forest Lord: you have fought and conquered.
‘The ancient predator that roamed th